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i.
Second Language Learning Theories

Written by a team of leading experts working in different second language acquisition (SLA) specialisms, this fifth edition is a clear and concise introduction to the main theories of SLA from multiple perspectives, comprehensively updated to reflect the latest developments in SLA research.

The book covers all the main theoretical perspectives currently active in SLA and sets each chapter within a broader framework. Chapters examine the claims and scope of each theory and how each views language, the learner, and the acquisition process, supplemented by summaries of key studies and data examples from a variety of languages. Chapters end with an evaluative summary of the theories discussed. Key features to this fifth edition include updated accounts of cognitive approaches to second language (L2) learning, the implications of advances in generative linguistics, and the “social turn” in L2 research; reworked chapters on functional, sociocultural, and sociolinguistic perspectives; an entirely new chapter on individual differences; and updated examples using recent studies.

Second Language Learning Theories continues to be an essential resource for graduate students in second language acquisition.

Rosamond Mitchell FAcSS is Emeritus Professor of Applied Linguistics at the University of Southampton, UK, and a past Chair of the British Association for Applied Linguistics. She is lead author of Language, Mobility and Study Abroad in the Contemporary European Context (2021, with Henry Tyne) and Anglophone Students Abroad (2017, with Nicole Tracy-Ventura and Kevin McManus).

Florence Myles is Professor Emerita of Second Language Acquisition at the University of Essex, UK, a former president of EUROSLA, and founding Chair of the Research in Primary Languages network. She has published widely on morphosyntactic development in SLA, the role of formulaic language in the construction of an L2 grammar, and how children of different ages learn foreign languages in the classroom.ii.

Emma Marsden is Professor of Language Education at the University of Oxford, UK, and a past Journal Editor of Language Learning. She has published on second language learning, processing, teaching, and testing. Emma has (co-)directed open scholarship initiatives for materials and data (IRIS), accessible summaries (OASIS), lexical profiling (MultilingProfiler), and teaching and professional development resources (Language-Driven Pedagogy).

Laura Domínguez is Professor of Linguistics at the University of Southampton, UK, and a member of the editorial board of Second Language Research. She co-authored Research Methods in Generative Second Language Acquisition (2024, with Roumyana Slabakova and Tania Leal).
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Preface

0.1Aims of This Book

This book is the result of collaboration between researchers interested in second language (L2) learning from a range of perspectives: linguistic (Myles, Domínguez), cognitive (Marsden), and social/educational (Mitchell). As in previous editions, our general aim is to provide an up-to-date, introductory overview of the current state of L2 studies. Our intended audience is wide: undergraduates following first degrees in language/linguistics, graduate students embarking on courses in foreign language education/English as a foreign language/applied linguistics, and a broader audience of teachers and other professionals concerned with L2 education and development. Second language learning is a field of research with the potential to make its own distinctive contribution to fundamental understandings of, for example, the workings of the human mind or the nature of language. It also has the potential to inform the improvement of social practice in a range of fields, most obviously in language education. We ourselves are interested in L2 learning from both perspectives, and are concerned to make it intelligible to the widest possible audience.

All commentators recognize that while the field of L2 research has been extremely active and productive in recent decades, we have not yet arrived at a unified or comprehensive view of how second languages are learned, although tentative models have regularly been proposed (see Chapter 11). We have therefore organized this book as a presentation and critical review of a number of different L2 theories, which can broadly be viewed as linguistic, psycholinguistic, and sociolinguistic. Indeed, the overall “map” of the field we proposed in the first edition largely survives today, reflecting the fact that key strands of research already active decades ago have continued to flourish and develop. No single theoretical position has achieved dominance, and new theoretical orientations continue to appear. Whether this is a desirable state of affairs or not has been an issue of some controversy (see discussion in Chapter 1). On the whole, while we fully accept the arguments for the need for cumulative programmes of research within the framework of a particular xv.theory, we incline towards a pluralist view of L2 theorizing. In any case, it is obvious that students entering the field today need a broad introduction to a range of theoretical positions, with the tools to evaluate their goals, strengths, and limitations, and this is what we aim to offer.

In this fifth edition, our primary aim remains the same: to introduce the reader to those theoretical orientations on language learning which seem currently most productive and interesting for our intended audience. But we have revised our text throughout, so that the work aims to be fully up to date. In particular, the new edition takes account of ongoing developments in cognitive approaches to L2 learning, connected to the increasing use of research methods which bring us closer to interpreting language processing in real time. We review the implications for recent advances in generative second language acquisition research. The strength of the ongoing “social turn” in L2 research has been acknowledged, with substantial revisions of later chapters dealing with functional, sociocultural, and sociolinguistic perspectives, including new sections on applications of Systemic Functional Linguistics and social network analysis in L2 learning research. Recognizing the growing impact of social psychology, and in particular of positive psychology, in the field, we have included an entirely new chapter (Chapter 10) dealing with learner individual differences. Throughout the book, key theoretical and methodological advances are presented and explained, systematic attention is paid to research on online language learning, and new studies (in a range of languages, and with recent methodological innovations) have been incorporated as examples. Overall, the book has been rebalanced once again in favour of newer material.

As one clear sign of the vigour and dynamism of L2 research, a very high number of surveys, reviews, and meta-analyses are becoming available. Reflecting the variety of the field, these vary in their focus and aims. Some are written from the perspective of a single theoretical position, construct, or issue while others are encyclopaedic in scope and ambition, including the expanding series of Routledge handbooks in second language acquisition, edited overall by Susan Gass and Alison Mackey (see more details at: www.routledge.com/The-Routledge-Handbooks-in-Second-Language-Acquisition/book-series/RHSLA).

We refer where appropriate to these sources, and expect that our readers will do so too. However, this particular book is intended as a unified introduction to the field, for students without a substantial prior background in linguistics. We begin with an introduction to key concepts (Chapter 1) and a historical account of how the second language learning field has developed (Chapter 2). In later chapters (3–10) we have made a selection from across the range of L2 studies of a range of theoretical positions which we believe are most active and significant. To represent linguistic theorizing, we have concentrated on the Universal Grammar approach (Chapter 3). In Chapters 4 and 5 we deal with a selection of cognitive theories: in Chapter 4 we examine the application to L2 learning xvi.of general and implicit learning mechanisms, concentrating on emergentist and processing perspectives; while in Chapter 5 we explore the place of memory, explicit knowledge and attention, and their contribution to L2 skill acquisition in particular. Chapter 6 explores the concept of L2 interaction, tracing earlier and later versions of the Interaction Hypothesis and related theories. Chapter 7 examines a range of theoretical positions which assume the centrality of meaning-making for second language learning (functionalism, systemic functional linguistics, “cognitive linguistics”, L2 pragmatics). Chapter 8 deals with sociocultural theory and some of its more recent extensions (activity theory, dynamic assessment, concept-based language instruction). In Chapter 9 we turn to the emergence of socially patterned variation in L2, and examine L2 socialization theory and related research methods (social network analysis and conversation analysis), as well as theories of L2 identity, agency, and investment as applied to the L2 learning problem. Chapter 10 examines social psychological perspectives on the individual learner. Each of these theoretical positions is explained, and then illustrated by a discussion of a small number of key empirical studies which have been inspired by that approach. We use these studies to illustrate the methodologies which are characteristic of the different research traditions (from controlled laboratory-based studies of people learning artificial languages to naturalistic observation of informal learning in the community); the scope and nature of the language “facts” which are felt to be important within that family of theories; and the kinds of generalizations which are drawn. Where appropriate, we refer our readers to parallels in first language acquisition research, and also to more comprehensive treatments of the research evidence relevant to different theoretical positions. Each chapter concludes with an evaluation section (see below). Chapter 11 discusses prospects for more integrative approaches to L2 theorizing. We review calls for building shared, transdisciplinary frameworks within which to locate the various research traditions, and we present two current integrative initiatives: the Modular Online Growth and Use of Language/Modular Cognitive Framework (MOGUL/MCF) project and Complex Dynamic Systems Theory.

In addition to these revisions, we have updated our timeline of important milestones in the development of L2 research, as well as our glossary explaining key terms used in the book.


0.2Comparing Second Language Learning Perspectives

We want to encourage our readers to compare and contrast the various theoretical perspectives we discuss in the book, so that they can get a better sense of the kinds of issues which different theories are trying to explain, and the extent to which they are supported to date with empirical evidence. In reviewing our chosen perspectives, therefore, we evaluate each systematically, xvii.considering the nature and extent of empirical support and paying attention to the following factors:


	The claims and scope of the theory;


	The view of language involved in the theory;


	The view of the language learning process;


	The view of the learner.



We hope very much that this approach will engage readers’ interest and enthusiasm to form their own views, push forward the boundaries of this lively and developing field by engaging in research, and apply new ideas in the field of language education and beyond.xviii.






1.
1Second Language LearningKey Concepts and Issues

DOI: 10.4324/9781003499916-1



1.1Introduction

This preparatory chapter provides an overview of key concepts and issues which will recur throughout the book. We offer introductory definitions of a range of terms, and try to equip the reader with the means to compare the goals and claims of particular theories with one another. We also summarize key issues, and indicate where they will be explored in more detail later in the book.

The main themes to be dealt with in the following sections are:


	1.2 What makes for a “good” explanation or theory.


	1.3 Views on the nature of language.


	1.4 Views of the language learning process.


	1.5 Views of the language learner.


	1.6 Links with social practice.



First, however, we must offer a preliminary definition of our most central concept, “second language learning” (SLL). We define this broadly, to include the learning of any language, to any level, provided only that the learning of the “second” language takes place sometime later than the learning by infants and very young children of their first language(s) (i.e. from around the age of 4).

Simultaneous infant bilingualism from birth is of course a common phenomenon, but this is a specialist topic, with its own literature, which we do not try to address in this book; for overviews see, for example, De Houwer (2021), Grosjean (2010), and Nicoladis (2018). We do, however, take account of the thriving research interest in interactions and mutual influences between “first” languages (L1s) and any later-acquired languages; aspects of this work are discussed in later chapters.

For us, therefore, “second languages” are any languages learned later than in earliest childhood. They may indeed be the second language (the L2) the learner is working with, in a literal sense, or they may be their third, fourth, or fifth language, surveyed, for example, in Cabrelli, Chaouch-Orozco, González 2.Alonso et al. (2023). They encompass both languages of wider communication encountered within the local region or community (e.g. in educational institutions, at the workplace, or in the media) and truly foreign languages, which have no substantial local uses or numbers of speakers. We include “foreign” languages under our more general term of “second” languages because we believe that many (if not all) of the underlying learning processes are broadly similar for more local and more remote target languages, despite differing learning purposes, circumstances, and, often, the quantity and nature of experiences with the language. (And, of course, many languages are now widely accessible via the internet, cutting across any simple “local”/“foreign” distinction.)

We are also interested in all kinds of learning, whether formal, planned, and systematic (as in classroom-based learning) or informal and incidental to communication (as when a new language is “picked up” in the community or via the internet and mobile technologies). Following the proposals of Stephen Krashen (1981), some L2 researchers have made a principled terminological distinction between formal, conscious learning and informal, unconscious acquisition. Krashen’s “Acquisition-Learning” hypothesis is discussed further in Chapter 2; however, many researchers in the field do not distinguish between the two terms, and unless specially indicated, we ourselves will be using both terms interchangeably. (Note, in Chapters 4 and 5, where the distinction between conscious and unconscious learning is central, we will use instead the terms “implicit” and “explicit” learning.)



1.2What Makes for a Good Theory?

Second language (L2) learning is an immensely complex phenomenon. Millions of human beings experience L2 learning and may have a good practical understanding of activities that helped them to learn. But this experience and common-sense understanding are clearly not enough to help us explain the learning process, and its outcomes, fully. We know, for a start, that people cannot reliably describe the language system that they have internalized, nor the mechanisms that process, store, and retrieve many aspects of that new language. We need to understand L2 learning better than we do, for two basic reasons:


	Because improved knowledge in this domain is interesting in itself and can contribute to a more general understanding about the nature of language, human learning, and intercultural communication, and thus about the human mind itself, as well as how all these affect each other.


	Because the knowledge can be usefully applied to domains such as foreign language teaching. If we become better able to account for both success and failure in L2 learning, there will be a payoff for many learners and for their teachers.



3.We can only pursue a better understanding of L2 learning in an organized and productive way if our efforts are guided by some form of theory (Hulstijn, Young, Ortega et al., 2014; Jordan, 2013; Truscott & Sharwood Smith, 2019; VanPatten, Williams, Keating et al., 2025). For our purposes, a theory is a (more or less) abstract set of claims about significant entities within the phenomenon under study, the relationships between them, and the processes that bring about change. Thus, a theory aims not just at description, but at explanation, and even prediction. Theories may be embryonic and restricted in scope, or more elaborate, explicit, and comprehensive. They may deal with different areas of interest; thus, in our field, a property theory will be primarily concerned with modelling the nature of the language system to be acquired, while a transition theory will be primarily concerned with modelling developmental processes (Jordan, 2004, chapter 5; Sharwood Smith, Truscott, & Hawkins, 2013). One particular property theory may deal only with one domain of language (such as grammar, phonology, or vocabulary). Likewise, one particular transition theory itself may deal only with a particular stage of L2 learning or with the learning of some particular subcomponent of language; or it may propose learning mechanisms that are much more general in scope.

Worthwhile theories are collaboratively produced and evolve through a process of systematic enquiry in which the claims of the theory are assessed against some kind of evidence or data. This may take place through formal experiments which test the hypotheses or predictions of the theory, or through more ecological procedures, where naturally occurring data are analysed. In addition, bottom-up theory development can happen, usually through reflections on data (whether naturally or experimentally elicited), from which theories can emerge and become articulated. (There is now a considerable number of manuals offering guidance on research methods in both traditions, such as Mackey & Gass, 2023; McKinley & Rose, 2020. We will provide basic introductions to a range of research procedures as needed, throughout the book and also in the Glossary.) Finally, the process of theory building is a reflexive one; new developments in the theory lead to the need to collect new information and explore different phenomena and different patterns in the potentially infinite world of “facts” and data. Puzzling “facts” and patterns that fail to fit with expectations in turn can lead to new, more powerful theoretical insights.

To make these ideas more concrete, an early “model” of L2 learning is shown in Figure 1.1, taken from Spolsky (1989). This model represents a “general theory of second language learning”, as the proposer described it (p. 14). The model encapsulates this researcher’s theoretical views on the overall relationship between contextual factors, individual learner differences, learning opportunities, and learning outcomes. It is thus an ambitious model in the breadth of phenomena it is trying to explain. The rectangular boxes show the factors (or variables) which the researcher believes are most significant for learning, that is, where variation can lead to differences in success or failure. The arrows connecting the 4.5.various boxes show directions of influence. The contents of the various boxes are defined at great length, as consisting of clusters of interacting “Conditions” (74 in all: 1989, pp. 16–25), which make language learning success more or less likely. These summarize the results of a great variety of empirical language learning research, as Spolsky interprets them.

[image: A second language learning model starts with social context. Social context leads to attitudes of various kinds. Attitudes appear in the learner as motivation. Motivation joins with other personal characteristics such as age, personality, capabilities, and previous knowledge. All of these explain the use the learner makes of available learning opportunities, which are formal or informal. Social context also provides learning opportunities. The interplay between learner and situation determines linguistic and non-linguistic outcomes for the learner.]
Figure 1.1 Spolsky’s General Model of Second Language Learning. Return to text.⏎

Source: Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press from Spolsky, B. (1989). Conditions for second language learning. Oxford University Press, p. 28. © Oxford University Press 1989.



How would we begin to evaluate this or any other model, or, even more modestly, to decide that this was a view of the language learning process we could work with? This would depend partly on the extent to which the author has taken account of evidence and provided a systematic account of it. It would also depend on rather broader philosophical positions: for example, are we satisfied with an account of human learning which sees individual differences as both relatively fixed and also highly influential for learning? Finally, it would also depend on the particular focus of our own interests, within L2 learning; this particular model seems well adapted for the study of the individual learner, for example, but has relatively little to say about the social relationships in which they engage, the way they process new language, or the kinds of language system they construct.

Since the publication of Spolsky’s proposal, there has been a great expansion of the theoretical frameworks used to underpin research on L2 learning. One group of theories views language as a mental construct, and focuses (like Spolsky) on the cognition of the individual learner. Another group views language as an essentially social phenomenon, and L2 learning itself is a “social accomplishment”, which is “situated in social interaction” (Firth & Wagner, 2007, p. 807) and discoverable through scrutiny of L2 use. A second—though not unrelated—debate has reflected broader discussions in the philosophy of science. It is probably fair to say that the majority of L2 researchers today adopt some version of “critical rationalism” (Jordan, 2004). This position is grounded in the philosophical view that an objective and knowable world exists, and that it is possible to build and test successively more powerful explanations of how that world works, through systematic programmes of enquiry and of problem-solving. Others however have adopted the poststructuralist view that when human beings study themselves, their investigations are inevitably subjective and coloured by the social positions of the researcher (McNamara, 2012; S. Talmy, 2014). From this point of view, scientific theories can be viewed as “metaphors that have achieved the status of acceptance by a group of people we refer to as scientists” (Lantolf, 1996, p. 721), and scientific theory building is all about “taking metaphors seriously” (p. 723).

These debates about the nature of knowledge, theory, and explanation have persisted up to the present. Attempts have been made to develop overarching frameworks or “metatheories” which might unify the field, and some of these are discussed in Chapter 11. However, like numerous others (R. Ellis, 2021; Hulstijn et al., 2014; Rothman & VanPatten, 2013; Zuengler & Miller, 2006), we acknowledge that a proliferation of more specific theories is still necessary to make better sense of the varied phenomena of SLL, the agency of language 6.learners, and the contexts and communities of practice in which they operate. We believe that our understanding advances best where theories are freely debated and challenged. As later chapters show, we accommodate a range of linguistic, cognitive, sociocultural, and poststructuralist perspectives. But, in all cases, we would expect any serious theory to include the following:


	Clear and explicit statements about the ground the theory aims to cover and the claims it is making.


	Systematic procedures for confirming/disconfirming the theory, through data gathering and interpretation: the claims of a good theory must be testable/falsifiable in some way.


	Not only descriptions of L2 phenomena, but attempts to explain why they are so, and how they change, i.e. some form of transition theory.


	Last, but not least, engagement with other theories in the field, and serious attempts to account for at least some of the phenomena which are of common concern in the field. The remaining sections of this chapter offer a preliminary overview of numbers of these.





1.3Views on the Nature of Language


1.3.1Levels of Language

Linguists have traditionally viewed language as a complex system, which must be analysed on a number of levels, such as phonology, morphology, lexis, syntax, semantics, pragmatics, and discourse. (Readers unsure about this basic descriptive terminology will find help from the Glossary, and in more depth from an introductory linguistics text, such as Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2018.) They have differed about the extent of interconnections between these levels; for example, while, e.g., Chomsky argued at one time that “grammar is autonomous and independent of meaning” (1957, p. 17), another tradition initiated by the British linguist Firth claims that “there is no boundary between lexis and grammar: lexis and grammar are interdependent” (Stubbs, 1996, p. 36).

In examining different perspectives on SLL, we will first of all be looking at the levels of language which they attempt to take into account. (Does language learning start with sounds, with words, with grammar, or with pragmatics? And what relationships are assumed, across these different levels?). We will find that the control of syntax and morphology is commonly seen as central to language learning, and that most general L2 theories try to account for development in this area. Throughout this book, therefore, considerable attention will be given to morphosyntax and some of the most controversial and theoretically stimulating challenges have been thrown up in this area. Other levels of language receive much more variable attention, and some areas are commonly treated in a semi-autonomous way, as specialist fields. This is often true for L2 pragmatics, 7.vocabulary, and phonology, for example: see Sánchez-Hernández and Barón (2022), Taguchi (2019), or Taguchi and Roever (2017) on pragmatics; Kroll and Ma (2017), Schmitt (2019), Webb (2020), or Webb and Nation (2017) on vocabulary; Colantoni, Steele, and Escudero (2015), Derwing and Munro (2022), and Wayland (2021) on phonology and L2 pronunciation. However, as discussed further in Chapter 2, there has been a notable increase of interest in vocabulary learning since the 1990s, and a number of theories are more explicitly integrating the lexicon with morphosyntax (on this, see Chapters 3 and 4 in particular, and also the Modular Cognition Framework discussed in Chapter 11).



1.3.2I-language and E-language

Throughout the twentieth century, theorists were changing their minds about their approach to language data. Should this be the collection and analysis of actual attested samples of language in use, for example by recording and analysing people’s speech? The structuralist linguistics tradition of the early twentieth century leaned towards this view. Or should it be to theorize underlying principles and rules which govern language behaviour, in its potentially infinite variety? The linguist Noam Chomsky famously argued that it is the business of theoretical linguistics to study and model the internalized language of an individual speaker (or I-language), which resembles what researchers commonly call language competence, rather than the (externalized) performance data of actual utterances which people have produced (E-language: Chomsky, 1986). By competence, Chomsky was referring to an abstract representation of language knowledge hidden inside our minds, with the potential to create and understand original utterances in a given language, rather than sets of stored formulae or patterns. Much of the Chomsky-inspired research discussed in Chapter 3 indeed concerns itself with exploring L2 competence (or I-language) in this sense, rather than performance (or E-language).

However, even if the competence/performance distinction is accepted, there are clearly challenges in studying competence (Birdsong, 1989; Schütze, 1996/2016). Performance data is seen as only an imperfect reflection of competence; for Chomsky himself, the infinite creativity of an underlying system can never adequately be reflected in a finite sample of speech or writing (1965, p. 18). Researchers interested in exploring underlying competence have generally taken the view that competence is best accessed indirectly and under controlled conditions, through experimental tasks such as sentence-completion, eye-tracking, or grammaticality judgement tests (roughly, tests in which people are offered sample sentences, which are in (dis)agreement with the rules proposed for the underlying competence, and invited to say whether they judge them to be acceptable or not: see Plonsky, Marsden, Crowther et al., 2020, for discussion).

This split between competence and performance has never been universally accepted, however, with, e.g. linguists in the British tradition of Firth and Halliday 8.arguing for radically different models. Firth himself described such dualisms as “a quite unnecessary nuisance” (Firth, 1957, p. 2n, quoted in Stubbs, 1996, p. 44). In the Firthian view, the only option for linguists is to study language in use, and there is no opposition between language as system and observed instances of language behaviour; the only difference is one of perspective.

Following in this tradition, the development of corpus linguistics has revitalized the writing of observation-based, “probabilistic” descriptions of particular languages. In this form of linguistics, very large corpora (databases) comprising millions of words of running text are collected, stored electronically, and analysed with a growing range of software tools. In the case of English, research grounded in corpus analysis has provided substantial performance-based accounts of the grammar and vocabulary of spoken language and of variation among spoken and written genres (Biber & Reppen, 2015; Carter & McCarthy, 2006; Dang, Coxhead, & Webb, 2017; O’Keeffe & McCarthy, 2022). In L1 acquisition research, the CHILDES project has made extensive child language corpora available in an increasing number of languages (MacWhinney, 2000, 2007). Within the field of L2 learning, large new corpora of learner language (both speech and writing) are also being made available. These can be analysed both from a bottom-up perspective (to find patterns in the data) and from a top-down perspective (to test specific hypotheses about L2 development), and are being increasingly used in combination with other techniques by researchers holding a variety of theoretical perspectives (Lu, 2023; Slabakova, Leal, & Domínguez, 2024; Tracy-Ventura & Paquot, 2021).

In making sense of contemporary perspectives on SLL, then, we will also need to be aware of the extent to which a competence/performance distinction is assumed. This will have significant consequences for the research methodologies associated with various positions, for example the extent to which these pay attention to naturalistic samples and databases of learner language, spoken and written, or rely on more controlled and focused—but more indirect—testing of learners’ underlying knowledge. (For further discussion of the relationship between language use and language learning, see Section 1.4.8.)



1.3.3Models of Language: Formalist, Functionalist, and Emergentist

A further debate in contemporary linguistics which is relevant to SLL theorizing has to do with whether language is viewed primarily as a formal or a functional system. From a formal linguistics perspective such as that adopted in structuralist or Chomskyan (generative) theory, language comprises a set of abstract elements (parts of speech, morphosyntactic features, phonemes, and so on) which are combined by a series of rules or procedures. Semantics (i.e. the system of meanings) interacts with this formal system, but does not drive it. (See Chapter 3 for an account of Chomsky-inspired, generative second language acquisition (GenSLA).)

9.From a functionalist perspective, on the other hand, research and theorizing start with the communicative functions of language, and functionalists seek to explain the structure of language as a reflection of meaning-making. For example, a speaker’s intention to treat a particular piece of information as already known to their interlocutor, or alternatively as new for them, is seen by theories such as Halliday’s systemic functional grammar as motivating particular grammar phenomena such as clefting (fronting a piece of information within a sentence: It was my mother who liked jazz). Theoretical linguists who have adopted this perspective in varying ways, and whose work has been important for both L1 and L2 research, include Givón (e.g. 1979, 1985), Halliday (e.g. Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014), Lakoff (1987), Langacker (1987), and L. Talmy (2000) (and see Chapter 7 for discussion of this perspective in L2 research).

A third theoretical perspective which is important in L2 research is that of emergentism. From this viewpoint, language does not have fixed abstract, underlying representations. Rather, language is conceived of as emerging in a dynamic fashion from language use, and its form is strongly and continuously influenced by statistical patterns detected by the learner in the surrounding input. Emergentist perspectives are explored in Chapters 4 and 11.



1.3.4Models of Language: Communicative Competence and Complexity–Accuracy–Fluency (CAF)

Sociolinguists and many language educators have long been interested in models of language proficiency which are somewhat broader than those discussed so far, and which take full account of the ability to use language appropriately in its social context. The “communicative competence” concept proposed by Dell Hymes (1972) is an influential example, which was first adapted for discussions of L2 learning by Canale and Swain (1980). The ongoing influence of these ideas can be traced in later L2 learning research, for example in work on L2 pragmatics and on interactional competence, discussed here in Chapters 7 and 9.

A newer integrative framework which has become quite widely used in L2 research to capture major aspects of L2 development is that of complexity, accuracy, and fluency (the CAF framework: Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder, 2012; Michel, 2017). It reflects a general view that L2 proficiency is best understood as having multiple components, cross-cutting the linguistic levels we have discussed above, which have been summarized as follows:


Complexity is commonly characterized as the ability to use a wide and varied range of sophisticated structures and vocabulary in the L2, accuracy as the ability to produce target-like and error-free language, and fluency as the ability to produce the L2 with native-like rapidity, pausing, hesitation, or reformulation.

(Housen et al., 2012, p. 2)


10.There are quite extensive debates around the definition of each of these CAF components and the best way to measure them: see, for example, Pallotti (2015) on syntactic complexity, De Clercq (2015) on lexical complexity, Lambert and Kormos (2014) on accuracy, and Segalowitz (2016) and Tavakoli and Wright (2020) on fluency. Versions of CAF are commonly used to conceptualize the L2 proficiency of advanced learners (as, for example, in Mitchell, Tracy-Ventura, & McManus, 2017), and are applied in Complex Dynamic Systems Theory research (see Chapter 11).



1.3.5Debates around the Language Target

Much twentieth-century linguistics followed the Chomskyan notion that the object of study should be the underlying competence of an “ideal speaker-listener” of each given language, and that the intuitions of the native speaker provide access to this. In turn, much SLL research has assumed that native speaker competence provides a convergent, single target for L2 development. As we shall see in Chapter 2, 1970s researchers also urged that learners’ developing L2 competence should be seen as a language system in its own right, and not merely a defective copy of the target (Selinker, 1972). (But note, the very term “interlanguage” proposed for L2 systems in fact implied an in-between system in transition towards a native-like target: Larsen-Freeman, 2014.)

These ideas were challenged in some quarters in later twentieth-century linguistics, and in turn they have also been challenged increasingly in L2 research. Corpus linguistics, cognitive linguistics, and sociolinguistics have highlighted aspects of variability within “native speaker” usage (Hulstijn, 2015, chapter 6), and complexity theorists have emphasized the dynamic nature of all language knowledge, defined as a “dynamic set of graded patterns emerging from use”, with some “emergent stabilities”, but by definition never fully acquired (Larsen-Freeman, 2011, pp. 52–53). Proponents of “multicompetence” have argued that multilingualism involves development of a merged language system, in which different languages (L1, L2, L3 …) mutually influence each other (Cook, 2008, 2016; Kroll & Ma, 2017). While others continue to hold that multilingualism involves acquiring and using (parts of) distinct language systems, there is general acknowledgement that “parallel monolingualism” (Heller, 2006, p. 5), in which fully developed languages sit alongside each other without mutual interaction, is an implausible way of thinking about language knowledge and language use.

Finally, a number of researchers concerned with the learning of English as a global language have rejected altogether the notion of a convergent native speaker target. They argue instead that learners’ goal will usually be to use English as a lingua franca (ELF), i.e. as a means of communication with other L2 speakers from a wide variety of language backgrounds. For Jenkins (2014), ELF itself does not offer any fixed norm, but instead is “essentially hybrid and plurilingual in nature” (p. 51). More generally, Larsen-Freeman (2014), among many 11.others, argues that the prime goal of L2 learning is not to develop native speaker competence, but to develop L2 “capacity” (p. 214), i.e. the language resources needed to function effectively in a range of desired—and evolving—contexts, genres, and speaker roles. Duff (2012, p. 410) points out that new terminology has emerged, reflecting this more open view of language learning goals and contexts: advanced L2 users, lingua franca speakers, multicompetent speakers, and so on. However, much SLL research continues to rely on some version of a “native speaker” target, as a tool to conceptualize the direction of L2 development (Domínguez & Arche, 2021). These changing views of the language learning target are important for how we think about the learning process, to which we now turn.




1.4The Language Learning Process


1.4.1Nature and Nurture

Discussions about SLL have always been coloured by debates on human learning more generally. One of these is the nature–nurture debate. How much of human learning derives from innate predispositions, i.e. some form of genetic preprogramming, and how much of it derives from social and cultural influences as we grow up? In the twentieth century, the best-known controversy on this issue concerning L1 learning involved the behaviourist psychologist B.F. Skinner and the linguist Noam Chomsky. Skinner took the view that language in all its essentials could be and was taught to the young child, by the same mechanisms which he believed accounted for other types of learning. (In Skinner’s case, the mechanisms were those envisaged by general behaviourist learning theory—essentially, the shaping of “habits” through repeated trial, error, and reward. From this point of view, language could be learned primarily by imitating caregivers’ speech. More details of this argument are given in Chapter 2.)

Chomsky, on the other hand, argued consistently that human language is too complex to be learned in its entirety from the evidence actually available to the child (the so-called “poverty of the stimulus”); we must therefore have some innate predisposition to expect natural languages to be organized in particular ways and not others. For example, all natural languages have word classes such as Noun and Verb, and permissible operations (such as movement) which apply to these word classes. It is this type of information which Chomsky doubts children could discover from scratch in the speech they hear around them. Instead, he argues that there must be some innate core of abstract knowledge about language form, which provides a foundation for all natural human languages. This core of knowledge is currently known as Universal Grammar (UG) (see Chapter 3).

Here, it is enough to note that child language specialists now generally accept the basic notion of some innate predisposition to language, though views 12.continue to differ as to whether the underlying grammatical core of language is learned by the distinctive mechanisms of UG, or “emerges” through exposure to and use of language using more general learning mechanisms. Other aspects of language development, not least which language(s) is/are actually learned, and many aspects of vocabulary and pragmatics, clearly must result from an interaction between innate and environmental factors. Whatever view is taken of the learning of the grammatical core, active involvement in language use is essential for the overall development of communicative competence. (See Ambridge & Lieven, 2011; Bavin & Naigles, 2015 for overviews of this debate.)

How does the nature–nurture debate impact on L2 learning theories? If humans are endowed with an innate predisposition for language, then perhaps they should be able to learn as many languages as they need or want to, provided (important provisos!) that the time, circumstances, and motivation are available. On the other hand, the environmental circumstances for L2 learning differ systematically from those for L1 learning, except where infants are reared from birth in multilingual surroundings. Should we be aiming to reproduce the “natural” circumstances of L1 learning as far as possible for the later L2 learner? This was a fashionable view in the 1970s, but one which downplayed some very real social, psychological, contextual, and linguistic obstacles. In recent decades there has been a closer and more critical examination of “environmental” factors which seem to influence L2 learning; some of these are detailed briefly in Section 1.4.8, and elaborated in later chapters.



1.4.2Modularity vs Unitary Views of Cognition

A further issue of controversy for researchers studying the mind has been the extent to which it should be viewed as modular or unitary. That is, should we see the mind as a single, flexible organism, with one general set of procedures for learning and storing different kinds of knowledge and skills (Deák, 2014)? Or is it more helpfully understood as a bundle of modules, with distinctive mechanisms relevant to different types of knowledge (Fodor, 1983)?

The modular view has found significant support from within linguistics, though linguists may disagree on the number and nature of language modules to be found within the mind (Jackendoff, 2002; Smith & Tsimpli, 1995). In Chapter 11, for example, we describe in more detail the Modular Cognition Framework developed by Mike Sharwood Smith and John Truscott (Sharwood Smith, 2017; Sharwood Smith & Truscott, 2014). Regarding language acquisition, Chomsky’s general view is that not only is language too complex to be learned from environmental exposure (his criticism of Skinner), it is also too distinctive in its structure to be learnable by general cognitive means. UG is thus assumed to be endowed with its own distinctive mechanism for learning, i.e. a “Language Acquisition Device”, which feeds a set of language-specific modules connected by interfaces (Meisel, 2011; Bolhuis, Crain, & Roberts, 2023).

13.The alternative view, that language “emerges” as a symbolic system among others through the working of general cognitive processes, has been further developed by numerous child language researchers (Behrens, 2021; Lieven, 2016; MacWhinney & O’Grady, 2015; Tomasello, 2003). Researchers in both traditions undertake brain research, seeking to establish which components of the brain are involved in language development, and how far specific subsystems and networks are responsible for learning, storing, and retrieving the different modules or components of language and their functions (reviewed in Morgan-Short and van Hell, 2023).



1.4.3Language Learning Mechanisms: General or Specific?

The possible role of an innate, specialist set of language modules in the mind and a special language-specific learning mechanism in supporting L2 learning has been much discussed (Rothman & Slabakova, 2018; Slabakova, 2016). From this perspective, there are four logical possibilities:


	That they continue to operate during L2 learning, in the same way that they make L1 learning possible.


	That, after the acquisition of the L1 in early childhood, these mechanisms cease to be operable, and the L2 must be learned by other means.


	That the mechanisms themselves are no longer operable, but that the L1 provides a model of a natural language and how it works, which can be “copied” in some way when learning the L2.


	That distinctive learning mechanisms for language remain available, but only in part, and must be supplemented by other means. (From a UG point of view, this would mean that UG was itself modular, with some modules still available and others not.)



The first position was popularized by Stephen Krashen in the 1970s, in a basic form (see Chapter 2). This strand of theorizing has been revitalized by the continuing development of Chomsky’s UG proposals, and active debates continue on the related points 3 and 4 (see Chapter 3). Proposals for L2 transition theories put forward by generativist theorists pay increasing attention to the psycholinguistics of L2 processing (Slabakova, 2016, chapter 12).

On the other hand, thinking about those general learning mechanisms which may be operating at least for L2 adult learners (if not for all learners) has also developed considerably. The work of the cognitive psychologist J.R. Anderson on human learning, from an information processing perspective, and related proposals for a distinction between declarative and procedural forms of knowledge, have attracted longstanding interest and have been applied to various aspects of SLL by different researchers (see Chapter 5). Following their emergence in L1 acquisition, usage-based or emergentist learning theories are 14.now prominent also in L2 research. There is by now a family of such theories, which have in common the view that L2 learning is primarily driven by exposure to L2 input (that is, to speech or writing in L2 which learners encounter in their everyday environment). From this perspective, learners “induce” the rules of their L2 from the input by general learning mechanisms (N.C. Ellis, 2019). Usage-based theories include, for example, “construction learning”, that is, the piecemeal learning of pairings of L2 forms and functions, from the level of individual morphemes to phrases and idioms. Another version of usage-based theory is connectionism or “statistical learning”, which views acquisition as “the absorption of statistical regularities in the environment through implicit learning mechanisms” (J.N. Williams, 2009, p. 328). These general cognitive theories are reviewed in Chapter 4.



1.4.4Systematicity and Variability in L2 Learning

When the utterances produced by L2 learners are examined and compared with traditionally accepted target language norms, they are often condemned as being full of errors or mistakes. Indeed, language teachers have often viewed learners’ errors as the result of carelessness or lack of concentration. If only learners would try harder, surely their productions could accurately reflect the target language rules which they had been taught! In the mid-twentieth century, under the influence of behaviourist learning theory, errors were often viewed as the result of “bad habits”, which could be eradicated if only learners did enough rote learning and pattern drilling using target language models.

As will be shown in more detail in Chapter 2, one of the big lessons learned from early L2 research is that though learners’ L2 utterances may depart from target language norms, they are by no means lacking in system. So-called errors and mistakes are often patterned. Some are due to the influence of the L1 or other known languages, but this is by no means true of all of them. Instead, there is a good deal of evidence that learners work their way along similar developmental pathways, from apparently “simple” versions of the L2, distant from the target, to progressively more elaborate and more target-like versions. In Chapter 2, Section 2.3, we show how both L1 and L2 learners progress in forming negative sentences, as one example of such a developmental sequence. Many researchers identify this systematicity as one of the key features which L2 learning theories are required to explain (e.g. VanPatten et al., 2025, pp. 11–12), and we will refer to it repeatedly throughout the book.

However, learner language (or “interlanguage”: Han & Tarone, 2014; Selinker, 1972) is not characterized only by systematicity. Learner language systems are frequently unstable and in course of change; that is to say, they are characterized also by degrees of variability (VanPatten et al., 2025, p. 11). Developmental sequences have been described in some areas, such as negation, English interrogatives, or German word order (Meisel, 2011); however, in other 15.domains, such as inflectional morphology, L2 developmental routes are much less clear, and ultimate attainment itself very variable (unlike in L1 acquisition). (One example would be the -ed ending which marks past tense in English: Murakami & Alexopoulou, 2016.) Furthermore, learners’ utterances may vary from moment to moment, in the choices of forms which are made, so that learners seem to switch between a selection of “optional” forms over lengthy periods of time. A well-known example offered by R. Ellis involves a child learner of L2 English who seemed to produce the utterances no look my card, don’t look my card interchangeably over an extended period (1985). Myles, Hooper, and Mitchell (1998) reported similar data from a classroom learner of L2 French, who variably produced forms such as non animal, je n’ai pas de animal within the same 20 minutes or so (to say that he did not have a pet; the correct French form should be je n’ai pas d’animal). Here, in contrast to the underlying systematicity earlier claimed for the development of rules of negation, we see performance varying quite substantially from moment to moment.

Like systematicity, variability is also found in child L1 development. However, the variability found for L2 learners is much greater than that found for L1 learners; in later chapters we will see attempts to account for this phenomenon from different theoretical perspectives. These will include explanations in terms of linguistic optionality/indeterminacy (discussed in Chapter 3), the influence of processing loads, memory constraints, task-dependency and the L1 (Chapters 4 and 5), changes in form-function mappings (Chapter 7), interactional competence, social context and speech style (Chapter 9), and the dynamism of individual learning trajectories (Chapter 11).



1.4.5Creativity and Routines in L2 Learning

There is plenty of common-sense evidence that learners can put their L2 knowledge to creative use, even at the very earliest stages of L2 learning. It becomes most obvious that this is happening when learners produce utterances like non animal (no animal = “I haven’t got any pet”), which they are unlikely to have heard from any interlocutor. It seems most likely that the learner has produced it through an early mechanism for marking negation, in combination with some basic vocabulary.

But how did this same learner manage to produce the near-target je n’ai pas de animal, with its negative particles correctly inserted within the Verb Phrase, within a few minutes of the other form? One likely explanation is that at this point the learner was reproducing an utterance that they have indeed heard before, which has been memorized as an unanalysed whole, i.e. a formulaic sequence or a prefabricated chunk.

Work in corpus linguistics has led to the increasing recognition that formulaic sequences play an important part in everyday language use; when we talk, our utterances are a complex mix of creativity and prefabrication (Biber & Reppen, 2015). 16.That is to say: “a language user has available to him or her a large number of semi-preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, even though they might appear to be analyzable into segments” (Sinclair, 1991, p. 100). L1 acquisition research has documented the use of unanalysed chunks by young children (Lieven & Tomasello, 2008), though for L1 learners the contribution of chunks seems limited by processing constraints (i.e. the memory load involved in storing long sequences). For older L2 learners, memorization of lengthy sequences is more possible. (Think of those singers who successfully memorize and deliver entire songs in different languages, without necessarily being able to manipulate the language creatively for themselves.)

Analysis of L2 data produced by classroom learners seems to show extensive and systematic use of chunks to fulfil early communicative needs (Myles, 2004; Myles et al., 1998). Studies of informal learners also provide some evidence of chunk use, and the overall contribution of formulaic sequences to L2 learning is now receiving greater attention (Hammond & Gil, 2025; Myles & Cordier, 2017; Siyanova-Chanturia & Pellicer-Sánchez, 2019; Schmitt, 2023).



1.4.6Incomplete Success, Fossilization, and Ultimate Attainment

Infants learning one or more languages from birth embark on the enterprise in widely varying social situations. Yet with remarkable uniformity, at the end of five years or so, they have achieved a very substantial measure of success. Teachers and students know that this is by no means the case with L2s, embarked on after these critical early years, and that few adult learners ever come to blend indistinguishably with a community of target language (monolingual) “native speakers”, even if they are strongly motivated to do so.

Indeed, while some learners develop a language system very close to that of the L2 input, others seem to stabilize as users of an alternative system, no matter how many language classes they attend, or how actively they use their L2 for communicative purposes. The term “fossilization” has been proposed to describe this phenomenon (Han, 2014; Selinker, 1972), though this term has been seen as objectionable by some, and more neutral terms such as “end state”, “ultimate attainment”, and “L2 user” are also regularly used.

These variable long-term L2 outcomes are also significant “facts” about the process of L2 learning, which theory needs eventually to explain. As we will see, explanations of two basic types have been offered. The first group of explanations are psycholinguistic: the learning mechanisms available to the young child cease to work (at least partly) or work less effectively for older learners, and study and effort can rarely if ever recreate them. This is the view taken by some UG theorists (such as Meisel, 2011) and also by cognitive theorists who believe that learning mechanisms change with age (e.g. Bolibaugh & Foster, 2021). Other psycholinguists believe that the existence of an established language system (the L1) influences the working of learning mechanisms 17.(McManus, 2022; Sharwood Smith & Truscott, 2014). The second group of explanations add a sociolinguistic dimension: older L2 learners do not necessarily have either appropriate opportunities or the motivation to identify completely with the L1 user community, but may instead value their distinctive identity as multilingual speakers, as members of an identifiable transnational group, or as “lingua franca” speakers (Block, 2007; Caldwell-Harris & MacWhinney, 2023; Miller & Kubota, 2013). These ideas are discussed in more detail in the relevant chapters.



1.4.7Cross-Linguistic Influences in L2 Learning

Everyday observation tells us that learners’ performance in a new language is influenced by the language, or languages, that they already know. This is routinely obvious from learners’ “foreign accent” (Moyer, 2013), i.e. pronunciation which bears traces of the phonology of their L1. It is also obvious when learners make certain characteristic mistakes, for example when a native speaker of English says something in French like je suis douze, an utterance parallel to the English “I am 12”. (The correct French expression would be j’ai douze ans = I have 12 years.)

This kind of phenomenon has been called language transfer or cross-linguistic influence. But how important is it, and what exactly is being transferred? SLL researchers have been through several “swings of the pendulum” on this question, as Gass put it (1996). Behaviourist theorists of the 1950s and 1960s viewed language transfer as an important source of error in L2 learning, because L1 “habits” were so tenacious and deeply rooted. The interlanguage theorists who followed in the 1970s downplayed the influence of the L1 in L2 learning, however, because of their preoccupation with identifying creative processes at work in L2 development; they pointed out that many L2 “errors” could not be traced to L1 influence, and were primarily concerned with discovering common patterns and developmental sequences shared by learners.

Theorists today, as we shall see, would generally accept once more that cross-linguistic influences play an important role in L2 learning and use, on all language levels from phonology to discourse (McManus, 2022). Montrul (2014) points out that transfer is not only “a very salient feature of interlanguage grammar”, but may be multidirectional. That is, the grammar of the L2 may influence that of the L1 also; indeed, transfer can in the longer term lead to the development of new language varieties and language change more generally. However, we will still find widely differing views on the extent and nature of these cross-linguistic influences. For example, in Chapter 7 we visit the issue from a functionalist perspective, and find one group of researchers who argue that L1 influence is weak at least in the early stages of (informal) L2 learning (Klein & Perdue, 1992), but also others who argue for ongoing mutual influences between all the learner’s languages (Cook, 2016; Stam, 2017; Vanek & 18.Hendriks, 2014). Other researchers have claimed that learners with different L1s progress at somewhat different rates, and may follow different acquisitional routes, at least in some areas of the target grammar. For example, Ringböm (2007) has shown that L1 Swedish speakers can learn many aspects of L2 English at a faster rate than L1 Finnish speakers. A more general effect has also been observed in some multilingualism research (also known as “L3 acquisition research”), whereby learners of any third or fourth language may draw on aspects of all of the previous languages they may know, as sources of support for the newest language (Puig-Mayenco, González Alonso, & Rothman, 2020). One suggestion is that the amount of cross-linguistic influence is affected by the extent of similarity between L1, L2, and/or L3; for example, a large-scale study, with a staggering 39,300 multilingual speakers, found that typological distance between learners’ L1 and L3, and between their L2 and L3, explained, to a substantial extent, the proficiency they reached in L3 Dutch (Schepens, van der Slik, & van Hout, 2016).



1.4.8The Relationship between L2 Use and L2 Learning

In Section 1.3.2, we considered the distinction between language competence and performance. Here, we look more closely at the relationship between using (i.e. performing in) an L2 and learning (i.e. developing one’s competence in) that same language.

We should note first of all, of course, that “performing in” or “using” a language not only involves speaking or writing it. Making sense of the language which we hear (and read) around us is an equally essential aspect of performance/use. It is obviously necessary to interpret and to process (= analyse, make sense of) incoming language data in some form, for language development to take place.

There is thus general agreement around the common-sense view that language input is essential for normal language learning. Indeed, during the late 1970s and early 1980s, the more distinctive view was argued by Stephen Krashen and others that input (at the right level of difficulty) was all that was necessary for L2 acquisition to take place (Krashen, 1982, 1985: see discussion in Chapter 2). Input, and what learners do with it, has remained a central issue in L2 theorizing ever since (Truscott, 2024; VanPatten & Smith, 2022).

Krashen was unusual, however, in not seeing any central role for language production in his theory of L2 acquisition. Most other theoretical viewpoints support in some form the equally common-sense view that speaking a language is helpful for learning it. For example, behaviourist learning theory saw regular (oral) practice as helpful in forming correct language “habits”. A directly contrasting view to Krashen’s is the Output Hypothesis, advanced by Merrill Swain and colleagues (Swain, 1985, 2005). Swain originally pointed out (1985) that much input is comprehensible, without any need for a full grammatical analysis, particularly as L2 learners can often successfully guess at the likely meanings 19.being expressed from contextual clues. If we don’t need to pay attention to the grammar, in order to understand the message, why should we be compelled to learn it? On the other hand, when we try to say something in the L2, we are forced to try out our ideas about how the target grammar actually works so as to express ourselves precisely. These ideas are covered in more detail in Chapter 6.

Other contemporary theorists continue to lay stress on the “practice” function of language production, especially in building up fluency and control of an emergent L2 system (DeKeyser & Suzuki, 2025; Suzuki, 2023: see Chapter 5).

So far in this section, we have seen that theorists can hold different views on the relative contributions of input and of output. However, another way of distinguishing among current theories of L2 learning from a “performance” perspective has to do with their view of L2 interaction—that is, their interpretation of the value for learning of events such as everyday L2 conversation, or online exchanges. Two major perspectives are found concerning SLL through interaction: one psycholinguistic, one sociolinguistic.

From a psycholinguistic point of view, L2 interaction is mainly interesting because of the opportunities it seems to offer to individual L2 learners to fine-tune the language input they are receiving, and adapt it to their current state of development. What this means is that learners need the chance to talk with more fluent speakers in a fairly open-ended way, to ask questions and to clarify meanings when they do not immediately understand. Following early proposals by Michael Long (1983), conversational episodes involving the regular negotiation of meaning have been intensively studied by many of the interactionist researchers discussed in Chapter 6.

Interaction is also interesting to linguistic theorists because of controversies over whether negative evidence is necessary or helpful for L2 development. By “negative evidence” is meant some kind of information that lets the learner know that a particular interlanguage form is not acceptable according to target language norms, such as a formal correction offered by a teacher, or a misunderstanding that impedes successful communication.

Why is there a controversy about negative evidence in L2 learning? The problem is that overt correction often seems ineffective—and not (only) because L2 learners are lazy! It seems that learners cannot always benefit from correction, but may continue to produce the same forms despite feedback being offered. Also, explicit negative evidence has been argued to be largely absent from most L1 learning contexts. For some theorists, language must therefore be learnable from positive evidence alone (i.e. from evidence of what is acceptable), and corrective feedback is largely irrelevant (Truscott, 2007). Many others continue to see value in negative evidence, though its usefulness may differ for different aspects of the learner’s emerging L2 system (Lyster, Saito, & Sato, 2013).

These different (psycho)linguistic views have one thing in common, however: they view the learner as operating and developing a relatively autonomous L2 system, and see interaction as a way of feeding that system with more or 20.less fine-tuned input data. Sociolinguistic views of interaction are very different. Here, the language learning process is viewed as essentially social; both the identity of the learner and their language knowledge are collaboratively constructed and reconstructed in the course of interaction (Duff, 2011; Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-Berger, 2015). The details of how this “interactional competence” is understood to develop vary from one theory to another, as we shall see in Chapters 8 and 9.




1.5Views of the Language Learner

Who is the L2 learner, and how are they introduced to us in current L2 research?

We have already made it clear that the simultaneous infant bilingual is not the subject of this book. Instead, “L2” research generally deals with learners who embark on the learning of an additional language at least some years after they have started to acquire their L1. So, L2 learners may be children or adults; they may be learning the target language formally in school or “picking it up” in the playground, online, or at work. They may be learning a highly localized language, which will help them to become insiders in a local speech community; or the target language may be a language of wider communication relevant to mobility and broader social aspirations, which gives access to employment and public life.

Indeed, in the first part of the twenty-first century, the target language is highly likely to be English; estimates suggest that while around 5% of the world’s population (c. 350 million) speak English as their L1, around 1.5 billion are using it as an L2 or a lingua franca, or learning to do so (Eberhard, Simons, & Fennig, 2024). Consequently, much research on L2 learning, whether with children or adults, is concerned with English, or with a small number of other languages with global reach (French, German, Japanese, Mandarin, Spanish …). There are many multilingual communities today (e.g. townships around fast-growing mega-cities, transnational communities arising from global migration flows, or online gaming communities) where L2 learning can involve a much wider range of languages. However, these have been comparatively little studied.

It is possible to distinguish three main points of view among L2 researchers as far as the learner is concerned: the linguistic and psycholinguistic perspective, which is concerned with modelling language structures and processes within the mind; the social psychological perspective, which is concerned with modelling individual differences among learners, and their implications for eventual learning success; and the sociocultural perspective, which is concerned with learners as social beings and members of social groups and networks.


1.5.1The Learner as Language Processor

Linguists and psycholinguists have typically been concerned primarily with analysing and modelling the inner mental mechanisms available to the individual 21.learner, for processing (making sense of), learning, and storing new language knowledge. Their general aim is to document and explain the developmental route along which learners travel and their degree of ultimate success. Researchers for whom this is the prime goal are less concerned with the speed or rate of development. Thus, they tend to downplay social and contextual differences among learners; their aim is to document universal mental processes available to all normal human beings.

As we shall see, however, there is some controversy among researchers in this psycholinguistic tradition on the question of age. Do child and adult L2 learners learn in essentially similar ways? Or is there a critical age which divides younger and older learners, a moment when early learning mechanisms atrophy and are replaced or at least supplemented by other compensatory ways of learning (Abrahamsson, Hyltenstam, & Bylund, 2018)? Many L2 researchers agree with some version of a view that “younger = better in the long run” (Singleton, 1995, p. 3), but suggest alternative explanations (for overviews, see R. Ellis, 2015, chapter 2; Pfenninger, Festman, & Singleton, 2023). Age differences are discussed further in Chapters 5 and 10.



1.5.2Differences between Individual Learners

Real-life observation quickly tells us that L2 learners differ greatly in their rate of learning and ultimate attainment. Psychologists have argued consistently that these differences must be due at least in part to individual differences among learners, and many proposals have been made concerning these. There is an array of both cognitive and affective (emotional) factors which have been claimed to influence aspects of the L2 learning process and/or ultimate attainment (Chen, He, Swanson et al., 2022). Research on individual differences is currently very active, having been taken in a new direction by proponents of “positive psychology” (MacIntyre, Gregersen, & Mercer, 2019). Reflecting these developments, the whole area receives fuller treatment in Chapter 10.



1.5.3The Learner as Social Being

The two perspectives on the learner which we have highlighted so far have concentrated (a) on universal characteristics and (b) on individual characteristics. But the L2 learner is also a social being, taking part in structured social networks and social practices. After early decades when psycholinguistic and individualist perspectives on L2 learners predominated, the so-called social turn in L2 research has greatly broadened the agenda (Block, 2003; Douglas Fir Group, 2016: see Chapters 8 and 9).

Two major characteristics distinguish this social view of the learner from the “individual differences” view which we have just dipped into.

22.First, interest in the learner as a social being leads to the concept of a multilingual identity, including a range of socially constructed dimensions of that identity, and their relationship with learning—so, for example, social class, power, ethnicity, and gender make their appearance as potentially significant for L2 research (McKinney & Norton, 2024). Identity itself may be seen as in flux throughout the language learning journey: “a dynamic and shifting nexus of multiple subject positions or identity options” (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, p. 35).

Second, the relationship between the individual learner and the social context of learning is also viewed as dynamic, reflexive, and constantly changing, a matter of engagement in social and discourse practices. The classic “individual differences” tradition saw that relationship as being governed by a bundle of learner traits (such as aptitude or anxiety), which have been viewed as relatively fixed and slow to change. More socially oriented researchers increasingly lay stress on learner agency, i.e. the learner’s capacity to choose learning goals, and to shape their environment and learning opportunities (Deters, Gao, Miller et al., 2014; Duff, 2012). These views are most clearly expressed by “poststructuralist” researchers such as Norton (2017), whose work is discussed in Chapter 9. Researchers also point out with increasing urgency the fact that most SLA research to date has involved college-educated learners, and current theories and explanations of L2 development may not apply to wider groups such as economic migrants and those with lower levels of literacy (Tarone, 2021; Godfroid & Andringa, 2023).




1.6Links with Social Practice

Is L2 theory useful? Does it have any immediate practical applications in the real world, most obviously in the L2 classroom? In our field, theorists have been divided on this point. Beretta and associates argued for “pure” theory building in SLL, uncluttered by requirements for practical application (1993). Van Lier (1994), Rampton (1995), and others have argued for a socially engaged perspective, where theoretical development is rooted in, and responsive to, social practice, and language education in particular, and such calls continue (Douglas Fir Group, 2016). Many, from Krashen (1985) onwards, have argued that L2 teaching in particular should be guided systematically by L2 research findings.

This tension has partly been addressed by the emergence of “instructed language learning”, “task-based learning”, and “processing instruction” as distinct sub-areas of research (see e.g. surveys and discussion by Loewen, 2015; Bryfonski & McKay, 2019; Han & Nassaji, 2019; VanPatten, 2017). Some of the research traditions surveyed in later chapters also explicitly promote pedagogical applications of their espoused theories; this is especially true of social psychological research on motivation (Chapter 10), of some interactionist perspectives (Chapter 6), of cognitive linguistics (Chapter 7), and of sociocultural 23.theory (Chapter 8). Overall, we think that language teachers who read this book will themselves want to take stock of the relations between the theories we survey and their own beliefs and experiences in the classroom. They will, in other words, want to make some judgement on the “usefulness” of theorizing in making sense of their own experience and their practice, while not necessarily changing it (Marsden & Kasprowicz, 2017). In our general conclusions to this book, therefore, we will end with some brief consideration of the connections we ourselves perceive between learning theory and classroom practice.



1.7Conclusion

This chapter has introduced a range of recurrent concepts and issues which most theorists agree will have to be taken into account if we are to arrive eventually at any complete account of SLL. In Chapter 2 we provide a brief narrative account of the recent history of SLL research, plus a chronological timeline of key publications in the field. We then move in the remaining chapters of the book to a closer examination of a number of broad perspectives, or families of theories, with their distinctive views of the key questions to be answered and key phenomena to be explained. In each case, these theories are illustrated with a small number of empirical research studies, followed by some evaluative commentary, which takes into consideration how each family of theories views three key constructs: language, the learner, and learning. In making these choices we have inevitably been selective, with the overall result that some areas (such as L2 vocabulary and phonology) receive limited treatment. The book concludes with a short overall evaluation of the field, and a Glossary providing brief definitions of key terms.
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2.1Introduction

In order to understand current developments in second language learning (SLL) research, it is helpful to retrace its recent history. We will see throughout this chapter that the kind of questions researchers are asking today are for the most part firmly rooted in earlier developments in the fields of linguistics, psychology, sociology, and pedagogy.

The first part of this chapter explores the theoretical foundations of today’s thinking. More detailed reviews can be found elsewhere, such as de Bot (2015), Dulay, Burt, and Krashen (1982), R. Ellis (2021), Gass, Behney, Plonsky et al. (2025), Ortega (2014), Selinker (1992), Tarone (2015), and Thomas (2004, 2013). We will limit ourselves to the period since the 1950s, which has seen the development of theorizing about L2 learning from an adjunct to language pedagogy to an autonomous field of research.

We will start with the 1950s and 1960s and a short description of how L2s were believed to be learned at the time. We will then describe the initial impact of the Chomskyan revolution in linguistics on the field of language acquisition in the 1970s, first on the study of L1 acquisition, and subsequently that of L2 acquisition.

We will then briefly consider the 1980s and 1990s, which witnessed the development of second language acquisition (SLA) theorizing as a relatively autonomous field of enquiry (a “coming of age”: Sharwood Smith, 1994, p. ix). During this period, the impact of Chomskyan linguistics developed considerably, and ideas coming from cognitive psychology also became increasingly significant.

The 2000s and 2010s saw a broad expansion of empirical research, and greater attention to research methods (Lei & Liu, 2019; Zhang, 2020). During this time, cognitive and psycholinguistic theorizing developed further, including a revival of theories which view language as learnable by general learning processes, rather than the specific mechanisms of Chomskyan theorizing (Holme, 2013). There also emerged what has been described as the “social turn” in SLA 32.(Block, 2003), with greatly increased interest in learner personality, identity, and agency, and the wider social context for SLA. This social turn is linked to more integrative views of language knowledge and language practice, which view multilingualism as a “normal” state, and reject notions of “native speaker” competence as a necessary target for SLA (Cook, 2016; Ortega, 2013). Some have attempted to develop unifying and overarching metatheories and frameworks to bring the field together (see Chapter 11), but on the whole, the L2 learning field remains rich with multiple theories, as will be reflected in later chapters.

The last part of this chapter comprises a timeline of significant publications which have advanced the L2 field, from the 1950s up to the present.



2.2The 1950s and 1960s

In the 1950s and early 1960s, theorizing about L2 learning was still very much an accompaniment to the practical business of language teaching. However, the idea that language teaching methods had to be justified in terms of an underlying learning theory was well established, since the pedagogical reform movements of the late nineteenth century at least (Howatt & Widdowson, 2004, pp. 187–227). The writings of language teaching experts in the 1950s and 1960s included consideration of learning theory, as preliminaries to their practical recommendations (Lado, 1964; Rivers, 1968).

As far as its linguistic content was concerned, innovative 1950s language pedagogy drew on a version of structuralism developed by the British linguist Palmer in the 1920s, and subsequently by Fries and his Michigan colleagues in the 1940s. Howatt and Widdowson sum up key features of this approach as follows:


	Learning the spoken language meant acquiring a set of appropriate speech habits.


	Courses of instruction should be built round a graded syllabus of structural patterns to ensure systematic step-by-step progress ….


	Grammar should be taught inductively through the presentation and practice of new patterns … with visual and/or textual support ….


	Error should be avoided through adequate practice and rehearsal.



(Howatt & Widdowson, 2004, pp. 299–300)

Howatt’s summary makes it clear that language teaching experts and reformers were appealing at this time to the general learning theory then dominant in mainstream psychology—behaviourism—which we explain more fully in the next section.


2.2.1Behaviourism

In the behaviourist view (Bloomfield, 1933; Skinner, 1957; Thorndike, 1932; Watson, 1924), language learning is seen like any other kind of learning, as the formation of habits, and is based on the notions of stimulus and response. 33.Human beings are exposed to numerous stimuli in their environment. The response they give to these stimuli will be reinforced if successful; that is, if some desired outcome is obtained. Through repeated reinforcement, a certain stimulus will elicit the same response time and again, which will then become a habit. Applied to language learning, this means a certain situation will call for a linguistic response appropriate to that situation; for example, meeting someone will call for some kind of greeting, and the response will be reinforced if the desired outcome is obtained, that is, if the greeting is understood; in the case of communication breakdown, the particular response will not be reinforced, and the learner will hopefully abandon it.

When learning a first language, from this point of view, the process is relatively simple: all we have to do is learn a set of new habits as we learn to respond to stimuli in our environment. When learning a second language, however, we run into problems: we already have a set of well-established responses in our L1. The L2 learning process therefore involves replacing those habits by a set of new ones. The complication is that the old L1 habits interfere with this process, either helping or inhibiting it. If structures in the L2 are similar to those of the L1, then learning will take place easily. If, however, structures are different, then learning will be difficult. As Lado put it:


We know from the observation of many cases that the grammatical structure of the native language tends to be transferred to the foreign language … We have here the major source of difficulty or ease in learning the foreign language … Those structures that are different will be difficult.

(Lado, 1957, pp. 58–59)


Take the example of an L1 English learner of L2 French, who wants to say I am 12 years old, which in French is realized as J’ai douze ans (= I have 12 years), and now consider the same learner learning to express the same meaning in German, which is realized as Ich bin zwölf Jahre alt (= I am 12 years old). According to a behaviourist view of learning, the German structure would be much easier and quicker to learn for an English speaker, and the French one more difficult, with the English structure acting as a facilitator in one instance, and an inhibitor in the other. Indeed, it may well be the case that English learners have more difficulty with the French expression than the German one, as many French teachers would testify after hearing their pupils repeatedly saying *Je suis douze1 (= I am 12), but more about that later.

From a teaching point of view, the implications of this approach were twofold. First, it was strongly believed that “practice makes perfect”; in other words, learning would take place by imitating and repeating the same structures time after time. Second, teachers needed to focus their teaching on structures which were different in the L1 and the L2. Teachers of French, in our example, would need to engage their English-speaking students in many drilling exercises in order for them to produce the French structure correctly.

34.The logical outcome of such beliefs about L2 learning was that effective teaching should concentrate intensive practice on areas of difference. Researchers began to compare pairs of languages in order to pinpoint these areas. This work was termed Contrastive Analysis and can be traced back to Charles Fries, who wrote in the introduction to his book Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Language: “The most effective materials are those that are based upon a scientific description of the language to be learned, carefully compared with a parallel description of the native language of the learner” (Fries, 1945, p. 9, cited in Dulay et al., 1982, p. 98). Work in this tradition founded a continuing interest in relations between the L1 and later languages, in spite of emerging criticisms which we will now discuss.



2.2.2Behaviourism under Attack

Starting in the 1950s and continuing in the 1960s, both linguistics and psychology witnessed major developments. Linguistics saw a shift from structural linguistics, which was based on the description of the surface structure of a large corpus of language, to generative linguistics, which emphasized the rule-governed and creative nature of human language. This shift was initiated by the publication in 1957 of Syntactic Structures, the first of many influential books by Noam Chomsky.

In the field of psychology, the pre-eminent role for the environment—as argued by Skinner and others—in shaping the child’s learning and behaviour was losing ground in favour of more developmentalist views of learning, such as Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory, in which inner forces drive the child, in interaction with the environment (Piaget & Inhelder, 1966; Piatelli-Palmarini, 1980).

The clash of views applied to how we learn language came to a head at the end of the 1950s with two publications. These were Skinner’s Verbal Behavior in 1957, which outlined in detail his behaviourist view of language learning, and Chomsky’s critical review of Skinner’s book, published in 1959.

Chomsky’s response centred around key issues:


	The creativity of language: Children are not limited to memorizing and reproducing a large set of sentences, but they routinely create new sentences that they have never heard before. This can only be possible because they internalize rules rather than strings of words; common utterances such as it breaked or Mummy goed show that children are not copying the language around them but applying (morphosyntactic) rules.


	The “poverty of the stimulus”: Given the complexity and abstractness of linguistic rules (for example the rules underlying the formation of questions in many languages, or the rules underlying the use of reflexive pronouns in English), it is amazing that children are able to master them so quickly and efficiently. This led to the idea that some of the structural properties of 35.language, given their complexity, could not possibly be learned on the basis of the samples of language which children are exposed to. Furthermore, children are not very often corrected on the form of their utterances, and when correction does take place, it seems to have very little effect on the development of language structure.



For these reasons, Chomsky claimed that children have an innate faculty which supports their language learning. Given a body of speech, children are programmed to discover its rules, and are guided in doing so by an innate knowledge of what rules are possible. We will leave fuller discussion of Chomsky’s ideas until Chapter 3. Suffice to say for now that this revolutionary approach gave a great stimulus to the field of psycholinguistics, especially to the study of language acquisition, and work in the 1970s was heavily influenced by these new ideas.




2.3The 1970s


2.3.1First Language Acquisition

The work outlined earlier led to investigations of first language (L1) acquisition, by researchers such as Daniel Slobin (1970) and Roger Brown (1973). They found striking similarities in the language learning behaviour of young children, whatever language they were learning. It seemed that children all over the world go through similar stages, use similar constructions in order to express similar meanings, and make the same kinds of errors. The stages can be summarized as follows (Aitchison, 2011, p. 68):




	Language stage

	Beginning age (rough guidelines only)




	Crying

	Birth



	Cooing

	6 weeks



	Babbling

	6 months



	Intonation patterns

	8 months



	One-word utterances

	1 year



	Two-word utterances

	18 months



	Word inflections

	2 years



	Questions, negatives

	2 years 3 months



	Rare or complex constructions

	5 years



	Mature speech

	10 years




The research emphasis of the time was on the universal nature of these stages.

Similarly, when studying children’s learning of particular languages, a consistent order was found for the emergence of new structures. Roger Brown’s (1973) study was to be very influential for L2 research. In an in-depth longitudinal study of three children, Brown traced the development of 14 grammatical 36.morphemes in L1 English. He found that although the rate at which the children learned these morphemes varied, the order in which they acquired them remained the same:



	Present progressive

	boy singing



	Prepositions

	dolly in car



	Plural

	sweeties



	Past irregular

	broke



	Possessive

	baby’s biscuit



	Articles

	a car



	Past regular

	wanted



	3rd person singular

	eats



	Auxiliary be

	he is running.




As well as acquiring a number of grammatical morphemes in the same order, the children were also shown to follow definite stages when acquiring a given area of grammar. For example, children not only acquire negatives around the same age, but they also mark the negative in similar ways in all languages, initially attaching some negative marker to the outside of the sentence: no go to bed, pas faut boire (= not need to drink), and gradually moving the negative marker inside the sentence. These stages are illustrated here for English (R. Ellis, 2008, p. 71):


	Stage 1: Negative utterances consist of a positive proposition, either preceded or followed by a negator such as no or not:


	wear mitten no


	not a teddy bear





	Stage 2: Negators are now incorporated into affirmative clauses. Negators at this stage include don’t and can’t, used as unitary items. Negative commands appear:


	there no squirrels


	you can’t dance


	don’t bite me yet





	Stage 3: Negators are now always incorporated into affirmative clauses. The “Auxiliary + not” rule has been acquired, as forms like don’t, can’t are now analysed. But some irregularities still occur (e.g. copula be is omitted from negative utterances and double negatives occur):


	I don’t have a book


	Paul can’t have one


	I not crying


	no one didn’t come






37.These stages are not unlike those followed by L2 learners, outlined in Chapter 1 (Section 1.4.4); similar sequences can be observed for other structures.

An important characteristic of child language was that it seemed to be rule-governed, even if children’s early “rules” did not correspond to adult ones. As early as the two-word stage, children express relationships such as possession or negation in a consistent way. Also, it has been demonstrated that when children produce an adult-like form which reflects the application of a rule, such as adding -s to dog in order to produce the plural form dogs, they are not merely imitating the adult language around them. Two kinds of evidence support this. First, children commonly produce forms such as sheeps or breads, which they have never heard before. Second, experiments with non-words were carried out in the 1950s (Berko, 1958) in which young children were shown, for example, a picture of a strange bird-like creature and told This is a wug; they were then shown a picture of two of those creatures and told Now there’s another one. There are two of them. There are two …? The children almost invariably replied wugs, showing that they do not merely memorize each plural form they hear, but that they somehow extract a plural rule from surrounding input, and use it in their own productions. As far as verbs are concerned, children learning English go through an early stage when they supply irregular past tense forms such as took or went, on the basis of having learned these forms individually, before having created an English past tense “rule”. Once the rule is established, they start producing forms such as taked and goed; it can take considerable time for children to be able to handle exceptions to rules.

The fact that children do not seem susceptible to adult correction is well documented. The psycholinguist Martin Braine once tried for several weeks to stamp out one of his daughter’s grammatical errors. Here is an example (quoted in Pinker, 2000, p. 285):

CHILD: Want other one spoon, Daddy

FATHER: You mean, you want THE OTHER SPOON

CHILD: Yes, I want other one spoon, please, Daddy

FATHER: Can you say “the other spoon”?

CHILD: Other … one … spoon

FATHER: Say … “other”

CHILD: Other

FATHER: “Spoon”

CHILD: Spoon

FATHER: “Other … spoon”

CHILD: Other … spoon. Now give me other one spoon?

This child is neither slow in her development, nor particularly stubborn; it is as if she cannot make the alternative proposed by her father fit within her current grammar.

38.From this necessarily brief account of 1970s L1 acquisition research, the following points emerge:


	Children go through stages.


	These stages are similar among children learning a given language, although the rate at which individual children progress through them is variable.


	These stages are similar across languages.


	Child language is rule-governed and systematic, and the rules created by the child do not necessarily correspond to adult ones.


	Children are resistant to correction.



These findings laid grounds for a generative view of L1 acquisition, driven by an innate language capacity and a distinctive mechanism for learning language, i.e. a Language Acquisition Device (Chomsky, 1965). Psycholinguists were also taking an interest in this kind of evidence, with a greater focus on language processing. For example, Dan Slobin made proposals about language acquisition orders which were grounded in a set of Operating Principles supposed to characterize the way in which children perceive their environment, try to make sense of it, and organize it. Slobin’s early principles were as follows (Slobin, 1979, pp. 108–110):


	Operating Principle A: Pay attention to the ends of words.


	Operating Principle B: There are linguistic elements that encode relations between words.


	Operating Principle C: Avoid exceptions.


	Operating Principle D: Underlying semantic relations should be marked overtly and clearly.


	Operating Principle E: The use of grammatical markers should make semantic sense.



Such early ideas about how language processing could contribute to L1 development had a long-term influence on the development of transition theories in SLL research.
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