Key Issues in Second Language Acquisition

Introduction :

Second language Acquisition (SLA) is a complex process, involving many interrelated factors. This chapter will examine the main issues that have arisen in the study of this process. It will  begin by considering what is meant by ‘ Second Language Acquisition’ and then go on to discuss briefly the issues that have preoccupied SLA researchers. Finally, a framework will be set up for the discussion of these issues in the rest of the book. 

What is second language acquisition?

In order to investigate SLA , it is important to establish clearly what is meant by the term. A number of key questions need to be addressed so that the reader is clear  that positions researches have taken up in order to study how a second language (L2) is leant. The points considered below are all central to an understanding of how researchers have set about examining SLA. They underline the various perspectives that inform the subsequent chapters of this book. 

SLA as a uniform phenomenon:  

SLA is not a uniform and predictable phenomenon. There is no single  way in which learners acquires  a knowledge of a second language (l2).SLA is the product of many factors pertaining to the learner on the one hand and the learning situation on the other. It is important , therefore, to start by recognizing the complexity and diversity that results from the interaction the these two sets of factors. Different learners in different situations learn a L2 in different ways. Nevertheless, although the variability and individuality of language learning need to be emphasize, the study of SLA assumes interest only if it is possible to identity aspects , ten, at least, to large group of learners. The term ‘ second language acquisition ‘ is used to refer to these general aspects. This book will examine both what seems to be invariable and what is apparently variable about the process of acquisition.

Second language acquisition vs first language acquisition:

Second language acquisition stands in contrast to first language acquisition. It is the study of how learners learn an additional language after they have acquired their mother tongue. The study of language learner language begin with the study of first language (L1) acquisition. SLA research has tended to follow in the footsteps of L1 acquisition research, both in its methodology and in many of the issues that it ha treated. It is not surprising that a key issue has been the extent to which SLA and L1 acquisition are similar or different processes. 

Second language acquisition vs foreign language acquisition:

Second language acquisition is not intended to contrast with foreign language acquisition. SLA is used as  a general term that embraces both untutored (or ‘naturalistic’) acquisition and tutored (or ‘classroom’) acquisition. It is, however, an open question whether the way in which acquisition proceeds in these different situations is the same or different.

A framework for investigating SLA

Following is a framework for investigating SLA. This serves to draw together the various components considered in the discussion of the key areas.

The framework points a number of interrelated factors. These are:

1. Situational factors.

2. Input

3. Lerner differences

4. Lerner processes

5. linguistic output

Each of these factors is considered briefly below, together with some idea on how they interrelate.

1. Situational factors:

Situational factors influence both the nature of the linguistic input and the strategies used by the learner. The situation and the input together constitute the linguistic environment in which learning takes place.

Two major types of acquisition can be identified in respect of environmental factors – natural SLA and classroom SLA.  A key issue is the extent to which the process of SLA is similar or different in the two environments.

Within each general situational type a host of ‘micro’ situation can be identified , according to who the interlocutors are, the context of interaction (e.g. a supermarket or a crowded classroom), and the topic of communication. The linguistic product is likely to vary situationally.

2. Linguistic input:

The central issue here is the extent to which the input determines the process of SLA. Does it merely activate the learning process or does it structure it?

There is now considerable research to show that native-speakers adapt their speech to suit the level of the L2 learners they are talking to. Another important issue, then, it what part these adaptations play in facilitating learning.

3. Learner differences:     

There is a whole range of learner factors that potentially influenced the way in which a L2 is acquired. The key ones are age, aptitude and intelligence, motivation and needs, personality and cognitive style. 
Another type of difference lies in the learner’s L1. The role that the L1 plays in SLA was a dominant issues in much of the research that took place in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was motivated by the need to submit the Contrastive Analysis hypothesis to an empirical test.
4. Learner process

Learner process may be cognitive or linguistic. Convictive learner processes can be divided into three categories- leaning strategies are used to internalize now new L2 knowledge; production strategies are the means by which the learner utilizes his or her existing L2 knowledge; and communication strategies are employed when there is a hiatus (interruption) caused by the need to communicate a message for which the learner lacks L2 resources. These strategies are general in nature and mediate between the linguistic input and the language the learner produces. Linguistic processes involve universal principle of grammar with which the learner is innately endowed. They provide the learner with a starting point. The task is then to scan the input to discover which rules of the target language are universal and which are specific.   
5 The linguistic output
Language-learner language is highly variable, but it is also systematic. The learner uses his or her knowledge of the L2 in predictable ways, but not in the same way in every context.

The linguistic output is developmental. It changes as the learner gains more experience of the language. One possibility that has received a lot of attention is that there is a ‘natural’ order of acquisition. That is, that all learners pass along a more or less invariable route.’

The linguistic output is the main source of information about how a learner acquires a L2. In particular the errors that learners make give clues concerning the strategies they employ to handle the joint tasks of learning and using a L2.    
A case study:
A case study is a detailed study of a learner’s acquisition of an L2. It is typically concerned with the development of learner’s SLA, involving the collection of samples of the learner’s speech or writing over a period of time, sometimes years.
Description of the case study

This case study has been carried out by Richard Schmidt, a researcher at the University of Hawaii.

The subject of this case is Wes, a thirty-three year-old artist and a native speaker of Japanese. He got little formal instruction in English, and started to learn the language at the same time as learning to communicate in it. In this connection he is an example of a ‘naturalistic’ learner. Schmidt studied Wes’s language development over a three-year period. He was interested in how Wes’s knowledge of English grammar developed during this period. Specially he focused on such grammatical features as, the use of auxiliary be, plural –s (for example, ‘days’), third person –s (for example, ‘gives’), and regular past tense (for example, ‘started’). He looked to see how accurately Wes used these features in his speech at a time near the beginning of his study and at a time near the end.
Methodological issues

Researchers have to fix their goal first, that is, determining what aspects of language are to be dealt with. For example, Schmidt was concerned with Wes’s development of some specific grammatical features.

Another issue concerns with defining the term ‘acquisition’. There is no definite way of saying that a learner has ‘acquired’ a feature of the target language. Though learners do not manifest a specific grammatical feature all the time, they may know it. For example, Wes might be said to know how to make plurals even though he does not always add an –s to a plural noun.

And, though they can use a grammatical feature with target-like accuracy, it cannot be said that they are able to use the feature productively. For example, Wes made use of some ‘fixed expressions’ or ‘formulas’, but it is not sure whether he could use those in other kinds of sentences.

Another problem is whether it can be said ‘acquisition’ if learners overuse a linguistic form. For example, Wes knew when to use the present progressive correctly but he also used this form in contexts that did not require it.

Issues in the description of learner language

This case study sets out how:

·  To describe how learners’ use of second language changes over time, and

·  What this change shows about the nature of their knowledge of the L2.

The findings are:

·  Learners make errors of different kind. For instance, Wes made errors of omission and overuse.

·  L2 learners acquire a large number of ‘formulaic chunks’. It plays an important role in SLA. It 
   is controversial whether learning a formula helps learner to discover its function in grammar.

·  Learners acquire aspects of an L2 systematically. They follow particular developmental routes 
   and acquire some features before than others. For example, Schmidt showed, at both the 
   beginning and the end of his study, that features like progressive –ing and auxiliary be (for 
   example, ‘He is painting’) were used accurately by Wes while features like past regular and 
   possessive –s (for example, ‘the women’s dress’) were used very inaccurately.

Issues in the explanation of L2 acquisition

If we want to explain these preceding descriptive findings, we can refer to the hypothesis that L2 acquisition involves different kinds of learning. That are:

·  Item learning (learners internalize chunks of language structure, that is, ‘formulas’.)

·  System learning (learners acquire rules, that is, the knowledge that a given linguistic feature is 
   used in a particular context with a particular function.)

There can be a number of possible explanation of learners’ systematic nature of L2 acquisition:

·  Learners’ mental faculties are structured in such a way that this is the way they have to learn.

·  External factors

·  Learners need more time to learn

·  Perhaps, L2 learners stop learning.

·  Motivation (they just need to learn the target language to achieve some specific skill)

· Attitude (they do not wish to belong to the community of native speakers they contact with) 

· Age (perhaps, it is only possible to acquire native-speaker competence if learners start very 
young)

In the end, it can be said that this case study illuminates the kinds of issues that preoccupy SLA.

--------------------------------
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