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Constructing a Second 
Language 

Ewa Dąbrowska
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L1 v. L2 acquisition

� acquired early

� no prior linguistic 
experience

� massive exposure

� acquired through 
face-to face 
interaction in a 
family context 

� implicit learning

� successful

� acquired later

� L1 already established

� less exposure

� often in 
classroom/work 
setting; often explicit 
instruction; often 
through writing

� some explicit learning

� variable outcome
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Fundamental difference hypothesis 
(Bley-Vroman 1989, 2009)

� 1989: L2 learners can only access UG via 
the L1

� 2009: L2 learners rely heavily on patches, 
non-domain-specific processes, shallow 
parses

“Foreign language learning 
contrasts with native language 
development in two key respects: it 
is unreliable and it is 
nonconvergent” (Bley-Vroman 
2009: 175)
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L2 acquisition is like L1 acquisition: 
Ellis and Ferreira-Junior (2009)

� acquisition of constructions (L1 and L2) is 
input driven, subject to the same cognitive 
principles as other types of learning: very 
robust correlations between frequency of 
fillers in particular slots in a construction in 
the input and the output

� in L2 acquisition as in L1, the acquisition of 
argument-structure constructions “seeded”
by a high-frequency verb (prototypical 
meaning for the construction, also generic)

� “The type-token frequency distributions of 
the occupants of each of these VAC islands, 
their prototypicality and generality of 
function in these roles, and their reliability of 
mappings between these, together conspire 
to optimize learning”.
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Constructing languages

CONSTRUCTING A 

SECOND LANGUAGE
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L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Age

� L1 acquisition starts early – but 
continues at least until adolescence
• vocabulary

• complex syntax

• basic knowledge 
consolidated/reorganized
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Growth in recognition vocabulary 
(Anglin 1993)
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Later syntactic development (Nippold et 
al. 2005) 
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Words/T-unit and S-constituents/T-unit in school 
children and adults (Hunt 1977)
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Late-maturing syntactic structures

� Passives (Sudhalter and Braine 1985, 
Berman 2004, Ravid 2004, Romaine 
1984)

� Nominalizations and heavy noun phrases 
(Berman 2004, 2009)

� Relative clauses (Perera 1984, Romaine 
1984)

� Verb complement clauses (Perera 1984)

� Non-finite subordination (Berman 2004) 
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Reorganization of linguistic knowledge 
in later childhood (Karmiloff-Smith  1992)

� proceduralization (behaviour becomes more 
automatic)

� representational redescription (independent 
representations linked into a more coherent 
system; new representations are more 
compressed and abstract, and more 
accessible to consciousness) 

Result: more flexible and more consistent
performance
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L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Prior linguistic experience

� By definition, you don’t know another 
language when you’re acquiring your first 
language and you do when acquiring your 
second language.

� However, except in the earliest stages, you 
do know some language when acquiring L1: 
you have already learned some 
constructions and this knowledge either 
facilitates or impedes learning other 
constructions.

� Very little work on this in L1 development 
(but cf. Abbot-Smith and Behrens 2006, 
Morris, Cottrell, & Elman 2000, Lewis and 
Elman 2001, Reali and Christensen 2005).
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L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Amount of exposure

� some parents talk more to their 
children than others (cf. 
Huttenlocher et al. 1991, Hart & 
Risley 1995)

� some people read more than others

� some people write more, and more 
carefully, than others
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L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Setting

Later language development takes 
place outside the home and involves 
reading and writing.
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“Schooled language competence”

� more complex constructions occur 
predominantly in written language 
(C.Chomsky 1972, Fletcher 1981, Hoffer
1994, Ravid and Tolchinsky 2002, Tarone
& Bigelow 2005)

� permanent representation facilitates 
conscious reflection (Scholes & Willis 
1987) – processing crutch or “technology 
of the intellect” (Goody 1977)
� cf. numerals, traces and arrows to represent 

“movement”

16

L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Explicit learning

� At school
� At home
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Metalinguistic awareness 1: Miś, 3;4

CHI: Mamusiu, płatek to on? Płatek, jak jeden, to 
on? [Mommy, is płatek [petal] a he? Płatek, 
when there is one, is it a he?]

MOT: Tak. [Yes.] 

CHI: A dwa? [And when there’s two of them?]

MOT: To płatki. [Then it’s płatki.]
CHI: A sto? [And when there’s a hundred?]

MOT: To płatków. [Then it’s płatków.]

(Smoczyńska 1985: 629)
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Metalinguistic awareness: Christine

Christine: Steven I am /heɪv/.
Adult: What? You hate? What do you hate?
C: /heɪv/. I am /heɪv/.
A: You hate? You hate me? The music? What?
C: No, I’m /heɪv/. /heɪv/.
S: I don’t know what you’re talking about.
[Silence]
C: I /heɪv/.
A: You hate me?
C: [shakes her head]
A: Who do you hate?
[Silence]
C: I am behaving. (Peters 1985: 1049)
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Chipere’s (2001) study of complex 
sentences

Tom knows that the fact that flying 
planes low is dangerous excites the pilot.

� What does Tom know?

� What excites the pilot?

20

Pretest results (Chipere 2001)
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Training (Chipere 2001)

� memory training (“mere exposure”)

� comprehension training (explicit 
instruction)

22

Post-test: Memory training group
(Chipere 2001)
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Post-test: Comprehension training group 
(Chipere 2001)
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Training (Street & Dąbrowska 2010)

� Explanation (using one of the items 
from the pretest)

� Practice with feedback using 
sentences from the pretest (5 
additional items) 
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Passive
The boy chased the girl.

The boy was chased by the girl.

“In the first sentence there are two people involved in an 
activity. The person who does the action (the doer) 
appears first (before the action word chase). The person 
affected by the action appears second after the action word 
chase. This sentence matches the picture in which a boy is 
chasing a girl and the girl is running away. The second 
sentence is different because in this sentence the person 
who does the action (the doer) appears after the word by 
but the person who is affected by the action appears first, 
before the action word chase. This sentence matches the 
picture in which the girl is chasing the boy and the boy is 
running away.”
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Quantifiers

Every basket has a dog in it.

“In this type of sentence there are two 
things: a basket and a dog. The word every
refers only to the thing which follows it; in 
this case basket. It is similar to saying All 
the baskets have a dog in them. If all the 
baskets in a picture have a dog in them, 
then this picture matches the sentence. But 
if just one basket does not have a dog in it, 
then the picture does not match the 
sentence.”
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Street & Dąbrowska 2010: 
Passive training group
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Street & Dąbrowska 2010: 
Quantifier training group
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Both studies show a dramatic improvement 
in performance on the trained construction

� Initial failure should be attributed to 
lack of knowledge rather than failure 
to understand the task, etc.

� The participants were not 
linguistically impaired.

� Initial failure was due to lack of 
experience.

� But why hadn’t they learned the 
structure earlier?
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Estimating previous exposure

� Full passive in speech: 9/million ≈
200/year 

� Q-is: 0.08/million ≈ 2/year

� Q-has: unattested in BNC 

� Every: 475/million ≈ 12000/year

So mere exposure is not enough!
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So why was training effective (when 
mere exposure wasn’t)?

� Participants made to attend to both form 
and meaning (“aha” experience)

� In real life, can interpret sentences after 
doing a shallow parse (“good enough 
processing”)
� Passives overwhelmingly irreversible

� Interpretation of quantifiers relies strongly on 
pragmatic context (cf. She gets here before 7 
o’clock every day)

� Explicit learning known to play a crucial 
role in L2 learning, at least at the level of 
“noticing” (Schmidt 1990) – also L1?

32

So…

� Learning a language (whether L1 
and L2) involves explicit learning, at 
least at the level of “noticing” (as 
well as implicit/procedural learning)

� ‘Mere exposure’ is probably not 
enough (at least for some learners)
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L1 acquisition is like L2 acquisition: 
Outcome

� L1A outcome also variable! – cf. lecture 
5

� Studies comparing L1 and L2 learners
� grammaticality judgment studies testing a 

range of structures

� comprehension studies targeting particular 
constructions 

34

Grammaticality judgment
(Johnson and Newport 1989)
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Grammaticality judgment 
(Birdsong and Molis 2006)

36

Grammaticality judgment scores for native 
and nonnative speakers (Flege et al. 1999)
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Deviance from native norm, by subject 
(Birdsong 1992)
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Comprehension of the passive 

0

1

2

3

4

5

High-Native High-
Nonnative

Low-Native Low-
Nonnative

AP
AI
PP
PI

Source: Dąbrowska and Street 2006



Lecture 10: Constructing a second language

39

Comprehension of passives and 
quantifiers
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Productivity with Polish dative 
inflections
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Productivity with Polish dative 
inflections

Source: Dąbrowska and Divjak (unpublished data)
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Does this mean there are no 
differences between L1A and L2A?

Clearly, no: L2 is characterized by

� lower accuracy

� slower processing times

� more inconsistent performance

� larger individual differences in 
ultimate attainment

But these are all matters of degree 
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Neither L1A nor L2A are monolithic 
processes

� individual differences 
� some learners more successful; 

� different learners learn differently and 
acquire different grammars

� differences between constructions
� morphology v. syntax

� passives v. quantifiers

� etc.
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Language acquisition processes (L1 
and L2)

1. acquiring a database of memorized 
form-meaning pairings

2. segmenting the form into smaller chunks 
(phrases, words, morphemes) and 
matching these chunks with salient 
semantic substructures

3. forming slots by generalizing over items 
which express similar meanings and 
occur in the same position in the 
construction

4. optimizing the retrieval and integration 
of units for fluent processing 
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Differences between L1 and L2

1. acquiring a database of memorized 
form-meaning pairings 

� L2 learners’ attention guided by L1 
(cf. Ellis 2007) – form and semantics

4. optimizing the retrieval and 
integration of units for fluent 
processing

� younger speakers rely more on 
procedural learning?? 
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Declarative v. procedural knowledge

Declarative knowledge

� “knowledge that” (e.g. 
facts and events)

� conscious

� acquired rapidly, often 
in a single trial 

� supported primarily by 
the medial temporal 
lobes

Procedural knowledge

� “knowledge how” (e.g. 
motor skills, habits)

� unconscious

� acquired slowly 
through repetition

� supported by basal 
ganglia and 
cerebellum
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Words and rules theory (Pinker, 
Ullman) 

� declarative system supports lexical 
knowledge and irregular inflections

� procedural system supports 
grammatical rules 

… untenable (language systems don’t divide 
into regular and irregular)  

48

Differences between L1 and L2

� L2 learners rely more on the 
declarative system (Ullman 2001) 

� This is may be attributable to 
proficiency (proficiency is a result of 
proceduralization).
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Critical period effects 

� Most pronounced in phonology

� loss of the ability to perceive non-
native contrasts at 10-12 months 
(Werker & Desjardins 1995)

� possibly also ability to develop 
complex motor routines for 
production

� Child/adult differences in 
morphosyntax may be attributable 
to factors confounded with age

50

Flege, Yeni-Komshian & Liu (1999)

� Tested 240 native Korean speakers 
differing in age of arrival (AOA) in the US, 
but with a large amount of exposure to 
English (mean 15 years). 
� pronunciation (read sentences) 

� morphosyntactic knowledge (grammaticality 
judgment task)

� AOA was positively correlated with foreign 
accent and number of errors on the 
grammaticality judgment task.
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Flege, Yeni-Komshian & Liu (1999)

� But AOA is confounded with other factors
� amount of schooling in L2
� use of English

� When these variables are controlled for, 
AOA is no longer a significant predictor of 
morphosyntactic knowledge. 

� AOA effects for lexically specific rules 
(subcategorization, particle placement) 
were much larger than for general rules 
(past tense, subject-verb agreement, 
plural marking after quantifiers, articles, 
pronoun case). 
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How L2 research can inform L1 work and 
theoretical linguistics: Individual differences

� Language experience, IQ, working 
memory….

� Language aptitude
� Correlations between (foreign) language 

aptitude tests taken at age 13 and various 
measures of first language development at age 
3-5 (e.g. MLU) (Skehan 1989, McLaughlin 
1990)

� Age of acquisition effects 
� L2 research contrasting younger and older 

learners

� Individual differences in age of acquisition in 
L1 (e.g. Indefrey and Goebel 1993, Indefrey
2002)
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How L2 research can inform L1 work and 
theoretical linguistics: Explicit v. implicit 
knowledge

� Relationship between declarative 
and procedural knowledge 

� Relationship between proficiency 
and proceduralization
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How L2 research can inform L1 work and 
theoretical linguistics: Transfer

� Extensively studied by L2 
researchers (transfer from L1)

� Also happens in L1 (transfer 
between constructions)

� Implications for work on inheritance 
links and language change 
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Some final thoughts…
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Putting the “cognitive” back into 
cognitive linguistics

� Can’t do cognitive linguistics 
without studying the mental 
processes underlying language 
acquisition and processing

� Can’t do science without applying 
the scientific method


