Session 1: Introduction to Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
« Overview of SLA theories and approaches.
« Key terms and concepts in SLA.
« Discussion of the importance of SLA research.
« References:

o Ellis, R. (2015). Understanding second language acquisition. Oxford

University Press.

Session 1: Introduction to Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
Overview of Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) refers to the process by which individuals
learn a language other than their native language. This phenomenon encompasses
various cognitive, social, and linguistic dimensions. Understanding SLA is crucial
for educators, linguists, and researchers, as it offers insights into how people learn
languages, the factors that influence this learning, and the implications for teaching

methodologies.

The study of SLA emerged in the mid-20th century, primarily influenced by the
fields of linguistics, psychology, and education. Researchers have developed
numerous theories and models to explain how individuals acquire second
languages (L2). These theories differ in their emphasis on the cognitive processes
involved in learning, the role of social interaction, and the impact of environmental

factors.



Theories and Approaches in SLA
1. Behaviorism

One of the earliest theories applied to language acquisition is behaviorism, which
posits that learning is a result of conditioning. According to behaviorists, language
acquisition occurs through reinforcement and repetition. Skinner (1957) proposed
that children learn language through operant conditioning, where correct utterances
are rewarded, thus increasing their likelihood of recurrence. This approach
emphasizes the role of environmental stimuli in shaping behavior and language

use.
2. Nativism and Universal Grammar

In contrast to behaviorism, nativist theories, particularly Noam Chomsky's concept
of Universal Grammar (UG), suggest that the ability to acquire language is innate.
Chomsky (1986) argued that all humans possess a universal set of grammatical
rules that form the basis of all languages. This inherent capacity allows learners to
acquire complex linguistic structures, even if they are not explicitly taught.
Chomsky's theories have significantly influenced SLA research, prompting

investigations into how innate linguistic capabilities interact with external inputs.
3. Interactionism

The interactionist approach, primarily associated with scholars like Long (1983)
and Gass (1997), emphasizes the importance of social interaction in language
acquisition. Interactionists argue that language learning occurs through meaningful
communication with others. Negotiation of meaning, a key concept in this
approach, refers to the adjustments made by speakers to ensure mutual
understanding. Through interaction, learners are exposed to authentic language

use, which aids in developing their linguistic competence.



4. Constructivism

Constructivist theories, influenced by the works of Piaget and Vygotsky, propose
that learners actively construct their understanding of language through
experiences. Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory highlights the role of social
interaction and cultural context in learning. According to Vygotsky (1978),
language is a social tool, and learners acquire it through participation in culturally
relevant activities. This perspective emphasizes the significance of collaboration,

scaffolding, and cultural context in SLA.
5. Cognitive Approaches

Cognitive approaches to SLA focus on the mental processes involved in language
learning. Researchers such as Anderson (2010) emphasize the role of memory,
attention, and information processing. These approaches explore how learners
encode, store, and retrieve linguistic information. Cognitive theories often employ
computer models to simulate the processes involved in language acquisition,

providing insights into how learners develop their linguistic capabilities over time.
Key Terms and Concepts in SLA

Understanding SLA requires familiarity with key terms and concepts that

characterize the field:

o Interlanguage: A term coined by Selinker (1972) to describe the evolving
linguistic system that learners create as they acquire a second language.
Interlanguage reflects elements of both the learner's native language and the

target language, often containing unique grammatical rules and structures.

« Affective Filter Hypothesis: Proposed by Krashen (1982), this hypothesis

suggests that emotional factors, such as anxiety and motivation, can



influence language acquisition. A high affective filter can impede learning,
while a low filter facilitates it, allowing learners to engage more fully with

the language.

o Comprehensible Input: Another concept introduced by Krashen,
comprehensible input refers to language that 1s slightly above the learner's
current proficiency level. This input is crucial for facilitating language

development, as it challenges learners while remaining accessible.

« Noticing Hypothesis: Proposed by Schmidt (1990), the noticing hypothesis
posits that learners must consciously notice language features to acquire
them. This concept highlights the importance of awareness in the language

learning process.

« Ciritical Period Hypothesis: This hypothesis suggests that there is an
optimal period for language acquisition, typically associated with childhood.
After this critical period, language learning may become more challenging,

as cognitive and neural plasticity decreases.
Importance of SLA Research
Research in SLA is vital for several reasons:

1. Enhancing Teaching Methods: Understanding how languages are acquired
can inform effective teaching methodologies. By applying insights from
SLA research, educators can design curricula that align with learners'

cognitive and emotional needs.

2. Addressing Learner Diversity: SLA research highlights the diversity of

learners and the factors that influence their language acquisition. This



understanding can lead to more inclusive teaching practices that cater to

different learning styles, backgrounds, and motivations.

3. Informing Policy Decisions: SLA research can influence language
education policies at national and local levels. Policymakers can benefit
from insights into the most effective approaches to language instruction,

ensuring that resources are allocated efficiently.

4. Contributing to Linguistic Theory: SLA research contributes to the
broader field of linguistics by exploring how languages interact and
influence each other. This research can shed light on language change,

bilingualism, and the cognitive processes involved in multilingualism.

5. Improving Language Assessment: Insights from SLA research can inform
the development of language assessment tools that more accurately measure
learners' linguistic competencies. This can enhance the evaluation process

and provide more meaningful feedback to learners.
Conclusion

The field of Second Language Acquisition encompasses various theories,
approaches, and key concepts that enhance our understanding of how languages
are learned. By exploring the interplay between cognitive processes, social
interaction, and environmental factors, SLA research provides valuable insights for
educators, researchers, and policymakers. As language learning continues to
evolve, ongoing research in SLA will remain essential for improving teaching

practices and addressing the diverse needs of language learners.



Questions for Reflection

1. What are the main differences between behaviorism and nativism in terms of

language acquisition?

2. How does the interactionist approach emphasize the role of social interaction

in SLA?

3. What are the implications of Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory for language

teaching practices?

4. How can comprehensible input be effectively integrated into language

instruction?

5. In what ways does the affective filter influence a learner's ability to acquire a

second language?

6. What role does interlanguage play in understanding the language

development of learners?

7. How can educators address the diverse needs of language learners based on

SLA research?

8. What are the key factors that contribute to successful language acquisition

during the critical period?

9. How can the noticing hypothesis be applied in language teaching to enhance

learner awareness?

10.What implications does SLA research have for language assessment and

evaluation practices?



