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SLA Theory of Theories

Robert Cvitkovic
HAN—KZF T LEFEL - EHT

Abstract
This paper suggests ways how seemingly incompatible second language acquisition (SLA) theories
can fit together into an integral framework: a meta-theory which can include and connect present SLA
theories. Current SLA theories often claim to be diametrically opposed to one another thus setting up an
either-or situation: if theory A is correct than theory B and C are false. The main argument of this essay
is to suggest that this is not necessarily the case. The approach taken is to use a meta-theory, or theory
of theories, which creates limits or boundaries for its constituent theories and shows how the various

constituents fit together.

Introduction

‘The significant problems we face cannot be
solved at the same level of thinking we were
at when we created them.’

— Albert Einstein

Open up any comprehensive textbook on teaching principles or second
language acquisition (SLA) and one of the first things you encounter is the
summary of all reputable, verifiable theories to date, which can number over twenty,
each with an extensive body of research to support its main claims. Texts such as
Blackwell’s Handbook of Second Language is a case in point. There are over 25
chapters, each dedicated to a theory of SLA with many theories claiming to be the
correct one and subtly or sometimes not so subtly implying that most other theories
are bogus.

On one level this either-or dichotomy of theories may seem inevitable; however,
an intractable problem at one level of complexity quickly unravels at a higher level
of complexity. To use a linguistic example: A group of sounds may seem incoherent
until patterns form and start to make a sound system for a given language. By
combining specific sounds into patterns, words are created. Then they can be
combined using a system to create sentences, then paragraphs, then essays, then
books. Each level using the constituents of the previous as building blocks to create

a higher order of complexity and then adding something which was not obvious nor
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could have been at the lower level of complexity. Words are not obvious to a
babbling one year old who is at the level of sounds, nor are sentences to a two year
old that can only put together two-word utterances. Essays, concepts, ideas or
higher ways of organizing sentences are not obvious to lower levels of complexity.
Similarly a meta-theory, or a theory of theories is not intuitive until patterns arise in
a large number of theories. An SLA meta-theory is now starting to emerge from
what was once an eclectic grouping of theories because patterns are starting to form

creating a higher order of complexity where once one wasn’t noticeable.

Two things to keep in mind

Two guiding principles of a meta-theory is 1) that many theories can be right
but only partially right. When looking at repeatable, verifiable data collected by
proper research techniques it is important to determine which part of reality, in this
case the reality of acquiring a second language, it is referring to. There are at least
four major modes of knowing which means that the same reality (SLA) can be
analyzed from at least four different perspectives each offering up four different
forms of data. Each perspective offers up a partial view of reality and a partial
theory. This leads to the second principle, 2) there are multiple perspectives with
which to look at the world and these perspectives fit together in a very specific way.
What holds multiple perspectives together is a meta-theory. Therefore, while
holding these two concepts in mind —that many theories can be correct, but only
partially correct; and that multiple perspectives are connected in a specific way and
all are valid if we remember that they are only partial —let us proceed with a very

brief overview of several apparently competing SLA theories.

Grouping current theories

Several SLA theories draw on behaviorism which was first developed as a
psychological theory of learning. It emphasizes imitation, practice, feedback on
success and habit formation. Learners receive linguistic input from the environment
which they use to make associations, then through repetition and feedback, either
positive or negative, form habits. Behaviorism has an intuitive appeal and the
theory can explain many aspects of SLA but it runs into problems when trying to
explain the complex aspects of language such as when learners produce completely
new utterances which cannot be explained by behaviorist theory alone.

Another theory of SLA is the innatist position which was first championed by
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Chomsky. He originally used it to develop a theory to explain how humans acquire
their first language but many concepts were borrowed to explain second language
acquisition. The innatist position is hypothesized to be a finite set of rules existing
as deep structure that can produce an infinite amount of utterances for any
language. This theory was developed to explain 1) why children learn their first
language, a cognitively difficult task, when it is unimaginable that they could do so,
2) why children can produce more patterns than they are exposed in their
environments, and 3) why all normal children can come to learn their first language
without any formal instruction. Krashen developed his Monitor Model in 1985 as an
SLA theory based primarily from innatist principles.

Information processing theories emphasizes the build up of information and
systems of knowledge that after repeated conscious practice —not mechanical as in
behaviorist theory — becomes automatic. Since there is only a limited amount of
processing space in the brain/mind then as language becomes automatized this
space is freed to process more information, thus allowing the learner to develop
more complex structures and increased proficiency. Information processing has lead
Richard Schmidt to develop his 'noticing’ hypothesis. Another concept that derives
from information processing theory is restructuring of knowledge. Restructuring
accounts for the fact that sometimes what we know cannot be accounted for by the
gradual accumulation through practice. These concepts have in turn lead to the
theory of connectionism which places more emphasis on the environment than on
the innate knowledge of the learner. Connectionist theorists claim that there is no
need to hypothesize a universal grammar (UG) because any knowledge that the
learner has can be accounted for through their ability to learn and organize
information into ever increasingly complex structures. Thus, while innatists see
language input in the environment mainly as a trigger to activate knowledge,
connectionists see input as the principle source of linguistic knowledge. This is just
another example of the nature-nurture argument.

Yet another major category of SLA theories exists: interactionist theories of
language. These theories maintain that language acquisition takes place through
conversational and social interactions between individuals. Researchers believe that
comprehensible input gets processed or modified through slower speech rates,
gestures, various checks and clarifications and that this leads to language
acquisition. Although there are many researchers that support theories that fall into
the interactionist camp there are also many who level significant criticism at it. Ellis
claims, for example, that what is being claimed to be negotiation of meaning is just

pretense and holds into question whether comprehensible input can lead to real
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acquisition or grammatical development.

Each area of study has its strengths and weaknesses and may not be completely
correct when it comes to explaining all aspects of SLA but neither can any be
ignored. The question remains that if these theories explain important but partial

aspects of SLA how are they connected?

Integrating theories

Quadrants are one of the five main elements of an integrating meta-theory, the
others which will not be discussed here are, levels, lines, states and types. Quadrants
refer to the minimum four perspectives that can be used to look at any phenomenon,
which in this case will be SLA.By drawing two lines which intersect at their
midpoints, a cross with four sections is drawn. Each section can be seen as a
perspective but not the only perspective. In fact, by definition once both lines are
drawn these perspectives arise together or not at all. They are not mutually
exclusive; they are partial and exist simultaneously in relation to the other three
sections. And similarly do the various theories of SLA exist. The two left quadrants
are the interior perspective, the two right quadrants are the exterior; the top half
refers to the individual and the bottom to the collective. Another way to think
about the four main perspectives is that the interiors cannot be seen nor do they
have any physical presence unlike the exteriors which can be seen and or physically
touched. For example your behavior (upper-right) can be seen by anyone but your
intentions (upper-left) cannot. Or, the products of culture (lower-right) such as
books can be touched but the culture itself (lower-left) that produced them cannot.

By plugging SLA theories into the four perspectives we see that these theories
are just different perspectives on how humans acquire language. The upper-left
(interior of the individual) is the perspective of innatist theory, Universal Grammar
and Krashen’s Monitor Model. These types of theories emphasize the interiority of
the individual and nature side of the nature-nurture argument. This is the theory
that arises when SLA is looked at from the interior of the individual. However,
when SLA is looked at from the exterior of the individual, the upper-right quadrant
then it looks like behaviorism. Imitation, repetition, drills, habit formation,
manipulation of form and grammar are all upper right perspectives. Connectionist
theories of SLA places a greater emphasis on the environment (right side) than on
innate qualities (left side) and is also located in the upper-right quadrant.
Connectionist (upper-right) emphasizes physical brain connections and neural-

networks, all things that occupy physical space in the individual, all things that can
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be touched.

Interactionist theories fall into the lower quadrants and most of them into the
lower-right or exterior of the group. The term interaction itself by definition
requires the need for two interlocutors. It is not surprising that interactionists focus
their research on modified input and negotiation of meaning. Neither can be
accomplished unless there is more then one person involved. Theories that take the
lower right perspective explain interaction, meaning and discourse very well
because that is the data which it collects but it cannot explain individual
perspectives nearly as well as UG and behaviorist theories. Finally, socio-cultural
theories such those propounded by Vygotsky are typical examples of the lower-left
perspective. Theories from this perspective typically emphasize that SLA takes
place in the interactions between two individuals (lower left) as opposed to the
input modifications (lower right); and that these interactions provide learners with

linguistic raw material which they process internally (upper left).

Summary

By applying a quadrant approach to second language acquisition theories, we
can see how many theories can fit together and complement each other where
previously they were thought to be diametrically opposed in an either-or
relationship. Many inadequacies of a given theory can then be immediately
understood to stem from its attempt to explain SLA from a perspective other than
that which it was created. By realizing that each theory is only emphasizing one
perspective of a minimum of four and that by taking them as true but partial can

second language acquisition be explained more adequately.
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