The Clinical Research: Second Language Acquisition

D. Fleming

Most second language acquisition models are based on the assumption that the mind has already formed a more or less solid basis for language competency and performance (to use Chomsky's terminology) in the first language and that the essential task in learning a second is transference. 

Role of the first language

· SL learners develop an interlanguage between the first and the second languages that has a systematic grammar influenced by both

· the learner will transfer aspects of the first language into this interlanguage

· as transfer occurs, the learner will often make errors that can be lexical (eg. choosing the wrong word because it is similar to one in the first language), morphological (eg. placing correct tense markers in incorrect places) or syntactical (eg. using incorrect word order); each of these error types has to be treated differently pedagogically.

Competency models

· learning the second language is not just a matter of learning vocab and grammar; the learner must master communicative competence, which is the ability to purposely use the L2 in social contexts. Various models of the different aspects of second language learning have been advanced, the best known of which are based on the models originally proposed by Hymes (1971), which were, in turn, based on Chomsky's model of language.
· note that in the following models, Chomsky's terminogy (ie. competence and performance) is not applicable. Hymes changed the terminology.
· competency models are based on a particular (and relatively new) philisophy in education that is criterion or skill-based. 'What you know' is not as important as 'how you use what you know'. This owes much to Tyler (1949) and his system-based models.
· There is considerable controvery on this point. On the one hand, skill-based crieria are "useful" in that they can define the minimum standards for language use for various professions and occupations. It also is product-orientated, in a sense, and thus more adaptable for testing and assessment.
· However, this view of language tends to negate the intrinsic worth and constructionist nature of language and reduces it to nothing more than a tool. In terms of these models, this view of language also tends to "atomise" our conception of it into artifically seperated units. Functional linguistics, as shall see later, has much to say on these points, especially in terms of the importance of the social nature of language use (the importance of "domain' and "register").
· according to O'Grady and Cho (2003), communicative competence can be divided into the following components:
1. strategetic competence
2. linguistic competence
a. organisational competence
i. grammatical 
· vocab
· syntax
· morphology
· phonology

ii. textual
· cohesion
· rhetoric
        b. pragmatic competence

i. illocutionary

ii. sociolinguistics

· cultural references

· dialect

· register 

· strategic competence is the way in which one decides how and when to use language 

· grammatical competence is the ability to use phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics

· textual competence is the ability to use structures such as conjunctions, phrases and subordinate clauses to link sentences together coherently. 

· illocutionary competence is how you accomplish things with language (a model that owes much to 'speech act theory" (Searle; Austin); often we say things that can be culturally interpreted to mean something very different from what is literally said

give examples of each

I hope you can see some of what I view as problems in this rather convoluted model. Where does one category begin and the other end? In particular, where do the social aspects of language go? Why the redundancy on this point (ie. strategic competence vs. sociolinguistic competence: what's the diff; why is one higher in the hierarchy than the other?)? Is culture a subset of language, or is it the other way around? 

Hymes model was subsequently further adapted (and simplified) by Canale and Swain (1980) into what has become a highly influential four-part language competency model:

· linguistic: the more purely language elements; structures and grammar

· socio-cultural: the social and cultural content and assumptions underlying language use

· strategic: what strategies a user of the language utilises to overcome difficulties or enhance communication

· discoursal: what forms of discourse and conventional use is the communication framed in

we'll get into this more when we treat second language education methodology

There have been revisions and adaptations of this model over the years (most notably the combining of discoursal and linguistic competencies in various Cdn curriculum guidelines), but it has generally stood the test of time.

This expansion of the content of second language education beyond grammar can also be seen in a number of influential curriculum models, such as Stern's four syllabi model (language, culture, communicative activities and general language education). As you can see, grammar (especially in the descriptive sense) is just one aspect of language.

Automatic Processing

· an important assumption, based on cognitive psychology, that the the key point pedagogically is to move the learner from voluntary to automatic processing of the second language (ie. that one uses the second language unconsciously). 

· assuming that one knows how to enhance automatic processing pedagogically, at what point does this occur? How, in short, do you account for the differences between various instances of performance?

· how, for example, can you account for the commonly noted inconsistencies in how second language learners use the language 

· learners often use structures correctly at one time (or context), only to make errors in a second. 

· are these errors no more significant that those exhibited by first language users?

· it would seem that when learners are better able to use an aspect of language when they are focused on it

· much of this is related to higher and lower cognitive functioning (Bloom's taxonomy) and the fact that concentrating on tasks at one level of this continuum means that one must neglect the other

Interlanguage

· it is important to note that languages do not use the same sets of phonology; many sounds in one language do not occur in another

· sounds that are common to most languages are called 'unmarked'; those that are uncommon are called 'marked'

· these sound 'subsets' of a language are not random or segmented independently, but exhibit generalisable patterns

· a language that has one particular characteristic will usually have other characteristics that it shares with other languages (these are called 'marked differentials)

· these patterns are not always obvious, but have been the discovered after much painstaking research

· learners usually find it easier to acquire sound patterns that are different from those in their first language (this is called the 'similarity differential rate)

· this is due to the fact that learners will pay attention to patterns that are markedly different from the ones in their L1, often assuming that similar patterns are in fact the same

· languages also differ in how words are divided into syllables (syllabifica
tion), which syllables are stressed, and in how words are ordered (syntax)

· English, for example, is a non-reflective language with a subject-verb-object (SVO) word order; French is a reflective language with a SVO order; Salish has a VSO word order; Dakota has a SOV order; Cree has no fixed order

· many languages, such as Spanish, allows one to drop the overt subject and express the case within the verb (null subject)

· some languages allow greater 'verb movement' than other languages; thus it is often possible to move verbs in front of adverbs (or vice versa) in French when this wouldn't be possible in English

· these phenomena ('similarity differential rates', 'marked differentials, null subjects, verb movement, and differences in syllabification, stress, and syntax) are often referred to as 'first language interferance' (a poor choise of words, in my opinion)

· in order to learn new structural patterns when learning a new language, the learner must 'reset the parameters' (note the computational lingo used in this discourse!) of his or her own language use. For example, an English learner of Spanish must learn to accept null subject sentences in the new language. There is diirect 'positive evidence' of this in the Spanish to which s/he is exposed. 

· On the other hand, leaners might have to rely on 'negative evidence' (what is missing in the language s/he is exposed to). A Spanish learner of English would have learn to only use overt subjects in the new language on the basis of never seeing a null subject in the target (grasping this might be on the basis of 'direct' instruction or 'indirectly' noticing the gap

· there are also differences between languages on the basis of morphology; of which L2 research has focused on the developmental order. Most learners of English, for example:

· learn "be' earlier than those learning English as a first language

· acquire the possive morpheme " 's " is later

· however, much depends on the individual and the first language

· in terms of learning syntax, there is always a question as to whether or not a learner is making errors on the basis of not being able to 'represent' a structure at a deeper level ('impaired representation'), or that they simply don't know how to represent this structure on the 'surface' ('missing surface inflection').

Learner factors

· individual differences are also key in terms of second language acquisition; we'll look at the following factors more closely when we cover issues related to motivation, identity and investment (my goal at that time will be to problematize these notions)

· age is often touted as an important factor in language acquisition; this is both true and not true

· beyond the 'critical period' (puberty) it is usually difficult for learners to acquire native-like phonology; in other words, after the brain stops growing, one never loses one's accent.

· however, there have been many documented cases where adults have learnt the second language to a completely fluent degree and cases where prepubescents haven't, despite attempts to do so.

· many learners gain native-like fluency in the L2 in terms of syntax, morphology, social use, etc. even after they begin to learn the L2 as adults

· there is no current evidence that there is any biological factor involved; although language use is associated with various parts of the brain, there have been many cases where individuals progress quite when these areas have been everely damaged

· adults seem to rely much more on cognitively understanding the target language than do children; hence there is clearly a place for teaching grammar (both explicitly and implicitly: we'll look at these differences in treatment later) in the adult classroom. 

· cognitive knowledge helps adults organise and develop consistent hypotheses about how to use the language; these hypotheses assist in extending an adult fluency in using the L2;

· children, as parents know all too well, don't find rules very useful and are usually very happy to do without them!

· however these hypotheses are only useful when there are consist rules in the target language to refer to; learner hit a brick wall when it comes to exceptions to the rules (and English is notoriously full of them) because they are constantly looking for and trying to use rules

· many theorists have tried to come up with definitions of what an optimal set of factors would look like for L2 language learning; these factors include: individual differences; affective factors; cognitive factors; gender; and social factors. 

