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Representative 2LA Theories over the Years

The following theories represent serious thinking over the past century about
the way a person acquires or learns a second language. (Keep in mind that much
complex theorizing has been condensed here.)
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Behaviorism

In mid-Century behaviorist theory (as typified by the work of B.F. Skinner)
impacted almost all areas of scientific investigation. The behaviorist theory
(simplified) predicted that any human behavior could be learned through a process
of stimulus, response, and positive or negative reinforcement (sometime
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abbreviated as S-R-R).! The object was to make the desired behavior become a
habit, performed spontaneously. According to behaviorists this process applies to
the way people learn language as well as other human behavior.

Language Acquisition Device (LAD)

Linguist Noam Chomsky theorized that the observable data for language
acquisition did not favor a behaviorist approach. Children in every language and
cultural community learn to understand and speak at a remarkably early age. They
are able to produce proper and unique/novel language even in infancy but they are
not merely mimicking language patterns they hear. They are creating language
themselves. “Out of the mouth of babes oft times come gems!” is an ancient
proverb, now with a modern theoretical base (as if it needed one).

Chomsky called this innate ability to acquire and use language a Language
Acquisition Device (LAD). He argued that the stages of development that are
required for children to develop their cognitive abilities in other areas do not apply
to learning language. They are using language — arguably the most abstract symbolic
system they will encounter in their lives — appropriately and expressively, if not
maturely, by the age of 5. Chomsky’s theory led to an entirely new approach in the
field of linguistics: generative phonology and transformational grammar. This new
approach to linguistic analysis focused almost entirely on the abstract “deep
structure” of individuals’ native language. Chomsky was not as concerned with the
actual language being spoken as with the unspoken but understood rules that made
the utterances appropriate, correct to native speakers. Nor did Chomsky study how
people acquire a second language. However, other linguists applied his theories to
2L A issues (e.g., Krashen’s Monitor Model below).
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Information Processing

Other cognitive scientists disagreed with Chomsky’s LAD hypothesis. They
considered the human being’s ability to acquire language as merely a component of
highly complex cognitive structures. R. C. Anderson (1983) developed the Adaptive
Control of Thought (ACT) model that has been influential in studies of cognitive
development and 2LA. In Anderson’s theory, intelligence is simply the gathering
together and fine-tuning of many small units of knowledge that in total produce
complex thinking. “The whole of language learning ability is not more than the sum
of its parts, but it has a lot of parts!”?
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Social Interaction and Sociocultural Theories

Where Chomsky decided to focus on the deep structure and abstractions of
language acquisition, another group of linguists decided to focus on how the role of
language as it is actually spoken contributes to 2LA. Also, where Krashen argued
that “comprehensible input” is the necessary and sufficient source of successful 2LA,
other linguists argued that comprehensible input may be necessary but not
sufficient.

Social Interactionists, like Gass (2002), focused on the language learning context
and “how learners use their linguistic environment (in particular, conversational
interactions) to build their knowledge of the second language” (p. 17).

Vygotsky emphasized the role of the social environment (that is, the other
people who interact with the child) on children’s learning. If, as Vygotsky argues,
everything is first learned socially (that is, from someone else), then what is the role
of social interaction in the language acquisition process? Does the 2LA program
allow ample opportunities for the learners to interact with others using the L2?
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