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ABSTRACT

Language is important for mankind. It is a tool and a medium that makes one understands another, and
allows one to express his idea. Understanding among people can be done by language development process which
consists of information perceiving, and transferring of thoughts and symbols. Due to human uses language to transfer
their thoughts and needs, language is the most important fundamental factor for living, ability development, and
wisdom development. The article titled as ‘Language Learning Theories” was conducted to collect and present theories
on learning and perceiving languages used in children and adults. Children mainly learn their mother tongue, and
respectively learn foreign languages or second language. Improving of language ability is also important, regardless
of whether it is local language, national language, or foreign languages. Additionally, learning second language or
foreign languages is already becoming popular at the present time. Learning new language can also lift up human’s
life quality in many aspects, especially when one newly moved to new place that requires him to learn new language
for communication and surviving. ‘Language Learning Theories’” explains how children learn spoken languages from
being infant till being able to communicate. The article also indicates the process of new language perceiving. Thus,
this work is showing the differences between the learning processes of children and adults, is pointing out that every
step of learning usually goes consistently with the theories. The theories allow language learners to understand
language learning process which varies depending on ages. Also, learners shall understand the proper processes for
people that have different ages and maturities. Furthermore, they shall realize their inner abilities. The theories also
allow teachers to create a situation or condition to teach properly in order to improve students’ language skills and to
interact with students. This will eventually allow students to be able to adapt the knowledge learned to study more

new languages in future.
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Introduction

Language can be perceived as sound,
behaviors, and symbolic systems created by human to
be collectively understood, agreed upon, and perceived.
It’s used purposely for communication, interaction,
transmission, and inter-person exchange of ideaq,
feeling, knowledge, and emotion. Those activities can
be conducted through one or various means. Hence,
language is an important tool for human to communicate
and coexist together. Language learning is an important
activity that allows human to live together harmoniously
in a particular society. Communication is necessary to
allow human to share their thoughts or facts as they
desire, so that all have to learn language. Starting from
a mother tongue, and stepping forward to a second
language or foreign languages, these are the way to
utilize languages on purposes of study, trade, or friend
making. Human create languages for their life. Pintip
Tuaycharoen (1985 as cited in Rungrudee Plaengsorn,
2017, pp. 31-32) viewed that there were three natural
differences between mother tongue learning and
second language or foreign language learning. Firstly,
all language learners had to learn their mother tongue
before starting second language or foreign language.
Learners tended to logically have the idea consistent
with their mother tongue which obstructed second
language or foreign language learning. Secondly,
language learners often faced with cultural situations
that were different from cultural situations found in
their mother tongue. These differences were out of
linguistic issues, such as classifications of times, places,
behaviors, persons, and characters. Thirdly, aging also
did matter. Aging made people became familiar with
their mother tongue structure and used such structure
in a second language. It was called mother-tongue
interference. Hence, old people needed more efforts

than young people in this regard.
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Language Learning

Language can be classified into 2 groups,
namely first language (L1) learning which is learning of
mother tongue/native language, and second language
(L2) learning which includes learning of foreign language
(FLA). Kanungnit Chanturat (2011, pp. 39-41 cited in
Rungrudee Plaengsorn, 2017, pp. 35-36) explains as
the follows.

1. Children easily and perfectly learn L1
very fast. No one cannot use language if he stays in a
language environment. After being able to talk, children
absolutely develop language skill at the age of 5 years
old. This success is of language understanding and
language using. Meanwhile, L2 learners mostly can
only be most likely to native speaks. L2 learners can
be successful in only one aspect, e.g. one can speak
and communicate fluently, but do grammatical errors
sometimes, or do unclear pronunciation.

2. If one does not have a disorder brain or
body, and is able to interact with people surrounding,
he will be successful on learning his L1. That is slightly
different in each person. However, two groups of people
cannot properly use L2 at the same level even if they
started learning at the same time. Some of them might
be able to communicate fluently, some of them probably
cannot even to understand.

3. L1 learners basically focus on competence
which allows them to understand grammar rules
and can make a good performance in using L1.
Meanwhile, L2 learners usually don’t pay attention
on the competence as such, but want to be able to
fluently use language. L2 learners think that it’s difficult
to communicate if they pay attention on grammar too
much.

4. Fossilization makes L2 learners stop their

learning at some point. This is not found in L1 learning.
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5. L1 learners likely have an instinct to tell if
a sentence is correct. L2 learners cannot easily tell if a
sentence is correct if they have never seen or heard it.

6. L1 can be learnt from the language
environment. Classroom is not a factor to make one able
to use L1. L1 can be improved also varying to age. L2
mostly can be learnt by teaching in classrooms.

7. In L1 learning, correction is not mandatory
because learners can correct it by themselves. On
the other hand, correction is better for L2 learners’
improvement.

8. Emotion, feelings, perspective, and
motivation are not factors for L1 learning. However,
those significantly affect L2 learning. Hence, there are
plenty differences within L1 learning and L2 learning, so
that teachers must understand this point and teach L1,

L2, and FLA properly.

Language Learning Theories

There are two methods of language learning:
formal and informal. Formal or unnatural learning
requires teachers to organize the course orderly.
Teachers have to explain vocabularies, grammar rules,
and exercises. Also, teachers have to evaluate learners.
Informal or natural learning requires teacher to teach
based on a supportive and sufficient environment
(Achara Wongsothorn, 1995, pp. 31-35). This allows
learners to do self-learning and keep knowledge in their
long-term memory and use it later. Language learning
theories describe the learning processes since the
beginning stage until communicable stage. Learning is
improved based on theories. L1 learning theory focus on
the first language that children learnt or practice. Some
people may have more than one mother tongues, e.g.
Thai-Muslim in the 3 southern borderline provinces,
people can speak both Thai language and Malayu
language. There are three theories within this L1 theory:
Behaviorism Learning Theory, Innatism Learning Theory,

and Cognitive.

1. Behaviorism Learning Theory

B.F. Skinner is a psychologist in behaviorism
school and a leader of the theory supporters. He wrote
a book named Verbal Behavior which essentially says
that language is used when the user gets incited by
an operant conditioning. The learning will be going on
if learners get awarded or reinforced. Such award or
reinforcement shall push learners to keep continuously
learning in the same way. This will create a habit of
learning which will create behaviors. To illustrate this,
children tend to keep using some particular words if
they get praised from saying those words. Skinner
categorized language factors into 3 factors, namely
1) operant conditioning, 2) speaking behaviors, and 3)
supportive consequences. The proper learning method
is to find a proper operant conditioning for learners in
order to motivate them to learn (Rungrudee Plaengsorn,
2017, p. 40). For example, a mother always hugs
her kid, smiles to him, and gives him milk, when he
says “mother”. This’s called positive reinforcement.
Contrarily, the same kid will get condemned if he
wrongly says something like “A1” (Daa) instead of
“®1” (Taa). Eventually, the kid will say correctly. This’s
called “negative reinforcement”. It can be drawn from
this theory that children are born with pure brain.
They learn language by imitating language behaviors
of surrounding people. They try to imitate those
behaviors along with getting reinforced at the same
time. However, the author views that language has no
limitation in its characteristic. Sentences are able to be
created unlimitedly. Imitation can only make children
capable to use language in the ways they have heard.
Imitation does not allow them to create new ways of
speaking that can be different from their parent’s. Thus,
if imitation is the only way of learning, children might be
able to only speak in the same way like they previously

experienced.



2. Innatism Learning Theory

Noam Chomsky disagrees with Skinner. He
views that language learning behavior is more complex
than stimulation response or operant conditioning
as explained by Skinner. Chomsky explained that a
language is composed of rules or grammars that were
originally born with human. Language is not created
by stimulation response. Language learning can be
regarded as a mechanism within human like an organ.
Therefore, to learn language is to learn human’s
thought. He proposed the theory called the “universal
grammar theory”. The theory explains that all human
was born with an ability to learn language, and all
languages in the words have similar rules of grammars.
Human are able to set their system called “language
acquisition device” (LAD) to adapt themselves to be
comfortable with the language environment they are in
(Rungrudee Plaengsorn, 2017, pp. 42-44). So, they can
finally learn that language. He divides language skills
into 2 sides, namely performance skill and language
competency. Office of the Royal Society of Thailand
(2010, pp. 262, 265) explains that the “competence”
is the knowledge that allows language learners to
decide whether a sentence is grammatically wrong
or acceptable. Some sentences are acceptable even
though they are grammatically incorrect, while some
thereof are unacceptable even though they are correct.
This knowledge also allows language learners to know
which sentences are ambiguous. Meanwhile, the
dictionary describes “performance” as language usages
in various situations that are affected by social factor,
psychological factor, and other factors, e.g. misspeaking.
Some mistakes make language performance incompliant
to language competence (Generative linguists usually
don’t pay attention on language performance. They
claim that performance does not truly represent

knowledge or competence). This theory explains that all
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children similarly have ability to improve their language
skills. Language learning in children doesn’t occur
from imitation. Children can develop their skill and use
some words never been heard before. They can also
creatively create long sentences. It could be said that,
according to Noam Chomsky’s theory, all children are
naturally born having linguistic structures. Chomsky
views that imitation is not mandatory at all.
3. Cognitivism

Learning Theory Jean Piaget is a Swiss
psychologist who brought this theory up in order to
argue with Noam’s theory which expresses that human
have an organ for language development (LAD). Jean
Piaget argues that language learning is children’s age-
based development which has no organ particularly
working on language learning. What really make human
able to learn language are their natural intelligence
and environments. Children can learn language when
their intelligence get ready (Kanungnit Chanturat, 2011
pp. 31-32 as cited in Rungrudee Plaengsorn, 2017 p.
45). The focal idea here is that there is @ mechanism in
children’s brain that allow them to learn languages. Also,
external factors contribute on stimulating children to
organize their thinking system and process ability. This
allows children to develop their learning rules. Hence,
it could be said that languages represent human’s
intelligence, and human are capable to learn languages
as a tool for communication. Human learn many things
by interacting with those things. Jean Piaget studied into
child development steps based on age spans. It is called
“intellectual development theory”.

3.1 Sensorimotor Stage (newborn - 2 years
old): Children can learn relations between movements
and senses. They can learn existences of objects.

3.2 Preoperational Stage (2 - 7 years old):
Children can use symbols in representing things. They

know that a round shape item can be represented by
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a ball. They can express their idea by using languages,
but still cannot understand other people’s thought.

3.3 Concrete Operational Stage (7-11 years
old): Children in this stage start to use rational thinking.
They start to understand rules, measurements, relations,
comparisons, classifications, and subsequences.

3.4 Formal Operational Stage (above 11
years old): Children in this stage can imagine of an
abstract concept beyond the information they have.
They can make an assumption. Intelligence development
can occur subsequently continuously. The development
will go to the last stage which is measure thinking
that allows them to learn things surrounding them. In
conclusion, in some development spans, human need
to use intelligence to learn language and other matters.
This allows human to understand things, behaviors, and
abstract concepts, such as difficulty, easiness, beauty,
handsomeness, affection, democracy, and so-on.
Children need to creatively interact with surrounding
people in order to learn languages. This allows them to
understand more things based on their experiences, so
that they can accumulate such experiences in the form
of language structure. Eventually, they will be able to

use languages.

L2 Learning Theory

L2 and FLA are what human learn after
knowing their first language. These languages take roles
in official uses, communication, education, business,
tourism, and politic. Office of the Royal Society of
Thailand (2010, p. 397) explains that Second language
acquisition means learning of other languages besides
the first. Thus, it includes also third language, fourth
language, and other foreign languages that human
use them less than their L1. Some Thai people also
learn English, Chinese, and Japanese particularly on
purposes as said above. Rungrudee Plaengsorn (2017,

pp. 39-53) pointed out a popular L2 & FLA learning

theory generated by Stephen Krashen which contains
5 assumptions (Krashen and Terrell, 1983, pp. 26-132)
as the follows.
1. Acquisition Learning Hypothesis
This assumption is consisted of “language
acquisition” and “language learning”. Language
acquisition is the learning process that is similar to
learning process of mother tongue. Learners usually and
naturally learn through this method without realizing
that they are learning. This method allows learners to
informally learn unlike another method called “language
learning” which allows learners to formally and realizing
learn through forms and rules of languages. The latter
allows learners to be able to explain the rules and be
knowledgeable in the languages being learnt. This
could be called “formal learning” method. Learners
using this method do not use spoken languages like
used in daily life. Contrarily, people using “language
acquisition” method do not think that they are learning
while they are using language because they focus on
daily life communication. For example, if a mother says
“drink milk” every time she feeds her kid, the kid shall
understand the meaning of “drink milk” without any
explanation. This is natural and informal learning.
2. Natural Order Hypothesis
This theory views that language learning
has natural subsequent processes, regardless of the
ages of learners. Learners learn language rules orderly.
There is no point to teach or fix a particular rule for them
if they are not ready to learn the rule in such stage.
3. Monitor Hypothesis
This hypothesis says language accepting
differs from language learning. Language accepting
allows learners to be fluent in using languages, while
language learning allows leaners to be able to prove
(monitoring) the language’s correctness. Hence,
languages rules do not make learners speak fluently
like assumed by the first hypothesis. The rules only

contribute to monitoring process.



4. Input Hypothesis

The key factor for language learning is
language information which is regarded as “inputs”
under this theory. Inputs can be obtained from reading
and learning. Learners must understand the information
obtained. Besides, the information must have meanings,
not merely language rules or structures. Involvements
between learners and information shall make the
information attractive toward leaners. Lastly, in order
to achieve the fruitful result, language information
obtained should contain a little bit higher level than the
information already acquired by the learners.

5. The Affective-Filler Hypothesis

This hypothesis declares that perception and
attitude significantly contribute language learning, e.g.
study determination, relaxation, and study readiness.

Learning style as Rungrudee Plaengsorn
(2017, p. 55) defines it as a person’s individual learning
behavior characteristics. Everyone has different skills
on thinking, learning, expressing, and problem solving.
Learning style can be taught and advised by teachers.
This can be done by fixing the experiences to be
accordant with a learning style, so that learners shall
have good study results.

According to Watcharapol Wiboolyasarin
(2013, pp. 88-91), said that there are 2 types of
interesting learning styles.

1. Cognitive Style

There are 2 types thereof.

1.1 The style of Witkin, Moore, Good
enough, and Cox.

This style can be divided into 2
more types, namely “field dependence” and “field
independence”

1.2 The style of Kolh, Rubin, and
Mcintyre. This style can be divided into 4 more types.

1.2.1 Divergent type

Ganesha Journal Vol. 16 No. 2 July - December 2020

Learners are good at imagining and see
the big concept. This type goes good with a situation
that requires diversity of ideas, e.qg. brain storming.

1.2.2 Assimilative type

Learners are capable to
summarize principles. They are more interested in
abstract principles than experiences. They don’t like
practicing and implementing.

1.2.3 Convergent type

Learners can apply abstract
ideas, and can find the best practical solution. They
don’t like being emotional while solving problems. They
prefer working with objects more than people. They are
focusive in a particular field and are expert in that field.

1.2.4 Accommodation type

Learners like doing experiment
and trial by their own methods. They like coordinating
and are able to adjust themselves.

1.3 Fleming’s Learning Style.

This style can be broken down into 4
types based on learners’ 4 senses called “VARK”.

1.3.1 Visual type

Leaners look at things in order to
memorize and learn. In this type, learners learn from
symbols and picture. All information shall be recognized
and memorized in the form of picture, graph, or map.
This process fits well with people who are good at
seeing the big concept first and get deeply into details
afterward. Stories and sequences shall be merged and
memorized in the form of picture as well. Learners are
better at this than learning from narrative or characters.

1.3.2 Aural type

Learners listen to sounds in order
to learn. They like learning from listening to
conversations, lectures, or even self-communicating.
They like one-way learning which is input. However,

it does not mean they are unable to respond. They
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can do what they are told to do. The author views that
this group of learners are better at learning second
language or foreign languages comparing to the other
groups, because they like listening and are able to follow
the explanations. Effective language learning needs
perceiving data from various sources, such as music,
movies, and news. Thus, good listening skill related to
this *‘Aural Type’ is so required.

1.3.3 Reading/Writing

Learners learn by reading texts
on documents. They mainly learn from alphabets and
characters. They perceive by reading, and respond
by writing. They like doing researches and noting up
information to gain knowledge.

1.3.4 Kinesthetic type

Learners use all 5 senses to
perceive data, and organize it to memorize learn. This
learning type require direct practices, including real
situation and simulations. They need to be always active
because they will have to do it participate in activities.

2. Learning Style based on Response or
Behavior
2.1 Man’s system
There are 8 types of styles within.

2.1.1 Compliant type

Learners work in compliant with
order. They don’t like lack of discipline in their class.

2.1.2 Anxious—dependent type

Learners think they are not
competent, have no ability, and are always anxious
about the assignment. They need assistants from
teachers.

2.1.3 Discouraged worker

Leaners lack of self-esteem.
They always feel embarrassed and blame themselves
whenever there is a mistake. They like being isolated

and have negative attitude toward themselves.

2.1.4 Independent type
Learners are highly intelligent and
confident. They are not afraid of being assigned. They
are creative and know their roles.
2.1.5 Heroic type
Learners are well-known among
other people. They are good at studying and have
achievements in both creative. This can dramatically
cause dissatisfaction on other people. Learners are
interested in power gaining and identity building by
having performance.
2.1.6 Sniper type
Learners are pessimistic. They
only pay attention to themselves, and unreasonably
cause conflicts with teachers. They don’t confront with
teachers, and be hostiles toward teachers.
2.1.7 Attention-seeking type
Learners like making good
relations with teachers and friends by all possible
means. They like being accepted. They don’t like people
to pay attention to their intelligence, and won’t be happy
if they have to work by their own capability.
2.1.8 Silent type
Learners are non-talkative and
quiet. They rarely have a role in classrooms.
2.2 Grasha & Reichman’s Learning Style
This can be broken down into 6 types.
2.2.1 Independent type
Learners like thinking and working
on their own, but still listen to other people’s ideas. They
highly pay attention to any subject deemed important to
them. They are confident in their ability.
2.2.2 Dependent type
Learners only learn what they are
required to learn. They don’t seek for additional courses
or knowledge. They have low academic curiosity. They

usually rely on teachers and classmates.



2.2.3 Collaborative type

They like discussing in the classes
and grouped working. They strongly collaborate in
classrooms.

2.2.4 voidance type

Learners don’t like participating in
any activities in classrooms, and don’t pay attention to
the courses. They don’t like interacting with teachers in
the courses.

2.2.5 Competitive type

Learners like competing with their
friends, awards, compliments, or scores. They want to
be a winner in classrooms.

2.2.6 Participant type

Learners highly pay attention to
the courses. They are responsible, and like internal-
class activities, but don’t like external-class activities
that are not in the academic courses.

The ability to learn languages make human
different from other animals. However, L1 learning is
obviously different from L2 or FLA learning. Learners
must apply the following knowledge in order to fruitfully

and effectively learn L2 or FLA.

Differences between L1 and L2 Learning
Vygotsky, the Russian psychologist, expressed
his attitude on languages that there is no relevance
between language and thought at the first stage of
language learning. The relevance is developed during
children’s development. These become more involved
when children try to express their thought through
language. Thus, expression becomes more sensible
when children are grown up and logical (Vygotsky,
1986 as cited in, Dixon-Krauss, 1996, p. 19). Therefore,
language is a tool to develop one’s thought, while
language skills can be improved through systematic
thinking. Based on the relevance as such, it is believed
that social activities involving with languages shall lead

to the thinking development.
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Vygotsky's

Venn Diagram

Picture 1 Expresses Vyqgotsky’s idea on the relevance
between speaking and thought.
Source: Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 86

This differs Vygotsky’s idea from
other psychologists at his age. He concludes that
children can naturally learn L1 before learning the
complexities of language, e.g. sounds, grammars,
and language structure. Meanwhile, to understand
L2, children necessarily have to systematically learn
it by understanding and realizing the principles of
that language. Learners have to learn a language’s

academic rules before getting fluent in utilizing such

language.

Conclusion

Children all have ability to learn L1 (mother
tongue / native language) and L2, including foreign
language (FLA). Nevertheless, not everyone shall
have a fruitful result on L2 or FLA. In term of
methodology, human learn L1 from environment and
people surrounding them. Children all the time get
instructed and trained by people that guide them the
proper ways of speaking. Contrarily, children are in
completely different environment compared to the
proper environment for L2 or FLA. Learners basically

learn L2 and FLA in classrooms that are unnatural.
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Nowadays, there are many teachers teaching
foreign languages or their mother tongues to foreigners.
Thus, they have to use at least one second language
or English language. Therefore, teachers also have
to learn more than their first languages. In order to
learn and teach effectively, teachers must understand
the theories, hypothesis, proficiency, and various
interests of leaners, including learners’ behaviors that
shall push them to be successful in language learning.

The understanding as such shall allow teachers to
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