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It is a good thing for the field of applied

to adopt ezperimsntal methods of research where

appropriate and to think more in terms of testable models of szcond .

language processing. However, there is a_threat of psycholinguistics

becoming the parent discipline, most likely temporary, of applied.

linguistics. This would be unwise for two reasons. (1) the bulk of

the current work in psycholinguistics is in English, narrowly based,

and difficult to generalize from; and (2) psycholinguistics is not

asking the right guesticns about second language learning. To become

allied with psycholinguistics would perpetuate applied linguistics'

status as a.second-level, dependent discipline lacking-an -
intrinsically coherent intellectual framework: The profession must.

find its own priorities and become more self-confident and assertive
about pursuing them. Three figures are included. (MSE)
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PSYCHOLINGUISTICS AND LANGUAGE LEARNING:
SOME RESERVATIGNS
In 1973, Pit Corder described 2 model oy the Woild of Appliad i_.inguis:ics
which looked Sbiﬁéthihg like the model shown in figure 1.

Fig. 1. Applied Lingustics and Other Disciplines
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The topimiost level of Corder’s mndel was irihabiicd by the Theoretical Lin-

guist; whose role vvas to study languages and to derive Theories about them
on the basrs of the observauons that he made Beneath the Theoretrcal Lrn
by the_ Theoretrcal l:rngmst to work on the descrrptions the lmgursts produc
ed; and to turn them eventually into Pedagogical Grammars. These Pedagogi-
cal Grammars were ln tum passed onto the next level of the model whrch

of t‘xe world - the mtensely hlerarchlcal st:ucture that thts model unplles

for instance, and the way that ms;ghts and mfomratron are seen as passrng

does emphastze one feature which was actuaﬂy very charactertstrc of Applled
l:lngutstlcs in the 1970 S: lts almost total dependence on theoretrca] linguis-
tics as a source of ideas and insights. Indeed, it used to be remarked (some
what scurrillously). that Applied Linguists were generally those who were not
clever enough to do real lmgulstlcs on their own! Fortunately, the position
has changed somewhat in recent years.
_In one important respect, however, the posrtlon has niot rea]ly changed at
all. _Applied Linguistics is still a client discipline; just as it was 10 years ago.
‘ The prmcrpal dlfference ls that we now acknowledge a number of different
"real” disciplines on whlch we rely; sociolinguistics, child language acqutsr

tio:; and now more cautlously, psychohngmstrcs have all in thelr tum been

influericed the type of work that applred lmgulsts do and consider rmportant

The current fashion is for us all to become psycholinguists; and to base our

methods and models on what is currently considered important in psycholm
guistics. There is; of course, nothing inherently wrong in this, and indeed,
there is._much to be gamed from adoptmg some of the rrgorous methods
whrch characterrse psycholmgurstrc work and whrch are notably lackmg

relymg on psychohngrnstlcs in the same way as we have relred on other
disciplines in the past is not perhaps the best way for our drscrplme to de-

velop There are two_main reasons for this; both of which have to do with

serious limitations of psycholinguistics as it is practiced today
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__The first reason for reacting cautiously to the move in the direction 0!

psycholmginstrcs is that though the general methods used may be ol‘ lmpc t-
of the current work in psycholmgurstlcs i> very narrowly based; and drff cult
to. generalrze from The most obvrous example of thrs is the way that pract'
cally the whole of current psycholinguistic research is based on English, with
only occasional forays into other languages; and even then rarely straying out-
side the Indo-European fold. As languages go, English is a pretty bizarre sne.
It has a partrcularly complex phonology, and 2 hlghly lrregular orthography,
lts vocabularv is der 'ved from a series of complex - interactions. with other
languag\,s its. morpholo gy is so simple that it has been seviously suggesied

that the language can fruitfully be considered as a sort of Nordic pidgin.
Still, despite these complicating characterlstlcs “it is an easy matter to find
instances of psycholinguists assuming thai what holds for English will hold
willy-nilly on a unive:sal level as well. One good example of this is Fodor,

Bever and Garrett (1974); whose book contains only one example of an ex-

periment that was not carried out in English: This example; with material in
Dutch translates morp‘reme for morpheme onto Englrsh and the whole

Enghsh' :
My own bellef is that th|s dependence on Engllsh is a Very Bad Thmg
It is relatively easy to find instances of languages where the basic assumptions

one makes about the way native speakers handle a languagc |ust do not
apply, and where it is perfectly obvious that some other mechanism must be
operating. A particularly good example of this is the field of word recognition
— an area- Where we have a pretty good idea of what goes on m natrve Engl.sh
speakers. Low-level characteristics, such as word structure, are unfortunately

characteristics where there are marked differences between languages. and it
is a simple matter to find instarices of languages where even the most basic
aspects_of our _current English-based word-recognition models just do_not
apply Many examples thl readrly spring to mind, bat let me give one ex-

common with other Celtic languages enjoys a phenomenon known as 1mt|al
consonant mutation: This process causes the initial consonant of a word to

S
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change. according {o a wide range of syntactic and morphological contexts.

Some of these changes are shown in figure 2.

Orthography:

basic form
soft mutation
nasal mutation

spirant mutation

Phonology:
basic form-

soft mutation
spirant mutation

Some examples:
acat
your cat
my cat
her cat

abal
your ball
my ball

her ball

a garden
my garden
your garden
her garden

LaclY - A ~ B

Fig. 2. Mutations in Welch
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Orthography
cath -

dy gath _

fy nghath

ei chath

pél

dy bél_
fy mikiél
ei phél

gardd

fy ngardd
dy ardd
ei gardd

1 mg
— no change —

g
°

— no change —

it m th

| f
- no change —
— no change —

m r
I v i
—1*>change —

Phonology
kae.

da gae

\739 hao

ei xao

pel

da bel
va mhel
ei fel

gﬁrg :
vaar
daard
ei gard

These changes are Iiguistically quite simple, but if we assume that word

recognition models that work for English should also apply in the case of

other languages, t1en one .wouid expect this phenomenon to be extremely
disruptive of word handliig behavic 1. Interestingly; this does indeed appear
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to be the case for native English speakers who learn Welsh; for this group;
mutations are 2 serious source of difficulty. Native Welsh speakers, however,
do_not seem to_suffer any handicaps due to the mutation system, and indeed

they can ever cope easily Wlth the forme which resuit from interactions be-
*ween mutations and spoonerisms — = forms which by Engllsh s.andards are
extremely bizarre. (See figure 3).

Fig. 3. Interactions between mutations and spoonerisms in Welsh

0= or.hopiphic t‘orrn
T = translation
I = intended form (in phonetic transcrintion)
E = the resulting erroneous form
e 0 .. tri baner g'o’éh’ T: thiree red flags
I: [  baner BOX : ]
E: [.. :raner fox .
2: O: ..y min wahaniethau T: the small differences
I:  [....man wahaniesai]
E: [....gwan falianieai]

The obvnous conclusxon to be drawn from thls lS that the chzracterlstlcs of
adequate when we work with Welsh — or with a variety of other languages
whlch are not closzly related w0 Enghsh ln order to describe adequately what
goes on in these languages; we may need to discover some radically different

operatmg prmcrples Tlus in its. turn. also raises some interesting qilestlons
mesh fur example both dlffer in dlfferent ways from Engllsh then one
mlght expect Arabs learaing Enghsh to have word handlmg problems which
are quite different from those of Finnish learners of English. At the moment,
however, we know practically next to nothing about contrastive psycho-
lmgurstlcs of thls sort, and even less about the unplxcatxons o these phe-
nomena for second language acquisition, and psycholinguistics is not going to

be able to throw much light on these problems until it becomes much less
Anglo centric.
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The second rsason for bemg somewhat cautious about the lnfluence of
psychohngurstlcs is that from the point of view of second language : acqulsr

tion, at least, psycholinguistics is not really asking the right questions: Recent

years Lave seen s marked shift away from work on fairly low:level phe-
nomena such as word recognrtron and sentence processrng to more abstract
higher-order phenom.ena such. as discourse processing and the handling of
underlying schemata. My own feeling is that this is not a good thing for
Applied Linguistics. There seems tc be a strorg case for the view that lan-

guages are fairly srmllar at an absir. ct levei whrle they dlffer lmportantly at

aigue that tiiese low lavel F atures are precrsely the ones whlch have the
biggest influence on the development of different psycholinguistic strategies.
Psycholrngulst descrlptlons of hlgher order processes seem much more

likely to have universal validity than descriptions of what goes on at a lower
level which appears to be much ‘more bound in wrt}- specific languages If

thrs is  true, then _any shrft away from low-level phenomena towards a more

lncreasrngly less relevarit to the study of second language acqulsrtlon Sach 2 a

shift is implicit in the current rapprochement between psycholinguistics asid
Artrﬁcral lntelllgence and if it continies, we will once again find ourselves

without a natural home.
To sum up, then lt is clearly a good thmg for Apphed Llngulsucs to adopt

more in terms of testable models of what handlmg an L2 might involve. On
the other hand, it Would be a great pity if psvcholmgurstrcs were to become
merely the next of a _sequence of parent disciplines whose umbrella we work

under. 7for a few years before moving on to its successor. Thrs would merely
perpetuate our status as a-second dlv1s10n dependent dlsc1pl|ne lacking an
intrinsically coherent intellectual framework. Talkicg to colleagues from

other disciplines can often be an embarrassing experience for an applied
lmgurst People in genera] have little awareness of why second language

acquisition is an interesting phenomenon or why it has enormous potentral
importance on a social level: I am quite convmeed that thlS is mainly due to
the way we. h Ve latched ourselves ofito other drsc1phnes and thai the way we

have subordinated vurselves to the theoretical concerns of others lS somethlng
that has done us lasting harm: The-only way in which we are going to alter
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this state of affairs is for us to work out what our own priorities arc; and then
to become more self-confident and asseitive about pursuing them. A perma-
nent; on-going search fcr a parent-discipline, or willing acquiescence in the

that we ought to have.
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