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Preface by Stefan Gries

These are exciting times to work on second/foreign language
acquisition (S/FLA) , exciting in the way that different developments
within linguistics give rise to and support discovery in S/ FLA. First,
there is a growing recognition that the knowledge of language is
intimately tied to its use by speakers in settings that are characterized by
communicative, sociocultural and psychological characteristics.
Virtually every aspect of language acquisition, representation ,
processing and historical development has been shown to be affected by
language use, and linguistic research is more and more aware of how
frequencies of use/exposure, characteristics of our cognitive systems
(determinants of processing costs, the workings and limitations of our
memories, and many others) shape linguistic knowledge and behavior.
Second, in a somewhat synergistic turn of events, a parallel
development can be witnessed in the linguistic toolbox, the data that are
explored, and the methods with which they are explored. As for the
former, the number of studies using experimental and/or corpus-based
data is ever increasing, even in journals that are not explicitly associated
with particular theories, data, or methods. And in a sense this is only
natural : if theoretical linguistics increasingly recognizes the roles of,
say, frequencies and cognitive mechanisms, then it is only normal that
corpus data are used to discover and discuss frequency data, and that
experimental data are used to probe into the inner workings of our
cognitive systems. As for the latter, the increasing reliance on such

types of data coincides with a big change in the methods linguists are
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using. While some subfields in linguistics have long been quantitative
in nature-sociolinguistics is maybe the prime example-these days, there
are many studies in just about every subfield of linguistics that routinely
use inferential and/or exploratory statistics to cope with the multi-
faceted nature of increasingly complex data and psycholinguistically-
informed theories.

Against this background, this dissertation is a very welcome
contribution to research on S/FLA, one that is at the forefront of all of
the above trends. In his three experiments, Dai Yuncai explores a huge
range of complex and interrelated notions from the three central types of
notions, surrounding, influencing, and interacting with S/FLA. More
specifically, his discussion involves

(i) the human factor, e. g., in the form of distinguishing
differently proficient learner groups and sexes;

(ii) the cognition factor, e. g., in the form of involving notions
such as language aptitude, working memory and learner
strategies ;

(iii) the language factor, e. g., in how linguistic complexity
affects the learning of syntactic rules;

and all of these are then interwoven with an analysis of different linguis-
tic approaches that again involve aspects of semantics and working
memory (e. g., NP accessibility) and cognitive processing (e. g.,
distances between fillers and gaps). The empirical data involve a multi-
tude of linguistic tests and capabilities as well as both punctual and lon-
gitudinal results, and the data are analyzed statistically with a range of
methods. Finally, a variety of implications, from a rather applied
(e. g., instructional and/or curricular), a more general methodologi-
cal, and an even more general theoretical perspective are discussed.
This study, therefore, has far-reaching potential in how it will allow

researchers from many different perspectives and subfields within
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applied linguistics to base their work on what Dai Yuncai has accom-
plished here, and many immediately available ways of extension and
follow-up work are already pointed out by the author himself. Given
the way in which this work unites many of the current and exciting
developments in our field, it can only be hoped that it will inspire a
flurry of research activity in its wake; Dai Yuncai must be congratulated
on having presented findings, and thereby developed a research agenda,
here that scholars in this field of inquiry will find invaluable.

Stefan Th. Gries

Professor of Linguistics

Department of Linguistics

University of California, Santa Barbara, USA
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Abstract

As one of the major individual differences (IDs) in second
language acquisition ( SLA ), foreign language aptitude ( FLA) has
consistently been proved to be one of the two best predictors of the
outcome of SLA so far, thus it has received much attention in SLA
research. However, the study of the relationship between FLA and SLA
mainly appears in America and other developed countries, far fewer
research findings can be obtained in China. Besides, in the past 30
years or so, with the advance of the research into SLA and its feeding
disciplines, such as linguistics, cognitive science, and language
education, the study of FLA has also experienced tremendous
development, of which one essential aspect is that FLA can be linked
with the processes of SLA through the role of working memory
(WM), which may be a key component of FLA, and this specific
cognitive ability has attracted most of the attention of scholars in FLA
research. Furthermore, linguistic complexity may play a certain role in
the outcome of SLA; subsequently, FLA and WM might affect the
acquisition of the target structure to a different extent depending on the
complexity of the structure to be acquired.

To address the aforementioned issues, three empirical studies have
been conducted in the present research corresponding to them. The first
study investigated two groups of college students at different levels of
second language (L2) proficiency aiming to find out the effects of FLA
and its related factors including gender and learning strategy on the

overall development of a second language by Chinese learners of



2 ZEARFHMEER SMEER S THIER

English as a second language (ESL). The study is composed of a
cross-sectional study and a follow-up study so as to compare the
difference of the effects that FLA has on SLA for learners of different
L2 proficiency and to identify the variation of FLA spanning one and a
half years of time. Using two classes of junior high school students as
subjects, the second study was conducted to discover the effects of WM
and instructional treatment on the acquisition of syntactic rules in the
case of relative clauses (RCs) as well as to explore the interactive
effects of the two factors. Incidentally, the acquisition difficulty
induced by RC type and RC position was examined in terms of five
linguistic theories, namely Noun Phrases Accessibility Hierarchy
Hypothesis, the Markedness Differential Hypothesis, the Syntactic
Prediction Locality Theory, the Filler-gap Distance Hypothesis and the
Operational Principles of Language Learning. The third empirical study
was carried out to determine the relationships among WM, rote memory
(RM) and analytic ability, and the extent to which WM, RM and
language analytic ability affect the acquisition of complex syntactic rules
in comparison with simple syntactic rules by investigating a group of
college students majoring in English at the advanced level of second
language learning.

The three empirical studies, which are coherently associated with
each other, consist of a range of related variables probing into cognitive
factors, instructional treatments, learning processes of SLA as well as
linguistic theories. The effects of these variables on SLA are examined
and reflected in the overall development of a second language and the
acquisition of simple and complex syntactic rules by investigating five
groups of learners at four levels of L2 proficiency. The research design
of the present study combines both the cross-sectional study and the
follow-up study. Multiple quantitative analyses are conducted in the
present study with the use of a variety of measures including the
internationally influential FLA test ( the Modern Language Aptitude Test



