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Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Outline

• Recap: Cognition 

• “Test your vocabulary” results 

• Excursus: Working memory 

• L2 learning and cognition 

• Implicit vs. explicit learning 

• PsychoPy: Lesson 1 

• Looking ahead: Week 12
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Recap
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Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Setting the scene
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• Memory processes 

• Encoding: transforming information into a form that can be entered 
and stored in the system 

• Storage: retaining information in memory for later use 

• Retrieval: recovering information stored in memory so that we are 
consciously aware of it
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Setting the scene
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• Three “stages” of memory:

Sensory input

Sensory 
memory

Working or 
short-term 
memoryAttention

Long-term 
memory

Retrieval

Encoding

Maintenance Rehearsal

Sight, hearing, 
taste, smell, 

touch Not transferred; forgotten Not transferred; forgotten



Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Long-term memory (LTM)
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• Types or systems of long-term memory 

• Explicit-declarative memory 

• Encyclopedic knowledge of facts and events 

• Dictionary of words 

• Implicit-procedural memory 

• Memory for skills and procedures

Define…. “absurd”

Image sources: stitching, Statue of Liberty, and USA

https://www.wishiwerestitching.sg
https://icon-library.com/icon/statue-of-liberty-icon-png-13.html
https://pixabay.com/vectors/usa-map-united-states-of-america-35713/
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Declarative/procedural model
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• When adults acquire an L2, both words and grammar are 
supported by declarative memory systems  

• but how we initially learn an L2 influences how it is encoded!

Procedural LTM Declarative LTM

L1 Grammar Words

L2 Grammar & Words

Michael Ullman
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Test your vocabulary
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Test your vocabulary
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Questions: 

• What level/band are you?  

• What aspect of your vocabulary knowledge is tested? How? 

• Based on what you see, does the test assess knowledge of word 
families? 

• Does the test assess receptive or productive knowledge? Why?
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Excursus: Working memory
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Working memory (WM)
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• Three “stages” of memory:

Sensory input

Sensory 
memory

Working or 
short-term 
memoryAttention

Long-term 
memory

Retrieval

Encoding

Maintenance Rehearsal

Sight, hearing, 
taste, smell, 

touch Not transferred; forgotten Not transferred; forgotten
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Working memory (WM)
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• Function: conscious processing of information (“processing”) 

• A place where information is actively worked on 

• Capacity: limited (holds 7 ±2 “items”; see Miller [1956]) 

• Some ways to expand capacity (chunking, etc.)  

• Duration: brief storage (about 30 seconds) 

“When you pass the gas station on the left, take a slight right and exit”
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Working memory (WM)
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• Alan Baddeley’s multi-component model of working memory 

• Central executive:  

• supports and regulates attentional processes 

• selects and manipulates material in two systems: 

• Phonological loop: holds sequences of acoustic or speech-based items 

• Visuo-spatial sketchpad: holds visually and/or spatially encoded items and 
arrays 

• Episodic buffer in a newer version of the model
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L2 learning & cognition
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Attention and L2 learning
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• Attention came into L2 researchers’ awareness as part of the 
Noticing Hypothesis… 

• Some key characteristics of attention: 

• limited in its capacity-wise 

• selective (bottleneck or filter metaphors) 

• voluntary 

• regulating access to consciousness 

Incidental

Implicit 

Explicit 
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Learning without intention?
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• Incidental learning 

• Can L2 be learned incidentally? In other words, can L2 users learn new L2 
materials without intention, while doing something else?

Image sources: Harry Potter and Hermione

I’m going to bed, before either of you 
come up with another clever idea to 

get us killed. Or worse, expelled.

https://www.jkrowling.com/book/harry-potter-philosophers-stone/
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/342344009153113550/
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Learning without attention?
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• Incidental learning 

• Can L2 be learned incidentally? In other words, can L2 users learn new L2 
materials without intention, while doing something else?

• Intention ≠ attention  

• Can new L2 materials be learned without attention? 

• Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis 

• Strong version: What learners notice in the input becomes intake 

• Weak version: More noticing leads to more learning
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Learning without rules?
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• Implicit vs. explicit learning 

• Can L2 be learned with no intervention of controlled attention? In other 
words, can L2 users learn an L2 without being given explicit rules? 

Pass me the ball.

• Motivations:

NOTE: the difference between this and skill acquisition theory



Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Learning without rules?
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• Implicit vs. explicit learning inside SLA 

• What can’t be learned implicitly by adult L2 learners? Why does 
awareness lead to better learning?

• Implicit learning outside SLA 

• How does implicit, statistical learning work in adult L2 learners? 

• Reber’s artificial grammar learning (AGL)

Winter & Reber (1994)
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Statistical learning (SL)
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👶🧑 ….look! ateddybearwannaplaywithyou……

wannabearteddy

0.6

0.250.25

0.7TPs =

e.g., Aslin (2017); Jost & Christiansen (2017); Newport (2016); Thiessen et al. (2016)

teddy dybear

wanna bearwan

Test:
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PsychoPy: Lesson 1

21



Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Next week…
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• Topic: Learner language 

• How does learner language change over time? 

• What is interlanguage? How does it grow? 

• Reading:  

• USLA (6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5) 

• Assignment: Reference list [group work]


