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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In recent years, the field of second language acquisition (SLA) research has seen
an increasing interest in advanced stages of acquisition and questions of near-
native competence, or what is considered as the successful acquisition of a foreign/
second language (L2). However, there are still relatively few studies of advanced
learners compared to learners at early and intermediate stages of the learnigg pro-
cess. It has been a matter of controversy to what extent adult L2 speakers achieve
native-like proficiency.! Moreover, while in many European countries the ulti-
mate goal of foreign language teaching at the advanced level is for the students to
achieve a near-native command of the target language, it is often left unspecified
what native-like proficiency exactly means (de Haan 1997:55).

Despite the growing interest in what has also been called the advanced learner
variety (ALV), the field is still struggling with both a definition and clarification of
the concepts ‘advanced learner’ and ‘nativelikeness, and an in-depth description
of the ALV, especially when it comes to learners’ acquisition of optional and high-
ly L2-specific phenomena in all linguistic subsystems. Advanced learners have
typically mastered the L2 rules of morphosyntax, and their written production is
mainly free from grave grammatical errors. However, their writing often sounds
unidiomatic and shows subtle differences to texts produced by native speakers
(NSs). It seems difficult to pin down the exact reasons for this non-nativeness or
foreign-soundingness of learner writing, and therefore it is frequently explained
by using vague cover terms such as ‘unidiomaticity’ or ‘style’

In the last 15 years or so, corpus-based research into learner language has
yielded substantial empirical evidence that texts produced by advanced learners
and native speakers differ in terms of frequencies of certain words, phrases and
syntactic structures.” In a recent overview of the field, Granger (2004: 135) defines

1. See Birdsong (1999) and the recent special issue of the International Review of Applied Lin-
guistics in Language Teaching (IRAL) (43:4, 2005) for studies that investigate advanced learners’
success in areas such as phonology, grammar and discourse.

2. See Hinkel (2005) for a review of research on second language writers’ texts. Hinkel (2002)
provides a comprehensive and detailed analysis of English native speakers’ and second language
writers’ texts. Studies that focus on specific linguistic features are for example Lorenz (1998,



