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1. INTRODUCTION: 

The second language teaching practitioners have tried to a greater or lesser extent in the past to apply the 

insights of linguistic theories to teaching methodology and curriculum design. A diverse range of sub-disciplines 

within the global field of linguistics, such as sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, discourse theory and pragmatics are 

generally considered to be relevant. This gives evidence of the widely-held view that second language acquisition is 

an extremely complex phenomenon of a multi-faceted nature. (See the Appendix to this paper for a list of some recent 

works within the general field of second-language learning and leaching.) The purpose of this paper is to review the 

issues that are generally acknowledged to be relevant to theories of second language acquisition, to outline the nature 

of second language classroom research, and in particular to deal with the insights that the Universal Grammar 

approach can provide as regards the development of the second language grammar of learners. The Universal 

Grammar perspective of second language acquisition will then be discussed with respect to its implications for 

teaching practice, and more specifically for the role of grammar in instruction and input.  

2. THE MULTI-FACETED NATURE OF SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION ; 

 There is general agreement on the characterization of language proficiency required for communication as 

proposed by Canale and Swain (1980). They identify three interacting factors of language proficiency (or competence 

as they refer to it), namely (i) grammatical competence, which entails the mastery of formal structural properties of 

language; (ii) sociolinguistic competence, which entails the ability to use appropriate utterances with respect to both 

meaning and form; and (iii) discourse competence, which entails the ability to construct a coherent and cohesive 

spoken or written text. These three broad properties of language proficiency have subsequently been considered for 

the purpose of developing theories of second language acquisition, in addition to numerous other considerations 

concerning the process of second language learning. Ellis (1985) identifies the following key issues which must be 

taken into account in a theory of second language acquisition:  

 The role of the first language: This (actor relates to the issue of how the first language influence second 

language acquisition.  

 The possible natural developmental sequence of language structure (grammar). 

 Contextual variation: This aspect includes factors such as naturalistic versus classroom language learners, and 

learner language (including types of errors, and inter-language). 

 Individual learner differences: This aspect includes factors such as age, aptitude, cognitive style, motivation 

and personality.  

 The role of input: This issue relates to the question of whether input can shape and control learning, or 

whether it simply serves as a trigger.  

 Learner processes Ellis states that two possible explanations may be given. Firstly the Universal Grammar 

explanation, according to which language acquisition is possible because of the innate mental knowledge that 

humans have of principles and rules of language, and which, with experience, enables them to acquire the 

grammars of specific languages. It is postulated that human being have a language-specific cognitive faculty.  

Secondly, Ellis considers the possibility that second language acquisition can result from the use of general 

cognitive strategies which are part of the learners’ procedural knowledge, and which are used in other forms 

of learning. These strategies are often referred to as learner strategies. 

  The role of formal instruction (including the role of grammar): Ellis points out that this is a factor which is of 

central importance to the teacher. Two aspects may be considered, namely the effect that instruction has on 

the sequence or ‘route’ of learning and on the rate of learning. Studies suggest that the natural sequence of the 

development of the second language grammar cannot be changed by instruction but that the rate of acquisition 

increases. Thus instruction can enhance second language acquisition by accelerating the whole process.  

Ellis invokes the above interrelated factors for proposing a framework for investigating second language 

acquisition. Spolsky (1989) outlines a framework for a general theory of second language learning that consists of a 
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set of preference conditions which may combine in a more general classification of factors. He views the process of 

second language acquisition as a predictive one, posing the question: ‘What are the chances that learners will acquire a 

second language, given that the proposed conditions obtain. The range of conditions which he formulates relates to the 

aspects considered by Ellis, as outlined above. Spolsky specifies each of these conditions as necessary, graded or 

typical. Necessary conditions arc conditions without which learning is impossible; graded conditions reflect a relation 

between the extent to which a condition is met and the nature of the outcome; typicality conditions are conditions 

which apply typically, but not necessarily. This organization accommodates the possibility of a varied but limited set 

of alternative paths to various outcomes. The conditions for second language acquisition identified by Spolsky can 

broadly be classified as relating to the following aspects:  

 Knowledge of language and knowledge of how to use it.  

 The characterization of language proficiency.  

 The psycholinguistic basis for second language learning, including biological and neuro-physiological factors.  

 Individual differences in cognitive capacities and personality.  

 Previous knowledge: This factor refers to the knowledge of the first language and the way it may be seen as 

setting conditions for second language learning. 

 The social context: This factor relates to the social environment in which second languages are learned, and 

the relationship between social context and individual psychological properties such as attitude and 

motivation.  

  Conditions for second language learning in informal (naturalistic) and formal (classroom) learning situations.  

Ellis (1990) postulates an integrated theory of instructed second language learning. He investigates classroom 

(instructed) language learning and the relationship between classroom interaction and language learning. His theory 

invokes insights from cognitive learning theory as well as psycholinguistic factors, including Universal Grammar, 

which he assumes, are responsible for the way in which language knowledge is reflected in the learner’s inter-

language. The theoretical frameworks for second language acquisition by Ellis and Spolsky as outlined above can be 

described as all-inclusive frameworks, in the sense that they attempt to account for the whole range of diverse factors 

that are relevant to second language learning. McLaughlin (1987), on the other hand, argues that more limited and 

more specific theories are needed, rather than a general all-inclusive theory, for the reason that a certain issue can be 

explored in more depth in a theory which has as its domain of inquiry a more restricted issue. McLaughlin advances 

an integrated approach to second language acquisition that incorporates both the more creative aspects of language 

learning and the more cognitive aspects that are susceptible to guidance and instruction. He maintains that there are 

ways of accommodating acquisitional sequences based on innate universal linguistic processes within a more general 

cognitive perspective. Seliger (1988) expresses the opinion that no one study or theory will provide answers to all 

questions concerning second language acquisition. In accordance with this view the role of the Universal Grammar 

approach to the development of grammars in second language acquisition will be discussed below. First, however, the 

matters of concern for second language classroom research are reviewed.  

 

3. SECOND LANGUAGE CLASSROOM RESEARCH: 

 The actual processes, procedures, activities and techniques of teachers and learners within the classroom 

constitute the field of interest for second language classroom research. In addition, methodological issues relating to 

test design and statistics relating to classroom research are explored. Chaudron (1986) views the following phenomena 

as important: 

 Teacher talk in second language classrooms: This factor is concerned with matters such as the type and 

amount of teacher talk, and modifications in teacher speech as regards speech rate, syntax, vocabulary, 

discourse and phonology.  

 Learner behavior in second language classrooms: This factor is concerned with matters such as learner 

language production, input generation, interaction between learners and learner strategies.  

 Teacher and learner interaction in second language classrooms: This aspect relates to factors such as question 

behaviour, differentiation of teacher speech to learners’ choice, and feedback. 

 Learning outcomes: This aspect deal with matters such as learner comprehension and production, formal 

language instruction, that is, focus on language structure or grammar instruction, learner production, 

interaction and strategies.  

Chaudron suggests that much more research needs to be done to determine what facilitates learners’ target 

language development. He emphasizes that research which is based on a well-articulated theory is more powerful as a 

guide to further research. Allwright and Bailey (1991) deal with the issue of receptivity in the second language 

classroom in addition to the above aspects. Receptivity can be explored with regard to the teaching material, the 

teacher, and fellow learners. They point out that the concept of the exploratory teacher becomes a crucial one in the 

context of classroom research. The exploratory teacher is in fact teacher researcher. He or she can enhance the 
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outcome of learners by knowing about the finding and results of theoretical research on second language acquisition. 

In this way the exploratory teacher can improve the success of learners and contribute to the knowledge about 

classroom issues. Allwright and Bailey view the exploratory teacher as the means to more effective teaching. Nunan 

(1991) is also concerned with the rote of the teacher-researcher. He maintains that teachers can become more actively 

involved in the research process. The development of skills in observing and documenting classroom action and 

interaction is of central importance for classroom research, particularly if a research orientation is adopted. Nunan 

asserts that such an orientation applies a new role for the teacher. It is at variance with the view of the teacher as a 

passive recipient of someone else’s curriculum or teaching methodology. According to Nunan, the adoption of this 

orientation is therefore incompatible with the methods approach to language teaching with its concern with the one 

best way, that is, the method that will work for every conceivable learner in every conceivable learning situation, and 

which impose prescriptions as to what teachers and learners should do in the language classroom. He argues that the 

teacher-researcher is rather concerned with the investigation of variable issues relating to classroom activities. The 

notion of the teacher-researcher implies that teachers can find, exploit and enhance their own best ways of teaching 

while applying and extending research ideas. Nunan emphasises that there is scope for teachers to modify and adapt 

the syllabuses, methodology and teaching materials with which they work, even when they have to work with clearly 

articulated syllabuses and curriculum specifications.  

 

4. THE UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR APPROACIH TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF GRAMMARS IN SECOND 

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION : 

The theory of generative grammar postulates that knowledge of language can be represented in terms of 

structural configurations. One of the basic assumptions of this theory is that the ability which human beings have to 

acquire a language is biologically determined: All human beings are genetically endowed with a language-specific 

mental faculty, referred to as the language faculty. An important distinction that is made concerns the notions of 

competence and performance. Competence refers to the unconscious knowledge that a person has of the abstract rules 

and principles of language. while performance refers to the actual use of a language. Universal Grammar is the set of 

principles, rules and parameters that constitute the initial state knowledge of the language learner and which constrains 

the form of grammars. Thus, the principles of Universal Grammar entail a set of properties with certain parameters, 

that is, variables of options. Language acquisition can be viewed as the process whereby the learner sets the values of 

the parameters of the Universal Grammar principles. The different values are called parameter settings. Thus the 

grammar of a language consists of the set of values it assigns to various parameters. Experience (i.e. exposure to 

language data) is a prerequisite for parameter setting. An example of a Universal Grammar parameter that has been the 

subject of much research in second language acquisition is the pro-drop (or null subject) parameter which allows the 

subject NP of certain languages (e.g. the Romance languages) to be phonetically empty. This option is often 

associated with rich verb inflection, in particular subject-verb agreement. Chomsky (1981) states that the null subject 

phenomenon belongs to a cluster of properties are associated, including free NP subject inversion in simple sentences, 

and empty resumptive pronominals in relative clauses. In the African languages, which arc highly inflected languages, 

the null subject parameter has been extended to all syntactic positions available to NP (including object and 

prepositional object) so that the noun head parameter can be posited which, in its simplest form, can be formalized as: 

The head of an NP may be phonetically empty or null. The theory of generative grammar is concerned with the 

question of how a child can acquire a language in such a relatively short time, given the deficient input. This is refered 

to as the ‘projection problem’of the child first language learner. The projection problem cart be explained by assuming 

that the child is endowed with Universal Grammar that comprises a highly abstract set of principles and rules of 

language. A central distinction made between core and peripheral grammar. Core grammar refers to the language 

properties that have been acquired by the child through the interaction of the Universal Grammar with a specific 

language environment. In addition, each language also has properties that are not constrained by Universal Grammar. 

These properties constitute the peripheral grammar. Peripheral properties include, among others, elements of a 

language that have been borrowed from other languages. Another distinction made with respect to Universal Grammar 

is that between unmarked and marked properties. Unmarked properties refer to those rules and principles that 

represent the regular or normal instances. and marked properties refer to those rules and principles that represent the 

exceptional or irregular instances. The rules and principles of the core grammar arc generally assumed to be 

unmarked, tbosc of the peripheral grammar are marked.  

Second-language researches who adopt the Universal Grammar approach assume that the principles and 

parameters of Universal Grammar are still available to the adult second-language learner. This view has important 

implications for properties of learner language, specifically for how inter-language development and transfer arc 

investigated. These researchers assume that the second language adult learner has a grammar that is systematic In its 

own right, and is distinct from both the learners first language and the second language which he or she is learning. 

Thus Universal Grammar theory assumes that all grammars interim or final, reflect principles of Universal Grammar. 
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Second language learners’ grammar is constrained in the same way as first language Learner’ grammars. Studies from 

the Universal Grammar perspective on the development of grammars In second Language acquisition provides 

evidence in support of the view that inter-languages reflect the principles of Universal Grammar and that types of 

errors that learners make are constrained by universal principles. Apparent violations in this regard may be attributed 

to the learner’s channel capacity, that is, the learner’s ability to process information, memory limitations, and so on.  

McLaughlin (1987) identifies (our main considerations which have motivated the application of the Universal 

Grammar theory to the domain of the development of grammars in second language acquisition, as put forth by 

researchers, notably White, 

 A need existed for a sufficiently well articulated linguistic theory so describe the complex, structural 

characteristics of inter-languages. 

 11 was realized that adult second language learners, like child first language learners, are confronted with a 

projection problem in that they have to acquire a complex grammar on the basis of deficient data. It is 

assumed in accordance with generative grammar that the learners grammatical knowledge cannot be 

accounted for by the input data alone, for three main reasons. First, some structures arc considerably rare and 

marginal and hence it is unlikely that learners will obtain sufficient exposure to them. Second, negative 

feedback (by way of correction, identification of error. etc.) is required for incorrect hypotheses made by the 

learner to be dismissed, but such feedback usually does not occur. Correction cannot be ruled out as source of 

evidence in the classroom: teachers use it frequently and learners often request it. However, correction is 

unlikely to occur of the types of errors needed to acquire Universal Grammar principles and parameters some 

of which are highly abstract and do not reflect surface properties of the language. As adult learners manage to 

acquire a second language without this type of correction Universal Grammar must be available to them. Thus 

ii is assumed that, like child first language learners, adult second language learners have the mental ability to 

acquire the certain structural properties of the second language and this mental ability is employed in 

constructing the grammar of the language they are learning 

 The development of the principles and parameters paradigm in generative grammar enables a more precise 

and well-defined investigation of language differences - including differences between the first language and 

the second language of learners. 

Cook (1988) observes that if second language learners possess knowledge they could not have acquired by 

evidence (input data) the explanation must be given in terms of an inherent mental ability. This is referred to as the 

poverty of stimulus argument in support of the view of the Universal Grammar perspective on the development of 

grammars. Cook points out that this argument has led to the conclusion the second language learners know properties 

of grammar which they could not have acquired from the environment. However, this view has to be qualified since 

the terminal state version of the second language of the learner is different from the steady state language of the first 

language learner in that the second language Learner’s acquisition is characteristically incomplete.  

Cook states that three possible models can be considered as regards the role of Universal Grammar in the development 

of grammars in second language acquisition.  

 The direct access model: According to this model second language learners may use the principles of 

Universal Grammar and set the parameters for the second language without any reference to their first 

language.  

 The indirect access model: In accordance with this model, learners’ first language instantiation of Universal 

Grammar serves as a kind of surrogate, and these first language principles and parameters may be reflected in 

the second language.  

 The no-access model: In this model, second language competence is not related to the language faculty, hence 

Universal Grammar. Cook states that this model can, however, be set aside because of the intrinsic differences 

of the language faculty from other cognitive faculties. The reasons for access of adult second language 

learners to Universal Grammar discussed above are sufficient support to exclude this model.  

Thus the issue concerning the role of Universal Grammar in second language acquisition relates to the two 

remaining models, the Direct access model, of which notably White is a proponent. and the indirect access 

model of which Clahsen is a proponent. Research seems to suggest increasingly that the indirect access model 

is correct: second language learners use their first language instantiations of Universal Grammar as a surrogate 

projection device to second language acquisition. In addition the precise role of general cognitive learning 

strategies and psychological processes are explored by many researcher who argue that these factors also play 

a significant role in the development of learners’ grammars in second language acquisition. Certain 

methodological problems as regards grammaticality judgement tests have yet to be resolved as well as the 

problem of precisely how Universal Grammar properties, general cognitive strategies and psychological 

processes of computation relate to one another.  
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5. IMPLICATIONS OF TIHE UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR PERSPECTIVE FOR TEACHING PRACTICE: 

LANGUAGE STRUCTURES AND INPUT: 

Several recent studies have given evidence for the effectiveness of focus on form in the classroom as a means 

to increase success in second language acquisition. Evidence to this effect is given in the studies of Lightbown and 

Spada (1990), Doughty (1991) and Day and Shapson (1991), among others. The strategy of focus on form in second 

language teaching methodology entails that the teaching practitioner deliberately deals with the language structure, 

that is syntactic and morphological properties, of the language in the classroom. This can be done in several ways and 

need not always entail explicit grammar teaching. An interesting Strategy, called consciousness raising which was 

originally introduced by Sharwood Smith can be employed by teachers for the purpose of dealing with language 

structure. Tins strategy is discussed in more detail below. It is important to distinguish between the teaching of 

grammar, on the one hand, and grammar based teaching, on the other. Grammar based teaching deals with language 

structure as an end in itself. On the other hand, the teaching of grammar can be a component in communicative 

language teaching. Since the communicative approach to second language teaching is widely adopted throughout the 

world I will deal with the question of the teaching of language structure with this approach in mind. Studies by well 

known researchers on curriculum design for communicative language teaching such as Yalden (1987) and Nunan 

(1989) include a component for teaching of language structure in their curriculum models. The teaching of grammar is 

thus not viewed as conflicting with the communicative approach: it can and must be accommodated, provided that it is 

done within a meaningful context. The idea of integrating form and function is crucial in this reprd. Canale and Swain 

(1988) state that communicative competence is not best served by syllabi that focus purely on functional aspects at the 

expense of grammatical features.  I take the position that focus on form can deal in a principled way with problems of 

language acquisition resulting from differences in parameter settings between the learner’s first language and the 

second language. White also advances this view and proposes that differential consciousness raising strategies will 

facilitate acquisition. Rutherford and Sharwood-Smith (1988) define the concept of consciousness raising beyond 

metalinguistic awareness as a source of explicit knowledge at grammar to include more non-overt sources of implicit 

linguistic knowledge. Consciousness raising is thus viewed as a means to knowledge of parametric variation across 

languages, and to principles and constraints of language in general. Studies invoking this approach include those of 

White, Flynn and Lice ras (see relevant sources in bibliography).  

Rutherford and Sharwood-Smith point out that the well-articulated principles and parameters framework of 

generative grammar enables a kind of a contrastive analysis between the learners’ first language and their second 

language at the level of Universal Grammar properties, a very different level of analysis from the kind of contrastive 

analysis based on a descriptive contrast of the surface properties of language structure, as has been done in the past. 

Thus it is now possible to compare Languages in terms of the differential application across languages of universal 

principles. This approach has interesting implications for second language teaching practice, in particular with respect 

to the idea of consciousness raising in input and the introduction of a pedagogical grammar. Rutherford and 

Sharwood-Smith relates the notion of consciousness raising, which they define as the utilization of various means of 

drawing attention to structural features of the second language to their hypothesis of pedagogical grammar. This 

hypothesis holds that instructional techniques that heighten consciousness raising are likely to improve the rate of 

second language acquisition relative to non-interventionist context. Contrastive research is therefore now possible 

within a theoretically principled framework, a fact which establishes its value for language pedagogy and supports the 

empirical testing of the pedagogical grammar hypothesis. Rutherford and Sharwood. Smith argue that the serious 

consideration of the pedagogical grammar hypothesis as a set of empirical questions concerning the introduction of 

differential consciousness raising in teaching practice is attributed to the availability of a well-defined linguistic theory 

that makes principled contrastive analysis actually possible. They emphasize that consciousness raising as advanced 

by them for the purpose of developing grammar in second language acquisition should not be seen as an alternative in 

any way to communicative language teaching, they consider consciousness raising as a potential facilitator for the 

acquisition of linguistic competence. Consciousness raising should thus be seen as part of a larger pedagogical context 

that includes all the other essential components for second language acquisition. Rutherford and Sharwood-Smith 

argue that the time has come for consciousness raising in this sense and the pedagogical grammar hypothesis to be 

investigated in empirical studies since with recent advances in the delineation of Universal Grammar, phenomena can 

be investigated in a systematic way. Cook (1988) points out that the methodology of Universal Grammar research on 

second language acquisition has to take into account the apparent effects of variations in the initial state and terminal 

state knowledge of learners, the apparent reflects of differing learner personality and experience. He states further that, 

as with first language acquisition, the Universal Grammar approach is concerned with one of the most central aspects 

in second language acquisition, but it does not deal with anything else. He maintains that Universal Grammar plays a 

central and vital part in second language learning, while conceding that there are many other pans. In conclusion, the 

Universal Grammar framework can provide a strong theoretical base for research into the development of grammar in 

second language acquisition, in particular for explaining the properties of inter-language, some types of errors and the 
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avoidance of certain structures of the target language. A sound understanding of theory can enable exploratory 

teachers to investigate these intriguing issues and to experiment with pedagogical grammar techniques that can 

facilitate optimal success in second language acquisition.  
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