Second Language Acquisition Theory and Practice

Quite often teachers look to theory to inform their practice in the classroom.  However, in language learning, the basic theories about the nature and nurture of language are still widely debated and thus it is often quite difficult to pinpoint exactly how teachers can make the best use of the results of research. Following is a list of the questions that teachers hope that research can address.  

1. In what ways does knowing one language help or hinder the learning of a second? 
  

· Early theorists, notably Lado assumed that the more differences between one's native language and a foreign language, the more difficult it would be to learn. 

· More recent research has indicated that the situation is not so simple:  Zobl looked at negation and articles and found that for English, Spanish speakers had more difficulty than Japanese speakers in learning negation, but that articles were almost universally difficult for EFL/ESL learners. 
  

· One of the phenomena at work seems to be that limited familiarity is a trap, while extreme difference is easily highlighted and overcome. 
  

· A variety of sociolinguistic factors (ethnicity, gender, L1 background, among others) affect a conversation between two speakers. 
  

· Acquisition of literacy is influenced by the tradition of literacy in L1. 
  

· The interactions between teacher and learner, as well as interactions between learners should not be forgotten. 

2. Which is more helpful to learning: comprehension or production? 

· Stephen Krashen’s theories, in particular The Natural Approach (Krashen and Terrell) argued that comprehension is the most important aspect of language learning.  The most familiar embodiment of this concept is the idea of comprehensible input, part of Krashen’s Input Hypothesis. 
  

· There have been many researchers that argue that while comprehension is necessary, it is not sufficient. 
  

· Gregg and McLaughlin argue that the hypothesis is an uncontroversial observation, its terms are poorly defined and its conclusions are without proof. 
  

· Negotiation for meaning plays an important role - It is not clear whether the benefit comes from simplifications to the input, or from the fact that the attempt at negotiation simply gives listeners more time to process the information. 
  

· Learner output plays an important role:  If native speakers take what they think the learner is trying to say and reformulate it into a yes/no question, the need for the learner to make another try is eliminated. 
  

· Even in situations where learners were making adjustments in their speech in order to make themselves understood, factors such as the nature of the task and the gender of speaker and interlocutor had significant effects. 
  

· Concerning error correction by teachers: “Teachers’ practice of modeling correct versions of student responses rather than giving them time to reformulate and try again, needs to be tempered by their encouragement and support of student responses and use of open-ended questions and clarification requests.” 

3. Should students drill and practice new forms and structures? 

· Influenced by Krashen and Terrell’s Natural Approach, the emphasis on communicative methodology in language teaching have brought about a shift away from the use of drill and practice in the classroom.  Some researchers argued that noncontextualized language is processed in a different part of the 
      brain from meaningful communication. 
  

· More recent cognitive approaches to learning, especially those based on language processing theory have stressed the importance of automaticity and the integration of what were previously considered quantifiable skills. 
  

· Attention is seen as a key factor, but further research is needed to determine exactly how drill and practice fit into the learning process. 
  

· Swain’s 1985 study showed that while comprehensible input was necessary but not sufficient for language development, drill and practice had less of an effect when it was not provided in a meaningful context. 
  

· A further interesting phenomenon that has yet to be explored is the role that students' output in drills may also functions as input and how this input contributes to acquisition. 

4. How effective is group work as an aid to L2 learning? 

· Often group work is an efficient solution to the difficulties of reaching all the students in a large class.  Early research (Long, Adams, McLean & Castaños) showed that group work can be an effective aid to communication in the classroom, especially across a broader range of social and interpersonal functions. 
  

· However, some research indicates that it is a double-edged sword: while learners have increased opportunities to interact in the target language, the interlanguage input appears to reinforce their own production errors. 
  
· Research with university level learners indicates that modification and manipulation of their own errors and incorporation of other students' correct production is much more common than learners' incorporation of other errors into their own speech. 
  

· In general, the effects of group work depend very much on the context.  Factors include divergent L1, cultural backgrounds and the nature of the classroom task. 
  

· While group work definitely has a role in the classroom, it "by no means guarantees success in L2 learning but needs to be tempered in light of social and linguistic conditions in the classroom and the tasks given to learners in their groups. 

  
5. What can be done to encourage participation among students who seldom ask questions or initiate 
     interaction? 
  

· While it seems that students who participate more have a higher chance of improving their production, the key factor may actually be classroom discomfort which leads to less participation and thus a lower proficiency. 
  

· In one study Allwright found that the student who made the most progress was not necessarily the one who was the most interactive.  The key factor appeared to be attentiveness to the teacher and other students. 
  

· One area where interaction is crucial, especially for less proficient learners is seeking clarification of message content. 
  

· " . . . it might be important to keep in mind that individual learners have their own ways of making the classroom an environment conducive to their L2 learning." 

6. How much attention should be given to explicit grammar instruction? 
  

· While the importance of meaningful use of the target language in communicative activities is clear, there are cases where this type of interaction or even input may not be possible.  Direct access to grammar rules is another way to enhance learning. 
  

· Pienemann - German word order is acquisition is affected by linguistic and psychological complexity and also by learner readiness.  This readiness proceeds through four stages for all learners. 
  

· Several studies have shown a clear advantage for learners who received grammar. 
  

· However, Montgomery and Eisenstein showed that the strongest gains were by those who had both grammar instruction and communicative experiences. 
  

· "The effectiveness of grammar instruction appears to depend largely on selection and sequencing of grammar rules and careful assessment of learner readiness.  Some items are better off not taught, while the learning of others is enhance, indeed accelerated, through instruction." 

7. To what extent does error correction assist the L2 learner? 
  

· Errors are often interpreted as learners experimenting with L2 rules and patterns - eventually they figure out how they work and how to use the language appropriately. 
  

· However, some researchers (e.g. Schachter) argue that lack of correction implies to the learner that the utterance was accurate. 
  

· Not all teachers use "correction" in the same way - it is a diverse phenomenon. 
  

· Brock, et al found that while correction had no effect in non-classroom conversations, it was very effective in games in a classroom setting. 
  

· Schmidt and Frota found that for learners who are attending, being able to hear a corrected version helped them understand what they were doing wrong. 
  

· There are two key features that make correction effective: 

· It must bring students' attention to their own errors. 

· It must do so in meaningful, communicative contexts. 
 

· Research on correction places considerable doubt on the claim that comprehensible input is all that is needed for language acquisition. 

8. How necessary to learning another language is the learner's cultural integration? 
  
· Research findings indicate a lack of proficiency can be found both in learners who are culturally integrated and those who are not. 
  

· A study by Meisel, et al showed that while word order followed a set path of acquisition, inflections and functors could be correlated with aspects of adjustment to the L2 culture. 
  

· What is meant by culture and acculturation varies between learners:  some want to learn a language for some instrumental purpose, some to integrate into the society, others because of the prestige associated with the language, while still others are affected by their friends, peers or members of their own ethnic group. 
  

· Attitudes toward learning a language in an academic setting also vary between learners. 
  

· Determining the role of culture in language learning "will require an understanding of the intricate and often elusive connections between both the L2 culture and those cultural values that students bring to their learning experience."

9.  Why do some students have less accurate pronunciation than others, and what can be done about this? 
  

· Pronunciation is affected by a number of factors:  native language, aptitude, and length of residence (in an L2 environment). All of these are often the result of personal motivation and are established outside of the classroom. 
  

· Current research does not indicate that accurate pronunciation should be considered a primary goal in the classroom. 

10. What can be done for L2 learners who seem to have reached a plateau in their learning? 
  

· While some researchers attribute "fossilization" to a lack of opportunities for integration, others argue that an overemphasis on communicative activities results in learners who are functional but grammatically inaccurate. 
  

· Schmidt and Frota found that often learners who are functional do not notice the differences between their utterances and those of more accurate speakers. 
  

· Areas that seem to be particular sources of inaccuracy is grammatical morphology (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman) and sociolinguistic appropriateness (Swain & Lapkin). 
  

· The above mentioned research indicates that more grammar-based materials might be a very useful part of the language classroom 

Source:  Pica, T.  (1994).  Questions from the language classroom:  Research perspectives.  TESOL Quarterly, 28.   
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Small Groupwork

Building on Long and Porter’s (1985) account of the advantages of group/pair work for language pedagogy, Jacobs (1998) provides a comprehensive list of ten potential advantages (see Table 3), comparing the typical characteristics of groupwork with those of teacher-centred instruction.
Table 3: Ten potential advantages of group activities in language instruction (based on Jacobs 1998)

	Advantage
	Comment

	1. The quantity of learner speech can increase
	In teacher-fronted classrooms, the teacher typically speaks 80% of the time; in groupwork more students talk for more of the time.

	2. The variety of speech acts can increase
	In teacher-fronted classrooms, students are cast in a responsive role, but in groupwork they can perform a wide range of roles, including those involved in the negotiation of meaning.

	3. There can be more individualization of instruction
	In teacher fronted-lessons teachers shape their instruction to the needs of the average student but in groupwork the needs of individual students can be attended to.

	4. Anxiety can be reduced
	Students feel less nervous speaking in an L2 in front of their peers than in front of the whole class.

	5. Motivation can increase
	Students will be less competitive when working in groups and are more likely to encourage each other.

	6. Enjoyment can increase
	Students are ‘social animals’ and thus enjoy interacting with others in groups; in teacher-fronted classrooms student-student interaction is often proscribed.

	7. Independence can increase
	Group activities help students to become independent learners.

	8. Social integration can increase
	Group activities enable students to get to know each other.

	9. Students can learn how to work together with others
	In typical teacher-fronted classrooms students are discouraged from helping each other; group work helps students to learn collaborative skills.

	10. Learning can increase
	Learning is enhanced by groupwork because students are willing to take risks and can scaffold each other’s efforts.
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