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Foreword

Peter Skehan

It is a great pleasure to me to write this Foreword to the book by Zhisheng
(Edward) Wen. Edward completed his doctoral studies some years ago under
my supervision at the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK). I was
blessed with a wonderful cohort of research students at CUHK before my
retirement, and now I have the ultimate reward of one of them publishing a
major monograph in the field of applied linguistics.

The book has brought together a number of literatures, and thus can make
important contributions to applied linguistics. Most obviously, the book fills
an important niche in applied linguistics by providing a thorough analysis of
the construct and the measurement of working memory. There have been many
journal articles in this area in recent years, and much progress has been made
in the neighbouring field of cognitive psychology. But we still need a clear, up-
to-date and comprehensive account of the area, as it applies to second language
acquisition. This book fulfils that need. It reviews the general evidence and the
underpinning theory. This represents a real service for our field, where we tend
to be more focused on applications than on basic issues. The updating here is
timely, indeed.

The book also examines the considerable literature that has been written
specifically from the perspective of second language acquisition. In doing this,
it uses wide reviews, for example of working memory theories and measures,
to demonstrate some of the shortcomings of existing research. But then the
book provides an extensive and extremely useful review of measurement
and related issues. Edward argues that second language research using
working memory measures has to become much more sophisticated than it
has been in the past. Indeed, one of the problems with some current second
language research is its dependence on partial measures of working memory.
In the book, the argument is strongly made that from now on the different
components of working memory, in particular its phonological component
(PWM) and its executive aspects (EWM), have to be conceptualized and
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assessed separately, due to their distinctive implications for specific SLA
domains and processes.

The book, however, is not simply a review. It also provides innovative
theoretical insights and practical guidelines for conducting empirical studies
in this increasingly important line of inquiry. In the book, working memory
theories are integrated effectively with current research in second language
acquisition, such as the role of task planning and the study of second language
task-based performance. In doing this, Edward is rather neatly linking two of
my own areas of interest, which I (on reflection, oddly) have kept separate—
those of individual differences, in this case, working memory and task-based
speech performance. I am extremely grateful to Edward for making such
a link where 1 have not! So the focus is not simply on exploring working
memory for its own sake. The overarching objective is to explore whether
and how working memory interacts with task features/conditions in the way
they impact on second language performance. This Edward is able to argue,
but he postulates that the effects can be subtle and therefore they should be
approached with more carefully designed research. In so doing, he is bound
to push the task performance research field into new and entirely desirable
directions, which will have important consequences.

One particularly distinctive and innovative aspect of this book is what
Edward terms as the ‘integrated perspective’ on research into working memory
and second language acquisition. This conceptual framework portrays working
memory as containing multiple components with embedded functions, and
he uses this to demonstrate the importance of fractionated measurement
if the construct of working memory is to be applied effectively in second
language research. Previous research has been bedevilled by invalid composite
measurements or partial measurement. The integrated perspective brings out
the inadequacies of these approaches. But Edward also argues strongly for
taking account of domain generality versus domain specificity in constructing
working memory span tasks for second language studies, and this has
important implications for future research. We have to concern ourselves with
verbal material in second language acquisition, and verbal material which is
closely linked to the dynamic L1-L2 scenarios as participants’ L2 proficiency
grows. This too will have a strong impact on how working memory is to be
conceptualized and effectively measured in second language research in the
future.

The integrated framework, however, is only the starting point for some
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major and original claims which are made in the book, and which go to the
very heart of the linkage between working memory and second language
learning and processing. Edward argues that the two key components,
phonological working memory and executive working memory, relate to
different aspects of L2 sub-domain acquisition and L2 sub-skills processing.
To that effect, he posits a link between phonological working memory and the
acquisitional and developmental aspects of SLA (such as L2 lexis, formulaic
sequences and morphosyntax), with these being based on a capacity to access
chunk-based (or exemplar-based) language. This suggests that their complexity
is underpinned by a sound-processing capacity. In contrast, he suggests that
executive working memory is more likely to be associated with attention
regulation and monitoring mechanisms that likely affect offline processing
activities and real-time performance aspects in L2 interaction and production.
With Edward’s so-called phonological/executive (P/E) model in place, we now
have a much finer-grained account of how L2 learners’ individual differences
in working memory are related to different facets of second language
acquisition, processing, performance and development, a claim which is
uniquely Edward’s!

Edward ends the book with the major claim that working memory
occupies a central place in most contemporary language aptitude models, and
therefore it should be included as a key aptitude component in explaining the
different developmental stages of SLA. Most of the hypotheses as laid out
in the P/E model have been about L2 acquisition and processing, but here he
returns to the area of L2 development, and proposes that there is considerable
evidence that working memory differences are dynamically implicated in
longer-term development and change. His claim is that working memory
is foreign language aptitude! This is the most effectively argued version of
this claim that I have come across and this is a suitably strong way to end
an excellent contribution to the interdisciplinary inquiry of second language
acquisition.

Peter Skehan
Twickenham, London, 2015
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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book represents a personal survey and interpretation of the role of
working memory (WM) in first and second language acquisition (SLA).
Through this book, I hope to bring together and integrate major areas of my
current research interests, namely WM research in cognitive science and SLA
research in applied linguistics.

Before I embarked on this project 10 years ago, I intended to write an
updated and extended version of Susan Gathercole and Alan Baddeley’s
seminal book Working Memory and Language (1993). Greatly motivated by
their pioneering work, 1 have always held the view that WM should play a
greater role in second language learning than in first language acquisition, and
that the very topic of working memory and second language learning should
deserve an independent book-length volume in its own right. My long-held
conviction on this WM-SLA enterprise was greatly reinforced by Professor
Alan Baddeley’s opening speech (titled ‘Working Memory at 40°) delivered
at the 2014 International Conference of Working Memory held at Cambridge
University, which marked the 40th anniversary of the seminal multi-
component model of WM (i.e. Baddeley & Hitch, 1974). Most encouraging
and relevant of all, Baddeley concluded his speech by predicting that ‘WM
and second language learning” would be one of the more promising areas
of WM research in the next decade. I am very pleased and grateful indeed
to Professor Baddeley for sharing his insights and vision for the WM-SLA
enterprise with me during my short stint at Cambridge. Of course, I am even
more grateful to Alan for contributing the introductory chapter to my recent
co-edited volume (Wen et al., 2015) on this same topic (Baddeley, 2015), and
for his endorsement written for this current volume as well. Above all, I wish
to thank Professor Baddeley for introducing the classical WM model, which
has inspired most of the WM—SLA explorations in applied linguistics and also
laid the theoretical foundation for the integrated perspective on WM and SLA
that I propose in this book.
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On the other side of the WM—-SLA enterprise, many of the ideas
developed in this book have been greatly influenced by the pioneering work
on SLA of my advisor and mentor, Professor Peter Skehan. To begin with,
Professor Skehan underscored the central role that WM plays in the major
developmental stages of SLA in his ground-breaking monograph A4 Cognitive
Approach to Language Learning (1998). Building on this assumption, in
this book I aim to specify and delineate how WM can be conceptualized
and operationalized in line with recent research insights from the cognitive
sciences to make it more applicable to practical SLA research. In this sense,
this book can be regarded as a supplement and expansion to Skehan’s major
volume.

Indeed, I owe a great personal debt to Peter with respect to my academic
endeavours and career development. First, I wish to thank him for sharing
his pioneering research on language aptitude and L2 task performance in his
impeccable courses during his tenure at CUHK, which immediately lured me
into this rather challenging yet extremely rewarding line of research. I am also
grateful to Peter for his meticulous supervision and constant guidance during
my academic pursuits from the early years until the current day. His never-
failing endorsements of my WM-SLA ambition have meant so much to me.
Above all, his insights and scholarship on memory and aptitude have been
instrumental and fundamental in shaping my broad perspective on viewing
‘WM as language aptitude’ in SLA. 1 hereby extend my utmost gratitude to
Peter for his never-failing mentorship over the years and a special ‘thank you’
for the Foreword he has written for this book.

In addition to my great thanks to Alan Baddeley and Peter Skehan, |
wish to place on record my sincere gratitude to two other long-term research
collaborators, Professor Mailce Borges Mota (at the Universidade Federal de
Santa Catarina in Brazil) and Dr Arthur McNeill (at the Hong Kong University
of Science and Technology), for their enduring collegial encouragement
and support. It has been my great pleasure and fortune to have known and
collaborated with Mailce and Arthur on a number of rewarding projects on
WM and SLA (e.g. Wen et al., 2013, 2014, 2015). To a great extent, Mailce
and Arthur have reassured me that [ never need to feel (too) lonely in pursuing
this relatively unpopular research topic in Hong Kong (although I recently
left and moved to Macao). Therefore, 1 also extend a heartfelt ‘thank you’ to
Mailce and Arthur for accompanying me on this otherwise lonely journey.

I also wish to extend my gratitude to many other admirable cognitive
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psychologists cum SLA researchers who have helped me to reshape, revise
and refine my integrated perspective on WM and SLA over the years. First, I
would like to thank Professor Nick Ellis at the University of Michigan for the
Morley Scholar Fellowship that he so generously offered me in 2011. Indeed,
the summer I spent at the English Language Institute (ELI) in Ann Arbor was a
most memorable and rewarding overseas experience for me. Most importantly,
it allowed me to benefit substantially from Nick’s penetrating insights on the
relationship between WM and the acquisition of linguistic sequences in first
and second language acquisition, which have subsequently transformed me
into an ardent follower of connectionism, construction grammar, and usage-
based SLA approaches. As such, I attribute a great proportion (50%) of my P/E
model (the ‘P’ part) to Nick! Of course, my sincere thanks also go to other
faculty and staff members at the ELI (infer alia, Ute R6mer, Diane Larsen-
Freeman, John Swales and Veronica Moore) for making my stay there such an
enjoyable and unforgettable experience (let’s go blue!).

I also wish to acknowledge my gratitude to Professor Michael Ullman
from Georgetown University for his sparkling insights into the neurocognitive
basis of memory systems and SLA. I want to thank Michael in particular for
agreeing to present his keynote and a workshop at the Language Learning
roundtable on ‘Memory and Second Language Acquisition’ that I convened
and organized with Mailce and Arthur in 2012 in Hong Kong—see Wen et
al. (2014) for more details. I have to admit that Michael’s multidisciplinary
perspective on long-term memory and SLA (as encapsulated in his indomitable
D/P model) is so ingenious it provided the inspiration for the name for my
own WM-SLA model (i.e. the P/E model). Therefore, I am sincerely thankful
to Michael for having greatly broadened my vision and research scope in
pursuing the WM-SLA enterprise.

I also wish to thank many other respectable and knowledgeable scholars
and colleagues (in both the cognitive sciences and applied linguistics) for
sharing their insights on relevant issues in WM, language aptitude and SLA
over the years. These include, among many others, Brian MacWhinney, Nelson
Cowan, Randall Engle, John Williams, Peter Robinson, Alison Mackey, Alan
Juffs, Michael Harrington, Pauline Foster, Emma Marsden, Lourdes Ortega,
Rod Ellis, Cem Aptekin, Mohammad Ahmadian, Clare Wright, Adriana
Biedron, Melissa Baralt, Tan Lihai, Dong Yanping, Shen Jiaxuan, Zhao Lun,
Wang Chuming, Lu Zhi, Li Shaofeng, Yang Jing and Yi Baoshu. Many thanks
to you all for your insights, support and encouragement!
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