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Preface

Purpose

What justification might there be for a series of introductions to
language study? After all, linguistics is already well served with
introductory texts: expositions and explanations which are com-
prehensive and authoritative and excellent in their way.
Generally speaking, however, their way is the essentially acade-
mic one of providing a detailed initiation into the discipline of lin-
guistics, and they tend to be lengthy and technical: appropriately
so, given their purpose. But they can be quite daunting to the
novice. There is also a need for a more general and gradual intro-
ducstion to language: transitional texts which will ease people into
an understanding of complex ideas. This series of introductions is
designed to serve this need.

Their purpose, therefore, is not to supplant but to support the
more academically oriented introductions to linguistics: to
prepare the conceptual ground. They are based on the belief that
it is an advantage to have a broad map of the terrain sketched out
before one considers its more specific features on a smaller scale, a
general context in reference to which the detail makes sense. It is
sometimes the case that students are introduced to detail without
it being made clear what it is a detail of. Clearly, a general under-
standing of ideas is not sufficient: there needs to be closer
scrutiny. But equally, close scrutiny can be myopic and meaning-
less unless it is related to the larger view. Indeed, it can be said that
the precondition of more particular enquiry is an awareness of
what, in general, the particulars are about. This series is designed
to provide this large-scale view of different areas of language
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study. As such it can serve as a preliminary to (and precondition
for) the more specific and specialized enquiry which students of
linguistics are required to undertake.

But the series is not only intended to be helpful to such stu-
dents. There are many people who take an interest in language
without being academically engaged in linguistics per se. Such
people may recognize the importance of understanding language
for their own lines of enquiry, or for their own practical purposes,
or quite simply for making them aware of something which
figures so centrally in their everyday lives. If linguistics has reveal-
ing and relevant things to say about language, then this should
presumably not be a privileged revelation, but one accessible to
people other than linguists. These books have been so designed as
to accommodate these broader interests too: they are meant to be
introductions to language more generally as well as to linguistics
as a discipline.

Design

The books in the series are all cut to the same basic pattern. There
are four parts: Survey, Readings, References, and Glossary.

Survey

This is a summary overview of the main features of the area of
language study concerned: its scope and principles of enquiry, its
basic concerns and key concepts. These are expressed and
explained in ways which are intended to make them as accessible
as possible to people who have no prior knowledge or expertise in
the subject. The Survey is written to be readable and is uncluttered
by the customary scholarly references. In this sense, it is simple.
But it is not simplistic. Lack of specialist expertise does not imply
an inability to understand or evaluate ideas. Ignorance means
lack of knowledge, not lack of intelligence. The Survey, therefore,
is meant to be challenging. It draws a map of the subject area in
such a way as to stimulate thought, and to invite a critical parti-
cipation in the exploration of ideas. This kind of conceptual
cartography has its dangers of course: the selection of what is
significant, and the manner of its representation will not be to the
liking of everybody, particularly not, perhaps, to some of those
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inside the discipline. But these surveys are written in the belief
that there must be an alternative to a technical account on the one
hand and an idiot’s guide on the other if linguistics is to be made
relevant to people in the wider world.

Readings

Some people will be content to read, and perhaps re-read, the
summary Survey. Others will want to pursue the subject and so
will use the Survey as the preliminary for more detailed study. The
Readings provide the necessary transition. For here the reader is
presented with texts extracted from the specialist literature. The
purpose of these readings is quite different from the Survey. It is
to get readers to focus on the specifics of what is said and how it is
said in these source texts. Questions are provided to further this
purpose: they are designed to direct attention to points in each
text, how they compare across texts, and how they deal with the
issues discussed in the survey. The idea is to give readers an initial
familiarity with the more specialist idiom of the linguistics liter-
ature, where the issues might not be so readily accessible, and to
encourage them into close critical reading.

References

One way of moving into more detailed study is through the
Readings. Another is through the annotated References in the
third section of each book. Here there is a selection of works
{books and articles) for further reading. Accompanying com-
ments indicate how these deal in more detail with the issues dis-
cussed in the different chapters of the survey.

Glossary

Certain terms in the Survey appear in bold. These are terms used
in a special or technical sense in the discipline. Their meanings are
made clear in the discussion, but they are also explained in the
Glossary at the end of each book. The Glossary is cross-
referenced to the Survey, and therefore serves at the same time as
an index. This enables readers to locate the term and what it
signifies in the more general discussion, thereby, in effect, using
the Survey as a summary work of reference.
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Use

The series has been designed so as to be flexible in use. Eachtitle is
separate and self-contained, with only the basic format in
common. The four sections of the format, as described here, can
be drawn upon and combined in different ways, as required by
the needs, or interests, of different readers. Some may be content
with the Survey and the Glossary and may not want to follow up
the suggested references. Some may not wish to venture into the
Readings. Again, the Survey might be considered as appropriate
preliminary reading for a course in applied linguistics or teacher
education, and the Readings more appropriate for seminar dis-
cussion during the course. In short, the notion of an introduction
will mean different things to different people, but in all cases the
concern is to provide access to specialist knowledge and stimulate
an awareness of its significance. This series as a whole has been
designed to provide this access and promote this awareness in
respect to different areas of language study.

H.G.WIDDOWSON
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Introduction: describing and
explaining L2 acquisition

What is ‘second language acquisition’?

The systematic study of how people acquire a second language
(often referred to as an L.2) is a fairly recent phenomenon, belong-
ing to the second half of the twentieth century. Its emergence at
this time is perhaps no accident. This has been a time of the
‘global village’ and the ‘World Wide Web’, wh.n communication
between people has expanded way beyond their local speech
communities. As never before, people have had to learn a second
language, not just as a pleasmg pasthé,‘but often as a means of
obtaining an education’or securing employment At such a time,
there is an obvious need fo discover more a /out how second lan-
guages ate learfied. Mof hev 1o Teaeh

At first sight, the meaning of the term ‘second language acquisi-
tion’ seems transparent but, in fact, it requires careful explana-
tion. For one thing, in this context ‘second’ can refer to any
language that is learned subsequent to the mother tongue. Thus, it
can refer to the learning of a third or fourth language. Also, ‘sec-
ond’ is not intended to contrast with ‘foreign’. Whether you are
learning a language naturally as a result of living in a country
where it is spoken, or learning it in a classroom through instruc-
tion, it is customary to speak generically of ‘second’ language
acquisition.

‘L2 acquisition’, then, can be defined as the way in which peo-
ple learn a language other than their mother tongue, inside or out-
side of a classroom, and ‘Second Language Acquisition’ (SLA) as
the study of this.
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What are the goals of SLA?

Imagine that you are an SLA researcher, interested in finding out
how learners acquire an L2. How would you set about doing it?
One way might be simply to ask learners who have been success-
ful in learning a second language how they did it. This approach
has been used and has provided some valuable insights. It is, how-
ever, somewhat limited in that learners are probably not aware of
or cannot remember the actual learning processes they engaged
in. A better approach might be to find out what learners actually
do, as opposed to what they think they do, when they try to learn
an L2. One way of doing this is by collecting samples of learner
language—the language that learners produce when they are
called on to use an L2 in speech or writing—and analyse them
carefully. These samples provide evidence of what the learners
know about the language they are trying to learn (the target lan-
guage). If samples are collected at different points in time it may
also be possible to find out how learners’ knowledge gradually
develops. What we might seek to do, then, is to describe how
learner language changes over time.

But what exactly should you look for in samples of learner lan-
guage? You may decide to focus on how learners’ overall ability
to communicate develops, how they become more fluent in their
use of an L2. In general, however, SLA has not focused on these
communicative aspects of language development but on the for-
mal features of language that linguists have traditionally concen-
trated on. One example might be the pronunciation of an L2; how
learners’ accents change over time. Another might be the words
learners use; how learners build up their vocabulary. Most often,
however, the focus has been the grammar of the L.2. Researchers
select a specific grammatical structure, such as plurals or relative
clauses, and explore how learners’ ability to produce this struc-
ture develops over time.

One of the goals of SLA, then, is the description of L2 acquisi-
tion. Another is explanation; identifying the external and internal
factors that account for why learners acquire an L2 in the way
they do. ’

One of the external factors is the social milieu in which learning
takes place. Social conditions influence the opportunities that
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