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Key Elements of Effective Second Language Learning
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How do people learn language? This is the main issue in the field of second language
acquisition as well as first language acquisition. There are numerous methodologies and theories
regarding this issue developed in an insightful and astute manner by a great number of researchers
including linguists, psycholinguists, teaching professionals and sociolinguists. However, no one can
determine for sure which one is the right answer on this issue because no one can prove exactly
what happens inside one’s brain in language acquisition.

In this paper, as a teaching professional, I would like to present my position statement on adult
second language learning and teaching. A great number of studies have been conducted, producing
new ideas one after another in the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA). It seems very
difficult to make a stand on what is the best among numerous and expanding theories and
methodologies. However, I would like to position myself in this field with the help of empirical
support and my own experience as a language learner and teacher. First, I would like to refer to
child first language acquisition. Children during the critical period can acquire any language with
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the help of an innate linguistic faculty. Then, I discuss how adults learn second language as
compared to child language learning in conjunction with appropriate language pedagogies. Unlike
children, adults construct grammar of a second language with the help of cognitive ability and their
first language. I also present some nonlanguage factors that have to do with successful SLA such

as motivation, self-confidence and anxiety.
First Language Acquisition

To begin with, we should consider child first language acquisition. Children, in general, are
successfully able to reach a complete level of their native language competence, a phenomenon
known as equipotentiality (Schachter, 1988). A normal child born without any mental disability
can easily learn any language (Chomsky, 1997). But what is it that makes it happen ? Chomsky
(1965) maintains that any language’s grammar is too complex for children to learn only by receiving
the language that is available to learners known as input. This observation is known as the
poverty of the stimulus. Given that a child normally achieves the complete attainment of the first
language despite that input alone doesn’t provide enough information to fully understand the
complex structure of language, it is reasonable to think that human beings are born with an innate
language faculty that enables them to reach a state of complete competence of their native
language. Chomsky (1965) also states that the properties of an innate language faculty known as
Universal Grammar (UG) are triggered by input and come into play to fill in where input fails. UG
is “the system of principles, conditions, and rules that are elements or properties of all human
languages” (Chomsky, 1975, p.29). Thus, children acquire complex grammar of their first language
with the help of UG.

This is not the case with adult SLA. Given that most adult second language learners cannot
achieve the same degree of proficiency in a second language as they do in their first language, it is
evident that adult SLA is different from first language acquisition. Then, what makes them so
different ?

As mentioned above, children can heavily rely on the help of an innate linguistic faculty such
as UG. What is significant in second language acquisition is whether or not an adult learner can
rely on the innate faculty as well. Johnson and Newport (1989) conducted an interesting study in
which they examined the relationship between immigrants’ age of exposure to English and their

degree of English proficiency. Their study provides us with valuable insights.
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The study reports that the participants who immigrated in America and began acquiring
English at an earlier age generally demonstrated native-like proficiency in English on a test. On
the other hand, those who began later were not able to obtain as high scores as the former groups
did. These results show that people who start learning English at an earlier age can learn language
better than the counterparts who started later. In other words, these results suggest that there
exists a certain period of time known as the critical period during which human beings can acquire
native or native-like competence in second language ; however, they face more difficulty after the
period. In addition, Johnson and Newport found that there was a wide range of individual
variation in terms of proficiency achieved by those who began learning English at a later age.
After the critical period, age is no more the prime factor of SLA.

In sum, the study suggests that human beings appear to be equipped with an innate language
faculty in childhood irrespective of their first or second language, but it seems to gradually cease
from operating after the critical period. Importantly, Johnson and Newport (1989) maintain that
“language does not become totally unlearnable during adulthood” (p.111). Even though the innate
language faculty appears not to function, humans can learn second language in a different way from

children’s.

Key Components of Second Language Acquisition

Inpﬁt

SLA starts by being exposed to the second language. That is, learners need to receive input.
Although input is essential for acquiring either first or second language (Long, 1996) , input plays
a more significant role in SLA. Besides, input should be understandable for learners. Learning
cannot take place without understanding the meaning of linguistic information. For example,
when I was a beginner of English, I was completely unable to understand what native speakers of
English were saying to each other. I couldn’t understand even one word. I didn’t learn anything
from their conversation after all. I suppose that almost all language learners have had similar
experiences in early time of their learning. Linguistic information needs to be associated with
meaning. Otherwise, learning doesn’t take place at all. As a result, input must be at an appropri-
ate level of difficulty for learners.

Krashen (1985) maintains that second languages are acquired “by understanding messages, or

by receiving ‘comprehensible input’ (p.2). According to his theory, the Monitor Model, comprehen-
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sible input is language that is a little ahead of the learner’s current level of competence, i.e., i + 1
(Krashen, 1985). Although this definition is too ambiguous to fathom exactly what the learners’
slightly next levels (14 1) are (McLaughlin, 1987) , as a pedagogical implication it is important for
teachers to take into consideration the level of difficulty of input in terms of grammar, vocabulary,
and rate (or speed) of speech so that input should be understandable for learners. For example,
modification and simplification of language (e.g., foreigner talk) are helpful, depending on contexts
in which learners are situated. In particular, foreigner talks including slow speech rate, simple
vocabulary, simple structure, and omission of slang would help beginner learners to understand
language better.

Interlanguage

In learning a second language, people construct their own linguistic system in their mind called
interlanguage. An interlanguage is an internalized system that the learners create by imposing
structure on the basis of available linguistic data (Gass & Selinker, 2001). As for child language
acquisition, UG plays an essential role in constructing grammar of any language. On the other
hand, adult learners employ their cognitive ability and the knowledge of the grammar of their first
language instead of UG. As a result, adult learners tend to rely on their native language in SLA
(Lado, 1957). Therefore, an interlanguage is greatly influenced by the learner’s native language in
terms of syntax, phonology, semantics, morphology, and pragmatics. An interlanguage assumes
“many features carried over the learner’s mother tongue” (Trask, 1997, p.115). Mitchell and Myles
(1998) state that “everyday observation tells us that learners’ performance in a second language is
influenced by the language, or languages, that they already know” (p.13). To give an example, it
was found that Chinese and Japanese speakers learning English often overproduced topic-comment
structures such as “As for meat, we don’t eat it anymore.” (Schachter & Rutherford, 1979, cited in
Gass & Selinker, 2001, p.125). It is likely that this is because topic-comment structures are
commonly used in both their first languages.

Given that learners are strongly influenced by their native language, teachers can design a
syllabus in which focus can be placed on the differences between the native language and the target
language. To take an example, the teacher can focus Japanese speakers learning English on the
particularly difficult phonemes for them such as [f] [v] [r] [6] and [&8] . For another
example, Japanese learners tend to overuse expressions of regret such as “I am sorry” in many

inappropriate cases. The teacher should bear in mind that direct translation from another lan-
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guage into English doesn’t necessarily make sense and language must be learned with the specific
contexts in which it is used (Gee, 1999). It is very reasonable for teachers to focus learners’
attention on the particular parts that are difficult to learn. By so doing, students can notice the
need for phonetic, phonological, pragmatic, and discursive training.

As mentioned above, an interlanguage tends to be influenced by the mother tongue to some
extent. According to Principles and Parameters theory underlying UG (Chomsky, 1981) , it is
because parameters have already been set for learners’ mother tongues. For example, French
word order allows the following types: subject (S) Verb (V) Object (O) Adverb (A) , SVAO and
ASVO, but not SAVO. Native speakers of French conform to this rule, meaning that the adjacency
parameter has been set.

One important thing for second language learning is how it is possible to reset a parameter.
According to White’s (1991) study on adverb placement in French and English, exposure involving
positive evidence (i.e., “models of what is grammatical and acceptable” in the target language)
(Long, 1996, p.413) didn’t allow the Francophone learners to reset the adjacency parameter set for
their native language. On the other hand, explicit instructions involving negative evidence that
tells learners “a particular utterance is deviant vis-a-vis target language norms” (Gass & Selinker,
2001, p.282) had a short-term effect on resetting the parameter. This means that negative evidence
helps learners notice a mismatch between what they produce/know and what native speakers of the
target language produce. Learners generally keep making errors because they don’t notice that
they are making errors until negative evidence is given. Although the study shows that learners
were not able to retain the correct knowledge of the form until one year later, it is possible that
those participants might not have been psycholinguistically “ready” to reset the adjacency parame-
ter. In any case, this study tells us that negative evidence plays a significant role in helping
learners notice a gap between their interlanguage and the target language, which leads to successful
second language acquisition (Gass & Varonis, 1994 ; Sasaki, 1998).

Attention

What is essential for noticing is attention. Without attention, learning doesn’t come into being.
According to Long (1996) , attention is a prerequisite for noticing, which leads learners to grammati-
cal development. Therefore, it is a key for teachers to involve learners’ attention in classroom
instruction.

On the basis of White’s (1991) study and my own experience as a language learner and language
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teacher, it is reasonable to say that explicit grammar instruction has a useful function in second
language teaching to adult learners. Unlike children, adults have already developed an intact first
language, cognitive ability, and metalinguistic knowledge. Clear explanation on grammatical rules
can help them understand complicated grammar of second language. However, “explicit instruc-
tion” can take many forms, not all of which are valuable. An instruction method such as focus on
form is one that effectively focuses learners’ attention on form during a meaning-focused activity.
Based on the results of a survey conducted by Ellis (2002) that seven studies of Focus on Form had
an effect on communicative language use despite that neither two studies of Focus on FormS nor
two studies of Focus on Form showed any effect, he maintains that explicit instruction can have “a
significant effect on the accuracy of use of grammatical structures (p.231).

Output

Another important factor in successful adult SLA is for learners to engage in output (i.e.,
production of language). When receiving input by hearing some linguistic information, learners
can interpret its meaning without fully understanding its syntax, which is indispensable for language
acquisition. For example, if one hears disparate words “a hamburger” “you” “ate” regardless of
the order in which one hears those words, one can in all probability interpret the meaning of those
words that “you ate a hamburger,” instead of interpreting them as “A hamburger ate you.” Thus,
the knowledge of syntax is scarcely involved in interpreting the meaning of words.

Output, on the other hand, requires the knowledge of syntax. I often hear language learners
saying that they can hear much better than they speak. I think that such a phenomenon is evidence
that comprehension and production are different levels of competence, implying that speaking
requires more knowledge about language than listening. When producing language, one has to
fully deploy knowledge of syntax, morphology, semantics, phonology, phonetics, pragmatics, speech
events, and discourse. Swain (1995) maintains that “output may stimulate learners to move from
the semantic, open-ended, nondeterministic, strategic processing prevalent in comprehension to the
complete grammatical processing needed for accurate production. Output, thus, would seem to
have a potentially significant role in the development of syntax and morphology” (p.128).
Interaction

Thus, based on the arguments above, both input and output are essential factors for adult SLA.
Therefore, it is desirable for teachers to engage learners in both input and output. For example,

interaction enables learners to have such a desirable opportunity. Language is a medium of
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communication. Language learning is enhanced through interactive communication. Interaction
is sustained by exchange of a great deal of input and output. During interaction, negotiation by
participants would likely take place when a communication breakdown happens. Negotiation of
this sort makes learners receive understandable input (e.g., modified and simplified input and
repetition) , and produce language (e.g., making comments, asking questions, clarification checks,
confirmation checks, and so forth). Long (1996) states that “negotiation for meaning, and espe-
cially negotiation work that triggers interactional adjustments by the NS [native speaker] or
more competent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal learner
capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways” (p.452). Thus, interac-
tion facilitates learners’ comprehension of input and production of language.

Interaction also requires participants’ attention and involvement. Attention leads learners to
notice both new forms and mismatches between input and output. Interaction also can provide an
opportunity for learners to search for additional confirmatory or nonconfirmatory evidence that
enhances internalization of input.

Interaction in the classroom that involves teachers and peers such as pair work and group
activity has great potential for SLA. When a learner works on a task with support from someone
else such as peers or a teacher, the learner may outperform his/her present competence by
accomplishing the task that seems too difficult for him/her. From the sociocultural perspective,
human beings have potential known as “zone of proximal development (ZPD)” to be able to
outperform their present competence when working collaborately with others (Lantolf, 2000).
According to Vygotsky (1978) , ZPD is “the distance between the actual developmental level as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p.86).
There is evidence that interaction in the classroom enables learners to exercise their ZPDs. Ohta
(2000) witnessed two learners, Becky and Hal, collaborately tackle a task in her language class-
room. She reports that “through the process of receiving developmentally appropriate assistance,
Becky, who had the greater difficulty with the task, dramatically improves in her use of a difficulty
construction” (p.52). Thus, learners have the potential for language development through “a
collaborative process called scaffolding” (Ohta, 2000, p.52).

Swain (2000) introduces a new phase of interaction, by using a case in which two learners of

French worked on a task together. In doing a task, an utterance produced by a participant made
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them realize what they didn’t know. Then they made hypotheses, tested them out, and eventually
reached new linguistic knowledge. According to Swain, “collaborative dialogue is dialogue in
which speakers are engaged in problem solving and knowledge building. It heightens the potential
for exploration of the product” (p.102). Thus, learners can stretch their interlanguage while

interacting with each other.

Nonlanguage factors

Motivation

Furthermore, I would like to state that there are nonlanguage factors that have much to do with
successful adult SLA (e.g., motivation, anxiety, self-confidence, social distance and prestige,
willingness to communicate, etc). These factors may be responsible for individual differences.
Although those factors are not necessarily independent from one another, there is empirical
evidence that those nonlanguage factors affect SLA (Lefkowitz & Hedgcock, 2002 ; Maclntyre,
Baker, Clement & Conrod, 2001 ; Schumidt, 1983 ; Spratt, Humphreys & Chan, 2002). From my
own teaching experience at secondary schools in Japan, I can confirm that such factors definitely
influenced the students’ learning. Although I don’t refer to all of them, an influential factor among
them is motivation or a lack thereof. It goes without saying that the degree of motivation varies
from learner to learner. Whereas highly motivated students advanced steadily, I watched some
students with no motivation learned very little. I tried to motivate those unmotivated students in
vain. They ended up arguing that they had no need to learn any foreign language because they
didn’t use it outside the classroom.
Self-confidence

I assume that motivation must arise out of a learner him/herself. However, teacher can have
some effect on learners’ motivation. Although most learners have motivation to learn second
language, desire to accomplish a goal, effort, attitude can vary over time (Gardner, 1985).
Motivation is related to a number of factors such as self-confidence. When I was a teacher, I met
a learner who had motivation to learn a second language (foreign) language. One day he got worse
marks on a test than he had expected. This incident caused him to lose his self-confidence. By
losing self-confidence, he also lost motivation to learn the language. Since I noticed him lose
self-confidence, I praised him whenever he answered correctly in lessons. He gradually restored

self-confidence and finally motivated himself again. It is very important for a learner to have
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self-confidence that he/she can achieve a goal because learning a second language requires consider-
able amount of time and efforts. Self-confidence will help learners hold the hope of being eventu-
ally successful in language learning. Without self-confidence, the learner cannot accomplish the
goal.
Anxiety

Anxiety also has to do with successful second language classroom. If learners have too much
anxiety in lessons, desirable outcome is not expected (Hoffman, 1986). Teachers should strive to
make a class safe, comfortable, respectful environment in which learners can take risks without
being afraid of making a mistake. I believe that language learners often learn from their own
mistakes because they make mistakes and then receive feedback containing valuable information
from their interlocutors. In a sense, language learning resembles completing a puzzle. Like a
puzzle, a learner first collects pieces of linguistic information and places them one by one so that
each piece connects with one another. He/She has to find missing blanks and incorrect pieces in
his/her interlanguage. Then he/she has to fill in the blanks with correct information and replace
the wrong pieces with right ones, thereby constructing his/her interlanguage into a target-like one.
There are several possible ways for learners to find what information is missing or incorrect in their
interlanguage. As noted above, it is definitely obvious that learners can do so through making

mistakes.

Conclusion

To find out an effective method of language learning is for me to solve a difficult puzzle. I
have not yet finished it. But I have shown the puzzle halfway done in this paper. I at first have
presented child first language acquisition. I mainly have discussed how adult SLA takes place in
conjunction with pedagogical implications. I also have presented that nonlanguage factors also
have an effect on adult successful SLA, resulting in individual differences. In sum, learning a
second language is an exceptionally complex issue especially for adults in which a variety of factors
are intricate. It is evident that there is no monolithic methodology and pedagogy for SLA. 1
believe that further research will contribute to further developed theories of second language
learning and teaching. Although I have stated my current position in SLA, my understanding of

SLA will continue developing as further research takes place.



References

Chomsky, N. (1965). Aspects of the theory of syntax. Cambridge, MA : MIT Press.

Chomsky, N. (1975). Reflections on language. New York : Pantheon.

Chomsky, N. (1981). Lectures on government and binding. Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Foris.

Chomsky, N. (1997). The minimalist program. Cambridge, MA : MIT Press.

Ellis, R. (2002). Does form-focused instruction affect the acquisition of implicit knowledge ? A review of the
research. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 24, 223-236

Gardner, R. C. (1985). Social psychology and second language learning : The role of attitudes and motivation.
London: Edward Arnold.

Gass, S. M., & Selinker, L. (2001). Second language acquisition : An introductory course (2™ ed.). Mahwabh,
NJ: Erlbaum.

Gass, S. & Varonis, E. (1994). Input, interaction and second language production. Studies in second language
acquisition, 16, 283-302.

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis : Theory and method. London : Routledge.

Johnson, J., & Newport, E. (1989). Critical period effects in second language learning : The influence of
maturational state on the acquisition of English as a second language. Cognitive Psychology, 21, 60-99.

Hoffman, M.L. (1986). Affect, cognition and motivation. In R. M. Sorrentino & E. T. Higgins (Eds.)
Handbook of motivation and cognition (pp.244-280). New York : Guilford.

’

Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and practice in second language acquisition. London : Pergamon.

Krashen, S. (1985). The Input Hypothesis : Issues and implications. New York : Longman

Lado, R. (1957). Linguistics across cultures. Ann Arbor : University of Michigan Press.

Lantolf, J. P. (2000). Introducing sociocultural theory. In J.P. Lantolf (Ed.). Sociocultural theory and second
language learning (pp.1-26). Oxford : Oxford University Press.

Lefkowitz, N. & Hedgcock, J. (2002). Sound barriers: Influences of social prestige, peer pressure, and
teacher (dis-) approval on FL oral performance. Language Teaching Research, 6, 223-244.

Long, M. (1996). The role of the liguistic environment in second language acquisition. In W. Ritchie & T.
Bhatia (Eds.) , Handbook of second language acquisition (pp.413-468). San Diego, CA : Academic Press.
Maclntyre, P. D, Baker, S. C,, Clement, R., & Conrod, S. (2001). Willingness to communicate, social support,
and language learning orientations of immersion students. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 23,

369-388.

Mitchell, R., & Myles, F. (1998). Second language learning theories. London : Edward Arnold.

McLaughlin, B. (1987). Theories of second language learning. London : Edward Arnold.

Ohta, A. S. (2000). Rethinking interaction in SLA : Developmentally appropriate assistance in the zone of
proximal development and the acquisition f L2 grammar. In J.P. Lantolf (Ed.). Sociocultural theory and
second language learning (pp.51-78). Oxford : Oxford University Press.

Sasaki, Y. (1998). Processing and learning of Japanese double-object active and causative sentences: An

error-feedback paradigm. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 27, 453-479.



Schachter, J. (1988). Second language acquisition and its relationship to Universal Grammar. Applied
Linguistics, 9, 219-235.

Schumidt, R. (1983). Interaction, acculturation, and the acquisition of communicative competence: A case
study of an adult. In N. Wolfson, & E. Judd (Eds.) , Sociolinguistics and language acquisition (pp.137-174).
Rowley, MA : Newbury House.

Spratt, M., Humphreys, G., & Chan, V. (2002). Autonomy and motivation: Which comes first ? Language
Teaching Research, 6, 245-266.

Swain, M. (1995). Three functions of output in second language learning. In G. Cook & B. Seidlhofer (Eds.)
, Principle and Practice in Applied Linguistics (pp.125-144). Oxford, England : Oxford University Press.

Swain, M. (2000). The output hypothesis and beyond : Mediating acquisition through collaborative dialogue.
In J.P. Lantolf (Ed.). Sociocultural theory and second language learning (pp.97-114). Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Trask, R. L. (1997). A student’s dictionary of language and linguistics. London : Arnold.

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society : The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

White, L. (1991). Adverb placement in second language acquisition: Some effects of positive and negative
evidence in the classroom. Second Language Research, 7, 133-161.

200541085 28H  ZZAY
2005%F11H30H =#H



