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Preface

This book is designed as an introductory course in second language acquisition (SLA) that
provides Chinese students with some necessary knowledge and information about second

language (L2) acquisition and learning.

The book aims to:

1. introduce SLA as an independent field of study,
2. review the linguistic and pedagogic bases of SLA,
3. define the key concepts of SLA,

4. critically examine existing theories of SLA,

5. help understand individual learner differences,

6. analyze learner language, and

7. discuss SLA research methods.

Unit 1 introduces the definition, importance, areas, and history of second language acquisition.
Unit 2 reviews the linguistic and pedagogic bases of second language acquisition by reviewing
the definition of language, different views about language, the nature of learning, misconceptions
about learning, and the mystery of first language (L1) acquisition. Unit 3 defines the key SLA
concepts of competence and performance; distinctions between first language, second language,
and foreign language; acquisition and learning; input and output; interlanguage; second language
variability, fossilization and language transfer. Unit 4 addresses the fundamental theories of SLA
such as universal grammar (UG), interlanguage theory, the monitor theory, connectionism,
.construction grammar (CG), the acculturation model, and sociocultural theory. Unit § identifies
the individual learner variables of learning strategies, learning styles, aptitude, intelligence,
motivation, personality, age, and the role of first language in SLA. Unit 6 discusses useful
methods for analyzing learner language that consist of contrastive analysis (CA), error analysis
(EA), and contrastive interlanguage analysis (CIA). It defines the basic concepts of CA, EA
and CIA, and describes the basic theoretical assumptions, procedures, and limitations of these
methods. Unit 7 addresses the importance of quantitative and qualitative research methods in
SLA such as the use of survey, observation, case study, and interview, as well as the procedures for
conducting SLA studies.

This book, based on the author’s years of teaching an SLA introductory course to MA and PhD
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students at a number of universities in China, is the result of the project on “the National Plan
for University Textbooks in the Eleventh Five-Year Plan”. The author has specially designed this
textbook for English major undergraduates and other students or readers who have an interest in
the theories and methods of second language acquisition.

The author is grateful to all the colleagues, editors, and students who have helped in many ways
in the writing of this book. He would like to thank Prof. Hu Zhuanglin, Prof. Wen Qiufang,
Prof. Wang Shouren, and Prof. Chen Jianping, who offered valuable suggestions about content
design. He is also grateful to Prof. Li Xiaohua, his former PhD student, for writing the relevant
paragraphs about construction grammar, and Prof. Yuan Fengshi, his current PhD student, for

useful resources about language transfer.

Wang Lifei

Dr. of Applied Linguistics

Prof. of English

School of International Studies

University of International Business and Economics

Beijing, China



Contents

Unit 1

Introducing Second Language Acquisition ... 1
1.1 WhatIs Second Language AcquiSition? ..........ceoeevirnrniieinneniinn 2
1.2 Why Is Second Language Acquisition Important?...............oceeeennnns 3
1.3 Which Areas Does Second Language Acquisition Study? .................. 4
1.4 How Long Is the History of Second Language Acquisition? ............ 4

Unit 2

Reviewing Bases of Second Language Acquisition ..................... 10
2.1 What Ts Language? ....ceoeeiiviieieiineiii e, 11
2.2 Different Views About Language..........coovviiiinineriniicnniiin. 12
2.3 Nature of Learning ...c.ccoereviieiiiiiniiinii s 14
2.4 Misconceptions of Learning .........cccoooviiiiiiiiiniiinn . 15
2.5 Mystery of First Language Acquisition .............ccooviiiiiiiinnnnen. 17

Unit 3

Defining Concepts of Second Language Acquisition ..................... 24
3.1 Competence and Performance ...........occoeiiiiiiiiiiiin 25
3.2 First Language, Second Language, and Foreign Language ............ 25
3.3 Acquisition and Learning...........oovvriiiniiieniieniniinn. 29
3.4 Inputand OUPUE ..oeovvrerriiiiinieirreiiiiee e 32
3.5 Interlanguage ......cooooeiiiiiiiiiiinnii 33
3.6 Variability ......ccooiiiiiiiimiiiiii 34
3.7 FOSSIliZation ...oveeeninnininiiiiiiiiiiriieiiei et e et 36
3.8 Language Transfer.....ccooooeiiiiiiiiiininiiii e 37

Unit 4

Theorizing About Second Language Acquisition ...............c........... 49
4.1 Universal GRammAar .........cvieuveneiiarmiriierrereaeseeeina. 50



4.2 Interlanguage Theory ........covivviiiiiiiiiiiiiiie 52

4.3 Monitor Theory ....ooovviiiiiiiiiiiiiii 56
4.4 CONNECHOMISIT ..evvnuninitinieiiiiitieeiaeet e e et s rrarenenanans 61
4.5 Construction Grammar ...........cocoeiiiviniieienieiiieiieere e, 63
4.6 Acculturation Model .......ocoiviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 66
4.7 Sociocultural Theory .......cocoveriviiiiiiiniiiiin e 69

Unit 5

Identifying Learner Differences ..........c.ccceovevvniiniiiinnn 74
5.1 Learning Styles .......cccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i 75
5.2 Learning Strategies ........cocoveervirimniiiiiiiiiieiieeiieieeeeee e 79
5.3 Learning APtude .....cceuueuererinnreriniirieerieeciiii et ‘85
5.4 Learning Intelligence .........oocoviiiinmiiniiiveniineii s 88
5.5 Learning MOtVAtON .. ..cuviuninininiiriiinire i eee v e i 91
5.6 Learner Personality .......cccoiviiniiiiiiiiiiniiiniinieas 95
5.7 Learning Age ..occcvinieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 99

Unit 6

Analyzing Learner Language ...........cccccoeevviiiiiniiiiiiiieieiic s 113
6.1 Contrastive Analysis ..........ccccuiiiiuvirniimiiiniiiiiiiineie e s 114
6.2 Error Analysis ....oocovieiiiiiiiiiiiii 120
6.3 Learner Corpus AnalysiS .......coeoviiiiiiniiieniiiiiiniiiiisereennenees 126

Unit 7

Researching Second Language Acquisition ........cc......ccccoiniin, 134
7.1 What Is Second Language Research? .............coooiiiiiiiniinnn, 135
7.2 Types of Second Language Acquisition Research Methods ............ 135
7.3 Procedures of Second Language Research ...............ccoeiiiine 143
7.4 Conducting Second Language Acquisition Research..................... 147

K BY oot 152

REFEIBNCES ...eveieieiiiiiiiii it s 157

ii



Unit
Introducing Second Lang
Acquisition i

U nit Preview

This unit focuses on the following topics:

O definition of second language acquisition
© aims of second language acquisition

© areas of second language acquisition

O history of second language acquisition

s« When did you begin to learn a foreign lan-
guage? Do you feel it difficult or easy to learn
a foreign language as a child or as an adult?
Why?

Why are you motivated to learn a foreign lan-
guage?

A. To learn it for fun

B. To meet school requirements

C. To improve personal quality and ability

D. To go abroad

F 5

#3: Combine a web search with your own exam-

ples of learning in a powerpoint presentation
to show your experience and understanding
of how to learn a foreign language well.

/

i

Wi



W_557ImI1]

What Is Second Language Acquisition?

Second language acquisition, is the processes by which people learn
languages in addition to their native tongue(s) (Johnson & Johnson,
1998). Just as second language is the standard term for any language
whose acquisition starts after early childhood, it also includes what is
chronologically the third or subsequent language.

As one of the most important branches of applied linguistics, second
language acquisition is a scientific discipline with a system of theories and

practice. Its nature can be understood from the following characteristics
(wang, 2000: 4).

1)

2)

3)

9

Second language acquisition is an independent field in its own right
because it has

(1) its own object of study, i.e. , language learning and learners;

(2) its own scientific system of theories and methodologies; for example,
interlanguage theory, research methods such as error analysis, and so
on;

(3) its own researchers, i.e. , millions of foreign language teachers

around the world today, and about 1,000 trained language
researchers or applied linguistics professionals each year in the UK.

Second language acquisition is an interdisciplinary discipline in that
it not only draws upon theories from a single science, but from several

sciences such as sociology and psychology.

Second language acquisition is an applied science. Its objective is
to solve practical problems in language learning. Second language
acquisition is also concerned with the implications of theoretical fields

such as linguistics, sociolinguistics, and psycholinguistics.

Second language acquisition is an empirical science. Like natural
sciences, it uses experiments and quantitative or qualitative data for

language research.



Introducing Second Language Acquisition UNIT

Why Is Second Language Acquisition Important? ——

When we learn a second/foreign language, it is very important and
necessary to understand the learner and learning. There are at least two

reasons to investigate second language acquisition.

1)

2)

To Understand the Second Language Acquisition Phenomena

It is the intention of investigators in the field of second language
acquisition to unravel the mysteries of language acquisition. second
language acquisition investigators base their investigations on previous
theoretical and experimental studies. These studies may have been carried
out within their own field (SLA) as well as outside second language
acquisition, in various branches of psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics,

linguistics, and pedagogy.

To Apply Second Language Acquisition Research in Second Language
Learning & Teaching

As indicated above, the goal of second language acquisition is to
understand how learners learn, i.e., the processes underlying non-
native language acquisition. Second language teaching based on an
understanding of the second language learner and learning would
be much more efficient and effective. second language acquisition
researchers and teachers whose particular interest is in facilitating the
language learning process should find ways of interpreting relevant
second language acquisition phenomena in ways that will benefit the
language learner. second language acquisition research can be applied
in the following areas (Cook, 2001):

(1 language teaching

1 language examinations and tests
i syllabi and curricula

[l course materials
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Which Areas Does Second Language Acquisition Study? _.

According to Ellis (1994), second language acquisition studies four specified
areas: a) interlanguage, or learner language; b) learner external factors;
¢) learner internal factors; and d) individual learner differences. The first
area inter-correlates and interacts with the other three areas.

Learner-external factors Area 2 T L

Description of |
Learner-internal factors Area 3 _— 1 éirner Language
Indivdual learner differences Area4 ——= Area 1

Fig. 1.1 Areas of Second Language Acquisition Research (Ellis, 1994) |

1) Learner language refers to second language learners’ linguistic and
pragmatic performance and products.

2) Learner external factors include such external variables as social
environment, family background, school facilities, teaching conditions,
teaching methods, and so on.

3) Learner internal factors consist of such inner variables as aptitude,
intelligence, learning styles, learning strategies, and so on.

4) Individual learner differences refer to second language learners’ age,
gender, personality, motivation, native language proficiency level, second

language level, and so on.
How Long Is the History of Second Language Acquisition? —

Second language acquisition is a relatively new, interdisciplinary field of inquiry
(Brown, 1994). While several important studies appeared much earlier, most
empirical research has been conducted since 1960 by researchers drawing |
heavily upon theory, research findings, and research methods from a variety
of fields, including education, psychology, linguistics, anthropology, foreign
languages, ESL, and applied linguistics. Data-based second language
acquisition research is presented at a variety of conferences, most of which

focus on reporting second language acquisition research results, and is

4



Introducing Second Language Acquisition UNI

published in a wide range of journals. Important results often go unnoticed
because they remain buried in unpublished theses. There is very little
funding available, and almost none at all in the USA, where many second
language acquisition researchers work. Second language acquisition’s brief
history means that few issues have yet been investigated exhaustively.
Controversy over whether language development is the effect of an inborn
language faculty or of a more general cognitive ability of humans to acquire
knowledge about the environment they live in will continue into the future
(Johnson & Johnson, 1998). -

UnitWrap-up

© Second language acquisition: (or SLA), is the processes by which people learn
languages in addition to their native tongue(s).

© Aims of second language acquisition research: to help understand the learner
and learning.

O Areas of second language acquisition research: include interlanguage, external
and internal learner factors, and individual differences.

O History of second language acquisition: second language acquisition is a very
new branch of applied linguistics and enjoys a rather short history, but has

Further Readings

‘1 Ellis, R. (1994). The Study of Second Language Acquisition. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
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2 Gass, S. & Selinker, L. (2001). Second Language Acquisition: An Introductory |

Course. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Task I

Task

- E ' xXercises

Discuss the following questions.

1. How is second language acquisition defined?
2. What are the aims of studying second language acquisition?
3. What are the focused areas of study for second language acquisition?

4. Describe briefly the historical development of second language acquisition.

Determine whether the following statements are true (T) or
false (F).

() 1. Adults learn second languages more quickly and easily than young
children.

() 2. Alotof immigrant children have learning disabilities, not language
problems. They speak English just fine, but they are still failing
academically.

() 3. Older generations of immigrants learned without all the special
language programs that immigrant children receive now. It was
“sink or swim”, and they did just fine!

() 4 Second language learners will acquire academic English faster if

6



