


14 The Background

of proficiency in spoken English. These combinations will not
necessarily be visible to writing teachers but will impede or facilitate
ESL students’ performance and progress in writing classes.

L2 Acquisition Models

If the analogy holds between acquisition of a foreign language and
acquisition of that special variety of language use which is writing,
writing teachers may find helpful a closer view of what might be
going on as L2 learners progress toward fluency in English. Many
partial theories of second language acquisition exist, nearly 150 by
one count (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991)! In this chapter, I will
cover in some detail the Monitor Model of second language acqui-
sition and then touch on several others briefly, hoping to draw out
their implications for writing.

Krashen’s Monitor Model

The best known, most debated, and most fully elaborated model of
L2 acquisition is Krashen’s Monitor Model (1982). The model has a
great deal of intuitive appeal and perhaps for this reason descriptions
of the model have found their way into the professional journals
devoted to L1 writing (Winterowd, 1983; Bartholomae, 1980).

The development of the Monitor Model seems to have grown in
response to a notion of biological determinism which holds that
developing native-like proficiency in a second language is possible
only up to a certain age and that, after that age, a series of physical
changes occur in the brain which interfere with or prevent the
acquisition process. In adults, language function is located in the
left half of the brain, while the right half governs holistic, gestalt
perceptions. We know this because when adults experience damage
to the left part of the brain, they often lose language function
forever. When children experience damage to the same part of the
brain, however, language function is not lost. In childhood, appar-
ently, both the left and the right halves of the brain participate in
language function, and if the left half is damaged, the right half can
assume the responsibility for language processes. According to the
critical age hypothesis, the critical age, when the brain lateralizes
functions to the left and the right halves, is puberty (Lenneberg,
1967; Penfield and Roberts, 1959). Lenneberg noted in addition that
it is also at about the age of puberty when people seem to lose the
ability to become native speakers of an L2. He hypothesized that
brain lateralization at puberty was the essential factor in preventing
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the development of native-speaker language ability. In other words,
a learner who begins the study of or is exposed to an L2 after
puberty would have no chance of ever developing the language
abilities of a native speaker. Since lateralization is an inevitable
stage in the normal development of the human brain, it was thought
that success or failure in L2 acquisition might be biologically
determined. -

Krashen, however, cites evidence that, in fact, brain lateralization
may be complete much earlier than puberty, closer to.the age of five
(1981, 73—76; 1973). If this is the case, then what is it that happens
at puberty that seems to limit a learner’s language learning potential?
To answer this question, Krashen developed the five hypotheses of
his Monitor Model of L2 acquisition.

In the first hypothesis, Krashen makes an important distinction
between language acquisition and language learning. Acquisition is
the unconscious absorption of language that takes place when chil-
dren learn their L1. People acquire language by using real language
for real communication. Learning, on the other hand, takes place
during the process of consciously studying the rules of a language.
Most students of an L2, especially adults, both acquire and learn
the target language. But Krashen’s insightful contribution to this
distinction, which was already fairly well accepted but under other
names (implicit/explicit knowledge of L2; analyzed/unanalyzed;
automatic/controlled) lies in his insistence on the power of acqui-
sition relative to learning. He makes the point that linguists claim
to know and to be able to describe only a small portion of the rules
of any natural language. Language teachers know only a small
portion of what the linguists know. In their classes, language teachers
teach only a small portion of what they know. Of that small portion
taught, students learn an even smaller portion. In other words, it is
impossible only to “learn” a language. Most of what we can do
when we know another language is the result of acquisition.

Another extremely useful cofollary to this distinction regards
error correction. While error correction may have some use in
helping a person learn, it seems to have little or no effect on the
acquisition process. Krashen supports this position by referring to
L1 acquisition. Studies show, for example, that parents rarely correct
their young children’s errors in language, and yet all normal children
eventually learn to speak the same way as those in their language
community do. That is, children do not maintain idiosyncratic
versions of their L1 despite the errors they make as they are acquiring
that language. Furthermore, when parents do sometimes correct
children’s gramimatical errors, those corrections seem to have abso-
lutely no effect, and the children continue to make those errors



