
Second/Foreign Language 
Acquisition How Learning 

a New 
Language 
Improves 
Tolerance
There are many benefits to 
knowing more than one 
language. For example, it 
has been shown that aging 
adults who speak more 
than one language have 
less likelihood of 
developing dementia. 
Additionally, the bilingual 
brain becomes better at 

Unfortunately, not all 
American universities 
consider learning foreign 
languages a worthwhile 
investment. 
Why is foreign language 
study important at the 
university level?
As an applied linguist, I 
study how learning multiple 
languages can have 
cognitive and emotional 
benefits. One of these 
benefits that’s not obvious 
is that language learning 
improves tolerance.
This happens in two 
important ways. 
The first is that it opens 
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4.Second/Foreign Language 
Acquisition

4.1. Basic issues in second/foreign language acquisition

4.2. Content and language integrated learning (CLIL)

4.3. Language planning and policy

4.4. Language testing and assessment



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
What is Second Language Acquisition (SLA)/ Foreign

language acquisition (FLA)?

SLA/FLA Language acquired through a
methodology after the native language(s) (L1s), usu. after
the age of 3.

Why is SLA important?

 Understanding how languages are learned will lead to
more effective teaching practices.

 SLA makes policy makers set more realistic goals for
programmes for FL courses & the learning of the majority
language by minority language children & adults.



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
What is the difference between SL & FL?

Teaching a language depends upon the context in which it
is taught

SL 
environment

FL 
situation

The learner is exposed to the
target language (TL)  inside & 

outside the classroom

The learner is exposed to the
target language (TL) ONLY in

the classroom



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
How do these contexts affect language learning?
 The more exposure to the TL, the quicker the language
is learned.
 Goal of language teacher provide as many
opportunities for students to hear & interact with the TL
as possible.
 High rate of learning the TL in SL programmes.
More repetition & review in Fl programmes.
 Grammar is needed in both SL & Fl programmes.
 In SL environments students acquire & learn a language.
 In FL environments students mostly learn a language.



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
 FL programmes can develop basic interpersonal

communication skills (BICS) over time.
 SL programmes can develop BICS & cognitive

academic language proficiency (CALP) over time.

BICS CALP

Formal academic learning: 
comparing, synthesizing, evaluating

& inferring. L1 skills & concepts
transferred to SL (5-7 years).

Day-to-day language needed in 
social situations to interact with

people (6 months- 2 years). 



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
What are bilingual language (BL) programmes &

immersion language (IL) programmes?

BL student is exposed to TL only in the classroom for
2.5 hours a day 5 days a week.
IL student is exposed to TL in the classroom for 80-
100% of the school day 5 days a week, e.g.

Canadian IL programmes were successful due to 4 factors:

1. Parents of students ensure the continuation of IL.
2. The students must be members of the majority

community in the local bilingual setting.
3. Students & parents have a positive attitude to TL.
4. The immersion programme must be optional.





4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
What makes somebody a ‘good language learner’?

-Some learners take off from the start while others struggle

- Some become like native speakers in the FL while others
are identified as non-native speakers, even after spending
years in the environment.

- Aptitude & motivation involved in language learning

How can ability be measured w/o reference to
performance?

A high aptitude person scores highly on a linguistic test

circular definition



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
Some tests rely on L1 to predict success in L2

Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) 

Language aptitude

covers vocabulary memory, syntax, 
coding of symbols & sounds in L1

working memory
& pronunciation

talent

willingness

openmindedness
&  self-

confidence



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
SL learners with similar profiles may differ in their progress

if one experiences trigger event, learning FL is 1st priority.

FL teacher should provide the initial spark: positive affect is
the fuel for the learning process, while negative affect

reverses the effect.
-Multicompetence:

influences on learners’ perception of the
Learning an L2 world & of themselves

affects L2 user’s mind beyond lang. use

different psychological profile

more aware & appreciative of the diversity of the world



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
- Motivation:

Affective factor, aka motivation, at the heart of SLA.

Pedagogical, social, historical, political & cultural context
influences on the learner, e.g.

a. Students from France, China & Hungary learn a FL to
boost their chances in the job market.

b. In Canada, Belgium or Switzerland, workers are
expected to master at least 2 of the national languages.

Motivation to SLA/FLA for some benefit instrumental

Motivation to Sla/FLA for ethnic identity integrativeness



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
Motivation & attitude can be measured quantitative with
Attitude Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) (Gardner 2004)

List of items for learning an L2 linked to 11 scales:

integrative orientation attitudes to lang
interest in foreign lang lang class anxiety
teacher evaluation lang use anxiety
course evaluation instrumental orientation
motivational intensity desire to learn the lang
attitudes to the target group

5 constructs

Integrativeness, attitudes to learning situation, 
lang class anxiety, motivation & instrumentality



Situation 1
Gregorius is a teacher of Latin with little interest in modern
languages (though he speaks French). His former wife was
Spanish, but he dislikes the language. His attitude to
modern languages changes radically when he meets a
woman about to jump off a bridge. He manages to distract
her in French. He asks her what her mother tongue is. The
answer: ‘Português’ marks a milestone in his life and his
passion for Portuguese. He buys a bilingual German-
Portuguese dictionary, a grammar of Portuguese, and that
same evening he listens to his first record of a Portuguese
language course. His rapid progress in Portuguese changes
his perception of the language. Gregorious abandons his
former life and embarks on a journey to Lisbon.

Night Train to Lisbon, Mercier (2007)



Situation 2

Alice, a mature American student of a working-class origin,
wants to learn French and live in France to meet refined,
interesting, cultured people. Her motivation is related to an
idealized, imagined community of practice.

Alice’s abroad programme was disappointing, the gap
between the imagined & the real French community being
too large. On her return, Alice stopped attending French
classes. Yet, the conversation with French friends had made
her much more politically aware and criticical of US policy.



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
Gardner’s model criticized for being too static.

Motivation levels vary constantly

Dörnyei (2006) questions integrative motivation outside
bilingual countries & suggests instead

attributes a learner would like to have (hopes, desires).

Motivation isn’t stable & though some aspects can be
measured objectively, their value is limited. 

L2 Motivational Self
System or the Ideal L2 

Self



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
The term good language learner is problematic:

quantitative research based on test results &
questionnaires fails to uncover its complete profile.

High levels of motivation & positive attitude towards L2 
relate to faster acquisition, 

but
motivation levels are dynamic & other factors may cancel 

out the positive motivation.

Good language learner wishful thinking on the part of
L2 teachers & researchers.

Some learners can be good at certain times.



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
-What are the age effects on SLA/FLA?: Critical Period (CP)

CP age beyond which it becomes difficult to fully
acquire a language; it applies to achievement in
grammar & pronunciation.

-Research on CP:

1.Young immigrants in the US showed a decline in scores on
grammaticality judgements with age, but with older
immigrants (18 & 50-year-old starters) the differences
were non-significant (Johnson & Newport 1989).

2.DeKeyser replicated the study with Hungarian immigrants
in the US proving that a low age of acquisition confers an
advantage to the person (2000).



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
3. Counter-evidence to CP comes from adult learners who

achieved native-like proficiency in Swedish after the CP.

Talented learners with an unusual ability to compensate
for maturational effects, so their nativelikeness isn’t a
reason to reject CP (Abrahamsson & Hyltenstam 2008).

-Neurobiological causes:

Age effects

limited capacity to learn learners rely on explicit
implicitly (procedural memory
memory)

learning of new vocabulary



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
-CP & learning context:

Age effect varies according to the learning context:

Quite robust in naturalistic FLA, weaker in formal FLA.

Amount and quality of the input influences FL learning

Earlier exposure (8-9) doesn’t result in better performance
but length of exposure (11 & 13-year-old starters did better
than 8-9-year-old starters) (Muñoz 2006, 2008).



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
-Does prior language knowledge help in FLA?

is proved to be

- Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis (Cummins):

transfer skills developed in L1, L2 or L3 to a FL
Multilingual acquire a FL faster than someone with
learners an L1 & basic knowledge of L2

follow a different route of acquisition

A high level
proficiency in 

L1

an advantage
in learning

an L2



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
Differences between bi/multilinguals & monolinguals
learners of an L3 significant only if bilinguals have literacy
skills in both languages.

English/French bilingual immersion programme in Canada:

 Children with a heritage language & literacy skills
outperformed heritage speakers with no literacy skills in L3.

Ability to learn
grammar faster in a 

new language

Knowledge of 
many languages

More learning
strategies

Inclination to study
FLs

Metalinguistic & 
cross-linguistic

awareness



4.1. Basic issues in SLA/FLA
-Non-linguistic effects of knowing more languages:

 increased cognitive empathy & ambiguity tolerance.

 suffer less from FL anxiety than adults knowing 1/2 lang.

 better communicators/ self-perceived communicative
competence & more self-confident.

 larger linguistic repertoires & perceptive tolerance.

 affordances.

 prior knowledge useful if TL is closely related to L1.

 learners with previous lang. learning experience are more
expert than monolingual in solving a communication
problem with interlocutors of different languages.
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