LANGUAGE LEARNING IN THE LIBRARY VS. THE CLASSROOM

Directions:  In the chart below, mark a plus (+) if you think the characteristic in the left-hand column is typical of the learning environment listed in the column. Mark a minus (-) if it is not something you usually find in that context.  

	Characteristics
	Traditional instruction

(teacher-fronted classroom)
	Natural setting

(ex. Library)


	Error correction


	
	

	Learning one thing at a time


	
	

	Ample time suitable for learning

	
	

	High ratio of native speakers to learners

	
	

	Variety of language and discourse types (ex. formal, informal, persuasive, informational, directive)

	
	

	Pressure to speak


	
	

	Access to modified input (i.e. Is the language simplified for learners)

	
	


In one setting:
· Learners are rarely corrected.  If the people they are speaking with can understand what they are saying, they do not remark on the correctness of the learners’ speech.  They would probably feel it is rude to do so.

· Language is not structured step-by-step.  In this setting, the learner will be exposed to a wide variety of vocabulary and structures.  

· The learner is surrounded by the language for many hours each day.  Some of it is addressed to the learner; much of it is simply ‘overheard’.
· The learner encounters a number of different people who use the target language proficiently.

· The learner observes or participates in many different types of language events: brief greetings, commercial transactions, exchanges of information, arguments, instructions.

· Learners must often use their limited second language ability to respond to questions or get information.  In these situations, the emphasis is on getting meaning across clearly, and more proficient speakers tend to be tolerant of errors that do not interfere with meaning.

· Modified input is available in many one-on-one conversations.  In situations where many native speakers are involved in the conversation, however, the learner often has difficulty getting access to language he or she can understand.

In another setting:
· Errors are frequently corrected.  Accuracy tends to be given priority over meaningful interaction.

· Input is structurally simplified and sequenced.  Linguistic items are presented and practiced in isolation, one item at a time.

· There is limited time for learning (usually only a few hours a week).

· There is a small ratio of native speakers to non-native speakers. There is often only one native or proficient speaker the student comes in contact with.

· Students experience a limited range of language discourse types (ex. question – answer – evaluation of answer).

· Students often feel great pressure to speak or write the second language and to do so correctly from the very beginning.

· When the target language is used in this setting to give instructions or for other management purposes, the primary speaker often modifies his or her language in order to ensure comprehension and compliance.

Adapted from: Lightbrown, P. & Spada, N. (1998). How languages are learned. New York: Oxford University Press (pp. 71-72)

