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Editor’s preface

We often hear claims along the lines that a particular scholar is ‘probably
uniquely qualified’ to speak or write on a particular topic. Given the intensive
and specialized nature of academic activity, and given the current increasing
narrowness of this specialization, such claims will often have some founda-
tion. The author of this particular volume is himself probably uniquely
qualified to write on the present topic, but his unique qualification is of a
rather different and more impressive kind. It lies, not in narrow specializa-
tion, but rather in deep specialization in two separate topics which have
traditionally had, within linguistics, two different literatures, two different
sets of courses, and two different groups of practitioners. He is thus probably
uniquely qualified to develop a synthesis and to provide an informed
discussion of the relationship between second language acquisition studies
and sociolinguistics. There can be few other scholars who have the necessary
depth of knowledge in both fields. Dennis Preston has carried out important
research and taught courses in sociolinguistics, and is very well-known, for
example, for his work in perceptual dialectology. But he has also carried out
significant research in second language acquisition, and acquired consider-
able practical experience in the field as a classroom teacher and as a foreign
language teaching adviser.

It is perhaps surprising that Dennis Preston is unusual in this way, and it is
certainly regrettable that so few have as yet been able to take advantage of the
high degree of overlap between at least parts of the two areas. The amount of
potential cross-pollination is considerable, and it is our hope that this book,
which is the first to treat the relevance of the whole of sociolinguistics for the
whole of second language acquisition, and vice versa, will inspire new
research, new courses, and a new outlook. We would like to see, not only
more cooperation between the fields, but also, where appropriate, a blending
and a blurring of distinctions between them. That language acquisition takes
place in a social context, that second language acquisition may help us
understand some aspects of linguistic change, that variation occurs in the
language of learners as well as of native speakers — these and many other
phenomena need to be considered from the perspectives of both socio-
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linguistics and second language acquisition studies. The social matrix of
language learning and language use is too central to language acquisition for
it to be ignored. And the value of language acquisition as a proving ground for
sociolinguistic theories is as yet relatively unexploited.

This book will be of interest to those who are familiar with the theory and
practice of both second language acquisition and sociolinguistics, but it
should also be of relevance to, for example, historical linguists and to
students of first language acquisition. The book is based on original empirical
and descriptive work, as well as on a wide knowledge of the literature, but it is
also of clear theoretical significance. Variability in human language is a
subject that is still poorly understood, and the innovative overall framework
provided by Sociolinguistics and Second Language Acquisition takes us a
step further along the road in our ability to analyze and comprehend it.

Peter Trudgill
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