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SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION THEORIES

Language, as one of the typically human characteristics, has been subject to great scientific
study for over a long time. Already at the time when Latin was the dominant language in Europe
theorists studied the language from several perspectives. At that time, however, only receptive skills
were studied, as people learned the language through literature and writing only, which was then
followed by a detailed study of grammar. In this grammar-translation method, as P.M. Lightbown
(1985, 173) observes, “the main activity was focused on written translation, and no attention was
given to the actual communicative use of the language in question”. Later on, when English took over
as the most widely used language worldwide; it adopted the same methods for studying and teaching
language as Latin. It was assumed that grammar-translation method proved its efficiency through
time thanks to its dominant status and thus had to be a high-quality method.

With an increased need for actual communication in English, the 20th century saw the
grammar-translation method ceasing to be sufficient and therefore new methods of approaching
language learning were needed. As a result, numerous approaches to language acquisition emerged
explaining the process of language acquisition and suggesting new methods of learning and teaching.
As scientists (Lyster, Lightbown & Spada, 1999) point out, perhaps no aspect of language pedagogy
has been the subject of more interest than the study of learner error. The fact that sources of error
cannot be observed in any way made it a feature of language learning that has gained considerable
attention, as each method was trying to come up with a reasonable explanation.

Teachers are often worried when their students make errors, because they believe the students
may learn the errors and keep using them. Therefore, teachers think they must avoid this happening
and make sure that everything students say must be perfect. This belief originally comes from
behaviourism — an approach to language learning, which was dominant in the 1950s and 1960s. It
was one of the first schools of thought — if not the very first — which dealt with learners’ errors in
great depth.

Behaviourist theory was the most prominent psychological theory in the 1950s and this theory
also made its way to the field of second language (SL) learning. The idea of the theory, based on
habits which are included in language learning, is rooted in psychological theory with the notions of

stimulus and response being its keystones. Behaviourist theory saw language learning as a strictly
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mechanical process (Krashen, 1984). Therefore, the primary source of language acquisition,
according to Behaviourists, is the daily exposure to large quantities of language stimuli in the
environment. By repetition of responses to these stimuli we develop language habits. This view
suggests that language learning is improved when a learner is actively and repeatedly responding to
the stimuli. When repeating these responses over and over, habits are formed by way of an automatic
response on a particular stimulus (Horwitz, 1988). Basically, this theory implies that language
learning should be promoted by periodic repetition of the same structures.

In these circumstances, an occurrence of error meant that applied teaching methods were
incorrect or unsuitable. Perfect teaching method would produce no errors at all. Errors, in general,
were seen as negative and in lessons they were corrected instantly. In such lessons, there was no place
for improvisation, because under such conditions it was not possible to prevent learners from making
errors (Horwitz, 1988). Behaviourists were not utterly wrong in their thinking, as repetitive learning
can be useful when one wants to eliminate an error in his learning. However, it is impossible to be
achieved just by a single method. The scientists point out in their book for teachers that “the learner
is doing his best to sort things out for himself and requires intellectual, as well as mechanical help”
(Horwitz, 1988, 284).

One of the main critics of this theory was Noam Chomsky. According to him, this theory was
not suitable for language learning as learners could not master the complexity of language simply by
repetition of particular sentences. He was convinced that in order to learn language thoroughly,
learners need to know how to create sentences they have never heard before. Language learning is a
complex and abstract process that learners are more likely to learn when they study the rules of
language instead of repeating individual sentences. Students are not able to understand some of the
language structures purely on the basis of language stimuli. Chomsky’s criticism led with the greatest
probability to the downfall of Behaviourist theory and the rise of a new perspective on the issue of

language learning (Horwitz, 1988, 286).
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