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       How do students learn? That is a tricky question.We, teachers should ask ourselves if this 

could be accomplished “by trial and error”, “by reading a manual and following the 

instructions”,or “by sitting next to someone who can tell you what to do and give feedback on 

whether you’re doing OK”. According to Scrivener the process of learning involves five steps: 

• doing something 

• recalling what happened 

• reflecting on that 

• drawing conclusions from the reflection 

• using those conclusions to inform and prepare for future practical experience 

                                              The experiential learning cycle  
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   Taking into consideration the experiential learning cycle, we can conclude that the “jug and 

mug”explanation approach is  inefficient if it dominates classroom time, whereas providing 

students opportunities to do things might be much more appropriate. Some of our worries  should 

focus on whether we allow our students practical experience in doing things, for instance in 

using language rather than simply listening to lectures about language. Being “over-helpful” 

could hinder students’ learning. One useful idea would be to raise students awareness of how 

they  learn, to reflect on that and to find out what procedures, materials, techniques or 

approaches help them to learn more effectively. 

Teachers need to ensure that they consider the following ideas: 

• People learn more by doing things themselves rather than  by being told about them; This 

leads to the idea that it might be more efficient for a learner to work in pairs or groups or 

to do a role-play or simulation than listen to a twenty-minute explanation from the 

teacher of how to do it correctly; 

• Learners are according to Scrivener intelligent, fully functioning humans, not simply 

receptacles for passed on knowledge. 

• New learning is built over the foundations of our earlier  learning. We employ whatever 

knowledge  and experience we already have  to learn and understand new things. 

Thus, our performance as teachers is possibly just one minor factor in the learning process, and 

knowledge of the subject matter and methodology are on their own insufficient. 

    On the other hand, an aware and sensitive teacher who respects and listens to her students and 

who concentrates on finding ways of enabling learning rather than on performing as a teacher, 

goes a long way  to creating conditions in which a great deal of learning is likely to take place. 

                Learning theories and approaches 

      Another question that teachers might want to be answered is whether second language 

acquisition can hope to replicate the conditions in which children acquire their first language. 

   Acquisition and learning. The distinction between these two processes was made by Stephen 

Krashen. Acquisition is considered to be the “natural” way, paralleling first language 

development in children. It represents a subconscious process which has as a result the language 

proficiency through understanding and using language for meaningful communication. It is more 

successful and longer lasting than learning. Learning refers to the process in which conscious 

rules about a language are developed; it results only in “knowing about” the language, that is 

explicit knowledge about the forms of a language and the ability to verbalize this knowledge. 

According to him, successful acquisition depends on the nature of the language input which the 

students receive, that is, the language that students hear or read. The input should contain 

language that the students already know and language they have not previously seen. He also 
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considers that students are able to acquire language on their own, provided that they get a great 

deal of comprehensible input. Krashen‘s merits are: 

• he stressed on the importance of input (students should receive much comprehensible 

input in speech or writing) 

• his acquisition/learning theory raises the problem of transferability of language skills 

from the formal learning situation to real life 

• recommends taking care that the comprehensible input provided to the learner should 

slightly exceed the learner‘s current competence 

• recommends learning by communication  

   Despite the fact that many learning second language theories originate in studies of how people 

learn their first language, they had a profound effect upon the practice of language teaching. 

Among the most well-known hypotheses regarding language acquisition are:   

1)Behaviouristic– developed by Skinner, who applied the theory of conditioning (an animal can 

be trained to learn something through a three-stage procedure: stimulus, response and 

reinforcement/ reward) to the way humans acquire their first language. Language was considered 

as a form of behaviour. Language learning is considered to be based on experience, imitation and 

selective conditioning and the  language “habit”  formed by constant repetition. Mistakes were 

immediately criticized, while good results were immediately praised. 

2)Nativistic–  language acquisition is considered to be a more or less autonomous process based 

on an inborn mechanism of language acquisition. Linguistic competence is the most important 

thing. The conception was developed by Noam Chomsky, who considered that language was not 

a form of behaviour, but a rule-based system. A large part of language acquisition means in fact 

the learning of the system. The language learner acquires language competence (knowledge of 

the grammar rules present in the system) and he experiments it as language user. 

3)Cognition hypothesis – takes into account the relationship which exists between the 

developing cognitive and intellectual abilities 

4)The social constitution hypothesis – considers child‘s socialization and interaction very 

important 

Other theories of learning a language include: 

1)task-based learning – is based on the idea that attention should not be given too much to the 

nature of language input, but to the learning tasks that students are involved in. Students should 

be asked to perform communicative activities (tasks) in which they have to use the language. The 

more they do this, the better they become at using the language; the tasks chosen, should: 

contribute to communicative goals; enhance learning; have carefully designed elements and well 

specified objectives;engage students in some form of genuine problem solving activity. 

2)cooperative learning – involves the learner-centered characteristics; it also refers to the 

collaborative efforts of students and teachers working together to pursue goals and objectives 

3)interactive learning – created for communicative purpose; the interactive classes are those 

which do group and pair work; receive authentic language input in real-life contexts; produce 
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language for meaningful communication; produce oral communication; write to and for real 

audience; focus on the social aspect of language; integrate the four skills. 

4)self-directed learning. The theory is based on the idea that students have to be trained to be 

good learners; their learning is better if they make most of their own resources, if they can take 

their own decisions about what to do next, how best to study. A good language programme 

should be based on a mixture of class-work and self-study. 

5)humanistic approaches – based on the idea that the humanistic aspects of learning should be 

stressed. The experience of the students is what counts. The development of the students‘ 

personality, as well as the encouragement of positive feelings are considered to be as important 

as their learning of a language. 

   Testing 

Testing and teaching are closely interrelated. Tests are devices used to reinforce learning and 

motivate the student; they are also means of assessing the students` performance in the language. 

A test gives a score that is assumed to define the level of knowledge of the one who takes it. 

Tests can be: 

• Placement tests-tests usually given to a student entering an educational institution to 

determine specific knowledge or proficiency in various subjects for the purpose of 

assignment to appropriate courses or classes. 

• Achievement tests-tests designed to measure the knowledge or proficiency of an 

individual in something that has been learned or thought over a period of time. 

• Progress tests-tests which measure progress in a specific textbook series. 

• Standardized testing –any testing which is given to large numbers of students under 

standard conditions and with standard procedure,usually in the multiple choice form(in 

Romania –BAC) 

• Public examinations and proficiency tests-determine what level a student has reached 

at any one time and are used by universities and employers(the University of Cambridge 

ESOL,The University of Michigan and TOEFL) 

Portfolio Assessment-many educational institutions allow students to assemble a portfolio 

of their work over a period of time,a term or a semester and the student can be assessed by 

looking at three or four of the best pieces of work over this period. 

 

 According to the purpose of testing there can be   

• Summative assessment-usually applied at the end of a predetermined period of 

instruction:mid-term, final; rates the student in relation to - an external standard of 

correctness;it is the usual traditional and standardized approach; 
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• Formative assessment-takes place on an ongoing basis as instruction is developing;rates 

the students in terms of functional ability to communicate,using criteria that the student 

has helped to identify;helps the student to identify ways of enhancing their learning and is 

more of an alternative assessment approach. 

 

Traditional ‘pen and paper’ tests are made of two types of questions: 

• Discrete item  tasks-testing specific individual language points,and tests only one 

thing at a time; 

• Integrative tasks-expect students to use a variety of language at any one given 

time such as writing a composition or doing a conversational oral test; 

       Another distinction can be made between: 

• Direct test items if it asks candidates to perform the communicative skill which is being 

tested identifying what students can do with the language in different 

circumstances(follow text instructions, give an oral presentation on a topic,interact orally 

or in written with someone) 

• Indirect test items which try to  measure a student’s knowledge and ability through more 

controlled items such as multiple-choice questions or grammar transformation items;they 

are quicker to design and easier to mark ,with greater scorer reliability; 

Assessors need to keep in mind as well some basic  principles whenever they build a test: 

• validity 

• reliability 

• washback 

• practicality 

Validity means that the test measures accurately what it is meant/intended to measure; reliability 

means that the test is fit to be trusted or relied on (has dependable score);reliability is the 

consistency with which a test measures something; under similar conditions, with a similar group 

of test-takers, a reliable test will give the same results each time it is used. 

      All things considered, teachers  should remember  a few suggestions: 

 “Don’t teach and teach.Teach and check. Check again! Check the quiet ones! Input 5% 

Checking 95%” 

“A centimetre of input; a metre of practice” 

“Don’t teach and teach.Teach and learn.Reflect on what happened,together with an excitement 

about trying a slightly different option next time.Learning teaching is a belief that 

creativity,understanding,experience and character continue growing throughout one’s life” 
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