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such as the Noticing Hypothe5|s the Output HypotheS|s and Complex 'yna ic
Systems Theory. Through comparison of these theoretical frameworks, the di cussion
emphasizes that SLA is a multi-layered process encompassing linguistic, cognitive,
social, and emotional dimensions. The paper concludes that*no.single theory fully
explains SLA; instead, an integrative, interdisciplinary understanding.is necessary.to
account for the diverse pathways through which learners develop second-language
competence.
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Introduction

Second language acquisition (SLA) is a field that investigates how people learn
languages other than their mother tongue. The process may occur naturally, such as
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during immigration or early childhood exposure, or through formal classroom

instruction. Because individuals differ in age, motivation, aptitude, learning
environment, and social identity, SLA is inherently complex. Over the past century,
scholars have sought to understand why some learners progress rapidly while others
struggle, what processes underlie language development, and how teaching can best
support acquisition. Theories of SLA have emerged from diverse disciplines—
including psychology, linguistics, cognitive science, sociology, and education—and
each highlights different aspects of the learning experience. Understanding these
theories is crucial for teachers, researchers, and policymakers, as theoretical insights
guide instructional methods, curriculum design, and assessment practices. This article
expands on earlier work by providing an in-depth, critical examination of the major
SLA theories and their contributions to the field.

1. Behaviorist Theory

Behaviorism dominated language research in th
by B. F. Skinner’s explanations of learning throug
According to behaviorism, language learning ocgl
reinforcement, and habit formation. Error correctih is cg
believed to create bad habits.

(a‘rly 20th century, influenced

Strengths: Laid the foundation for audio-lingual teéching methbds.
Highlighted the importance of practice, drills, and external reinforcéme
Useful for mastering pronunciation and basic sentence patterns..
Limitations: Does not acknowledge creativity in language use.
Ignores internal mental processes and cognitive development.

Overly mechanical and not aligned with natural language acquisition.

Although behaviorism is no longer dominant in SLA research, its legacy remains in
classroom techniques such as repetition drills and pattern practice.

2. Innatist / Nativist Theory

Noam Chomsky challenged behaviorism by proposing that humans are
biologically equipped with an innate language acquisition device (LAD). Although
primarily addressing first language learning, innatism strongly influenced SLA by
suggesting that learners possess internal mental structures that guide language
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development. More recent innatist models, including Universal Grammar (UG), argue

that certain grammatical principles are universal and accessible to language learners.

Strengths: Explains learners’ ability to generate infinite sentences from limited input.
Highlights the natural, rule-governed development of grammatical structures.

Offers insight into why children learn languages more easily than adults.
Limitations: Difficult to empirically test UG in adult SLA.

Minimizes the role of environment, interaction, and social context.

Does not fully address fossilization (long-term grammatical errors).

The innatist perspective remains influential in explaining syntactic development,
though many scholars combine it with cognitive and social theories.

3. Krashen’s Monitor Model

Stephen Krashen’s theory significantly shaped Janguagéteaching’in the late 20th

filter, which can block input due to anxiety or low .g,ﬂnotiv'étion.:{;ﬁ( |
Strengths: Highlights the importance of exposure td mean@ingful mpﬁt
Draws attention to emotions, attitudes, and psychologieal .barriers.
Influenced communicative language teaching.

Limitations: Difficult to validate or falsify scientifically.
Underestimates the importance of output (speaking/writing).
Assumes instructional correction has limited value.

Despite criticisms, Krashen’s work remains widely cited, especially in discussions of
immersion and naturalistic learning.

4. Cognitive Approaches

Cognitive theories view language learning as a mental process similar to acquiring
other types of knowledge. Key ideas include:

a. Information Processing Theory
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Learners gradually transform input into long-term knowledge through practice and

automatization.

b. The Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt)

Learners must consciously notice linguistic features in the input for acquisition to
occur.

c. The Output Hypothesis (Swain)

Producing language (speaking and writing) pushes learners to test hypotheses, notice
gaps, and refine accuracy.

d. Working Memory Models

Individual differences in memory capacity influence vocabulary .and grammar
learning. 4

Strengths: Explains differences between learners.

Often focuses more on individual cognition than real-life comfr'nuni_
|

5. Interactionist Theories

Interactionism argues that communication “is “essential for
development. According to Long’s Interaction Hypothesis, negdtiation of meaning—
clarifying misunderstandings, asking for repetition, reformulating. statements-—makes
input more comprehensible and facilitates learning. Gass and Mackey. further,argue
that interaction leads to noticing, while Swain emphasizes the importance of eutput.

Strengths: Strong empirical support from classroom and naturalistic studies.
Highlights the value of conversation and corrective feedback.

Integrates both cognitive and social elements.

Limitations: Interaction does not guarantee acquisition.

Learners with low proficiency may struggle to benefit from negotiation.

Interactionist research has significantly influenced task-based language teaching.
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6. Sociocultural Theory

Rooted in Vygotsky’s work, sociocultural theory argues that learning occurs
through social interaction, collaboration, and mediation. Language develops first
through social communication and later becomes internalized. Key concepts include
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), scaffolding, and mediated learning.

Strengths: Emphasizes real-world communication and cultural context.

Explains how identity, motivation, and community shape learning.

Useful for designing collaborative classroom activities.

Limitations: Does not always specify how linguistic knowledge is‘acquired internally.
Harder to apply in highly structured or grammar-focused environments:

Sociocultural theory is influential in modern commur

icative4and project-based
teaching. y

7. Usage-Based and Emergentist Approaches

Recent theories view language as emergin'
build Imgmstlc knowledge by recognizing frequent
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Strengths: Supported by corpus linguistics and statlstlcal Iearnlng resear n.
Explains gradual development of grammar through repeated exposure. ‘
Limitations: Less focused on innate mechanisms. |

May not fully explain rapid acquisition seen in young children:

8. Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST)

CDST views language development as nonlinear, variable, and sensitive to many
interacting factors. Learning is not a steady progression but fluctuates over time.

Strengths: Reflects the complexity of real-life learning.
Accounts for individual differences and variability.
Limitations: Difficult to apply to classroom practice.

Hard to test experimentally.
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Conclusion

Second language acquisition is a multifaceted process involving biological
predispositions, cognitive mechanisms, social interaction, cultural context, and
emotional factors. Behaviorism explains habit formation; innatism underscores internal
linguistic structures; Krashen highlights input and affect; cognitive theories focus on
mental processes; interactionism stresses communication; sociocultural theory
emphasizes social mediation; usage-based approaches illuminate the role of patterns;
and dynamic systems theory portrays development as complex and nonlinear. No
single theory fully captures the richness of SLA. Instead, an integrative perspective—
embracing linguistic, cognitive, social, and emotional dimensions—is necessary for a
comprehensive understanding of how learners acquire a second language. Such an
approach is not only academically sound but also practical for educators seeking to
support diverse learners in varied contexts.
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