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Abstract – This article problematizes established linguistics ideologies which prevail in 

teaching English as a foreign language. It is argued that cognitive linguistics, as an alternative 

school of linguistics, enjoying robust theoretical foundations, has a lot to offer to TEFL 

provided that TEFL practitioners' awareness is raised about the major principles underlying 

this school of linguistics and how it relates to teaching languages in general and TEFL in 

particular. To back this central theme, I first discuss the basic tenets of cognitive linguistics 

and then review current thinking as to the role of linguistics in language teaching. I argue the 

point that TEFL in its efforts to claim independence has gone too far away from parent 

disciplines such as linguistics and general education, leading to its failure to keep pace with 

recent developments in linguistics sciences, especially cognitive linguistics. Then, I pinpoint 

the major areas of TEFL which are most prone to benefit from cognitive linguistics. Among 

areas of TEFL more likely to benefit from the findings and ideas in cognitive linguistics are 

the methodology of teaching language skills, language assessment especially diagnostic 

assessments, and the syllabus design. Mainly through reasoning, I explicate how cognitive 

linguistics can further our understanding of and enrich our practice in each of those areas.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

TEFL has traditionally been heavily reliant on ideas and insights in linguistics. The 

fact that TEFL is subsumed under applied linguistics is indicative of the extent to which 

TEFL draws upon linguistics. Some even go so far as to define applied linguistics as merely 

applying the findings of linguistics to the teaching of languages (Davies, 2007). While it is 

acknowledged that applied linguistics is far more that the above reductionist definition, we 

lament the fact that applied linguistics in its efforts to tackle real world problems in which 

language is implicated (Cook, 2003; Li, 2009) has turned a blind eye to recent developments 

in linguistics. One does not need to go into much trouble to see how TEFL has failed to 

update in the light of current thinking in linguistics. 

A review of language teaching methods reveals that TEFL continues to rely on old 

schools of linguistics such as structuralism, generative linguistics, and functional linguistics. 

No doubt though these schools of thought in linguistics have provided TEFL practitioners 

with a host of ideas but dwelling in the past is obviously detrimental to the field. Another 

source of evidence is the theoretical ideas that inform the evaluation and assessment practices 

nowadays in favor of TEFL. Discrete item tests, which have their foot in structural 
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linguistics, constitute the bulk of practices in TEFL programs. Later in the paper I specify 

how such assessment practices can be enriched pedagogically, especially in diagnostic 

assessment, if they are informed by the principles of cognitive linguistics.  

The structure of this paper is rather straightforward. I first review the pivotal ideas in 

cognitive linguistics, followed by possible reasons as to why TEFL appears to have been 

reluctant to embrace insights from cognitive linguistics. The paper concludes with a 

discussion of how cognitive linguistics can inform a diverse range of areas in TEFL 

including, but not limited to, teaching language skills and components, syllabus design and 

the sampling of language items and their sequencing, and language assessment.  

 

II. COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS AND LANGUAGE TEACHING 

Of the central ideas in cognitive linguistics, one is denying the existence of a 

particular language acquisition device (LAD), which dominated the field of second language 

acquisition for decades. As such, it is emphasized that language processing is just like other 

types of mental processes:  

the organization and retrieval of linguistic knowledge is not significantly different 

from the organization and retrieval of other knowledge in the mind, and the cognitive 

abilities that we apply to speaking and understanding language are not significantly 

different from those  applied to other cognitive tasks, such as visual perception, 

reasoning, or motor activity (Croft & Cruse 2004, cited in Littlemore, 2009). 

 

For language teaching, this is very promising, if not liberating. It brings back language 

learning to the realm of learning in general and in consequence rescues the field from its 

insulated nature. To believe that leaning a language entails the same mental processes 

underlying other types of learning like motor or math learning opens up the field of TEFL to 

the enormous body of knowledge and ideas that currently exist in mainstream education.  

 It is also liberating in the sense that it frees the field from the dogma of futile 

language teaching methods that continue to be regarded as god's truth in both undergraduate 

and graduate language teaching programs. Despite calls from a handful of scholars 

(Kumaravadivelu, 2006) for breaking with the dogma of methods by proposing a post method 

condition and pedagogy, the afflicting idea of methods does not seem to disappear any time 

soon. We believe that to accelerate the demise of methods, which continue to hold the field 

back by limiting teachers' imaginations and creativity as well as their agency, we need to go 

to the root of the issue. The root of the method dogma is the ingrained idea that language 

learning by nature entails an entirely different set of mental processes. In other words, the 

idea that for decades drove the methods quest was that language learning is entirely different 

from all other types of learning. It is this delusional idea of the uniqueness of language 

processing that has for decades kept ELT scholars searching for the ideal method of language 

teaching. We posit that insofar as this myth of uniqueness of language processing is not 

dispelled, the methods dogma is here to stay. Cognitive linguistics has the potential to equip 

the field with the theoretical and epistemological resources required to help TEFL put the 
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methods dogma behind and start to benefit from the vast body of fascinating ideas that 

currently exist in the literature of general education. The LAD notion and the idea of 

universal grammar have only served to isolate language education from other types of 

education, leading to a futile quest for a panacea to the problems of language learning.  

 

III. COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS AND LANGUAGE TESTING 

The same liberating benefit accrued to language learning and teaching is also accrued 

to language testing thanks to the idea of cognitive linguistics that language processing is the 

same as other types of cognitive processes. By putting an end to this unjustified insulation of 

the field, it opens up the gates of the gate-keeping field of language testing to the huge 

innovations and developments that have been made in educational measurement.  

Another tenet of cognitive linguistics is abolishing the competence/performance 

dichotomy by positing that language learning and processing is usage-based. Doing away 

with this dichotomy has far reaching implications for both language teaching and testing. For 

the latter, it supplies a more realistic description of learners' performance in test taking 

situations. By reconciling performance with competence, cognitive linguistics furnishes 

language testers with a theoretical model in which test takers' performance is taken to be 

representative of their knowledge and skills of language, whereas in the above-mentioned 

dichotomy it was held that competence is an idealized, homogeneous state of mind, which 

has little to do with verbal performance because performance is affected by a myriad of 

contextual and personal factors.  

The argument in the previous paragraph was about the contribution that cognitive 

linguistics can make to standardized language tests. However, classroom-based assessment 

(CBS) can also find its own share in cognitive linguistics. One approach to CBS is dynamic 

assessment (DA), which is mainly founded on the 'zone of proximal development' notion in 

Vygotsky's sociocultural theory of mind. A full treatment of DA is beyond the scope of the 

current paper. Suffice it to point out that the teacher is to provide scaffolding to walk the 

learner through its current level of performance to the next level the learner has the potential 

to reach. However, currently the field of language testing is lacking a theory of language 

development that can provide the language teacher with a clear map of the developmental 

stages of language learning. In the absence of such a theory of language development, DA 

users have to rely on their own intuitions and subjective judgments as to what the next stage 

in language proficiency is. 

A thorny issue in language testing which to this day has defied language testers' 

efforts is identifying levels of proficiency (Hulstijn, 2011). Even in very popular scales such 

as CEFR and ACTFL, which have been in common use for decades in both sides of the 

Atlantic, the levels identified and the distance between each level and the next lack a robust 

backing theory to claim psychological reality for the levels identified. As a result, the levels 

identified based on scales remain arbitrary and subject to nonsystematic variation depending 

on who rates the test takers' performance. The current practice is to identify levels based on 

lexical and structural features which are thought to characterize each level of proficiency. 
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Again language testers should turn to cognitive linguistics for more detailed accounts of the 

actual cognitive processes that underlie language performance at various levels of language 

proficiency. By clearly defining the kind of processes that test takers at each level go through 

in language comprehension and production, it is speculated that a promising breakthrough 

would be made in language testing and the subjectivity currently involved in assigning test 

takers to levels of proficiency would diminish to a great extent. This would in turn lead to 

great strides in the way learners and test takers are admitted to educational programs, how 

they are placed in remedial courses, and how teaching materials can be paced and fine-tuned 

to each proficiency level.  

 

IV. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this article I argued for a turn to cognitive linguistics for insights with the purpose 

of both enhancing our theoretical understanding of and improving current practice in TEFL. 

In so doing, I identified major areas of language teaching and testing which can benefit from 

such a cognitive turn. As to the former, it was explicated that the dogma of unproductive 

methods of language teaching is deeply rooted in a long-held belief that language processing 

is by nature different from other mental processes, convincing TEFL community that 

teaching methods in general education do not work for them and hence they need to discover 

instructional methods which are responsive to the uniqueness attributed to the language 

processing. I argued that to dispel the myth of uniqueness, cognitive linguistics is the right 

choice as it has as one of its pivotal tenets that verbal processing is not different from other 

mental processes.  

 The implications for language assessment and testing were also specified. Restoring 

the field to where it belongs, educational measurement, and the concomitant advantages, 

providing empirical grounds for defining stages of development in dynamic assessment, and 

facilitating the construction and interpretation of placement testing through providing robust 

theoretical foundations for identifying and differentiating levels of language proficiency are 

just a handful of lessons which can be taken away from abandoning outdated schools of 

linguistics and turning to cognitive linguistics.  

 There are a number of limitations to this study. First, the suggestions made for 

language teaching and testing remain quite speculative. Thus, it falls to future researchers to 

substantiate or otherwise disprove the extent of plausibility and practicality of the 

implications noted. Moreover, only the surface of cognitive linguistics was scratched in this 

paper. A comprehensive review and synthesis of ideas in cognitive linguistics would provide 

us with more detailed suggestions and practical implications. Finally, every research is 

limited by the particular lenses through which the researcher views the phenomenon under 

investigation and this study is no exception. Examining this theme by researchers with 

different backgrounds in both TEFL and cognitive linguistics would certainly lead to 

discoveries that have escaped the attention of the current researcher. This would in turn 

enhance our understanding of both fields.  
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