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INTRODUCTION

Suzanne Flynn and Wayne O’Neil
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

1. INTRODUCTION

The theory of Universal Grammar (UG) as explicated e.g. in Chomsky,
1986, has led to explosive developments in the study of natural language as
well as to significant advances in the study of first language (LI)
acquisition. Most recently. the theory of UG has led to important theore-
tical and empirical advances in the field of adult second language (L2)
acquisition as well. The principle impetus for this development can be
traced to the work in linguistics which shifted the study ‘‘from behavior
or the products of behavior to states of the mind/brain that enter into
behavior'® (Chomksy, 1986:3). Grammars within this framework are conceived
of as theoretical accounts of ‘‘the state of the mind/brain of the person
who knows a particular language’’ (Chomsky, 1986:3). Research within fields
of language acquisition seeks to isolate and specify the properties of the
underlying competence necessary for language learning. Full development of
a theory of UG demands study and understanding of the nature of both the
formal properties of language and of the Janguage acquisition process
itself.

However, while there is a tradition of debate and dialogue established
between theoretical linguistics and L! acquisition research, relatively few
connections have been made between linguistic theory and L2 acquisition
research. As a result, critical feedback necessary for continued
development and refinement of hypotheses within the field of L2 acquisition
which emerges from such a dialogue is not forthcoming. In addition, the
scope of linguistic theory remains unnecessarily limited due to the lack of
integration of this significant body of data into the mainstream of
linguistic thought.

In order to provide an initial remedy for this situation, we held a
conference at MIT in the Fall of 1985. We brought together three groups of
individuals: theoretical linguists working within a UG framework, psycho-
linguists interested in UG formulations. and those active in L2 acquisition
research within a UG framework. The purpose of this conference, at its most
general level, was to examine the extent to which a theory of UG could be
useful in explaining the L2 acquisition process. That is. can we find any
evidence for the role of UG in L2 acquisition? If so, in what ways and in
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2 S. FLYNN and W, O'NEIL

what domains? In addition. we also sought to delineate a set of questions
that could serve as a focus for continued research within this paradigm and
others. Finally, we sought to examine the extent to which L2 acquisition
findings might uniquely contribute to the development of a theory of UG.

A series of several different types of papers was presented: overview
papers that sought to place the field of 12 acquisition within a theor-
etical context, empirical papers that documented work conducted within the
field of L2 acquisition, and discussion papers that attempted to evaluate
the juxtaposition of linguistic theory and empirical work in the experi-
mental papers. The contents of this book are the result of this conference.
It contains a significant number of revised versions of papers presented at
this earlier conference (see original program) documenting several ways in
which this research has proved promising. For example:

*By moving beyond an analysis of surface structure contrasts
between the L1 and the L2 alone and by utilizing units of
analysis provided by a generative theory of UG, L2 research-
ers have been able to elicit data not previously considered
in past theoretical constructs. In this volume, for example.
Clahsen focuses on the role of INFL (inflection), Liceras
considers the role of COMP (complementizer), White focuses
on WH-Island constraints, Mazurkewich looks at the role of
the theory of markedness in the acquisition of gerundive and
infinitival complements, Flynn examines the role of the
head-direction parameter in the acquisition of anaphora, and
Broselow considers production errors of Arabic speakers of
English and perception errors made by English learners of
Arabic in terms of syllabic theory.

*By taking seriously claims made by a UG theory with respect
to deductive consequences for specific parametric settings,
researchers have been able to explain sets of language
phenomena previously thought unrefated and thus left
unexplained in past paradigms. In this volume, such findings
emerge in the work of Clahsen, Liceras, White, Haegeman, and
Flynn.

*By exploiting the concepts of parameters and principles
within UG theory. some results demonstrate how UG can be
used to provide the theoretical space within which tradi-
tionally isolated components of contrast and construction in
L2 acquisition can be reconciled within one framework. This
is demonstrated in, for example, the work of Liceras, White,
and Flynn.

*By isolating patterns of acquisition common to both L1 and
L2 acquisition. this initial body of work provides the basis
for the development of unified theories of language acqui-
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sition, For example, the papers by Mazurkewich and Flynn
outline such developmental patterns.

Finally, at a more general level, this work advances our understanding of
the character of UG.

These are not necessary results. As we will discuss in more detail
below and as discussed in the papers by Lust, Eckman. and Rutherford, and
Schachter (1986), a theory of UG holds independently of its role in L2
acquisition. In addition, results such as these. we will argue. are more
than just confirmatory. They can, as Liceras, White, Felix, Travis, and
Jenkins (this volume); Broselow (1983, this volume); and Flynn (1987)
demonstrate, offer essential new insights both into the nature of the
properties of the hypothesized biological component for langnage and
uniquely shed light on claims made with respect to the role of experience
in language learning.

At the same time, some of the results of the studies reported in this
volume suggest several ways in which adult L2 acquisition might differ from
child L1 acquisition. Such results can be found in the papers by Clahsen
and Gass. These findings, although not completely understood. help us to
define the scope of UG; they also suggest several ways in which UG may
interact with other domains of cognition in the language iearning process
as suggested for example, in the papers by Liceras and Lust. They may even
isolate ways in which adult cognition may modulate the role of UG in L2
learning.

It is important to emphasize again that the pursuit of the study of L2
acquisition both within a generative framework or any other principled
theoretical paradigm is new. As is evident with the papers in this book,
there is yet no fully agreed upon set of questions that must be asked, thus
no critical agreement about what constitutes the necessary data base and no
real agreement about methodologies to be used in these research programs.
Thus, our intention in this chapter is to establish an initial set of
questions that need to be answered about the study of L2 learning. We will
do this by deriving a set of empirical predictions from a theory of UG for
L2 learning and by isolating common themes that emerge from the papers in
this book. At the same time, we will outline ways in which evidence provid-
ed by the empirical studies reported in this book answers these questions.
We will also suggest directions for future research. Our discussion in this
chapter will not always follow the organization of the book. The book's
format more closely follows that of the original conference. We hope that
such a discussion will provide the reader with a richer perspective of the
issues to be considered and suggest new ways in which one can critically
evaluate the claims made.

We have divided this chapter into the following sections: section 1.1,
Basic Assumptions; section 1.2, Background; section 1.3, Requirements for a
Theory of L2 Acquisition; section 1.4, Theory of Universal Grammar: section
1.5, Universal Grammar and L2 Acquisition; section 1.6, Future Directions,
and section 1.7, Organization of the Book.
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1.1 Basic Assumptions

Our primary assumption is that the empirical study of L2 acquisition can be
brought into line with the rigorous demands of current theoretical psycho-
linguistic research. This means several things: first, we will argue that
consistent with the tenets of mentalism, we believe that what determines
adult L2 behavior is not only the stimuli adults are exposed to but also
the way they interpret those stimuli. We argue that the nature of the hypo-
theses adults bring to the language learning task are computationally
complex. In contrast to empiricist models of language learning. L2 acqui-
sition is not primarily a matter of discrimination learning: selective
reinforcement, imitation or translation from surface structure forms of the
LI onto the L2 (see discussion for L1 acquisition in Chomsky, 1959, 1980,
1986: Fodor, Bever, and Garrett, 1974, among many others).

Second, given that the goal of psycholinguistic research is the
empirical assessment of language knowledge, we believe that we can experi-
mentally evaluate the language knowledge of the adult L2 learner. This
evaluation is achieved principally through the measurement and analysis of
various modes of language behavior, primarily, speaking (production) and
listening (comprehension). Each task used for this purpose assumes (1) that
the adult L2 learner’s developing language competence does not match an
adult native speaker’s and (2) that the linguistic behavior elicited from
each learner with each task maps the territory lying between the target
language grammar and the adult’s developing grammar. In this way, evalua-
tion of the variance in the adult's behavior allows us to measure an L2
learner’s development with respect to the native speaker’s model. At the
same time, such experiments allow us to evaluate what aspects of the
incoming data language learners are sensitive to and use for the construc-
tion of the L2 grammar (see discussion in Flynn, 1986; Lust, Chien, and
Flynn. 1987).

Third, to the degree ‘‘that generative grammar provides a theory of
sentence structure which amounts to a detailed and sophisticated account of
the categories in terms of Jinguistic stimuli, it becomes possible for us
to begin to characterize the mental processes involved in effecting such
integrations’’ (Fodor, Bever, and Garrett, 1974:14). In the case at hand, a
generative theory of UG provides the basis for such a characterization in
the adult L2 acquisition process. More to the point, we take seriously the
claim that UG is a theory about a biologically programmed language faculty
that characterizes the initial state of the human organism. As such. it
predicts that in the case of L1 acquisition. language learning will proceed
along a certain constrained course. This means that we should be able to
empirically evaluate this course of development, as has already been demon-
strated in numerous studies in LI acquisition research (see for example
Roeper and Williams, 1987; Lust, 1986). For our purposes, assuming adult L2
acquisition to be a legitimate focus of psycholinguistic inquiry. we
believe that we can generate a set of testable hypotheses that can deter-
mine whether or not UG has any empirical consequences for the adult L2
acquisition process.
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Finally, we argue that the sentence is an appropriate unit of analysis
for discovering the nature of the hypotheses adults bring to the L2 learn-
ing task. The sentence is the smallest linguistic unit over which some
computation can take place, for example, asking a question, assigning
coreference, construing anaphora. This is not to say that this is all there
is to be learned in order for a speaker to take part in a full communica-
tive act. It does, however, provide a minimal basis for such acts. How
learners integrate knowledge of non-linguistic contexts with linguistic
knowledge is an important and necessary question to pursue. It allows us,
for example, to discover important ways in which adults and children differ
in this regard thus revealing ways in which hypothesized language specific
knowledge interacts with other domains of cognition. Pursuit of such issues
is, however, beyond the scope of this book.

In short, we believe L2 acquisition is an important and viable domain
of psycholinguistic inquiry. As such, we seek both theoretically and
empircially to establish the relevance of a theory of UG for the adult L2
acquisition process. Results of such investigations can uniquely contribute
to our understanding of L2 learning and at the same time uniquely contrib-
ute to the development of a theory of UG in much the same way that results
of L1 acquisition do.

1.2 Background

We all know that adults are capable of learning L2s. However, how this
learning occurs is not well understood, in spite of the fact that adults
have been acquiring L2s for millenia. What principles guide the adult’s
construction of the L2 grammar? Does the learning of an L2 follow from a
set of principles distinct from those that determine the learning of the
L1? Or is it possible that a comparable set of principles, at least in some
domains, guides the L2 acquisition process as well?

Let’s consider the adult learner. First, in contrast to the study of
L1 acquisition, the study of adult L2 acquisition involves individuals who
have reached steady states in terms of their L1 development. This means,
that unlike the L1 learner, the adult already ‘‘knows’ a particular lang-
vage. And second, unlike the L1 learner, the adult L2 learner has reached
maturity in terms of overall cognitive development.

These differences alone suggest that the learning of the L2 may in
fact be distinct from the learning of the L1. One early approach to L2
acquisition, Contrastive Analysis (CA) (Fries, 1945; Lado, 1957). claimed
this. Within this framework, L2 learning, as did L1 learning, consisted of
the learning of a fixed set of habits over time. In L2 acquisition, the
learner, it is argued, attempts to transfer the linguistic habits from the
L1 to the L2. Where the L1 and the L2 match, positive transfer takes place;
where they do not match, there is a negative transfer of habits. At points
of interference, the learner must acquire the new habits for the L2 through
modification of the L1 habits, for example. by addition or deletion. The
chapter by Newmeyer and Weinberger neatly elucidates these issues and docu-
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ments the chronology of this approach to language learning (see also review
in Gass and Rutherford).

Stripping this theory away from its behaviorist foundations, we can
see that it captured an important aspect of the adult L2 acquisition
process--the role of the L| knowledge in L2 acquisition. Yet, it failed to
provide a complete theory of L2 acquisition for the following reason: it
could not reliably predict when ‘‘interference’’ would occur in L2 acqui-
sition. That is, surface structure contrasts between the L1 and the L2 do
not reliably predict L2 acquisition problems.

Perhaps then the learning of the L2 is like the learning of the L1 in
some fundamental way, Such was the point of view of another major theory
advanced for L2 acquisition: Creative Construction (CC) (Dulay and Burt,
1974). Within this theory, the L1 and L2 acquisition processes are not
distinct but are argued to follow from the same set of innate principles.
In contrast to CA, a CC theory claims that prior L2 experience does not
determine subsequent L2 acquisition. Rather, the structure of the language
to be learned and the creative construction powers of the L2 learner, which
all learners share as part of the human competence, determine L2
acquisition patterns.

Similar, however. to a CA theory, while a CC theory succeeds in
capturing the sense of another important aspect of the L2 acquisition
data--evidence for constructive processes independent of the L1 experience,
it also fails to provide a complete theory of L2 acquisition. 1) The nature
of the deep principles argued to determine L2 acquisition are never
specified. Thus, the principles remain unfalsifiable. 2) A CC theory is
unable to account for documented systematic differences that emerge among
different language groups learning a common L2 (see review in Flynn, 1987,
and references cited therein).

What do the repeated failures and successes of these two theories tell
us? Empirically, results from work within the CA framework suggest, in
contrast to a CC theory, that the L2 experience plays some role in the L2
acquisition process. While the strength of the predictions of CA for L2
learning is best in terms of phonological interference, the theory still
captures the fact that, different language groups learning a common L2 may
in fact differ from each other in some very fundamental ways. For example,
it has been demonstrated that the nature of the errors made by Spanish and
Japanese speakers learning English as a second language differs at various
points in the acquisition process (Flynn, 1987). At the most general level,
this suggests that knowledge of the L2 is an important factor in L2 learn-
ing. More specifically, results such as these suggest that one does not
start with a clean slate; if this were the case, then we would expect no
differences among various groups of L2 learners acquiring a common L2,
Using the example above, we would expect to find no significant differences
in patterns of acquisition between the Spanish and Japanese speakers.
Furthermore, since we are dealing with adults, the fact that these differ-
ences emerge suggests that they might follow from differences and similar-
ities in properties of the L1 and the L2 grammar and that they do not
follow from deficits that hold in other domains of cognition. There is no



