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“The first textbook in more than ten years to offer a solidly linguistic account
of second language acquisition, this book clearly asserts that the ‘L’ of ‘SLA’
is for ‘Language’ and it is an excellent alternative to textbooks that increas-
ingly focus less on language and more on nonlinguistic variables. Every
chapter ends with a series of exercises that use authentic language and data
from published articles. This book is a must-read for linguists interested in
SLA and second language acquisition researchers interested in language.”

Kathleen Bardovi-Harlig, Indiana University

“A welcome addition to the field of second language acquisition. It is a must
read for students and scholars who want to understand generative approaches
to SLA.” Susan Gass, Michigan State University

“Slabakova guides the reader systematically through a rich array of observa-
tions and hypotheses, leading up to her ‘bottleneck hypothesis’: a proposal
about where learning difficulty lies for second language learners. This
thought-provoking overview will be required reading for anyone seriously
interested in understanding the complex business of how people learn second
languages.” Roger Hawkins, University of Essex

“An up-to-date, lively and accessible account of the generative approach to
second language acquisition research. Readers across the field will find it an
extremely useful introduction to key theoretical ideas and current debates in
generativist SLA, illustrated with discussion of an impressive range of empir-
ical studies. Students will enjoy the regular thought-provoking questions and
activities, as well as the links to classroom instruction.”

Rosamond Mitchell, University of Southampton

“A thought-provoking perspective on generative linguistic approaches to
second language acquisition, as well as an up-to-date overview of current
issues and research. The main focus is on adult second language acquisition,
placed in the broader context of linguistic theory, first language acquisition,
and bilingualism. The book will be of considerable interest to researchers and
students in fields such as second language acquisition, linguistics, and applied
linguistics.” Lydia White, McGill University

“The time is right for an update of generative perspectives on second language
acquisition and Slabakova’s Second Language Acquisition does the trick. In
this book, the author brings together linguistic and psycholinguistic (process-
ing) aspects of language acquisition in a variety of contexts, with eventual
implications for and ties with instructional matters. The result is an up-to-date
and readable text suitable for classroom and non-classroom use that will both
inform and provoke. Highly recommended.”

Bill VanPatten, Michigan State University
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Preface

This book is going to ask a lot of important questions about how adults
acquire second (L2) and subsequent (Ln) languages, and will provide
answers arising from the last thirty years of generative second language
acquisition research (GenSLA for short). In the quest to elucidate the
cognitive processes involved in second language acquisition and how second
language knowledge is represented in the mind, we will progress from the
general to the more specific. The book is structured in three parts, where the
names of the parts play with the three words: second, language, and acqui-
sition in various combinations. The first part is called Language. It intro-
duces key concepts and contemporary views of the language architecture. It
also discusses the most important issue of linguistic theory from the point of
L2 acquisition: how languages vary and how we can describe and explain
language variation. Also in this part of the book, psycholinguistic and
neurocognitive underpinnings of language processing add to the account
of linguistic architecture to provide a comprehensive picture of language in
the mind. As White (1989, 2003) has convinced us, a fundamental theory of
what is being acquired, what Gregg (1989) calls a property theory of
language, is essential for understanding the process of second language
acquisition (SLA).

The second part is called Language Acquisition, addressing issues of a
transition theory (Gregg 1989, 2003), namely, how do language learners
move from one state of (incomplete) knowledge to another, and eventually
to complete knowledge of the linguistic system? This part of the book
situates SLA in the big picture of language acquisition in general and
demonstrates how comparisons between the different language acquisition
contexts and conditions (first language (L1) acquisition, the acquisition of
two first languages (2L1), child L2 acquisition, adult L2 acquisition, heri-
tage language acquisition, and language attrition) are relevant to under-
standing SLA. All acquisition conditions will be treated from the
perspective of two seminal issues, which are the main focus of this book:
the Critical Period Hypothesis and the importance of linguistic input for
language acquisition. The position I will defend in the book is that
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continued high-quality comprehensible linguistic input emerges as the indis-
pensable condition for successful language acquisition, overriding potential
critical periods (at least in some modules of the grammar).

The third and main part of the book is called Second Language Acquisi-
tion, and it examines the broad topic of L2 acquisition, focusing predomin-
antly on adult L2 acquisition. It communicates the findings of the generative
approach with respect to the modular properties of language that have to be
acquired: functional morphology, syntax, the mental lexicon, the interface
of morphosyntax and meaning, discourse and pragmatic properties, and
language processing. Each chapter comprises recent discoveries obtained
through behavioral, psycholinguistic, and neurolinguistic measures. The
key research techniques for obtaining such measures (for example, judg-
ment tests, self-paced reading, eye tracking, event-related brain potentials,
etc.) are introduced. The themes of critical periods and the seminal import-
ance of lingpistic input continue to be developed throughout the third part,
as well. This part culminates with a chapter on language teaching and the
implications of the generative research findings for the language classroom.

Throughout the book, I have tried to make explicit the teaching relevance
of the findings, and you will find these thoughts specially marked in their
own boxes. Where appropriate, I have also tried to foster active reading by
asking the readers to answer some questions related to the material, before
reading further. These are of course not obligatory, and I have not provided
answers to them, but I do hope you will find them fun to do, and helpful. In
the glossary, you will find definitions of the most important terms that are
introduced.

Who is this book for? It is intended for students who have already been
exposed to linguistic analysis, having taken courses such as an introduction
to linguistics, syntax, and phonology. They will typically be advanced
undergraduate students or graduate students in linguistics, modern lan-
guages, psychology, cognitive science, computer science, and education
departments or programs, who are interested in second language acquisi-
tion. Although I introduce the main concepts and ideas that I discuss, space
considerations prevent me from doing so at great length. Thus, the reader
who is familiar with generative linguistics concepts will have an easier time
following and learning. However, everyone who is interested in language
and language acquisition will benefit from the book, particularly if you
decide that you do not have to understand every last detail of the analyses,
but get the gist and the main ideas of the chapters. The exercises after each
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chapter are fairly open-ended, apply the main concepts to new material or
data, and aim to make you think like a linguist doing SLA research.

Finally, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to several groups of
people. First, to my family, the rock of my life, a constant source of love and
pride and joy. Second, to my students through the years, who have been
persuaded by generative SLA ideas, but have also asked tough questions
and thus have pushed the boundaries of scientific inquiry. Third, to my
wonderful colleagues in the field of SLA, too numerous to mention but
certainly hugely influential on my thinking, every one of them. Special
thanks go to Silvina Montrul, Sharon Unsworth, Heather Marsden, Terje
Lohndal and an anonymous reviewer for reading and commenting on the
manuscript. Their comments improved it significantly. All remaining
errors are mine alone. I do hope that the views expressed here stimulate
constructive further inquiries in the cognitive processes of second language
acquisition.
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