
Unit A1
Defining the field

The field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research focuses on how languages
are learned. Even though a great deal of research has been conducted on this topic
over the last two decades, we are still far from understanding all the details of that
process. Many books and articles have been written on many different aspects of
SLA, more than can be reported on in any single textbook. Therefore, every book
on SLA has to restrict itself in the choice of topics discussed.

The focus of this particular book will be the dynamic aspects of SLA. To make our
point clear, we will make use of Dynamic Systems Theory (DST), which will be
explained in detail in Unit A2. For SLA, in short, this implies that a person’s
knowledge of a language (first, second, third and so on) is never stable and keeps
developing when used. When not used, there is stagnation and ultimately a loss 
of skills. This continuous growth and loss is influenced by a whole range of factors:
not only the type and amount of contact with a language, but also individual 
factors such as age, attitude,motivation, intelligence, and earlier learning experience
are important.

Another important point is that these factors all interact and therefore it is
impossible to tease away the exact effect of any one of these factors in isolation.
What we do know through large-scale studies is what effect these factors may have
in general. However, we can never predict exactly how any particular factor 
will affect any particular learner, not only because it is impossible to know exactly
all factors involved and how much exactly each of these factors might influence
language development but especially because these factors interact with each other.
In addition, an individual’s knowledge of a language is never completely stable 
and may vary from day to day.

Finally, it is the amount of variation in the knowledge that can tell us much about
the learning process. Usually, there is a great deal of variation in a specific language
aspect while it is being reorganised and learned. For instance, a learner of German
as a second language may for some time have a system with only two gender
distinctions – der for masculine and die for feminine – and later on find out that
there is also a das for neutral. While his German system may have shown a
continuous development in the acquisition of the masculine and feminine gender
markings, it will be completely reorganised to include the new markings for neutral
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and it will take some time again for the gender markings to become stable in his
language.

Task A1.1 

➤ To become aware of the complexity of the interaction of different factors,
compare the following five acquisitional settings and try to find factors that 
are the same and factors that are different for these settings. Try to distinguish
factors relating to the system to be learned, the setting of acquisition, and the
language learner.

A. A young child (age 2) learning German as a first language in Germany
B. A young Turkish child (age 5) learning German as a second language in

Germany
C. A Finnish boy (age 13) learning German as a foreign language in Finnish

secondary education
D. An educated Danish elderly person (age 63) learning German as a foreign

language through a self-study computer program
E. An uneducated Chilean woman (age 32) learning German without formal

instruction through working as cleaning lady in a hotel

It may help you to organise the different factors on three levels:

➤ the relation between the first and second language;

➤ the setting in which the second language is learned and the amount and
kind of input in the language;

➤ the language learner’s individual characteristics such as aptitude (including
intelligence and L1 ability), age, attitude and motivation.

BASIC ISSUES IN SLA

In the SLA literature of the last 20 years or so, a few basic issues have been addressed
in many different ways within different theoretical frameworks and from different
points of view.Often these issues are presented as involving binary choices; however,
they usually refer to a continuum in settings or ways of acquisition. Here we will
give a brief overview of relevant issues, most of which will be discussed in more
detail in the units to come.
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Monolingualism, bilingualism and multilingualism

In this book we will often speak of someone’s first language (L1) or second language
(L2), and in the experiments we report on the subjects are often classified as
‘monolingual’ or ‘bilingual’. In this section, however, we want to make clear that
these terms may oversimplify actual situations. When do we label a person as
bilingual or multilingual? In the past, there were two extreme positions, both of
which are now seen as untenable. One is that only people who grow up in two
languages are ‘real’ bilinguals because they have a full command of those languages.
The other extreme is that any knowledge of another language will make you a
bilingual. So if you can read Hebrew characters, you are a bilingual in Hebrew 
and your first language. Clearly, the definition should be somewhere between those
two extremes.

Task A1.2 

➤ To show you how difficult it is to define ‘full command’, take a good
monolingual dictionary in your first language. Start at page 146 and read the
entries.Write down every word you don’t know.How many pages did you turn
before you reached 20 unknown words? By counting the total number of words,
you can get an idea of the percentage of the total number of words you do and
do not know.

The problem is that it is not clear what a full command of a language is. The point
of Task A1.2 is to show that native speakers may not have a ‘full’ command of their
L1. No one knows all the words of a language. If that is true for one language, how
can anyone ever have ‘a full command’ of more than one language? Because it is
impossible to define ‘full’ command of a language, a strict definition of bilingualism
is untenable.

A related question is whether pure monolinguals really exist. Most speakers can
speak more than one variety of their language. Some speak more than one dialect,
but almost all speakers have a range of different styles and registers at their disposal.
Depending on the situation, a different set of words and grammatical conventions
may be used. For example, when talking to an old friend, a person is likely to use a
different register and style from when she is speaking to a high-ranking diplomat.
From a psycholinguistic perspective, it is very difficult to indicate how registers 
of a single language can be distinguished from different languages in an individual.
In terms of processing, there are no differences whether someone speaks two
different languages or two different varieties of the same language, so it is only at a
socio-linguistic level that we can talk about differences in range and status between
a language and a variety.

From Unit A2 it will become clear that the exact definitions of monolingualism,
bilingualism and multilingualism are not that relevant for us because we claim that
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all the knowledge of different languages and varieties that an individual knows are
part of one dynamic system, and the state of that system at any one time very much
depends on the degree of recent input and active use of any of the languages or
varieties.

First, second and third language

Just as the definitions of monolingualism versus bilingualism are problematic,
so are the definitions of L1 and L2. In countries such as England and France, many
children are socialised in a variety of the standard language, and it seems clear 
what their first language is. But the majority of the world population is multilingual,
and for many people it is not really clear what constitutes their first, second or 
third language. Children may learn one or two other languages at school, and later
in life they may even learn and use again another language to such an extent that
the first foreign language is no longer used and fades away.How ‘second’ and ‘third’
should be distinguished in such cases is unclear. Some linguists order languages 
in terms of level of proficiency, others in the order of the time of acquisition, but
neither of these distinctions applies to children who have two or more languages
from birth. In such cases first, second or third can be defined only in terms of
settings of use.

In many migrant settings, the first language of a migrant family changes status
through time. Parents may keep their first language as the means of communication
at home, but their children may increasingly start using the language of the larger
environment to communicate among themselves and with their parents and even
grandparents. In such settings, the first language loses its special status and becomes
the second or third language for the younger generation.

Task A1.3

➤ If you have friends or relatives who have grown up in a setting where more 
than one language was used, ask them what they consider their first language
and why they consider this as their first language.

Task A1.3 and the brief examples have shown how difficult it is to define a first,
second or third language.Moreover, these rankings may change over time and may
be influenced by environmental factors. In this book, we will use the term second
language to refer to any new target language to be learned, unless there is a need to
differentiate between target languages.
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Second language acquisition and foreign language acquisition

Just as it is difficult to define a first, second or third language in such a way that 
it applies to all cases, it is often difficult to distinguish between the terms second and
foreign language learning.

According to the traditional definition, second language acquisition typically 
takes place in a setting in which the language to be learned is the language spoken
in the local community. Therefore, a Farsi speaker learning English in England 
is generally defined as a second language learner. In some definitions of second
language acquisition, the acquisition needs also to take place in a non-instructed
setting.

Foreign language acquisition takes place in a setting in which the language to be
learned is not the language spoken in the local community. So the learning of
Polish by a Hungarian adult in Hungary would be an example of foreign lan-
guage acquisition. In most cases, foreign language acquisition takes place in a setting
with formal language instruction.

In this book, we will use the term SLA to refer to both types of acquisition because
we assume that the underlying process is essentially the same. Where necessary,
though, we will make use of the distinction between a second and a foreign
language, as was done in Task A1.1.

Task A1.4 

➤ To show you the problem of defining the L1 and L2, consider the following:
A child with normal hearing is born into a family in which both parents are
deaf and use sign language as their main language. Is the acquisition of spoken
language by a hearing child of such deaf parents an example of a second or
foreign language acquisition? 

Acquisition versus learning

A particularly tricky but also controversial distinction is the one between acquisition
and learning. Krashen and Terrell (1983) defined ‘acquisition’ as the product of a
‘subconscious’ process, very similar to the one children use in learning their first
language, and learning as the product of formal teaching,which results in ‘conscious’
knowledge about the language, but the distinction cannot be as simple as that.

Schmidt (1990: 134) has pointed out that the term ‘subconscious’ may be mis-
leading, and that it is not used in a technical sense here as in consciousness research,
where it would imply totally ‘without awareness’, an unlikely proposition. In a 

De f i n i n g  t h e  f i e l d

7

A

SECTION

★



non-technical sense, the term could mean ‘not being aware of having noticed
something’, which would be related to subliminal learning, a way of learning that
takes place, for example, while listening to a tape while sleeping. Apparently, there
is some evidence that people may pick up subliminal signals that they already know,
but there is no evidence as yet that new information may be picked up in such a
manner. Subliminal language learning is therefore considered extremely unlikely.
In consciousness research, it is commonly accepted that some level of attention is
required to be able to notice something, and that noticing is crucial in obtaining
new information or uptake.

Probably, Krashen and Terrell (1983) used the term ‘subconscious’ in another non-
technical sense, namely as the inability to explain what one knows. In other words,
learners may use language forms correctly without being able to say exactly why 
the forms are the way they are. Defined as such, acquisition is seen as a natural
process of growth of knowledge and skills in a language without a level of meta-
knowledge about the language, while learning is seen as an artificial process in 
which the ‘rules’ of a language are focussed on. Krashen claimed that learning the
rules could not lead to an automatic use of language as in acquisition. In Unit A3,
the Krashen hypotheses are discussed in more detail, and in Unit A5 we will point
out that there are indeed two different mental processes involved in acquisition 
and learning, but that this does not mean that they cannot interact. Learning could
be the carrying out of activities that enhance the growth of knowledge, but not all
learning necessarily leads to acquisition.

Input versus intake

Related to the notion of ‘consciousness’ discussed above is the distinction between
input and intake. ‘Input’ is everything around us we may perceive with our senses,
and ‘uptake’ or ‘intake’ is what we pay attention to and notice. Some level of attention
is required to be able to notice something, and that noticing is crucial in obtain-
ing new information. For example, there is a lot of information in our environment,
but what we use of all that information depends on our needs and interests. We 
may not be interested in the colour of our neighbour’s eyes, but for someone else,
or even for ourselves at another moment in time, it may become a very relevant
piece of information. And at that point, we will notice.

The same is true for language learning. There is little doubt that input is the 
main source of information for learning (see Unit A5), but not all input becomes
intake,which is necessary for learning. It is not particularly easy to know under what
conditions input is actually used for learning. From experiments in conscious-
ness, we do know that unexpected events often capture attention. In addition,
expectations are important determinants of perceptibility and noticeability, so it 
is plausible that instruction may have an awareness-raising effect, increasing the
likelihood of noticing features in input through the establishment of expectation
and comprehending. For intake, at least some minimal level of processing needs 
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to take place. There must be some awareness of new information that is relevant for
the learning system to incorporate. Intake may refer to information that strengthens
existing knowledge, or it may fill a gap in knowledge that was noticed by the learner
before.

Task A1.5 

➤ Listen to a news broadcast in one of your foreign languages. Try to understand
what is said, but also monitor yourself while listening.What do you do: are you
listening in a similar manner all the time or are you going through waves of
noise and understanding? Do you notice when the input becomes intake?

Implicit versus explicit learning

Very much related to the acquisition versus learning distinction is the debate on
implicit versus explicit learning: the difference between the two is captured well by
R. Ellis (1994: 2), who uses the phrase ‘unconscious operation’ in yet another sense,
namely whether general principles in language can be induced without really being
able to formulate an understanding of them.

Some things we just come to be able to do, like walking, recognizing
happiness in others, knowing that th is more common than tg in written
English, or making simple utterances in our native language. We have 
little insight into the nature of the processing involved – we learn to 
do them implicitly like swallows learn to fly. Other of our abilities depend 
on our knowing how to do them, like multiplication, playing chess,
speaking pig Latin, or using a computer programming language.We learn
these abilities explicitly like aircraft designers learn aerodynamics.

Implicit learning is acquisition of knowledge about the underlying struc-
ture of a complex stimulus environment by a process that takes place
naturally, simply and without conscious operations. Explicit learning is 
a more conscious operation where the individual makes and tests hypo-
theses in a search for structure. Knowledge attainments can thus take place
implicitly (a non-conscious and automatic abstraction of the structural
nature of the material arrived at from experience of instances), explicitly
through selective learning (the learner searching for information and
building then testing hypotheses), or, because we can communicate using
language, explicitly via given rules (assimilation of a rule following explicit
instruction.

According to Schmidt (1990) the implicit learning issue is the most difficult to
resolve. On the one hand, there is evidence for it, but there is also evidence that
conscious understanding helps in the acquisition process.
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There is not much evidence on which to base an evaluation of the question
of implicit rule acquisition in second language learning. There is evidence
that giving learners explicit rules helped in an experimental study (Van
Baalen, 1983), and the results of larger scale studies also slightly favor 
an explicit focus on grammar (Chaudron, 1988). At the most general 
level, studies of the global role of instruction in second language learning
indicate that it is facilitative, but such studies do not say whether such
effects are due to increased learner understanding as a result of instruction,
or increased salience of forms leading to awareness only at the level of
noticing.

(Schmidt, 1990: 146)

In Unit A7, we will see that there is indeed quite a lot of evidence that instruction
has a positive effect on learning. Looking at Schmidt’s question from a dynamic
perspective, we can assume that any kind of input – both a great deal of meaning-
ful input and explicit instruction – will interact and affect the system.However, we
may never know precisely how.

Incidental versus intentional learning

Another related and much debated distinction in the SLA literature is the one 
on incidental versus intentional learning. A prime example of intentional learning
is learning words from a bilingual list in a decontextualised manner. Learning 
words by reading and inferring meanings from context is usually seen as incidental
learning.

However, a clear distinction between incidental and intentional learning is difficult
to formulate. Most of the work on this has focused on lexical knowledge. For
example, when a person reads for pleasure and doesn’t bother to look up a word he
or she doesn’t know in a dictionary, but a few pages later realises what that word
means, then incidental learning is said to have taken place. If a teacher instructs a
student to take a text and read it and find out the meanings of unknown words,
then it becomes an intentional learning activity.

According to Schmidt (1990), the incidental versus intentional learning question 
is related to whether noticing is required and, if so, whether such noticing is auto-
matic or requires attention. Apparently, incidental learning without ‘paying
attention’ is both possible and effective, but only when the demands of a task 
focus attention on what is to be learned. However, paying attention is probably
facilitative, and may be necessary if adult learners are to acquire grammatical con-
ventions that are difficult to discern such as the difference between ‘he’d’ meaning
‘he had’ or ‘he would’.

What learners notice is constrained by a number of factors, but incidental
learning is certainly possible when task demands focus attention on
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relevant features of the input. . . . Incidental learning in another sense,
picking up target language forms from input when they do not carry
information crucial to the task, appears unlikely for adults. Paying attention
to language form is hypothesized to be facilitative in all cases, and may 
be necessary for adult acquisition of redundant grammatical features. In
general, the relation between attention and awareness provides a link 
to the study of individual differences in language learning, as well as to
consideration of their role of instruction in making formal features of the
target language more salient and facilitating input encoding.

(Schmidt, 1990: 49)

The point is that an L2 learner who is rather fluent in the L2 may pay attention 
only to a message as a whole rather than to any particular forms of the language
with which the message is expressed. In such a case, it is likely that he will learn
something new from the information provided by the message, but it is unlikely
that he will learn anything new about the forms of the language. If, on the other
hand, he has to pay some attention to a particular form to understand the message,
then it is likely that he will learn something about that form.

Even though the incidental versus intentional learning issue will not be focussed on
again separately in this book, it is very much related to the role of instruction in
SLA, the topic of Unit A7.

Task A1.6

➤ We are learning all the time, simply because we interact with our environ-
ment and we cannot stop ourselves from interacting. We only realise how 
much information we encounter and partly take up when we pay attention 
to that.Here’s a rather difficult exercise: try to think of what you learned today.
What did you learn that was new? What particular language forms did you learn
that were new? For instance, are there any words in this unit that you 
didn’t know before? Did you learn them implicitly or explicitly? Intentionally
or incidentally? Did you infer them from the context? Do you know the colour
of the eyes of the person who sits next to you?

Instructed versus non-instructed SLA 

Neither the distinction nor the interaction between instructed and non-instructed
SLA is completely clear either. In many settings, acquisition takes place through a
mix of instructed and non-instructed learning.

On the one hand, some languages are learned mainly through education. For
example, when a person learns Swedish in Ireland, there is little chance for him 
to meet Swedish people and find a Swedish setting in which he can pick up the
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language. His main source of contact and input is the institute or school, but 
he may also ‘pick up’ some of the language through reading on his own.

On the other hand, some languages are learned mainly through informal inter-
action. Many migrants throughout the world move into a setting in which they 
have to learn the local language on their own in order to survive. In many such
settings there is no formal system of education to learn that language, so people
have to pick up the language from what they hear and see in their environment.
However, it is possible that a migrant follows some language courses in a community
centre or he may be told what he is saying incorrectly through interaction with
another speaker.

The English language is typically a language that is acquired in a setting in which
there is a combination of instructed and non-instructed SLA. An example of such
a situation is Norway, where English is taught at school and English is very
prominently present in many parts of society. There are many English-language
programmes on TV, computer software is only partly available in Norwegian,
and in higher education, industry and trade English is emerging as the dominant
language.

Task A1.7

➤ In a project on the acquisition of English, Dutch adolescents were asked to
indicate what percentage of their English they had acquired through school,
through the media (TV, radio, computer) or through other sources. The scores
ranged between 35% and 60% for school, and 70% and 30 % for media. Take
one of your foreign languages and try to indicate for that language what your
percentages would be for school,media and other sources.Ask some friends or
colleagues to do the same and compare your percentages with theirs and try to
explain the differences.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The basic issues touched upon so far in this unit will come back directly or indirectly
in the units to come. The book is organised as follows: Section A consists of a set 
of introductory units on six topics, Section B provides a set of extension units
containing excerpts of scholarly articles related to the topics presented in Section
A. Finally, Section C provides a set of exploration units, again on the same topics 
as in sections A and B, but containing ideas for small-scale research projects for
students and tutors.

The topics will be discussed in the following order. In Unit A2, we will introduce
Dynamic Systems Theory (DST), which will serve as the theoretical basis for the
way SLA is presented in the remainder of the book. In Unit A3 we present a brief
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historical overview of the way other general theories have affected SLA research 
and explain in what way DST is different or compatible with these theories. Unit
A4 focuses on the presence of more than one language in our mind and on the
processing of these multiple languages in psycholinguistic terms. Unit A5 con-
centrates on how an individual’s language system develops and Unit A6 on learners’
characteristics that may play a role in this development. Unit A7 aims at translating
many of the issues discussed into issues relating to the role of instruction. We 
do not claim that all the theoretical insights we present can easily be turned into
practice, but we certainly do believe that teaching has to be inspired and enriched
by findings from research in SLA.
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