
Second Language Acquisition 

(SLA) 

“Second language acquisition research 

focuses on the developing knowledge 

and use of a language by children and 

adults who already know at least one 

other language.” 

Spada, Nina and Patsy M. Lightbown. 2010. Second Language Acquisition. In 

Norbert Schmitt, editor, Chapter 7, pp. 108-123. An Introduction to Applied 

Linguistics, 2nd edition, pp. 53-69.  London: Hodder Education, p. 108. 



What a Theory Can Do… 

A (good) theory… 

 allows us to ORGANIZE what we find / 
discover.  (NOT haphazard)  

 gives us something to use as a basis for 
EXPLANATIONS  

 guides us to ASK certain questions and look 
for the ANSWERS  

 SHOULD help us in our TEACHING / 
LEARNING of languages  



SLA Questions 

 What is the nature of language? 

 How are languages represented in the mind?  

 How is language processed?  

 Is learning language same/different from 

learning anything else?  

 What are the differences between first 

language acquisition and second language 

learning? 

 How are languages learned?  

 What implications are there for policy makers?  

 



Why do we need to learn about 

more than one theory? 

1. There is NOT JUST ONE, BEST theory. 
Language is complex. Learning a language 
is complex. One alone won‟t do it.  

2. Your personality as a teacher will make 
certain approaches more appealing to you 
and you will do better with one theory than 
another.  

3. Students‟ learning styles / preferences differ.  
Mixing and matching approaches / 
methods / etc provide you the most/best 
chances to meet student needs.  



 
 Theories of Language 

Acquisition 1 

 Linguistic Perspectives  
 

 Psychological Perspectives 
 

 Sociocultural Perspectives 

Spada, Nina and Patsy M. Lightbown. 2010. Second Language Acquisition. In 

Norbert Schmitt, editor, Chapter 7, pp. 108-123. An Introduction to Applied 

Linguistics, 2nd edition, pp. 53-69.  London: Hodder Education, pp. 108, 110, 114. 



 
 Theories of Language 

Acquisition 2 

 Linguistic Perspectives  

   Universal Grammar  

   Monitor Theory  



 NOAM CHOMSKY 

 

Universal Grammar 

 

 

 

• If children learn language by 

conditioning and imitation, why 

do they say things they have 

never heard before?   
 

• why can adults make completely 

novel sentences? 

1960s 



WHAT IS UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR?  
 

  It is a theory that suggests that some rules of 

grammar are hard-wired into the brain, and 

manifest without being taught.  

  



NOAM CHOMSKY 

 Language acquisition. 

 Nativisim (Innate language ability). 

 LAD (Language Acquisition Device). 

 Generative Grammar. 

 

 



 
 UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR ARGUMENTS  

1. Poverty of the Stimulus. 

2.Constraints and principles cannot be learned. 

3. Patterns of development are universal. 



UG ARGUMENTS 
1. Poverty of the Stimulus. 

 Children hear only a finite number of sentences. 

 They are able to abstract the rules and principles of the language. 

 They Produce a infinite number of possible sentences without any 

formal training. 

 

Ungrammatical  

input 

 

 

Grammatical acceptable  

output 

 



UG ARGUMENTS 
2.Constraints and principles cannot be 

learned. 

 Children are very young when acquiring L1. 
 

 They do not have the cognitive ability to understand the principles 

of grammar as a system. 

 

 Because of innate capacity they are capable of producing correct 

grammar. 

 

 



UG ARGUMENTS 
3. Patterns of development are universal 

 

 Children learn the various aspects of a language in a 

very similar order. 

 

 

 

 

 



UG ARGUMENTS  

Brown (1973). 
 

 There is a very specific order of MORPHEME acquisition. 
 

   1. Present Progressive -ing 

    * Daddy jumping 

   2. Plural –s 

    * Many books     

   3. Irregular past forms 

    * I run – I ran 

The sequence is quite fixed 

in order, but not in rate. 

All children learn in the same 

order, but some take longer 

than others. 



LAD 
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION DEVICE 

 

LAD 
 

Set of common 

grammatical rules. 

 

UNIVERSAL 

GRAMMAR 
 



 Chomsky’s critique of behaviourism 

 Chomsky viewed L1 as based on child’s 
innate language-specific module of the 
mind. 

 Child has innate knowledge of certain 
principles governing all languages, 
referred to as UG (Universal Grammar). 

 Primary focus of UG-based SLA research 
is on competence not performance. 

 

 

The innatist perspective 



 Chomsky made no specific claims about 
the implications of his theory for L2 
learning. 

 However, other linguists with an 
interest in SLA have discussed this and 
have not entirely agreed. 

 

 

The innatist perspective (Cont.)  



The innatist perspective (Cont.)  

 Is UG available for SLA? 

 If available, how does it work? 

 Same as for L1?  Differently from L1? 

 How do instruction and corrective 
feedback contribute to SLA? 

 Different views about this from those 
working within a UG perspective. 
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The innatist perspective applied to 
second language learning 

Five hypotheses of Monitor Model 

 • Acquisition versus learning  

 • Learned knowledge used only as a 
monitor/editor 

 • Acquisition follows a ‘natural order’. 

 • Acquisition is based on access to 
comprehensible input containing (i+1). 

 • Stress and negative affect interfere 
with acquisition. 
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Krashen’s Monitor Model 

• Krashen’s theory challenged by other 
researchers and theorists as not testable. 

• Nonetheless, his ideas have had a major 
influence on the movement from structure-
based to communicative approaches to language 
teaching (e.g. content-based, immersion, and 
task-based instruction). 

• Classroom research explaining L2 learning 
confirms that students can make considerable 
progress through exposure to comprehensible 
input but questions remain about whether it is 
sufficient. 

 

 



 
Krashen's Theories of Second Language 

Acquisition consist of five main hypotheses:  

  The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis 

    The Monitor Hypothesis 

     The Natural Order Hypothesis 

     The Input Hypothesis 

     The Affective Filter Hypothesis 
 

The design and procedures in the Natural Approach 

are based on these five hypothesis. 
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L2 Acquisition 

Theory 
Curriculum 

The Natural Approach 
Combines 

Learning 

Process 

Spoken 

Production 

During 

Focused on 
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History 

 Stephen Krashen and 

Tracy Terrell developed the 

"Natural Approach" in the early 

eighties (Krashen and Terrell, 

1983), based on Krashens‟ five 

theories on second language 

acquisition. 

 “Language acquisition does not 

require extensive use of 

conscious grammatical rules, 

and does not require tedious 

drill."  

              

 

 

 

 

 

"Acquisition requires 

meaningful interaction in the 

target language - natural 

communication - in which 

speakers are concerned not 

with the form of their 

utterances but with the 

messages they are conveying 

and understanding."      

  
23 



Theory of 

Language 

  Reflecting the cognitive psychology and 

humanistic approach prominent in the field 

of education at that time, Krashens‟ five 

theories on second language acquisition 

 shifted the culture of the language 

classroom 180 degrees and brought a sense 

of community to the students by their 

sharing of the experience of learning the 

same language together. 

(Richards & Rodgers, 2001) 
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The Acquisition/Learning 

Hypothesis 

 Language acquisition (an 

unconscious process developed 

through using language 

meaningfully) is different from 

language learning (consciously 

learning or discovering rules 

about a language) and language 

acquisition is the only way 

competence in a second 

language can develop.   

 (Richards & Rodgers, 2001) 
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This acquisition-focused approach sees 

communicative competence progressing 

through three stages:  

(a) aural comprehension,  

(b) early speech production, and  

(c) speech activities, all fostering "natural" 

language acquisition, much as a child would 

learn his/her native tongue.  

 Following an initial "silent period", 

comprehension should precede production in 

speech, as the latter should be allowed to 

emerge in natural stages or progressions. 
Cook, V. website  

http://homepage.ntlworld.com/vivian.c/SLA/Krashen.htm  
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The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis 
There are two independent systems of second language 

performance:   The 'acquired system„ and The 'learned system' 

 Acquisition 
A product of subconscious 

processes very similar to the 

process children undergoes when 

they acquire their first language. 

 

 
 Needs natural communication 

in the target language. 
 

 Informal situations. 
 

 Depends on attitude. 
 

 Uses grammatical ‘feel’. 

  Learning 

A product of formal learning 
 

It comprises a conscious process 

which results in conscious 

knowledge 'about' the language, 

for example knowledge of 

grammar rules. 

 
 

 Formal situations. 
 Depends on aptitude. 
 Uses grammatical ‘rules’. 

 

 

Cook, V. website  

http://homepage.ntlworld.com/vivian.c/SLA/Krashen.htm 
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Acquisition/Learning Hypothesis 

Strength 

Weaknesses 

Language is 

learned 

through natural 

communication
. 

 

 

The idea of „learnng does not lead to 

acquisition‟ is refuted by the 

experience of anyone who has 

internalized some of the grammar 

they have consciously memorized. 
 

The definitions of 

acquisition/subconscious and 

learning/conscious are not clear 

enough (Gregg, 1984) 
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The Monitor Hypothesis 

Explain the relationship between 

acquisition and learning. 

 

The acquisition is the utterance initiator, 

while the learning system performs the 

role of the „monitor‟ or the „editor‟. 

 

 
(www.sk.com.br.sk-krash.html) 
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The Monitor Hypothesis 

 
 
 

 
 
Three specific conditions: 
   Time 
   Focus on form 
   Know the rule 

(Krashen, 1982) 
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The Monitor Hypothesis 

 
Individual variation in monitor use 
 

Monitor Over-users are learners who attempt “monitor” 
all the time. 
 

Monitor Under-users are learners who prefer not to 
use their conscious knowledge. 
 

Optimal Monitor users are learners who use the 
“monitor” appropriately. 
 

 According to Krashen, the role of the monitor is or 
should be minor. 

(Krashen, 1982) 
31 



The Monitor Hypothesis 
Weaknesses 

 
“There is no clear 
evidence to show us 
„monitor‟ use. We are not 
able to determine the 
language that has been 
produced by the learned 
system and the acquired 
system” (Lightbown, & 
Spada, 1993). 

“Knowing a language rule 
does not mean one will be 
able to use it in 
communicative interactions” 
(Brown, 2000). 
 
 Discourage 
 Speech is halting 
 Focus more on accuracy 
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The Monitor Hypothesis 

 

 

 

Applications to teaching 
 
Produce „Optimal Monitor Users‟ 

 
 Easy rules to remember and apply 

 
 Communicative competency 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

(www2.education.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka/bilash/Best%20of%20Bilash/krashen.html)  

(www.standord.edu/~kenro/LAU/ICLangLit/NaturalApproach.htm) 
33 



 
 Theories of Language 

Acquisition 3 

 Psychological Perspectives  

   Behaviorism  

   Cognitive Psychology  
– Information processing 

– Usage-based learning 

– Competition model 

– Language and the brain 

   Connectionism  

 Processabilty Theory 

 Interactionist Perspectives 
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The behaviourist perspective 

 L1 acquisition: Result of imitation, 
practice, feedback on success, and habit 
formation. 

 Difference: L2 learners already have 
habits formed during the acquisition of L1; 
this changes the way they perceive the 
language.  
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The behaviourist perspective applied to 
second language learning  

 Audiolingual instruction: A dominant approach to 
foreign language teaching from the 1940s to the 
1960s, especially in North America. 

 Activities emphasized mimicry and memorization.  

 Concern that habits formed in the first language 
would  interfere with new ones for second 
language learning. 

 Thus, behaviourism linked with contrastive 
analysis.  

 

 

 



The behaviourist perspective applied to 

second language learning (Cont.)  

 Researchers found that many learner 
errors are not predictable on the basis 
of first language. 

 L1 influence is not simply a matter of 
habits but a more complex process. 

 Rejection of Contrastive Analysis 
Hypothesis 

 Rejection of behaviourism   

 



The cognitive perspective 

 The study of cognition––how humans acquire, process, 
store, and retrieve information 

 In contrast to innatists, cognitive psychologists argue 
that there is no mental module devoted to language 
acquisition. Rather, all learning and thinking are based 
on the same cognitive processes. 

 Learning a first or a second language draws on the same 
learning processes; what’s different are the 
circumstances of learning and how learners’ prior 
knowledge of language shapes their perception of a new 
language.  



Information processing 

 Language acquisition is the building up of 
knowledge that can eventually be used 
automatically for speaking and understanding. 

 New information must be noticed before it can 
be learned. 

 There is a limit to how much information a 
learner can pay attention to. 

 Through experience and practice, information 
that was new becomes easier to process. 



Skill learning  

 New information may first be internalized as 
declarative knowledge––learner is aware of the 
information and can report noticing it. 

 Through practice, declarative knowledge is 
proceduralized, and the learner acquires the 
ability to use the information appropriately. 

 With further practice, the information can be 
accessed automatically. So automatically, in fact, 

that the learner forgets having learned it.  



Restructuring 

 Not all knowledge seems to follow the 
declarative-procedural-automatic path.  

 Learners may practise something for a while 
and then appear not to use what they have 
practised but rather to recognize the 
relevance of other knowledge. 

 For example, after saying I saw or I went, a 
learner may begin to use the regular past ending 
on these irregular verbs  (e.g. I seed or I goed). 

 



Transfer-appropriate processing 
 

 When we learn something, we also 
internalize the conditions under which it 
was learned and the cognitive 
processes involved in the learning.  

 Thus, we recall our knowledge of 
something more easily when the 
context and processes for recall are 
similar to those in which we originally 
learned it. 



Usage-based learning 

 An approach to understanding learning that 
sees learning as the creation of links 
(connections) between bits of information 

 Unlike innatists, connectionists do not assume 
that there is a neurological module 
specifically designed for SLA. All learning is 
based on the same processes. 

 Unlike skill theorists, connectionists do not 
assume that new knowledge must first be 
declarative.   



Usage-based learning (Cont.)  

 The frequency with which information is 
encountered is a strong predictor of how 
easily it will be learned.  

 Neurological connections are made between 
language and a particular meaning or a 
situation (e.g. people usually say Hello when 
they answer the phone) and between 
elements of language itself (e.g. noticing that 
say always occurs with I or we/you/they and 
that says always occurs with he/she/it). 

 

 



The competition model 

 Proposed to account for both L1 and L2 learning  

 Through exposure learners come to understand 
how to use the ‘cues’ that language uses to signal 
specific functions (e.g. word order; animacy). 

 English speakers tend to use word order; Italian 
speakers use animacy with a sentence like: 

 Il giocattolo guarda il bambino. (The toy – is 
looking at – the child.) 



Language and the brain 

 Challenges to the assumption that 
language functions are located in the left 
hemisphere of the brain. 

 Research shows activation in both areas of 
the brain while language is processed. 

 Differences have been observed between 
first and second language learners. 

 Premature to consider implications of 
neurolinguistics research for L2 teaching. 

 

 

 

 

 



Cognitive perspectives applied to 
second language learning 

Interaction hypothesis 

 How does input become 
comprehensible? 

 Modified interaction 
 Comprehension checks 

 Clarification requests 

 Self-repetition or paraphrase 

 Revised version of interaction 
hypothesis 

 More emphasis on corrective feedback 
 



Cognitive perspectives applied to 

second language learning (Cont.)  

Noticing hypothesis  

• Nothing is learned unless it is noticed.  

 Importance of awareness and attention in 
L2 learning 

Input processing  

• Learners have difficulty focusing on 
form and meaning at the same time. 



Cognitive perspectives applied to 

second language learning (Cont.)  

Processability theory 

• German L2 acquisition  

– Developmental sequences in syntax and 
 morphology are affected by how easy 
they were to process. 

– Developmental and variational features 

– Teachability hypothesis 



Cognitive perspectives applied to 

second language learning (Cont.)  
The role of practice 

• Practice that characterized audiolingual 
instruction often failed to make connections 
between language forms and their meanings. 

• From a cognitive perspective, practice is not 
mechanical and not restricted to production–
–it is also relevant for comprehension. 

• Practice should be interactive, meaningful, and 
focus on task-essential forms. 

 

 

 

 



 
 Theories of Language 

Acquisition 4 

 Sociocultural Perspectives  



Connectionism 

 Similar to behaviourist approach in the sense that they 
hypothesize the development of strong associations 
between items that are frequently encountered together.  

 The brain creates networks which connect words or phrases 
to other words or phrases (plus events, objects) which occur 
at the same time. 

 Suggested that these links are strengthened when learners 
are repeatedly exposed to linguistic stimuli in specific 
contexts.  

 I go / she goes. The pronoun she activates goes and the pronoun I 
triggers go because the learner has heard these forms in combination 
for many times (not just reflect underlying knowledge.  



Multidimensional Model  

 One of the central questions in psychological 
accounts of SLA is why is that L1 and L2 learners go 
through a series of predictable stages in their 
acquisition of grammatical features. 

 MM represents a way to relate underlying cognitive 
processes to stages in the L2 learner’s development 

  One of the pedagogical implications drawn from the 
research related to the MM is the ‘Teachablility 
Hypothesis’ that learners can only be taught what 
they are psycholinguistically ready to learn. 



The sociocultural perspective 

 Innate relationship between culture and mind. 

 Assumption that there’s an innate relationship between culture and 
mind, and that all learning is first social then individual. Through 
dialogic communication, learners jointly construct knowledge and 
this knowledge is later internalized by the individual.  

 Cognitive development arises as a result of social interaction. 

 Learning occurs through interaction. 

 Speaking (and writing) mediates thinking.  

 Difference between ZPD*  and i+1 

 Interaction versus sociocultural perspectives 

 

 
* zone of proximal development, often abbreviated as ZPD, is the difference between what a 

learner can do without help and what he or she can do with help. It is a concept introduced yet not 

fully developed by Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) towards the end of his life. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lev_Vygotsky


Sociocultural perspectives applied to 

second language learning (Cont.)  

Learning by talking 

Traditionally, ZPD was restricted to a novice 
and an expert; the term has been 
broadened to include novice–novice 
interaction. 

Swain’s comprehensible output hypothesis 

Research investigating how learners co-
construct knowledge while engaged in 
collaborative dialogue that focuses on form 
and meaning at the same time. 



 

 Observations about  

L1 Acquisition 

1. Almost all children learn the language  

     around them at about the same time. 

2. Even mentally impaired children learn  

     Language. 

3. Logical Problem of Language Acquisition 

   a. Language input defective 

   b. Little systematic feedback  



 

 Contrastive Analysis 

Hypothesis 

 If L1 and L2 are similar: 

  no problems learning L2 structure. 

 If L1 and L2 are different: 

  yes problems learning L2 structure. 

 If L2 had something L1 did not: 

  yes problems learning L2 structure. 



Processability Theory:  

Pedagogical Conclusions 

 Teachability Hypothesis 
 

 Can't skip a stage   
 

 Might be able to encourage (or impede) 

moving through a stage more rapidly.  



Learner Language  

Research Focus 

 Interlanguage  

   Error Analysis Studies  

   Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis 

 Developmental Sequences  

     Morpheme Acquisition Studies  

 L1 Influence  



L1 Influence 

“It has been observed that some aspects of 

language are more susceptible to L1 

influence than others.  For example, 

pronunciation and word order are more 

likely to show L1 influence than 

grammatical morphemes.”   



 
 Observations to Account for in 

L2 Acquisition 

1. L1 learners all learn their language  
 

2. Not all L2 learners achieve the same  

    level of proficiency 
 

3. Age factors influence ultimate  

    proficiency  
 

4. L1 influences L2 



Observations to Account for in 

L2 Acquisition 

5. Restructuring apparently occurs 
 

6. Chunking important in language 

learning and use 
 

7. Acquisition develops in predictable  

    stages 

 


