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SLA Terms 4 

Redundancy 

Although redundancy is an everyday term, within linguistics and SLA, it takes on 

a particular use. Here we mean it to be the redundancy of grammatical features, 

that is, features that repeat themselves in an utterance or are copies of something 

else. We’ll illustrate with several examples. 

Our first example concerns grammatical features that are copies (redundant) of 

information provided lexically. In English, third-person -s is a redundant feature 

as far as person number is concerned. Because English almost invariably includes 

either a subject or a subject pronoun, third-person -s on the verb is redundant: It 

marks the same information. Thus, John includes information that we are talking 

about a third-person singular and so does talks in the following sentence: John 

talks too much. As an additional example, past tense markers such as -ed in 

English can be redundant, as when they co-occur with an adverbial that 

expresses a past time reference: Yesterday John talked a lot. In this sentence, 

yesterday encodes pastness and thus -ed is redundant. This situation contrasts 

with -ing as a signal of progressive aspect (i.e., an action in progress). Note that in 

the following sentence, there is nothing else in the utterance that signals that the 

action is in progress: Quiet! 

John is talking. -ing carries the sole burden of providing this information. 

Redundancy need not occur solely with lexical items. A grammatical feature can 

be redundant, say, due to word order. For example, let’s say that a language has a 

normal or expected word order of subject-verb-object. 

At the same time, that language marks nouns or their articles for case (e.g., 

nominative case = subject, accusative case = object). Because subject-verb-object 

is the expected and normal order, marking nouns for case becomes redundant; 

the word order tells us who did what to whom. This does not mean case 

markings are always redundant. In many languages with case marking, word 

order can be inverted to object-verb-subject or some other permutation, 

depending on context and discourse. In such cases then, case marking ceases to 

be redundant as word order is not the reliable indicator of who did what to 

whom. 

So far, our examples have been of grammatical features that are redundant 

markers of meaning or semantic information (e.g., “in progress” contrasts 

meaningfully with “is completed” or “happens everyday”; “pastness” contrasts 

meaningfully with “present” or “future”; case indicates who did what to whom). 

Some grammatical markers are redundant and do not carry meaning. 

An example comes from Spanish. Spanish, like all Romance languages, has 

grammatical gender. Thus, el auto is masculine but la casa is feminine. There is 

nothing semantic or meaningful about gender; it is a purely grammatical concept. 
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Redundancy comes in because adjectives and determiners must agree with the 

noun, as in Esa casa blanca es vieja ‘That white house is old.’ Here, the feature of 

gender (feminine) is copied onto the determiner (the demonstrative esa) and two 

adjectives (blanca and vieja). Interestingly, redundancy is the norm for 

grammatical markings; that is, the majority of them tend to be redundant and 

few aren’t. Redundancy has been shown to be an issue in SLA because redundant 

features experience delayed acquisition compared to nonredundant features. 

And redundant features that don’t carry meaning are the most delayed. 

Redundancy is an important aspect of input processing as well as some other 

models of acquisition. 

 

 

Regularization 

Regularization, a term related to overgeneralization, is concerned with how 

learners in both first and second language acquisition treat irregular forms or 

exceptional rules. It is common in both L1 and L2 contexts for learners to 

regularize the irregular past tense forms, and both children and adults produce 

such things as wented and goed instead of went at a particular stage of 

acquisition. Although many teachers may view such things as errors, in terms of 

SLA they are viewed as progress. Such forms show that the regular past tense 

endings, which were most likely missing in an earlier stage (e.g., the learner said 

‘talk’ instead of ‘talked’), are now firmly entrenched in the learner’s grammar. 

Outside of SLA, regularization is an attested phenomenon of language change and 

historical linguistics. Much of language change over time is a result of 

regularization, as speakers (particularly undereducated or illiterate speakers, but 

not always) begin to weed out irregularities. In contemporary English, there is 

vacillation between such forms as dived/dove and strived/ strove, for example, 

and it is not atypical for a native speaker to sometimes stop and check him- or 

herself when trying to use the past tense or even  past participle of these and 

other verbs. This is because languages are living things whose evolution 

continues with each generation of speakers. In some dialects of English, was has 

replaced were (‘so we was walkin’ down the street mindin’ our own business . . .’) 

as these speakers regularize the past tense of be. Although regularization is most 

easily exemplified in what happens to verbal inflections, regularization can and 

does happen in all parts of language, including syntax. Regularization is thus not 

surprising or unexpected in an L2 context.  
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Reinforcement 

Reinforcement is most associated with behaviorism and involves the kind of 

feedback learners get from their environment. In the days when language was 

seen as stimulus-response, the response was the reinforcement. Both L1 and L2 

learners were believed to get either positive reinforcement or negative 

reinforcement. Positive reinforcement was continued conversation, looks of 

approval, verbal reactions such as “very good” and others. Negative 

reinforcement was interrupted conversation or problematic comprehension on 

the part of the person listening to the learner, looks of disapproval, and verbal 

reactions such as, “No, say it this way,” among others. Under current 

psychological accounts of language acquisition (which differ from linguistic 

accounts), strengthening has replaced reinforcement. Learners build up linguistic 

information that consists of connections between things. Each time the learner 

hears the same thing in the input, a connection is strengthened. Each time the 

learner uses a connection successfully, it is strengthened. Strengthening is thus 

tied to frequency; more frequent linguistic items get stronger connections in the 

mind/brain. Less frequent items get weaker connections. This is one way in 

which psychologists explain regularization, the elimination of irregular forms 

and rules. In the examples from past tense, forms such as went and had are highly 

frequent and tend to stay in the language over generations. They have strong 

connections in speakers’ minds/brains. Such is not the case for less frequent or 

highly infrequent words such as the past tense of dive. Is it dove or dived? Native 

speakers of English will vacillate because the connections in the mind/brain for 

these forms are much weaker compared to went and had, for example. 

In the L2 context, reinforcement has fallen to the wayside as a construct, but 

strengthening has not. Those who take psychological approaches will often talk 

of strong and weak connections in SLA as well as the nature of strengthening as a 

process. Scholars associated with these concepts include Nick Ellis and Judith 

Kroll. 
 

 

Repetition 

Repetition in SLA refers to either a learning strategy or a teaching strategy. As a 

learning strategy, it refers to learner self-generated repetition—for example, 

when studying grammar or vocabulary. As a teaching strategy, repetition was a 

widely popular technique used under audio-lingual methodology, and teachers 

still use it today to varying degrees as part of their eclectic approaches. Some 

self-study programs (e.g., using CDs, computer software, and so on) may build in 

repetition as a feature of student practice. Repetition as a means for developing a 

mental representation of language is suspect, given that such a representation is 
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built on how learners engage input and not on any kind of output practice they 

engage in, especially repetition. 

Research on the contribution of repetition to more general proficiency and skill 

development also leads us to think that this technique is suspect, if not useless 

overall. In some cases, the research shows only the slightest contribution. In 

other cases, repetition negatively correlates with proficiency. The reason for the 

lack of effects of repetition on acquisition of both competence and skill may lie in 

the process of repetition itself. Because repetition is a meaningless activity (i.e., 

there is no communication of information), it lacks a basic requirement for the 

kind of activity that contributes to acquisition. Acquisition occurs because of 

learner engagement with processing meaningful language in some kind of 

communicative context, in or out of classrooms. Also, repetition may aid the 

development of explicit knowledge in the short run, and explicit knowledge 

exists as a separate system from the implicit knowledge that forms competence. 

 

 

Salience 

Salience is one of those concepts that escapes easy description or definition. In 

general, salience refers to the degree to which something stands out in the crowd 

or catches a person’s attention. In linguistics and language acquisition, salience is 

used to talk about grammatical features and to what extent they catch a person’s 

eye or ear. The problem in its definition is that we are not completely sure what 

contributes to salience. Some of the features purported to underlie salience 

follow. 

Salience could be a result of phonological properties. In general, features that 

carry stress are said to be more salient than those that do not. Thus, salience is 

partly tied to syllabicity as only syllables (units with a vowel) can     carry stress. 

So, we would say that verb inflections that are syllabic are more salient than 

those that are not and those inflections that carry stress are more salient than 

those that do not carry stress. Other phonological properties that could be 

associated with salience are pitch and rhythm. Somewhat related to phonological 

properties is the issue of location in words and sentences. Things that occur at 

the beginning of words and sentences are said to be more salient than things that 

occur in other positions. Following this, things that occur at the ends of words 

and sentences are more salient than things that occur in the middle. More 

generally, some researchers have posited that it is pusing that makes something 

salient. 

That is, a word or feature that is bounded on one or more sides by a pause is 

more salient than one that is not. Because the beginnings and ends of sentences 
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are bounded on at least one side by a pause, these positions are  said to be more 

salient. But here’s where salience as an operative construct becomes 

problematic. How do we compare an unstressed item at the beginning of a 

sentence to a stressed item in the middle? Is location more important than stress, 

or is it the other way around? Some scholars have advocated that salience may 

relate to novel properties or features. That is, something that is new might 

receive attention or catch the eye/ear simply because it’s new. At the same time, 

some scholars have suggested that similarity to L1 (making the feature closer to 

“old stuff”) may contribute to salience; for example, words that sound like L1 

words may be more salient for learners. Again, we are confronted with how 

salience might be operationalized for research or even exploited for teaching. 

What is the relative contribution of “novelty” compared with stress, location, 

rhythm, and so on, as discussed above? 

Finally, researchers have asked the question to what degree learners control 

salience. Is salience, perhaps, a property that evolves because of the state of the 

learner’s linguistic system and/or processing mechanisms? Could it be that 

something that otherwise might be salient is ignored in the input until the 

learner has reached a stage where it can be processed and incorporated into the 

linguistic system? If so, then what makes something salient? 

The construct of salience has been applied in instructed SLA to written input via 

text enhancement. Text enhancement is a technique by which grammatical 

features are consistently highlighted in a text in some way by bolding, italicizing, 

capitalization, underlining, and other means. The idea is to make the feature 

more salient, thus drawing learner attention to it and increasing the likelihood 

that learners will notice and process it. For example, to make third-person -s 

more salient to learners, an instructor might give them reading passages that 

look like this: John likes SLA. He thinks it is very interesting. He reads books on it, 

and he attends lectures on SLA at the university. His roommate, Bob, disagrees. 

He thinks SLA is boring. Bob studies English literature. 

Thus, by consistently bolding the third-person ending in these passages, the 

instructor presumably is making the inflection more salient. 

 

 

Selective attention 

Selective attention refers to how people attend to the stimuli around them. We 

are constantly bombarded by stimuli, both visual and auditory, and yet we keep 

from going crazy. This is because we have built-in filters so that when we focus 

on a task, we do not attend to unnecessary stimuli such as the buzzing of 

fluorescent lights overhead, traffic noise on the streets, and so on. However, even 
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when focused on a task, we do not attend to and pick up all the information we 

have focused on. We select certain bits of information depending on a variety of 

factors, while other bits of information fall to the wayside. When approaching a 

traffic light, for example, we focus on the colour of the light as well as the flow of 

traffic and may ignore the fact that a building on the right has a broken window 

even though the building is clearly within our peripheral vision. In short, in our 

daily lives selective attention is the norm. We filter out what we don’t need at a 

given moment. Some scholars working with cognition applied to SLA have used 

the construct of elective attention to discuss what learners do when processing 

language. Clearly, learners do not process all of the linguistic data that confront 

them at a given time. If so, acquisition would be much quicker than it is—in fact, 

almost instantaneous. As they do with everything else, learners focus on 

particular things depending on tasks, demands, prior knowledge, and a variety of 

other factors. They selectively attend to linguistic data. At this point, those 

working within a cognitive framework cannot predict what elements of language 

learners select and which ones go unattended, so the potential for spotting 

problems in language acquisition is limited. Under several accounts, early-stage 

learners selectively attend to vocabulary and chunks of the language that help 

them grasp meaning as quickly as possible, while ignoring grammatical devices 

that do not immediately aid them in getting meaning. How selective attention can 

be applied to later stages of acquisition is unclear. Selective attention is also used 

as a rationale for focus on form and grammatical intervention in classrooms. If 

learners are selectively attending to stimuli and filtering out linguistic data, then 

perhaps instruction can bring those data into the attentional realm. 

Researchers often associated with selective attention include Susan Gass, Peter 

Robinson, Richard Schmidt, and Bill VanPatten.  

 

 

Silent Period 

The Silent Period is a term made popular by Steven Krashen in the early 1980s.It 

refers to the early stages of SLA during which learners may not produce any 

language at all or produce the most minimal language. The Silent Period is 

readily observable in child L2 learners and less so in older learners, largely 

because the communicative demands made on older learners from the beginning 

is greater (e.g., they may have to use the L2 on the job, they are in classrooms 

that demand production, people may simply expect adults to talk). According to 

Krashen, the language learner is building up competence during the Silent Period 

by actively listening and processing the input data around him or her. The 

learner need not be speaking to be acquiring language. Transferred into language 
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pedagogy under the Natural Approach, the recommendation was to allow 

learners to have a silent period in the early stages of classroom learning. Thus, 

students should not be forced to speak until they are ready to do so. Presumably, 

early forced speaking would raise the learner’s levels of anxiety and other 

negative emotions, perhaps inhibiting acquisition more generally. In addition, the 

idea was that by forcing learners to speak before they are ready, they would 

learn to rely on L1 rules to produce utterances as a communicative strategy. This 

strategy, too, might impede language acquisition more generally. 

 

The Silent Period is not a concept that one hears much these days outside of 

discussion of Krashen’s Monitor Theory or outside of the Natural Approach. 

This does not mean that it is not a relevant concept or that the recommendations 

made under the Natural Approach are necessarily wrong. It may be more 

reflective of how the field of SLA has moved on to other issues since the early 

1980s and how theory development has progressed since Krashen’s proposals. 

 

 

 

Speech acts 

A speech act is related to what is called “speaker intent” and thus is part of 

pragmatics and meaning. When someone says something, that person is 

performing a kind of action. For example, person A says to person B “There’s a 

bear sneaking up behind you.” In terms of grammar, this is a declarative 

sentence. But person A intends to warn person B. Thus, the speech act is a 

warning. If person C says to person D “I’ll kill you if you leave me,” again in terms 

of grammar, we have a declarative sentence that is called an if-then sentence. As a 

speech act, it is a threat. Traditionally, linguists talk of three kinds of speech acts: 

locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary. Locutionary acts refer to grammar 

and pronunciation (e.g., a declarative sentence is a locutionary act). Illocutionary 

acts are those that attempt to communicate something like a promise, a warning, 

a compliment, a request, and so on. The examples given above are illocutionary 

acts. Perlocutionary acts are those that go beyond communication such as the use 

of language to frighten someone or the use of language to cajole someone into 

doing something. Thus, saying something like “He shouldn’t get away with it,” as 

part of goading someone to take revenge on someone else is a perlocutionary act. 

 

Although pragmatics has occupied some interest in L2 research, it has not 

occupied the interest of scholars as much as the formal properties of language 

have. Thus, research on speech acts and how L2 learners realize them is not as 
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common as research on, say, the role of Universal Grammar in SLA. However, 

pragmatics and speech acts would be indispensable tools for studying how 

learners communicate and the devices they use to do so.  

 

 

 

Stabilization 

Stabilization is a concept related to development in SLA and refers to learners 

reaching a certain stage and apparently not progressing. Originally posited by 

Larry Selinker in his groundbreaking essay on interlanguage, stabilization is a 

precursor to fossilization. As such, stabilization means that a learner’s linguistic 

system has begun to reach stasis and that fluctuation and variation are no longer 

the norm. If stabilization persists (becomes permanent), then the linguistic 

system is said to have fossilized. Development has ceased. 

 

Over the years, researchers have concluded that it is inappropriate to talk of 

entire linguistic systems stabilizing (and fossilizing). Rather, subsystems may 

stabilize while others continue to develop and/or show variation in learner 

performance. Thus, a learner may evidence stabilization with morphological 

properties of language and yet show native-like development with syntax. In 

addition, some researchers have argued that fossilization is a difficult construct 

to support empirically (e.g., how long does a linguistic system or subsystem have 

to be stabilized before we say it is fossilized?). On the other hand, evidence for 

stabilization is abundant. These researchers claim, then, that stabilization avoids 

a number of methodological problems for research and is a more valid construct. 

Because stabilization is not seen as something permanent, researchers do not 

need to worry about length of time as a defining feature of the construct. 

Stabilization can last a short time or a long time. The idea is, however, that 

stabilized systems can change; there is no permanence with stabilization. 

 

 

 


