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The cognitive perspective

Since the 1990s, research and theories from cognitive psychology have become increasingly central to our
understanding of L2 development. Some of these theories use the computer as a metaphor for the mind,
comparing language acquisition to the capacities of computers for storing, integrating, and retrieving
information. Some draw on neurobiology, seeking to relate observed behaviour as directly as possible to
brain activity.

Cognitive and developmental psychologists argue that there is no need to hypothesize that humans have a
language-specific module in the brain or that acquisition and learning are distinct mental processes. In
their view, general theoties of learning can account for the gradual development of complex syntax and
for learners’ inability to spontaneously use everything they know about a language at a given time. As
noted above, some linguists have also concluded that, while the innatist perspective provides a plausible
explanation for L1 acquisition, something else is required to explain L2 acquisition, since it so often falls
short of full success. From the cognitive psychology perspective, however, both L1 and L2 acquisition
draw on the same processes of perception, memory, categorization, and generalization. The difference lies
in the circumstances of learning as well as in what the learners already know about language and how that
prior knowledge shapes their perception of the new language.

Information processing

Cognitive psychologists working in an information-processing model of human learning and
performance see L2 acquisition as the building up of knowledge that can eventually be called on
automatically for speaking and understanding. Robert DeKeyser (1998), Richard Schmidt (2001), and
others have suggested that learners must pay attention at first to any aspect of the language that they are
trying to learn or produce. ‘Paying attention’ in the context is accepted to mean ‘using cognitive resources
to process information’, but there is a limit to how much information a learner can pay attention to. Thus,
learners at the earliest stages will tend to use most of their information processing resources to understand
the main words in a message. In that situation, they may not notice the grammatical morphemes attached
to some of the words, especially those that do not substantially affect meaning. Gradually, through
experience and practice, information that was new becomes easier to process, and learners become able to
access it quickly and even automatically. This frees up cognitive processing resources to notice other
aspects of the language that, in turn, gradually become automatic (McLaughlin & Heredia, 1996),

For proficient speakers, choosing words, pronouncing them and stringing them together with the
appropriate grammatical markers is essentially automatic. Furthermore, much of what these speakers say
is drawn from predictable patterns of language that are at least partly formulaic. That is, fluent speakers
do not create new sentences by choosing one word at a time but rather by using strings of words that
typically occur together. This use of patterns applies not only to idiomatic expressions, but also to much
conversational language and written language in a specific genre (Ellis, Simpson-Vlach, & Maynard,
2008).
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One important aspect of automaticity in language processing is the retrieval of word meanings. When
proficient listeners hear a familiar word, even for a split second, they cannot help but understand it. Such
automatic responses do not use up the resources needed for processing new information. Thus, proficient
language users can give their full attention to the overall meaning of a text or conversation, whereas less
proficient learners use more of their attention for processing the meaning of individual words and the
relationships between them. The lack of automatic access to meaning helps to explain why second
language readers need more time to understand a text, even if they eventually do fully comprehend it. The
information-processing model suggests that there is a limit to the amount of focused mental activity we
can engage in at one time (Segalowitz, 2010).

Learning theories developed within cognitive psychology have been explored by many researchers
seeking to explain how languages are learned. Drawing on J. R. Anderson’s (1995) work, Robert
DeKeyser (1998, 2001, 2007) and others have investigated L2 acquisition as “skill learning’. They suggest
that most learning, including language learning, starts with declarative knowledge, that is, knowledge
that we are aware of having, for example, a grammar rule. The hypothesis is that, through practice,
declarative knowledge may become procedural knowledge, that is, the ability to use the knowledge.
With continued practice, the procedural knowledge can become automatized, which means that it can be
accessed and used rapidly and without awareness. When knowledge can be retrieved in this way, the
learner may no longer remember having learned it first as declarative knowledge.

According to this perspective, once skills become automatized, thinking about the declarative knowledge
while trying to perform the skill actually disrupts the smooth performance of it. Think, for example, of
trying to drive a car or skate while intentionally thinking about and preparing every move. With enough
practice, procedural knowledge eclipses the declarative knowledge, which, in time, may be forgotten. For
this reason, fluent speakers may not even realize that they once possessed the declarative knowledge that
set the process in motion.

Sometimes changes in language behaviour do not seem to explainable in terms of a gradual build-up of
fluency through practice. These changes have been described in terms of restructuring (McLaughlin,
1990). They seem to be based on some qualitative change in the learner’s knowledge. Restructuring may
account for what appear to be bursts of progress, when learners suddenly seem to “put it all together’, even
though they have not had any new instruction or apparently relevant exposure to the language. It may also
explain apparent backsliding, when a systematic aspect of a learner’s language incorporates too much or
incorporates the wrong things. For example, as we saw in Chapter 2, when a learner finally masters the
use of the regular -ed ending to show past tense, irregular verbs that had previously been used correctly
may be affected. Thus, after months of saying ‘I saw a film’, the learner may say ‘I seed’ or even ‘I
sawed’. Such overgeneralization errors are not based on practice of those specific items but rather on their
integration into a general pattern.
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Another concept from the cognitive perspective offers insight intoc how learners store and retrieve
language. According to transfer-appropriate processing (TAP), information is best retrieved in
situations that are similar to those in which it was acquired (Lightbown, 2008b). This is because when we
learn something, our memories also record aspects of the context in which it was learned and even the
cognitive processes involved in the way we learned it, for example, by reading or hearing it. To date, most
of the research on TAP has been done in laboratory experiments, for example, comparing the learning of
word lists under different conditions. However, the hypothesis seems to offer a plausible way of
explaining a widely observed phenomenon in L2 learning: knowledge that is acquired mainly in rule
learning or drill activities may be easier to access on tests that resemble those learning activities than in
communicative situations. On the other hand, if learners’ attention is drawn to grammatical forms during
communicative activities in which their focus is primarily on meaning, the refrieval of those forms during
similar activities may be facilitated,

(“How languages are learned (fifth edition)” by Lightbown, P. M., & Spada, N.)
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