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Preface

Recent research in normal and abnormal development has provided detailed
information on the process and schedule of first language acquisition of phonolo-
gy, morphology, syntax and pragmatics. Equally as important as the empirical
description of acquisition is the fleshing out of a theoretical model that accom-
modates the initial state grammar — that is, the mental capacity that underlies
the human infant’s mind — as well as the final state grammar, what adults know
when they know a language. The theory in which an explanation of language
acquisition is embedded must be able to account for the universal traits that
characterize all languages — Universal Grammar — hence the ability of all
human infants to learn some language. This theory must also be adequate to the
task of describing and accounting for second language acquisition (L2A). This
book examines three central questions related to acquisition and L1/L2 differenc-
es: What constitutes knowledge of language? How is it acquired? Is second
language acquisition similar or different from first language acquisition? The
book adopts as a theoretical framework the paradigm of generative grammar in
its most recent manifestation, the Minimalist Program.

Linking recent advances in theoretical syntax and empirical research in
language development, the book claims that second language acquisition is not
totally distinct from first language acquisition, but rather is a replay, a relearning
of language. It argues that UG is a template which guides acquisition of L1
while constraining acquisition of L2. Assuming that a syntactic distinction crucial
for language and its acquisition is the division between lexical categories
(content words such as nouns and verbs) and the functional categories (grammat-
ical words such as determiners and tense), it argues that the key to L2 as well as
L1 acquisition of syntax is the mastery of morphological features and their
linking to functional categories. It thus supports the availability of Universal
Grammar to the second language learner and the minimalist claim that cross-
linguistic variation is morpholexical. The theoretical framework of Chomsky’s
Minimalist Program provides the conceptual basis for the arguments, and recent
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research in language acquisition provides the empirical evidence to support them.

The initial chapters provide the theoretical underpinnings of generative
theory and a discussion of the Critical Period Hypothesis, a question of direct
relevance to the issue of UG availability for L2A. The fundamental difference
between L1A and L2A is said to be the completeness and spontaneity of first
language creation by young children. The central chapters reconsider research
dealing with the question of UG access, discussing L2 acquisition of the
parameters defining syntactic variation, considering process, product and
intermediate stages. One reviews arguments for UG access based on parametric
variation — minimally expressed in terms of morphological features — in
examining three parameters that have provided ample empirical data, the Null
Subject Parameter, the Verb Raising Parameter and the V2 Parameter. Given the
minimalist assumption that cross-linguistic variation is more morpholexical than
syntactic, it argues that new parameter values are gained in the L1-L2 transition
through the acquisition of morpholexical constructions. Constructionism, the
hypothesis of L2A proposed in this account, argues for a period of feature
underspecification after loss of the L1 value, followed by a progressive building
of the L2 value through specific constructions. Adult L2ers have already
mastered functional categories in their native language but must learn the new
morphology and reset morphological features to correlate with the target
language. The new model accounts for variability by assuming that parameters
are not reset in an all or nothing manner, but gradually as the lexicon is progres-
sively mastered.

The next chapters go beyond the question of parameter setting to look at
other aspects of L2A that provide insight into the acquisition of core and
peripheral syntax as well as the issue of access to UG. These areas include
semantic features, lexical idiosyncrasies, anaphoric binding, argument structure,
functional categories and morphological development. The progressive develop-
ment of lexicon and morphology proposed by this minimalist approach accounts
for the variability and incompleteness that is so characteristic of the product of
L2A in areas ranging from the syntax—semantics interface to the building of
argument structure in L2. An examination of the process of L2A elucidates the
roles of UG and cognitive learning strategies such as negative evidence and
explicit instruction. Instructional bootstrapping helps to compensate for lack of
spontaneity in L2A, and organized input is necessary to compensate for lack of
completeness in L2A.

I wish to express my appreciation to the University of Washington for a
year’s sabbatic leave that permitted me to complete the writing of this book. I
would also like to thank the anonymous readers of the original manuscript who
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offered pertinent suggestions and asked important questions. Likewise I express
my gratitude to these individuals who read one or more of the prefinal chapter
drafts: Lesley Carmichael, Manuel da Conceicao, Anna Dailey, Joe Emonds,
Steve Franks, Michael Herschensohn, Sammy Honda, Chia-Hui Huang, Fritz
Newmeyer, and Karyn Schell. They undoubtedly saved me a certain number of
blunders and typos and pointed me in new directions in my research and writing.
I also thank the following colleagues for fruitful discussions and comments on
earlier drafts and colloquia presentations: Paul Aoki, Debbie Arteaga, David
Birdsong, Heles Contreras, Randall Gess, Roger Hawkins, Ellen Kaisse, SooWon
Kim, Conxita Lleo, Jurgen Klausenburger, Carlos Otero, Philippe Prévost, Ed
Rubin, Suzanne Schlyter, Bonnie Schwartz, Rex Sprouse, Judith Strozer, Richard
Wright and Karen Zagona. For more general linguistic, collegial and moral
support, I thank Bridget Aldaraca, Marc Authier, Ed Baker, Mike Brame,
Barbara Bullock, Sharon Hargus, Lynn Klausenburger, Toshi Ogihara, Lisa Reed,
Marian Sugano, Alicia Wassink, Peggy H. and Nick Kaufman.

I gratefully acknowledge the generous help that Kees Vaes, the Benjamins
editor, has furnished me in my production of the final version of the book and
thank him also for helpful travel hints.

Finally, I thank the members of my family for their patience, encourage-
ment, help and humor, especially during the final stages of the writing. I thank
Michael for his boundless enthusiasm, constant encouragement and help in
finishing this book. My children, Zachary, Aram and Olivia, are a source of
constant joy who have shown me over the years what it is to acquire a language,
both first and second. It is to them that I dedicate the book.

Seattle, Washington, 7 July 1999
JH
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