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Preface 

This book is about theory and the role of theory in research on 
adult second-language learning. My principal goal is to examine what 
position theory plays in this growing subfield of applied linguistics 
and to evaluate present theories. Particular attention is paid to 
methodological issues and to the question of how theoretical con¬ 
cepts are translated into empirical procedures. The book is orien¬ 
ted toward an informed audience but does not assume extensive 
background. 

The introductory chapter is devoted to discussion of the nature of 
theory and to the question of how theories are evaluated. I begin by 
assuming that science, like other knowledge processes, involves the pro¬ 
posing of theories, models, hypotheses, etc. and the acceptance or 
rejection of these on the basis of some external criteria. In a strict sense, 
I argue, theories are not ‘accepted’ or ‘proven’ - rather the successful 
theory is tested and escapes being disconfirmed. This point of view is 
compatible with those philosophies of science that emphasize the 
impossibility of deductive proof for inductive laws (Hanson, Popper). 
Varying degrees of “confirmation” are conferred upon a theory 
through the number of plausible rival hypotheses available to account 
for the data; the fewer such plausible rival hypotheses, the greater the 
degree of ‘confirmation’. 

This approach to evaluating theory is applied to the theories and 
models treated in subsequent chapters. In chapter 2, the most ambi¬ 
tious, ‘grand’ theory of adult second-language learning is discussed: 
Krashen’s Monitor Model. This theory is treated first because it was, in 
its essentials, formulated earlier than the other theories discussed in the 
book. Krashen’s Monitor Model provides, in my view, an example of 
an unsuccessful theory of second language. It purports to account for 
extensive empirical data and to have broad implications for language 
instruction, but its claims, discussed in detail in this chapter, are 
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viii Preface 

unwarranted and the Monitor Model fails to meet the canons of 

theoretical sufficiency. 
The next four chapters deal with ‘intermediate’ theories that are 

more limited in perspective than the Monitor Model. The first of these 
is Interlanguage theory, which applies a linguistic perspective to 
second-language phenomena. Then follow chapters on Linguistic Uni- 
versals and Acculturation/Pidginization theory, both of which also are 
essentially linguistic theories, though the acculturation notion repre¬ 
sents an attempt to incorporate social-psychological considerations. 
The next chapter, on Cognitive theory, takes a different perspective and 
treats second-language learning as the acquisition of a complex cogni¬ 
tive skill. The contribution of each of these approaches is examined and 
evaluated. 

The final chapter discusses what it is that a satisfactory theory of 
second-language learning must explain. In this chapter I also examine 
various methodologies used in second-language research and the rela¬ 
tionship of theory to practice. 

Not all theoretical approaches to second-language phenomena are 
discussed in this book. Neurolinguistic approaches are but briefly 
mentioned, because at present they have generated little systematic 
research in the field. Approaches that focus on discourse processes are 
thought to contribute more to methodology than to theory, and so are 
not treated here. Other approaches are excluded as not in the main¬ 
stream of second-language research. Such judgements are subjective; I 
include a chapter on Cognitive theory because I see this approach to be 
important - others may disagree. 

I would like to thank Paul Meara for his encouragement and his 
comments on the manuscript at various stages. Lydia White, Patsy 
Lightbown, Mike Sharwood-Smith, John Schumann, and Kevin Gregg 
all provided helpful comments on parts of the manuscript. Above all, 
I express my gratitude to my wife, Sigrid, for patience and 
understanding. 



1 

Introduction 

Over the past two decades or so, the number of studies concerned with 
second-language learning has increased exponentially, as has the 
number of journals, anthologies, and textbooks dealing with this topic. 
One reason is practical: there are more people than ever whose econo¬ 
mic aspirations depend on their learning a second language. In 
European countries there are large numbers of immigrants and ‘guest- 
workers’ who have to learn the language of the home country. A similar 
situation exists in the United States, which has recently witnessed a huge 
influx of immigrants, legal and illegal. Consequently, there is a growing 
need for second-language teachers of both children and adults, for 
pedagogical information, and for research on the process of second- 
language learning. 

A second reason for the increase in research on second-language 
learning is that advances in the areas of general linguistics, psycholin¬ 
guistics, and cognitive psychology have prepared the groundwork for 
the study of second-language learning. During the past two decades 
there has been an enormous increase in our knowledge of the process of 
language learning in young children. All over the world, researchers 
follow young children with their tape recorders or video recorders, 
gathering information on their linguistic and cognitive development. 
As more is learned about the process of first-language development, 
hypotheses are generated that stimulate research on second-language 
learning in children and adults. 

This volume is concerned primarily with second-language learning in 
adults (I have discussed second-language learning in children else¬ 
where: McLaughlin 1984, 1985). The focus here is on theory - how 
theory informs and guides research and how theory is evaluated on the 
basis of research. To begin, I would like to discuss three assumptions 
that are basic to the scientific research enterprise, including the field of 
adult second-language learning. 
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2 Introduction 

Three assumptions 

In a thoughtful review of research on adult second-language learning 
and its application to teaching practice, Patsy Lightbown (1985) identi¬ 
fied three broad categories of research based principally on methodo¬ 
logical differences. The first type of research consists of descriptive 
studies. Such studies begin by collecting speech samples from second- 
language speakers - either of spontaneous speech or through various 
elicitation procedures - and then compares these samples to target- 
language norms. The goal is to account for consistencies or discrepan¬ 
cies between the second-language learners’ use of certain linguistic 
forms and native use. For example, there have been a large number of 
studies comparing second-language learners’ acquisition of certain 
morphemes in obligatory contexts to acquisition patterns observed in 

native speakers. 
Another type of research on adult second-language learning that 

Lightbown identified consists of experimental pedagogical studies. 
These are studies in which the attempt is made to manipulate certain 
variables experimentally to determine their effect on classroom learn¬ 
ing. Thus, for example, researchers modify the presentation of linguis¬ 
tic forms to second-language learners, compare subjects learning under 
different conditions of instruction (e.g., rule-learning versus 
conversation-based instruction), or attempt to control the complexity 
of the input language. 

A third category of research refers to hypothesis-testing studies. This 
is Lightbown’s term for research in which the investigator, rather than 
beginning from a language sample or testing certain variables for their 
effect on classroom learning, begins with a specific hypothesis based on 
the findings of previous research or theory. Thus an investigator might 
test the hypothesis that there exist linguistic universals that shape lang¬ 
uage development in its early stages. Or a researcher might have found 
certain error patterns in a sample of speech drawn from speakers of a 
particular first language, and may conduct a study to determine 
whether these patterns are found in the speech of speakers of other first 
languages. 

Lightbown’s classification scheme is helpful in understanding recent 
developments in the field of adult second-language learning. However, 
while acknowledging the usefulness of this typology, there is a sense in 
which all research fits into the last category. That is, in a most funda¬ 
mental sense all research involves hypothesis testing, whether this is 
explicitly acknowledged or not. Every investigator begins with some 
hypotheses about the phenomena being studied, although these hypo¬ 
theses may not be stated formally. Even the researcher involved in des¬ 
criptive research of the most rudimentary nature is testing hypotheses. 

These hypotheses originate in some theory about the data. In trying 
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to impose order on the data, the researcher organizes the data according 
to some cognitive schema or theory. Without a theory there can be no 
hypotheses. This brings us to the first assumption: 

Assumption 1. Research is inseparable from theory. 

It is important to be clear about what one means by theory. The term 
‘theory’ is used here to refer to a way of interpreting, criticizing, and 
unifying established generalizations. A theory is flexible and pliant, in 
that it allows its generalizations to be modified to fit data unforeseen in 
their formulation. And theory is heuristic, in the sense that the theory 
itself provides a way of guiding the enterprise of finding new and more 
powerful generalizations. 

The generalizations that constitute the basis of a theory derive ini¬ 
tially from regularities or constancies in our experience of natural 
phenomena. Whitehead wrote: 

Recognition is the source of all our natural knowledge. The whole 
scientific theory is nothing else than an attempt to systematize our 
knowledge of the circumstances in which such recognitions will 
occur. (Cited in Kaplan 1964, 85) 

Thus the first step in the scientific enterprise is the marking of enduring 
or recurrent events in the flow of experience. 

Hypotheses serve to carry forward the scientific inquiry. They are the 
scientist’s best hunches about the regularities or constancies charac¬ 
teristic of the phenomena in question. To test an hypothesis, the scien¬ 
tist organizes the inquiry so as to facilitate a decision as to whether the 
hunch is correct. Once an hypothesis has been established, it is said to 
constitute a ‘fact’ or a ‘law’, according to whether it is particular or 
general in content. These facts and laws, in turn, are the stuff of theory. 

In a most fundamental sense, then, a theory is a system of facts and 
laws. But by being brought together in a theory, the facts and laws are 
altered, reformulated, reinterpreted. The theory is more than the aggre¬ 
gate of the facts and laws; it gives each of them a new meaning. The 
facts and laws take on a new light from the theory: the theory illu¬ 
minates facts and laws. Further, good theory is always open, for the set 
of generalizations making up a theory is never complete. The value of a 
theory derives not only from the explanations it is constructed to pro¬ 
vide, but also from its unanticipated consequences. This is the sense in 
which theory is heuristic: theory provides guesses as to how the uncon¬ 
trolled and unknown factors in the area under study are related to 
known facts and laws. Theory guides the search for further data and 

further generalizations. 
In fact, all observation involves theorizing. One does not simply read 

and record nature’s protocol. Inferences occur even at the perceptual 
level. As Popper (1959) argued, there is no purely ‘phenomenal 
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language’ distinct from ‘theoretical language’; there is no way of 
talking of something sensed and not interpreted. We cannot free our¬ 
selves from theories; theories are part and parcel of the human cogni¬ 
tive makeup. 

Thus the researcher concerned with adult second-language learning is 
inevitably testing hypotheses about a theory. The theory may be 
vaguely or not at all described. But just as on the perceptual level there 
is no uninterpreted intuition or bare sensation, the researcher is never 
unencumbered by expectancies and beliefs about the phenomena in 
question. And even if we could free ourselves from theory, it would be 
unwise not to make use of theory to interpret what we observe and to 
generate new hypotheses. 

We come now to the second basic assumption: 

Assumption 2. There is no one scientific method. 

Earlier the point was made that theoretically-derived hypotheses are 
tested via a scientific inquiry designed to facilitate a decision as to 
whether a given hypothesis is correct. This inquiry process can take 
many forms. There is no one ‘scientific method’. Thus the traditional 
research cycle - proceeding from description to correlation to experi¬ 
mentation - assumes that experimental research is the sine qua non for 
establishing the validity of research. But science does not progress only 
in the laboratory. It is true that experimentation allows for degrees of 
control not possible in other situations, yet there are the attendant perils 
of trivialization of the phenomenon under investigation and lack of 
motivation on the part of the subject. Experimentation should 
obviously have its place in the researcher’s repertory, but it is no 
panacea. 

Hypotheses may be tested via any of the methods Lightbown identi¬ 
fied. To use one of her examples, Huebner (1979) examined the patterns 
of use of the English article by a Hmong speaker and found that this 
second-language learner’s use of the article was strongly influenced by 
his mistaken assumption that English, like his native language, uses 
what might be called pragmatic (topic prominence) rather than syntac¬ 
tic (subject prominence) rules for marking definiteness. This confirmed 
the hypothesis that for some learners there are internal consistencies in 
language use that may occur without regard to target language norms. 

The Huebner study was descriptive and longitudinal. It involved a 
single case. Yet the results are theoretically significant. There is no need 
to take the research further to confirm Huebner’s hypothesis. One does 
not need to carry out an experiment to ‘prove’ the point. Further 
research may provide further confirmation (or disconfirmation) of 
Huebner’s hypothesis, but careful descriptive-analysis research can 
stand on its own. It represents an important scientific contribution; just 
as important as experimental research. Observation and descriptive- 
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analytic work need not be the first steps on a journey where experi¬ 
mentation is the end of the road. 

In research on adult second-language learning, as in all scientific 
research, there is the danger of fadism. Abraham Kaplan (1964) has 
identified what he termed the law of the instrument, which may be 
formulated as follows: Give a small boy a hammer and he will find that 
everything he encounters needs pounding. Second-language research 
has had its instruments, its ways of doing research, and it can happen 
that the methods researchers use set limits on the questions they can 
answer. Worse than that, some successful techniques have come to be 
applied mechanically and other approaches have been denied the name 
of science. 

Another danger comes from the mystique of quantity. Numbers have 
no magical powers; they do not have scientific value in and of them¬ 
selves. Yet often one senses an exaggerated regard for the significance 
of measurement, so much so that complex statistical analyses are used 
to salvage sloppy observation or bad experimentation. Statistics are 
tools of thought, not substitutes for thought. I have argued strongly for 
the use of more sophisticated statistical procedures in research on 
second-language learning (McLaughlin 1980), but if such techniques as 
multivariate regression analyses are used to mystify, the field will move 
quickly into the realm of the occult. 

My own preference is for a multimethod approach, where a number 
of different methodologies are employed to test theoretical hypotheses. 
A catholicity of outlook is needed in research on adult second-language 
learning. This is not to say that one approach is as good as another in a 
particular context or that all should be used in any single inquiry. A 
multimethod approach moves the field along; it may not serve the 
purposes of a given researcher. Data triangulation is achieved most 
often through the work of different researchers with different interests 
getting a fix on the same phenomenon from different angles: 

Assumption 3. There is no single scientific truth. 

The kind of methodological openness advocated in assumption 3 
runs contrary to a natural tendency to feel that one’s own approach and 
one’s own point of view is better than other people’s. Disciplines tend to 
become fragmented into ‘schools’, whose members are loath to accept, 
and are even hostile to the views of other schools using different 
methods and reaching different conclusions. Each group becomes con¬ 
vinced that it has a corner on ‘truth’. 

It can be argued, however, that it is counterproductive to believe that 
there is a single truth that can be known directly and objectively by the 
application of scientific methods. One philosophical position contends 
that truth can never be known directly and in its totality. All 
knowledge, the argument runs, is mediated by the symbol systems used 
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by scientists. If one adopts this epistemological stance, scientific truth 
can be known only as it is mediated by the perspectives of the scientists 
and thus there are multiple accounts of what is seen. Multiple ways of 
seeing result in multiple truths. 

From this point of view, scientific progress is achieved as we come to 
illuminate progressively our knowledge in a particular domain by 
taking different perspectives, each of which must be evaluated in its 
own right. The symbol system or metaphor used by a particular scientist 
may help us see more clearly, but it does not constitute ultimate truth. 
Nor does the combination of all partial representations of truth add up 
to ultimate truth. Ultimate truth, it is argued, is only approximated in 
the shadows cast by the metaphors of our theories. 

In an insightful discussion of the way in which symbol systems are 
used by investigators of adult second-language learning, Schumann 
(1983a) identified a number of metaphors underlying the work of 
various researchers. These include Krashen’s (1981) use of the ‘affec¬ 
tive filter’, Selinker and Lamendella’s (1976) highly metaphorical 
neurofunctional perspective, and Adjemian’s (1976) notion of the ‘per¬ 
meability’ of the interlanguage system. In fact, as we shall see in the 
course of this book, metaphors abound in the theories that have been 
developed to account for various aspects of adult second-language 
learning. 

This is not to say that all metaphors are equally valid or that all ways 
of looking at second-language phenomena are equally veridical. 
Criteria for evaluating the adequacy of different theoretical points of 
view can be specified, and in the final section of this chapter, such 
criteria will be spelled out. The point is simply that, regardless of one’s 
epistemological beliefs about the nature of truth, it is useful to look at 
adult second-language learning from as many perspectives as possible. 
At least in the present stage of the development of our knowledge, 
it seems premature to argue for the ‘truth’ of one theory over 
another. 

The nature of theory 

Earlier in this chapter theory was defined as a way of interpreting, 
criticizing, and unifying established generalizations. In addition, it was 
argued that a theory is pliant, in that it allows its generalizations or 
‘laws’ to be modified to fit data unforeseen in their formulations, and 
heuristic, in that the theory itself provides a way of finding new and 
more powerful generalizations. These last two characteristics of 
a good theory are especially important in considering how theory 
operates. 
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The functions of theories 

A theory is both a summary of known facts and laws and a conjecture 
about the relationships among them. The purpose of theory is in part to 
further understanding. Theories help us understand and organize the 
data of experience. They permit us to summarize relatively large 
amounts of information via a relatively short list of propositions. In 
this sense, theories bring meaning to what is otherwise chaotic and 
inscrutable. 

A second function of theories is transformation. New theories 
change the relationship between laws and facts. They enable us to use 
the empirical data to draw conclusions that are not evident from the 
data taken in isolation. In this sense, theories transform the meaning of 
what is known. They go beyond the information given and change both 
the content and form of our knowledge. 

Theories also guide prediction. Good theories stimulate research. 
They are the ground from which hypotheses spring: theories generate 
new hypothetical laws to be put to empirical test. These hypotheses 
embody predictions about where the theory is leading. They are not a 
guess at an answer to a riddle, but an idea about the next step that is 
worth taking. 

These functions of theory can be illustrated by an example from 
research on adult second-language learning. One of the leading theories 
of second-language learning for many years was what can be called the 
structural-behaviourist theory. According to this theory, language 
learning was viewed as a process of habit development to be inculcated 
by varying contingencies of reinforcement. Behaviourist theories were 
invoked to justify such principles as sequential control of the learning 
process, specification of learning goals, and immediate reinforcement. 
Structural theory was invoked to justify the use of contrastive analysis: 
it was felt that by being aware of the structural differences between lan¬ 
guages, the teacher could foresee student errors and help in overcoming 

them. 
Thus the structural-behaviourist theory provided a framework for 

understanding the process of second-language learning. Principles such 
as reinforcement and habit formation and the method of contrastive 
analysis transformed thinking about second-language learning pheno¬ 
mena, or at least made more explicit old ways of thinking about second- 
language learning. Furthermore, the theory led to specific predictions 
about learning. For example, according to structural-behaviourist 
theory, the errors that learners make in a second language should reflect 
the structures of their first language. This turned out not to be the 
case in many instances (see McLaughlin 1984), nor were struc¬ 
tural-behaviourist predictions about classroom learning supported in 
experimental pedagogical studies (see McLaughlin 1985). 
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Ultimately, structural-behaviourist theory was abandoned or modi¬ 
fied so extensively as to be nonrecognizable. The theory was useful, 
however, for although we now think of second-language learning in 
very different terms, we have evidence that allows us to reject a position 
that at first glance agrees with common sense. If one asked the prover¬ 
bial ‘man on the street’ for his view of the process of learning a second 
language, the theory would most probably look something like struc¬ 
tural-behaviourist theory. That such notions can be rejected as insuffi¬ 
cient is a step forward. 

Types of theories 

There are at least two different dimensions that can be used to classify 
theories. One can examine their form or their content. From the formal 
point of view, many different distinctions can be made (see Einstein 
1934; Kaplan 1964; Nagel 1961). For the most part, these distinctions 
correspond to the difference between more ‘deductive’ and more 
‘inductive’ approaches (Table 1.1). The deductive approach charac¬ 
terizes formal theories in which the concepts of the theory are related to 
each other in a set of propositions that are assumed to be true without 
proof (though they may be empirically testable). These constitute the 
axioms of the theory. Ideally, these axioms are as few as possible, so 
that the theory is simple and parsimonious. 

Table 1.1 Deductive and inductive theories 

Deductive theories Inductive theories 

Beginning point Interim solutions Empirical data 
Network Theoretical concepts and 

constructs 
Relationships between laws 

Ultimate goal Explanation Explanation 
Advantage More interesting claims Close to data 
Disadvantage Remote from data Limited claims 

Given these basic axioms or assumptions, laws of logic are applied to 
obtain new propositions. This procedure is called ‘deducing the conse¬ 
quences of the theory’. The new propositions that follow from the 
assumptions of the theory are called ‘hypotheses’. If the hypotheses of 
the theory are empirically supported, they become the laws and facts of 
the theory. In a deductive theory, there are fewer and more general laws 
at the top of the pyramid, and a greater number of more specific laws as 
we move to the base. 

In contrast to the deductive approach, the inductive approach pro¬ 
gresses from the accumulation of sets of facts and sets of laws to theory. 
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Rather than beginning from sets of premises or axioms that are 
assumed to be true, the inductive approach is tightly empirically based. 
There is no jump to theoretical statements until a large number of 
empirical relationships have been established. 

In the inductive approach, hypotheses are derived from the theory as 
in the deductive approach, but they are the result of gaps in the network 
of empirical relationships, rather than the consequence of logical 
deductions. Hypotheses do not come from logical reasoning, but are 
the investigator’s best hunch about a new relationship, given certain 
empirical facts. The theory guides the investigator, but hypotheses are 
not as tightly and logically formulated as in the deductive approach. 

In practice, it is often difficult to determine whether the approach 
taken is more deductive or inductive. There are few well-developed 
formal theories outside of the natural sciences, and in each case it is a 
question of emphasis. Some theorists are more ‘top-down’ or deductive 
in their orientation, while others stay closer to the data and are there¬ 
fore more ‘bottom-up’ in approach. Both are approaches to theorizing 
and so both aim at explanation: inductive approaches tend to offer 
more cautious and descriptive accounts, whereas deductive approaches 
tend to provide more general causal statements. But here again we are 
dealing with a continuum along which theories can be placed, rather 
than with a dichotomy. 

From the point of view of the content of theories, there are micro or 
macro theories, depending on the range of phenomena the theory is 
thought to accommodate. Thus macroeconomics is concerned with the 
workings of an economy or industry, whereas microeconomics focuses 
on the behaviour of individual participants in the economic process. 
The distinction is a relative one and what is micro to one theorist can be 
macro to another. In the field of adult second-language learning, a 
macro theory might attempt to deal with the whole range of phenomena 
involved in the language-learning process, as does Krashen’s Monitor 
Model, treated in chapter 2, whereas micro theories might concentrate 
on specific phenomena of limited scope, as do the theories of inter¬ 
mediate range discussed in chapters 3 to 6. 

It is often argued that micro theories are intrinsically more satisfac¬ 
tory, and in many fields, such as sociology and psychology, the 
tendency of researchers is to shy away from macro theory. It may be 
true that at a particular stage in the development of a field of research it 
is overly ambitious to attempt to articulate a macro analysis. The length 
of the reduction chain connecting the theoretical terms with observable 
ones can be too long. This is why many theorists restrict themselves to 
‘miniature theories’. 

In the end, however, an adequate theory will have to be ‘macro’ 
enough to encompass more than a limited range of phenomena. A satis¬ 
factory theory of adult second-language learning must go beyond 
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accounting for how people form relative clauses. A theory of the 
formation of the relative clause among second-language learners - one 
that distinguishes different kinds of relative clauses in different second 
languages - might be very useful indeed. But eventually one would like 
to incorporate this micro theory into a broader and more extensive 
theoretical context. 

The construction of theories 

How have researchers gone about constructing theories in thinking 
about adult second-language learning? I have argued that in the most 
general sense, research is inseparable from theory. But theories can be 
more or less systematic. In the initial phase of a discipline’s develop¬ 
ment, research is often guided by a proto-theory. This corresponds to 
what Long (1985b) has called theory of the ‘storehouse’ variety. It 
consists of a collection of (often unrelated) generalizations about 
phenomena. 

In the domain of second-language learning these generalizations 
might consist of statements such as: 

(1) Learners who begin a second language after puberty acquire lang¬ 
uage structures more quickly than do children, but attain lower 
levels of ultimate proficiency. 

(2) Learners of certain structures (such as the interrogative or the nega¬ 
tive) in a particular language pass through a specific developmental 
sequence before attaining the target version. 

(3) The errors made in acquiring certain structures in a particular lang¬ 
uage are similar for learners of different language backgrounds. 

Each of these generalizations is a conclusion based on research evidence 
(or more correctly, the interpretation of research). 

Although the generalizations that make up a proto-theory may 
appear to be unrelated, it is usually the case that they reflect an under¬ 
lying perspective. Thus researchers who adhere to the above proposi¬ 
tions are likely to advocate other beliefs about language learning, such 
as the belief in universal grammar or in an innate pre-programmed 
language-learning device of the type postulated by Chomsky. At first, 
the connection between the generalizations and their broader theoreti¬ 
cal implications may not be clear. As more research accumulates, how¬ 
ever, and researchers begin to think more about the meaning of their 
results, the proto-theory begins to evolve into a true theory. 

In and of itself, the proto-theory suffers from several disadvantages. 
If its generalizations are left unrelated, it leads nowhere. It does not 
further understanding because it does not provide any coherent account 
of the phenomena it seeks to explain. One would like to know why one 
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finds developmental sequences and why learners from different lang¬ 
uage backgrounds make similar errors. Nor does a proto-theory lead to 
new hypotheses. The danger is that researchers will simply accumulate 
information. Indeed, much research on adult second-language learning 
is proto-theoretic in the sense that it is concerned with single generaliza¬ 
tions in isolation from any more general theoretical context. 

There is usually, however, a broader theoretical context within which 
even the most restricted and myopic research is carried out. Perceptive 
researchers can articulate their theoretical biases, and the best research 
addresses specific theoretical questions. These questions arise as 
researchers try to fit together the pieces of the puzzle. As is indicated in 
Figure 1.1, theory develops out of a collection of apparently unrelated 
generalizations. A theory evolves once it is observed that the relation¬ 
ships (A-B) and (C-D) are consistent with Theory I. If, however, the 
relationship (E-F) is inconsistent with Theory I but consistent with rela¬ 
tionships (A-B) and (C-D) in a new theoretical framework, then 
Theory II replaces Theory I. As other relationships are tested and found 
to be inconsistent with Theory II, it becomes replaced by a new theory. 

Phase 1 
Unrelated 
relationships 

Phase 2 
Some 
theoretical 

Theory I 

framework (A - B) 
1 C - D j 

Phase 3 
Theoretical 
development 

Theory II 

(A - B\ 
C-D 

VE - FJ 
Figure 1.1. Phases in the development of theory. 

No theory stands or falls on the basis of a single observation or 
experiment. Only the pattern of multiple tests determines the goodness 
of fit between theory and data, and a theory is not replaced until a better 
one is found. As a field progresses, existing theories are replaced by 
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better ones. This evolution has occurred in the field of second-language 
research, although there is a tendency to build up from scratch, rather 
than building on what has already been established. This is unfortu¬ 
nate, because progress in science requires taking into account the 
achievements of one’s predecessors. Even scientific revolutions pre¬ 
serve some continuity with the old order of things. 

There is also a tendency in the field of second-language research to 
limit the range of theory to specific phenomena. In the short run, this 
has the advantage that the theory can be built and tested within a 
restricted domain. But in the long run, small-scale theories of limited 
scope - theories of transfer, of communicative competence, of dis¬ 
course processing, of the role of input - need to be made part of the 
larger picture. 

Evaluating theory 

The final topic in this introductory chapter concerns the criteria 
whereby theories are to be evaluated. Kaplan (1964) argued that norms 
of validation could be grouped in three categories: norms of correspon¬ 
dence, norms of coherence, and pragmatic norms. Norms of corres¬ 
pondence are most basic and correspond to the semantic level. Norms 
of coherence refer to the interrelation of the elements of the theory or 
the syntactic level. Norms of pragmatics refer to the functional or prac¬ 
tical application of the theory. 

Correspondence norms 

There are two issues to be discussed here: (1) the correspondence of the 
concepts of the theory to some external reality, and (2) the correspon¬ 
dence of the theory to the facts the theory is to explain. The first issue 
refers to definitional adequacy, the second to explanatory power. 

If a theory is to tell us anything about the world, it must contain 
empirical elements. There must be some connection to the inter- 
subjective world of observation and experience, or the theory is indis¬ 
tinguishable from fantasy. In this sense theory construction is a social 
enterprise. Observations need to be described, analyses justified, and 
experiments replicated. Philosophers may argue about the possibility 
of intersubjectivity, but the enterprise of science presupposes some way 
out of solipsism. 

The concepts of a theory need to be defined in a way that clarifies 
their meaning; that is, in such a manner that different persons will inter¬ 
pret them in the same way. The theorist may select terms from everyday 
language or may coin a new term for purposes of the theory. If the term 
is drawn from everyday language, the surplus meaning must be pared 
away, so that the ambiguity of everyday language is eliminated. If the 
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term is a neologism, it can be precisely defined, but risks being mis¬ 
understood. For example, although most of the concepts used in 
theorizing about adult second-language learning are drawn from every¬ 
day language, there are some neologisms, such as the concept ‘intake’. 
The problem is that this term has taken on a number of different mean¬ 
ings, and it is not always clear what a particular investigator means in 
using it. This, of course, is also a problem with terms drawn from every¬ 
day language - witness the confusion that surrounds the use of the term 
‘interference’ in second-language research. 

One attempt to overcome the vagueness of theoretical terms is the use 
of operational definitions. The idea is that a concept is synonymous 
with the operations that are necessary for its measurement. For 
example, an operational definition of ‘language proficiency’ is the 
score a learner achieves on a test designed to measure language profi¬ 
ciency. One problem with this approach is that of determining why one 
set of operations is chosen rather than another: why measure language 
proficiency in this way, with these instruments, rather than some other 
way? A more serious, and related, problem with operationalism is that 
there may legitimately be two, or more, different ways of measuring a 
concept. For example, ‘reading ability’ in a second language can be 
measured by the speed with which a text is read, by the number of errors 
a reader makes, or by scores on a test of comprehension. Thus, the same 
concept may have two or more operational definitions, and, pre¬ 
sumably, two or more meanings. 

Another problem with operationalism is that many concepts in a 
theory have only indirect reference to experience. Their empirical 
meaning depends on their relation to other concepts as fixed by their 
place in the theory. It is these other concepts that have a sufficiently 
direct application to experience to allow for specifying operations. For 
example, ‘negative transfer’ is something not directly observable; 
rather, one examines the errors that second-language learners make for 
evidence of negative transfer. Negative transfer is a construct, in that it 
is not directly observable, but may be inferred from an observation. 
Even more remote from experience are hypothetical constructs, which 
are not defined by reference to observables, but derive their meaning 
from the whole theory in which they are embedded and from their role 
in the theory. Thus, in social science, terms such as ‘castration complex’ 
and ‘Protestant ethic’ derive their meaning only from the specific 
theory in which they are embedded. There is no castration complex 
outside Freudian theory. 

The possibility of theoretical constructs may make a strict opera¬ 
tionalism impossible (in the sense that not all concepts in the theory will 
be tied directly to observable operations), but this does not deny the 
utility of tying the theory, at some level, to observables. If terms are 
not clearly defined, it is difficult to evaluate the theory’s internal 
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consistency, agreement with data, and testability. The more precisely 
the terms in a theory are defined, the more possible it becomes for the 
scientific community to determine the adequacy of the theory. 

Theoretical adequacy, however, requires more than definitional pre¬ 
cision. The theory must have explanatory power. It must fit the facts 
and go beyond them. Fitting the facts sometimes means restricting the 
theory to a more limited domain than was originally envisioned. The 
theorist’s task is to construct a theory that includes as much as can be 
adequately handled by the set of theoretical principles, but that does 
not suffer from overgenerality. In the initial phases of theory develop¬ 
ment, in particular, there may be a tendency to extend the theory too 
far. Later research may show that the theory’s range of applicability is 
more limited. 

Going beyond the facts means that the theory cannot be so restricted 
that it simply explains the facts it was introduced to explain. Ad hoc 
theories do not move us to new predictions about new data. Good 
theories have generality: they extend to situations and events not 
specifically included in the phenomena that the theory was first set up to 
explain. 

To explain phenomena is to do something more than to describe them 
in other terms. It is not enough to say that in learning a second language 
the learner moves from controlled to automatic processing (see chapter 
6). Cognitive theory uses these concepts to say something about why 
some learning tasks are more difficult than others and about why the 
learning process takes the form it does. The concepts of controlled and 
automatic processing have meaning only in the context of the whole 
theory. In a sense, to explain is to illuminate the whole by reflecting 
light from the parts. It is the combination of all of the elements of the 
theory that makes us see or understand something in a new way. 

Explanation gives insight into the ‘why’ of experience. This is not to 
say that one explanation is ‘true’ and all others ‘false’. The insight pro¬ 
vided by a good theory is not the only possible insight. Even the best of 
theories are restricted in their applicability and truth-value. Good 
theory meets the norms of correspondence when the ‘why’ it provides 
applies to a specified range of phenomena and when the conditions suit¬ 
able to its application are met. 

Norms of coherence 

Here we come to the question of how the parts relate to each other and 
to the whole. Generally speaking, the more simple the theory, the 
greater its appeal to our understanding. The propositions, corollaries, 
and hypotheses of the theory should be stated in clearly understandable 
terms so that the theory is easily communicable to others in the field. 
Predictions should be straightforward and unequivocal. 
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The problem is that the phenomena in question might be complex 
and may require a complex explanation. As Poincare put it: 

If we study the history of science, we see happen two inverse 
phenomena, so to speak. Sometimes simplicity hides under 
complex appearances: sometimes it is the simplicity which is 
apparent and which disguises extremely complicated realities 
(1913, 35) 

Thus the search for simplicity needs to be tempered by a certain 
scepticism. 

On the other hand, any theoretical enterprise needs the judicious use 
of Occam’s razor. There needs be the commitment not to multiply 
variables unnecessarily. As Popper (1959) argued, the more com¬ 
plicated the theory, the less it says - because it becomes all the more dif¬ 
ficult to falsify. Good theory is economical. A theory that accounts for 
given phenomena with fewer propositions is preferable to a theory that 
requires a greater number. Ad hoc explanations that apply to a specific 
instance or phenomenon complicate the theory and make it suspect. 
Furthermore, there are more escape hatches in more complicated 
theories: disconfirming facts are transformed into confirming evidence 
by the appeal to arguments that allow the theorist to have it both ways. 

This is not to say that new principles and new concepts should not be 
added for the theory to account for new data. These modifications 
should be recognized as such, however. They may add complexity to the 
system, but the phenomena to be explained may require this com¬ 
plexity. On the other hand, it may be that a more simple theory will 
eventually replace an elaborated and complex theory, as the pheno¬ 
mena under study become better understood. Another possibility is 
that simpler theories of more limited scope come to be preferred to 
more general ones. I will argue in this book that this is the tendency in 
the field of second-language research. 

There is another sense in which the norm of coherence may be 
applied. Certain theories may be discounted because they are inconsist¬ 
ent with what is presently known. Good theory usually fits in with the 
body of knowledge that is already established and is consistent with 
related theories that have gained acceptance. If a theory is inconsistent 
with related acceptable theories, it has relatively less antecedent 
probability of being valid. Kaplan (1964) gave the example of telepathy. 
Apart from the question of the reliability of the evidence in support of 
this notion, there is the problem that telepathy is wholly at variance 
with everything else we know about the transmission of information. 
For instance, unlike the transmission of all other forms of information, 
the propagation of telepathic information appears to be quite indepen¬ 
dent of the distance it traverses. 
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Again, there is a need for caution, because reliance on the test of con¬ 
sistency precludes the possibility of paradigm shifts - those cases in the 
history of a discipline when a totally new way of looking at the pheno¬ 
mena under study became acceptable. Rigid application of norms of 
coherence rules out the possibility of scientific revolutions. The shift 
from Skinner’s view of language learning to that of Chomsky would 
have been impossible if the test of a theory’s validity hinged on is con¬ 
sistency and continuity with past theories. 

In short, the norm of coherence should be applied with care. The 
danger is that the search for simplicity and clarity will leave unexplained 
what may be most interesting in the data. Theories need to be open: they 
need to be capable of modification if the facts are stubborn. And some¬ 
times theories and entire ways of thinking need to be abandoned. 
Theories are confirmed only to a certain degree. That a theory is 
validated does not mean that it is true, but only that it is more probable, 
at present, than other explanations. The history of science is one of suc¬ 
cessive approximations and occasional restructuring. 

Pragmatic norms 

We come now to the question of whether a theory is useful in any prac¬ 
tical way. Kurt Lewin’s famous dictum: ‘There is nothing as practical as 
a good theory’ needs to be read cautiously. Theory may not translate 
into practice for a number of reasons. For example, the theory may 
specify conditions that are not present in real situations. Language 
teachers who are careful to provide ‘comprehensible input’ (see chapter 
2) to their students, may find their students, nonetheless, overwhelmed 
by the task of learning the target language because they are subject to so 
many other sources of input, such as TV and native speakers with 
whom the learner comes in contact in everyday life. 

Furthermore, the tentative and open nature of theories of adult 
second-language learning makes most proponents nervous about 
spelling out practical implications. At this stage in our knowledge, 
it is a long step from theory to classroom practice. There are, as 
we shall see, some definite practical lessons to be learned from 
theories of language learning, but researchers who claim that their 
theories have been definitively substantiated by research are misleading 
practitioners. 

More important than practical implications - especially in the early 
development of a field - is the question of how effectively the theory 
serves our scientific purposes. The role that a theory plays is largely 
dependent on how it guides and stimulates the ongoing process of 
scientific inquiry. If the theory is a dead end, it is bound to be aban¬ 
doned. Thus the theory of language learning advocated by Skinner and 
the behaviourists was abandoned when it became recognized, not only 
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that the answers it provided were inadequate, but also that it raised no 
new questions. 

Thus, a theory is validated as much by what it suggests and hints at as 
by what it affirms explicitly. Validation is not merely a question of the 
theory’s correspondence to the facts and internal coherence; there is 
also the question of the predictions the theory makes. Without rich heu¬ 
ristic value, the theory will eventually be deserted as researchers look to 
other theories that generate more hypotheses. 

Confirmation 

In addition to Kaplan’s three norms for validity, there is another condi¬ 
tion: falsifiability. A theory can fit the data well, can be consistent with 
related theory and elegant in its formulation, and it can be heuristically 
rich - without being falsifiable. That is, the theory can meet the criteria 
of norms of correspondence, norms of coherence, and pragmatic 
norms - and still be of little value. Theories that are self-contained 
cannot be tested. The theory may survive, though at best it will survive 
as an impervious fortress, perhaps invincible but in splendid isolation. 

My favourite example from the social sciences is psychoanalytic 
theory. How does one test, for example, the psychoanalytic notion of 
repression? If a person recalls a traumatic incident from the past, the 
person is not repressing it. If the incident is not recalled, the person is 
repressing it. Therefore, both recall and failure to recall agree with the 
theory. The problem is that the theory is not falsifiable. 

In any scientific endeavour the number of potentially positive hypo¬ 
theses very greatly exceeds the number of hypotheses that in the long 
run will prove to be compatible with observations. As hypotheses are 
rejected, the theory is either disconfirmed or escapes being discon- 
firmed. But it is never confirmed. The results of observation ‘probe’ 
but do not ‘prove’ a theory. An adequate hypothesis is one that has 
repeatedly survived such probing - but it may always be displaced by a 
new probe (Campbell and Stanley 1963). This is the logic of statistical 
inference as well. The ‘null hypothesis’ cannot be accepted; it can only 
be rejected or fail to be rejected. 

This leads to the question of how advances are made if hypotheses are 
never proven or confirmed. They do gain acceptability, however, as 
rival hypotheses are disconfirmed. The fewer the number of plausible 
rival hypotheses available to account for the data, the more confidence 
one has in the validity of the theory. Note, however, that in any stage in 
the accumulation of evidence - even in the most advanced physical 
sciences - there are numerous possible theories compatible with the 
data. Theories are ‘well established’ when few rivals are practical or 
seriously proposed. 

But even theories that are ‘well established’ in this sense are limited in 
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their truth value. Other perspectives and other ‘symbol systems’ may be 
equally valid. Each helps us to understand the phenomena better, but 
no one theory has a monopoly on truth. Scientific knowledge in any 
field grows when the phenomena to be accounted for are viewed from 
diverse perspectives. 

To conclude, I have argued in this chapter that scientific progress is 
achieved as we come to illuminate progressively our knowledge by 
taking different perspectives and by utilizing diverse methods of 
research. Good theories fit the data well, are consistent with related 
formulations, are clear in their predictions, and are heuristically rich. 
Perhaps most important, they are capable of disconfirmation. In the 
remainder of this book, leading theoretical approaches to adult second- 
language learning will be reviewed and evaluated against the criteria 
discussed in this chapter. 
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The Monitor Model 

The most ambitious theory of the second-language learning process is 
Stephen Krashen’s Monitor Model. The theory evolved in the late 1970s 
in a series of articles (Krashen 1977a, 1977b, 1978a, 1978b), and was 
elaborated and expanded in a number of books (Krashen 1981, 1982, 
1985; Krashen and Terrell 1983). Krashen has argued that his account 
provides a general or ‘overall theory’ (1985, 1) of second-language 
acquisition with important implications for language teaching. 
According to Krashen, the theory is supported by a large number of 
scientific studies in a wide variety of language acquisition and learning 
contexts. This research is seen to provide empirical validation for a par¬ 
ticular method of elementary language instruction - the Natural 
Approach (Krashen and Terrell 1983). 

Krashen’s theory has achieved considerable popularity among 
second-language teachers in the United States. This is due in large 
measure to his ability to package his ideas in a way that makes them 
readily understandable to practitioners. On the other hand, the theory 
has been seriously criticized on various grounds by second-language 
researchers and theorists (Gregg 1984; Long 1985b; McLaughlin 1978; 
Taylor 1984). Indeed, ‘Krashen-bashin’ has become a favourite 
pastime at conferences and in journals dealing with second-language 
research. 

In this chapter the limitations of the theory will become apparent. I 
have been critical because I believe that excessive claims have been 
made for a theory that fails to meet the criteria discussed in chapter 1 
for good theory. Krashen should be given credit, however, for attempt¬ 
ing to bring together research findings from a number of different 
domains. One can disagree with the interpretation of these findings and 
still admire the ingenuity and insightfulness of the theorist. 

Krashen’s theory can be placed on the deductive side of the induc¬ 
tive-deductive continuum. That is, the theory begins with a number of 
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assumptions, from which hypotheses are derived. These assumptions 
are not clearly stated by Krashen, but will be discussed in the following 
pages. The theory also has a number of metaphors, one of which, as we 
shall see, is the Monitor, or mental editor, that utilizes conscious gram¬ 
matical knowledge to determine the form of produced utterances. The 
Monitor is thought to play a minor role in the second-language process, 
however, and in recent years Krashen has apparently abandoned the 
term ‘Monitor theory’. Nonetheless, because this term remains gener¬ 
ally used in the literature, it will be retained here. 

Krashen argued that experimental and other data are consistent with 
a set of five basic hypotheses, which together constitute his theory. In 
this chapter, I will discuss these five central hypotheses: 

(1) The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis 
(2) The Monitor Hypothesis 
(3) The Natural Order Hypothesis 
(4) The Input Hypothesis 
(5) The Affective Filter Hypothesis 

In each instance, I will look at whether the data support the hypothesis. 
The concluding section reviews the argument of the chapter and eva¬ 
luates the success of the theory in meeting the criteria for good theory 
discussed in chapter 1. 

The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis 

Krashen maintained that adult second-language learners have at their 
disposal two distinct and independent ways of developing competence 
in a second language: acquisition, which is ‘a subconscious process 
identical in all important ways to the process children utilize in 
acquiring their first language’ (1985, 1) and learning, which is ‘a con¬ 
scious process that results in “knowing about’’ language’ (1985, 1). 
Acquisition comes about through meaningful interaction in a natural 
communication setting. Speakers are not concerned with form, but 
with meaning; nor is there explicit concern with error detection and 
correction. This contrasts with the language learning situation in which 
error detection and correction are central, as is typically the case in 
classroom settings, where formal rules and feedback provide the basis 
for language instruction. 

Nonetheless, for Krashen it is not the setting per se, but conscious 
attention to rules that distinguishes language acquisition from language 
learning. In the natural setting an adult can obtain formal instruction 
by asking informants about grammar and by receiving feedback from 
friends. Similarly, language can be acquired in the classroom when the 
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focus is on communication - for example, through dialogues, role- 
playing, and other forms of meaningful interaction. 

But if setting is not the distinguishing characteristic of acquisition 
and learning in Krashen’s sense, it is important for him to make clear 
what he means by ‘conscious’ and ‘subconscious’. Krashen has not 
provided a definition of these terms, although he did operationally 
identify conscious learning with judgements of grammaticality based 
on ‘rule’ and subconscious acquisition with judgements based on ‘feel’ 
(Krashen et al. 1978). The difficulty with such an approach is that it is 
impossible to know whether subjects in this experiment were actually 
operating on the basis of rule or feel. Krashen and his colleagues had 
their subjects state the rule when they made judgements on the basis of 
rule, but they may have done so because the demand characteristics of 
the situation emphasized rule articulation. Moreover, subjects may 
have given feel answers because they were not quite sure as to how to 
articulate the rule on the basis of which they had operated. Aside from 
this attempt, Krashen has provided no way of independently deter¬ 
mining whether a given process involves acquisition or learning. 

Does learning become acquisition? 

The slipperiness of the acquisition-learning distinction becomes more 
apparent when one considers the evidence for the first corollary of the 
distinction (and one of the central tenets of Krashen’s theory): that 
‘learning does not “turn into” acquisition’ (1982, 83). That is, accord¬ 
ing to Krashen, what is consciously learned - through the presentation 
of rules and explanations of grammar - does not become the basis of 
acquisition of the target language. The argument that conscious learn¬ 
ing does not become unconscious acquisition is based on three claims 
(Krashen 1982, 83-7): 

(1) Sometimes there is ‘acquisition’ without ‘learning’ - that is, 
some individuals have considerable competence in a second 
language but do not know very many rules consciously. 

(2) There are cases where ‘learning’ never becomes ‘acquisition’ 
- that is, a person can know the rule and continue breaking it, 
and 

(3) No one knows anywhere near all the rules. 

All of these arguments may be true, but they do not constitute evi¬ 
dence in support of the claim that learning does not become acquisition. 
Kevin Gregg (1984) pointed out that such a claim runs counter to the 
intuitive belief of many second-language learners, for whom it seems 
obvious that at least some rules can be acquired through learning. He 
gave the example of having learned the rules for forming the past 
tense and gerundive forms of Japanese verbs by memorizing the 
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conjugation chart in his textbook. In a few days his use of these forms 
was error-free, with no input but a bit of drill. Gregg’s point is that 
he - and his classmates - had ‘learned’ the rules and these rules had 
become ‘acquired’ - in the sense of meeting the criterion of error-free, 
rapid production - without meaningful interaction with native 
speakers. 

Krashen argued that the experience that Gregg described merely 
‘looks like’ (1981, 117) learning causes acquisition. He gave the 
example of an individual who had learned in a classroom a rule such as 
the third person singular morpheme for regular verbs in English. This 
individual was able to apply this conscious rule at Time 1, but it was 
only later, at Time 2 - after meaningful input from native 
speakers - that the rule was acquired. Krashen contended that the 
learner was ‘faking it’ until his acquisition caught up, or until he arrived 
at the rule ‘naturally’ (1981, 118). Until Time 2, he was outperforming 
his acquired competence. He was able to apply the rule when given 
enough time and when focusing on form, but had not yet ‘acquired’ it. 

At issue here is Gregg’s subjective sense that he, and learners like 
him, apply the rule rapidly and without making mistakes regardless of 
context versus Krashen’s contention that such application occurs only 
when certain conditions are met. Krashen’s argument has a suspicious 
ad hoc ring to it, but the most troubling aspect of this disagreement is 
that it is difficult to support one position or the other until it is clear 
what is meant by ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning’. I had raised this issue in 
my critique of Krashen’s theory (McLaughlin 1978) in commenting on 
my own inability to determine whether acquisition or learning was 
involved in my production of certain German sentences. Remarkably, 
Krashen, in his reply (1979), was able to specify how much of each was 
involved in the utterances. This was not the point, however. The point is 
that there needs to be some objective way of determining what is 
acquisition and what is learning. This Krashen did not supply. 

Krashen (1979) argued that the acquisition-learning distinction is an 
abstraction that predicts many observable and concrete phenomena. 
He compared his hypothesis to hypotheses in cognitive psychology that 
are based on abstractions used to predict measurable phenomena. But 
the abstractions used in cognitive psychology, as Krashen correctly 
pointed out, are defined by special experimental conditions. If the 
acquisition-learning hypothesis is to be tested, one needs to know what 
experimental conditions are necessary to bring out the differences 
between these two processes. 

Can adults acquire' a language as children do? 

As was noted above, Krashen maintained that acquisition is ‘a subcon¬ 
scious process identical in all important ways to the process children 
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utilize in acquiring their first language’ (1985, 1). Indeed, Krashen 
argued that adult acquirers have access to the same ‘Language Acquisi¬ 
tion Device’ (LAD) that children use (1982). As Gregg (1984) has 
pointed out, Krashen appears to be giving the LAD a scope of operation 
much wider than is normally the case in linguistic theory. Krashen 
seemed to equate LAD with unconscious acquisition of any sort; in con¬ 
trast, Chomsky (1980), who invented the LAD notion, saw the mind as 
modular, with the LAD as but one of various ‘mental organs’ that 
interact with each other and with the input to produce linguistic 
competence. 

According to Chomsky, the LAD is a construct that describes the 
child’s initial state, before the child receives linguistic input from the 
environment. The LAD is constrained by innate linguistic universals to 
generate grammars that account for the input. It is not clear how the 
concept of LAD can be applied to an adult (Gregg 1984). The adult is no 
longer in the initial state with respect to language and is also endowed 
with more fully developed cognitive structures. 

In fact, Chomsky stated at one point (1968) that he believed that 
whereas first-language acquisition takes place through the essential 
language faculty, which atrophies at a certain age, it is still possible to 
learn a language after that age by using such other mental faculties as 
the logical or the mathematical. This suggests that for Chomsky, the 
ability to use LAD declines with age and that adult second-language 
learners must rely on other ‘mental organs’. 

More recently, however, Chomsky has made some statements about 
second-language performance that seem compatible with Krashen’s 
argument that adults and children have access to the same LAD. 
Chomsky maintained that ‘people learn language from pedagogical 
grammars by the use of their unconscious universal grammar’ (1975, 
249). If one assumes that the LAD is constrained by an innate universal 
grammar that enables the child or adult second-language learner to 
project grammars to account for the input from speakers of the target 
language, then Universal Grammar theory appears to be consistent 
with Krashen’s notions. Indeed, Krashen argued that Chomsky’s 
(1975) distinction between to ‘cognize’ and to ‘know’ ‘is quite similar, if 
not identical, to the acquisition-learning distinction’ (1985, 24). It 
seems, however, that Chomsky’s concepts are not coterminous with 
Krashen’s, because for Chomsky one can ‘cognize’ both what is 
accessible to consciousness and what is not (1975, 165), whereas for 
Krashen ‘acquisition’ refers only to what is subconscious. 

On closer examination, it is difficult to fit Krashen’s notions within 
contemporary Universal Grammar theory. As Flynn (1985) noted, 
Universal Grammar theory is focused on abstract and linguistically sig¬ 
nificant principles that are assumed to underlie all natural languages. 
These principles are argued to comprise the essential language facility 
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with which all individuals are in general uniformly and equally 
endowed. The application of this theory to second-language learning in 
adults will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4. As we shall see, prin¬ 
ciples of the Universal Grammar are hypothesized to involve properties 
described as parameters. Language acquisition is seen as a process of 
setting the values of the parameters of these universal principles, and 
not as a problem of acquiring grammatical rules. This is a very different 
enterprise from the one that concerns Krashen. 

Thus the second corollary of the acquisition-learning distinction 
cannot be supported on the basis of the arguments advanced by 
Krashen. The claim that adults acquire languages in the same way as 
children do rests on a faulty understanding of the LAD. Like the first 
corollary - that learning does not become acquisition - no empirical 
evidence is provided in support of the claim. In fact, both corollaries 
are not falsifiable because the central concepts to be tested - acquisi¬ 
tion and learning - are poorly defined. 

The Monitor Hypothesis 

According to Krashen, ‘learning’ and ‘acquisition’ are used in very 
specific ways in second-language performance. The Monitor Hypothe¬ 
sis states that ‘Learning has only one function, and that is as a Monitor 
or editor’ and that learning comes into play only to ‘make changes in 
the form of our utterance, after it has been “produced” by the acquired 
system’ (1982, 15). Acquisition ‘initiates’ the speaker’s utterances and 
is responsible for fluency. Thus the Monitor is thought to alter the 
output of the acquired system before or after the utterance is actually 
written or spoken, but the utterance is initiated entirely by the acquired 
system. 

This hypothesis has important implications for language teaching. 
Krashen argued that formal instruction in a language provides rule iso¬ 
lation and feedback for the development of the Monitor, but that pro¬ 
duction is based on what is acquired through communication, with the 
Monitor altering production to improve accuracy toward target- 
language norms. Krashen’s position is that conscious knowledge of 
rules does not help acquisition, but only enables the learner to ‘polish 
up’ what has been acquired through communication. The focus of 
language teaching, for Krashen, should not be rule-learning but 
communication. 

One interesting implication of Krashen’s argument is that learning is 
available only for use in production, not in comprehension. Krashen 
provides no evidence for this claim and, indeed, as Gregg pointed out, 
this is a rather counter-intuitive notion. Gregg, who lives in Japan, gave 
an example from his own experience: 
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The other day while listening to the radio, I heard the announcer 
announce wagunaa no kageki, kamigami no kasoware. Knowing 
that kageki = ‘opera’ and that kami = either ‘god’ or ‘hair’ or 
‘paper’, and knowing that there is a (fairly unproductive) rule in 
Japanese for pluralizing by reduplication, I concluded that 
kamigami must be the plural of kami, ‘god’, that therefore 
wagunaa must be Wagner and kasoware must mean ‘twilight’, 
and that I was in danger of hearing Die Gotterdammerung. Of 
course I was not quite right: there is no word kasoware, it’s 
tasogare. But the point is that I was using a rule that I had 
‘learned’ (and never used productively), and using that rule con¬ 
sciously (and quickly enough to turn the radio off in time). . . . 
Which suggests that ‘learning’ can indeed be used in comprehen¬ 
sion, as no one before Krashen would have doubted. (1984, 82-3). 

The three conditions for Monitor use 

As we have seen, the Monitor acts as a sort of editor that is consciously 
controlled and that makes changes in the form of utterances produced 
by acquisition. Krashen has specified three conditions for use of the 
Monitor: 

(1) Time. In order to think about and use conscious rules effec¬ 
tively, a second language performer needs to have sufficient 
time. For most people, normal conversation does not allow 
enough time to think about and use rules. The over-use of 
rules in conversation can lead to trouble, i.e., a hesitant style 
of talking and inattention to what the conversational partner 
is saying. 

(2) Focus on form. To use the Monitor effectively, time is not 
enough. The performer must also be focussed on form, or 
thinking about correctness . . . Even when we have time, we 
may be so involved in what we are saying that we do not 
attend to how we are saying it. 

(3) Know the rule. This may be a very formidable requirement. 
Linguistics has taught us that the structure of language is 
extremely complex, and they [sic] claim to have described 
only a fragment of the best known languages. We can be sure 
that our students are exposed only to a small part of the total 
grammar of the language, and we know that even the best stu¬ 
dents do not learn every rule they are exposed to. (Krashen 

1982, 16) 

Krashen seems unsure of the first condition, time. In his latest book 
he mentioned only the last two conditions (1985,2). His thinking in this 
respect was modified by results of a study by Hulstijn and Hulstijn 
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(1984), who independently manipulated focus on form and time with 
adult second-language learners (English speakers learning Dutch). 
When the subjects were focused on form without time pressure, there 
were gains in accuracy, as the Monitor theory predicts. But when there 
was no focus on form, giving subjects more time did not make a differ¬ 
ence in their performance. Krashen agreed that this was evidence that 
the availability of extra time does not, alone, involve the Monitor. 

The second condition for use of the Monitor, focusing on form, is 
also problematic. In several studies, focusing subjects on form by 
having them correct spelling and grammar in written composition did 
not result in use of the Monitor (Houck etal. 1978; Krashen etal. 1978). 
Krashen’s solution to this problem was to add another condition: the 
subject must be focused on form and the test must be an ‘extreme’ 
discrete-point test that centres on just one item or rule at a time. Even 
this condition does not, however, suffice to produce the Monitor. 
Fathman (1975) and Fuller (1978) found that instructions to focus on 
form did not result in the gain in accuracy that use of the Monitor 
should produce. The test they used to elicit language seems to meet the 
criterion of an extreme discrete-point test in that subjects were shown 
pictures and asked such questions as Here is a ball. Here are two-. 
with the expectation that they would produce the plural. 

It appears to be rather difficult to demonstrate the operation of the 
Monitor in such studies and Krashen’s repeated failures to do so are 
explained away by changing the requirements. As he put it, ‘Again, I do 
reserve the right to change my hypothesis in the light of new data’ (1979, 
155). This is true, but for the researcher attempting to test the theory, 
the constant modifications are frustrating. Seliger (1979) concluded 
that the Monitor is limited to such specific output modalities and 
requires such carefully confined conditions for its operation that it 
cannot be thought to be representative of the learner’s internal, con¬ 
scious knowledge of the grammar. 

The third condition, that the learner knows the rules, has also been 
challenged by the research of Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984). In their 
study, subjects’ rule knowledge, as assessed in an interview, did not 
relate to how much subjects gained in performance from focus on form 
and absence of time pressure. Focus on form and time had the same 
effect on learners who could correctly verbalize the rules, for learners 
who could not state any explicit rules at all, and for learners who stated 
partly correct, or even incorrect, rules. Krashen’s attempt to explain 
away these findings as due to ‘inter-stage fluctuation’ (1985, 22) is 
shamelessly ad hoc. Once such explanations are invoked, the theory 
becomes completely untestable. 

In short, Krashen has not been able to demonstrate that the putative 
conditions for Monitor use do in fact lead to its application. What 
research on this issue has demonstrated is either (1) that the Monitor is 
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rarely employed under the normal conditions of second-language 
acquisition and use, or (2) that the Monitor is a theoretically useless 
concept. Krashen has argued lately for the first conclusion (1985), but if 
the Monitor is the only means whereby conscious knowledge of the 
rules of a second language (‘learning’) is utilized, then why make the 
learning-acquisition distinction? If learning occurs only under such 
rarified conditions, what role can it possibly have in gaining compe¬ 
tence in a second language? 

Individual differences 

In spite of the difficulties of demonstrating Monitor use under experi¬ 
mental conditions, Krashen has based his explanation of individual dif¬ 
ferences in second-language performance on the Monitor concept. He 
distinguished three types of Monitor users: 

(1) Monitor over-users. These are people who attempt to Moni¬ 
tor all the time, performers who are constantly checking their 
output with their conscious knowledge of the second lang¬ 
uage. As a result, such performers may speak hesitantly, 
often self-correct in the middle of utterances, and are so 
concerned with correctness that they cannot speak with any 
real fluency. . . . 

(2) Monitor under-users. These are performers who have not 
learned, or if they have learned, prefer not to use their 
conscious knowledge, even when conditions allow it. Under¬ 
users are typically uninfluenced by error correction, can self- 
correct only by using a ‘feel’ for correctness (e.g., ‘it sounds 
right’), and rely completely on the acquired system. . . . 

(3) The optimal Monitor user. Our pedagogical goal is to 
produce optimal users, performers who use the Monitor 
when it is appropriate and when it does not interfere with 
communication. Many optimal users will not use grammar in 
ordinary conversation, where it might interfere. ... In 
writing, and in planned speech, however, when there is time, 
optimal users will typically make whatever corrections they 
can to raise the accuracy of their output. . . . (1982, 19-20) 

According to Krashen, Monitor over-users are either individuals who 
have been ‘victims’ of a grammar-only type of instruction or indivi¬ 
duals who are inclined by personality to learn languages by consciously 
applying rules. In contrast, under-users are those individuals who are 
thought to make no, or very little, use of conscious rules. The evidence 
for these different types of performers is based on case studies. 

How is one to know, however, when an individual is consciously 
applying a rule? As Gregg (1984) noted, Krashen made the serious 
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mistake of equating ‘rules’ with the rules of the grammarian. But these 
are usually not the rules that individuals learning a second language 
apply in their speech. Language learners have inchoate and not very 
precise rules that guide them in forming utterances. They may not be 
able to articulate these rules with any accuracy and resort to them more 
or less consciously. Nonetheless, speech is a rule-governed process, and 
a person trying to communicate in a second language will not get far by 
throwing words together at random. From a linguist’s point of view, 
the rules that speakers use may be incorrect and inadequate, but they 
are often sufficient to get the right sounds uttered in the right order. 

The question of how conscious these rules are is difficult (perhaps 
impossible) to answer. It can be argued that most of the rules with 
which language learners.operate are informal rules of limited scope and 
imperfect validity. These rules lead to conscious decisions in processing 
language: 

We know something that seems right or wrong, even when we 
don’t think of or know the proper rule from a formal system. 
(Dulany et al. 1984, 554) 

It may be that rules that were once conscious continue to control at an 
unconscious level. But the automatic processing that such rules allow is 
not the product of an internalized Monitor that applies formal rules, 
but rather is the automatized residue of informal rules the learner once 
had consciously in mind (Dulany et al. 1984). Be that as it may, once 
one allows that learners operate with informal and inchoate rules, it 
becomes much more difficult to determine whether the rules are being 
consciously employed in any specific case. 

What does it mean, then, to say that some people are ‘over’ users and 
some ‘under’ users of the Monitor? Everyone uses rules; the differences 
Krashen observed in his case studies seem to relate to differences in 
ability to use and articulate the specific grammatical rules that were 
learned in the classroom. It is not necessary to invoke the Monitor to 
account for such differences, and because the concept has such little 
empirical justification, it seems unwise to do so. 

Adult-child differences 

The Monitor also plays an important role in Krashen’s explanation of 
adult-child differences in language learning: 

Formal operations are hypothesized to be responsible for the 
birth of the extensive conscious Monitor (granting that children 
may have some meta-awareness of language). . . . Formal opera¬ 
tions also have certain affective consequences, which may be 
aggravated by biological puberty. These affective changes affect 
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our ability to acquire (they strengthen the ‘affective filter’ . . .). 
(1979, 153) 

Children are therefore thought to be superior language learners, 
because they do not use the Monitor and are not as inhibited as older 
learners. The second claim, relating to the Affective Filter Hypothesis, 
will be discussed later. At issue here is what evidence there is that lack of 
the Monitor in childhood leads to superior competence in a second 
language. 

The first question is whether children are indeed superior in 
language-learning ability. Krashen (1979) argued that the research evi¬ 
dence is that adolescents and adults are faster language learners in the 
initial stages, but that young children do better in terms of their even¬ 
tual attainment. That is, he distinguished rate and ultimate attainment. 
I have argued elsewhere (McLaughlin 1984) that there is no evidence in 
support of this argument. Instead, research on syntactic and semantic 
variables consistently supports the argument that older learners are 
better both in terms of rate and ultimate attainment. It is only in the 
area of phonological development that younger children do better, 
although even here the evidence is not unequivocal. In any event, the 
Monitor notion has not been applied by Krashen to phonological 
development. 

What research shows is that early adolescence is the best age for 
language learning - both in terms of rate of learning and ultimate 
attainment. Particularly impressive is the evidence that Canadian 
English-speaking 12- and 13-year-old children in ‘late’ French immer¬ 
sion programmes do just as well as children from the same background 
who were in ‘early’ French immersion programmes beginning in kin¬ 
dergarten and who had twice as many hours of exposure to French 
(McLaughlin 1985). If Krashen’s argument is correct, young adoles¬ 
cents who are at the stage of formal operations in Piaget’s sense would 
be expected to be heavy Monitor users and therefore poor performers. 
But their performance seems even better than that of young children. 

A second problem with Krashen’s argument is that it assumes that the 
use of the Monitor interferes with performance. Hence children who 
have not developed the Monitor have, a priori, an advantage in lang¬ 
uage learning. But is it necessarily true that using the Monitor (i.e., 
applying conscious knowledge of the rules of a language) interferes 
with performance? Many learners would argue that knowing and 
applying the rules helps them perform better, though they might be 
slowed down. Perhaps using the Monitor actually leads to better per¬ 
formance and this is why adolescents do so well. 

Certainly there is a sense, which many learners share, that what they 
have consciously learned becomes the basis for unconscious and auto¬ 
matic performance. According to Krashen, this is illusory, because con- 
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scious learning can never be transformed into unconscious acquisition. 
Learning, through the Monitor, acts only as an editor on utterances 
that are initiated through acquisition. The problem is that it is impossi¬ 
ble to prove this argument either way. We simply cannot unequivocally 
identify the knowledge source in any utterance. 

Furthermore, Krashen’s argument leaves unexplained well-docu¬ 
mented cases of self-taught learners who gained facility in a language 
without any opportunity for ‘acquiring’ it. In many cases these were 
individuals with knowledge of several other languages who learned with 
great rapidity and to a remarkable level of proficiency - without 
contact with native speakers. 

To conclude this section, the Monitor Hypothesis has been criticized 
on a number of scores. First, it has proven rather difficult to show evi¬ 
dence of Monitor use. The Monitor requires such restricted conditions 
for its operation that it cannot be thought to be representative of the 
learner’s internal, conscious knowledge of the target language. Even if 
one posits a Monitor as representing conscious knowledge of a lang¬ 
uage, that knowledge is quite different from what Krashen attributed to 
the Monitor. People have rules for language use in their heads, but 
these rules are not those of the grammarian. People operate on the basis 
of informal rules of limited scope and validity. These rules are some¬ 
times conscious and sometimes not, but in any given utterance it is 
impossible to determine what the knowledge source is. Thus in a real 
sense, the Monitor Hypothesis is untestable. Finally, the argument 
from adult-child differences is based on two unproven assumptions: 
that children are, ultimately, superior to adults in language perform¬ 
ance, and that Monitor use interferes with performance. 

The Natural Order Hypothesis 

The Natural Order Hypothesis states: 

that we acquire the rules of language in a predictable order, some 
rules tending to come early and others late. The order does not 
appear to be determined solely by formal simplicity and there is 
evidence that it is independent of the order in which rules are 
taught in language classes. (Krashen 1985, 1) 

In addition, Krashen argued that those whose exposure to second lang¬ 
uage is nearly all outside of language classes do not show a different 
order of acquisition from those who have had most of their second- 
language experience in the classroom. This ‘natural’ order of acquisi¬ 
tion is presumed to be the result of the acquired system, operating free 
of conscious grammar, or the Monitor. 

In this section, I will discuss the evidence for the Natural Order 
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Hypothesis, some methodological problems with research on this topic, 
and the question of what the Natural Order Hypothesis tells us about 
the second-language acquisition process. Because of the amount of 
research that has been conducted on this question, this discussion will 
be relatively brief. Fuller treatments appear in Hakuta and Cancino 
(1977), McLaughlin (1984), and Wode (1981). 

Evidence for a 'natural' order 

The principal source of evidence for the Natural Order Hypothesis 
comes from the so-called ‘morpheme’ studies. In 1974, Dulay and Burt 
published a study of what they called the order of acquisition of gram¬ 
matical morphemes or ‘functors’ in English by five- to eight-year-old 
children learning English as a second language (1974b). Their work was 
based on a finding reported by Roger Brown (1973) from research with 
children learning English as a first language. According to Brown there 
is a common - ‘invariant’ - sequence of acquisition for at least 14 
functors, or function words in English that have a minor role in convey¬ 
ing sentence meaning - noun and verb inflections, articles, auxiliaries, 
copulas, and prepositions such as in and on. Dulay and Burt were 
interested in whether children who acquire English as a second language 
learn these functors in the same sequence. 

In their research they used an instrument called the Bilingual Syntax 
Measure (Burt et al. 1975), which consists of cartoon pictures and a 
series of questions. The questions are designed to elicit spontaneous 
speech that should contain most of the morphemes described by 
Brown. For example, in response to a picture of a very fat man and the 
question, ‘Why is he so fat?’ the child might say, ‘He eats too much and 
doesn’t exercise.’ Using this instrument, Dulay and Burt looked at the 

Table 2.1 Morpheme rank order 

Morpheme Form Example 

Pronoun case he, him He doesn’t like him. 
Article a, the The man ate a sandwich. 

Copula be, am, is, are The dog is angry. 
Progressive -ing The man is eating. 

Plural -s His hands are dirty. 

Auxiliary be + verb + -ing The froggie is drinking milk. 

Regular past -ed The froggie disappeared. 

Irregular past came, went He came back. 

Long plural -es He builds houses. 

Possessive -’s My friend’s bag. 

3rd person singular -s The man runs fast. 

Based on Dulay and Burt 1974b. 
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accuracy order of eleven morphemes in children’s speech, by deter¬ 
mining what percentage of times a subject correctly supplied a mor¬ 
pheme in an obligatory context. This accuracy order was assumed to 
reflect acquisition order. Examination of a small corpora of speech 
from 60 Spanish-speaking children in Long Island and 55 Chinese¬ 
speaking children in New York City revealed that the sequence of 
acquisition of the functors was virtually the same for both groups 
(Table 2.1). 

Note that Dulay and Burt lumped together children with different 
amounts of exposure to the second language and measured ‘acquisition 
sequence’ by the degree to which the functors were correctly supplied in 
the speech samples. Their study was not a longitudinal study, and, 
strictly speaking, they did not measure acquisition sequence but rather 
accuracy of use in obligatory contexts. Other cross-sectional studies are 
open to the same criticism. 

Krashen cited the research of Dulay and Burt as well as a number of 
other studies of second-language acquisition with adults and children. 
He concluded: 

This survey also found no significant cross-sectional-longitu- 
dinal differences and no significant individual differences among 
acquirers when a minimum of ten obligatory occasions is used for 
each item and the data are gathered in a ‘Monitor-free’ condition. 
(1985, 20) 

Unfortunately, Krashen’s survey does not tell the whole story. 
For one thing, the results of longitudinal studies do not always 

agree with the results of cross-sectional research. Studies of indi¬ 
vidual children across time have shown different patterns from those 
observed in cross-sectional work (Hakuta 1976; Rosansky 1976). It 
may be that grouping data in cross-sectional research obscures indi¬ 
vidual variation. Group curves do not necessarily reflect accuracy 
order for any one individual in the group (Andersen 1978; Huebner 
1979), nor, as we have seen, do they necessarily tell us much about 
order of acquisition. 

One source of deviation from a ‘natural’ order is the learner’s first 
language. Hakuta and Cancino (1977) have argued that the semantic 
complexity of the morphemes may vary depending on the learner’s 
native language. They cited research that indicates that where a second- 
language learner’s first language does not make the same discrimina¬ 
tions as the target language, more difficulty in learning to use these 
morphemes occurs than is the case for learners whose first language 
makes the semantic discrimination. Thus, Korean children, whose 
language has no article equivalents, performed more poorly on the 
article in morpheme studies than did children whose language, such as 
Spanish, contains articles. Similarly, longitudinal research showed that 
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a Japanese child had great difficulty with the English definite/ 
indefinite article contrast, presumably because Japanese lacks this 
semantic discrimination. 

Evidence of transfer from the first language has been obtained in 
a number of studies dealing with acquisitional sequences (see 
McLaughlin 1984). Longitudinal studies of child second-language 
learners provides support for the notion that children will use first- 
language structures to solve the riddle of second-language forms, espe¬ 
cially where there is syntactic congruity between structures (Wode 1981) 
or morphological similarity (Zobl 1979). Thus Krashen’s claim that an 
invariant natural order is always found is simply not true. 

Methodological issues 

Aside from the question of whether it is legitimate to infer ‘natural’ 
developmental sequences from accuracy data based on cross-sectional 
research, there are other important methodological issues in the mor¬ 
pheme studies. For example, Hatch ( 1983) has pointed out that it is 
possible to score morphemes as acquired when, in fact, the function of 
the morpheme has not been acquired. Many learners, she contended, 
produce large numbers of -ing verb forms in the beginning stages of 
learning. If, as in most morpheme studies, the morpheme is scored as 
correct when it is used appropriately in an obligatory context, it will 
look as if the -ing form is being used correctly when it is being used 
excessively, in correct and incorrect contexts. 

Hatch has pointed out another, more subtle issue. In most morpheme 
research, analyses are conducted on the basis of rank-order data, with 
the proportion of appropriate uses in obligatory contexts as the index of 
accuracy of usage. When learners from different language back¬ 
grounds are compared, it is assumed that the distance between the 
ranked morphemes is equal. That is, the distance between the third and 
fourth morphemes as ranked in accuracy for Chinese subjects is 
assumed to be the same as the distance between the third and fourth 
morphemes for Spanish-speaking subjects. But if, say, the third and 
fourth ranking morphemes for the two groups were the copula 
and the article, it is conceivable the same ranks conceal large dif¬ 
ferences in accuracy. The mean scores for the copula and the article 
might show large differences for the Chinese subjects, but small dif¬ 
ferences for the Spanish-speaking subjects. These differences are lost 
when statistics are used that are based on ranked data (e.g., the Spear¬ 
man rho correlation method, which is normally used in morpheme 
research). 

Another problem is that by adopting the list of morphemes 
developed by Brown for first-language research, investigators may 



34 The Monitor Model 

have inadvertently lumped together morphemes that may differ in diffi¬ 
culty for second-language learners. Thus, for example, the definite and 
indefinite articles may not be of equal difficulty for all learners of 
English, but the scoring procedures allow for no distinction. Indeed, 
this is precisely what Andersen (1978) found to be the case in his 
research with Spanish-speaking subjects. 

Finally, there is the question of whether the finding of a ‘natural’ 
order in morpheme accuracy is instrument- and task-specific. This 
question was raised by Larsen-Freeman (1975), who found a strong 
relationship between accuracy scores for adult second-language 
learners and child second-language learners when the data were 
obtained on the Bilingual Syntax Measure. However, when she looked 
at other tasks, using other instruments, she did not find that correla¬ 
tions between adult and child accuracy scores were as strong. This led 
her to conclude that one should be careful about claims of an invariant 
order of acquisition based on morpheme research. 

The Natural Hypothesis and the acquisition process 

It should be pointed out that Krashen did not base his claim for the 
validity of the Natural Order Hypothesis on morpheme research alone. 
He also maintained that there is a ‘natural’ sequence for the develop¬ 
ment of the negative, the auxiliary system, questions, and inflections in 
English, and for a number of constructions in other languages. He 
admitted that there is individual variation, but concluded that 

we can certainly speak of some rules as being early-acquired and 
others as being late-acquired, and of predictable stages of 
acquisition (1985, 21). 

There is a definite need to allow for individual variation in any des¬ 
cription of the second-language acquisition process, because evidence 
on this score is hard to ignore (McLaughlin 1984). The learner’s first 
language can make the acquisition of certain forms in a target language 
more difficult than they are for learners with other first languages 
(Wode 1981; Zobl 1979). The frequency of certain forms in the speech 
the learner hears can affect developmental sequences (Larsen-Freeman 
1976). It has even been suggested that, until we know more about 
developmental sequences in a large number of languages, we cannot 
rule out the possibility that some systems of a given language will be 
acquired in predictable sequences whereas others will not be subject to 
any particular acquisition sequence (Lightbown 1985). Finally, 
research indicates that different learning strategies can produce differ¬ 
ent acquisition patterns in individuals acquiring the same target lang¬ 
uage (Vihman 1982). 
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Krashen recognized the limitations of a strict linear view of the 
Natural Order Hypothesis and postulated that ‘several streams of 
development are taking place at the same time’ (1982, 53-4). He did 
not, however, define what he meant by ‘streams of development’ nor 
did he say how many ‘streams’ could flow at once. As Gregg (1984) 
pointed out, the possibility of more than one stream vitiates the Natural 
Order Hypothesis. 

Evidence for individual variation points to a central problem with the 
Natural Order Hypothesis as advanced by Krashen: The hypothesis 
says little or nothing about the process of acquiring a second language. 
Research by Wode et al. (1978) has indicated that individual second- 
language learners take different routes; they decompose complex struc¬ 
tural patterns and rebuild them step by step, attaining varying degrees 
of target-like proficiency. This process cannot be captured by research 
that focuses on the accuracy of use of specific morphemes in large 
cross-sectional samples of second-language learners. And longitudinal 
case studies, when they are carefully done, provide considerable evi¬ 
dence for erroneous premature forms, incomplete intermediate struc¬ 
tures, formulaic utterances, avoidance tendencies, and patterns of 
acquisition that are dependent on affective factors and language 
contact (Meisel et al. 1981; Wode et al. 1978; Wong Fillmore 1976). 
This richness is lost in an analysis that focuses on final form or on 
superficial developmental similarities. 

Thus the case study literature indicates a much greater complexity 
than Krashen has acknowledged. Commenting on this complexity, 
Hatch observed: 

if the form is naturally easy, it may be acquired early even though 
its function is not known. On the other hand, if the function is 
clear (e.g., plurality), it may not be acquired early if the affix is 
not regular. ... In other words, the naturalness rules for mor¬ 
phology may have to be stated in terms of if/then statements, and 
orders may have to be assigned to each of these rules as well. 

(1983, 55) 

To conclude, Krashen’s argument for the Natural Order Hypothesis 
is based largely on the morpheme studies, which have been criticized 
on various grounds and which, by focusing on final form, tell us little 
about acquisitional sequences. Research that has looked at the develop¬ 
mental sequence for specific grammatical forms indicates that there is 
individual variation and that there may be several different develop¬ 
mental streams leading to target-like competence. If the Natural Order 
Hypothesis is to be accepted, it must be in a weak form, which postu¬ 
lates that some things are learned before others, but not always. 
Lacking a theory of why this is the case, such an hypothesis does not tell 

us much. 
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The Input Hypothesis 

If we assume, as Krashen does, that learners progress through ‘natural’ 
developmental sequences, we need some mechanism to account for how 
they go from one point to another. This is one role of the Input Hypo¬ 
thesis in Krashen’s theory. This hypothesis postulates that 

humans acquire language in only one way - by understanding 
messages, or by receiving ‘comprehensible input’. . . . We move 
from /, our current level, to / + 1, the next level along the natural 
order, by understanding input containing / + 1. (Krashen 1985,2) 

Krashen regarded this as ‘the single most important concept in second 
language acquisition today’, in that ‘it attempts to answer the critical 
question of how we acquire language’ (1980, 168). 

There are two corollaries of the Input Hypothesis: 

(1) Speaking is a result of acquisition and not its cause. Speech 
cannot be taught directly but ‘emerges’ on its own as a result 
of building competence via comprehensible input. 

(2) If input is understood, and there is enough of it, the necessary 
grammar is automatically provided. The language teacher 
need not attempt deliberately to teach the next structure 
along the natural order - it will be provided in just the right 
quantities and automatically reviewed if the student receives 
a sufficient amount of comprehensible input. (1985, 2) 

Thus for Krashen comprehensible input is the route to acquisition and 
information about grammar in the target language is automatically 
available when the input is understood. 

In The Input Hypothesis (1985), Krashen listed ten lines of evidence 
in support of this hypothesis. He acknowledged that alternative 
explanations could not be excluded in every case, but argued that the 
Input Hypothesis had validity because it provided an explanation for all 
of these phenomena. This is a typical Krashen strategy, one I have 
criticized before in discussing an earlier version of his theory 
(McLaughlin 1978). What Krashen does is not provide ‘evidence’ in any 
real sense of the term, but simply argue that certain phenomena can be 
viewed from the perspective of his theory. In this section, I will review 
seven of these lines of ‘evidence’, and in the next section I will turn to 
the remaining three, which deserve more extended treatment because 
they are most critical for the theory. 

Some lines of evidence for the Input Hypothesis 

The silent period 
One phenomenon that Krashen saw as evidence in support of the Input 
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Hypothesis was the silent period. Though not as typical as Krashen 
would have us believe, this phenomenon has been observed to occur in 
some children who come to a new country where they are exposed to a 
new language, arid are silent for a long period of time. During this 
period they are presumably building up their competence in the lang¬ 
uage by listening. Krashen argued that they are making use of the ‘com¬ 
prehensible input’ they receive. Once competence has been built up, 
speech emerges. 

This is hardly evidence for the Input Hypothesis. The mere fact that 
some learners are hesitant to speak for a time when they are put in a new 
linguistic environment does not address the question of how language is 
acquired. Krashen’s argument for the role of comprehensible input - 
plausible as it may at first appear - must compete with other possible 
explanations for the silent period (anxiety, personality differences, 
etc.). 

In addition, there is a problem with the Input Hypothesis as formu¬ 
lated by Krashen: how, in the silent period, does an individual come to 
understand language that contains structures that have not yet been 
acquired; how does speech become comprehensible to a person who 
initially knows nothing of the language? Krashen’s answer to these 
questions is that acquirers use context, knowledge of the world, and 
extra-linguistic information to understand the language directed at 
them. But if the child is in a silent period and says nothing or very little, 
those directing speech at the child are receiving relatively little feedback 
about whether the child is using extra-linguistic information success¬ 
fully. This seems to be an uneconomical model for language 
acquisition. 

Furthermore, the question of how unknown structures (/ + 1 struc¬ 
tures) are acquired cannot be answered by appeals to extra-linguistic 
sources of information. How can extra-linguistic information convey 
to the child the rules for yes/no questions or passivization? 

For example, if one has acquired the basic SVO pattern of English 
sentences, then, being presented with sentences like John was 
bitten by the dog, and with the appropriate contextual evi¬ 
dence - John with tooth marks on his arm, a dog, etc. - one 
might be able to understand the sentence, and even unconsciously 
develop a rule of passivization. But understanding that John was 
bitten by the dog means the same thing as The dog bit John does 
not mean that one has acquired the rule of passivization. Such 
presentation of input would not in itself enable a learner to 
avoid producing sentences like */ was rained, */ was died by 
my father, or conversely *The river situated the house. (Gregg 
1984, 88) 
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The way out of this dilemma would be to appeal to some LAD that 
would provide the acquirer with the means to learn grammatical struc¬ 
tures. But although, as we have seen, Krashen paid lip service to the idea 
of LAD, he insisted repeatedly that comprehensible input is the impetus 
to the development of the learner’s grammar. On one occasion Krashen 
did suggest that internal mechanisms can affect the development of the 
grammar: 

the creative construction process . . . produces new forms 
without the benefit of input by reorganizing the rules that have 
already been acquired. (1983, 138) 

This idea is not developed, however, and the emphasis throughout 
Krashen’s recent writings has been on the role of comprehensible input 
on the development of a learner’s grammar. 

Thus evidence of a silent period is not evidence for the Input Hypo¬ 
thesis. Comprehensible input (made meaningful through extra- 
linguistic information) cannot, in and of itself, account for the 
development of the learner’s grammatical system. Understanding 
messages is not enough. How does the learner progress from under¬ 
standing to acquisition? Here the theory is silent. 

Age differences 
Another argument Krashen (1985) made for the Input Hypothesis was 
based on age differences. He maintained that older acquirers progress 
more quickly in the early stages because they obtain more comprehensi¬ 
ble input than do younger learners. For one thing, Krashen argued, 
input to older learners is more comprehensible because their knowledge 
of the world makes the input more meaningful than it is for a child. He 
also maintained that older learners are able to participate in conver¬ 
sations earlier than younger learners because they can utilize the stra¬ 
tegy of falling back on first-language syntactic rules, supplemented 
with second-language vocabulary and repaired by the Monitor. Finally, 
according to Krashen, older learners do better initially because they 
gain more comprehensible input via their superior skills in conversa¬ 
tional management. 

These arguments run counter to what we shall see is one of the main 
claims of the Input Hypothesis - that simpler codes, such as caretaker 
speech in first-language acquisition, provide ideal input for i + 1, 
because they are readily comprehensible. If this is the case, then 
younger children should have a great advantage over older children and 
adults, because speech addressed to them is tied to the ‘here and now’, is 
less complex grammatically, contains more repetitions and more fre¬ 
quent vocabulary items, etc. 

In any event, the superiority of older learners when compared to 
young children does not provide evidence for the Input Hypothesis. 
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Many other explanations for the superiority of older learners are possi¬ 
ble (McLaughlin 1984), including the availability of superior mnemonic 
devices, the need to speak about more complex and demanding topics, 
and the ability to profit from correction and training in grammar. 
Krashen’s arguments for age differences are imaginative but uncon¬ 
vincing; moreover, they contradict other claims of the Input 
Hypothesis. 

The effect of exposure 
Krashen (1985) saw research on the effect of exposure to a second lan¬ 
guage as support for the Input Hypothesis. Studies show, for example, 
that the longer people live in a country, the more proficient their lan¬ 
guage - unless they live in immigrant communities where they use the 
second language relatively little and rely on their first language. For 
Krashen, what mattered is not mere exposure, but exposure to compre¬ 
hensible input, which the immigrant who relies on his first language 
presumably lacks. 

This raises the question of what precisely is ‘comprehensible’ input. 
In his earlier writings, Krashen used the term ‘intake’: 

‘Intake’ is, simply, where language acquisition comes from, that 
subset of linguistic input that helps the acquirer learn language. 
(1981, 101) 

Here Krashen was apparently making a distinction similar to Corder’s 
(1967) between language that is produced in the presence of a learner 
(input) and language that is actually absorbed by a learner (intake). In 
more recent writings the term ‘ihtake’ has been replaced by ‘compre¬ 
hensible input’. Presumably, however, not all input is comprehensible, 
and the question left open is when input is comprehensible and when it 

is not. 
Krashen does not define comprehensible input; what he says is that 

input is comprehensible when it is meaningful to and understood by the 
hearer. But this is tautological. Krashen has attempted to be more 
precise by arguing that the only effective input (intake or comprehensi¬ 
ble input) is input that contains structures just beyond the syntactic 
complexity of those found in the current grammar of the acquirer. 
Thus, if we assume that the learner is at some developmental level i, 
effective input will contain structures at the i + 1 level. 

Unfortunately, as Ioup (1984) has pointed out, this presumes that it is 
possible to define a set of levels and determine which structures consti¬ 
tute the i + 1 level. At the present stage of second-language study, both 
tasks are impossible for researchers, and, above all, for teachers dealing 
with many students at different levels of ability. 

This did not faze Krashen. Although he admitted that it would be 
‘desirable’ to be able to specify the learner’s level, he argued: 
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it would be unwise to wait for this kind of progress before con¬ 
sidering application of the Input Hypothesis and the theoretical 
constructs associated with it . . . the Input Hypothesis has 
massive empirical support both at the theoretical and the applied 
levels. (1985, 68) 

This manner of argumentation is particularly exasperating, especially 
when many practitioners accept such assertions uncritically. 

Krashen has provided no evidence at all for his assertion that research 
on the effects of exposure supports the Input Hypothesis. To do so, he 
would have to provide some way of determining what is comprehensi¬ 
ble input for a given learner, because presumably it is not mere exposure 
that is effective, but exposure to the right kind of input. There is no way 
of determining what such input would be, and hence no way of testing 
the hypothesis. 

Lack of access to comprehensible input ' 
The argument here is that language learners who do not have access 
to comprehensible input are held up in their development. Krashen 
(1985) gave the example of hearing children of deaf parents with little 
exposure to comprehensible input, who are severely delayed in 
language acquisition, though they catch up ultimately when they are 
exposed to comprehensible input. In contrast, hearing children of 
deaf parents with considerable exposure to comprehensible input 
through interaction with adults or other children showed little language 
delay. 

The problem with this argument as scientific ‘evidence’ for the Input 
Hypothesis is, once again, that it is untestable. There is no way of 
knowing what is comprehensible input, as was just pointed out. Chil¬ 
dren do profit in their language development from interacting with 
native speakers whose language is well-formed. No one would deny 
this. But the Input Hypothesis states that certain input is helpful 
because it is ‘comprehensible’, i.e., understood by learners, and is 
about to be acquired next, i.e., i + 1. There is considerable evidence, 
however, that first- and second-language learners acquire structures 
that are neither understood nor due to be acquired next. 

This evidence comes from research that has shown that some child 
second-language learners make considerable use of formulaic expres¬ 
sions during the process of acquisition (see McLaughlin 1984, chapter 
6). These expressions function as unanalysed units, stored in memory, 
and used in what the child considers an appropriate situation. The child 
does not understand the meaning of the individual words in the expres¬ 
sion, nor is the meaning of the whole expression fully, or necessarily 
correctly, understood. The use of such expressions is a spontaneous 
strategy that children employ for communicative purposes. Formulaic 
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constructions enable learners to express communicative functions they 
have not yet mastered and may be far from mastering. 

There is evidence that formulaic speech also assists the child in 
analysing language. Wong Fillmore (1976) has argued that formulas 
constitute the linguistic material on which a large part of the child’s 
analytic activities are carried out. In her child second-language 
learners, formulas - learned without the child having to understand 
anything of their internal structure - were eventually compared with 
other utterances in the repertory and with the speech of native speakers. 
In this process, the child learned which parts of the formula varied in 
different speech situations and which parts were like other utterances. 
In time the child had acquired an abstract structure consisting of a 
pattern or rule by which similar utterances could be constructed. Thus, 
in this view, formulaic speech is an important ingredient in the 
language-learning process. 

Krashen and Scarcella (1978) denied that such a process typically 
occurs in second-language learning. They argued that Wong Fillmore’s 
subjects were in an atypical situation, where they were exposed to 
routinized predictable input and were forced to speak. But this is clearly 
a situation in which many children find themselves. Much second- 
language acquisition in childhood occurs in play situations with other 
children where the input is routine and repetitive and where there are 
definite demands on the child learner to talk. Furthermore, there is evi¬ 
dence from first- and second-language learning that some children have 
a preference for formulaic speech and learn language by breaking down 
larger unpacked and unanalysed units of speech into smaller units, in 
such a way that parts of formulas are freed to recombine with parts 
from other formulas or new lexical items in productive fashion (Clark 
1974; Peters 1983; Vihman and McLaughlin 1982). 

If the use of formulaic speech is important in some situations and for 
some children, there is a problem for the Input Hypothesis. Research 
has shown that such expressions are only vaguely understood by the 
child and contain grammatical constructions far in advance of the 
child’s current level of development. The input that serves as a basis for 
formulaic speech can hardly be described as ‘comprehensible input’ in 
Krashen’s sense. So, in circumstances where children are forced to talk 
before they have analysed the language in any detail and for children 
whose personal style disposes them to use unanalysed chunks of lan¬ 
guage, something other than comprehensible input is promoting lan¬ 
guage acquisition. Access to comprehensible input (assuming one could 
determine what language structures constitute i + 1) does not seem to 

be the only route to acquisition. 

Immersion and sheltered language teaching 
As additional evidence for the Input Hypothesis, Krashen (1985) cited 
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the success of programmes in immersion and sheltered language 
teaching. He argued that these methods are effective because they 
provide learners with comprehensible input through the use of subject- 
matter instruction they can understand. 

If one is to avoid circularity (arguing that the input is comprehensible 
because it furthers acquisition and that it furthers acquisition because it 
is comprehensible), one has to show that ‘comprehensible input’ can be 
independently assessed. But, as we have seen, Krashen provides no way 
of doing this. One could just as well argue that immersion and similar 
programmes work because they provide children with input that is 
partly understood and partly not understood - i.e., / + 3, or i + 4. 
Without a way of measuring the various levels of difficulty in the 
acquisition of various linguistic structures, we are in a very black forest 
indeed. 

Krashen provides no direct evidence for his claim that immersion and 
similar programmes support the Input Hypothesis. As was mentioned 
earlier, the strategy is simply to show that certain phenomena can be 
viewed from the perspective of his theory. But if it is impossible to test 
the theory in any meaningful way, such claims have little credibility. 

The success of bilingual programmes 
Krashen argued (1985) that bilingual education programmes, when 
they are successful, provide children with comprehensible input that 
leads to second-language learning. He also maintained that first- 
language subject-matter instruction assists in this process because it 
supplies the background information that makes input in English 
comprehensible. 

No evidence was provided for these claims. Furthermore, even if it 
could be shown that comprehensible input assists children to learn a 
second language, there is considerable evidence from research on 
second-language learning in bilingual classrooms that children need to 
interact actively with the language if they are to become proficient with 
it (McLaughlin 1985). Understanding the input is not enough for effec¬ 
tive language learning in bilingual classrooms. 

In addition, the Input Hypothesis, and Krashen’s theory generally, 
address only one kind of language proficiency. In bilingual classrooms, 
children have to learn face-to-face interpersonal language skills, as well 
as those skills that are needed to deal with abstract and decontextual- 
ized school language. Krashen’s theory makes no such distinction and 
assumes a unitary notion of language proficiency. 

The reading hypothesis 

Krashen argued that the Input Hypothesis ‘may also apply to the 
acquisition of writing style’ (1985, 18). He maintained that writing 
competence comes only from large amounts of self-motivated reading 



The Input Hypothesis 43 

for pleasure and/or interest. Such reading gives the individual a ‘feel’ 
for the look and texture of good writing. 

The connection between these assertions and the Input Hypothesis 
was not made explicit. Presumably, reading provides the ‘comprehensi¬ 
ble input’ for writing. But what is the best type of reading input for 
writing? Does i + 1 input in reading help writing? What would this 
mean? 

Again, we are confronted, not with evidence, but with assertions that 
have only tangential relevance to the central claims of the theory. There 
is a certain degree of ‘face validity’ to much of what Krashen says. But 
when one looks for direct evidence of the theory, the result is dis¬ 
appointing. The findings of research with immersion or bilingual 
education are not inconsistent with the claims of the Input Hypothesis, 
but they provide no evidence for it. The same is true of the other ‘lines 
of evidence’ discussed above. One can agree with Krashen that the right 
kind of input helps second-language learning. But as Gregg (1984) put 
it, such a claim has no more explanatory power than Moliere’s doctor’s 
explanation that opium makes one sleepy by virtue of its dormitive 
powers. 

Three key arguments for the Input Hypothesis 

The principal arguments for the Input Hypothesis are based on the role 
of simple codes, research on the effect of instruction on second- 
language acquisition, and methods comparison research. In this section 
I will examine each of these in turn. 

The role of simple codes 
Krashen (1985) argued that simple codes, such as caretaker speech in 
first-language acquisition, provide ideal input for learners because they 
are easily comprehensible and not finely tuned to the learner’s needs. 
Fine tuning is assumed to be problematic because language may be 
finely tuned in a way that is in fact irrelevant. Krashen cited evidence 
from first-language research that indicated that parents do not neces¬ 
sarily provide the child with precisely the rule the child is ready 
for - i.e., i + 1. Thus the relationship between the complexity of the 
input and the child’s competence is not perfect. 

The child’s ‘next rule’ need not be covered in every utterance or 
even in every interchange. Given enough comprehensible input, 
the necessary grammar is covered in sufficient quantity. (1985, 5) 

Krashen (1982) argued that three characteristics of simple codes 
assist language acquisition: (1) these codes are used to communicate 
meaning, not to teach language, (2) they are ‘roughly tuned,’ not 
‘finely tuned’ to the learners’ current level of linguistic competence. 
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and (3) they are used in speech that follows the ‘here-and-now’ princi¬ 
ple - that is, directed to what the learner can perceive in the immediate 
environment. 

Krashen was careful not to claim that the use of simple codes by 
parents, teachers, and others causes language acquisition. There is no 
evidence that this is the case (Hoff-Ginsberg and Shatz 1982). Krashen 
used such terms as ‘will be very useful to the child’ (1982, 23), ‘might 
encourage language acquisition on the part of the child’, (1981, 124), 
and ‘helps the child in decoding the message’ (1985, 5). 

There is one line of research that creates serious problems for any 
appeal, however cautious, to simple codes. For example. Heath (1983) 
reported that Black children in the working-class community she 
studied were largely ignored as conversation partners until they became 
information givers. Parents, older siblings, other family members, and 
friends simply did not address speech to these children; they learned to 
speak by taking in and imitating sounds they heard around them. More¬ 
over, the language they heard was well beyond their current level of 
competence. 

Research with children from other cultures (e.g., Ochs 1982) points 
to the same conclusion. In many societies, parents and other caretakers 
do not use simpler codes in talking to young children. Simplification is 
viewed as an inappropriate speech behaviour. There is now consider¬ 
able evidence that many children in the world learn language in a way 
that is different from the way that American middle-class White chil¬ 
dren learn to speak. To argue that there is a single way of learning a lan¬ 
guage is, as Faltis put it, ‘a subtle form of ethnocentrism, the view that 
one’s own group is the best model for whatever it is that we want to 
establish’ (1984, 355). 

Krashen’s reaction to this cross-cultural research has been to dilute 
the role of simple codes even further: 

Faltis correctly suggests that the Input Hypothesis should be 
reconsidered in light of this cross-cultural evidence. In my view, 
the cross-cultural data does not supply counter-evidence to the 
Input Hypothesis. It is, in fact, valuable data in that it focuses 
attention on what is essential for language acquisition: Not 
simplified input but comprehensible input containing / + 1 struc¬ 
tures ‘slightly beyond’ the acquirer’s current state of competence 
(1985, 6) 

So we are back, once again, to comprehensible input. 
Essentially, then, Krashen would have it both ways. Simplified input 

helps language acquisition because it provides comprehensible input, 
but even if children are not exposed to simplified input, they learn 
because they have other sources of comprehensible input. There is a 
problem here, however, because the speech that many children hear 
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from parents and older children is not comprehensible in the i + 1 
sense. Black children in the American South (Heath 1983) and children 
in Western Samoa (Ochs 1982) are not exposed to input that provides 
them with structures that are a bit beyond their current level of profi¬ 
ciency. Adult speech to children in these cultures is not ‘finely tuned’ or 
‘roughly tuned’ or in any way accommodated to the child’s needs. 
These children seem to learn without simplified input and without com¬ 
prehensible input as Krashen defined it. 

The effects of instruction 
Krashen (1985) argued that the Input Hypothesis ‘helps to settle’ an 
apparent contradiction in the research literature. Some studies indicate 
that formal instruction helps second-language acquisition, while others 
seem to argue that informal environments are superior or just as good. 
To resolve this contradiction, Krashen proposed that language classes 
are effective when they are the primary source of comprehensible input. 
This occurs when beginners find the input from the ‘real world’ too 
complex to understand. Language classes are thought to be less helpful 
when (1) the students are already advanced enough to understand some 
input from the outside world, and (2) the input is available to them. 
Thus, Krashen argued, research suggests that ESL classes for foreign 
students in the United States benefit beginners, but are of little help to 
more advanced learners who can get comprehensible input from subject 
matter classes and from social situations. 

One problem with such an argument is that comparisons of the 
amount learned in beginning and advanced ESL classes do not control 
for the complexity of the material being presented nor for the motiva¬ 
tion of the learners. It may be that advanced ESL students benefit less 
from instruction because what they have to learn is more complex and 
their motivation to learn is not as great as it is with beginning students. 
Once students can negotiate meaning in a language, they may be less 
motivated to refine and polish their grammar. 

In addition, not all studies show that instruction does not help more 
advanced learners. Long (1983) reviewed research dealing with the 
effect of instruction and found that a number of studies showed that 
instruction did benefit more advanced learners who were in an environ¬ 
ment that provided them with a good deal of comprehensible input. 
Thus the research evidence is not unequivocal. 

Krashen’s arguments about the effect of instruction assume that 
formal instruction in a second language is helpful only because it is a 
source of comprehensible input. Teaching students grammar is seen 
merely to provide a topic for discussion and is effective because it serves 
as a carrier of comprehensible input. The main function of the second- 
language class according to Krashen is to provide learners with good 
and grammatical comprehensible input that is unavailable to them on 
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the outside, and to bring them to the point where they can obtain com¬ 
prehensible input on their own in the ‘real world’. 

Such a position, however, ignores the advanced cognitive develop¬ 
ment of adults and the advantages of formal teaching and learning. 
Krashen argued that the best way to learn a second language is to 
approach the language as children do when they are acquiring their first 
language. Rather than focusing on form or memorizing vocabulary, the 
learner needs to understand messages. But consider the time it takes for 
a child to learn a first language: assuming that young children are 
exposed to a normal linguistic environment for at least five hours a day, 
they will have had, conservatively, 9,000 hours of exposure between the 
ages of one and six years. In contrast, the Army Language School in 
California regarded 1,300 hours as sufficient for an English-speaking 
adult to attain near-native competence in Vietnamese (Burke 1974). 
Clearly, adult learners have cognitive skills that enable them to take 
advantage of formal instruction. 

Another problem for the theory concerns the elimination of incorrect 
forms. If the learner has learned incorrect intermediate forms, there is 
no way in Krashen’s system for these forms to be changed, except 
through more comprehensible input. According to the theory, acquisi¬ 
tion is not affected by negative data or specific structural teaching. 
Krashen acknowledged this problem: 

The theory predicts that eradication of fossilized forms that result 
from the acquisition of intermediate forms will be difficult. . . . 
The theory also predicts that drill and conscious attention to form 
will not be a permanent cure - using the conscious Monitor will 
only cover up the error temporarily, learning does not become 
acquisition. (1985, 48) 

How then are such incorrect forms to be eliminated? The answer is 
‘large, fresh doses of comprehensible input’: 

One possibility is that there may be a way ‘around’ rather than a 
way out. While the acquirer may not be able to forget, or ‘un¬ 
acquire’ acquired forms, he may be able to acquire a new lan¬ 
guage, a new version, a new ‘dialect’ of the target language 
(1985, 49) 

The absurdity of this explanation is immediately apparent. Would the 
correction of each incorrect grammatical form mean that the speaker 
had acquired a new ‘dialect’? What happens to the old ‘dialect’? Pre¬ 
sumably old versions remain, and the learner speaks a new version as 
well. 

More important, how does exposure to more comprehensible input 
lead to revision? Krashen (1985) suggested that to initiate change the 
learner must compare /, the present state of the system, with any data 
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suggesting that a new rule is required. If there is a discrepancy, the new 
rule becomes a candidate for acquisition. Unfortunately, there are 
cases where the inconsistency between the present state of the system 
and the input data will not be apparent from an examination of the 
input. White (1985a) has provided a number of such examples. For 
instance, a French speaker, learning English, must learn that in 
English, unlike French, an adverb cannot come between a verb and a 
direct object. In English we cannot say The dog bit viciously the boy. 
Yet adverbial placement in English is relatively free, so that sentences 
such as The dog bit the boy viciously. The dog viciously bit the boy, and 
Viciously, the dog bit the boy are all allowed. A native speaker of 
French who assumes that English is like French in adverbial placement 
will not receive positive input indicating that this is not the case. Nor 
will this information come from extra-linguistic sources. 

Another example is a Spanish speaker learning English who assumes 
that empty pronouns are allowed, such as Is very busy for She is very 
busy. In Spanish, lexical pronouns and empty pronouns are not 
mutually exclusive, and the learner is likely to think that the same is true 
in English. Hearing sentences such as She is very busy does not provide 
the learner with information that Is very busy is not allowed. One way 
adults learn these rules is through formal instruction, where the discre¬ 
pancy between their intermediate forms and target-language norms can 
be pointed out. Indeed, by learning such rules adult learners can greatly 
reduce the time it takes to become proficient in a second language. 

Method comparison research 
Krashen (1985) argued that research comparing the effectiveness of dif¬ 
ferent methods indicates that methods that rely on providing learners 
with comprehensible input are clearly superior to grammar-based and 
drill-based methods. In particular, he argued for the superiority of the 
so-called ‘Natural Approach’ (Krashen and Terrell 1983). 

The Natural Approach is predicated on Krashen’s belief that com¬ 
municative competence, or functional ability in a language, arises from 
exposure to the language in meaningful settings where the meanings 
expressed by the language are understood. Rules, patterns, vocabulary, 
and other language forms are not learned as they are presented or 
encountered, but are gradually established in the learner’s repertory on 
the basis of exposure to comprehensible input. Rule isolation and error 
correction are explicitly eschewed in the Natural Approach. If the 
teacher uses a grammatical syllabus, she is likely to be teaching struc¬ 
tures that some learners know already and that are too far beyond other 
learners. If the teacher corrects errors, her students are not free to 
experiment creatively with the language. 

Curiously, the emphasis on communication can justify any instruc¬ 
tional approach (Krahnke 1985). If comprehensible input is the sole 
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source of information about the structure of the second language and if 
anything encountered in the new language is potentially meaningful, 
even formal instruction can provide comprehensible input to some 
learners. Indeed, if second language learners consciously learn the 
structure of the language and follow the rules carefully in communica¬ 
tion, their own speech can provide a source of comprehensible input for 
structures not yet ‘acquired’ in Krashen’s sense (Sharwood-Smith 
1981). Krashen (1982,1985) acknowledged this possibility and regarded 
it as an instance of ‘learning’ indirectly aiding ‘acquisition’. 

Krashen (1985) also acknowledged that consciously learning a rule 
could help make input comprehensible and thus help acquisition. Being 
taught a rule that is not at i + 1 will not, according to Krashen, lead to 
acquisition of that rule, but it may help make context more understand¬ 
able and hence lead to acquisition of other forms that are at / + 7. For 
example, English-speaking students learning French may be taught the 
future forms before being ready to acquire them. When reading French 
they then may recognize that the future is being used, and this may help 
to learn other forms, even though they may not be ready to acquire the 
future. 

These instances of learning ‘indirectly’ helping acquisition point to 
the difficulty of arguing from methods comparison research. If studies 
show that grammar-based or drill-based instruction is effective, 
Krashen can say that it is because such methods indirectly provide com¬ 
prehensible input. This effectively rules out evidence that runs counter 
to Krashen’s claims. 

It may be more fruitful to admit that correction and grammar teach¬ 
ing can help to stimulate change and can lead to a different stage in the 
acquisition process (White 1985a). Rather than looking on grammar 
teaching merely as a way of improving the monitoring abilities of the 
learner, it seems reasonable to see correction and grammar teaching as 
providing a shortcut for learners. This is not to subscribe to language 
teaching methods that rely heavily on grammar teaching. But it does 
suggest that there is a role for correction and grammar teaching in lan¬ 
guage instruction. As Krahnke noted, 

Strategically, much of the effort spent arguing against the 
teaching of grammar might be better spent on convincing true 
believers in grammar instruction that grammar has a newly 
defined but useful role to play in language teaching and in 
showing them what it is. (1985, 598) 

Krashen’s polemic against grammar-based methods has done the 
field of language teaching a service, because he has made teachers and 
learners aware that there is more to a language than knowledge of its 
grammar. His writings have made teachers realize the importance of 
creating an environment in the classroom that promotes realistic com- 
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municative use of language. But his dismissal of grammar teaching 
smacks of pontificating. Most researchers in the field today give 
grammar-based instruction a wider role than Krashen allowed it 
(Bialystok 1981; Rutherford and Sharwood-Smith 1985; White 1985a). 
The question is one that deserves empirical scrutiny, not ex cathedra 
statements. 

Other considerations 

As we have seen, Krashen regarded the Input Hypothesis as ‘the single 
most important concept in second language acquisition today’, in that 
‘it attempts to answer the critical question of how we acquire language’ 
(1980, 168). Krashen claimed that if input is understood and there is 
enough of it, the necessary grammar is automatically provided. 
Speaking is a result of acquisition and not its cause. The ability to com¬ 
municate in a second language cannot be taught directly but ‘emerges’ 
on its own as a result of building competence via comprehensible input. 
Thus for Krashen comprehensible input is the route to acquisition and 
information about grammar in the target language is automatically 
available when the input is understood. 

System-internal factors 
Indeed, for Krashen, comprehensible input and the level of the affec¬ 
tive filter (to be discussed in the next section) are the causative factors 
involved in second-language acquisition: 

In order to acquire, two conditions are necessary. The first is 
comprehensible (or even better, comprehended) input containing 
i + 1 structures a bit beyond the acquirer’s current level, and 
second, a low or weak affective filter to allow the input ‘in’. This 
is equivalent to saying that comprehensible input and the strength 
of the filter are the true causes of second language acquisition. 
(1982, 33) 

This is a strong claim and one that is not entirely consistent with 
Krashen’s own writings. 

At issue here is the role system-internal factors play in the acquisition 
process. From time to time Krashen has written of the ‘creative con¬ 
struction process’ and LAD, as system-internal processes that affect 
acquisition. As we have seen, he maintained that ‘adults can access the 
same natural “Language Acquisition Device’’ that children use’ (1982, 
10), and suggested that acquired rules can be reorganized by the creative 
construction process so that new forms are produced without the bene¬ 
fit of input (1983, 138). This is an interesting suggestion that seems at 
odds with the argument that comprehensible input and the level of the 
affective filter are the causative factors in acquisition. 
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Unfortunately, Krashen’s theory is vague about the content of 
system-internal processes (White 1985a). Nor does the theory say any¬ 
thing about how system-internal and system-external factors interact. 
Krashen has argued that speech becomes comprehensible to a learner 
who knows little or nothing of a language through extra-linguistic 
information. As we have seen, however, it is not clear how extra- 
linguistic information will motivate syntactic change. Nor is it clear that 
contextual and extra-linguistic sources of information are the only 
route to grammatical development. 

White has argued that various aspects of the input can trigger gram¬ 
matical change. These include linguistic factors, as well as the non- 
linguistic factors that Krashen has specified. White showed how it is 
possible to make specific proposals as to what aspects of grammar will 
change in acquisition and what kind of input is necessary to bring this 
change about. She concluded, 

Krashen’s assumption that we cannot know what input is relevant 
to i + 1 is due to the fact that he never has any specific proposal as 
to what i and i + 1 consist of. (1985, 6) 

Again, the conclusion one comes to is that the Input Hypothesis is too 
vague and imprecise to provide an account of the process of acquisition 
in second-language learners. 

The role of output 
Krashen (1985) has argued that speaking is unnecessary for acquiring a 
second language. In his view, the only role that the speaker’s output 
plays is to provide a further source of comprehensible input. Other 
researchers would argue that understanding new forms is not enough; 
the learner must be given the opportunity to produce the new forms. 
Swain (1985) has argued for the importance of ‘comprehensible 
output’. Other authors (including Krashen) stress the importance of 
‘negotiating meaning’ to ensure that the language in which the input is 
heard is modified to the level the speaker can manage. 

Long and Porter (1985) have provided evidence for the usefulness of 
what they termed ‘interlanguage talk’, conversation between non¬ 
native speakers in which they negotiate meaning in groups. Such group 
work has been found to increase the communicative abilities of the 
group members and to motivate students to learn. It provides evidence 
that learners can benefit from talking, although Krashen would prob¬ 
ably argue that this is because of the comprehensible input they receive 
from their own speech and that of other group members. 

It is questionable, however, whether comprehensible input alone can 
account for how learners correct and adjust their hypotheses about the 
language. Unless learners try out the language, they are unlikely to get 
the kind of feedback they need to analyse the structure of the language. 
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Wong Fillmore described this process in the school children she 
studied: 

Second language learning in a school context thus requires the 
active participation of both the learners and those who provide 
them with appropriate ‘input’. Learners have to work actively on 
this input, guessing at what is being talked about and continually 
trying to sort out relationships between observed speech and 
experiences. Unless the speakers use the language in ways that 
permit the learners to figure out what is being talked about, the 
learners will not be able to perform the necessary analyses on the 
language. Unless the learners try to sort things out and provide 
feedback to the speakers to aid them in making the necessary 
adjustments, learning will not occur. (1982, 9) 

Krashen did not deny the importance of this hypothesis-testing 
process, but argued that it ‘does not require production’ (1985, 36). In 
principle, this may be true and may account for how children whose 
speech is physiologically impaired learn the language. Nonetheless, for 
most normal children and adults learning a language, one’s own speech 
is a valuable source of information about the language. As Gregg put it, 
‘there is no a priori reason to assume that a learner systematically 
ignores his own utterances’ (1984, 88). 

To conclude, the Input Hypothesis makes a strong claim - that 
acquisition is caused by understanding the input to which the learner is 
exposed. Internal factors are given little emphasis; in Krashen’s recent 
(1982, 1985) writings there is almost no mention of the role of system- 
internal factors. The importance of output is also de-emphasized, and 
understanding a new language is given far greater stress than speaking 
it. A more balanced view of the second-language learning process gives 
equal weight to internal and external factors and to production and 
comprehension. 

The Affective Filter Hypothesis 

As we have seen, Krashen argued that comprehensive input was a neces¬ 
sary, but not a sufficient condition for successful acquisition. Affective 
factors are also seen to play an important role in acquiring a second lan¬ 
guage. According to the Affective Filter Hypothesis, comprehensible 
input may not be utilized by second-language acquirers if there is a 
‘mental block’ that prevents them from fully profiting from it (Krashen 
1985). The affective filter acts as a barrier to acquisition: if the filter is 
‘down’, the input reaches the LAD and becomes acquired competence; 
if the filter is ‘up’, the input is blocked and does not reach the LAD 
(Figure 2.1). Thus 
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‘Up’ 

> Language Acquisition-> Acquired 
Device (LAD) competence 

‘Down’ 

Figure 2.1. The operation of the ‘Affective Filter’ (based on Krashen 1982). 
Only when the filter is ‘down’ or low is input thought to reach the Language 
Acquisition Device and become acquired competence. 

input is the primary causative variable in second language acquisi¬ 
tion, affective variables acting to impede or facilitate the delivery 
of input to the language acquisition device. (1982, 32) 

Krashen maintained that acquirers need to be open to the input and 
that when the affective filter is up, the learner may understand what is 
seen and read, but the input will not reach the LAD. This occurs when 
the acquirer is unmotivated, lacking in confidence, or concerned with 
failure. The filter is down when the acquirer is not anxious and is intent 
on becoming a member of the group speaking the target language. 

For Krashen, the affective filter is the principal source of individual 
differences in second-language acquisition: 

The Affective Filter Hypothesis captures the relationship between 
affective variables and the process of second language acquisition 
by positing that acquirers vary with respect to the strength or level 
of their affective filters. Those whose attitudes are not optimal 
for second language acquisition will not only tend to seek less 
input, but they will also have a high or strong affective 
filter - even if they understand the message, the input will not 
reach that part of the brain responsible for language acquisition, 
or the Language Acquisition Device. Those with attitudes more 
conducive to second language acquisition will not only seek and 
obtain more input, they will also have a lower or weaker filter. 
(1982, 31) 

Thus the argument is that a strong or high affective filter blocks input 
from reaching the LAD. 

There is general agreement that affective factors play a critical role in 
second-language learning. There have been numerous studies in the 
literature dealing with the sources of individual differences (see 
McLaughlin 1984, ch. 6; 1985, ch. 7). What is questionable is whether 
it is necessary to postulate an affective filter to explain the research 
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findings in this field. There are two issues that deserve examination: 
(1) the role of the affective filter in language acquisition, and (2) the 
need for an affective filter to explain individual variation in second- 
language learning. 

The affective filter and language acquisition 

The affective filter was first proposed by Dulay and Burt (1977) to 
account for how' affective variables affect the process of second- 
language learning. The concept was given its most extensive treatment 
in Dulay, Burt, and Krashen. In this work the affective filter was 
defined as follows: 

The filter is that part of the internal processing system that sub¬ 
consciously screens incoming language based on what psycho¬ 
logists call ‘affect’: the learner’s motives, needs, attitudes, and 
emotional states. (1982, 46) 

The filter is described as having four functions: 

(1) It determines which language models the learner will select. 
(2) It determines which part of the language will be attended to first. 
(3) It determines when the language acquisition efforts should cease. 
(4) It determines how fast a learner can acquire a language. 

Thus the filter is thought to limit what it is that the learner attends to, 
what will be learned, and how quickly the language will be acquired. 

This limiting or restrictive role of the affective filter is left rather 
vague in the writings of Krashen and his colleagues on the topic. There 
is no explanation, for example, of how the affective filter determines 
which ‘part of the language’ to attend to first. How is this selective 
function to be performed unless there is some possibility of comparing 
various ‘parts’ against each other? But do beginning learners have the 
necessary discriminatory facility? Can they separate out different 
‘parts’ for comparison and select appropriate ones to learn first? 

The notion ‘part of a language’, in so far as it has any meaning at 
all, presupposes some sort of grammatical theory that the filter 
must have access to. Even in the most extremely unlikely, simple- 
minded interpretation of [Krashen’s argument] - say, a morbid 
fear of adjectives - The filter must ‘know’ what an adjective is, 
and such knowledge can by no stretch of the imagination be called 
‘affective’. (Gregg, 94) 

There is no account in Krashen’s writings of how this knowledge would 

reach the filter. 
This problem becomes serious when one considers concretely what it 

would mean for the affective filter to operate. Take, for example, an 
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individual whose accent in German was quite good except for /r/ and 
/l/ sounds. Does such an individual have an unconscious aversion to 
German /r/ and /l/ sounds? Why would the filter prevent the acquisi¬ 
tion of these sounds and not others? Or why would the filter make it dif¬ 
ficult for Japanese speakers of English to learn the definite and 
indefinite articles? As Gregg put it, ‘Once we move from the general to 
the particular, once we try to put a little content, a little specificity into 
the hypothesis, we run into difficulty’ (1984, 93). 

Similarly, the Affective Filter Hypothesis provides little information 
as to why learners stop where they do. If one asks what kind of predic¬ 
tions this hypothesis is capable of making regarding success in second- 
language acquisition, one draws a blank. Presumably, learners who 
suffer from a great deal of self-consciousness, lack motivation, and are 
anxious, are not likely to learn very much. Those who are motivated but 
self-conscious and anxious would be expected to learn more. Those 
who are indifferent would be expected to learn even more because their 
filter is not blocking input. Indeed, the theory does not differentiate 
between the indifferent and the highly motivated, because the filter is 
essentially described as a limiting and restrictive mechanism. 

In short, the Affective Filter Hypothesis is not precise enough about 
how a filter would operate, no attempt has been made to tie the filter to 
linguistic theory, specific predictions are impossible, and some predic¬ 
tions that are possible are blatantly absurd. Nor is it is clear what kind 
of a mechanism could carry out all of the functions assigned to the 
filter. The role of the affective filter in Krashen’s theory appears to be 
that of deus ex machina, allowing for any and all results. But appeals to 
poorly defined mechanisms do little to further understanding. 

The affective filter and individual differences 

According to Krashen, the reason why children ultimately reach higher 
levels of attainment in language development than are achieved by indi¬ 
viduals who begin the language in adulthood is ‘due to the strengthen¬ 
ing of the affective filter at about puberty’ (1982, 44). That is, children 
have an advantage in language development because their affective 
filter is lower. Adult learners, on the other hand, are likely to have 
higher affective filters because of events that occur in adolescence. Fol¬ 
lowing Elkind (1970), Krashen (1981) argued that during adolescence 
the individual goes through the stage of ‘formal operations’, which 
leads to the ability to conceptualize the thoughts of others. Unfortu¬ 
nately, adolescents tend to think that other people are concerned with 
the same thing that concerns them: themselves. This leads to increased 
self-consciousness, feelings of vulnerability, and a lowered self-image - 
all of which, presumably, interfere with language learning. 

On the basis of the Affective Filter Hypothesis, therefore, one would 
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predict that adolescence is the worst period for language learning. 
Unfortunately for the hypothesis, there is considerable evidence that 
early adolescence is the best time to learn a second language 
(McLaughlin 1985, ch. 7). Krashen consistently ignored the evidence 
on this issue and has made a ‘younger-is-better’ argument that is con¬ 
tradicted by available data (see McLaughlin 1984, ch. 3). 

Furthermore, people do not remain adolescents forever. Eventually 
many of the feelings of self-consciousness, vulnerability, and insecurity 
that mark adolescence disappear in mature adults. Is Krashen arguing 
that insecure and more vulnerable adults will make poorer language 
learners? Are adults who are secure and self-confident necessarily 
superior language learners? There is no research evidence to support a 
causal relationship between these personality variables and lan¬ 
guage learning. Indeed, research on individual differences in second- 
language learning has proven to be a methodological Armageddon. 
It is extremely difficult to show any relationship between per¬ 
sonality factors and language learning. The issue of the character¬ 
istics of the ‘good language learner’ is likely to puzzle researchers 
for some time to come. It seems extremely premature to posit an 
affective filter without specifying its nature and how one is to assess its 
strength. 

Another question relates to children. Are children who are more 
insecure and less self-confident less likely to learn their first language? 
Surely children differ in these affective states. Yet there is no evidence 
that highly insecure and anxious children make poorer language 
learners. Krashen has not allowed the affective filter to play a role in 
first language development, though there is no a priori reason why it 
should not. 

To conclude, Krashen has provided no coherent explanation for the 
development of the affective filter and no basis for relating the affective 
filter to individual differences in language learning. Nor does the hypo¬ 
thesis bear detailed linguistic scrutiny. Although most researchers in the 
field of second-language acquisition would admit that affective 
variables play a critical role, few would see a need to postulate an affec¬ 
tive filter that is vague in its origin and function. 

Evaluation 

In chapter 1 four criteria were specified for evaluating theory: (1) the 
theory must have definitional precision and explanatory power, (2) the 
theory must be consistent with what is currently known, (3) the theory 
must be heuristically rich in its predictions, and (4) the theory must be 
falsifiable. It should be obvious that Krashen’s theory does not score 
well against such criteria. In fact, I have argued in this chapter that 
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Krashen’s theory fails at every juncture. By way of summary, I will 
itemize what I see to be the central problems with the theory. 

(1) The acquisition-learning distinction is not clearly defined and it is 
impossible to determine which process is operating in a particular 
case. Hence a central claim of the theory, that ‘learning’ cannot 
become ‘acquisition’, cannot be tested empirically. Nor is the 
theory of acquisition consistent with current linguistic theory. 

(2) Krashen has been forced by empirical evidence to place severe 
restrictions on the conditions required for use of the Monitor. 
Because the Monitor is so restricted in its application, ‘learning’, 
which is thought to involve the use of the Monitor, can easily be 
dispensed with as an integral part of gaining facility in a second 
language. 

(3) The case for the Natural Order Hypothesis is based largely on the 
morpheme studies, which are of questionable methodological 
validity and which, because they focus on final form, provide little 
information about acquisitional processes. If the Natural Order 
Hypothesis is to be accepted, it must be in a weak form, which 
postulates that some things are learned before others, but not 
always. Krashen has provided no theory as to why this is the case, 
so this hypothesis does not tell us much. 

(4) The Input Hypothesis is untestable because no definition is given of 
the key concept, ‘comprehensible input’. The argument that effec¬ 
tive input contains structures just beyond the syntactic complexity 
of those found in the current grammar of the acquirer leads 
nowhere, because it assumes a non-existent theory of acquisition 
sequences. The Input Hypothesis also fails to account for the 
elimination of incorrect intermediate forms, and provides no way 
of distinguishing between different instructional methods (each of 
which, if effective, can be argued to provide comprehensible 
input). 

(5) The Affective Filter Hypothesis is also of questionable validity 
because Krashen has provided no coherent explanation for the 
development of the affective filter and no basis for relating the 
affective filter to individual differences in language learning. 
The hypothesis is incapable of predicting with any precision the 
course of linguistic development and its outcome. 

Furthermore, Krashen has not defined his terms with enough precision, 
the empirical basis of the theory is weak, and the theory is not clear in its 
predictions. 

Krashen (1985), discussing the Input Hypothesis, has argued that 
although the theory uses terms that are ‘not, at present, completely 
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operationalizable’ such as / + 7, it would be unwise to wait until more 
precise measurements were possible before considering application of 
the Input Hypothesis. According to Krashen, hypothetical constructs 
such as / + 1 are useful at the present stage of our knowledge. Such 
constructs can be helpful, he argued, in a research area where there are a 
large number of variables and complex causal relationships, especially 
if they are supported by theory and research. 

As we saw in chapter 1, however, hypothetical constructs have utility 
in a theory only if they are tied at some level to observables. If this is not 
the case, it is difficult to evaluate the theory’s internal consistency, 
agreement with data, and testability. The more precisely the terms in a 
theory are defined, the more possible it becomes for the scientific com¬ 
munity to determine the adequacy of the theory. A theory is falsifiable 
only if its parts are testable and all untestable parts are related to test¬ 
able ones. But Krashen has not related the / + 1 notion to any 
observable or measurable variables. 

[The use of hypothetical constructs] would not be a problem 
(a) were the second and only other causal statement in the theory, 
the (so-called) Affective Filter Hypothesis, related to the first [the 
Input Hypothesis], and (b) if the Affective Hypothesis did not 
itself contain a construct. In fact, however, the Affective Filter 
Hypothesis is not related (except by assertion) to the Input Hypo¬ 
thesis, and further, not only contains a construct but is itself a 
construct. An affective filter moving up and down, selectively 
letting input in to penetrate relevant brain areas (see Krashen, 
1982, 31) is, after all, a metaphor. Monitor Theory, that is to say, 
is untestable, and so unfalsifiable, in its current formulation 
(Long 1985b, 7-8) 

Added to this are three unfortunate tendencies in Krashen’s writings: 
(1) to switch assumptions to suit his purposes (Gregg 1984), (2) to 
make sweeping statements on the basis of weak empirical data (Taylor 
1984), and (3) to brush aside conflicting evidence in footnotes (Takala 
1984). The last of these is especially disturbing, as the readers of 
Krashen’s works are unlikely to pore through densely printed foot¬ 
notes, which in many instances contain the most important arguments 
against his theory. 

This is not to say that Krashen is wrong in his prescriptions about lan¬ 
guage teaching. Many researchers working in the field agree with him 
on basic assumptions, such as the need to move from grammar-based to 
communicatively oriented language instruction, the role of affective 
factors in language learning, and the importance of acquisitional 
sequences in second-language development. The issue here is not 
second-language teaching, but second-language research and whether 
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Krashen’s theory is successful. The answer, obviously, is that it is not. 
This has been a critical chapter, and deliberately so. If the field of 

second-language research is to advance, it cannot, at an early stage of 
its development, be guided by a theory that provides all the answers. 
Krashen’s theory - in my view and in the opinion of many other 
researchers - is counterproductive. More limited and more specific 
theories are needed at this stage, not a general, all-inclusive theory. 

At the end of such a critical chapter one feels the need to temper 
criticism with praise. Certainly Krashen deserves praise for developing 
an extensive and detailed theory. Its inadequacies will doubtless stimu¬ 
late others to improve on the theory or develop better ones. In this sense 

his contribution is real. 
What is less praiseworthy is Krashen’s tendency to make broad and 

sweeping claims for his theory, claims that would be disputed by most 
researchers in the field today. For instance, in advocating the Natural 
Approach to second-language teaching, Krashen and Terrell argued 
that this approach was the first to base a method of language teaching 
on a theory of language acquisition. This approach, they wrote, 

is based on an empirically grounded theory of second language 
acquisition, which has been supported by a large number of 
scientific studies in a wide variety of language acquisition and 
learning contexts. (1983, 12) 

This is, at best, a controversial statement. 
Unfortunately, many teachers and administrators accept the theory 

as the word of God and preach it to the unenlightened. In their enthu¬ 
siasm for the Gospel according to Krashen, his disciples do a disservice 
to a field where there are so many unresolved theoretical and practical 
issues and where so many research questions are unanswered. 
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Interlanguage theory 

In chapter 1 a distinction was made between ‘inductive’ and ‘deductive’ 
theories. An inductive theory starts from the data, and attempts to 
build up or discover the laws of nature one by one. The components of 
the theory enter into a network of relations, a set of laws, each of which 
specifies one of the factors that play a part in what is to be accounted 
for. Inductive theories are ‘bottom-up’ theories in the sense that theory 
arises from empirical observations. 

Deductive theories are more ‘top-down’ in the sense that the compo¬ 
nent laws are presented as deductions from a small set of basic princi¬ 
ples. There are fewer and more general laws at the top of the pyramid, 
and a greater number of more specific laws at the base. Theory begins 
with the theorist’s best guess as to the reason for a phenomenon. The 
theory is not restricted to empirical laws, but attempts to go beyond 
data via a set of causal statements meant to provide an explanation of 
the phenomenon in question. Thus bottom-up or inductive theories 
derive from the data and aim at a set of laws that describes the data. 
Deductive theories aim at understanding the process they purport to 
explain and employ sets of definitions of theoretical concepts and con¬ 
structs, which are directly or indirectly tied to operational definitions. 

Inductive theory has the advantage of staying close to the data. Such 
theories build low-level or intermediate-level constructs before jumping 
to conclusions about the larger picture. The disadvantage is that induc¬ 
tive theories are restricted in range and account only for phenomena 
where repeated observations show the same behavioural pattern. The 
advantage of a heavily top-down or deductive theory is that it provides 
interesting claims about the phenomenon in question. In going beyond 
the data, such theories stimulate researchers to look at the whole 
picture. The disadvantage is that to do so means invoking theoretical 
constructs that are remote from empirical data and only indirectly tied 
to observations. 

59 
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As was noted in the first chapter, in practice theories of second lan¬ 
guage can be placed somewhere along a continuum, from those that are 
more deductive to those that are more inductive. Krashen’s theory, with 
its appeal to hypothetical constructs, such as i + 7, is more at the deduc¬ 
tive end. He has attempted to provide a view of the ‘whole picture’ of 
second-language learning. Most other theorists take a more bottom-up 
approach and provide a more restricted view of part of the picture. This 
is true of the theories to be discussed in the remaining chapters of this 
book. Rather than aiming at ‘general’ theory, these approaches are 
intermediate-level theories, concerned with describing a restricted 
range of data. The first of these is interlanguage theory. 

Early interlanguage studies 

The term ‘interlanguage’ was coined by Selinker (1969, 1972) to refer to 
the interim grammars constructed by second-language learners on their 
way to the target language. The term won favour over similar 
constructs, such as ‘approximative system’ (Nemser 1971) and ‘transi¬ 
tional competence’ (Corder 1967). Since the early 1970s ‘interlanguage’ 
has come to characterize a major approach to second-language research 
and theory. 

Unfortunately, the term has taken on various meanings, some 
authors using it as synonymous with second-language learning gener¬ 
ally. The first goal of this chapter is to look at various uses of the term 
‘interlanguage’ and their theoretical implications and then to trace 
early research related to the interlanguage concept. The second section 
of this chapter discusses recent issues and developments in Interlan¬ 
guage theory, and the final section is an evaluation of the contribution 
and future promise of this approach. 

Early formulations 

Generally speaking, the term ‘interlanguage’means two things: (1) the 
learner’s system at a single point in time and (2) the range of interlock¬ 
ing systems that characterizes the development of learners over time. 
The interlanguage is thought to be distinct from both the learner’s first 
language and from the target language. It evolves over time as learners 
employ various internal strategies to make sense of the input and to 
control their own output. These strategies were central to Selinker’s 
thinking about interlanguage. 

Interlanguage and learning strategies 
Selinker (1972) argued that the interlanguage, which he saw to be a 
separate linguistic system resulting from the learner’s attempted pro- 
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duction of the target language norm, was the product of five central 
cognitive processes involved in second-language learning: 

(1) Language transfer: some items, rules, and subsystems of the inter- 
language may result from transfer from the first language. 

(2) Transfer of training: some elements of the interlanguage may result 
from specific features of the training process used to teach the 
second language. 

(3) Strategies of second-language learning: some elements of the inter¬ 
language may result from a specific approach to the material to be 
learned. 

(4) Strategies of second-language communication: some elements of 
the interlanguage may result from specific ways people learn to 
communicate with native speakers of the target language. 

(5) Overgeneralization of the target language linguistic material: some 
elements of the interlanguage may be the product of overgeneral¬ 
ization of the rules and semantic features of the target language. 

The development of the interlanguage was seen by Selinker as differ¬ 
ent from the process of first-language development because of the like¬ 
lihood of fossilization in the second language. Fossilization is the state 
of affairs that exists when the learner ceases to elaborate the inter¬ 
language in some respect, no matter how long there is exposure, new 
data, or new teaching. Selinker maintained that such fossilization 
results especially from language transfer (French speakers who retain 
the uvular /R/ in their English interlanguage, English speakers who use 
English word order in German sentences, etc.), but fossilization may 
also be the result of other processes. For example, strategies of commu¬ 
nication may dictate to some individuals that they stop learning the lan¬ 
guage once they have learned enough to communicate. Because fossil¬ 
ization does not occur in first-language development, the acquisition of 
the interlanguage is thought to be different from the acquisition of a 
first language. 

Although the interlanguage hypothesis was applied principally to 
adult second-language performance, Selinker and his associates (1975) 
extended the notion to child second-language performance as well. 
They argued that under certain circumstances - when the second lan¬ 
guage was acquired after the first language and when it occurs in the 
absence of native-speaking peers of the target language - an inter¬ 
language will develop in the speech of the children. These conditions 
were realized in the subjects studied - 7-year-old children in a French 
immersion programme in an English-language elementary school in 
Canada. 

The children were 10 boys and 10 girls who had been instructed 
entirely in French by a native speaker during both kindergarten and the 
first grade. When studied at the end of the first grade, the children 



62 Interlanguage theory 

consistently used French to talk to their teacher and among themselves 
in the classroom setting. They had no trouble understanding French 
and could express in French what they wanted to say. They did not, 
however, speak French outside class hours and had little contact with 
native French speakers their own age. 

Selinker et al. (1975) argued that an analysis of the children’s speech 
revealed a definite systematicity in the interlanguage. This systematicity 
was not seen to be predictable by grammatical rules but to be evidenced 
by recognizable strategies. By ‘strategy’ was meant a cognitive activity 
at the conscious or unconscious level that involved the processing of 
second-language data in the attempt to express meaning. They focused 
on three such strategies: language transfer, overgeneralization of target 
language rules, and simplification. Table 3.1 presents examples of 
errors resulting from these various strategies. 

Thus for Selinker interlanguage referred to an interim grammar that 
is a single system composed of rules that have been developed via differ¬ 
ent cognitive strategies - for example, transfer, overgeneralization. 

Table 3.1 Errors found in the speech of children in an immersion classroom 

Type of error Construction Example 

Language transfer 

Overgeneralization 

Simplification 

English transitive 
meaning given French 
intransitive verbs. 
Lexical confusion. 
English word order. 

Improper pronoun 
placement. 

Overgeneralization of 
French adjective 
placement rule. 
Past tense form modelled 
on most common 
conjugation. 
Use of subject form 
where object form is 
required. 

Use of one form 
(infinitive) for all tenses. 

Avoidance of French 
post-position of 
adjective. 

Elle marche les chats. 
(She’s walking the cats.) 

Des temps (sometimes) 
Je aller le frangais camp. 
(I’m gonna go to a 
French camp.) 
Le chien a mange les. 
(The dog ate them.) 

Une maison nouvelle (A 
new house) 

II a coure. (He ran.) 

Je lis des histoires a il en 
frangais. (I read stories to 
him in French.) 

Le fille mettre du 
confiture sur le pain. (The 
girl put some jam on the 
bread.) 
Un jour qui chaud (A hot 
day.) 
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simplification, and the correct understanding of the target language. At 
any given time, the interlanguage grammar is some combination of 
these types of rules. 

Interlanguage as rule-governed behaviour 
In contrast to Selinker’s cognitive emphasis, Adjemian (1976) argued 
that the systematicity of the interlanguage should be analysed linguis¬ 
tically as rule-governed behaviour. In this view, the internal organiza¬ 
tion of the interlanguage can be idealized linguistically, just like any 
natural language. Like any language system, interlanguage grammars 
are seen to obey universal linguistic constraints and evidence internal 
consistency. We may not be able to generate the interlanguage - or any 
language - through linguistic constructs, but we can learn something 
about the second-language learner’s speech by making a series of des¬ 
criptions of the learner’s interlanguage. 

Adjemian cited Corder’s (1973) suggestion that research be directed 
at the learner’s ‘transitional competence’ - that is, the set of gramma¬ 
tical intuitions about the interlanguage that the learner possesses at a 
given point in time. Once knowledge is obtained about transitional 
competence, Adjemian saw the researcher to be in a much better posi¬ 
tion to infer the psychological mechanisms at play. For this reason 
Adjemian argued that analysis of the systematicity of the interlanguage 
should begin with the regularities observed in a large body of data and 
should be directed at determining the properties of the learner’s 
grammar. 

Whereas Selinker’s use of interlanguage stressed the structurally 
intermediate nature of the learner’s system between the first and the 
target language, Adjemian focused on the dynamic character of inter¬ 
language systems, their permeability. Interlanguage systems are 
thought to be by their nature incomplete and in a state of flux. In this 
view, the individual’s first-language system is seen to be relatively 
stable, but the interlanguage is not. The structures of the interlanguage 
may be ‘invaded’ by the first language: when placed in a situation that 
cannot be avoided, the second-language learner may use rules or items 
from the first language. Similarly, the learner may stretch, distort, or 
overgeneralize a rule from the target language in an effort to produce 
the intended meaning. Both processes Adjemian saw to reflect the basic 
permeability of the interlanguage. 

Interlanguage as a set of styles 
A third approach to the interlanguage notion has been taken by Tarone 
(1979) who maintained that the interlanguage could be seen as 
analysable into a set of styles that are dependent on the context of use. 
Tarone cited evidence from the research literature indicating that 
learner utterances are systematically variable in at least two senses: 
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(1) linguistic context may have a variable effect on the learner’s use of 
related phonological and syntactic structures, and (2) the task used for 
the elicitation of data from learners may have a variable effect on the 
learner’s production of related phonological and syntactic structures. 
Tarone maintained that the evidence shows that interlanguage speech 
production varies systematically with context and elicitation task. 

To account for this finding, Tarone proposed a capability con¬ 
tinuum, which includes a set of styles ranging from a stable subordinate 
style virtually free of first-language influence to a characteristically 
superordinate style where the speaker pays a great deal of attention to 
form and where the influence of the first language is, paradoxically, 
more likely to be felt. Tarone compared the spontaneous subordinate 
interlanguage style to natural spontaneous unmonitored speech; the 
more careful superordinate style shows the intervention of a con¬ 
sciously learned rule system. 

More specifically, Tarone (1983) proposed that variability in the 
interlanguage can be accounted for by a system of variable and cate¬ 
gorical rules based on particular contexts of use. The contexts range 
along a continuum of styles from formal to vernacular. In some 
contexts, the linguistic feature can be described by a categorical rule 
that is supplied 100 per cent of the time in that context. In other 
contexts, the linguistic feature is best described by a variable rule that is 
supplied, say, 50 per cent of the time in that context. As the learner style 
shifts as a result of paying more attention to language form, some cate¬ 
gorical rules may become more variable and some variable rules 
become more categorical, as they are increasingly influenced by the 
target language. 

Like Adjemian, Tarone assumed that the interlanguage is a natural 
language, obeying the constraints of the same language universals and 
subject to analysis by means of standard linguistic techniques. She went 
beyond Adjemian in claiming that language productions show system¬ 
atic variability, similar to that demonstrated to exist in the speech of 
native speakers. Thus she added to Adjemian’s linguistic perspective a 
sociolinguistic point of view. For Tarone, interlanguage is not a single 
system, but a set of styles that can be used in different social contexts. 

The difference between these three basic models of interlanguage can 
be seen in Figure 3.1. The figure is based on a discussion by Bialystok 
and Sharwood Smith (1985), who depicted Tarone’s learner as possess¬ 
ing a set of grammars defining the various styles used in different 
contexts. However, because she did not directly address this point, it 
may be just as legitimate to see her learner as possessing a flexible 
system of rules (and hence more akin to Selinker’s thinking than to 
Adjemian’s on this point). 

To summarize, the views of interlanguage that guided early research 
saw second-language learners as possessing a set of rules or interme- 
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Output 

Figure 3.1. Three basic models of interlanguage (based on Bialystok and 
Sharwood Smith 1985). 

diate grammars. Two of these formulations (Selinker and Adjemian) 
stressed the influence of the first-language on the emerging inter¬ 
language. These authors differed, however, in that Selinker hypo¬ 
thesized that interlanguages are the product of different psychological 
mechanisms than native languages and hence are not natural languages 
(though they may evolve into natural languages for some learners). 
Adjemian and Tarone viewed interlanguages as operating on the same 
principles as natural languages, but Tarone differed from Adjemian in 
that she stressed the notion of variability in use and the pragmatic con¬ 
straints that determine how language is used in context. 

Descriptive studies 

When the interlanguage notion was introduced in the early 1970s, it was 
in large part a reaction to the then prevalent views of second-language 
learning: neo-behaviourist learning theory and contrastive analysis. 
Second-language research of the early 1970s was to a great extent reac¬ 
tive research: investigators were iconoclasts, their findings heretical. 
They challenged prevailing behaviourist dogma and made a strong case 
for internal, possibly language-specific processes in language develop¬ 
ment. This contrasted sharply with the behaviourists’ emphasis on 
external factors. 

The reaction to behaviourism began when investigators discovered 
that their findings suggested that second-language acquisition was quite 
different from what was traditionally believed to be the case. The tradi¬ 
tional doctrine stressed the role of transfer from the first language. The 
language learner, like any other learner, was thought to build up 
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habits - old habits interfering with the acquisition of new ones. This, 
however, was not what investigators were finding. Instead, the evidence 
seemed to suggest that interference played a minor role in second- 

language acquisition. 
Specifically, researchers reported that contrastive analysis did not 

predict what errors learners made in acquiring a second lan¬ 
guage. Contrastive analysis, based on linguistic comparisons of 
languages, both overpredicted and underpredicted the difficulties of 
second-language learners. It overpredicted because it identified diffi¬ 
culties that in fact did not arise, and it underpredicted because 
learners made errors that could not be explained on the basis of 
transfer between languages (McLaughlin 1984). Instead, learners 
from different backgrounds seemed to go through similar develop¬ 
mental processes in second-language acquisition. These conclusions 
derived from two lines of research: the ‘morpheme’ studies and error 
analysis. 

The morpheme studies 
As was mentioned in the previous chapter, this research was based on 
the work of Brown (1973) who had found that children learning English 
as a first language follow a common ‘invariant’ sequence in the acquisi¬ 
tion of 14 functor words - such as noun and verb inflections, articles, 
auxiliaries, copulas, and prepositions. In a number of studies of child 
second-language learners, Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974b) reported that 
second-language learners, regardless of their first language, followed a 
similar developmental sequence. 

For example, Dulay and Burt (1973) used the Bilingual Syntax 
Measure to elicit speech samples from 151 Spanish-speaking children 
living in Tijuana, Mexico, California, and New York. Even though the 
three groups differed in their exposure to English, they showed roughly 
the same pattern in their use of the functors in obligatory contexts. This 
pattern was similar, but somewhat different from the pattern Brown 
had observed in monolingual children. Dulay and Burt attributed this 
variation to the difference in cognitive abilities of children at different 
stages of their development. 

Research with adult subjects (Bailey et al. 1974; Larsen-Freeman 
1975) indicated that the pattern obtained in cross-sectional studies of 
children was found in adults as well. Although there were differences 
due to the subjects’ first language and the types of task they were 
engaged in (Larsen-Freeman 1975), the differences were generally not 
marked enough to obscure the common pattern in the accuracy order. 
Statistical correlations were found between learners from various first- 
language backgrounds, suggesting a common (‘natural order’) 
developmental sequence. 
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Error analysis 

The main evidence against contrastive analysis came from the analysis 
of learners’ errors. In their research, Dulay and Burt (1972, 1974a) 
reported that cross-sectional analysis revealed that the majority of 
errors that children make reflect the influence of the target second lan¬ 
guage more than the influence of the child’s first language. For 
example, data from Spanish-speaking children who were learning 
English were seen to indicate that the majority of errors were develop¬ 
mental in nature - that is, most errors were seen to be of the type that 
monolingual children make when they are acquiring English (Dulay 
and Burt 1972). Even errors that presumably reflect the child’s first lan¬ 
guage could, Dulay and Burt argued, just as well reflect overgeneraliza¬ 
tions, which, though not found in the speech of monolingual children, 
do correspond to strategies used by monolingual children. For instance, 
errors such as *Now she’s putting hers clothes on are not found in the 
speech of native speakers of English, but could be overgeneralizations 
by the second-language learners of the English possessive ’s. In 
contrast, overgeneralizations reflecting Spanish constructions such as 
*bigs houses and *talls boys were not found in the data. 

In a subsequent study, Dulay and Burt (1974a) examined speech 
samples from Spanish-, Chinese-, Japanese-, and Norwegian-speaking 
children acquiring English as a second language. The types of mistakes 
these children made were strikingly similar. Authors studying adult 
subjects (e.g., George 1972; Lance 1969) also reported that errors based 
on first-language constructions were relatively infrequent and that 
many errors were like those made by children acquiring the target lan¬ 
guage (‘developmental’ errors). 

In short, the similarities observed in the ‘morpheme’ studies across 
learners from different language backgrounds, and the predominance 
of developmental errors over interference errors led to the view that 
second-language learning was like first-language acquisition in that 
both processes involved possibly universal linguistic operations. It was 
not long, however, before this conclusion was challenged. A number of 
investigators, working with the same research paradigms, found 
evidence that the first language did make a difference and that the data 
from second-language learners diverged sharply from patterns found in 
first-language learners. Furthermore, there appeared to be serious 
methodological flaws in the research showing similar developmental 
sequences in first- and second-language acquisition. 

The critique 
The morpheme studies have come under attack from a number of 
directions. The findings may be instrument-specific. Porter (1977) gave 
the Bilingual Syntax Measure to monolingual English-speaking chil¬ 
dren and found that they displayed an acquisition order more 
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resembling the order found in second-language learners than the order 
Brown (1973) had found in first-language learners of English. Since the 
Bilingual Syntax Measure was the instrument used in most of the 
morpheme research, the findings might be an artifact of the use of this 

instrument. 
Furthermore, as was noted in the previous chapter, the findings of 

the morpheme studies are not, strictly speaking, related to acquisition 
sequence, but rather to accuracy of use, because the studies are cross- 
sectional in nature and measure the percent of times subjects supply 
morphemes correctly in obligatory contexts. Several longitudinal 
studies have yielded orders of acquisition that did not correlate with the 
orders of accuracy of use obtained in cross-sectional research (Hakuta 
1976; Huebner 1979; Rosansky 1976). 

Error analysis research has also come under fire. Schachter and 
Celce-Murcia (1977) have pointed out that it is difficult to be certain 
precisely what type of error a second-language learner is making or why 
the learner makes it. One and the same error can frequently be attri¬ 
buted to intralingual (reflecting developmental mistakes found in 
monolingual speakers) and interlingual factors (reflecting the influence 
of the learner’s first language). Indeed, this may not be an either-or 
proposition: there is evidence that some errors are the result of the inter¬ 
action of both factors (Andersen 1978). 

Hakuta and Cancino (1977) argued that error analysis rests on the 
questionable assumption that an error is an appropriate unit of 
analysis. Research that indicates that a predominance of errors in a 
second-language learner’s corpus are developmental usually involves 
coding the omission of high frequency morphemes - such as nouns 
and verb inflections and the verb to be - as developmental errors. 
Since transfer errors often involve large constituents or changes in 
word order, Hakuta and Cancino maintained that the relative oppor¬ 
tunity of occurrence of the two types is not equivalent. Furthermore, 
it may well be that second-language learners simply avoid certain 
linguistic structures in which they would be likely to make errors 
(Schachter 1974). It is conceivable that such avoidance tendencies 
reflect structural differences between their first language and the target 
language. 

Another problem with the error analysis research is that it is typically 
based on cross-sectional samples, in which data are gathered at a single 
point in time from many subjects with different degrees of proficiency. 
This contrasts with longitudinal research, in which data are gathered at 
many points in time from one subject or a small group of subjects. 
There are relatively few longitudinal studies that examine whether 
specific errors are prevalent at specific points in time or whether certain 
errors persist longer than others. There is some evidence that inter¬ 
lingual errors appear primarily at the early stages of development 
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(Taylor 1975) and that they occur when learners are faced with parti¬ 
cularly intransigent problems (Wode 1981). 

To summarize, the first wave of systematic research on child second- 
language learning, the research of the early 1970s, suggested that the 
acquisition of grammatical constructions followed the same develop¬ 
mental sequences for first- and second-language learners. The second 
wave of research suggested that this was not always the case and that 
some of the early studies were methodologically suspect. 

The emerging interlanguage paradigm suggested that those who 
would stress the differences between first- and second-language 
acquisition and those who would stress the similarities were equally 
misguided. There were common patterns of development found in 
second-language learners’ speech and common errors, but they owed 
much to factors other than the shape of the first language or the target 
language. Rather than focusing on the first or the target language, 
researchers working in the interlanguage framework began to develop 
data-analytic procedures that would yield information about the 
dynamic qualities of language change that made the interlanguage a 
unique system, both similar to and different from the first and target 
languages. Such approaches represented a reaction to the ‘product’ 
orientation of the morpheme studies and error analysis, and the feeling 
that a more ‘process’ oriented approach was needed. This process 
orientation became more pronounced as Interlanguage theory 
developed in the late 1970s and 1980s. 

Recent developments in Interlanguage theory 

Interest in more dynamic, process-oriented accounts of the interlan¬ 
guage was the result of concern with several major issues facing inter¬ 
language theory: 

(1) How systematic and how variable is the inter language? 
(2) How are interlanguages acquired? 
(3) What is the role of the first language? 

Attention to these issues has provided the context for recent develop¬ 
ments in Interlanguage theory. 

Systematicity and variability 

We saw earlier in this chapter that early interlanguage theorists differed 
in their view of how dynamic and changeable the interlanguage is. 
Adjemian, especially, stressed the notion that interlanguage systems 
are changeable and in a state of flux. Most analyses of interlanguage, 
however, tended to focus on the product - what it is that the inter¬ 
language demonstrates at a given point in time. Variability and change 
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were given short shrift in the morpheme studies and error analysis. As 
disenchantment with these techniques grew, linguistically-orientated 
researchers began to direct their attention to the developmental process 
and to how one could account for both systematicity and variability in 
the development of the interlanguage. 

Variation within systematicity 
This approach is represented in the work of Andersen (1978) and 
Hyltenstam (1977), both of whom used implicational scaling tech¬ 
niques to examine individual variability within uniformity. This pro¬ 
cedure, often used in sociolinguistic research, involves the analysis of 
attributes of language use such that the presence of a particular attri¬ 
bute in the speech of individuals being studied implies the presence of 
other attributes in their speech. The presence or absence of attributes in 
individual speakers or groups of speakers is displayed by an implica¬ 
tional table from which one can derive a ‘coefficient of reproducibility’ 
(Guttman 1944). If the coefficient is high, it means that there is a great 
deal of systematicity in the data - certain attributes of language must 
be present before others are acquired. If the coefficient is low, it means 
that there is not a regular pattern in the data - behaviour is essentially 
random. 

Andersen (1978) and Hyltenstam (1977) found that their subjects 
showed systematicity in their second-language acquisition. Subjects 
from different first-language backgrounds showed a single implica¬ 
tional order, although there was evidence in both studies of individual 
variation. For example, subjects learning Swedish in Hyltenstam’s 
study could be placed along a continuum according to the parts of the 
negative they had acquired. Although there was variability in their 
responses, the general tendency was to follow a definite order: first 
putting negatives after auxiliary forms and then putting them after 
main verbs. 

Both Andersen and Hyltenstam stressed the uniformity and system¬ 
aticity in their data, but they were also careful to note the variability 
that the implicational orders revealed. The coefficients of repro¬ 
ducibility were not perfect; there was variation between and within 
learners at various points along the road. There was also backsliding, as 
new forms were learned and forgotten. 

Functional variation 
Additional evidence for variation comes from the research of Huebner 
(1979, 1983) who looked at the acquisition of the English article by a 
Hmong speaker. In examining speech samples from 17 one-hour taping 
sessions over the course of a year, Huebner found little systematicity in 
the use of the article until he examined how it was used. The learner ini¬ 
tially used /da/ (for English the) to mark nouns as specific and known 
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Table 3.2 The development of a system of articles in the speech of a Hmong 
speaker 

+ Specific 
+ Known to hearer 

+ Specific 
- Known to hearer Other 

Time 1 89% 3% 8% 
Time 2 78% 19% 3% 
Time 3 85% 14% 1% 
Time 4 90% 7% 3% 

Based on Huebner 1979. 

to the hearer, but not the topic of the sentence. There followed a period 
in which /da/ was more widely used in all noun phrase environments. 
At a later stage, toward the end of the year, the speaker’s usage began to 
approximate standard English and /da/ was dropped from noun 
phrases where the information was not known to the hearer. Table 3.2 
shows this progression. At Time 1 there was little use of /da/ when the 
referent was not known to the hearer, but this usage increased at Times 
2 and 3. In the final phase. Time 4, /da/ was once again becoming 
limited to situations where the nouns were specific and known to the 
hearer. 

Huebner maintained that the learner’s interlanguage was systematic 
beneath its superficial chaos, and that variability was due to the subject 
changing his hypotheses about the target language. Huebner argued 
that over the course of the year his subject was shifting from a topic- 
prominent (Hmong-like) system to a subject-prominent (English-like) 
system. In a topic-prominent system, the topic (a discourse category) is 
taken to be basic and hence occurs first in a sentence, as in That tree 
(topic), the leaves are big. In a subject-prominent system, the subject (a 
syntactic category) is taken to be basic and occurs first. As evidence for 
the shift, Huebner noted that at Time 1 his subject had relatively few 
pronouns and only topics appeared in sentence initial positions. These 
topics were, however, not marked with /da/. By Time 4, he had a full 
set of definite and indefinite pronouns and there were apparently no 
restrictions on noun phrases occurring in sentence initial position. At 
this point, /da/ was used to mark topics. 

Huebner noted that an order-of-acquisition approach to his subject’s 
acquisition of the article morpheme would have made it appear that 
learning with respect to this morpheme had stopped, when in fact 
the learner’s hypotheses about the target language were under con¬ 
tinual revision. Huebner’s research demonstrates the importance of 
examining not simply linguistic forms, but the way in which these forms 
assume in a target language the range of meanings and functions they 
have in the learner’s first language. Such a ‘dynamic’ paradigm for 
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interlanguage research focuses on the evolution of grammatical encod¬ 
ings of a particular functional domain, beginning with a form and 
tracing its functional distribution in the data over time. This approach 
requires examining the possible functional variation of a form and the 
way in which other forms in the learner’s interlanguage are used to 
cover roughly the same functional domain as the form in question. 

Systematic variability 
It has become increasingly apparent that, although they are systematic 
and internally consistent, interlanguages may contain alternate rules 
for performing the same functions. On some occasions one rule is used; 
on other occasions - and at the same stage in development - another 
rule may be used. Thus, despite the evidence for uniformity in the 
developmental profile of different learners from different first- 
language backgrounds, there are variations in the overall course of 
development that learners follow. As Tarone (1983) put it, the evidence 
indicates that inter language, like any other natural language, is system¬ 
atically variable. 

Tarone’s explanation for this systematic variability, as we have seen 
earlier, is based on the notion of a ‘capability continuum’, which 
assumes that the learner’s competence is made up of a continuum of 
styles, ranging from the careful to the vernacular. The style used in a 
particular situation is determined by the degree of attention paid to lan¬ 
guage form, which in turn is a reflection of social factors and personal 
style. Tarone argued that, in spite of this variability, the interlanguage 
is systematic because it can be described through a set of variable and 
categorical rules and because it has internal consistency. 

Non-systematic variability 
Ellis (1985a), however, has argued that in addition to systematic vari¬ 
ability, there is non-systematic variability in the interlanguage. Ellis 
took Huebner’s view that learners acquire forms that are used to realize 
existing functions, which later are mapped onto the exact functions 
they serve in the target language. In the early stages of second-language 
acquisition, new forms are used that have not yet been integrated into 
the learner’s form-function system. Two or more forms may be used in 
free variation. This process Ellis saw to involve non-systematic vari¬ 
ability in the interlanguage. Systematic variability occurs only when the 
new forms have been accommodated by a restructuring of the existing 
form-function system to one that more closely approximates that of the 
target language. 

Ellis gave the example of a learner who used two different negative 
rules {no + verb and don’t + verb) to perform the same illocutionary 
meaning in the same situational context, in the same linguistic context, 
and in the same discourse context. Nor was there evidence for any dif- 
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ference in the amount of attention paid to the form of the utterance. 
Ellis argued that the two forms were in free variation and that such vari¬ 
ability in use is non-systematic until a reorganization phase begins when 
the forms are distinguished in terms of situational, linguistic, and dis¬ 
course use. Non-systematic variability was seen by Ellis to be a neces¬ 
sary part of the acquisition process as the learner extends a new form to 
cover a range of functions and then attempts to discover which of these 
functions can be served by the form. 

As Rutherford put it, interlanguages are ‘fluid, malleable, sporadic, 
permeable, amorphous, pervasive, and dynamic’ (1984, 137). Ellis’s 
distinction between systematic and non-systematic variability is an 
attempt to allow for the basic instability and unpredictability of inter¬ 
languages. It is his view that this instability is basic to the acquisition 
process. 

The acquisition of the interlanguage 

The shift from a product to a process orientation has led to increasing 
interest in how it is that the interlanguage develops. Rather than appeal¬ 
ing to vaguely defined ‘universal linguistic processes’ that guide 
acquisition, researchers working within the interlanguage framework 
have begun to look at how learners map form-function relationships. 
Ellis’s argument that second-language acquisition involves the sorting 
out of form-function relationships assumes that the learner begins with 
forms. Another view is that the learner begins with functions. 

The functional approach 
Specifically, a number of authors have argued that second-language 
data shows evidence of the acquisition of function without the acquisi¬ 
tion of form. For example, researchers working with ‘guestworkers’ in 
Europe have noted that their subjects often mark temporality via other 
means than verb morphology (Dittmar 1981; Meisel 1982). Rather than 
using past endings and auxiliary forms, some subjects use temporal 
adverbs such as ‘yesterday’ and ‘in a month’ with the infinitive to mark 
past or future time. Other subjects use other devices, such as those 
itemized in Table 3.3. Sato’s (1984) analysis of conversational units 
indicated that second-language learners relied on implicit inferences 
and context to mark temporality. Thus in the last two examples in Table 
3.3, the learner is using the narrative or the descriptive context to 
express past time: The referee was unfair and She walked across. 

These researchers looked at how their subjects established past time 
reference because the interlanguage data did not indicate that they were 
using morphological markers. Past tense verb forms simply did not 
occur in the learners’ speech. But closer analysis revealed that the 
learners did have techniques for expressing temporality. This is another 
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Table 3.3 Some linguistic devices used to express temporality in the inter¬ 

language of second-language learners 

(1) Temporal adverbials: ‘yesterday’, ‘last night’ 
(2) Locative adverbials: ‘in Vietnam’, ‘at work’ 
(3) Calendar expressions: ‘January’, ‘Tuesday’ 
(4) Clause sequencing: ‘I go to school Vietnam. I come US’ 
(5) Interlocutor scaffolding: 

Native speaker: Yeah, tell me about your goal. How did you 
make it? 

Learner: Left foot. I shoot left foot. 
(6) Implicit reference in narrative context: 

Learner: I don’t know what he (imitates whistle blowing). 
Native speaker: The referee? The referee. 
Learner: He unfair. 

(7) Implicit reference in descriptive context: 
Learner: She walk across, (describing snapshots) 

Based on Sato 1984. 

example of the advantage of a process over a product orientation. By 
simply focusing on the product (what the learner is saying), one is in 
danger of losing sight of the process (what the learner is trying to 
say). 

It seems clear that both form-to-function and function-to-form anal¬ 
yses are needed to understand the process of second-language acquisi¬ 
tion (Long and Sato 1984). That is, researchers need to look at how 
forms are mapped onto functions, and how functions are mapped onto 
forms. The functional approach has the advantage of indicating how 
it is that beginning second-language learners express functions they 
can express in their native language - such as temporality, gender, 
modality - in a language in which they have limited syntactic and lexi¬ 
cal devices. At the same time, Ellis was correct in noting that analyses 
are needed that examine in detail how forms acquire new functions and 
lose old ones as they are mapped onto the exact functions they serve in 
the target language. 

The role of discourse 
Huebner’s (1983) work is a good example of how it is possible to attend 
to both form and function in the acquisition process. One of the 
features he examined in his Hmong learner was the use of the form isa 
in the English interlanguage. This form derived from the standard 
English and was used initially to mark topic-comment boundaries. For 
example, the subject said, What I do everyday isa water the plants and 
What I eat for breakfast isa Love’s {bread) and butter. This initial usage 
served a specific function and acted as a discourse marker rather than a 
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copular verb. That is, the form identified a discourse boundary. Only 
later did the learner begin to use the form in its copular verb function in 
various syntactic structures. 

Huebner’s emphasis on discourse functions is consistent with the 
view of many interlanguage researchers who give critical importance to 
the role of ‘collaborative discourse’ in the acquisition process. Rather 
than looking at isolated utterances for instances of particular gram¬ 
matical forms, researchers have begun to examine how linguistic func¬ 
tions are marked across utterances in a conversation. Thus in the 
research on temporality mentioned above it was found that speakers 
use temporal ‘anchor points’ previously established either by them¬ 
selves or by their conversational partners, rather than morphological 
markers (Meisel 1982; Sato 1984): 

Native speaker: ‘What did you do yesterday?’ 
Learner: ‘Yesterday, I play ball.’ 

Native speaker: ‘When did you come to this country?’ 
Learner: ‘I come by boat.’ 

Conversational analysis 
As Long and Sato (1984) have pointed out, many researchers regard 
such conversational ‘scaffolding’ as the crucible of language acquisi¬ 
tion. Hatch (1978), for example, has argued that language learning 
evolves out of learning how to carry on a conversation and that syntac¬ 
tic constructions develop out of conversations. Rather than assuming 
that the learner first learns a form and then uses that form in discourse, 
Hatch assumed that the learner first learns how to do conversation, 
how to interact verbally, and out of this interaction syntactic forms 
develop. Although careful not to claim a causal relationship, the argu¬ 
ment is made that conversation precedes syntax. Specifically, in build¬ 
ing a conversation with a partner (‘vertical construction’), the child 
establishes the prototypes for later syntactic development (‘horizontal 
construction’). 

To do conversation the child has to learn to call the partner’s atten¬ 
tion to very concrete objects and to on-going actions. Once a child 
nominates a topic, the partner has a limited number of possible replies. 
Hatch (1978) gave the example of the child pointing to a fish in a fish 
tank. The adult conversational partner can say: 

‘What’s this? It’s a fish.’ 
‘Where’s the fish?’ 
‘Whose fish is that?’ 
‘Is that yours?’ 
‘How many fish are there?’ 
‘What colour is the fish?’ 
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‘What’s the fish doing? He’s swimming.’ 
‘Can he swim?’ 
‘No, it’s not a fish.’ 

By questioning and responding in this way, the adult is prompting the 
use by the child of specific syntactic constructions - precisely those that 
are found early developmentally. 

The process is seen to be the same in first- and second-language 
learning. When the adult asks a question, he or she is in essence asking 
for constituents to fill in slots. By filling in these grammatical slots, the 
learner gets practice in applying the rules of the language. Hatch’s argu¬ 
ment is that the learner’s initial need is to interact through language, 
and that by learning how to interact in conversation first- and second- 
language learners acquire vertical then horizontal - i.e., syntactic - 
constructions. 

In short, interlanguage research has developed from the product 
orientation of the morpheme studies and error analysis to a more 
process orientation that focuses on form-function mappings and on the 
role of discourse in language acquisition. Whether functional analyses 
and examinations of conversational scaffolding can explain language 
acquisition is at this point debatable. Nonetheless, such approaches 
represent important methodological advances over the static tech¬ 
niques of the morpheme studies and error analyses. 

The role of the first language 

The final topic to be discussed here is the role of the first language in the 
acquisition of the interlanguage. We have seen that a consensus arose in 
response to the morpheme studies and error analysis research that it was 
more important to explore the dynamic qualities of interlanguage 
development than to argue over similarities and differences between 
first- and second-language acquisition. The evidence indicated that 
there was enough regularity in development to talk about systematicity 
in the interlanguage. But there was also evidence for variability within 
subjects (as correct and incorrect forms shift back and forth while the 
learner sorts out form - function mappings) and between subjects 
(because of differences in the first language). 

To this point the discussion has focused on the within-subject varia¬ 
bility and on how what appear to be irregularities in the developmental 
process may in fact be quite revealing of how functions are mapped 
onto target-like forms or how forms come to express target-like func¬ 
tions. Now I would like to discuss briefly the issue of between-subject 
variability, meaning by this the question of how a learner’s first lan¬ 
guage influences the interlanguage. 

Studies operating at the product level of analysis have, as we have 
seen, yielded no clear-cut information about the relative occurrence of 
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transfer and non-transfer errors in the speech of second-language 
learners. There was the serious methodological problem of the non¬ 
equivalence of the opportunity of occurrence of transfer and non¬ 
transfer errors (Hakuta and Cancino 1977). Furthermore, as Meisel 
(1983b) has noted, the mere fact that a form occurs in both the first lan¬ 
guage and in the interlanguage does not prove the existence of the 
process of transfer. 

Transfer as process 
As researchers have begun to examine transfer as a process, the inade¬ 
quacies of a product orientation have become increasingly clear. For 
example, Keller-Cohen (1979) found that a Japanese, a Finnish, and a 
German child acquired the English interrogative in roughly the same 
developmental sequence, but that the Finnish child acquired the use of 
yes/no questions much slower than the other two children, presumably 
because of the lack of correspondence between first- and second- 
language structures. The end result was the same, but the processes 
differed because of differences in first language. 

Similarly, Zobl (1982) noted that two case studies involving the 
acquisition of the English article - in one instance by a Chinese¬ 
speaking child and in the other by a Spanish-speaking child - indicated 
that the children had taken different paths to acquisition. Chinese has 
no formal category of articles and the Chinese child initially used a 
deictic determiner {this airplane, this paper school) to approximate 
English language usage. Spanish does have articles and the Spanish 
child did not use the deictic determiner. 

Another difference in the developmental process that is due to first- 
language influence is the observation that speakers of some languages 
take longer to learn certain forms than do speakers of other languages 
because their_pwn first-languages have similar forms. Thus Schumann 
(1982) reported that no + verb forms are more difficult to eliminate 
from the interlanguage of Spanish-speakers than they are from the 
interlanguage of other speakers learning English because of the exist¬ 
ence of this pattern in Spanish. 

Other transfer phenomena 
In addition to showing that transfer results in learners taking different 
developmental paths to target-language mastery or makes it more diffi¬ 
cult to learn certain constructions, recent work on transfer has looked 
at the following phenomena (Gass 1984): 

(1) Transfer of typological organization. Wode (1981) has 
argued that before transfer can occur there must be a certain 
degree of typological similarity between first- and second- f 
language structures. Without this syntactic congruity, Wode ) 
maintained, there will be little confusion and first-language / 
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forms will not appear in the interlanguage. Zobl (1979) has 
made a similar argument. 

(2) Avoidance. Schachter (1974) argued that Japanese and 
Chinese students produced far fewer relative clauses than did 
Persian and Arabic students because of transfer from first- 
language constructions. Japanese and Chinese are not right¬ 
branching languages and so relative constructions in English 
are more difficult for students from this background than 
they are for Persian and Arabic speakers (which are right¬ 
branching languages). This difficulty, however, did not show 
itself in errors, but in avoidance of use of the English relative. 

(3) Overproduction of certain elements. Schachter and Ruther¬ 
ford (1979) found that Japanese and Chinese students over¬ 
produced certain target-language forms, such as ‘It is fortu¬ 
nate that. . .’ and ‘There is a . . They speculated that this 
is because these languages are topic prominent and that first- 
language discourse functions are retained through second- 
language syntactic forms. 

(4) Language facilitation. Transfer may also be facilitative of 
learning. There is some evidence from research on vocabu¬ 
lary development (Ard and Homburg 1983) that there is a 
response facilitation effect that generalizes beyond items that 
show overt similarity. Thus Spanish learners did well on 
vocabulary items where there was a direct similarity in form 
and meaning between Spanish and English items. In 
addition, they did well on items where there was no such 
similarity. No such facilitation was reported for Arabic 
learners. 

(5) Modification of hypotheses. Schachter (1983) argued that the 
learner’s previous knowledge constrains the hypotheses that 
are possible about the new language. Thus transfer should 
not be thought of simply in terms of its direct effect on the 
learner, but also in terms of the more indirect, higher-order 
influence it has on hypothesis formation. In addition, 
Schachter noted that previous knowledge of language 
includes the new information the learner has gained about the 
target language, which may be incomplete and inaccurate. 
Hence learners may make mistaken generalizations based on 
their faulty hypotheses about the target language. 

Transfer as decision-making 

It can be seen from these examples that the concept of transfer has 
taken on a number of different meanings for researchers and that in 
much of this research the influence of the first language would have 
gone unobserved were the traditional, product-oriented definition of 
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transfer used (Gass 1984). Kellerman (1979, 1983) has argued that 
transfer should be looked on as a cognitive process in which decisions 
are made on the basis of (1) the learner’s perception of the similarity 
between first- and second-language structures, and (2) the degree of 
markedness of the first-language structure. More marked structures are 
those that the person thinks of as irregular, infrequent, and seman¬ 
tically opaque. Transfer is predicted to occur when the perceived 
similarity between the two languages is great and when the structures 
involved are unmarked. A number of studies (Gass 1979; Jordens 1977; 
Rutherford 1982) support these predictions. 

For example, Kellerman (1979) applied the markedness concept to 
the domain of semantics. He argued that second-language learners 
show preferences for particular meanings of words, such that sentences 
like I broke the glass are more acceptable than He broke his promise. 
The first case, Kellerman argued, reflects the core meaning of break 
and is therefore more basic than the second case. Similarly, Dutch 
learners of English were found to reject as unacceptable sentences such 
as ‘He kicked the bucket’, which is acceptable in Dutch but which is 
viewed as more irregular and language-specific than He kicked the ball. 
More regular (unmarked) forms are viewed by learners as transferable 
to the target language, assuming that the two languages are thought to 
be similar (as is true for Dutch and English). 

One consequence of these new ways of looking at the notion of 
transfer is a renewal of interest in contrastive analysis. The rejection of 
contrastive analysis by researchers such as Dulay and Burt now appears 
to have been premature. Research on transfer has led to a richer and 
more sophisticated view of the goal of contrastive analysis (Zobl 1983, 
1984a). Emphasis on the notion of markedness, in particular, has led to 
contrastive statements about predicted learning difficulty (Hyltenstam 
1982; Kellerman 1983; Rutherford 1982). 

To conclude, the shift from a product to a process orientation has 
drawn attention to the more subtle and non-obvious effects of the first 
language on interlanguage development. It has become apparent that 
the first language does affect the course of interlanguage development, 
but this influence is not always predictable. The work of Kellerman and 
others has resulted in some testable hypotheses about when transfer 
from the first language affects the interlanguage, although the fluid and 
amorphous nature of the interlanguage and the inadequacy of our 
testing procedures leave much to be discovered about the role of first- 
language transfer. 

Evaluation 

This chapter has traced some developments in Interlanguage theory; 
other developments will be discussed in subsequent chapters. It is 
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impossible at this time to separate Interlanguage theory from develop¬ 
ments in Universal Grammar theory or in Creolization theory. As was 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, some authors use ‘inter¬ 
language’ as equivalent to second-language generally. Hence it is dif¬ 
ficult to demarcate where Interlanguage theory ends and other theories 
begin. 

For example, we have seen that Kellerman used the notion of 
‘markedness’ as one component in his scheme for predicting when first- 
language transfer occurs in the interlanguage. This concept is also used 
in a somewhat different sense by Universal Grammar theory and will be 
discussed more fully in the following chapter. Similarly, Andersen 
(1983) and Schumann (1978) have argued that the interlanguage forms 
that characterize early second-language acquisition are the same as 
those observed in pidgin languages, and that in later stages inter¬ 
language rules become more complex in much the same way as pidgin 
languages do when required to serve a wide range of functions. This 
analogy will be discussed in chapter 5. 

Interlanguage theory, as was noted in the beginning of this chapter, is 
an intermediate-level theory, concerned with describing a limited range 
of second-language phenomena. These include the question of system- 
aticity and variability in the performance of language learners, the 
question of how the emerging system develops and the role of transfer 
from the first language in this process. In contrast to Krashen’s theory, 
Interlanguage theory has had a relatively minor impact on pedagogy. 
Researchers have been primarily interested in describing learners’ 
systems and little attention has been given to pedagogical concerns. 

The emphasis in Interlanguage theory on description stems from a 
conviction that it is important to know well what one is describing 
before attempting to move into the explanatory realm. There is a sense 
that as descriptions of learners’ interlanguages accumulate, answers 
will emerge to the larger questions about second-language acquisition. 
This ‘bottom-up’ strategy requires careful attention to the limitations 
of one’s data base. This has not always been the case, and the early 
research in particular produced generalizations and post hoc explana¬ 
tions that were premature. As more data accumulated, the claims 
derived from the morpheme studies and error analysis had to be revised 
and qualified. Subsequent research has stayed closer to the data. 

As was noted in chapter 1, however, researchers do not select their 
procedures for collecting and analysing data in a vacuum. Their choices 
are determined by their theoretical orientation and by theoretical views. 
Methodological choices reflect considerations about theory. As Long 
and Sato (1984) have argued, recent research indicates a need to focus 
on the process of interlanguage development, a conviction that func¬ 
tion is as important as form, and an awareness that there is an inter¬ 
action between different levels of analysis - phonological, morpho- 
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logical, syntactic, semantic, and discourse - such that each needs to be 
simultaneously examined. These methodological insights reflect a 
theoretical stance: that static, single-level approaches do not do justice 
to the changing and complex nature of second-language acquisition. 

These theoretical considerations have not been clearly spelled out, 
however. Like the phenomenon it seeks to describe, Interlanguage 
theory has been fluid and amorphous, constantly changing and incor¬ 
porating new ideas. In terms of the criteria established in chapter 1, 
Interlanguage theory has been only partially successful. It was argued 
there that good theory fits the data well, is consistent with related 
formulations, is clear in its predictions, and is heuristically rich. Inter¬ 
language theory has scored well on the last of these criteria, in that the 
theory has generated a great deal of significant research and thinking 
about second language. It is more difficult to say how well the theory 
does on the other criteria. 

Interlanguage theory has made us think differently about a number 
of second-language phenomena. Error analysis made clear the inade¬ 
quacies of a rigid behaviourist-structuralist position. More recent 
work on transfer has made apparent the folly of denying first-language 
influence any role in interlanguage development. The work of 
Kellerman, Zobl, and others has led to predictions about when the 
influence of the first language will be greatest. Close analyses of the 
interlanguage development of individual learners, as represented in 
the work of Huebner, Andersen, Hyltenstam, and others, has led to 
better understanding of how the process occurs. Thus the theory 
realizes the goals of any good theory: transformation of thinking, 
prediction, and understanding. 

Without clear and testable predictions, however, it is not clear that 
Interlanguage theory will provide richer insights into the process of 
second-language acquisition. What seems to be happening is that ‘inter¬ 
language’ is a term used by people of various theoretical persuasions 
and that the more interesting and testable hypotheses are being 
generated by these theories rather than by Interlanguage theory perse. 
Thus researchers have begun to look at the linguistic, sociolinguistic, 
and psychological processes that underlie interlanguage development. 
The next three chapters discuss theoretical developments from each of 
these perspectives. 
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Linguistic universals 

One of the persistent problems in research on second-language acquisi¬ 
tion has been to determine to what extent the learner is influenced by the 
input (system-external factors) and to what extent the learner is 
influenced by cognitive and linguistic processes (system-internal 
factors). The theory to be discussed in this chapter focuses on system- 
internal factors, and, specifically, on the role of linguistic universals in 
second-language acquisition. Proponents of this approach take the 
position that the input alone or the input interacting with non-linguistic 
cognitive principles cannot account for the ultimate attainment of child 
and adult language learners. The claim is that in order to explain the 
acquisition of the formal properties of language it is necessary to 
assume an innate, and universal, linguistic component. 

There have been a number of different approaches taken to the study 
of linguistic universals in second-language research (Gass 1984). In this 
chapter I will focus on two: (1) work that follows the approach taken by 
Joseph H. Greenberg, and (2) work that derives from the writings of 
Noam Chomsky. The Greenbergian approach is data-driven and 
derives from an examination of the surface features of a wide range of 
human languages in an effort to determine how languages vary and 
what constraints and principles underlie this variation. In contrast, the 
Chomskyan approach is theory-driven, and derives from an in-depth 
analysis of the properties of language in an effort to determine the 
highly abstract principles of grammar that constrain the class of 
possible human languages. The ‘Universal Grammar’ consists not of 
particular rules of a particular language, but a set of general principles 
that applies to all languages. 

The distinction between the two approaches should be a familiar one 
by this time. It corresponds roughly to the continuum that divides more 
‘inductive’ approaches to theory from more ‘deductive’ ones. As we 
shall see, however, this distinction is not entirely unambiguous, as the 
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Chomskyan approach has tended to assimilate the Greenbergian, so 
that for some the result is a single theoretical orientation. The first sec¬ 
tion of this chapter treats work in the Greenbergian tradition; the 
second section deals with research in the Cnomskyan tradition. 

Typological universals 

The approach taken by Greenberg and his followers begins by analysing 
data from a representative sample of the world’s languages in order to 
extract universal patternings. There is general agreement among 
linguists that language universals exist; the question is to what extent 
different languages are structured according to universal principles. 
The approach is tedious and subject to constant refinement. Only by 
sampling from a wide range of languages do the common patterns 
emerge. 

The term ‘language typology’ refers to a field of study in which 
patterns that exist among the languages of the world are researched and 
the possible variation found in human languages is described. The 
specification of language universals is based on discerned patterns in 
this variation, the limits of variation defining the universals. Thus the 
study of language universals and the study of language typology are 
complementary to each other: the study of universals focuses on what is 
common to all languages and the study of typology focuses on the 
variation that exists between languages. 

Language universals and language typology 

The complementarity between the study of language universals and the 
study of language typology can be illustrated by an example. In 
developing a typology, researchers examine actual representations of a 
particular parameter to determine whether the various logical possi¬ 
bilities are found across languages. If one considers, for instance, 
Greenberg’s (1974) universal that languages with verb-subject-object 
(VSO) basic word order have prepositions, there are four logical 

Prepositions 

VSO Present Absent 

(1) (2) 
Present Welsh - 

(3) (4) 
Not present English Japanese 

Figure 4.1. The four logical possibilities of languages involving the presence or 
absence of VSO word order and the presence or absence of prepositions (based 

on Comrie 1981). 
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possibilities: (1) VSO with prepositions, (2) VSO without preposi¬ 
tions, (3) non-VSO with prepositions, and (4) non-VSO without prepo¬ 
sitions. As is seen in Figure 4.1, there are languages falling in the first, 
third, and fourth categories. Indeed, there are many languages falling 
in each of these categories. But there are no languages in the second 
category (Comrie 1981). Thus, the typological endeavour - aimed at 
assigning languages to different types - leads to the establishment of a 

universal. 

Classification of universals 
Researchers working on language universals and language typology dis¬ 
tinguish between those properties of language that can be said to be 
present or absent in natural languages without reference to any other 
properties of the given language (non-implicational universals), and 
those that relate the presence of one property to the presence of some 
other property (implicational universals). An example of a non- 
implicational universal is the statement that languages have vowels. No 
reference is made to any other properties that must or must not be 
present. In contrast, the example mentioned above - that if a language 
has a VSO basic word order, it has prepositions - is an example of an 
implicational universal. To be established, such a universal requires 
that the implicational statement ‘if p, then q’ be true - that is, if the 
language has VSO, it has prepositions. The logical possibilities, (1), (3), 
and (4) in Figure 4.1 are allowed, but (2) is not. Instances of the dis¬ 
allowed logical possibility would constitute counter-examples to the 
implicational universal. 

Another way in which universals are classified distinguishes between 
those that are without exceptions (absolute universals) and those that 
have exceptions (tendencies) (Comrie 1981). Non-implicational and 
implicational universals may be absolute universals or tendencies. That 
all languages have vowels is an absolute non-implicational universal: 
there do not seem to be exceptions. That all languages have nasal con¬ 
sonants is a non-implicational tendency, because some Salishan 
languages have no nasal consonants. Similarly, the statement that ‘if a 
language has VSO as its basic word order, it has prepositions’ is an 
absolute implicational universal. In contrast, the statement ‘if a 
language has SOV basic word order, it will have postpositions’ is an 
implicational tendency, because Persian is SOV with prepositions 
rather than postpositions. 

Within this framework, markedness conditions are arrived at 
through an observation of the implicational relationship between 
categories. Whenever the existence of a category A in a language 
implies the existence of category B, A is considered more marked than 
B. For many linguistic phenomena, however, it is not possible to define 
typological markedness on the basis of implicational relationships. 
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because there are no two categories, A and B, that co-exist in the 
language and have an implicational relationship. In such cases, 
markedness is based on frequency, with the categories that occur more 
frequently among languages identified as unmarked, and those that 
occur less frequently, identified as marked (Hyltenstam 1982). 

The Accessibility Hierarchy 
Recent work on language universals has uncovered a number of areas 
where one property can be described as more marked than some other 
property. One that is particularly relevant to research on second- 
language learning is the Accessibility Hierarchy for relativization pro¬ 
posed by Keenan and Comrie (1977). They argued on cross-linguistic 
grounds that the degree of difficulty of relativizing on a particular noun 
phrase proceeds from top to bottom along the hierarchy shown in Table 
4.1. Thus subjects are predicted to be easier to relativize than direct 
objects, and so on down the hierarchy. The Accessibility Hierarchy is 
an example of a chain of implicational universals: if a language can 
relativize on position n, then necessarily it can also relativize on 
position n - 1. 

In this analysis to ‘relativize on a particular noun phrase’ refers to the 
role of the noun phrase in question within the relative clause, not within 
the main clause. In the sentence, I know the man who arrived late, 
relativization is on a subject (the man arrived late), not on a direct 
object (/ know the man). That is, the relevant fact is that the man is 
subject of the subordinate clause, not that it is direct object of the main 
clause (Comrie 1984). 

There are two subparts to the hypothesis. First, if a language can 
relativize on a given position on the Accessibility Hierarchy, then it 
must be able to relativize on all positions higher on the hierarchy, 
because a position lower on the hierarchy cannot be more accessible 
than one higher. Second, for each position on the Accessibility 
Hierarchy, there is some possible human language that can relativize on 
that position but on no lower position, because each position on the 
hierarchy is thought to define a potential cut-off point. 

Note that the postulation of a universal Accessibility Hierarchy for 
relative clause formation suggests a hierarchy of degrees of markedness 
(Comrie 1984). That is, it is misleading to say that relativization on 
indirect objects is marked in any absolute sense. Rather, the hypothesis 
states that relativization on indirect objects is marked in comparison to 
relativization on subjects but less marked than relativization on 

genitives. 

Language universals and second-language research 

The Accessibility Hierarchy has spawned a number of studies of 
second-language acquisition, directed at testing predictions concerning 
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Table 4.1 The Accessibility Hierarchy 

Least difficult 

Most difficult 

Subject: ‘the child that was hit by him’ 
Direct object: ‘the child that he hit’ 
Indirect object: ‘the woman to whom he sent the book’ 
Object of a preposition: ‘the rock under which he put 

the letter’ 
Genitive: ‘the woman whose child went across the river’ 
Object of comparative: ‘the amount less than which he 

wanted’ 

ease of acquisition. This section examines these and other predictions 
concerning second-language learning derived from typological univer¬ 
sal as they relate to acquisitional sequences and to the question of the 
influence of transfer from the first language. 

Acquisitional sequences 
Susan Gass (1979; Gass and Ard, 1980) conducted a series of experi¬ 
ments on relative-clause formation in English by learners from various 
first-language backgrounds. She used three tasks, a grammatical judge¬ 
ment task, a sentence-combining task, and a free composition task, 
administered six times over a period of four months. The results were 
seen to indicate that learners of all languages tested followed the cons¬ 
traints of the Accessibility Hierarchy in their English regardless of the 
positions on which their own languages were able to relativize. Speakers 
of all languages had more correct responses to subject relative than to 
direct object relatives and so forth. 

Gass also reported that subjects with first languages with pronominal 
reflexes were more likely to accept sentences with pronominal reflexes 
in them - e.g., sentences such as The man that I saw him is a professor 
at the university - than subjects with first languages without pro¬ 
nominal reflexes. However, this was true only for the first three 
positions of the hierarchy, suggesting universal difficulty with the 
processing and production of such structures at the lower end of the 
hierarchy. 

Hyltenstam (1983) used different elicitation methods to examine 
relative clause formation in learners of Swedish from different first- 
language backgrounds. Only an oral picture-identification task yielded 
reliable results. The pattern was consistent with the Accessibility 
Hierarchy, but there was pronominal-reflex insertion in the inter¬ 
language of all learners, regardless of whether their first language 
allowed pronominal reflexes (though there was less for speakers from 
languages without pronominal reflexes). Written compositions, imita- 
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tion, and judgement tasks did not yield straightforward data. 
Indeed, as Kellerman (1984) noted, no entirely satisfactory methodo¬ 

logy has yet evolved for studying the role of the first language in the 
acquisition of relative clauses in a second language. While the bulk of 
the evidence favours the acquisitional sequences predicted by the 
Accessibility Hierarchy, there are enough inconsistent findings, esp¬ 
ecially with judgement tasks (e.g., Munoz-Liceras 1983), to warrant 
caution in accepting claims based on the Accessibility Hierarchy. Gass 
(1979) suggested that there are cases where first-language and target- 
language factors appear to play a counterbalancing role, resulting in 
non-hierarchical ordering in some instances. 

Kumpf (1982) argued that markedness considerations could lead to 
the appearance of forms that were not present in either the first or the 
target language. She reported evidence in the interlanguage of second- 
language learners that suggested that the tense/aspect system did not 
correspond to either the first or the target language. For instance, one 
of her subjects had created a morphological means of marking com¬ 
pleted versus uncompleted actions unlike either language. This was seen 
to reflect the universal tendency found in cross-linguistic research to 
mark aspect before tense, so that this subject’s system was seen to 
correspond to what would be predicted on the basis of universal 
principles. Kumpf speculated that in such cases the interlanguage 
reflects the learner’s capacity to create unique forms consistent with 
universal principles of natural languages. A similar conclusion was 
reached by Wode (1984). 

If we recall the argument of Adjemian (1976), discussed in the 
previous chapter, that interlanguages are natural languages, then we 
would expect that whatever universal constraints hold for natural 
languages would hold true for the interlanguages of second-language 
learners. That is, the interlanguage should not contain structures that 
violate language universals, nor should the development of the inter¬ 
language violate predictions of the Accessibility Hierarchy or other 
predictions based on degree of markedness. There are a number of 
studies consistent with Adjemian’s claim (Anderson 1983; Broselow 
1983; Frawley 1981; Schmidt 1980), but there are also examples of puta¬ 
tive universals that do not seem to affect the second-language acquisi¬ 
tion process (Eckman 1984; Gass and Ard, 1984). 

Eckman (1984) noted that language universals have been described 
and verified on the basis of first-language data rather than second- 
language data. Hence, he reasoned, if interlanguage development 
violates language universals, one could argue that the domain over 
which language universals hold is that of first languages, not second 
languages. This is the position that Eckman favoured, as opposed to 
what he saw to be the alternative - to discard the universal as false. 
There is another possibility, however, not allowed by Eckman, and that 
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is to consider the possibility of universal ‘tendencies’ (Comrie 1981) 
that allow of exceptions, both in the developing interlanguage of 
second-language learners and in the developing interlanguage of child 
first-language learners (Lord 1984). 

Gass and Ard (1984) have proposed that the effect of a particular 
language universal on second-language acquisition depends on the 
ontology of that universal. The potential influence of a universal 
depends on whether it has its basis in perceptual, cognitive, or physical 
factors (e.g., the shape of the human vocal tract), in which case its 
influence will be greater than if the universal has arisen out of historical 
change. The Accessibility Hierarchy is thought by these authors to be 
based on perceptual/cognitive factors and hence to have direct 
relevance to second-language acquisitional processes. 

The critical question for the theory at this point seems to be deter¬ 
mining how characteristics of the universal (e.g., its status as absolute 
or statistical, its source) affect its role in the process of acquisition. 
Furthermore, if one allows for the possibility that first- and target- 
language factors play counterbalancing roles resulting in violations of 
linguistic universals (Gass 1979), then there is the problem of separating 
the role of universals from transfer. 

Transfer 
A way around this difficulty is to reject the search for ‘single’ etiologies 
in dealing with the errors made by second-language learners. One 
reason that it is difficult in particular cases to distinguish between the 
influence of language transfer and language universals is that both pro¬ 
cesses can operate at the same time or in complex interaction. That is, 
the interlanguage can be the product of multiple causation. 

This position has been advanced by Zobl (1983, 1984a), who argued 
that to overcome the inadequacy of the contrastive analysis approach - 
that is, to explain why some differences between the first and the target 
language lead to learning difficulty and other differences do not - it is 
necessary to look at the interaction of transfer forces with other 
influences on the learner. Specifically, Zobl proposed that one reason 
for transfer from the first language is that the second-language rule is 
obscure. There are two main reasons suggested for this obscurity: 
(1) the second language is typologically inconsistent in that it violates a 
universal implicational pattern, or (2) the rule is itself typologically 
variable, so that there are a large number of possibilities. In either of 
these cases, learners are likely to fall back on their first language and 
first-language influence will be found in the interlanguage. 

The conditions that make for obscurity in the target language imply 
that the rule is marked in the second language. In such cases, even 
marked first-language constructions will be preferred (Zobl 1983). 
However, there may be differences at different stages of interlanguage 
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development in the likelihood that marked features of the first language 
will be transferred to the second language. Kellerman (1979) reported 
that learners initially transfer both marked and unmarked features 
from their first language, but that in the more advanced interlanguage, 
they resist transferring marked features. 

This is not to imply that beginners will necessarily transfer marked 
features from their first language. Zobl (1984a) noted that, while there 
are exceptions that violate the constraints of language universals where 
marked features are transferred, the usual pattern is for second- 
language learners at all stages of development to avoid transferring 
marked first-language rules. His example was French speakers learning 
English. French allows extraction of a noun phrase modified by 
combien: Combien voulez-vous d'oranges? is permissible (though 
marked in comparison with Combien d‘oranges voulez-vous? which is 
also permitted). In English *How many do you want oranges is not 
permissible. Beginning French learners were found to resist transfer¬ 
ring the marked form. 

Eckman (1977, 1985) has argued that transfer occurs principally 
where the first-language feature is unmarked and the second-language 
feature is marked. According to Eckman’s Markedness Differential 
Hypothesis, those areas of the target language that will be most difficult 
for second-language learners are those that are both different from the 

Table 4.2 The Markedness Differential Hypothesis 

The areas of difficulty that a second-language learner will have can be predicted 
on the basis of a comparison of the first language and the target language such 
that: 

1) Those areas of the target language that are different from the first lan¬ 
guage and are relatively more marked than in the first language will be 
difficult. 

2) The degree of difficulty associated with those aspects of the target lan¬ 
guage that are different and more marked than in the native language 
corresponds to the relative degree of markedness associated with those 
aspects. 

3) Those areas of the target language that are different from the first lan¬ 
guage but are not relatively more marked than in the first language will 
not be difficult. 

In this conceptualization, markedness is defined in the following terms: ‘A 
phenomenon or structure X in some language is relatively more marked than 
some other phenomenon or structure Y if cross-linguistically the presence of X 
in a language implies the presence of Y, but the presence of Y does not imply the 
presence of X’ (Eckman 1985, 290). 

Based on Eckman 1977, 1985. 
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first language and relatively more marked (Table 4.2). An example is 
the distribution of voice contrast in pairs such as /t/ and /d/ in English 
and German. Whereas the contrast appears in word-initial, word- 
medial, and word-final positions in English {ten/den, betting/bedding, 
and cat/cad), in German it appears only in word-initial and word- 
medial positions. Traditional contrastive analysis would predict that 
English-speakers learning German would have more difficulty than 
German-speakers learning English, because they have to make a dis¬ 
tinction (ignoring the contrast in word-final positions) that does not 
occur in their first language. Instead, it is German-speakers learning 
English who experience more difficulty. 

This finding can be explained by the Markedness Differential 
Hypothesis. If it is assumed that voice contrast is marked in final posi¬ 
tion in comparison to the other two positions, German learners of 
English have to go from a language that has an unmarked feature to one 
that has a marked feature. This is predicted by the theory to be more 
difficult than the situation facing the English learner of German, who is 
going from a first language where the feature is marked to one where it 
is unmarked. 

The Markedness Differential Hypothesis also differs from the con¬ 
trastive analysis approach in that it predicts the relative degree of 
difficulty for various features in a second language. For example, 
contrastive analysis predicts that voice contrasts in English will be an 
area of difficulty for a speaker whose first language is Mandarin, a 
language that has no voice contrasts, but no predictions are made as to 
relative difficulty associated with learning this contrast in different 
word positions. The Marked Differential Hypothesis, in contrast, 
predicts that voice contrasts are an area of difficulty for these learners 
and that, because final position is the most marked position in which to 
maintain a voice contrast, this should be the most difficult position in 
which to acquire this contrast and the one where most transfer from the 
first language will occur. 

Eckman’s work suggests that transfer is not always a bidirectional 
process, as might be inferred from a strict contrastive analysis 
approach. Instead, this work on linguistic universals indicates that the 
reason why some first-language structures are transferred and others 
are not relates to the degree of markedness of the structures in the 
various languages. The assumption, once again, is that universal cons¬ 
traints interact with the first language and that interlanguage forms 
result from this multiple causation. 

To summarize, Zobl, Gass, Eckman, and others working within this 
framework assume that second-language learning is restricted by 
typology and universal constraints on the structure of natural 
languages. These constraints affect both the overall structural options 
available to learners and the range of variability found in the learner’s 
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interlanguage. The markedness hierarchy and the typological implica¬ 
tions inherent in the structures of the target language determine 
developmental sequences found in the interlanguage. Markedness con¬ 
siderations and transfer operate in close interaction, and a number of 
fairly specific proposals have been made on the basis of markedness 
considerations for predicting when transfer from the first language is 
likely to occur in the interlanguage. 

Universal Grammar 

The Chomskyan generative grammar approach assumes that the first- 
language learner comes to the acquisition task with innate, specifically 
linguistic, knowledge, or Universal Grammar. The claim is that certain 
principles of the human mind are, to a degree, biologically determined 
and specialized for language learning. As Chomsky put it: 

Universal grammar is taken to be the set of properties, condi¬ 
tions, or whatever, that constitute the ‘initial’ state of the 
language learner, hence the basis on which knowledge of 
language develops (1980, 69). 

These abstract and linguistically significant principles underlie all 
natural languages and comprise the essential faculty for language with 
which all individuals are in general uniformly and equally endowed. 

Universal Grammar theory does not concern itself with second- 
language acquisition. The application of the theory to this domain has 
come about through recent work of a number of second-language 
researchers. Four considerations motivate interest on the part of these 
researchers in the Chomskyan position (White, 1985b): 

(1) The need for a sufficiently sophisticated linguistic theory to 
describe the complex structural characteristics of inter¬ 
languages. As we have seen in Chapter 3, there is a certain 
vagueness in Interlanguage theory that derives from an 
inadequately developed linguistic theory. The same criticism, 
by the way, has been applied to Krashen’s theory (White 
1985a). Universal Grammar, its proponents argue, provides a 
sophisticated and detailed linguistic theory to account for 
second-language phenomena. 

(2) The growing realization that second-language learners face a 
‘projection problem’ - that is, that they, like first-language 
learners, have to work out a complex grammar on the basis of 
deficient data. Those working in the Chomskyan tradition 
argue that the learner’s grammatical knowledge cannot be 
explained by the input data alone. Felix (1984) listed three 
limitations. First, some structures are so rare and marginal 
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that it would not be possible for learners to obtain sufficient 
exposure to them. Second, incorrect hypotheses require nega¬ 
tive feedback (correction, identification of errors, etc.) if 
they are to be discarded, but such feedback usually does not 
occur. Finally, the rules of any grammar are highly abstract 
and so do not reflect the surface properties of the language. 

(3) The development of parameter theory within generative 
grammar, which allows for a more precise investigation of 
language variation - including variation between native and 
target languages. Thus, as we shall see in more detail shortly, 
the language properties inherent in the human mind are 
thought to consist of a set of general principles that apply to 
all grammars and that leave certain parameters open. 
Universal Grammar is seen to set the limits within which 
human languages can vary. 

(4) The realization that a rigid critical period hypothesis is open 
to question, so that one does not have to assume that adult 
language learning is of a totally different or disadvantaged 
nature when compared to child acquisition. Researchers 
interested in second-language acquisition have argued that 
there is no reason to assume that the language faculty des¬ 
cribed by Universal Grammar necessarily atrophies with age; 
instead they maintain that, like first-language learners, adult 
second-language learners are sensitive to certain structural 
properties of the language they are acquiring and they use 
these sensitivities in constructing the grammar of the 
language they are learning. (Flynn, 1983). 

In this section, I will discuss principles of recent Chomskyan thought as 
they relate to language acquisition and development generally, and then 
turn to the application of these ideas in second-language research. 

Language acquisition and development 

The Chomskyan position views Universal Grammar as part of the 
brain. Consequently, ‘learning’ is not the correct term to describe how 
language develops: 

A bulb becomes a flower; some cells become a lung. We do not 
say that the bulb ‘learns’ to be a flower or the cells ‘learn’ to be a 
lung, although in both cases certain aspects of the environment 
such as water and nourishment are necessary to the process. 
Instead we say the bulb and the cells ‘grow’. Their growth is the 
realization of their genetic potential in conjunction with ‘triggers’ 
from the environment . . . [Similarly] Universal Grammar 
present in the child’s mind grows into the adult’s knowledge of 
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the language so long as certain environmental ‘triggers’ are pro¬ 
vided. . . . Language acquisition is the growth of the mental 
organ of language triggered by certain language experiences. 
(Cook 1985, 3-4) 

Because Chomskyan theory is concerned with grammatical com¬ 
petence, or the speaker’s knowledge of the language, ‘acquisition’ 
refers to ideal language learning unaffected by maturation, processing 
limitations, memory restrictions, and other cognitive and motivational 
factors. The term ‘development’ is used to refer to the real-time 
learning of language by children, whereby the language principles that 
are present manifest themselves in accordance with the child’s capacity 
to process information and other maturational factors. 

Developmental sequences 
It is generally assumed in Universal Grammar theory that the child 
starts with all the principles of Universal Grammar available and that 
all human languages conform to these principles. What one sees in 
language development is the interaction of the workings of the lang- 
guage faculty with other mental organs. Note, however, that the study 
of developmental sequences sheds little light on what Chomsky means 
by ‘acquisition’. His concern was with the operation of the language 
faculty rather than with development. The sequence of development 
tells us nothing about acquisition. 

If one assumes that the whole of Universal Grammar is available to 
the child from the start (White 1981), the language principles that are 
present manifest themselves in accordance with the child’s ‘channel 
capacity’ - that is, the child’s ability to process information, memory 
limitations, and other maturational factors. The child does not reveal 
all that is known about language at any point in time. Instead, the child 
builds the best grammar possible on the basis of what is cognitively 
possible at a particular maturational point. What is revealed develop- 
mentally, however, tells more about other cognitive systems than about 
language acquisition in the Chomskyan sense. Thus, for example, early 
in language development the child does not have the channel capacity to 
acquire the relative clause in English. That relative clauses appear later 
in the child’s speech than do simple one-clause structures does not tell 
us anything about language ‘acquisition’ in Chomsky’s sense, but tells 
us something about the cognitive system and the development of work¬ 
ing memory. 

Some authors have suggested a different explanation of develop¬ 
mental sequences. Felix (1984), for example, has argued that the 
principles of Universal Grammar are themselves subject to an innately 
specified developmental process. They lie latent until the moment for 
their activation arrives. At that point, the child restructures the 
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grammar to accommodate a new principle that the existing grammar 
violates in some way. This argument, however, seems somewhat at 
odds with Chomsky’s view of the language faculty as a mental organ, 
present from the start but restricted in its operation by non-linguistic 

factors. 

Hypothesis testing 
According to Chomsky, Universal Grammar provides the only way of 
accounting for how children are able to acquire their native language. If 
one assumes that children form hypotheses about their language that 
they then test in practice, the question of how they reject incorrect 
hypotheses needs to be answered. Chomsky and his followers argue 
that the child does not get enough negative evidence to reject incorrect 
hypotheses. Nor do children produce enough incorrect sentences to test 
out hypotheses adequately. Hence it is necessary to assume that 
children are in some way constrained in the hypotheses they form. 

If there are constraints to the range of hypotheses children form, it 
becomes possible to explain how acquisition occurs. Rather than 
working from inductive principles alone, the child is restricted by the 
constraints of Universal Grammar in forming hypotheses about the 
input. The child’s task is to test the options available against input from 
the environment. Thus the claim is that hypothesis testing is a possible 
explanation once it is accepted that the child’s hypotheses are limited in 
number and that the environment contributes triggering rather than 
negative evidence. 

As Cook (1985) noted, Chomsky’s theory sees the environment to 
play both a negative and a positive role. Negatively, the theory denies 
that the environment provides sufficient evidence for learning 
particular aspects of syntax without the aid of a powerful built-in 
grammar. Positively, the theory claims that the environment provides 
positive evidence to help the learner fix the ways in which Universal 
Grammar is applied to the target language. Consequently, the theory 
does not deny that external factors influence the course of language 
acquisition; the right environmental input at the right time furthers the 
acquisition process. 

Parameter setting 
According to Universal Grammar theory, the principles of Universal 
Grammar involve a set of properties with certain parameters. These 
parameters remain ‘open’ until they are set by experience with the 
environment. For Chomsky, language acquisition is not so much a 
problem of acquiring grammatical rules, but rather a process whereby 
the learner sets the values of the parameters of the principles of 
Universal Grammar. The grammar of a language is the set of values it 
assigns to various parameters. As Chomsky put it, ‘Experience is 
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required to set the switches. Once they are set, the system functions’ 
(1984, 25). 

An oft-cited example of such a parameter is the pro-drop parameter, 
which specifies that languages vary with regard to whether they allow 
the deletion of pronouns in subject positions, together with related 
phenomena such as inversion of subject and verb. English does not 
have pro-drop because a subject is required for every sentence and the 
subject cannot be inverted with the verb in declarative sentences. This is 
not true of Spanish, however, which, as a pro-drop language, allows 
empty subjects and subject-verb inversion in declarative sentences. 

Another example is the principle of adjacency, according to which 
noun phrases must be next to the verb or preposition that gives them 
case. Hence in English an adverb cannot intervene between a verb and 
its direct object. Sentences such as *Mary ate quickly her dinner are not 
allowed, whereas in French such sentences are permitted: Marie a 
mange rapidement le diner (White, in press). The French option is 
assumed to be ‘set’ for the child learning French as a first language on 
the basis of positive evidence in the form of such sentences. 

As was mentioned in chapter 2, the important question for second- 
language research is whether the parameters that have been set in the 
first language need to be reset or readjusted for the second language. 
This leads, as we shall see, to a reformulation of questions relating to 
contrastive analysis and language transfer. 

Core versus peripheral grammar 
Universal Grammar theory maintains a distinction between ‘core’ and 
‘peripheral’ grammar. Core grammar refers to those parts of the 
language that have ‘grown’ in the child through the interaction of the 
Universal Grammar with the relevant language environment. In addi¬ 
tion, however, it is assumed that every language also contains elements 
that are not constrained by Universal Grammar. These elements com¬ 
prise the peripheral grammar. Peripheral elements are those that are 
derived from the history of the language, that have been borrowed from 
other languages, or that have arisen accidentally. Cook (1985) gave the 
examples of the expression the more the merrier, which comes from Old 
English and the pronunciation of police, which indicates that it is a late 
borrowing from French. Thus some aspects of the individual’s 
grammar come from Universal Grammar, while others are influenced 
by other factors. 

When children learn a particular language, they form hypotheses 
within the guidelines set by Universal Grammar. Two children learning 
different languages make different applications of the same linguistic 
principles in response to different environments. Although the child’s 
mind is thought to prefer to adopt rules based on Universal Grammar, 
the child also has to learn aspects of language that are peripheral. These 
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peripheral aspects fall outside the child’s pre-programmed instructions 

and hence are more difficult to acquire. 
This is not to say, however, that peripheral aspects of language are 

learned later developmentally. Chomsky was careful to point out that 
the order in which structures are learned may be influenced by the 
child’s channel capacity. Aspects of the core grammar may be learned 
later than peripheral aspects because of processes of maturation or 
because of frequency effects. Here again sequence of development is an 
unreliable guide to acquisition (Cook 1985). 

To summarize, Universal Grammar theory holds that the ability to 
acquire a human language is genetically determined. The theory 
postulates that the child faces a ‘projection problem’ in that the 
language-learning task must be accomplished with deficient input data. 
The only way to explain how children succeed is to assume that they 
approach the task endowed with a Universal Grammar that comprises a 
rich set of innate principles that govern the emergence of language. The 
Universal Grammar constrains the hypotheses that children make and 
the child’s language environment determines which principles of the 
Universal Grammar will be accessed. Acquisition involves setting the 
parameters of a particular language in a specific way. Rules of the core 
grammar are seen to be easier to set than are rules of the peripheral 
grammar, which are thought to be outside of the child’s pre¬ 
programmed instructions. 

Universal Grammar and second-language acquisition 

Chomskyan theory has been concerned almost exclusively with the 
acquisition by the child of a first language. Indeed, in his early writings 
Chomsky seemed to believe that second-language learning used other 
faculties of the mind than did first-language learning and so fell outside 
the domain of Universal Grammar theory. Early Chomskyan theory 
endorsed the Critical Period Hypothesis of Lenneberg (1967), which 
postulated that the limits for first-language acquisition were between 
the ages of two and puberty. Before this time the child is too immature 
physically, and after this period the brain is too inflexible. 

More recent theory has largely ignored the Critical Period Hypo¬ 
thesis, perhaps because of considerable evidence against it 
(McLaughlin, 1984), or perhaps because the issue is one that relates 
more to development than to acquisition as these terms have been 
defined in current formulations. As was mentioned above, advocates of 
a Universal Grammar approach working on second-language learning 
typically argue that there is no reason to assume that the language 
faculty atrophies with age. Most second-language researchers who 
adopt the Universal Grammar perspective assume that the principles 
and parameters of Universal Grammar are still accessible to the adult 
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language learner. This is seen to have important implications for how 
one views interlanguage development and transfer. Before turning to 
these topics, however, a few comments are necessary on the critical 
notion of ‘markedness’. 

The theory of markedness 

The notion of markedness dates back to the Prague school of 
linguistics. Originally, it was used to refer to two members of a phono¬ 
logical opposition, one of which contained a feature lacking in the 
other. The phoneme carrying the feature was called marked; the other 
unmarked (Trubetzkoy 1936). The idea was carried over to inflectional 
morphology by Jakobson (1941), and was also used by Chomsky and 
Halle (1968) in their work on phonology. 

We have seen in the previous chapter that Kellerman (1979, 1983) 
invoked the concept of markedness to predict when transfer is likely to 
occur from the first language. More marked structures in the learner’s 
first language - those that are perceived to be more irregular, infre¬ 
quent, and semantically opaque - were predicted to be less transferable 
than regular and frequent forms. Other authors distinguish marked or 
unmarked structures according to their degree of complexity. 
Unmarked forms are thought to be less complex than marked. 

In recent Chomskyan thought, the rules of the core grammar are 
thought to be unmarked and those of the peripheral grammar are 
marked. The theory predicts that only minimal exposure is needed to 
learn a core rule, but that peripheral or marked rules need to be learned 
on the basis of positive evidence of their existence in the grammar. 
Marked rules cannot be assumed a priori because they represent idio¬ 
syncratic features of the language. Hence their instantiation in a 
grammar takes longer to learn than a related unmarked rule: 

In our idealized theory of language acquisition, we assume that 
the child approaches the task equipped with Universal Grammar 
and an associated theory of markedness that serves two func¬ 
tions: It imposes a preference structure on the parameters of 
Universal Grammar and it permits the extension of core grammar 
to a marked periphery. (Chomsky 1981, 8) 

In the absence of evidence to the contrary, unmarked options are 
selected. 

Second-language researchers have used the concept of markedness 
to examine various acquisition problems. For example, Irene 
Mazurkewich (1984a, 1984b) has argued that Chomskyan Universal 
Grammar theory and the associated theory of markedness can serve as 
powerful predictors of the acquisition of dative structures by second- 
language learners. She reported (1984a) that second-language learners 
were more likely to judge as correct sentences with the unmarked dative 
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prepositional phrase complement (Give the book to Mary) than the 
marked double noun phrase construction {Give Mary the book). In 
another paper (Mazurkewich, 1984b), she found that unmarked 
passivized direct objects (A football was thrown to Phillip) were 
learned before marked passivized indirect objects {Phillip was thrown a 
football). These findings were seen as evidence for the claim that the 
determining factor in the acquisition of interlanguage syntax is marked¬ 
ness as defined within Universal Grammar theory. 

It should be pointed out, as Cook (1985) noted, that present 
Universal Grammar theory does not assume that markedness is directly 
reflected in development, even though this is usually assumed by 
second-language researchers. Unmarked forms should be learned 
before those that are marked, but the theory allows for features of 
‘channel capacity’ - the way in which information is processed, 
memory limitations, etc. - to distort the sequence (White 1981). 
Markedness affects acquisition, but the actual process of development 
can disguise markedness in many ways. 

Interlanguage development 
As we saw in the previous chapter, the notion of interlanguage assumes 
that the second-language learner has a grammar that is systematic in its 
own right and distinct from both the first and the second languages. 
Universal Grammar theory assumes that all grammars, interim or final, 
reflect principles of the Universal Grammar. Thus, according to the 
theory, second-language grammars must be constrained in the same 
way as first-language grammars. 

Support for this proposition was reported by Schmidt (1980), who 
found that a group of second-language learners of English produced 
sentences such as John sang a song and played a guitar and John plays 
the guitar and Mary the piano, but not *Sang a song and John plays a 
guitar or * John the violin and Mary plays the piano. Schmidt argued 
that his learners obeyed the Universal Grammar principle that only the 
second identical noun or verb may be omitted from the sentence. 

Similar results were reported by Ritchie (1978) who found that adult 
learners of English correctly judged to be grammatical sentences such 
as That a boat had sunk that John had built was obvious. However, 
sentences such as * That a boat had sunk was obvious that John had 
built were judged to be ungrammatical. Ritchie saw this to be evidence 
that the learners had access to the Universal Grammar principle called 
the ‘right roof constraint’, which limits the movement of elements in a 
sentence across certain types of boundaries. 

These studies have been interpreted by advocates of the Universal 
Grammar approach as evidence that interlanguages reflect the 
principles of Universal Grammar and that the types of errors that 
second-language learners make are constrained by universal principles. 



Universal Grammar 99 

However, it is also possible, according to Universal Grammar theory, 
for errors in the interlanguage to reflect channel capacity, so that appa¬ 
rent violations can be explained away as resulting from development, 
not acquisition. 

We have seen earlier in this chapter that the language learner is 
thought by Universal Grammar theory to test a limited number of 
hypotheses - those compatible with the presented input - and to 
choose from the store of potential grammars a specific one that is 
appropriate to the data. The learner’s internal Universal Grammar 
severely restricts the range of hypotheses that can be entertained. Thus 
interlanguage development is thought by the theory to be constrained 
by the limited number of possibilities provided by Universal Grammar. 

Zobl (1984a) has proposed that, in addition, the learner’s task is 
made easier by what he referred to as a ‘projection device’, whereby 
implicated rules are activated once one rule in a cluster of rules is 
acquired. Thus, for example, once a learner discovers that the word 
order of a target language is verb-subject-object, it may become appa¬ 
rent - through the internal Univeral Grammar - that the language has 
prepositions. 

Contrastive analysis revisited 
Besides the application of the theory of markedness and of the 
principles of Universal Grammar to interlanguage development, 
researchers have applied Universal Grammar theory to transfer 
problems. White (1983), for example, has extended the theory to the 
relative markedness of different settings of a parameter. She main¬ 
tained that the typical acquisition route proceeding from unmarked to 
marked forms is sometimes not followed in the interlanguage of 
second-language learners. Instead, learners at the initial stages of 
acquisition are likely to show the effect of the first-language parameter 
and hence marked forms may appear in their interlanguage before 
unmarked ones. Thus French learners of English were found to have a 
particular problem with movement rules in English, because their first 
language has more marked settings than the language they are learning, 
English, has less marked settings. Munoz-Liceras (1983) also 
demonstrated that differences in the parameter settings for relative 
clause formations in English and Spanish can lead to marked forms 
appearing before unmarked ones in the interlanguage of second- 
language learners. 

Flynn (1983) argued that the direction of grammatical anaphora 
accords with the principle branching order of a language. Students of 
English whose first language is right-branching (e.g., Spanish) were 
predicted to have less difficulty with the comprehension of anaphora 
than students whose first language is left-branching (e.g.,Japanese). 
Flynn had her subjects perform an English imitation task that included 
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Table 4.3 Examples of imitation errors in adult speakers of Japanese and 
Spanish 

Japanese speaker 

Stimulus: The man introduced the policeman when he delivered the 
plans. 

Response: The man introduced the policeman. 
Stimulus: The mayor questioned the president when he entered the 

room. 
Response: Mayor questioned the president. . . with the diplomat. 

Spanish speaker 

Stimulus: When he prepared the breakfast, the doctor called the 
professor. 

Response: When he finished the breakfast he called to the professor. 

Based on Flynn 1983. 

examples of anaphora, and found that the results supported her predic¬ 
tions. Table 4.3 shows some examples of errors made by Flynn’s sub¬ 
jects. In contrast to the types of errors made by the Japanese subjects, 
Spanish subjects were typically able to make some sense of the 
anaphora. 

Flynn noted that her results could not be accounted for by traditional 
contrastive analysis, which predicts interference in second-language 
acquisition from the first language where surface features of the first 
and the second language do not match. According to this analysis, left¬ 
branching subordinate when clauses (‘When the actor finished the 
book, the woman called the professor’) should be easier for Japanese 
subjects than right-branching when clauses. This follows because left¬ 
branching sentences match the principal recursive direction of Japanese 
and right-branching sentences do not. What Flynn found was a general 
depression in amount correct for Japanese subjects on both types of 
sentence structures and no significant differences in amount correct 
between left- and right-branching structures. Taken together Flynn’s 
findings suggest that it is not surface features of the two languages that 
predict when transfer occurs, but more profound and abstract universal 
principles of acquisition. She argued that when the value of a parameter 
is set in the first language it may or may not need to be revised in the 
second-language acquisition process depending on the correspondence 
of the two languages. 

Thus Universal Grammar theory does not treat transfer as a matter 
of structural comparison of rules as is done in contrastive analysis, but 
in terms of how the rules exploit the same underlying principles. As 
Cook (1985) has pointed out, however, this comparison needs to be 
supplemented by an account of how first and target grammars deviate 
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from core grammar. For example, English and French can be seen to be 
similar in terms of the core parameter of sentence order, but their rela¬ 
tionship also needs to take in the more peripheral rule that auxiliaries 
precede the subject in certain types of question. 

At the core, the theory provides a common measuring stick for 
two grammars; as we move to the periphery, the stick becomes 
less appropriate and more attention has to be paid to other factors 
than Universal Grammar (Cook 1985, 14). 

To summarize. Universal Grammar theory postulates that second- 
language learning occurs as learners encounter more evidence from the 
second language, and fix the parameters of the new grammar. During 
the initial stages of acquisition the interlanguage is likely to show the 
effect of the first-language parameter and hence marked forms may 
appear before unmarked ones. Similarly, at the periphery, when the 
evidence is not consistent with core grammar, the learner is likely to 
adopt more marked solutions. Universal Grammar theory offers an 
alternative to contrastive analysis in that the theory postulates a set of 
deep principles common to all languages and fundamental to both first- 
and second-language acquisition. 

Evaluation 

Research on second-language learning within the Typological or the 
Universal Grammar framework is a recent development in the field. 
There have been a limited number of studies, some of which suggest 
that an approach based on linguistic universals holds a great deal of 
promise for clarifying our understanding of interlanguage development 
and transfer. The research has also made more apparent problems with 
this perspective. 

The Typological approach 

Methodological issues 
The Typological approach stresses the comparison between languages 
in its search for linguistic universals. This approach, however, requires 
strict methodological caveats. For one, universal statements require for 
their validity a representative sample of human languages. Because 
there are an estimated 4,000 extant languages, it is difficult to know 
when any one sample is ‘representative’ of the population of actual 
languages of the world. How is one to know that the sample is suffi¬ 
ciently large and varied to include examples of all the kinds of structures 
found in human languages? 
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Even if the sample could be shown to be representative, there remains 
the problem of demonstrating the empirical validity of putative 
linguistic universals. Comrie’s distinction between ‘absolute’ uni¬ 
versals and universal ‘tendencies’ is helpful in this connection. As he 

pointed out: 

In a representative sample of languages, if no universal were 
involved, i.e., if the distribution of types along some parameter 
were purely random, then we would expect each type to have 
roughly an equal number of representatives. To the extent that 
the actual distribution departs from this random distribution, the 
linguist is obliged to state and, if possible to account for, the dis¬ 
crepancy. One way of looking at a universal tendency, perhaps 
the best way of looking at one, is as a statistically significant 
deviation from random patterning. An absolute universal, in this 
sense, is just the extreme case of deviation from random distribu¬ 
tion: certain logical possibilities fail to occur at all, rather than 
just being rare. (1981, 19) 

In recent work on language universals, as Comrie noted, the term 
‘tendency’ is usually replaced by the term ‘statistical universal’, refer¬ 
ring to the fact that the universal in question has only a certain statis¬ 
tical, rather than absolute, validity. In such a formulation, the question 
of whether a language universal has empirical validity is a statistical one 
that depends on the sampling procedures used. 

This approach allows the theory to permit exceptions. One need not 
set up a classification of universals in terms of the different domains in 
which they apply. Such a classification scheme was postulated by 
Eckman (1984), for example, who argued that it is necessary to restrict 
universal statements either to all language types, to first languages, or 
to interlanguages, because of evidence he interpreted as indicating that 
an interlanguage violated a universal statement formulated on the basis 
of data from first languages. However, once it is accepted that 
universals need not be exceptionless, there is no need for restricting 
them to different language domains. 

There is another methodological issue that needs to be mentioned 
here. In his review of cross-linguistic influences on second-language 
acquisition, Kellerman (1984) noted the limitations of various elicita¬ 
tion techniques in generating reliable and consistent data. Research on 
the Accessibility Hierarchy has, as we have seen, yielded different 
results depending on the elicitation method. The predictions with 
respect to relative-clause patterns have been more extensively studied 
than have other constructions, so this methodological caution needs to 
be kept in mind when considering evidence for other constructions, 
where - as is often the case - a single elicitation method is used. 
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Markedness 

The Typological Universal approach uses the terms ‘less marked’ and 
‘unmarked’ to refer to what is expected, normal, or natural in human 
languages. This approach does not necessarily establish the ‘marked’ 
form, because many instances involve a series based on a scale of 
naturalness of some sort. Thus an implicational series is an ordered 
series in which the existence of a category A in a language implies the 
existence of category B, and so forth - A being considered more 
marked than B. 

Note that in this approach no single causal explanation is proposed 
for the phenomenon of markedness: 

Perceptual, articulatory, cognitive, and other factors may be 
operative singly or in combination to result in the implicational 
series. From this perspective, markedness is viewed as probabilis¬ 
tic, depending on the interaction of the factors involved. The 
value of the concept lies in the strong tendencies toward agree¬ 
ment among the various attributes of less or greater markedness 
(frequency, overtness, complexity, early acquisition, neutraliza¬ 
tion, etc. . . . and consequent possibilities of prediction. 
(Ferguson 1984, 249) 

We have seen that researchers in the second-language field use various 
definitions of markedness - from the internal complexity of the struc¬ 
ture or structural system to be learned (Wode, 1984) to frequency of 
occurrence in languages (Hyltenstam 1982). Table 4.4 summarizes 
some of the predictions made on the basis of this research. 

It should be pointed out that some of the most interesting predictions 
concerning transfer effects based on markedness considerations are 

Table 4.4 A summary of markedness predictions based on typological 
universals 

(1) Learners transfer unmarked first-language forms when the corresponding 
second-language forms are more marked. 

(2) The effect of the first language will be observed more strongly in cases that 
involve marked rules in the second language. 

(3) In general, marked forms are not transferred into interlanguage, partic¬ 
ularly when the first language possesses both marked and unmarked 

constructions. 
(4) Marked forms may be transferred in the early stages of second-language 

acquisition. 
(5) A first-language pattern that corresponds to an interlanguage universal can 

accelerate or delay second-language acquisition, depending on whether the 
correspondence is with an early- or late-occurring developmental pattern. 

Based on Ellis 1985. 
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relatively subtle ones. As Rutherford (1984) noted, there are indirect 
effects from the intersection of first and native languages that are 
typologically different. In such cases the resulting interlanguage 
phenomenon may not be a product, but rather a process. That is, there 
may be an increased sensitivity toward certain solutions, a propensity to 
view language in a certain way, that influences the course of 

acquisition. 
The problem is that various definitions of markedness can lead 

researchers to different predictions about the effect on second- 
language learning. This is clearly an area that needs more research: 

Until reliable and generally accepted means are found for 
establishing which of two or more forms are marked and 
unmarked or more or less marked, the whole construct of 
markedness must be considered of doubtful value for empirical 
research (Ellis 1985b, 212). 

This brings us to the issue of falsifiability. 

Testing the theory 
Rapidly accumulating information about language typology and 
language universals offers an empirical handle to the problem of the 
nature of the constraints and biases with which humans are equipped to 
acquire and use languages (Hakuta 1984). It should be noted, however, 
that Comrie (1984) contended that the claims of a literal psychological 
interpretation of the Accessibility Hierarchy hold only where ‘other 
things are equal’ - i.e., where processing strategies or other factors do 
not override the predictions based on implicational universals. 

This, of course, allows one to account for findings that do not fit the 
predictions of the theory by an appeal to independently motivated 
processing strategies, the counter-balancing role of first- and target- 
languages (Gass 1979), or other factors. Because second-language 
acquisition takes place under an incredible array of different circums¬ 
tances - e.g., at various ages, with and without formal instruction, 
in literate and non-literate communities, with varying social func¬ 
tions of the respective languages (Ferguson 1984), such appeals can 
almost always be made to account for differences in rates or paths of 
acquisition. 

Nonetheless, as Hatch (1984) noted, developmental claims (espe¬ 
cially in phonology) have been validated in research testing predictions 
based on linguistic universals. Hecht and Mulford (1982), for example, 
compared predictions based on transfer from the first language and 
developmental factors (derived from universals of phonology and 
markedness considerations) and were able to show where transfer and 
developmental factors would predict errors and where each would 
predict the substitutions used. Eckman’s (1984) Markedness Differen- 
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tial Hypothesis makes similar predictions. Other research uses 
statistical procedures, such as implicational scaling (Hyltenstam 1982) 
and multidimensional scaling (Kellerman 1978), to discover the dimen¬ 
sions defining universal and to test the psychological reality of 
language universal claims. The theory clearly has utility. Not enough 
studies have been carried out in this framework, however, to know 
whether it can be falsified through empirical research. 

The Universal Grammar approach 

Universal Grammar theory originally based its case on the analysis ‘in 
depth’ of a single language - which happened to be English. In recent 
years, the theory has been more open to the contribution of the 
Typological approach and there has been a growing convergence of the 
two approaches as the notion of parameterization has stimulated 
Chomskyan interest in cross-linguistic variation. This helps the theory 
deal with certain problems, but others remain. 

The learnability problem 
The Chomskyan, Universal Grammar approach to language learning 
maintains that, in addition to relatively close-to-surface levels of 
syntactic representation, there are more abstract levels of representa¬ 
tion. The theory claims that children cannot induce these abstract 
principles simply from the data presented to them in adult speech. This 
is the ‘poverty of the stimulus’ argument - that input to children is 
meagre and degenerate and therefore cannot provide an adequate basis 
for setting the parameters of the language. To solve this projection 
problem - to work out a complex grammar on the basis of insufficient 
data - the theory contends that children acquire first language so 
effortlessly because the crucial abstract principles of Universal 
Grammar are available to them innately. Children can learn their first 
language readily because Universal Grammar constrains the 
hypotheses they make about input. 

In recent years, the poverty of the stimulus argument has been under 
attack as it has become more apparent that parents and caregivers tailor 
their speech to young children in a way that makes the input more 
understandable (McLaughlin, 1984, ch. 2). In attempting to com¬ 
municate with the child, caregivers provide (1) conversational lessons 
when they help the child to sustain a conversation by means of 
attention-getters and attention-holders, prompting questions, and 
expansions, (2) mapping lessons when they provide utterances that can 
be decoded by use of context, and (3) segmentation lessons when they 
give clues as to how utterances are divided into words, phrases, or 
clauses (Clark and Clark 1977). Language used with young children is 
simpler, slower, related to events and objects in the here-and-now, and 
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contains a more limited vocabulary. As we saw in chapter 2, the effect 
of these features of the input language on children’s language acquisi¬ 
tion is in debate, but there is general agreement that the input is better 
suited to the child’s needs than Chomsky saw it to be. At least in the 
early stages, environmental influences may be important in language 

acquisition. 
Furthermore, another argument for the need of an innate mechanism 

has been criticized. This is the notion that children do not receive 
enough negative input to explain how they form correct hypotheses 
about the language. Schachter (1984) has pointed out that phenomena 
such as confirmation checks, clarification requests, and failures to 
understand qualify as negative input. Consider these conversations: 

Child: Read to me a book. 
Adult: What? 
Child: Read a book to me. 

Non-native speaker: Um in Harvard, what you study? 
Native speaker: What? 
Non-native speaker: What you es study? 
Native speaker: What am I studying? 
Non-native speaker: Yeah. 

Such examples indicate that language learners can be led to appropriate 
speech in other ways than through explicit corrections. Once one 
accepts a broader reading for negative input, the learnability problem 
becomes less intractable than Universal Grammar theory supposes. 
This does not mean that the problem is solved; it is not entirely clear 
whether negative feedback leads to the kind of corrections that are 
called for. Nonetheless, environmental factors may play more of a role 
than is allowed by the poverty of the stimulus argument. 

Core vs. periphery grammars and markedness 
As we have seen, the rules of the core grammar are those that are 
thought to be unmarked and those on the periphery are marked. In 
essence, then, the notions of core grammar and peripheral grammar are 
simply reformulations of the theory of markedness. The prediction is 
that as soon as the linguistic input triggers a learner’s awareness of the 
existence of a core or unmarked rule in the grammar, the rule not only 
would be learned easily, but it would be learned on the basis of minimal 
exposure to that language because it is predicated on a principle of 
Universal Grammar. In the case of peripheral or marked rules, the 
prediction is that they would have to be learned on the basis of positive 
evidence of their existence in that grammar. 

So the fundamental question becomes one of determining which 
rules are marked and which are unmarked. This has not always proved 
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easy. Indeed, Ellis (1985b) cited the example of the pro-drop rule, 
which was viewed by White (1983) as a marked form, whereas Hyams 
(1983) regarded it as unmarked. There is also the danger of circularity: 
an unmarked or core rule is one that is learned early and one that is 
learned early is unmarked. Without independent means of defining 
marked and unmarked rules, the predictions of the theory cannot be 
tested empirically. 

Another issue relating to markedness considerations concerns 
universals such as the Accessibility Hierarchy, which create difficulties 
for Universal Grammar theory because they imply a continuum from 
rules that are most accessible and most easily learned, to those that are 
least accessible and learned with more difficulty. Does this mean that 
there is a continuum from unmarked core grammar to marked 
peripheral grammar? If Universal Grammar theory is to incorporate 
the findings of the Typological approach, it needs to provide some 
account of implicational statements consistent with the properties of 
Universal Grammar. 

Finally, there is the issue of acquisition versus development. Even if 
one could show that unmarked forms are learned before marked ones, 
there remains the possibility that features of channel capacity and 
maturation (which are thought to be reflected in development) distort 
the acquisition sequence. How then is the theory to be tested? 

The problem of falsifiability 
As is well known, Chomsky’s is a theory of grammatical competence, 
not of grammatical performance. The theory is based on abstraction: 

To discover the properties of Universal Grammar and core 
grammar we must attempt to abstract away from complicating 
factors of various sorts, a course that has its hazards but is 
inescapable in serious inquiry. . . . (Chomsky 1981, 39). 

The theory separates competence from performance, acquisition from 
development, and the core from the periphery. Each of these opera¬ 
tions takes the inquiry further from actual language as it is used by its 
speakers. 

Chomsky contended that this is the price to be paid for insight into 
language; others disagree. For his critics, Chomsky’s solution is too 
radical and may in fact be based on a questionable assumption. The 
theory depends critically on the poverty of the stimulus argument that 
speakers know things they could not have learned from the language 
encountered. This argument and its corollary - that learners do not 
receive sufficient negative input to correct erroneous hypotheses about 
the language - have, as was noted above, been questioned by recent 
work on caregiver speech. Furthermore, as Ellis (1985b) has suggested, 
learners may be able to disconfirm incorrect hypotheses on the basis of 
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positive input if they are prepared to abandon hypotheses after a time 
when the absence of supporting evidence suggested they were 

improbable. 
This is not to deny the importance of system-internal factors, 

however. It seems clear that over and beyond what can be explained on 
the basis of system-external factors, cognitive and linguistic factors 
constrain the course of language acquisition in children and adult 
learners. It remains to be determined which aspects of language 
learning are constrained by Universal Grammar and which by external 

factors. 
The more general issue in this context is how to make the connection 

from a linguistic theory of language competence to a theory of second- 
language learning. Chomsky is not concerned in his writings with 
second-language learning. The burden rests on those who would apply 
his ideas to second language to show how the connection is to be made. 
What has happened to this point is that researchers have used Universal 
Grammar theory as a source of hypotheses about second-language 
learning. This enterprise has yielded interesting information about 
interlanguage development, but attention has been restricted to a rela¬ 
tively small set of syntactic phenomena. If this approach is to lead to a 
more general theory of second-language acquisition, the range of 
phenomena it can account for needs to be expanded and more attention 
needs to be given to the question of what methodology should be 
employed to link a theory of competence to the actual performance of 
second-language learners. 

To conclude, both the Typological approach and the Universal 
Grammar approach have generated useful predictions about the course 
of interlanguage and the influence of the first language. The bulk of the 
evidence to date suggests that language acquisition proceeds by 
mastering the easier unmarked properties before the more difficult 
marked ones. There seem to be exceptions, however, in the early stages 
of acquisition and where both first-language and target-language con¬ 
structions are marked. Nor is all research consistent. The exceptions 
and inconsistencies make apparent the need for a clear-cut and 
generally agreed-upon definition of markedness. 
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Acculturation/ 

Pidginization theory 

In this chapter the perspective shifts from a purely linguistic analysis of 
the second-language learning process to one that emphasizes socio- 
linguistic and social psychological factors as well. A number of 
researchers studying second-language acquisition without formal 
instructions have been struck by the relationship between social psycho¬ 
logical acculturation and degree of success in learning the target 
language. This line of research has been greatly influenced by 
Schumann’s (1978a) innovative, if controversial, analogy between 
early second-language acquisition and pidginization. 

These researchers have approached interlanguage development from 
a theoretical framework that stresses linguistic variation and change, a 
framework based on the sociolinguistic investigations of such authors 
as Labov (1966, 1969), Bailey (1973), and Bickerton (1971, 1973). 
Language is viewed by these authors as constantly changing over time. 
Theirs is a ‘dynamic paradigm’, which contrasts with the ‘static 
paradigm’ of structuralism and the transformational approach (Bailey 
1973). The focus on pidgin-creole communities is consistent with this 
dynamic view, because language change in these contexts is variable 
and accelerated. Following Schumann’s extension of the pidginization 
process to describe the acquisition of English by a native Spanish 
speaker, other researchers interested in second-language acquisition 
have looked, as we shall see, at various aspects of pidginization, 
depidginization, creolization, and decreolization. 

The argument from analogy represents a somewhat different 
theoretical approach. Researchers working in this framework are at 
the more inductive end of the inductive-deductive continuum, in that 
they do not have a well-developed theory that drives their research. Yet 
they do start with certain assumptions about the phenomena under 
investigation, assumptions that are based on a body of knowledge 
about pidgin and creole languages. The hope is to arrive at a fuller 
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understanding of second-language processes by exploring the similari¬ 
ties between pidgin and creole phenomena and second-language 
acquisition. 

Acculturation theory 

In his work on the acculturation of American Indian tribes, Linton 
(1963) described the general process of acculturation as involving 
modification in attitudes, knowledge, and behaviour. These modifica¬ 
tions were seen to require not only the addition of new elements to an 
individual’s cultural background, but also the elimination of certain 
previous elements and the reorganization of others. Thus the overall 
process of acculturation demands both social and psychological 
adaptation. Part of this process involves learning the appropriate 
linguistic habits to function within the target-language group (Stauble 
1980). 

Schumann's Social and Psychological Distance 
Hypothesis 

Schumann characterized the relationship between acculturation and 
second-language acquisition in the following way: 

Second language acquisition is just one aspect of acculturation 
and the degree to which a learner acculturates to the target- 
language group will control the degree to which he acquires the 
second language (1978b). 

In this view, acculturation - and hence second-language acquisi¬ 
tion - is determined by the degree of social and psychological 
‘distance’ between the learner and the target-language culture. Social 
distance pertains to the individual as a member of a social group that is 
in contact with another social group whose members speak a different 
language. It is the result of a number of factors, such as domination 
versus subordination, assimilation versus adaptation versus preserva¬ 
tion, enclosure, size, congruence, and attitude. Psychological distance 
is the result of various affective factors that concern the learner as an 
individual, such as resolution of language shock, culture shock, and 
culture stress, integrative versus instrumental motivation, and ego 
permeability. 

It is assumed that the more social and psychological distance there is 
between the second-language learner and the target-language group, 
the lower the learner’s degree of acculturation will be toward that 
group. It is then predicted that the degree to which second-language 
learners succeed in socially and psychologically adapting or accultura- 



Acculturation theory 111 

ting to the target-language group will determine their level of success in 
learning the target language. 

More specifically, social and psychological distance influence 
second-language acquisition by determining the amount of contact 
learners have with the target language and the degree to which they are 
open to the input that is available. Positive (little distance) and negative 
(greater distance) social and psychological situations are described in 
Table 5.1. In a negative social situation, the learner will receive little 
input in the second language. In a negative psychological situation, the 
learner will fail to utilize available input. 

In Schumann’s model (1978a), acculturation is the causal variable in 
the second-language-learning process. He argued that the early stages 
of second-language acquisition are characterized by the same processes 
that are responsible for the formation of pidgin languages. When there 
are hindrances to acculturation - when social and/or psychological 

Table 5.1 Factors determining social and psychological distance 

Social distance 

Positive Negative 

Social equality between target- and 
second-language groups 
Both groups desire assimilation 
Second-language group is small and 
not cohesive 
Second-language group’s culture is 
congruent with target-language 
group 
Both groups have positive attitudes 
toward each other 
Both groups expect second-language 
group to share facilities 
The second-language group expects 
to stay in the target-language area 
for an extended period 

No social equality 

No desire of assimilation 
Second-language group is large and 
cohesive 
Culture of second-language group 
not congruent 

Groups do not have positive 
attitudes toward each other 
No expectation of shared facilities 

No expectation by the second- 
language group that they would stay 
in the target-language area for an 
extended period 

Psychological distance 

Positive Negative 

No language shock Language shock 

No culture shock Culture shock 

High motivation Low motivation 

Low ego boundaries High ego boundaries 

Based on Schumann 1978a. 
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distance is great - the learner will not progress beyond the early stages 
and the language will stay pidginized. 

Schumann documented this process in a case study of a 33-year-old 
Costa Rican immigrant, Alberto. As a member of a group of Latin- 
American working-class immigrants, Alberto was seen as socially and 
psychologically quite distant from the target-language group. He inter¬ 
acted almost exclusively with a small group of Spanish-speaking 
friends, and showed no interest in owning a television, which would 
have exposed him to the English language, because he said he could not 
understand English. He chose to work at night as well as during the day, 
rather than attend English classes. 

Alberto showed very little linguistic development during the course 
of a 9-month longitudinal study. His interlanguage was characterized 
by many simplifications and reductions: 

(1) Use of the general preverbal negators: ‘no’ ‘don’t’. 
(2) No question inversion. 
(3) Lack of auxiliary. 
(4) No inflection of possessive. 
(5) Use of uninflected forms of the verb. 

These simplifications and reductions Schumann saw to be a form of 
pidginization, which leads to fossilization when the learner no longer 
revises the interlanguage system in the direction of the target language. 
This process occurred not because of a cognitive deficit - Alberto per¬ 
formed adequately on a Piagetian test of adaptive intelligence - but 
because of a minimal amount of acculturation to the target language 
group. 

Andersen's Nativization Model 

Andersen (1983) extended Schumann’s framework by stressing to a 
greater degree the role of internal processing mechanisms. He distin¬ 
guished ‘nativization’ and ‘denativization’ processes, which are viewed 
as analogous to the Piagetian notions of assimilation and accommoda¬ 
tion. Nativization involves assimilation as the learner makes the input 
conform to an internalized view of what constitutes the second- 
language system: 

Creolization, pidginization, and the creation of a unique inter- 
language in first and second language acquisition in early stages 
of acquisition share one attribute - the creation of a linguistic 
system which is at least partly autonomous from the input used 
for building that system. The system can then be considered 
‘native’ to the individual in that it is the individual’s mental 
capacity to construct such a linguistic system that makes it 
possible for a new ‘native’ language to arise. . . . (1983, 11) 
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Thus learners simplify the learning task by forming hypotheses based 
on innate, language-specific knowledge. 

Denativization consists of accommodation to the external system. 
During this process, the learner adjusts the internalized system to make 
it fit the input: 

When circumstances cause the learner to reconstruct his inter¬ 
language to conform more closely to that of the input, he must in 
effect dismantle parts of his ‘native’ system (the system that he 
constructed previously or that he is in the process of cons¬ 
tructing). . . . Thus decreolization, depidginization, and later 
stages of first and second language acquisition constitute types of 
‘denativization’. (1983, 12) 

Nativization and denativization are used in Andersen’s model to 
capture the different directions the learner takes in building the inter¬ 
language. In the nativization process there is growth independent of the 
external norm that is thought to be consistent with natural acquisition 
processes and with the constraints on perception and production. The 
denativization process involves growth toward the external norm as 
pressures to conform to the target language cause learners to override 
natural acquisitional processes. 

In Andersen’s framework, nativization comes about because of rela¬ 
tively restricted access to target-language input. He is less concerned 
than Schumann with defining the factors that lead to restricted access, 
but agrees (Andersen 1981) that a combination of ‘negative’ social and 
psychological factors leads to restricted access. With time and increased 
exposure to the input, Andersen argued that the learner’s interlanguage 
begins to approximate the structure of the input. 

The Heidelberg project 

Further evidence in support of the importance of access to native 
language sources of input comes from the Heidelberg Research Project 
for Pidgin German (1976). In this project 48 Italian and Spanish immi¬ 
grant workers were studied as they acquired German without formal 
instruction. The investigators developed an index of syntactic develop¬ 
ment that was in turn related to several social factors - leisure con¬ 
tact with Germans, age upon entering Germany, contact with Germans 
at work, length of education, mother tongue, and sex. Each of these 
variables except the last two were significantly related to language 
development, age yielding a negative relationship. Leisure contact with 
Germans was found to have the highest correlation with syntactic 
development, suggesting that social proximity is a critical factor. 

The individuals who had the highest contact with Germans were 
those who had German partners. This situation fostered a high level of 
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learning because of the possibility for extensive social proximity and 
access to input from a native speaker. The investigators also speculated 
that having a German partner increased the prestige of non-native 
speakers and thereby enhanced their opportunities to gain access to 
other Germans. Subjects who had little contact with Germans only 
exchanged greetings and had brief conversations with Germans in 
shops. This group consisted mainly of workers who lived in dormitories 
maintained by companies for industrial workers. In such cases social 
and psychological distance is greatest. 

Two members of the Heidelberg group (Dittmar 1982; Klein 1981) 
studied the speech of a Spanish immigrant worker who had been living 
in West Germany for five years but whose knowledge of German had 
fossilized at a rudimentary level. Like Schumann’s Alberto, this learner 
had very limited social contacts with native speakers. His language had 
the following characteristics: 

(1) Extensive use of the general preverb negator: ‘nicht’. 
(2) No use of copulas. 
(3) No use of auxiliaries with the infinitive. 
(4) Active language based mainly on nouns; few function words. 
(5) No use of inflection. 

These simplifications and reductions are similar to those Schumann 
found in his subject and were seen by these investigators as evidence of a 
similar process of pidginization. 

The ZISA project 

Another German research project with immigrant workers, the 
Zweitspracherwerb italienischer und spanisher Arbeiter (ZISA) pro¬ 
ject, was perhaps the most ambitious in its efforts to link social- 
psychological and linguistic aspects of second-language development. 
These researchers (Meisel 1980: Meisel et al. 1981) argued from their 
data that there was no single path to second-language acquisition. They 
advocated a multidimensional model in which groups of learners form 
different paths to the target language. 

In this model, the learner’s position relative to the target language is 
defined by two dimensions: the learner’s developmental stage and the 
learner’s social-psychological orientation. The developmental stage is 
defined on the basis of linguistic criteria, but within a stage learners 
may differ because of their social-psychological orientation. Meisel 
(1980) proposed that learners vary along a continuum that ranges from 
a segregative to an integrative orientation, depending on how 
favourably they are disposed to speakers of the target language. 

Thus a learner whose social-psychological orientation is segregative 
may have attained the same level of syntactic development as another 
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learner whose social-psychological orientation is integrative. The segre¬ 
gative learner, however, is more likely to fossilize at that level than is 
the integrative learner, who has a better chance of learning the target 
language well. The advantage of the integrative learner comes from 
the use of different learning strategies. Specifically, Meisel (1980) dis¬ 
tinguished two strategies of simplification: ‘restrictive’ simplification 
and ‘elaborative’ simplification. Restrictive simplification is an early 
strategy that involves the omission of elements and morphology and is 
more likely to be retained by learners with a segregative orientation. 
Elaborative simplification occurs later in the learning process and 
involves the formulation of hypotheses about the rules that apply in the 
target language. Learners with an integrative orientation are seen as 
using elaborative simplification more and hence making greater 
progress. 

To summarize, the researchers we have discussed to this point are 
alike in their emphasis on the role of social and psychological factors in 
second-language development. Fossilization occurs in naturalistic 
adult second-language acquisition because of a combination of social 
and psychological factors relating to acculturation. The common 
theme in this work is that acculturation is a determining variable in that 
it controls the level of success achieved by second-language learners. 

Pidginization, depidginization, creolization and 
decreolization 

As we have seen, Schumann proposed that early second-language 
acquisition is analogous to pidginization and that learners who do not 
acculturate remain fossilized in this pidginized stage. The other authors 
discussed above have expressed similar views. In general, researchers 
working within this framework have been influenced by work on pidgin 
and creole languages, so that to understand their account of early 
and late second-language learning requires an appreciation of the pro¬ 
cesses involved in pidginization, depidginization, creolization, and 
decreolization. 

It was pointed out earlier in this chapter that because pidgin-creole 
communities are characterized by multilingual and highly variable 
sociolinguistic contact, they have served as a source of analogies for 
second-language acquisition. The argument is that the processes 
involved in pidgins and creoles are similar to those that occur as second- 
language learners form hypotheses about the target language. There is, 
however, as we shall see, some disagreement as to what processes are 
involved in the development of pidgins and creoles, and how under¬ 
standing these processes relates to second-language acquisition. 
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Pidginization 

One of the major problems facing researchers who would draw 
analogies between second-language learning and pidgins is to define 
exactly what is meant by pidginization. For example, Meisel (1977) 
objected to the use of the term ‘pidgin’ by the Heidelberg group with 
reference to the German of immigrant workers. According to Meisel, 
one of the traditional criteria of pidgins is that they are linguistically 
stable, which is not the case for the interlanguage of adult second- 
language workers. Other authors (e.g., Fox 1983) argued that such a 
criterion is too restrictive and excludes the early stages of almost all 
pidgins, which initially show a great deal of variability and instability. 
One of the classic definitions of a pidgin language is based on a 
biological model developed by Whinnom (1971). This is a good starting 
point for a discussion of the issues relating to the pidginization analogy. 

Linguistic hybridization 
Schumann (1983) noted that his suggestion of an analogy between the 
early stages of second-language acquisition and the process of 
pidginization is based on a metaphor formulated by Whinnom (1971), 
who distinguished between primary, secondary, and tertiary hybridiza¬ 
tion. The biological use of the term primary hybridization refers to a 
phenomenon involving the fragmentation of a species into different 
races. The analogy in language development is the break-up of a species 
language into dialects. Secondary hybridization refers to the inter¬ 
breeding of distinct species and is thought to be parallel to the imperfect 
speech of second-language learners acquired through restricted contact 
with speakers of the target language. 

Tertiary hybridization, which Whinnom considered to be necessary 
for the development of a true pidgin, is the process by which new breeds 
of domestic animals or wild plant populations are formed. What occurs 
here is that secondary hybrids interbreed and are prevented from 
further breeding with the parent species. The linguistic analogy is to a 
situation in which a dominant language community is in minimal con¬ 
tact with two or more subordinate communities, and the subordinate 
communities use the developing contact language to communicate with 
each other. Thus the interlanguage of immigrant groups qualifies as a 
pidgin if the speakers are deprived of contact with the target language 
group and lack the motivation to improve in the target language. 

Schumann (1983b) and others (Decamp 1971; Hall 1966) have 
argued that secondary hybridization (i.e., the interlanguage of second- 
language learners) constitutes ‘pidginization’, but that tertiary 
hybridization is required for the formation of a true pidgin. In other 
words, this position is that early second-language acquisition involves 
the process of pidginization, but that it does not result in a pidgin 
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language. Alberto did not speak a pidgin, but because the simplifi¬ 
cations and reductions in his English were characteristic of pidgini¬ 
zation, Schumann maintained that his English showed evidence of 
pidginization. 

What Schumann has done, essentially, is shifted the ground from an 
argument about what constitutes a pidgin language to what constitutes 
the process of pidginization. This does not resolve the debate, because 
there is little consensus as to what is meant by pidginization 
(Washabaugh and Eckman 1980). Schumann’s reaction to this criticism 
was to go one step further, and rather than argue that early second- 
language acquisition is like pidginization, he maintained (Schumann 
1982) that early second-language acquisition is pidginization. 

The role of transfer 
The identification of second-language acquisition and pidginization 
was first made by Bickerton, who argued: 

Existing theories about the process of pidginization have all either 
implied or directly stated that it is a process somehow distinct 
from other processes of language acquisition, whether these 
involve a first or a second language. . . . However, the present 
paper will suggest that . . . pidginization is second language 
learning with restricted input. (1977, 49) 

Thus, rather than seeing an analogy between early second-language 
acquisition and early pidginization, as Schumann (1978) initially did, 
Bickerton and Schumann (1982) argued for identity of process. 

A careful comparison of Bickerton’s work based on 24 speakers of 
Hawaiian Pidgin English (Bickerton and Odo 1976) and Schumann’s 
research on Alberto indicated similarities in the following language 
characteristics (Andersen 1981): 

(1) reliance on word order rather than inflections for expressing 
grammatical relations 

(2) native-language transfer in word order as well as use of English 
word order 

(3) sporadic emergence of preverbal markers which come from lexical 
verbs promoted to auxiliary status 

(4) a basic pidgin negation 
(5) lack of inversion in questions 
(6) preponderance of uninflected verb forms 

There was also one unique feature in Alberto’s speech, the frequent use 
of noun plural -s, which Andersen suggested was due to positive 

transfer from Spanish. 
Andersen concluded that the evidence from the research of Bickerton 



118 Acculturation/Pidginization theory 

and Schumann favoured the conclusion that pidginization is 
characteristic of all early second-language acquisition: 

I have attempted to show that Schumann is correct in 
characterizing Alberto’s speech as being pidginized and early 
second-language acquisition as pidginization and that Bickerton 
is correct in characterizing pidginization as second-language 
acquisition with restricted input. Researchers in pidgin and creole 
studies and researchers in second-language acquisition are really 
studying the same phenomenon, each from a different perspec¬ 
tive. (1981, 193) 

However, Gilbert (1981), who also compared the work of Bickerton 
with that of Schumann, reached a somewhat different conclusion. He 
suggested that there is an alternative hypothesis that needs to be 
discounted before accepting the identity of pidginization and early 
second-language acquisition. This is the hypothesis that the charac¬ 
teristics Schumann observed in Alberto’s speech are due to transfer 
from Spanish. Indeed, Gilbert argued that because so many of the 
forms in Alberto’s speech can be attributed to positive or negative 
transfer from Spanish, it would be more appropriate to characterize his 
English by transfer rather than by pidginization. 

Further, Gilbert maintained that the pidginization hypothesis was 
unnecessary. He quoted Bickerton: 

[Pidginization] is a process that begins by the speaker using his 
native tongue and relexifying first only a few key words. . . . 
Even when relexification is complete down to grammatical items, 
substrate syntax will be partially retained, and will alternate, 
apparently unpredictably, with structures imported from the 
superstrate. [This] probably also accords with the way in which 
speakers naturally acquire second languages that are not pidgins. 
(1977, 54) 

Thus for Bickerton all second-language acquisition, including the 
formation of pidgins, is a process of piecemeal relexification with 
gradual modification of surface syntax in the direction of the target 
language. Gilbert argues that the only strategy necessary in this process 
is transfer: 

This renders Schumann’s pidginization hypothesis unnecessary, 
since pidginization is now seen to be a subcategory of second- 
language acquisition generally, with a strategy of transfer being 
used throughout. (Gilbert 1981, 210) 

Essentially, this reduces to a terminological dispute, Gilbert dis¬ 
allowing as pidginized those interlanguages that contain a large pro¬ 
portion of forms that are due to transfer from the first language and 
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Bickerton arguing that any interlanguage that is pidginized will contain 
a large percentage of forms that can be accounted for by transfer from 
the first language. Schumann’s position (1981b), like Bickerton’s, is 
that pidginization in no way excludes transfer. 

Creolization 

As traditionally defined, creolization is the acquisition of a pidgin 
language by the children of pidgin speakers. Bickerton has taken the 
position that creolization is in no way like pidginization: ‘Pidginization 
is second-language learning with restricted input and creolization is 
first-language learning with restricted input’ (1977, 49). Not everyone 
agrees with Bickerton, however, and some authors, as we shall see, have 
drawn parallels between creolization and second-language learning. 

Creolization as distinct from second-language acquisition 
Bickerton’s position is that pidginization and creolization are as diffe¬ 
rent as ‘chalk and cheese’ (1983, 236). For Bickerton, pidginization and 
early second-language acquisition involve reduced non-native versions 
of the target language; creolization involves a totally new language 
similar in many ways to other creoles. Table 5.2 lists some differences 
he identified between early second-language acquisition (pidginization) 
and creolization. It can be seen from this table that there are, in this 
view, important differences between the two processes. 

Table 5.2 Differences between second-language acquisition and creolization 

Second-language acquisition Creolization 

Learned by individuals Learned by groups 
Has a target Does not have a target 
Mainly adult learners Child learners 
Yields a second language Yields a first language 
Learners have ‘normal’ language Learners have ‘abnormal’ language 

background background 

Based on Bickerton 1983. 

For Bickerton (1981) the study of creole languages plays a key role in 
the search for biologically determined underlying principles of 
language development, or what he calls the ‘bioprogram’, Bickerton 
provided evidence that first generation creoles represent cases of subs¬ 
tantial structural and functional expansions as compared to the 
preceding pidgin, and argued that the child learners make use of 
genetically transmitted principles and mechanisms to ‘create’ the new 
language. Bickerton maintained that certain creole innovations cannot 
be accounted for by pidgin input or by the influence of other languages 
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involved in the creolization process. He concluded that these innova¬ 
tions reflect the children’s innate knowledge of what is possible in 
human language. This conclusion is supported by evidence that similar 
features appear in otherwise unrelated creoles. Furthermore, Bickerton 
reviewed the literature on first-language acquisition and presented 
evidence that the same features appear in ‘normal’ - i.e., non-creole 
first-language acquisition. 

Bickerton gave the bioprogram little scope in adult second-language 
acquisition. He cited some evidence that suggested that ‘the promptings 
of the bioprogram are by no means extinguished but rather overlaid by 
subsequent learning’ (1984, 157). Nonetheless, in this view, adult 
second-language acquisition, because of the levels of intervening sub¬ 
sequent learning, is a different phenomenon from child creolization or 
first-language learning. 

It should be noted that Bickerton (1981) repeatedly stressed that his 
approach is different from that of Chomsky and his followers. 
However, he ignored recent developments in Chomskyan theory 
(Meisel 1983a) which are entirely compatible with his ideas. The notions 
of ‘core’ and ‘periphery’, as well as the theory of markedness, are con¬ 
sistent with the argument that some aspects of language are highly 
specified at a biologically determined initial state, while others vary 
considerably from this core. Indeed, more recently, Bickerton has 
recognized this similarity (Bickerton, cited in Macedo 1986). 

Creolization as related to second-language acquisition 
In contrast to Bickerton, Valdman (1983) argued that there are parallels 
between creolization and second-language acquisition. Although 
creolization is a cross-generational phenomenon and second languages 
are acquired by individuals, Valdman maintained that ‘from a psycho- 
linguistic perspective these two processes do not differ substantially’ 
(1983, 230). Both processes are seen to involve the operation of cogni¬ 
tive and linguistic universals, though they differ because of social 
circumstances that promote acquisition of the target language. 
Valdman argued that creolization comes about when social conditions 
lead learners to develop a language that is at least partially independent 
of the target language. This language serves as the primary means of 
communication and of social cohesion for the emerging community. In 
second-language acquisition, on the other hand, social conditions lead 
to the development of the target language. 

However, Valdman accepted Andersen’s (1981) notion of ‘nativiza- 
tion’ as a process whereby, at least in the initial stages, second-language 
learners develop form-meaning relations that are independent of the 
target language. It is this process that underlies the similarities he saw 
between second-language acquisition and creolization. Valdman 
argued that substantial differences in form-meaning relations are 
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exhibited by various creoles, and that the development of an autono¬ 
mous system of form-meaning relations may extend over a period 
bridging several generations. This led him to agree with Miihlhausler’s 
contention that adults have access to the cognitive and psycholinguistic 
mechanisms underlying such development: 

Once a pidgin acquires some stability and begins to expand, the 
second language speaker’s intuitions about naturalness begin to 
determine the direction of its growth. It would seem that both 
gradual expansion and sudden creolization obey the same laws. In 
both the added rules are natural in that they conform with natural 
developmental hierarchies. (1980, 42) 

For Valdman, then, the same laws operate in early second-language 
acquisition and creolization, differences being due to the amount of 
nativization that occurs: in second-language acquisition there is little 
nativization, whereas in creolization there is extensive nativization. 
These differences are seen to be due to social conditions rather than to 
qualitative differences in the two processes. 

Bickerton disagreed with Valdman (and Andersen) in that he did 
not feel that adults possess the ability to create parts of language not 
available in the target language. In Bickerton’s scheme of things, child¬ 
ren do this (through the bioprogram) in their acquisition of a first 
language - especially a creole - but, as we have seen, adult second- 
language acquisition is ‘overlaid’ by subsequent learning, so that adult 
second-language acquisition is thought to be a different phenomenon 
from child creolization or first-language learning. 

Decreolization 

Andersen (1981), as we have seen, used the term ‘nativization’ to refer 
to the process whereby acquisition is directed ‘toward an internal 
norm’. His argument is that nativization is evident in the processes of 
pidginization, creolization, and in the early phases of first- and second- 
language acquisition. In each of these situations the emergence of 
linguistic forms is heavily influenced by the innate system and, as a 
result, idiosyncratic forms emerge that are different from the target 
language. Thus nativization is thought to involve the assimilation of 
linguistic input to existing structures. 

‘Denativization’ is directed ‘toward the external norm’, and is seen 
by Andersen to be evidenced in the processes of depidginization, 
decreolization, and the later phases of first- and second-language 
acquisition. In each of these processes there is a preponderance of 
accommodation over assimilation, in that the learner has to accom¬ 
modate to the norms of the target language. If, as Bickerton (1983) 
argued, nativization plays an insignificant role is adult second-language 
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acquisition, the analogy to depidginization or decreolization may be 
helpful in shedding light on second-language phenomena. 

Depidginization or decreolization? 
Schumann (1981a) has pointed out a confusion in the literature con¬ 
cerning the terms ‘depidginization’ and ‘decreolization’. Bickerton and 
Odo (1976) argued that pidginization is second-language acquisition 
with restricted input and implied that as the input becomes less 
restricted through increased contact, second-language development 
occurs through the process of depidginization. Andersen (1981) took a 
similar view and regarded depidginization as denativization towards 
the external norm brought about by a lack of social, psychological, and 
physical distance. This process he saw to be analogous to ‘normal’ 
successful second-language acquisition toward the target-language 
norm. 

There exists, however, no careful documentation of the depidginiza¬ 
tion process (Schumann 1981a), and there is no agreement on what the 
term means. Andersen and Bickerton saw depidginization to refer to 
the second-language development that takes place as the learner gains 
increasingly greater access to the target-language input. Other authors, 
however, understand the term as referring to the elaboration a pidgin 
language undergoes when it is used in a wide range of communicative 
contexts without access to target-language input (e.g., Ferguson and 
DeBose 1977). 

As Schumann (1981a) noted, the use of depidginization in the sense 
that Andersen and Bickerton employ does not distinguish it from 
decreolization, at least at the process level. If one understands 
decreolization to refer to continued development of creole language 
speakers toward a target-language norm, both depidginization and 
decreolization can be seen to result from increased access to the target 
language causing speakers to replace and restructure elements of 
their language. Perhaps, as Schumann suggested, depidginization and 
decreolization involve the same processes but have different starting 
points - a pidginized second language in one case and a creole in 
another. 

Indeed, many authors seem to make no distinction between 
depidginization and decreolization. Bickerton used both terms as 
analogous to the later stages of second-language acquisition. In 
Bickerton and Odo (1976) late second-language acquisition was seen as 
a depidginization process and in Bickerton (1977) it was suggested that 
late second-language acquisition is like decreolization in that second- 
language learners can be placed on a continuum between the native 
language and the target language in much the same way that speakers 
can be placed on a post-creole continuum between the creole and the 
standard language. Stauble (1978) provided evidence for this argument 
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by using data on the acquisition of English negation, which she saw to 
indicate that second-language learners’ development beyond the early 
stages is similar to decreolization because both are motivated by 
acculturation and accomplished by the processes of replacement and 
restructuring. 

In her work, Stauble used the terms ‘basilang’, ‘mesolang’, ‘acro- 
lang’ to refer to different stages of the second-language acquisition 
process. Basilang is the early stage of second-language acquisition, 
mesolang is the middle stage, and acrolang the later stage. These 
terms parallel the terms Bickerton (1977) used to describe decreoliza¬ 
tion as progressing from the ‘basilect’ (the lect closest to the creole) to 
the ‘mesolect’, to the ‘acrolect’ (the lect closest to the target language). 
By replacement Stauble referred to the substitution of morphemes of 
non-standard appearance by others modelled on the standard target 
language. Restructuring referred to the reformulation of underlying 
grammatical rules in conformity with the input from the target 
language. 

Decreolization and late second-language acquisition 
The notions of replacement and restructuring were used by Schumann 
and Stauble (1983) to draw parallels between studies of English nega¬ 
tion in second-language acquisition, depidginization in Hawaiian 
pidgin English, and the decreolization of Guyanese Creole. In each case 
they saw evidence of ‘replacement of surface forms and much later 
restructuring of underlying units in order to eventually replace auxiliary 
negation’ (1983, 266). Thus negative forms such as don’t or don are not 
analysed into do-auxiliary + not, but are introduced into the negative 
system as monomorphemic chunks which simply replace na in creole 
and no in pidgin and in the speech of second-language learners. Later, 
restructuring occurs as these monomorphemic negators begin to func¬ 
tion as carriers of tense as well as negation. Table 5.3 lists examples of 
these developmental processes. Schumann and Stauble concluded that 
depidginization, decreolization, and second-language acquisition are 
manifestations of the same kind of linguistic phenomenon. Each of 
them was seen to produce a continuum of developmental stages 
through which individual learners pass in the acquisition of the target 

language. 
Thus the analogy between late second-language acquisition and 

depidginization or decreolization rests on similarity of process. To 
return to Andersen’s notions, the concepts of pidginization and creo¬ 
lization exemplify the nativization process whereby learners 
move away from the target language and are driven by internal lin¬ 
guistic universal and cognitive constraints on perceiving, proces¬ 
sing, remembering, and using linguistic material to convey meaning. 
Depidginization and decreolization exemplify the denativization 
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Table 5.3 Development of negation in depidginization, decreolization, and 
second-language acquisition 

System Depidginization Decreolization SLA 

Preverbal Pidgin negation: Basilect: Basilang: 

negation no + predictive na + predicate no + predictive 
phrase, phrase. phrase. 
don’t know, 
no moa in 
possessive and 
existential 
sentences 

kyan/mosn variation with 
don’t/isn’t 

Transition Less primitive From basilect to From basilang to 
phase pidgin negation: mesolect: mesolang: 

nat in verbless replacement of dominant use of 
sentences, na by doon(t). unanalysed don’t. 
neba in past dozn(t), didn(t). cop/aux + neg. 
contexts, 
kaenat 

Next: 
unanalysed don 

en, 
use of 
izn(t) / wazn(t) 

constructions 

Postauxiliary Next: From mesolect to From mesolang to 
negation won, izn acrolect: acrolang: 

Much later: restructuring of restructuring of 
reanalysis/ unanalysed neg. unanalysed don’t 
restructuring of forms and forms, 
don establishment 

of present/past 
distinctions of 
neg. forms 

elimination of 
nontarget forms, 
establishment of 
present/past 
distinction among 
neg. forms 

Based on Schumann and Stauble 1983. 

process whereby the learner is driven toward the target language by 
access to native speakers. Schumann and Stauble were able to show 
how the data on negation in second-language acquisition, depidginiza¬ 
tion in Hawaiian pidgin English, and the decreolization of Guyanese 
Creole indicate that each of these language phenomena involves the 
same processes - specifically, replacement and restructuring. 

Evaluation 

Acculturation/Pidginization theory is concerned with the question of 
why second-language learners, unlike first-language learners, often fail 
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to achieve mastery of the target language. The explanation given is in 
terms of ‘distance’: the second-language learner may be cut off from 
access to native speakers (and hence to the necessary input) because of 
social distance and/or because of psychological distance. In such a 
case, the learner’s development fossilizes and there is no further 
development of the interlanguage. 

A second question that concerns the theory is why second-language 
learners use certain strategies to deal with the input they receive. To 
shed light on this question, researchers have drawn analogies to other 
language phenomena - i.e., pidgins and creoles - in attempting to 
identify strategy shifts. Thus Andersen’s notions of ‘internal’ and 
‘external’ norms are employed to account for why early and late 
second-language acquisition are so different. Pidginization is seen to be 
analogous to early second-language acquisition, where attention is on 
the internal norm and learners rely on strategies of simplification and 
reduction. Depidginization and decreolization are seen to be analogous 
to late second-language acquisition, where attention is on the external 
norm and learners turn to various elaborative strategies - especially 
replacement and restructuring - to bring their interlanguage into con¬ 
formity with the target-language norm. 

The analogy of second-language acquisition to pidginization, 
depidginization, and decreolization places emphasis upon the dynamic 
nature of interlanguage change. The theory is concerned with such 
changing and variable factors as access to the target-language norm, the 
availability of a peer group whose language deviates from the target- 
language norm, and individual attitude and motivation. 

Acculturation theory 

The acculturation notion provides the theory with an account of how 
long and in what direction a learner will refine hypotheses about the 
target language. Such social-psychological factors as attitude toward 
the target language, motivation to learn, and social distance are seen to 
underlie the impetus toward acculturation. The theory has successfully 
integrated research on the social psychology of second-language 
acquisition, though there are two questions that require elaboration. 

The question of variability 
In spite of the ‘dynamic’ orientation of Acculturation/Pidginization 
theory, relatively little attention has been given to the possibility of 
changes in individual motivation and attitude as they relate to second- 
language acquisition. The connection of the theory to social- 
psychological factors is made, but the changing nature of these factors 
is not emphasized. A dynamic theory could profit from a more elabo¬ 
rate account of how intergroup uses of language reflect variable social 
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and psychological attitudes in intergroup relations (e.g., Gardner 1980; 
Gardner and Lambert 1972). 

Specifically, a more dynamic account needs to take into considera¬ 
tion the manner in which social and psychological factors are subject to 
constant negotiation. Giles and his associates (Giles et al. 1979; Giles 
and Byrne 1982) have stressed this point in their analyses of the social- 
psychological factors that affect second-language acquisition. How the 
ingroup defines itself relative to the outgroup may change constantly in 
accordance with shifting views of identity and the boundaries of group 
membership. 

Schumann assumed that such factors as degree of social equality, 
desire to assimilate, cohesiveness of the second-language group, 
cultural congruity, attitudinal factors and expectations (see Table 5.1) 
determine in some objective fashion the amount of social distance 
between second-language and target-language groups. But it is unclear 
how these variables are to be measured (Brown 1980), and, in any event, 
it is not objective conditions but what the learner perceives that forms 
the learner’s reality (Acton 1979). This reality is constantly shifting as 
the individual’s perceptions change. In this sense, considerations of 
social distance reduce to questions of psychological distance. 

The question of causality 
The acculturation hypothesis, as reflected in Schumann’s notions of 
social and psychological distance, Meisel’s integrative or segregative 
orientation, or Andersen’s nativization and denativization, assumes a 
causal model in which attitude affects access to input which in turn 
affects second-language acquisition. Attitude, or the perception of 
distance between the learner and the target group, is seen to control 
behaviour. Learners who see little distance between themselves and the 
target group are more likely to avail themselves of opportunities for 
informal acquisition than are learners who perceive great distance 
between themselves and the target group. 

It is possible, however, that the line of causality, rather than going 
from attitude to second-language acquisition, goes in the opposite 
direction. Successful learners may be more positively disposed toward 
the target-language group because of their positive experience with the 
language. Their success may be more a function of intelligence, social 
skills, and language-learning ability than of perceived distance from the 
target-language group. There is evidence from research on children 
(Hermann 1980; Strong 1984) that suggests that learners who are 
already fluent in a language show more positive attitudes and a signifi¬ 
cantly greater desire to associate with members of the target-language 
group than do less fluent speakers. 

Most likely, the line of causality is bi-directional. Perceived distance 
affects second-language acquisition and is affected by success in 
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second-language acquisition. Furthermore, other factors, such as 
intelligence and language-learning skills, can be presumed to play an 
important role in second-language acquisition. A uni-directional and 
uni-factorial model fails to reflect the complexity of the process. 

Pidginization, depidginization, creolization, and 
decreolization 

The theoretical approach discussed in this chapter is, as was noted, a 
significant departure from other theories treated in this book, because 
it uses a somewhat different style of thinking and is based on reasoning 
by analogy. To what extent has the analogy of second-language acquisi¬ 
tion to such processes as pidginization, depidginization, creolization, 
and decreolization led to a greater understanding of how adults learn 
second languages in untutored -situations? Three topics deserve con¬ 
sideration: (1) the relationship of these processes, in general, to the 
mechanisms of second-language learning, (2) the comparison of early 
second-language acquisition and pidginization, and (3) the comparison 
of late second-language acquisition and decreolization. 

The mechanisms of language learning 
The model of second-language learning provided by the Accultu- 
ration/Pidginization theory has been criticized by Ellis (1985b) because 
he saw it to provide little information about how second-language 
knowledge is internalized and used: 

Andersen’s ‘internal’ and ‘external norms’ suggest that the 
internal mechanisms play a crucial part, but this is not elaborated 
upon. And neither Andersen nor Schumann pays attention to the 
potentially facilitating effects of input/interaction. ... In short, 
what is missing from these models is an account of the role of 
interaction between situation and learner. (1985b,255) 

In fact, however, Schumann and Stauble (1983) and Andersen (1981) 
have provided fairly detailed accounts of the formation and elabora¬ 
tion of second languages. The analogy to pidginization and decreoliza¬ 
tion has been helpful in illuminating the transition from an internal to 
an external norm as learners switch from reliance on simplification and 
reduction to replacement and restructuring strategies. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Acculturation/Pidginization 
theory as it relates to the mechanisms of learning is Andersen’s concept 
of nativization. As Slobin (1983) pointed out, this is something of a 
misnomer, in that ‘nativization’ calls ‘native language’ to mind. In fact, 
as we have seen, Andersen used the term to refer to an inherent capacity 
of the learner to structure language along certain lines. Andersen 
agreed with Bickerton that creolization, because of the lack in the input 
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language, requires that learners rely on internal mental capacities to 

construct the language. 
As Bickerton noted, first-generation creole languages represent cases 

of substantial structural and functional expansions as compared to the 
preceding pidgin. If, as Bickerton claimed, certain creole innovations 
cannot be accounted for by the pidgin input available or by the 
influence of other languages, then these innovations may be seen to 
reflect the children’s innate knowledge of what is a possible human 
language (especially if similar features appear in other unrelated 

creoles). 
It may, however, be unnecessary to call on the process of ‘nativiza- 

tion’ or to postulate a ‘bioprogram’ to account for the linguistic 
innovations that occur in creolization. There are, in all probability, 
constraints on what possible human languages might be, constraints on 
learnability, and constraints on expressibility. These constraints limit 
the form of possible languages and indicate where learners are to look 
to find a device in the target language to encode a particular concept 
(Meisel 1983a). It is impossible at present to disentangle the contribu¬ 
tions to language learning of innate linguistic constraints, general 
learning strategies, problem-solving routines, and social factors. 

As Schumann (1983b) noted, it is probably premature at this stage of 
our knowledge about second-language acquisition to make commit¬ 
ments to various accounts of language learning. Schumann preferred to 
remain neutral about the role of innate mechanisms in adult second- 
language learning. He also regarded the theory as open with respect to 
the relationship between first- and second-language acquisition, the 
role of transfer from the first language in second-language acquisition, 
and to the possibility of variant, or invariant, acquisitional sequences. 

Furthermore, speculations about the contributions of innate vs. 
cognitive structures and processes do not enlighten our understanding 
about the mechanisms of adult second-language acquisition. What 
creolization research does underscore is a tendency that Slobin (1983) 
saw to run through the course of individual language development: the 
tension between demands for explicitness and demands for economy. 
This competition leads to different solutions at different stages of the 
language-learning process. 

Early second-language acquisition and pidginization 
If the argument from analogy is to help understanding, there is a need 
to go beyond description to explanatory accounts of how language 
learning takes place. Here advocates of this approach do not always 
agree. In his analysis of the relationship of early second-language 
acquisition and pidginization, Andersen (1981) compared Bickerton’s 
work with Hawaiian Pidgin English speakers and Schumann’s data 
from Alberto. As we have seen, he concluded that Schumann and 
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Bickerton were correct in maintaining that pidginization is characteris¬ 
tic of all early second-language acquisition. Gilbert (1981), however, 
argued that the way in which Schumann and Bickerton accounted for 
language learning at this stage was quite different. 

One of Gilbert’s points was that, whereas Schumann saw the pidgin- 
ization/early second-language acquisition process to be characterized 
by simplification and regression to a more primitive state of language, 
Bickerton ruled out simplification: 

[Pidgin] speakers arrive at a common system through ... the 
progressive and quite strictly constrained process of replacing 
parts of their original grammar with rules drawn from their per¬ 
ceptions of the superstrate or of the grammars of other language 
groups. . . . This replacement process, rather than any kind of 
‘simplification’, whether conscious or otherwise, appears to be 
the dominant factor in early pidginization; the notion that the 
pidgin speaker has any kind of direct access to universals (rather 
than merely, like all speakers, being constrained by what they will 
permit) would appear to be incorrect. (Bickerton and Odo 1976, 
306-7) 

Note that Bickerton also rejected Andersen’s notion of nativiza- 
tion - i.e., that early second-language acquisition involves the creation 
of an autonomous system based on innate linguistic knowledge. 

This disagreement as to the processes involved in early second- 
language acquisition and pidginization is also apparent in Meisel’s 
(1983b) discussion of the notion of simplification. As we have seen, 
Meisel pointed out that simplification can serve different functions for 
different learners, even though the output is the same. 

Different functions may produce similar surface linguistic 
results - a learner can simplify a structure to avoid accumulation 
of complexity in a way that may be interpreted as a learning aid 
preparing the next step towards the target grammar. In other 
instances, observed changes do not serve such a purpose; they 
merely seem to facilitate the use of the internalized linguistic com¬ 
petence without necessarily contributing to its further elabora¬ 
tion. Both kinds of simplification, however, may be structurally 
identical, for ‘simplicity’ is defined as structural change resulting 
in cognitively less complex outputs. (1983b, 122) 

Thus, in Meisel’s analysis, any account of the language-learning pro¬ 
cess needs to take the learner’s ‘orientation’ into consideration, which 
is determined by social-psychological factors (e.g., ‘integrative’ vs. 
‘segregative’ orientations). 

Meisel did not disagree with Schumann’s emphasis on simplifi¬ 
cation in pidginization/early second-language acquisition, but rather 
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attempted to clarify the processes involved, arguing that structural pro¬ 
perties, functions, and motivation for simplification must be kept 
separate. He did, however, differ from Schumann in the role assigned 
to transfer in early second-language acquisition. Whereas Schumann 
(1983) was neutral as to the role of transfer in second-language acquisi¬ 
tion, Meisel gave transfer a minimal role in pidginization/second- 
language acquisition. Meisel disagreed most sharply with Bickerton on 
this point. In contrast to Bickerton’s relexification version of first- 
language transfer, Meisel contended that there is little evidence for 
transfer as a major strategy in early second-language acquisition. 

This discussion should serve to indicate the range of disagreement 
among researchers working in the pidginization/second-language 
acquisition framework. Once one goes beyond the level of description, 
it is difficult to be sure that researchers are talking about the same 
things. Bickerton rejected simplification and emphasized transfer. 
Schumann stressed simplification and was neutral with respect to 
transfer. Meisel rejected transfer and emphasized universal strategies, 
though he (Meisel 1983a) was uncomfortable with innate mechanisms, 
which Andersen, on the other hand, saw to be central to the process of 
nativization. Researchers in this area are comfortable describing what it 
is that learners learn; they are less comfortable accounting for how it is 
that they do it. Indeed, Meisel and Gilbert have questioned whether the 
identification of pidginization and early second-language acquisition is 
a useful heuristic. 

Late second-language acquisition and decreolization 
As we have seen, researchers working in the Acculturation/Pidgin- 
ization paradigm have compared late second-language acquisition to 
the processes of depidginization and decreolization. Because detailed 
documentation of the depidginization process is lacking and because 
depidginization and decreolization are often used to refer to similar 
processes, most researchers prefer the decreolization analogy. In this 
context decreolization refers to continued development toward a 
target-language norm as creole speakers replace and restructure ele¬ 
ments of their language because of increased access to target-language 
language speakers. A similar process is seen to occur in late second- 
language acquisition as speakers develop their language toward target- 
language norms. 

Thus the analogy between late second-language acquisition and 
depidginization or decreolization rests on similarity of process. This 
argument has been challenged by the creolist, John Rickford, who 
maintained that ‘decreolization involves extensions of one’s linguistic 
repertoire from an earlier stage while normal second-language acquisi¬ 
tion involves replacements’ (1983, 304). Thus Rickford argued that 
whereas second-language learners do not retain the interlanguage 
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they had at an earlier stage when they go on to another one, creole 
speakers who have advanced beyond the basilect (or other lower lects) 
maintain their competence in these lower lects. This suggests a major 
difference between the processes of second-language development and 
decreolization. 

As Rickford pointed out, creole speakers may not want to jettison 
their basilect completely when they decreolize, because the language of 
close friends and relatives may be restricted to the basilect. Thus what 
happens in decreolization is that learners are expected to control a 
broad range of interlanguage competence and to have room for stylistic 
manoeuvre. This is not true of late second-language acquisition, where 
learners simply replace one interlanguage with another. 

As Rickford noted, the parallels drawn between decreolization and 
second-language acquisition are made on the basis of comparisons of 
individual data in the case of second-language learners and cross- 
sectional data in the case of decreolization. The kinds of changes 
observed in second-language acquisition occur over generations in 
decreolization. Unfortunately, not enough comparisons of the two pro¬ 
cesses have been made over a broad range of linguistic structures. Nor 
have characterizations of the linguistic processes involved been specific 
enough (Sankoff 1983). 

In chapter 1,1 argued that scientific progress is achieved as we come 
to illuminate our knowledge progressively by taking different perspec¬ 
tives and by utilizing diverse methods of research. In this respect, 
Acculturation/Pidginization theory has provided second-language 
researchers with a different perspective to the phenomena they are 
trying to understand. The analogy to pidginization, depidginization, 
creolization, and decreolization has introduced to second-language 
research a new way of viewing linguistic processes. Unfortunately, the 
introduction of new terms to the field has not always been illuminating. 
As we have seen, authors disagree on the meaning of such terms as 
‘pidginization’, ‘depidginization’, and ‘creolization’, and the introduc¬ 
tion of other terms such as ‘tertiary hybridization’, ‘basilang- 
mesolang-acrolang’, and ‘nativization’ tends to lead to a level of 
abstraction that is confusing (Sankoff 1983). 

A second criterion for good theories is that they fit the data well, are 
clear in their predictions, and are heuristically rich. Here Accultura¬ 
tion/Pidginization theory receives mixed grades. There are not enough 
data, and it is not always clear what the theory predicts. More detailed 
comparisons of pidginization and early second-language acquisition 
and of decreolization and late second-language acquisition are needed 
if insight is to be gained into the mechanisms of second-language 
acquisition. But does the comparison of pidginization and decreoliza¬ 
tion yield more information than careful study of second-language 
acquisition in and of itself? 
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I would argue that the work of researchers working in the framework 
of Acculturation/Pidginization theory has enriched second-language 
research. In particular, as we have seen, the analogy to pidginization 
and decreolization have been helpful in illuminating the transition from 
an internal to an external norm as second-language learners switch 
from reliance on simplification and reduction to replacement and 
restructuring strategies. More detailed research is needed on these pro¬ 
cesses and on different linguistic structures, but work on pidgin and 
creole languages, such as Miilhausler’s and Rickford’s,provides valu¬ 
able sources of hypotheses for second-language researchers. 

Acculturation/Pidginization theory is addressed to naturalistic adult 
second-language acquisition, where learners have more or less contact 
with the target-language community. The model says nothing about 
classroom second-language learning, where learners do not have con¬ 
tact with native speakers other than the teacher. The factors responsible 
for social distance are not relevant for foreign language learning in the 
classroom, although the factors that generate psychological distance - 
individual attitude and motivation - presumably operate in this 
context (Ellis 1985b). 

Finally, good theory is falsifiable. At the acculturation end the 
theory is false if it can be shown that second-language acquisition is not 
affected by social and psychological distance. The difficulty here is 
that, as we have seen, social distance reduces effectively to psycho¬ 
logical distance, and psychological distance is not easy to measure. 
Furthermore, there is the chicken/egg problem of the relationship 
between second-language acquisition and one’s perception of oneself 
vis-a-vis the target-language community. The theory also assumes some 
analogy or identity between pidginization and second-language acquisi¬ 
tion, and presumably is falsified if this analogy is incorrect. As more 
detailed research on the development of various linguistic structures in 
pidginization and in second-language acquisition appears, the charac¬ 
teristics of the two processes may become clarified and the theory vali¬ 
dated. Presently, there simply is not enough information. 
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Cognitive theory 

In chapter 4 we saw that Universal Grammar theory focused on system- 
internal factors, and, specifically, on the role of linguistic universals in 
second-language acquisition. This chapter deals with the work of 
investigators who also focus on system-internal factors, specifically on 
the role of cognitive processes in second-language acquisition. My 
colleagues and I (McLaughlin et al. 1983; McLeod and McLaughlin 
1986) and other authors (e.g., Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984); Levelt 
1978; Segalowitz 1986) have argued that such a perspective raises new 
questions that are empirically testable, and sheds light on findings from 
a number of areas of second-language research. 

Cognitive theory is based on the work of psychologists and psy¬ 
cholinguists. Individuals working within this framework apply the 
principles and findings of contemporary cognitive psychology to the 
domain of second-language learning. The theory is, in this sense, 
derivative. It represents the application of a broader framework to the 
domain of second-language research. The intent is to determine 
whether such a perspective casts light on second-language phenomena. 

Learning as a cognitive process 

Within this framework, second-language learning is viewed as the 
acquisition of a complex cognitive skill. To learn a second language is to 
learn a skill, because various aspects of the task must be practised and 
integrated into fluent performance. This requires the automatization of 
component sub-skills. Learning is a cognitive process, because it is 
thought to involve internal representations that regulate and guide 
performance. In the case of language acquisition, these representa¬ 
tions are based on the language system and include procedures for 
selecting appropriate vocabulary, grammatical rules, and pragmatic 
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conventions governing language use. As performance improves, there 
is constant restructuring as learners simplify, unify, and gain increasing 
control over their internal representations (Karmiloff-Smith 1986). 
These two notions - automatization and restructuring - are central to 
Cognitive theory. 

The routinization of skills: automaticity 

The acquisition of the skills involved in any communication task 
requires the assessment and coordination of information from a multi¬ 
tude of perceptual, cognitive, and social domains. The speaker must 
communicate the intended message unambiguously and must learn to 
obey a large number of conversational conventions. Because humans 
are limited-capacity processors, such a task requires the integration of a 
number of different skills, each of which has been practised and made 
routine. 

Controlled and automatic processing 
Several researchers (Hasher and Zacks 1979; LaBerge and Samuels 
1974; Posner and Snyder 1975; Schneider and Shiffrin, 1977; Shiffrin 
and Schneider 1977) have conceived of the differences in the processing 
capacity necessary for various mental operations in a dichotomous 
way: either a task requires a relatively large amount of processing capa¬ 
city, or it proceeds automatically and demands little processing energy. 
Furthermore, a task that once taxed processing capacity may become, 
through practice, so automatic that it demands relatively little process¬ 
ing energy. 

In their discussion of human information processing, Shiffrin and 
Schneider conceived of memory as a large collection of nodes that 
become ‘complexly interassociated’ through learning. Each node is a 
grouping or set of informational elements. Most of the nodes are inac¬ 
tive and passive and, when in this state, the interconnected system of 
nodes is called long-term store. When, because of some kind of external 
stimulus, a small number of these nodes are activated, the activated 
nodes constitute short-term store. 

There are two ways in which these nodes become activated: Shiffrin 
and Schneider called these the automatic and the controlled modes of 
information processing. Automatic processing involves the activation 
of certain nodes in memory every time the appropriate inputs are 
present. This activation is a learned response that has been built up 
through the consistent mapping of the same input to the same pattern of 
activation over many trials. Since an automatic process utilizes a rela¬ 
tively permanent set of associative connections in long-term storage, 
most automatic processes require an appreciable amount of training to 
develop fully. Once learned, an automatic process occurs rapidly and is 
difficult to suppress or alter. 
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The second mode of information processing, controlled processing, 
is not a learned response, but a temporary activation of nodes in a 
sequence. This activation is under attentional control of the subject 
and, since attention is required, only one such sequence can normally be 
controlled at a time without interference. Controlled processes are thus 
tightly capacity-limited, and require more time for their activation. But 
controlled processes have the advantage of being relatively easy to set 
up, alter, and apply to novel situations. 

Automaticity and learning 
In this framework, learning involves the transfer of information to 
long-term memory and is regulated by controlled processes. That is, 
skills are learned and routinized (i.e., become automatic) only after the 
earlier use of controlled processes. It is controlled processes that regu¬ 
late the flow of information from short-term to long-term memory. 
Learning involves time, but once automatic processes are set up at one 
stage in the development of a complex information-processing skill, 
controlled processes are free to be allocated to higher levels of process¬ 
ing. Thus controlled processing can be said to lay down the ‘stepping 
stones’ for automatic processing as the learner moves to more and more 
difficult levels (Shiffrin and Schneider 1977). 

In this conceptualization, complex tasks are characterized by a hier¬ 
archical structure. That is, such tasks consist of sub-tasks and their 
components. The execution of one part of the task requires the comple¬ 
tion of various smaller components. As Levelt (1978) noted, speaking is 
an excellent example of a hierarchical task structure (Table 6.1). The 
first-order goal is to express a particular intention. To do this, the 
speaker must decide on a topic and select a certain syntactic schema. In 
turn, the realization of this schema requires sub-activities, such as for¬ 
mulating a series of phrases to express different aspects of the intention. 
But to utter the phrases there is the need for lexical retrieval, the activa¬ 
tion of articulatory patterns, utilization of appropriate syntactic rules, 
etc. Each of these component skills needs to be executed before the 

Table 6.1 The hierarchical task structure of speaking 

First-order goal: to express particular intention 
Second-order goal: to decide on topic 
Third-order goal: to formulate a series of phrases 
Lower-order goals: to retrieve lexicon needed 

to activate articulatory patterns 
to utilize appropriate syntactic rules 
to meet pragmatic conventions 

Based on Levelt 1978. 



136 Cognitive theory 

higher-order goal can be realized, although there may be some parallel 
processing in real time. 

In order to function effectively humans develop ways of organizing 
information. Some tasks require more attention; others that have been 
well practised require less. The development of any complex cognitive 
skill involves building up a set of well-learned, automatic procedures so 
that controlled processes will be freed for new tasks. In this way limited 
resources can be spread to cover a wide range of task demands. The 
notion of a capacity-free (automatic) process provides an explanation 
for improvement in performance. Because human learners are limited 
in their information-processing abilities, only so much attention can be 
given at one time to the various components of complex tasks. When a 
component of the task becomes automatized, attention can be devoted 
to other components of the task and a previously difficult or impossible 
task becomes possible. 

Restructuring 

The integration of hierarchically ordered skills requires practice. 
Repeated performance of the components of the task through con¬ 
trolled processing leads to the availability of automatized routines. But 
there is more to learning a complex cognitive skill than automatizing 
sub-skills. The learner needs to impose organization and to structure 
the information that has been acquired. As more learning occurs, inter¬ 
nalized, cognitive representations change and are restructured. This 
restructuring process involves operations that are different from, but 
complementary to, those involved in gaining automaticity. 

Restructuring and cognitive organization 
In acquiring complex skills, such as second languages, learners devise 
new structures for interpreting new information and for imposing a 
new organization on information already stored. Cheng (1985) des¬ 
cribed this process as the result of a restructuring of the components of 
a task so that they are coordinated, integrated, or reorganized into new 
units, thereby allowing the procedure involving old components to be 
replaced by a more efficient procedure involving new components. 

Cheng gave the example of two alternative procedures for solving 
arithmetic problems, such as finding the sum of ten twos. One can solve 
this problem by nine addition operations; or one can learn the multipli¬ 
cation table and solve the problem by looking up the entry 2 x 10. A 
single multiplication operation would thus be equivalent to nine addi¬ 
tion operations. Cheng argued that the gain in efficiency thus achieved 
is not the result of performing nine additions operations in an auto¬ 
matic manner. Nor is the gain in efficiency the result of an automatic 
multiplication operation. Rather the limitations in performance have 
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been overcome by restructuring the task procedure. 
Another example Cheng gave is piano-playing. Why is it that learners 

have difficulty in coordinating two tasks, each of which has been auto¬ 
matized - such as coordinating the two hands in playing the piano? For 
players with some experience, combining four even notes to a measure 
with eight even notes to a measure is relatively easy, as is combining 
three even notes to a measure with six or nine even notes. But although 
these tasks are automatic, combining three even notes against four even 
notes is extremely difficult. That this task is learnable indicated for 
Cheng that the difficulty does not stem from any physiological incom¬ 
patibility, but rather from lack of a suitably structured skill. 

A more detailed treatment of the restructuring process has been pro¬ 
vided by Karmiloff-Smith (1986), who argued that children and adults 
attack new problems by going through the same recurrent phases. 
Phase one is data-driven; components of the task are mastered, but 
there is no attempt at overall organization. Organization is imposed at 
phase two, when behaviour is dominated by ‘organization-oriented 
procedures’, which result from the learner’s attempts to simplify, 
unify, and gain control over the internal representation. Phase three 
involves the integration of the data-driven, bottom-up processes that 
guide phase one and the internally-generated, top-down processes that 
guide phase two. This integration results from the restructuring at work 
in phase two, which, once consolidated, can take environmental feed¬ 
back into account without jeopardizing the overall organization (see 
Table 6.2). 

Restructuring occurs because learners go beyond the success of phase 
one and attempt to control and link previously isolated procedures into 
a unified representational framework: 

my argument has been that the human organism (both linguistic 
and cognitive) incorporates a drive to have control not only over 

Table 6.2 The phases of learning 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 

Source of Environmental Internal Both 

output stimuli representation 

Negative Utilized Under-utilized Utilized 

feedback 
Controlling Bottom-up Top-down Both 

mechanism 
Organization Isolated Unified Unified 

procedures representational 
framework 

representational 
framework 

Based on Karmiloff-Smith 1986. 
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the external environment (the input stimuli) but also, and impor¬ 
tantly, over its own internal representations and finally over the 
intricate interaction between the two. (Karmiloff-Smith 1986, 
175) 

Thus, in this view, once the procedures at any phase become automa¬ 
tized, consolidated, and function efficiently, learners step up to a 
‘metaprocedural’ level, which generates representational change and 
restructuring. 

Restructuring and learning 
Karmiloff-Smith’s analysis implies that learning inevitably goes 
beyond mere automaticity. Learning involves a constant modification 
of organizational structures. Her approach is similar in many respects 
to that of Rumelhart and Norman (1978), who identified restructuring 
as a process that occurs ‘when new structures are devised for interpret¬ 
ing new information and imposing a new organization on that already 
stored’ (39). They contrasted this process of learning with (a) accre¬ 
tion, whereby information is incremented by a new piece of data or a 
new set of facts, and (b) tuning, whereby there is a change in the cate¬ 
gories used for interpreting new information. In tuning, categories, or 
schemata, are modified; in restructuring, new structures are added that 
allow for new interpretation of facts. 

In contrast to Karmiloff-Smith, who saw automaticity and restruc¬ 
turing as different phases in a single process, Rumelhart and Norman 
argued that learning is not a unitary process, but that there are different 
kinds of learning, one of which is restructuring. Whereas some learning 
is seen to occur continuously by accretion, as is true of the development 
of automaticity through practice, other learning is thought to occur in a 
discontinuous fashion, by restructuring. This discontinuity would 
account for a second-language learner’s perceptions of sudden 
moments of insight or ‘clicks of comprehension’. At such moments, 
presumably, the learner can be said to understand the material in a new 
way, to be looking at it differently. Often learners report that this expe¬ 
rience is followed by rapid progress, as old linguistic information and 
skills are fitted into this new way of understanding. 

Whether it is necessary to postulate different kinds of learning, as 
Rumelhart and Norman suggested, or whether automaticity and 
restructuring can be seen as different phases of a single learning pro¬ 
cess, as Karmiloff-Smith would have it, these authors agree that there is 
more to learning a complex cognitive skill than developing automaticity 
through practice. As Kolers and Roediger (1984) put it, learning 
involves a reassembly and refinement of procedures of the mind. 
Acquisition of cognitive skills involves consolidation, refinement, and 
restructuring, as the learner gains increasing control. 
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Second-language learning 

According to Cognitive theory, second-language learning, like any 
other complex cognitive skill, involves the gradual integration of sub¬ 
skills as controlled processes initially predominate and then become 
automatic. Thus the initial stages of learning involve the slow develop¬ 
ment of skills and the gradual elimination of errors as the learner 
attempts to automatize aspects of performance. In later phases, there is 
continual restructuring as learners shift their internal representations. 

Automaticity and second-language acquisition 

Some researchers have applied this perspective to second-language¬ 
learning phenomena. For example, Tarone (1982) argued that data 
gathered in informal settings reveal the most systematic interlanguage 
style and the style least subject to interference. The informal or ‘ver¬ 
nacular’ speech style is a product of language skills that have become 
automatic. Tarone maintained that when the learner directs attention 
to speech, controlled processes come into play and performance is 
likely to be interfered with - just as driving or typing are likely to be 
interfered with, or at least slowed down, when these automatic skills are 
given too much attention. When skills are not completely automatic, 
however, performance can be improved by giving the learner more time 
to apply controlled processes. Thus learners in test situations some¬ 
times do better when given more time because the test items are not 
automatized and require the application of controlled processes. A 
similar explanation for differential performance under various test 
conditions was given by Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984). 

Automaticity in lexical retrieval 
Much recent psycholinguistic research has focused on the relevance of 
the automatic/controlled dichotomy to the manner in which the 
strength of association between a word and its meaning is established 
(e.g., Posner and Snyder 1975). One experimental paradigm is the lexi¬ 
cal decision task, in which subjects are required to make a decision 
about a target stimulus for which they have been given either a prime 
signal that is the same or different from the target stimulus, or a simple 
warning signal that is neutral with respect to the target. By varying the 
amount of time between the onset of the prime or warning signal and 
the onset of the target, it is possible to discriminate between kinds of 
processing operations. When little time is given, all processes that 
require subjects to commit significant amounts of processing capacity 
are excluded, and only the automatic processing of the prime is pos¬ 
sible. When more time is given, some controlled processes can operate. 

Favreau (1981) used this paradigm to investigate the extent to which 
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there is a semantic facilitation effect (i.e., where a prime that is semanti¬ 
cally related to a target word increases the speed with which the target 
word is processed) for both balanced bilinguals and dominant bilin¬ 
guals highly skilled in their second language. Subjects were shown a 
prime that was either semantically related or unrelated to the target, 
having been told to expect such a relation or not. The time between the 
prime and the target was manipulated and the subjects’ task was to 
decide as rapidly as possible whether the target formed a word. Because 
only automatic processing can occur if the time interval between the 
prime and the target is short, subjects who show semantic facilitation in 
this condition can be assumed to have highly efficient (i.e., highly 
automatized) lexical processing. 

Favreau found that both balanced and dominant bilinguals showed 
evidence of semantic facilitation in their first language and in the long 
time interval condition in their second language, but only balanced 
bilinguals showed the same semantic facilitation in the short time inter¬ 
val condition in their second language. This was interpreted as evidence 
that the dominant bilinguals, who were judged to be fluent in their 
second language, nonetheless do not process lexical items as efficiently 
as balanced bilinguals. This lack of automatized lexical processes was 
thought to be the reason why the dominant bilinguals were found to 
read more slowly in their second than in their first language, while this 
was not the case for the balanced bilinguals. 

More proficient second-language learners also differ from less profi¬ 
cient learners in that they use different techniques for encoding lexical 
items in memory. Henning (1973) found that after reading a passage, 
adult second-language learners made more or less use of acoustic 
encoding in a vocabulary recognition task as a function of their degree 
of proficiency in the second language. More advanced learners and 
native speakers tended to make vocabulary recognition errors that indi¬ 
cated semantic clustering for lexical items, whereas less advanced 
learners showed evidence of a predominance of acoustic clustering 
rather than semantic clustering. The less advanced learners have not yet 
automatized formal - in this case acoustic and orthographic - aspects 
of the language, and so have less cognitive energy available for semantic 
aspects. More advanced learners bypass the acoustic and orthographic 
aspects of the task, having already achieved automaticity with respect 
to these sub-components. 

Dornic (1979) conducted a series of studies dealing with automaticity 
of processing in bilingual subjects. Using speed of processing as a mea¬ 
sure of automaticity, Dornic found that speed increased as a function 
of experience with language. This was true both with respect to decod¬ 
ing and encoding efficiency. Even when a bilingual had had many years 
of experience with a second language, performance in that language 
lagged behind performance in the first language. The semantic content 
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of words tended to be decoded more slowly in the second language and 
the subject’s ability to encode information in the second language (as 
measured by naming latencies) tended to be inferior to performance in 
the first language. Presumably the second language did not attain the 
degree of automaticity that characterizes the first, even in the case of 
subjects who are overtly balanced bilinguals. Dornic (1979) also 
reported that high information load enhanced the dominance of the 
bilingual’s stronger language system. Noise and other stressors inter¬ 
fered significantly with the weaker language - speech in that lan¬ 
guage becoming slowed down, rendered less precise, or even entirely 
blocked. 

In a study of judgements of acceptability of deviant and non-deviant 
English sentences, Lehtonen and Sajavaara (1983) found that non¬ 
native speakers required more time in making such judgements than did 
native speakers, presumably because speech recognition and interpreta¬ 
tion skills in a second language are less automatic. Lehtonen and 
Sajavaara postulated that native speakers’ decisions as to acceptability 
are automatically ‘primed’ by lexical, semantic, syntactic, and 
pragmatic constraints. 

Automaticity in syntactic processing 
Hatch et al. (1970) asked native and non-native speakers of different 
levels of proficiency to cross out all instances of certain letters (e.g., all 
es) occurring in a text. They reported that while the least proficient non¬ 
native speakers found the instances of occurrence of the letters with 
equal frequency for both content and function words, native speakers 
ignored the letters more often in the function words than in the content 
words. Such an advantage for non-native speakers can be explained in 
terms of the amount of cognitive work required by the non-native 
speaker to process the language. Non-native speakers expended equal 
cognitive effort in processing both syntactic (as represented by the func¬ 
tion words) and semantic (as represented by the content words) aspects 
of language. Native speakers, on the other hand, more frequently 
missed the target letters found in function words, suggesting that they 
generally did not focus their attention on such words. Instead, native 
speakers focused their attention on meaning (on content words), pro¬ 
cessing syntactic elements automatically when scanning a text. 

Psycholinguistic evidence for differential processing of semantics 
and syntax in native speakers comes from Sachs’ (1967) classic finding 
that recognition memory for semantic features of an utterance was 
superior to recognition memory for syntax. Rossman (1981) hypo¬ 
thesized that this would not be the case for non-native speakers, who 
have not yet achieved the degree of automaticity in processing syntax 
that characterizes native speakers. Rossman compared the perfor¬ 
mance of native speakers with two groups of non-native speakers of 
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English on a reading recognition test. Native speakers showed better 
recognition for semantic rather than for syntactic changes. Non-native 
speakers, however, showed a greater ability to recognize whether the 
form of the sentence was changed than to recognize that its meaning 

was altered. 
In a similar study, Wolfe (1981) tested 55 English-speaking children 

learning French as a second language in California schools. The chil¬ 
dren read a paragraph and were shown a target sentence that they were 
to identify as ‘the same’ or ‘different’ from a sentence in the paragraph. 
The paragraphs were either entirely in English or entirely in French or 
mixed with sentences in both languages. The target sentences were 
either the same or in a different language and had either the same or a 
different meaning. Children who were more proficient in the second 
language identified more ‘different’ sentences correctly when only the 
meaning was changed than was true of the less proficient children. On 
the other hand, the less proficient children had higher scores for target 
sentences when the language changed and the meaning stayed the same. 
This suggests that the less proficient children had not yet achieved the 
degree of automaticity with respect to processing form (in this case the 
specific language of the sentence) that the more proficient children had 
attained. 

Nation and McLaughlin (1986) found that multilingual subjects per¬ 
formed better than did monolingual or bilingual subjects in learning a 
miniature linguistic system under ‘implicit’ (no instruction) conditions. 
One explanation of these findings is that multilingual subjects are 
superior to other language learners in organizing linguistic stimuli 
because of superior automatic processing skills. Thus in the implicit- 
learning condition, these subjects may have excelled because they were 
able to employ automatic letter- and pattern-recognition skills, while at 
the same time being flexible enough to tolerate disruptions of automatic 
processing required by more controlled processing. 

Automaticity in reading 
One aspect of second-language performance where the automatic/con¬ 
trolled processing distinction is especially relevant in reading. As we 
have seen, Shiffrin and Schneider (1977) argued that in learning to read 
children utilize controlled processing to lay down ‘stepping stones’ of 
automatic processing as they move on to more and more difficult levels 
of learning. The transition from controlled to automatic processing at 
each stage results in reduced discrimination time, more attention to 
higher-order features, and ignoring irrelevant information. 

If the reading process can be viewed as a sequence of transitions from 
controlled to automatic processing, one would expect second-language 
learners to differ from native speakers in processing text. Cziko (1980) 
compared French oral reading errors of two groups of 12-year-old 
English-speaking students with those committed by native French- 
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speaking students. Students who were less proficient in French made a 
significantly higher proportion of substitution errors that graphically 
resembled the text than did advanced second-language speakers or 
native speakers. Moreover, the less proficient group also made a signifi¬ 
cantly lower proportion of deletion and insertion errors than did the 
other two groups. That is, the least proficient group, when reading a 
sentence such as She shook the piggy bank and out came some money, 
would be likely to substitute many for money (relying on graphic infor¬ 
mation), whereas more advanced second-language learners and native 
speakers were more likely to insert dimes or dollars for money (relying 
on contextual and semantic information). This lends support to the 
notion that a sequence of stages is involved in the reading process and 
that less proficient second-language learners have not yet automatized 
skills that more advanced learners possess. 

Segalowitz (1986) found reduced automaticity in word recognition 
and slowed second-language reading in otherwise fluent bilinguals. He 
also reported data that provided evidence that single words in the 
second language of fluent bilingual subjects activated semantic repre¬ 
sentations less deeply and for shorter duration than do translation 
equivalents in the first language. Segalowitz argued that the data 
suggest that these basic processing operations, rather than the strategic 
use made of linguistic knowledge, may be responsible for the relatively 
slow second-language reading of many bilinguals. 

Restructuring and second-language learning 

We have seen that in Cognitive theory learning involves both gain in 
automaticity through repeated practice and restructuring. Although 
both processes occur throughout the learning of any complex cognitive 
skill, gains in automaticity are thought to be more characteristic of 
early stages of learning and restructuring of later stages. For the most 
part, second-language researchers have been more concerned with the 
development of automaticity than with restructuring, though there has 
been some recognition of the role restructuring plays in second- 

language acquisition. 

Restructuring and the development of the second language 
A number of authors have commented on discontinuities in the second- 
language learning process (e.g., Pike 1960; Selinker 1972). Lightbown 
(1985) pointed out that second-language acquisition is not simply linear 
and cumulative, but is characterized by backsliding and loss of forms 
that seemingly were mastered. She attributed this decline in perfor¬ 
mance to a process whereby learners have mastered some forms and 
then encounter new ones that cause a restructuring of the whole system. 

[Restructuring] occurs because language is a complex hierarchical 
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system whose components interact in non-linear ways. Seen in 
these terms, an increase in error rate in one area may reflect an 
increase in complexity or accuracy in another, followed by over¬ 
generalization of a newly acquired structure, or simply by a sort 
of overload of complexity which forces a restructuring, or at least 
a simplification, in another part of the system (1985, 177). 

Ellis (1985a) described a similar phenomenon in his discussion of sys¬ 
tematic and non-systematic variability in the interlanguage. As we saw 
in chapter 3, Ellis argued that the interlanguage is characterized by both 
systematic and non-systematic variability. According to this analysis, 
in the early stages of second-language acquisition, new forms are used 
that have not yet been integrated into the learner’s form-function 
system. Two or more forms may be used in free variation. This process 
Ellis saw to involve non-systematic variability in the interlanguage. Sys¬ 
tematic variability occurs only when the new forms have been accom¬ 
modated by a restructuring of the existing form-function system to one 
that more closely approximates that of the target language. In this 
sense, restructuring is part of the ‘denativization’ process (Andersen 
1981), whereby learners adjust the internalized system to make it fit the 
input. 

Once second-language learners choose a feature that is not part of 
their interlanguage, the new form becomes accommodated only if it 
acquires the meaning, function, and distribution it has in the target lan¬ 
guage. Bickerton (1975) has described this restructuring in his analysis 
of the process of decreolization. A new form acquired from the acrolect 
is used first with the meaning, function, and distribution of the form it 
is replacing in the basilect. Subsequently, the interlanguage system is 
restructured to incorporate the meaning, function, and distribution of 
the form in the target language. 

Stauble (1978) provided a detailed analysis of the process of restruc¬ 
turing in adult second-language acquisition. A longitudinal investiga¬ 
tion of the acquisition of English negation by two second-language 
learners indicated that they passed through a series of transitional 
grammars which gradually approximated the target language. The 
developmental stages in negation exhibited by these learners was seen to 
parallel in many ways the decreolization process observed by 
Bickerton. 

As we have seen, Karmiloff-Smith (1986) saw restructuring to be the 
result of a ‘drive’ to control and link previously isolated procedures into 
a unified representational framework. From the perspective of Univer¬ 
sal Grammar theory, it results from a general tendency to activate 
innate principles (Felix 1984). What makes the learner restructure the 
interlanguage, according to this theory, is the emergence of a new prin¬ 
ciple that the existing interlanguage violates in some way. A more 
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cognitive perspective stresses the role of procedural strategies aimed at 
achieving fluency and clarity in communication. 

Restructuring and learner strategies 
Faerch and Kasper (1983) applied the distinction between declarative 
and procedural knowledge to second-language processes. Internalized 
rules and memorized chunks of the language constitute the ‘what’ of 
the learner’s system, or declarative knowledge. In contrast, procedural 
knowledge consists of knowing ‘how’ to employ strategies and proce¬ 
dures to process second-language data for acquisition and use. Proce¬ 
dural knowledge accounts for how learners accumulate and automatize 
rules and how they restructure their internal representations to match 
the target language. 

Ellis (1985b), drawing on the work of Faerch and Kasper, categorized- 
the processes involved in using second-language knowledge into learn¬ 
ing, production, and communication strategies (Table 6.3). Learning 
strategies relate to the acquisition of procedural knowledge rather than 
its use; production and communication strategies refer to language use. 
Production strategies refer to those strategies used by learners to realize 
communicative goals. This assumes a production plan, an articulatory 
programme, and a motor programme. Communication strategies result 
from initial failure to implement a production plan. They are employed 

Table 6.3 A typology of learner strategies 

Type of strategy Examples 

Learning strategies 

Production strategies 

Communication strategies 

Simplification 
(1) Overgeneralization 
(2) Transfer 

Inferencing 
(1) Intralingual 
(2) Extralingual 

Hypothesis-testing strategies 
Practice 

Planning strategies 
(1) Semantic simplification 
(2) Linguistic simplification 

Correcting strategies 

Reduction strategies 
(1) Formal 
(2) Functional 

Achievement strategies 
(1) Compensatory 
(2) Retrieval 

Based on Ellis !985b. 
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when speakers cannot realize the original communicative goal in the 
way planned, and are forced to modify the goal or to adopt alternative 
means to reach it. 

Learning strategies are sub-divided into simplification strategies 
(which include overgeneralization and transfer), inferencing (which 
includes those inferences bases on intralingual factors and those which 
are based on extralingual features of the physical environment), various 
hypothesis-testing strategies, and practice. Production strategies 
include planning strategies (both those involving semantic simplifica¬ 
tion, or the reduction of propositional elements that are linguistically 
coded, and linguistic simplification, or the omission of form words 
and affixes), and correcting strategies or monitoring. Communica¬ 
tion strategies include reduction strategies (which can be formal - i.e., 
the avoidance of certain second-language rules - or functional - i.e., the 
avoidance of certain speech acts or discourse functions). Other commu¬ 
nication strategies relate to achievement strategies: compensatory strat¬ 
egies, which involve replacements or substitutions of forms or 
functions, and retrieval strategies, which are used when the learner has 
a problem locating the required item but decides to perseverate rather 
than use a compensatory strategy. A fuller account of these strategies 
and their various manifestations can be found in Ellis (1985b). 

The procedural strategies involved in restructuring are those that 
relate to acquisition (learning strategies), rather than to language use 
(production and communication strategies). In the initial stages of the 
acquisition process, learners tend to simplify, regularize, overgeneral¬ 
ize, and reduce redundancy. At this point, learners seek to override the 
evidence of the input by constructing an internal representational sys¬ 
tem that is more simple than the input and relies on the first language 
and on'universal principles. This corresponds Andersen’s ‘nativization’ 
process. 

At later stages in second-language development, inferencing stra¬ 
tegies predominate as learners attend more closely to input data. 
Hypotheses are tested in a variety of ways (Faerch and Kasper 1983): 

(1) Receptive hypothesis testing: the learner attends to the input 
and compares hypotheses with the data provided by speakers 
of the target language. 

(2) Productive hypothesis testing: the learner produces utter¬ 
ances in the second language and assesses their correctness 
through feedback received. 

(3) Metalingual hypothesis testing: the learner consults a native 
speaker, teacher, grammar, or dictionary to validate a 
hypothesis. 

(4) Interactional hypothesis testing: the learner elicits a repair 
from a native speaker. 
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If learning requires a constant modification of organizational struc¬ 
tures, then it is these strategies of inferencing and hypothesis testing 
that govern the process of restructuring. 

Restructuring in reading a second language 
McLeod and McLaughlin (1986) analysed the errors of beginning and 
advanced ESL students reading aloud in English and found that the 
errors that beginning ESL students made were primarily non¬ 
meaningful, which was seen to be due to these students focusing on the 
graphic aspects of the text. Their command of the syntax was also not 
secure enough to allow them to make accurate predictions in reading, as 
evidenced by a cloze test. Advanced ESL students were significantly 
better at making predictions on the cloze test and made significantly 
fewer errors in reading than did the beginning students. However, there 
were no differences between advanced students and beginning students 
in the proportion of meaningful errors in their reading. 

Successful readers interact actively with the text - adding, deleting, 
and substituting words where appropriate. They use the cues available 
to seek the most direct path to meaning, drawing on prior conceptual 
and linguistic competence to predict what might plausibly come next. A 
number of authors have made the point that fluent reading requires 
going beyond the ‘mechanics’ of the reading process, which involves 
attention to graphic and orthographic information, to extracting mean¬ 
ing from words (e.g. Gibson and Levin, 1975; Goodman 1968; Smith 
1971). Some poor readers apparently have mastered the mechanical 
aspects of reading, but continue to process the text word by word, not 
using contextual semantic relations and syntactic information to com¬ 
prehend meaning (Cromer 1970). 

McLeod and McLaughlin argued that this was the problem the 
advanced ESL students in their study had. Their errors showed that 
they were not utilizing semantic and syntactic cues as well as they could 
have. They were not approaching the task as ‘a psycholinguistic guess¬ 
ing game’, in which graphic cues are used to make predictions about 
what the printed text means - even though the evidence from the cloze 
test suggests that they were quite capable of making such predictions. 
Their increasing syntactic and semantic competence enabled them to 
make nearly twice as many accurate predictions as the beginners on the 
cloze test. Yet they had not applied this competence to their reading 

behaviour. 
McLeod and McLaughlin maintained that the advanced subjects had 

not yet reached the point in their reading performance where restructur¬ 
ing occurs. That is, they were using old strategies aimed at decoding in a 
situation where their competencies would have allowed them to apply 
new strategies directed at meaning. Their performance on the cloze 
test indicated that they had the skills needed for ‘going for meaning’. 
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Presumably they read this way in their first language. But they had not 
yet made the shift (restructured) in their second language. In this lan¬ 
guage, they did not make strategic use of the semantic and syntactic 
knowledge at their disposal. 

Evaluation 

Cognitive theory stresses the limited information-processing capacities 
of human learners, the use of various techniques to overcome these 
limitations, and the role of practice in stretching resources so that com¬ 
ponent skills that require more mental work become routinized and 
thereby free controlled processes for other functions. As automaticity 
develops, controlled search is bypassed and attentional limitations are 
overcome. The acquisition of a complex cognitive skill, such as learning 
a second language, is thought to involve the gradual accumulation of 
automatized subskills and a constant restructuring of internalized 
representations as the learner achieves increasing degrees of mastery. 

How successful are the notions advanced in this chapter in providing 
a theoretical framework for second-language learning? Obviously, the 
present author is not an unbiased observer; this critique needs to be 
supplemented by those of others less favourably disposed to the cogni¬ 
tive approach. However, a number of the limitations of this approach 
are quite apparent - even to the partial observer. 

Information processing and linguistic systems 

Cognitive theory treats the acquisition of linguistic systems as it does 
the acquisition of any complex cognitive skills. One of the assumptions 
of many workers in the fields of first- and second-language acquisition 
is that the development of language to a greater or lesser extent follows 
its own course. According to this view, in acquiring a language the 
learner builds up a series of internal representations of the language sys¬ 
tem. This occurs as a result of ‘natural’ processing strategies that lead 
the speaker in predictable stages toward target-language competence. If 
there are indeed natural acquisitional sequences in first- and second- 
language acquisition, how are they to be treated in Cognitive theory? 
More generally, how does this approach treat linguistic data? 

Natural acquisitional processes 
There is general agreement in the second-language field that there are 
predictable sequences in acquisition such that certain structures have to 
be acquired before others can be integrated (Lightbown 1985). Unfor¬ 
tunately, as we have seen, only a few acquisitional sequences have been 
described in detail - e.g., the English negative, subject-auxiliary inver¬ 
sion in English questions, word order rules in German. Even when we 
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know something about acquisitional stages in the development of a par¬ 
ticular construction in a particular target language, we do not have 
sufficient data from a variety of speakers with different first languages 
acquiring the target language. That is, we may know something about 
how Turkish speakers learn German word order, but we have no infor¬ 
mation about, say, Hungarian speakers. 

Furthermore, as we saw in chapter 3, there is evidence from some 
research that indicates that the first language of the learner has an 
effect on acquisitional sequences, either slowing their development or 
modifying it. In addition, there seems to be considerable individual 
variation in how learners acquire second languages due to different 
learning, performance, and communication strategies. These individ¬ 
ual differences may obscure the acquisitional sequences for certain 
constructions. 

Nonetheless, it should be apparent from previous chapters that many 
authors in the field are convinced that learners follow acquisitional 
sequences and that these sequences are determined by the nature of the 
internal linguistic system. The second-language learner’s utterances are 
seen to be a natural outcome of the internal system. Thus Accultura- 
tion/Pidginization theory holds that in the early stages of acquisition 
learners revert to the internal system to build an autonomous interlan¬ 
guage, free in part from the constraints of the input. Universal Gram¬ 
mar theory also stresses the regularity in learner’s acquisitional pro¬ 
cesses and postulates that language learners approach the task endowed 
with innate, specifically linguistic, knowledge that is biologically deter¬ 
mined and specialized for language learning. The predication of natural 
developmental sequences is also central to Krashen’s theory. 

Rather than stressing internal, predetermined linguistic processes, 
Cognitive theory emphasizes the cognitive processes involved in the 
internalization of procedural knowledge that accounts for how learners 
accumulate and automatize rules and how they restructure their inter¬ 
nal representations to match the target language. The acquisition of a 
cognitive skill is seen to result from the automatization of routines or 
units of activity. Initially the execution of these routines requires the 
allocation of large amounts of mental effort (controlled processing), 
but repeated performance of the activity leads to the availability of 
automatized routines in long-term memory. The result of this process is 
that less and less effort is required for automated routines and the 
learner can devote more effort to acquiring other sub-skills that are not 

yet automated. 
Within this framework, it is possible to incorporate natural acquisi¬ 

tional sequences if one assumes that some acquisition involves the deve¬ 
lopment, in predictable sequences, of routines that are already autom¬ 
atized when they emerge (Sajavaara 1978). Thus there are assumed to 
be two acquisitional routes: (1) a route that is highly determined by 
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linguistic constraints, that is predetermined and automatic, and that 
follows natural acquisitional sequences, and (2) a route that is not 
determined but that requires automatization through controlled pro¬ 
cessing. Although, as we shall see, there are problems with such an 
assumption, it does provide a way for Cognitive theory to deal with the 
constraints of linguistic phenomena. 

Dealing with the linguistic facts 
In general, Cognitive theory needs to be linked to linguistic theories of 
second-language acquisition. By itself, for example, the cognitive per¬ 
spective cannot explain such linguistic constraints as are implied in 
markedness theory or that may result from linguistic universals. These 
specifically linguistic considerations are not addressed by an approach 
that sees learning a second-language merely in terms of the acquisition 
of a complex cognitive skill. 

Learning a second language does involve the acquisition of a complex 
cognitive skill, but it involves the acquisition of a complex linguistic 
skill as well. Thus, as has been pointed out (McLaughlin et al. 1983), the 
cognitive perspective to second-language learning is not a complete 
one. Such a perspective is only one way of looking at language learning. 
It becomes more powerful if it is complemented by linguistic research. 

For example, understanding the process of restructuring is a central 
concern of the cognitive approach, but a more thorough understanding 
of restructuring in second-language acquisition requires the analysis of 
linguistic data. Thus the work of Bickerton, Schumann, Stauble, and 
others on restructuring in decreolization and late second-language 
learning enriches our understanding of the linguistic details of the 
restructuring process. 

Similarly, an account of transfer phenomena requires linguistic con¬ 
siderations. According to Cognitive theory, transfer occurs because the 
speaker has incorrectly activated an automatic routine based on the 
first language. Such errors occur because learners lack the necessary 
information in the second language or the attentional capacity to acti¬ 
vate the appropriate second-language routine. But such an account says 
little about why certain linguistic forms transfer and others do not. 
Here a theory of markedness may generate detailed predictions that are 
more specific than the Cognitive theory account, which does not make 
predictions that are as explicit about when transfer will occur. 

Testing the theory 

Cognitive theory does not represent a highly articulated theoretical 
position. There have been relatively few attempts to spell out with any 
degree of precision what the predictions of such a theory would be for 
second-language learning. Nonetheless, the writings of Faerch and 
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Kasper (1980, 1984), in particular, have clarified conceptual and the¬ 
oretical issues, and a number of researchers, as we have seen in this 
chapter, have used this approach to examine second-language pheno¬ 
mena. The theory has gone beyond the ‘proto-theoretical’ stage, in that 
it represents more than a loose connection of generalizations about 
second-language phenomena, and attempts to get at explanatory 
statements. 

The theory is at the more inductive end of the inductive-deductive 
continuum. There is an attempt to build up a picture of more complex 
phenomena out of specific research findings. However, because the 
range of phenomena the theory accommodates is relatively restricted, 
Cognitive theory is a more ‘micro’ theoretical enterprise than Interlan¬ 
guage theory, Universal Grammar theory, or Acculturation/Pidginiza- 
tion theory. The specific focus of Cognitive theory is the learning pro¬ 
cess, viewed as the acquisition of a complex cognitive skill, whereas 
these other theories deal with a broader range of issues that have tradi¬ 
tionally concerned second-language researchers: transfer, develop¬ 
mental sequences, motivational factors in learning, and so forth. 

This does not mean that understanding the learning process from a 
cognitive-psychological perspective is any less important than these 
other concerns. From a practical point of view, a fuller appreciation of 
the central processes of automaticity and restructuring has important 
implications for second-language teaching. Consequently, a theory of 
language processing that uses such notions to provide testable hypothe¬ 
ses can make important contributions to an understanding of second- 
language acquisition. 

Falsif lability 
In chapter 1 the argument was made that good theories fit the data well, 
are consistent with related formulations, are clear in their predictions, 
and are heuristically rich. Are the predictions based on Cognitive 
theory specific enough to allow researchers to test the theory? Is 
research within this framework capable of disconfirmation? 

The central premises of Cognitive theory are: (1) learning a complex 
cognitive skill involves the use of various information-handling techni¬ 
ques to overcome capacity limitations, (2) through practice component 
skills become automatized and controlled processes are freed for other 
functions, and (3) there is a constant restructuring of internalized 
representations as the learner achieves increasing degrees of mastery. 
How would each of these propositions be falsified? 

In general, the procedural approach to information processing that 
has been taken in this chapter can be criticized for imprecision of many 
key statements and rather loose definition of terms, including such 
critical concepts as ‘capacity-limitations’, ‘skill’, and its ‘components . 
In reply, advocates of such an approach argue that theoretical precision 
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is premature at the present stage of our knowledge and that more preci¬ 
sion would only inhibit research (e.g., Kolers and Roediger 1984). 
Cognitive theory, it is argued, has been heuristically rich and deserves 

to be pursued. 
The notion that skill acquisition involves the accumulation of auto¬ 

matic processing through initial controlled operations that require 
more workload and attention is one that has been accepted by psycholo¬ 
gists since William James, though it is not without its critics (Cheng 
1985). Whether language is such a skill is more debatable. One of the 
claims of many researchers studying first- and second-language acquisi¬ 
tion is that there are natural acquisitional sequences. As we have seen, 
Sajavaara (1978) has suggested that such predictable acquisitional 
sequences constitute routines that are already automatized when they 
emerge. Thus one acquisitional route would not involve the gradual 
accumulation of automaticity through practice, but would be highly 
determined by linguistic constraints and the linguistic structures 
acquired in this manner would be fully automatized upon their appear¬ 
ance. Such an assumption provides a way for Cognitive theory to deal 
with the constraints of certain linguistic phenomena, but does not leave 
the theory open to refutation. If it is possible to have it both ways, the 
theory is not testable (unless there is some way of predetermining which 
structures are to follow ‘natural’ developmental sequences and which 
ones will not). 

Furthermore, the restructuring concept opens up the possibility of 
discontinuities in the learning process, so that the notion that practice 
leads to improvement in performance as sub-skills become automated 
allows of exceptions wherein practice produces decrements in perfor¬ 
mance as learners reorganize their internal representational frame¬ 
work. It seems that the effects of practice do not accrue directly or 
automatically to a skilled action, but rather accumulate as learners 
develop more efficient procedures (Kolers and Duchnicky 1985). Per¬ 
formance may follow a U-shaped curve, declining as more complex 
internal representations replace less complex ones, and increasing again 
as skill becomes expertise. At this point, however, the theory is not pre¬ 
cise enough about when and how restructuring occurs. 

The issue of consciousness 
One misconception quite prevalent in the second-language literature is 
that controlled processes require conscious effort for their execution. 
Zobl (1984), for example, compared predictions based on Krashen’s 
model with those based on a model that assumes that there is a transfer 
of knowledge from the explicit, conscious domain to the implicit, 
unconscious domain. This second model was associated with the 
Cognitive theory notion of automatization. It is assumed in such a read¬ 
ing that controlled processing is explicit and conscious, whereas auto- 
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matic processing is implicit and unconscious. 
Such an interpretation was specifically discounted: 

The distinction between controlled and automatic processing is 
not based on conscious experience. Both controlled and auto¬ 
matic processes can in principle be either conscious or not. Since 
most automatic processes occur with great speed, their consti¬ 
tuent elements are usually, but not necessarily, hidden from con¬ 
scious perception. Some controlled processes also occur with 
great speed, so that they may not be available to conscious experi¬ 
ence. Shiffrin and Schneider (1977) called these controlled pro¬ 
cesses ‘veiled’. Other controlled processes, those they referred to 
as ‘accessible’, are easily perceived by the learner. (McLaughlin 
etal. 1983) 

Recourse to conscious or unconscious experience is notoriously unre¬ 
liable and hence cannot be a source of testable hypotheses about the 
learning process (see chapter 2 for a critique of Krashen’s theory on 
these grounds). 

The advantage of Cognitive theory over more subjective accounts of 
the learning process is that various empirical techniques have been 
developed for assessing the contribution of controlled and automatic 
processing. Thus reaction time measures can be used, as in Dornic’s 
(1979) research, to determine under what conditions the shifts in speed 
and attention occur that are the hallmarks of automatic processing. 
Similarly, semantic facilitation effects (Favreau 1981) or Stroop effects 
(Preston and Lambert 1969) can be seen as evidence for automaticity. 
Production tasks of various sorts can be used to determine when and 
under which conditions automaticity in language processing breaks 
down (Bock 1982). 

As more investigators in second-language research take advantage of 
such empirical procedures, it will become possible to assess more ade¬ 
quately the utility of Cognitive theory. As research accumulates, defini¬ 
tional precision should improve. At present, there has not been enough 
research on second-language acquisition from this perspective to deter¬ 
mine the theory’s worth. 
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Conclusion 

In chapter 1, I argued that theories serve three functions. First, they 
allow us to understand and organize the data of experience. Theories 
summarize relatively large amounts of information via a relatively 
short list of propositions. Second, theories transform our thinking 
about phenomena and enable researchers to use empirical data to draw 
conclusions that are not evident from the data taken in isolation. They 
allow us to go beyond the information given. Third, theories guide pre¬ 
diction and stimulate research. 

I have attempted, in evaluating the theories treated in this book, to 
assess the extent to which they have realized the goals of understanding, 
conceptual transformation, and prediction. In this final chapter, I will 
try to summarize and integrate the discussion in the context of three 
general issues relating to theory. The first issue concerns what the 
theory must explain - the current state of our knowledge of adult 
second-language learning. This leads to an examination of the various 
analytic frameworks that have influenced second-language research 
and their associated research methods. Finally, the chapter concludes 
with a consideration of how theory relates to practice. 

Theory and second-language phenomena 

Some generalizations 
To appreciate what theory must explain, I have listed in Table 7.1 a 
number of generalizations based on recent ‘state of the art’ summaries 
by leading second-language researchers. These generalizations should 
perhaps be expressed as hypotheses, as there is not universal agreement 
as to their status. 

The first four generalizations refer to system-internal factors in lan¬ 
guage learning. Although developmental sequences have been satisfac¬ 
torily documented for a relatively small number of constructions 
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Table 7.1 Some generalizations based on second-language research 

(1) There are predictable sequences in the acquisition of a second language 

such that certain structures have to be acquired before others can be inte¬ 
grated (Lightbown 1985). 

(2) The learner creates a systematic interlanguage, which is often character¬ 
ized by the same errors as are made by children learning the same language 
as the first language, as well as others which appear to be based on the 
learner’s own native language (transfer) (Lightbown 1985). 

(3) Interlanguage development occurs as the product of the learner’s Univer¬ 
sal Grammar, which makes some rules easier to learn than others (Ellis 
1985b). 

(4) Second-language learning is an active process in which learners discover 
how the input is segmented, how the segments are used to represent mean¬ 
ings, how units are assembled structurally, and what principles speakers 
use to achieve communicative goals and intentions. This active process 
requires a host of cognitive strategies and skills, as well as social know¬ 
ledge (Wong Fillmore 1985). 

(5) At any one stage of development the learner’s interlanguage comprises a 
system of variable rules (Ellis 1985b). 

(6) Knowing a language rule does not mean that one will be able to use it in 
communicative interactions (Lightbown 1985). 

(7) Situational factors are the primary causes of variability in the interlan¬ 
guage and are indirect determinants of the rate of learning and the level of 
proficiency achieved (Ellis 1985b). 

(8) Good input to second-language learners has their social needs in mind. It 
is selected for content and modified in form and presentation. It tends to 
be structurally simpler, more redundant and repetitive, and is character¬ 
ized by greater structural regularity than is found in normal usage (Wong 

Fillmore 1985). 
(9) Learners have to realize they need to learn the target language and must be 

motivated to do so (Wong Fillmore 1985). 
(10) Some personality or cognitive style characteristics that affect second- 

language learning include: the willingness to take risks, pattern recogni¬ 
tion abilities, tolerance of ambiguity, skill in social interactions, attitude 
toward the target language, and motivation (Wong Fillmore 1985). 

(Lightbown 1985), there is widespread belief in a natural learning 
sequence in second-language acquisition, which parallels first-language 
developmental sequences. Krashen and others see this natural develop¬ 
ment to be the product of the Language Acquisition Device, assumed to 
operate in adulthood, allowing child-like internalizations of the rules 
underlying the target language. Other authors stress the role of Univer¬ 
sal Grammar in constraining the developmental sequence. 

The third and fourth generalizations are not mutually exclusive, 
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because, as we saw in the last chapter, it is possible to argue for the exis¬ 
tence of universal innate linguistic properties of language and, at the 
same time, to argue that the language-learning process involves the uti¬ 
lization of problem-solving and general cognitive skills, as well as social 
skills, to achieve communicative goals and intentions. In fact, consis¬ 
tent with the argument in chapter 6, a number of researchers have 
recently advocated a ‘modular’ approach to second-language acquisi¬ 
tion that recognizes the contribution of various systems - linguistic, 
cognitive, and social (Faerch and Kasper 1986; Felix 1985; Sharwood- 
Smith 1985). 

The next three generalizations are concerned with fluctuations and 
variability in second-language use. As we saw in chapter 3, Interlan¬ 
guage theory addresses the issue of variability and its situational and 
sociolinguistic determinants. Other theories have little to say on this 
score, although Acculturation/Pidginization theory does address the 
question of why learners differ in the level of ultimate proficiency they 
achieve. 

The eighth generalization concerns input and the relationship 
between input and language learning. None of the theories discussed in 
this book adequately treats the problem of how input becomes intake 
and how what is taken into the system is integrated into the existing 
inter language. One issue is whether the eighth generalization is correct, 
or whether what is taken in is controlled by the structure of the internal 
processing mechanism. That is, does the nature of the input matter, or 
are learners more influenced by the constraints of the internal system? 
Universal Grammar theory downplays the role of input, whereas 
Krashen features it prominently in his theory. However, as we saw in 
chapter 2, Krashen’s account of the role of ‘comprehensible input’ is 
tautological and based on a non-existent theory of acquisitional 
sequences. 

The last two generalizations are directed at features of the learner. 
Acculturation/Pidginization theory has given most attention to this 
factor in second-language learning. Krashen’s theory also incorporates 
learner variables through the Affective Filter Hypothesis, but here 
again, the theory is vague and imprecise in its predictions. 

In general, Krashen’s theory is broadest in the range of second- 
language phenomena it purports to encompass. Krashen (1985) claimed 
that his theory accounted for the acquisition of sociolinguistic rules, 
syntactic rules, discourse rules, phonological rules - indeed, the whole 
of language acquisition. This allowed him to cite putative evidence for 
his theory indiscriminately, disregarding the actual domain of that evi¬ 
dence (Gregg, in press). Thus in arguing for the ‘younger-is-better’ 
principle of language acquisition, Krashen lumped together studies of 
syntax and of accent, as though they comprised a global language profi¬ 
ciency factor. 
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Other authors are more scrupulous about the domain of evidence to 
which their theories apply. As we have seen, Interlanguage theory and 
Universal Grammar theory have been concerned primarily with the 
issues of acquisitional sequences and transfer. These issues have also 
been central to research on pidginization and creolization, although 
Acculturation/Pidginization theory had also highlighted the social and 
psychological factors involved in adult language acquisition. Cognitive 
theory, discussed in the previous chapter, is concerned exclusively with 
the cognitive processes operative in second-language learning and says 
little about most of the linguistic issues that have been the focus of 
much second-language research. 

The role of theory in second-language research 
Should a theory attempt to account for the entire range of second- 
language phenomena? A general theory has the appeal of providing a 
total picture, but there is the danger - which I have stressed in discuss¬ 
ing Krashen’s theory - that the details get blurred. As we have seen, the 
tendency in second-language research is to move away from general 
theory to theories of more limited scope. 

A related question is whether progress in the field of second-language 
research will come about through what Long (1985a) called a ‘theory- 
then-research ’ strategy or through a ‘research-then-theory’ strategy. As 
was pointed out in chapter 1, no research is entirely a-theoretical, but 
some research is more theory-driven than other research. Long noted 
that there are advantages and disadvantages to both the theory-then- 
research and the research-then-theory orientations. 

The theory-then-research strategy has the advantage of providing an 
approximate answer until the ‘final truth’ is known. Such theories serve 
a useful heuristic, assuming that they generate testable hypotheses that 
can confirm or disconfirm the theory. The disadvantage of a theory- 
driven approach is what social psychologists call ‘confirmation bias’ 
(Greenwald et al. 1986): one’s preliminary hypotheses have a decided 
advantage in the judgement process. 

The ad vantages of the research-then-theory approach are that one is 
closer to the empirical evidence at hand, and it makes only limited 
claims. The likelihood of a confirmation bias is not ruled out because 
all research tests implicit theory, but there is less investment in a the¬ 
oretical point of view. The disadvantage is that such an approach may 
be too limited and lacks the heuristic power of a more developed the¬ 

oretical approach. 
Long (1985a) argued that the theory-then-research strategy allows 

for more efficient research. He maintained that the theory governing 
the research at any point in time tells the investigator what the relevant 
data are and what is the critical experiment to run. Such a research stra¬ 
tegy leads to explanatory accounts of the processes at work in a given 
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domain. In contrast, Greenwald and his associates (1986) have argued 
that the researcher who sets out to test a theory is likely to become ego- 
involved with a theoretical prediction, to select procedures that lead 
eventually to prediction-confirming data, and thereby produce over¬ 
generalized conclusions. 

The debate has a long history in the philosophy of science. Kuhn 
(1970) favoured the theory-then-research strategy, and argued that 
ordinary scientific activity thrives on theory confirmation - solving 
puzzles within the existing paradigm. He pointed out, however, that 
theory confirmation does not succeed indefinitely. Anomalous results 
accumulate until only a major theoretical reorganization (scientific 
revolution) can accommodate them. Popper (1959), on the other hand, 
regarded exclusive use of confirmation-seeking methods as non- 
scientific. In his view empirical knowledge in a scientific domain grows 
only by the use of critical, falsification-seeking methods. 

The difficulty is that falsification-seeking is given more lip-service 
than practised. If, as I have argued, all research has an implicit theory, 
it is impossible to escape confirmation bias. Even researchers who stay 
within a limited domain and deal with only certain issues are likely to 
have definite expectations about their data. 

In second-language research, many investigators are currently work¬ 
ing with a research-then-theory strategy, looking first at what the data 
tell us descriptively and then moving upward toward theoretical claims. 
Thus there were numerous empirical studies of acquisitional sequences 
in second-language learning before theoretical arguments were made 
about ‘natural’ developmental sequences. Similarly, the data from 
transfer studies has only begun to be incorporated theoretically as the 
predictions of markedness theory are tested. 

But much research on second-language learning remains at the des¬ 
criptive (and implicit) level and has not been incorporated into theoreti¬ 
cal perspectives. For example, as Long (1985a) pointed out, this is the 
case for the research on input. None of our current theories provides an 
adequate account of how and why input affects language learning. This 
is also true of much research on communicative strategies, which has 
not been given adequate theoretical treatment. The elaboration of 
implicit theory into explicit theory will be an indication of progress in 
these domains. 

Theory and research methods 

In this book we have seen that researchers seeking to develop a scientific 
theory of second-language learning come from various disciplines. 
Most theories - Krashen’s Monitor model, Interlanguage theory, Uni¬ 
versal Grammar theory - are primarily linguistic in their approach. 
Acculturation/Pidginization theory is concerned with the course of lin- 
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guistic development, but also addresses social and psychological 
factors. Cognitive theory derives from developments in contemporary 
psychology. There are, as we shall see, other contributions as well. 

The faces of second-language research 
Lightbown (1984) distinguished five disciplines from which second- 
language researchers draw theoretical hypotheses. The first is linguistic 
theory. This has been the most fruitful line of inquiry and has generated 
the most research. The attempt has been to relate second-language 
acquisition to theories about adult linguistic competence and language 
universals. This approach focuses less on the language-learning situa¬ 
tion and individual differences than upon universal characteristics of 
language and the human capacity for language learning. As we have 
seen in chapter 4, recent developments in Chomskyan theory have 
stimulated research on the constraints that limit the hypotheses a 
learner makes about specific structures of the language to be acquired. 
The assumption is made that the Language Acquisition Device func¬ 
tions both in first- and second-language acquisition. 

Linguistic research has employed a variety of methods: error analy¬ 
sis, morpheme analyses, grammaticality judgements, and comprehen¬ 
sion tasks. In addition, as we saw in chapter 5, researchers have exa¬ 
mined the evidence for parallels and analogies to pidginization and 
creolization processes. Unfortunately, different methods do not always 
yield comparable data (Kellerman 1984) and Ellis (1985b) has noted 
that different data collection instruments may have differential effects 
according to the individual characteristics of the learner being investi¬ 
gated. The same procedure can tap different things in adults and chil¬ 
dren. Consequently, care needs to be taken in generalizing the results of 
a study based on one specific data type. Tarone’s work, discussed in 
chapter 3, indicates that second-language learning is not a monolithic 
process and that there are various types of language use (e.g., a ver¬ 
nacular style and a careful style), no one of which is inherently more 
important than any other type. 

The study of types of second-language use brings us to the domain of 
sociolinguistics. Researchers have examined systematic variation 
within the interlanguage as a function of different learning and obser¬ 
vational contexts. The sociolinguistic approach is also reflected in 
research that suggests that second-language acquisition is analogous or 
identical with processes involved in pidginization and creolization. In 
addition, many second-language researchers have been concerned with 
discourse analysis and with the way in which language is negotiated in 
conversation. This research has been more descriptive than theoretical, 
but has provided insights into how the process of constructing discourse 
contributes to the development of the interlanguage (e.g., Hatch 1980). 

One contribution of the sociolinguistic approach is concern with the 
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functions of language. The linguistic preoccupation with syntactic 
development has caused researchers to lose sight of the way in which 
language functions in communication. As Long and Sato (1984) 
pointed out, one needs to examine how forms take on new functions 
and how language functions are expressed formally. This requires a 
multi-level analysis that considers the entire repertoire of strategies and 
devices used by the learner. These concerns have been given relatively 
little theoretical attention. 

Another approach to second-language research comes from social 
psychology. The focus here is on the situational factors that influence 
second-language proficiency and on individual difference variables. 
We saw in chapter 5 that a number of researchers have been concerned 
with why it is that different learners acquire second languages faster 
and attain higher levels of proficiency than others. The explanations 
related to social and psychological distance (Schumann 1978) and to 
integrative versus segregative orientations (Meisel 1980). It was also 
pointed out in that chapter that other social-psychological accounts 
exist (e.g., Gardner and Lambert 1972; Giles et al. 1979) that need to be 
incorporated into a more developed theory. 

In contrast to linguistic or sociolinguistic research, most social- 
psychological studies use large numbers of subjects so as to determine 
which of several variables contributes most to the variance in learner 
performance. Because of the concern with rate and level of language 
proficiency, various paper and pencil tests are used to measure lan¬ 
guage ability (although more detailed linguistic analyses were used in 
Schumann and Meisel’s studies). Work on the ‘good language learner’ 
problem and on personality and learning style variables fits within this 
tradition. 

Another strategy of researchers is to look at second-language learn¬ 
ing from a neurolinguistic perspective. The focus in this case is on the 
brain and its role in language acquisition. Lamendella (1977) has deve¬ 
loped a neurolinguistic model for second-language acquisition, but 
because this approach has generated relatively little research, the theory 
has not been discussed in detail in this book. Moreover, there is consi¬ 
derable uncertainty regarding the identification of neurolinguistic 
correlates of language performance (Genesee 1982). 

The data come from dichotic listening tests, tachistoscopic tests, and 
various more exotic procedures such as finger tapping and eye move¬ 
ment observations. The study of aphasia has provided insight into the 
neurolinguistic basis of language acquisition (Paradis 1983). Because 
much neurolinguistic research depends on opportunities to investigate 
linguistic phenomena in individuals whose neurolinguistic health has 
been somehow impaired, progress will likely be slow and generaliza¬ 
tions to normal populations uncertain (Lightbown 1984). Nonetheless, 
this line of research is important for theoretical progress: an ultimate 
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theoretical goal is to link linguistic and psychological constructs with 
neurolinguistic correlates. 

The final discipline mentioned by Lightbown is cognitive psy¬ 
chology. The contribution of this approach was outlined in chapter 6. 
Lightbown noted that this type of research is not generally seen as part 
of the mainstream of second-language research. In part, this is because 
much of the research on memory and information processing in bilin¬ 
gual subjects is reported in psychology journals, and also because there 
has been little direct application of this research to language teaching. 
There is also a suspicion of psychological approaches that dates back to 
the days when behaviouristic psychology influenced audio-lingual tech¬ 
niques of language teaching. 

A more fundamental issue is the role of psychological theory as a 
source of knowledge regarding language learning. Theoretical lin¬ 
guists, especially those working within Chomsky’s framework, are 
more concerned with discovering what the language learner knows that 
makes language possible in the context of limited input data. The 
emphasis is on innate, language-specific sources of knowledge rather 
than on cognitive processes. I have argued in chapter 6 that both the lin¬ 
guistic and the psychological approaches are valid and can contribute to 
understanding second-language learning. 

One of the assumptions underlying scientific research discussed in 
chapter 1 is that there is no one scientific truth. There can be multiple 
accounts of complex phenomena and these multiple accounts result in 
multiple truths. Each of the theoretical approaches discussed here has 
its own metaphorical system (Schumann 1983a) and each is valid to the 
extent that it increases understanding. 

Methods 
A multitheoreticaJ approach implies a multimethod approach. Differ¬ 
ent research questions arise from different theoretical orientations and 
require different methodological procedures. The procedures are tied 
to theoretical assumptions in some cases, and care has to be taken not to 
conclude on the basis of one’s method what has been assumed on the 
basis of one’s theory. Lightbown (1984) gave the example of 
researchers working within the current version of Chomsky’s linguistic 
theory, who use methods that focus on the details of language itself 
and ignore, as much as possible, external factors that differentiate 
learners from each other. Prior knowledge of other languages, input 
variation, and personality and social factors are downplayed in this 
approach. Thus evidence from a number of studies is taken to indi¬ 
cate that the acquisition of some linguistic structures is not influenced 
by external variables but seems instead to follow universal patterns of 

development. 
The issue is how generalizable this research is. As Lightbown noted, 
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there is considerable evidence from other research that indicates the 
influence of the first language on second-language learning, and the 
importance of variation in input and degree of social integration. 
Lightbown concluded that the counter-evidence indicates the need, 
in linguistically-oriented research, to control for and manipulate - 
rather than ignore - the role of external variables. If this is done, it 
will be possible to expand generalizability and to demonstrate the vali¬ 
dity of certain assumptions, rather than to leave them as just that - 
assumptions. 

Another strategy to avoid overgeneralizing research findings is delib¬ 
erately to reduce the generalizability of an existing finding. That is, 
one can seek to determine under precisely which conditions a finding 
obtains. This is the method of ‘condition-seeking’ (Greenwald et al. 
1986), which, in statistical terms, means looking for interaction effects. 
In second-language research these interaction effects often take the 
form of interactions between person and situational variables 
(McLaughlin 1980). Thus Tarone’s (1979) work on style shifting in the 
interlanguage indicates the importance of situational context. Other 
research shows how different instructional methods are more effective 
with students with some personality characteristics than with others 
(e.g. Genesee and Hamayan 1980). 

Condition-seeking research initially leads to a more complex picture 
as results become more and more qualified. The goal, however, is 
increasing precision and, ultimately, more general theoretical state¬ 
ments. To a certain extent, this is what has happened in research on 
first-language transfer. As researchers have become aware of the condi¬ 
tions under which transfer does or does not occur, it becomes possible 
to make more powerful theoretical statements. Developments in 
markedness theory promise to provide greater generality than tradi¬ 
tional contrastive analysis. 

Theory and practice 

The social psychologist, Kurt Lewin, once wrote that there is nothing as 
practical as a good theory. Of all the theories we have discussed in this 
book, none has had greater impact on the practice of language teaching 
than Krashen’s Monitor Model. In discussing Krashen’s theory in 
chapter 2, I argued that one of the reasons for Krashen’s popularity 
among language teachers is that he has been able to package his ideas in 
a manner that is accessible to practitioners. Moreover, he has captured 
the Zeitgeist - the movement in the field away from grammar-based to 
communicatively oriented language instruction. His ideas on the role 
of affective factors in language learning and on the importance of 
acquisitional sequences in second-language development also appeal to 
practitioners. 
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Krashen’s strong advocacy of exposure to comprehensible input led 
him to denigrate the role of formal instruction, although he acknow¬ 
ledged that consciously learning a rule could help make input compre¬ 
hensible and thus help acquisition. Being taught a rule that is not at / + 
1 will not, according to Krashen, lead to acquisition of the rule, but it 
may make the context more understandable and hence lead to acquisi¬ 
tion of other forms that are at i + 1. The difficulty with this position, as 
was noted in chapter 2, is that if studies show that grammar-based or 
drill-based instruction is effective, Krashen can argue that it is because 
such methods indirectly provide comprehensible input. There is no way 
to distinguish between the effectiveness of grammar-based and commu¬ 
nication-based instruction without a more objective definition of 
comprehensible input. 

A more common opinion than Krashen’s is that correction and gram¬ 
mar teaching can provide a shortcut for learners. Although there is 
resistance to the traditional heavy reliance on grammar teaching in 
second-language instruction, many researchers view conscious instruc¬ 
tion in the rules of a grammar as helpful to language learning. Indeed, 
research indicates that formal instruction in a second language can be 
effective (Long 1983). 

Krashen made reference to internal processes in language acquisition 
and appears to believe that the LAD is constrained by an innate univer¬ 
sal grammar. As was pointed out in chapter 2, however, his notions do 
not fit well with contemporary Universal Grammar theory, which views 
language acquisition as a process of setting the parameters of universal 
principles, not as a problem of acquiring grammatical rules. 

The pedagogical implications of the Universal Grammar approach 
are not fully articulated at this point. Researchers working in this 
framework tend to focus on very narrowly-defined research questions, 
which have little direct bearing on teaching practices. However, in the 
long run the research of this group, and of researchers concerned with 
Interlanguage theory generally, may have a definite impact on language 
teaching. The concern with developmental sequences and the sources of 
transfer from the first language is shared by theorists and teachers. 
There is general agreement among researchers that it is premature to 
look to research on developmental sequences for information about 
how constructions should be presented in the classroom (Gadalla 1981). 
Rather than using the data from research as a basis for the grading of 
grammatical materials, the research on interlanguage suggests another 

approach: 

The progressive elaboration of the interlanguage system of the 
learner is a response to his developing need to handle even more 
complex communicative tasks. If we can control the level of these 
correctly, the grammar will look after itself. Instead, then, of 
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grading the linguistic material that we expose the learner to, we 
should consider grading the communicative demands we make on 
him, thereby gently leading him to elaborate his approximative 
system. (Corder 1981, 78) 

Researchers working in the context of Acculturation/Pidginization 
theory derive their data from untutored adult learners. Nonetheless, 
this research may have something to say to teaching practitioners. As 
we saw in chapter 5, early second-language acquisition is seen to involve 
simplification and regression and late second-language acquisition 
replacement and restructuring. The initial phases are thought to be 
more ‘creative’ and to rely to a greater extent on some internal universal 
linguistic base; the later phases are more conditioned by the demands of 
the target language. Some researchers in this tradition have advocated 
tolerance for the creative constructions of learners and de-emphasis on 
error correction in the early stages of learning. 

In general, researchers and theorists who approach second-language 
learning from a linguistic perspective tend to stress the creative con¬ 
struction process. Most teachers, however, follow a more psychological 
model. The difference between these approaches can be see in Table 
7.2. Most teaching approaches are based on the assumption that if we 
require learners to produce predetermined pieces of language (through 
drills or questions-and-answers), this productive activity will lead them 
to internalize the system underlying the language, to the point where the 
system operates without conscious reflection (Littlewood 1984). 

The model followed by most teachers is closest to the cognitive- 
psychological perspective outlined in chapter 6. In this view, the use of a 
second language is a cognitive skill and, like other cognitive skills, 
involves the internalization, through practice, of various information¬ 
handling techniques to overcome capacity limitations. Skill acquisition 
is seen to involve the accumulation of automatic processing through 
initial controlled operations that require more workload and attention. 
Internalized rules are restructured as learners adjust their internal 
representations to match the target language. This restructuring pro¬ 
cess involves the use of learning, production, and communication 
strategies. 

Table 7.2 Two models of the teaching process 

Creative construction model Model underlying most teaching 

Input from exposure 
Internal processing 
System constructed by learners 
Spontaneity and fluency 

Input from instruction 
Productive activity 
System adopted by learners 
Spontaneity and fluency 

Based on Littlewood 1984. 
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The difficulty with a skill model of language learning is that teaching 
can easily lapse into drill-and-practice exercises. The critique of the 
traditional approach to language teaching made by Krashen and others 
is that such an approach leaves little room for creative construction and 
places too great an emphasis on the conscious learning of rules. I have 
argued that this is not necessarily the case (McLaughlin et al. 1983), and 
it was noted in chapter 6 that there are ways of accommodating acquisi- 
tional sequences based on innate, universal linguistic processes within a 
cognitive perspective. 

What is needed is an intergrated approach that incorporates both the 
more creative aspects of language learning and the more cognitive 
aspects that are susceptible to guidance and training. Such a model is 
outlined in Table 7.3. In this model, instruction, exposure, practice and 
internal processing all interact to lead to the assimilation and accommo¬ 
dation necessary for spontaneity and fluency in a second language. 
Learners assimilate as they use their knowledge of language to make 
sense out of the input. This process dominates in the early stage as 
learners simplify and transfer forms from their first language. Accom¬ 
modation dominates in the later stages as learners reorganize their 
internal system to match the target language. 

Table 7.3 An integrated model of second-language teaching 

Input from Practice and Assimilation Spontaneity 
instruction internal and and 
and exposure processing accommodation fluency 

At this point, research and theory cannot act as a sources of prescrip¬ 
tions about teaching procedures. There are still too many gaps in our 
knowledge, especially of individual difference variables and social fac¬ 
tors that play important roles in classroom practice. This is not to deny 
the potential relevance of theory and research for second-language 
teaching. Ultimately, teaching benefits by sound understandting of the 
processes involved in second-language learning. 
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Professor McLaughlin provides a judicious evaluation of the 
major theoretical approaches to second-language learning, his 
principal aim being to examine the role theory plays - including 
how a theory is arrived at, accepted or rejected - by reviewing 
and evaluating theories currently in use. Theories examined in 
this way include: Krashen's Monitor Model, Interlanguage 
theory, Acculturation/Pidginization theory. Linguistic Universals 
theory, and Cognitive theory. A final chapter discusses what it is 
that a satisfactory theory of second-language learning must 
explain, at the same time pointing up how current theories are 
inadequate. 

A theoretical background is not necessary to read the book, 
though some knowledge of language-teaching methods is 
assumed. The particular attention paid to methodological issues 
and the way in which students can translate theoretical concepts 
for use in the classroom will make this book invaluable for all 
teachers and studentteachers of second and foreign languages. 
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