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 Research over the past 40 years has revealed some surprising facts about 
second language learning. For example, L2 learners follow the same 
'route' when learning certain aspects of the target language grammar, 
regardless of their mother tongue, the type of exposure (naturalistic or 
classroom), and whether the structure is taught or not. Also, learners 
often acquire structures that are complex and are not explained in class, 
yet fail to acquire simpler structures that are repeatedly taught and 
appear abundantly in the language learners hear/read.  
 

 Why are these findings so counterintuitive, and how can they inform 
language teaching? Curiously, findings such as these are not typically 
explored at language teaching conferences or in teacher training courses. 
There has been a communication gap between researchers and teachers.  
 

 The aim of this talk is to bridge this gap by presenting evidence in a clear 
and accessible format and by concluding with some suggestions for 
teaching.  
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 Readings: 
 Recommended readings: 

▪ Ellis (2008) Principles of Instructed Second Language Acquisition. CAL Digest, 
December 2008. 
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/digest_pdfs/Instructed2ndLangFinalWeb.pdf  

 

 Additional readings: 
▪ Cook, V. (2008). Second Language Learning and Language Teaching (4th ed.). 

Hodder Arnold. 
▪ Ellis, R. (2005). Instructed Second Language Acquisition: A Literature Review. 

Wellington: Ministry of Education of New Zealand. Retrieved from 
http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/5163  

▪ Lightbown & Spada (2006) How language are learned. Oxford University Press. 
[Chapter 4 learner language] [Chapter 6 Second lang learning in classroom]  

▪ Hawkins & Lozano (2006) SLA of phonology, morphology and syntax. In: Brown, K. 
(ed). The Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics (2nd Edition). Oxford: Elsevier, pp. 
67-74. 
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 Do learners learn everything they are taught 
in the classroom?  
 

 Have you ever had the feeling that you teach 
over and over again a grammatical property 
and learners miserably fail to acquire it? 
 

 And other times when grammar is not taught 
but learners acquire it somehow? 
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 Learners inevitably follow a certain order when acquiring 
grammar, independently of… 
 Teaching 
 Learners’ L1 
 Exposure (classroom vs. naturalistic) 
 Age 
 

 Evidence from ‘classic’ and recent studies: 
 Morphemes (L2 English) 
 Interrogatives (L2 English) 
 Word order (L2 German) 
 Word order (L2 Spanish) 
 

 Conclusions and teaching suggestions/implications 
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 Think about these morphemes in L2 English: 
▪ John is walking  [PROGRESSIVE –ing] 
▪ John sleeps   [3rd PERSON –s] 
▪ Two dogs   [PLURAL –s] 
▪ John’s dog   [POSSESSIVE –’s] 
▪ John’s walking  [AUXILIARY “BE”] 
▪ John’s ill   [COPULA “BE”] 
▪ John walked   [PAST TENSE –ed] 

 
 Which are the most difficult to learn for your learners? And the 

easiest? 
 Does teaching a particular morpheme imply acquiring that 

morpheme? 
 The more frequent the morpheme appears in the classroom, the 

sooner its acquisition? 
 

 Let’s have a look at the evidence… 
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 Research questions: 

 1: Do learners acquire English morphemes randomly or is there an “order”? 

 2: What is the influence of the L1 in the acquisition of L2 English morphology?  

 
 Learners: 2 groups of adults: 

 33   L1 Spanish – L2 English 

 40   L1 (Greek,Italian, Persian,Turkish…) – L2 English 
 

 Method: Bilingual Syntax Measure (BSM) 

 Question: “Why is he so fat?” 

 Expected answer:  

▪ “Because he eats a lot” (acquisition of –s) 

▪ “Because he eat a lot” (no acquisition of –s) 
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Bailey, N., Madden, C., & Krashen, S. (1974). Is there a "natural sequence" in 
adult second language learning? Language Learning, 24, 235-243.   
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 Learners follow a ‘natural order’ in the acquisition of 
morphology. 
 

 L1 plays a small role in the acquisition of L2 English 
morphology. 
 

 Order of acquisition CANNOT be explained by frequency in 
the input (example: “the” is the most frequent word in 
English, but it is learnt relatively late). 
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 Question: 
 Ok, but Bailey et al’s learners were acquiring English 

naturalistically in the USA. 

 What about learners in the classroom? They are 
taught all these morphemes, so they must follow a 
different pattern… 

 3rd singular –s appears everywhere in textbooks and 
is taught in class, it’s simple, so it should be easy to 
acquire in the class. 

 
 Agree? 

●●●Cristóbal Lozano●UGR●York April 2014●●● 14 



 Research question: 
 Will learning context have an effect on the observed 

order? 
 3 groups: 
 instructed (EFL classroom learners) 

 naturalistic (L2 English learners)  

 mixed contexts (a combination of the two) 
 Method: 
 informal interviews were recorded, orthographically 

transcribed and analysed for morphemes.  
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Pica (1983) Adult acquisition of English as a second language under different conditions of exposure. Language Learning 33, 465-497. 
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 The classroom appears to help learners to 
produce less errors with certain morphemes that 
are taught (e.g., plural –s and 3rd singular –s) …  
 

 …BUT the order is similar for all groups.  
 

 ‘different conditions of exposure to English L2 
do not significantly alter the accuracy order in 
which grammatical morphemes are produced’ 
(p. 465) 
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 Research Questions: 
 Will Spanish secondary school EFL learners follow the 

same order? 
 In particular, which type of errors do they make? (not 

explored today) 
 

 Learners 
 L1 Spanish – L2 English, classroom, A1  B2 levels 

 
 Method: 
 Story description “Frog where are you?” 
 Composition is analysed for morphemes. 
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Lozano, C. & Díaz-Negrillo, A. (submitted 2014). L2 acquisition and learner corpora: the morpheme order 
studies revisited with Interlanguage Annotation. International Journal of Learner Corpus Research. 
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Etc, etc 
(12 vignettes in total) 

FROG WHERE ARE YOU? 



A1 LEARNER, 12 YRS OLD 

 FILE_NAME:
 A1_1ESO_12_SJC_DMT_CAM 

 
 COMPOSITION:  
  
 One day, a little boy is 

looking at the frog. The boy 
has got a dog and the dog is 
looking at the frog. In the 
evening the boy go__ to bed 
and is sleeping. The frog 
escape __ when the boy is 
sleeping and leave__ the 
home. In the morning the boy 
get__ up and look __at the 
frog, but the frog it isn't. … 

 

B1 LEARNER, 14 YRS OLD 

 FILE_NAME:
 B1_3ESO_14_PSR_EAT_APH.txt 

 
 COMPOSITION:  
  
 One day, Pedro caught a frog 

and he puts in a vase. While 
he was keeping the frog 
scape__ of the vase and she 
goes to the forest. In the 
evening Pedro gets up and he 
saw that the frog it wasn't 
there so he decided to look 
for it with his dog, Luna. 
When they arrived to the 
forest Pedro started to 
scream to the frog. Then he 
decided to look for in the 
trees … 
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 ‘Easy’ morphemes: progressive -ing, plural –s 
 ‘Difficult’ morpheme: 3rd singular –s 
 Past irregular > Past regular –ed  
 be copula > be auxiliary 

 
 BUT… 

Results (Lozano & Díaz-Negrillo) 
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 Differences between beginners and intermediates. 
 Only intermediates show the typical order. 
 Conclusion: there is an order, but it varies according to 

proficiency level. 
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 Based on “morpheme order studies” during 
70s, 80s, … nowadays 
 Krashen: “we acquire the rules of language in a 

predictable order” 
 

 As in L1 acquisition, L2 learners follow a 
natural order. 
 

 This is so independently of… 
 L1 (which may affect only some morphemes) 
 Exposure (classroom vs. naturalistic) 
 Input (frequency) 
 
 

 The apparently easy features (3rd singular –s 
morpheme) are not necessarily acquired first. 
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Natural Order Hypothesis: 

“learners inevitably and 
unconsciously follow their own 
built-in syllabus: a predictable 

order when acquiring morphology” 
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Built-in syllabus 

“Teaching must take into account the learners’ 
built-in syllabus, which may not correspond to 

the textbook syllabus”. 

E.g., teach what you are required to teach, but do not 
expect to teach 3rd singular –s in early stages and your 

learners to acquire it straight away. 
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  Can you think of the way learners of 
English make questions?  How would they 
say… 

 What did John buy last week? 

 Can you tell me what the date is today, please? 

 
 Do learners get the rules right from the 

outset (Aux+S+V+O) ?  
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 Inversion: Verb be 
          John was   in London 
Was John            in London? 
 

 Auxiliary do: other verbs 
         John  bought   a book 
Did John  buy           a book? 
 

 Wh- words: fronting + inversion / auxiliary 
                        John   was    in London 
Where was John   ____  ________? 

 
                    John  bought   a book 
What did John  buy          ______? 
 

 Question: How do English learners acquire such word order rules? 
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 STAGE 1: INTONATION STRATEGY 
 Intonation with sentence fragments: 

▪ Four children? 
▪ A dog? 

 Intonation with declaratives, no inversion: 
▪ It’s a monster in the right corner? 
▪ The boys throw the shoes? 

 STAGE 2: FRONTING STRATEGY 
 Fronting: Wh- fronting, no inversion: 

▪ Where the little children are? 
▪ What the dog are playing? 

 Fronting: verb (to do, to be) at the beginning, no inversion: 
▪ Does in this picture there is four astronauts? 
▪ Is the picture has two planets on top? 

 STAGE 3: FRONTING + INVERSION 
 Inversion in main clause: 

▪ Where is the sun? 
▪ Is there a fish in the water? 

 Inversion in subordinate clause: 
▪ Can you tell me what is the date today? 

 STAGE 4: CORRECT ORDER 
 No inversion in subordinate: 

▪ Can you tell me what the date is today? 
 Tag questions: 

▪ It’s better, isn’t it? 
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Pienemann, M., Johnston, M., & Brindley, G. (1988). Constructing an acquisition-based procedure for second language assessment. 
Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 10(2), 217-243.   

CONCLUSION:  

•Similar developmental stages in L1 and 
L2. 

•L2 learners pass through the same 
stages, despite their L1s. 

•Route is the same, though rate (=speed) 
may differ depending on L1. 



 L1 Spanish – L2 English  
 

●●●Cristóbal Lozano●UGR●York April 2014●●● 32 

See video 



A2 LEVEL, AGE 15 

1. Can you give me a ice 
cream?  
 

2. You buy the bag?  
 
 

3. You play with me?  
 
 

4. What name is the dog? ? 
 

5. I can get down to the park? 
 

C1 LEVEL, AGE 20 

1. Can you give me some ice 
cream, please?  
 

2. Did you go out last night? 
 
 

3. Do you want to play with 
me with this kit?  
 

4. What’s the name of your 
dog?  
 

5. Can someone push me?  
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Developmental stages: “In their L2 
acquisition of grammar, learners follow 
their own schedule by going through a 

series of gradual and predictable 
stages” 
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Acquisition-informed teaching and 
assessment:  

“Teaching  must necessarily focus on the last 
stage (=correct grammar), but teachers may 
consider which developmental stages their 

learners are in.”  

“Assessment should consider the 
developmental stage as learners cannot 

produce stage 4 structures when                      
they are in stage 1.” 
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 Verb second: 
 S-V-Adv-O 

Johan kaufte heute ein Buch 
John bought today a book 

 ADV-V-S-O: Inversion with initial adverb 
Heute kaufte Johan ein Buch 
Today bought John a book 

 
 Verb final: Verb separation with auxiliaries 

Johann hat heute ein Buch gekauft 
John had today a book bought 

 
 All verbs final: Subordinate clause: 

Sie weisst, das [ Johann heute ein Buch gekauft hat ] 
She said that [John today a book bought had] 
 

 Question: How do learners of German acquire these complex rules? 
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 ZISA project in Germany: L1 Spa / Ital / Port – L2 German 
 RESULTS: emergence of word order in stages: 
 STAGE 0: One word, formulas: 

▪ Kinder 
 STAGE 1: SVO strategy: 

▪ Die Kinder spielen mit ball 
▪ The children play with ball 

 STAGE 2: Adverb preposing (but no verb second) strategy: 
▪ Da Kinder spielen 
▪ There children play 

 STAGE 3: Verb separation strategy: 
▪ Alle Kinder muss die Pause machen 
▪ All children must the pause make 

 STAGE 4: Inversion with initial adverb strategy 
▪ Dann hat sie wieder die Knoch gebringt 
▪ Then has she again the bone brought 

 STAGE 5: Verb-final in subordinate strategy 
▪ Er sagte das er nach Hause kommt 
▪ He said that he to house comes 
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Pienemann, M., Johnston, M., & Brindley, G. (1988). Constructing an acquisition-based procedure for second language assessment. 
Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 10(2), 217-243.   



 This is “probably one of the most robust empirical findings 
in SLA research, because the same sequence has been 
found with a considerable number of further informants in 
studies carried out independently of each other.” (p. 222) 
 

 All learners move through the same route (=stages), 
though their rate (=speed) may vary. 
 

 But, at a given time, learners may be in more than one 
stage. 

 
 Learners move to the next stage when they are 

cognitively ready (= when they have overcome certain 
cognitive limitations). 
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 Research question 
 Does teaching permit ‘skipping’ a stage in the natural sequence of 

development of German word order? 
 Subjects 
 L1 Eng - L2 German  (univ students in Australia) 
 They all were at stage 2, but two groups:  

▪ Group 1 was taught stage 3 
▪ Group 2 was taught stage 4 

 Results (see graph) 
 Group 1: moved to stage 3 
 Group 2: either remained in stage 2 or moved to stage 3 

 Implications for LT 
 Learners cannot be taught what they are not developmentally ready 

to learn (teachability hypothesis: “Teach what is teachable”) 
 Teaching cannot change the ‘natural’ development of syntax 
 Other L2 research: Teaching can change the rate (=speed) but not the 

route (=stages) 
 40 ●●●Cristóbal Lozano●UGR●York April 2014●●● Pienemann, M. (1988). Determining the influence of instruction on L2 speech processing. AILA Review, 5(1), 40-72.   
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Developmental stages: “In their L2 
acquisition of grammar, learners go 
through a series of developmental 

stages” 
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Teachability Hypothesis: Teach what is teachable.  

“Learners cannot be taught the structures that 
they are not developmentally ready to learn”. 

“Teaching does not permit ‘skipping’ stages 
but can speed up the acquisition process”. 

So… be patient, wait for your learners to be 
ready to acquire. 
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 Spanish shows SV and VS orders 
 SV/VS: Una mujer gritó/Gritó una mujer 
 SV/VS: La policía llegó/Llegó la policía 

 Intransitive verbs: 
 Unergatives: gritar, saltar, correr … 
 Unaccusatives: venir, llegar, aparecer, existr… 
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Lozano, C. (2014). Word order in second language Spanish. In Geeslin, Kimberly (ed).  Handbook of Second Language Spanish. Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, pp. 287-310. 

 GLOBAL QUESTIONS:  
 What happened? 

 
 Unergatives 
 A: Anoche hubo mucho ruido en 

la calle. ¿Qué pasó? 
 B: Una mujer gritó   (SV) 
 

 Unaccusatives 
 A: Anoche hubo jaleo en la 

fiesta. ¿Qué pasó? 
 B: Vino la policía  (VS) 
 

 SPECIFIC QUESTIONS 
 Who shouted / arrived? 

 
 Unergatives 
 A: Anoche hubo mucho ruido en 

la calle. ¿Quién gritó? 
 B: Gritó una mujer (VS) 
 

 Unaccusatives 
 A: Anoche hubo jaleo en la 

fiesta. ¿Quién vino? 
 B: Vino la policía  (VS) 
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 Question: Input in L2 Spanish is ambiguous 
(SV and VS ). Word order is not taught. So, 
how do learners of Spanish acquire this? 

 L1 Greek: similar to Spanish 

 L1 English: always SV 

 

Unergatives Unaccusatives 

Global questions 

What happened? 

SV VS 

Specific questions 

Who shouted/arrived? 

VS 

 

VS 

 



 Research question: how do learners acquire word order when the input 
is ambiguous (SV and VS)? 

 No teaching: such word order is never explained in textbooks and 
teachers rarely know about it. 

 Learners:  
 STUDY 1: advanced learners 

▪ Group 1: L1 Eng – L2 Spa        [Note that Eng ≠ Spa] 
▪ Group 2: L1 Greek – L2 Spa     [Note that Greek = Spa] 

 STUDY 2: 
▪  L1 Greek – L2 Spa   (beginners, intermediates, advanced) 

 Method: acceptability judgement task 
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Example (1) Lozano (2006) tested knowledge of word order in L2 Spanish (SV and VS). He used a modified type of 

acceptability judgement task: 
 
Subjects were provided with a context that biased towards either SV order or VS order.  After the context, two 
sentences were presented (one with SV order and the other VS order). After each sentence, there was a 5-point Likert 
scale. (Note that both sentences are grammatical, but only one is acceptable given the previous context). 
 

Tú estás en una fiesta con tu amiga Laura. Laura sale de la habitación y en ese momento llega la policía porque 
hay mucho ruido en la fiesta. Cuando Laura vuelve, te pregunta: ‘¿Quién llegó?’ Tú contestas: 
(a) La policía llegó.   –2   –1   0   +1   +2 
(b) Llegó la policía.   –2   –1   0   +1   +2  
 
‘You are at a party with your friend Laura. Laura leaves the room and at that moment the police arrive because 
the party is too noisy. When Laura comes back, she asks you: ‘Who arrived?’  You answer:  
(a) The police arrived  
(b) Arrived the police’ 
 

Lozano, C. (2006). Focus and split intransitivity: The acquisition of word order alternations in non-native Spanish. 
Second Language Research, 22(2), 1-43.  
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Context Group Unergatives Unaccusatives 

Global 

questions 

L1 English 

L1 Greek 

Spanish natives 

SV 

SV 

SV 

VS 

VS 

VS 

Focus-subject 

questions 

L1 English 

L1 Greek 

Spanish natives 

SV≈VS 

SV≈VS 

VS 

SV≈VS 

SV≈VS 

VS 
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Lozano, C. (2006). Focus and Split Intransitivity: The acquisition of word order alternations and unaccusativity in L2 Spanish. Second Language 
Research, 22(2): 145-187.    

With global questions, learners know 
about the SV/VS distinction, whether it 
is instantiated in their L1 (Greek) or not 
(English). 

BUT with specific questions, they 
incorrectly prefer both orders. 

http://www.ugr.es/~cristoballozano/ARTICLES/Lozano (2006) Second Language Research vol 22 (2).pdf
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Lozano, C. (2006).  The development of the syntax-information structure interface: Greek learners of Spanish. In: Torrens, 
V. & Escobar, L. (eds). The Acquisition of Syntax in Romance Languages. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, pp. 371-399. 

Context Group Unergatives Unaccusatives 

Global 

questions 

Beginner 

Intermediate 

Advanced 

Spanish natives 

SV 

SV 

SV 

SV 

VS 

VS 

VS 

VS 

Specific 

questions 

Beginner 

Intermediate 

Advanced 

Spanish natives 

SV 

SV 

SV≈VS 

VS 

SV≈VS 

VS 

VS 

VS 

Again. learners know about the SV/VS 
distinction with global questions. 

But with specific questions, they 
incorrectly prefer SV with 
unergatives.  
With unaccusatives, they start off 
having problems but eventually 
acquire the order. 
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Ambiguous input: “Surprisingly, 
learners often acquire structures that 
are complex/ambiguous and are not 

taught in class, but sometimes fail to 
acquire related structures.” 
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SLA-informed teaching, but timely:  

“Teaching should consider only those 
structures that are known to be 

problematic … but effective teaching 
should be timely”  Teachability Hypo. 

 



 Clear and solid findings from SLA which could be implemented in 
LT 
 

 Learners follow certain ‘orders’ and ‘progress’ through their own 
scheduled stages … BUT teaching grammar is about teaching the 
final (=grammatical) stage because you cannot teach stage 1 or 
stage 2, since they are ungrammatical. 
 

 Often: Teaching ====> Acquisition 
 

 Communication ‘gap’ between SLA & LT 
 Many reasons for this (discussion time). 
 

 Basic recommendation:  
 The notion of “teaching” should imply awareness of the “learning” of 

what is being taught. 
 So, if you teach X, do not assume that X must be acquired/learnt 

inmediately. Bear this in mind when assessing.  
 Construct your own SLA-informed LT 51 THANK YOU, GRACIAS 


