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PREFACE  
 
 
 
In 2016, I started a blog aimed at criticizing coursebook-driven English 
Language Teaching (ELT). My main argument was that the increasingly 
pervasive use of General English coursebooks, plus all the supplementary 
materials that now go with them, means that millions of teachers today are 
forced to teach English as a second language in a way that contradicts robust 
findings in second language acquisition (SLA) research. I later started 
another blog where I applied this argument especially to those responsible 
for second language teacher education, accusing leading figures in this area 
of largely ignoring SLA research, and of misrepresenting its findings on the 
few occasions when they referred to it. Mike Long, already a good friend, 
told me how much he liked many (but not all!) of the posts, and in 2018, he 
proposed that we write a book together, giving an up-to-date summary of 
SLA research and its implications for ELT, a critical review of current ELT 
practice, and suggestions for how it might be improved. Of course, I was 
delighted and honored to accept. Since we were both anarchists, we agreed 
that the book should reflect our view that education is a political act; that 
current ELT reflects the ideology and economic consequences of neoliberal 
state capitalism; and that radical reform is necessary.  

We knocked together an outline of the book at a long lunch in Barcelona, 
and after that, Mike worked from Washington, and I from Girona in 
Catalonia. We decided on the chapters, wrote drafts, reworked them, and on 
we went. Mike had pretty much finished his contributions, with just one 
chapter to go, when he was suddenly diagnosed with a very aggressive form 
of cancer. Mike reacted with extraordinary bravery, but, despite his 
determination to keep going, he soon realized we needed help, and that’s 
when his partner, Cathy Doughty stepped in.  

Cathy took over as coordinator and main editor, and after Mike’s death she 
continued in this vital role, as well as helping Mike to finish  his part of 
Chapter 11. I owe Cathy huge thanks; the book would not have been 
published without her disciplined organization, her academic acumen and 
her patient guidance. At such an awful, sad, stressful time, on top of dealing 
with Mike’s death, her family and her job, Cathy got the job done.   
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Mike wasn’t just a marvelous friend and a witty, cultured, charming man; 
he was a superb teacher - the best teacher I ever had. It was a delight to learn 
from him, to be constantly challenged by one of the sharpest and best-
informed scholars in the field, and to be supported by his legendary 
generosity. I miss him terribly, and I can’t express how proud I am to have 
Mike as co-author of this book.  

Geoff Jordan, Vidreres, November, 2021. 
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INTRODUCTION 

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR,  
AND WHAT IS IT ABOUT? 

 
 
 
We intend English Language Teaching Now and How It Could Be primarily 
for two – often overlapping – audiences: (i) upper division undergraduates 
and masters students working towards a qualification in teaching English as 
a foreign language (TEFL) teaching English as a second language (TESL), 
or applied linguistics, and (ii) practicing classroom teachers of English as a 
foreign or second language to adults. The reason for specifying the second 
group is that many practicing teachers began careers in EFL or ESL with 
minimal (e.g., Celta or Delta) training, or no training at all, or with training 
that was not well informed or informed at all by theory and research in 
second language acquisition (SLA), i.e., the process English Language 
Teaching (ELT) is designed to facilitate. (Imagine medical training without 
any attention to the workings of the human body.) 

This book (especially, but not only, Chapters 1 – 6) should help readers 
catch up with recent developments in knowledge about second and foreign 
language learning, as well as implications for language teaching A solid 
understanding of how older children and adults learn languages is important 
if teachers are to understand when and how to intervene. Teaching is a 
complex, highly skilled job. Teachers often have to analyze what is going 
on in learners’ minds and make quick judgements about how to help them. 
To do that successfully, they need to be able to draw on a solid knowledge 
base about language learning, as well as what research has shown about how 
best to facilitate it, and, of course, on their own and their colleagues’ 
classroom experience. The aim should not just be ELT, but SLA-informed 
ELT. The book also contains chapters on pervasive and alternative 
approaches to teaching and teacher preparation (Section 2) and testing EFL 
and ESL (Section 3), together with what we consider a long-overdue 
examination of the often hidden political and economic interests at work in 
the field – interests that largely determine the viability of ELT as a career 
(Section 4). In the final chapter, we suggest how we think ELT should be 
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organized in the future to the benefit of learners, teachers, teacher educators 
and testers, alike. 

Throughout the book, ‘adult’ is defined psycholinguistically, so differs from 
its everyday meaning. Research shows that some important changes in the 
ways people learn languages occur very early in life, and that some aspects 
of the level of ability that can be achieved in the long run are determinded 
in those early years, for instance ages 4 to 6 marking the end of most 
people’s ability to learn to speak a second language without a detectable 
foreign accent. Shifts in the relative importance of incidental, implicit, and 
explicit learning (described in Chapters 5 and 6) that affect all linguistic 
domains – phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and (less clearly) 
pragmatics – occur before the mid-teens. For our purposes, therefore, ‘adult’ 
includes not just everyone aged 18 or over, but some middle school, and all 
high school, students, as well.  

Each of us, Geoff Jordan and Mike Long, has expertise in theory and 
research in SLA, especially in instructed SLA (ISLA), and in classroom 
research. Both of us are also very experienced classroom teachers and 
teacher trainers. The combination of our academic preparation, research, 
and extensive field experience means we understand the theoretical, 
practical, and logistical dimensions of ELT. It also means, unfortunately, 
that we have had ample time to develop a high degree of cynicism about 
ELT’s dark side, e.g., the powerful state interests and vastly profitable 
commercial enterprises that shape much of what goes on. In our view, they 
are the forces chiefly responsible for the unsatisfactory state of ELT the 
world over, and of ELT as a career. Therefore, while our main focus is on 
learning and teaching, we also discuss major structural problems in the 
“profession”. We have strong, sometimes radical, views on these issues. It 
will probably come as no surprise to most readers, therefore, that we think 
many of the structural problems in ELT have to do with PPP: personalities, 
profits, and power.  

In Chapter 12, we identify the major beneficiaries of ELT (spoiler alert: it 
is not the teachers or their students). Our analyses motivate a number of 
concrete suggestions for improving the way teachers are trained, the way 
they teach, and the conditions under which they work. Throughout the book, 
we propose some new, very different ways in which we think English should 
be taught, and in the way ELT needs to be organized at the grassroots level. 
Especially important are ways in which teachers can improve their own 
working conditions and classroom practices, leading to better ELT in the 
process, for both their own and their students’ benefit. Improved training 
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and better working conditions will increase instructional effectiveness and 
make teaching more responsive to the educational interests and needs of 
students. We are keen to help improve the quality of teaching and testing, 
and the viability of ELT as a career. 

Our intention, then, is not to provide another book about SLA, tempting 
though that is, but rather, a politically and SLA-informed treatment of ELT, 
with serious attention to teacher education, testing, professional and 
organizational issues. We show how many widespread ELT classroom 
practices are not supported by theory or research findings, and even directly 
conflict with them in some cases. Several of the least supported practices, 
moreover, are precisely those that make a lot of ELT boring for teachers, 
and irrelevant for students’ needs and interests. In each area, we survey how 
things are done now, identify problems, and then specify how the research 
findings, along with our own classroom experience, suggest they can, and 
should, be done better – sometimes much better. 

We make many teaching recommendations, but this is not a book of 
classroom recipes. Rather, we aim to lay out what research has shown about 
how people learn English as a foreign or second language, and for that 
matter, any other foreign or second language. Understanding how languages 
are learned and how and when to intervene are fundamental to the 
knowledge base of qualified language teachers, just as understanding human 
anatomy and physiology, the respiratory and cardiovascular systems, and 
the treatment of diseases is critically important for physicians, in fact 
required of them. There is still nothing for language teachers like the body 
of knowledge available to medical practitioners, and much is still not known 
about language learning, but many of the research findings over the past 50 
years are important and very useful in the classroom. It is incumbent upon 
all of us to keep abreast of what is known about how language learning can 
be done most efficiently and how best to teach and test, but it is equally 
important to be aware of what is not yet known.  

While we indicate what we see as the best options for classroom practice, 
we ultimately want to equip readers to make their own informed decisions. 
Despite our academic training, research background, and field experience 
(perhaps mostly because of our own field experience), we firmly believe 
that teachers are the experts on their own classrooms. They are the ones 
responsible for making the moment-by-moment decisions as a lesson 
unfolds, not people like us or textbook writers, who have never met their 
students and often know little or nothing about local conditions or the 
constraints under which teachers have to operate. Options, not recipes. 
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A few practical matters 

As is inevitable in any specialized field, ELT has its fair share of acronyms 
and technical terms. For readers unsure about the meaning of some of them, 
we try to define them as they are introduced. 

At the end of each chapter, we provide some Discussion Questions. Most 
are straightforward enough; others are quite hard. They occasionally include 
one or two to which we think answers would be very useful, but are 
currently unclear or currently unknown (to us, at least). In other words, there 
is not always a right answer.  

For those interested in pursuing a topic further, a brief list of Suggested 
Reading appears at the end of each chapter. 

 



SECTION 1.  
HOW ADULTS LEARN LANGUAGES 

 
 
 

Introduction to Section 1 

Language teaching is a complex, highly skilled job. In real time, teachers 
often have to analyze what learners say, infer from that what is going on in 
their minds, and make quick judgements about how to help. To do that 
successfully, they need to be able to draw instantaneously on solid 
knowledge of how people learn languages, what evidence shows about how 
best to teach them, and, of course, their own and their colleagues’ classroom 
experience. That way lies not just ELT, but first-rate, SLA-informed ELT. 

As noted in the introduction, physicians are in a similar position. They need 
to know as much as possible about the normal workings of the healthy 
human body (human anatomy and physiology, the respiratory and 
cardiovascular systems, the treatment of diseases, etc.) if they are to 
intervene appropriately when things go wrong. There are at least two 
differences, however. First, a lot more is known about the workings of the 
human body and about the relative effectiveness of different medical 
interventions than about language learning and teaching. Second, physicians 
usually have time to decide what to do and colleagues in the same room to 
call upon in urgent cases, e.g., in the emergency room or intensive care unit. 
Classroom teachers are rarely so fortunate; they are usually flying solo from 
day one. 

With that in mind, the six short chapters in Section 1 – How adults learn 
languages – provide a brief survey of what is known (and not yet known) 
about language learning in and out of classrooms. More specifically, we 
summarize the research evidence in Chapter 1 on language learning 
processes, in Chapter 2 on language learning sequences (real sequences, not 
the ones in coursebooks), in Chapter 3 on rate of language learning, and in 
Chapter 4 on ultimate attainment, that is, how far learners can get in their 
language learning with and without instruction. In addition to language-
specific phenomena, we discuss in Chapter 5 how language learning overall 
is greatly influenced by several general cognitive processes, some of which 
are no longer the same for older children and adults as they were for when 
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they were young children. This is refected in greater difficulty and variation 
in adult language learning. There are important general implications for 
English language teaching, which we outline in Chapter 6. Many more 
concrete implications and applications are illustrated in subsequent sections 
of the book.  



CHAPTER 1 

LANGUAGE LEARNING PROCESSES 
 
 
 

1.1 Introduction 

There have now been over fifty years of research on second language 
acquisition (SLA). Hundreds of empirical studies have been published of 
foreign and second language learning and teaching in classrooms, i.e., of 
instructed SLA (ISLA), including a growing body of work on technology-
assisted learning, via computers, mobile phones, virtual reality, etc. There 
is also a vast literature on naturalistic SLA, i.e., language learning “on the 
street”, without the aid of instruction. This includes a wide variety of 
learners and settings. Young children may be recorded as they grow up 
bilingual, through speaking one language at home and another at school, or 
in linguistically mixed homes, where their parents have different native 
languages and follow the ‘one parent, one language’ model often found 
effective for raising bilingual children. Other naturalistic acquirers include 
older children and adults learning a second, third or fourth language as a 
result of receiving their school or university education through the medium 
of a new language, e.g., in bilingual, content-and-language-integrated 
(CLIL), immersion, or English-medium instruction (EMI) programs, 
through participating in a study abroad program, working overseas, or 
emigrating to a new country, either voluntarily or as refugees. Thirdly, a lot 
of research has been carried out in so-called “mixed” settings, where 
learners take language classes while living in a second language (L2) 
environment. From all this work, a lot has been discovered about factors 
that predict success and failure, and about what is referred to as 
interlanguage development.  

Much of this work is very relevant for English Language Teaching (ELT). 
It provides insights into what is really going on in learners’ minds, as 
opposed to what most coursebooks and all too many language teachers 
assume is going on. The following sections are quite detailed, but they are 
essential to a good understanding of how people learn a second language. 
We urge teachers to see them as not just a sound base, but also as a 
diagnostic guide for teaching; upon first reading, it is not important to 
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remember all the details, as they can be returned to whenever attempts to 
interpret observations of students’ language development are made.  

1.2 Interlanguages  

An interlanguage (IL) is the transitional version of a foreign or second 
language spoken or written by an individual learner. Each learner’s IL 
differs at least slightly from that of the next learner, and sometimes mightily 
so. The underlying IL grammar, especially in the early stages of learning a 
new language, is also very different from a native speaker’s grammar of that 
same language, and many scholars hold that it remains different to some 
degree even among advanced learners, unless exposure to the L2 began 
when the learner was a young child. For example, when attempting to 
communicate in English, the beginning learner will usually operate 
(unconsciously) with a “rule” in mind which says that negation in English 
involves placing no, not or don’t before the verb (*Pepe no/not/don’t have 
passport1). This is obviously very different from the way English negation 
really works.  

At first sight, aberrant rules like that might seem to parallel rules found in 
some dialects of English. A dialect is a variety of a language spoken by 
people born and raised in a particular geographic location. At the national 
or regional level, this can mean the English spoken in Australia, England, 
Scotland, Fiji, India, Singapore, Nigeria, South Africa, the USA, etc. 
Distinct local dialects, moreover, exist within those broader varieties, for 
instance in Quebec, Yorkshire, Glasgow, Boston, Appalachia, Louisiana, 
Oklahoma, Hawai’i, and so on. Dialects are also sometimes associated with 
membership of particular social or ethnic groups, e.g., Cajun English, 
Australian Aboriginal English, African-American Vernacular English, 
Hawai’i Creole English, Jamaican Creole English, and Maori English. In 
some countries, e.g., England, the variety of English a person speaks is also 
a (fairly) reliable indication of their social class origins. Whereas dialects 
are varieties of a language shared by a community of speakers, however, 
and are stable, ILs are neither. No two learners share exactly the same IL, 
and ILs are anything but stable. As we shall see in section 1.2., and is very 
useful for teachers to know, ILs vary, sometimes in quite major ways, from 
one L2 speaker to another, and within speakers, from one time to another, 

 
1 Following the convention in linguistics, an asterisk before an utterance or a 
sentence indicates that what follows is ungrammatical. 



Language-learning processes 9 

one situation to another, one task to another, and more. Moreover, some ILs 
do not just vary; they are volatile. 

Dialects may differ from so-called “standard” varieties of a language in 
pronunciation, vocabulary, spelling and grammar. “Standard” varieties of 
English are those used as the national norm in a country, most obviously in 
the written form of the language. While ruling elites typically claim to speak 
the standard variety, there is arguably no such thing as one standard spoken 
English, since standard means very different things in London, Dublin, 
Edinburgh, Boston, Los Angeles, Singapore, Auckland, Lagos and Delhi, 
for example. The norms themselves differ from one another, and what are 
often held up as standard varieties, e.g., in England, the English spoken by 
the educated middle-class in the “home counties” (London and surrounding 
counties in south-east England), are themselves dialects, but less often 
recognized as such because they are usually associated with social, political 
or economic elites and power groupings.  

People can identify other native speakers (NSs) of their own variety of 
English (“locals”), and also, those who are non-native speakers (NNSs), 
who may always be treated as “outsiders”, as a result. In just the same way, 
NSs of English can identify other NSs and distinguish them, usually by their 
accent, from speakers for whom English is a second language (L2). 
Judgments tend to become less reliable in large urban settings, however, 
where many different varieties of English may be encountered, due to 
residents from different social class, ethnic, and other backgrounds being 
mixed with immigrants from other parts of the country or, at different ages, 
from other countries altogether. Which variety of English teachers are 
supposed to teach can be a contentious issue in some parts of the world, e.g., 
where British, American, Indian English, and so on, or another local variety 
may be seen as more relevant.  

While commonalities and variation among NS varieties of English exist as 
a reflection of all these factors at the group level, at the level of individuals, 
even two people born and raised in the same place may speak slightly 
differently, e.g., as a function of generational change. Sociolinguists refer 
to an individual’s particular version of his or her dialect as an idiolect. An 
interlanguage (IL) is the psycholinguistic L2 equivalent of an idiolect. Each 
IL is unique. At least in detail, and usually much more than that, an 
interlanguage differs from the target language (TL) far more than an idiolect 
differs from a dialect or from a “standard” variety of a language. ILs also 
lack the stability of an idiolect or a dialect, which do not change much over 
time, being mature, “end-state” varieties of a language at the individual and 
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group level, respectively, used in and by speech communities. An IL, 
conversely, is merely an individual learner’s current, transitional version of 
a TL, spoken (exactly the same way) by no-one else. Far from stable, an IL 
varies at any one time and over time, i.e., synchronically and diachronically, 
respectively (see section 1.3 below). Learners have been observed to use 
different versions of the same structure for the same referent within the 
space of a few seconds, e.g., No look my card/Don’t look my card (R. Ellis, 
1985, p. 84), and (among many other examples) three sister/five sisters, see 
a car/saw a car (Long, 2003, pp. 510-511). 

In sum, spoken by a social group defined by geographic location, race, class 
or ethnicity, a dialect is stable and differs broadly from another variety 
(particularly from the so-called “standard” variety) of the language 
concerned. An interlanguage, meanwhile, is an individual’s transitional 
version of the L2. It is not stable, certainly not permanent, and influenced, 
but not defined by, location or social group membership. An IL is a 
psycholinguistic, not a sociolinguistic, phenomenon. It is the version of an 
L2 spoken temporarily, with a considerable amount of variation, as an 
individual develops his or her command of the new language. That said, to 
the trained ear or eye, as we shall see, just as an idiolect can reveal where a 
person grew up, features of a person’s IL (especially, but not only, their 
accent) can reveal their native language, the approximate age at which they 
first began to learn the L2, and whether they have learned it naturalistically, 
with the aid of instruction, or both. Sometimes, their unique identity can be 
recognized by particular features or combinations of features of their L2 
speech or writing.  

1.3 Interlanguage variation  

A very noticeable characteristic of ILs is their variability, especially the ILs 
of low proficiency learners. They are much more variable than the same 
individuals’ command of their native language. As noted above, the way an 
individual learner speaks or writes, especially if their English proficiency is 
limited, may vary synchronically, i.e., at a particular point in time, e.g., 
saying *he speak one minute, and he speaks the next, and also diachronically, 
i.e., over time. For example, at time 1, when attempting to communicate 
with limited English, beginners will express negation, as noted above, by 
placing the negator before the main verb, as in *She no like school or *I no 
can play the guitar. Later, perhaps after a few weeks or months, as their 
English improves, they will begin to place it in its correct position after the 
first tensed verb, as in I don’t like school or I can’t play the guitar. There is 
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still some way to go, however. At this stage, they will also produce 
utterances like *She don’t like school, and *I don’t see the game last week, 
showing that don’t is not do + not, but an unanalyzed chunk. Later still, the 
learners will realize that don’t is not a single word, and gradually sort out 
when to use don’t, doesn’t, didn’t, hasn’t, haven’t, and won’t correctly. 
Diachronic variation, that is to say, is a way of talking about progress in IL 
development. As we shall see, however, not all change over time is in the 
direction of the native speaker version of the TL.  

Synchronic variation is interesting, as it is often the precursor to diachronic 
variation, that is, a driver of change over time. By way of illustration, 
beginning learners of English, especially (but not only) those whose L1 does 
not have any inflectional morphology (e.g., Mandarin), may routinely fail 
to mark plurals morphologically in English (*Shoe are cheap in my country, 
*The dog eat two cookie). Then, perhaps echoing recently heard nouns that 
more frequently occur in their plural form (days, shoes, dollars, stairs, etc.), 
which they have learned as unanalyzed chunks, they may respond to a 
question about how many days they work each week with the correct plural 
form: six days. If things go well, in the weeks that follow, the new plural 
marker will gradually spread to additional types of nouns in their speech.2 

Synchronic variation comes in two forms: free and systematic. Free 
variation refers to situations in which learners use two or more forms, e.g., 
*He goes school and *He going school, in the same context, for the same 
purpose, with no apparent predictability as to which will be chosen. One 
form may have been operative, unchallenged, for a time, seemingly 
adequate for its purpose. Why a second, competing form should be added is 
unclear. It may simply be that the learner hears the second form in the input 
without really understanding its function, adds it to his or her repertoire, and 
uses both forms interchangeably for a while, i.e., in free variation. This state 
of affairs is then usually (but not necessarily) followed by a period during 
which each form gradually takes on a separate function, sometimes its true 
function in the target language, sometimes not. The same process occurs 
with many lexical items, e.g., shop and store, or coat and jacket. 

Systematic variation refers to ways in which a learner’s L2 performance 
varies predictably, according to such factors as focus of attention, linguistic 
context, topic and interlocutor. Where focus of attention is concerned, 
learners are likely to speak more accurately when they are attending to the 

 
2 See Pica (1983) for a study of the gradual “spread” of plural -s from one type of 
noun to another in the speech of Spanish ESL learners. 
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language as object, to how they are saying something, perhaps in a 
classroom drill or exercise of some kind, than while attempting to use 
English to communicate, when they are focused on what they are saying. In 
fact, they may repeatedly produce a target form, such as plural -s (/-s, -z, or 
-iz/), correctly in a drill (Mary has two brothers, Peter has three dogs, etc.), 
only to make errors with the very same structure (*Saturday, we play two 
game) moments later, as soon as their focus switches from form to meaning. 
Inexperienced teachers often assume they have successfully taught something 
when their students manage to produce examples correctly in controlled 
classroom language practice, only to be disappointed when they hear them 
make errors with the same structure minutes later in “free” practice. In 
reality, what the teacher has taught is probably only declarative knowledge 
of the structure in question – knowledge that English marks plurality (on 
regular nouns, at least) with an -s allomorph (-s, -z, or -iz). The students have 
yet to internalize the new knowledge to be able to use it spontaneously. 

A second factor in systematic synchronic variation is linguistic context. 
Learners will often do such things as produce third person singular verbs 
(verbal -s) with the -s correctly supplied in simple spoken utterances or 
written sentences (John works in a bank) but missing in complex sentences 
(*John wears a tie because he work in a bank). Some learners will reliably 
mark plural -s on some nouns, mark it variably on others, and not at all on 
a third set. When learning to mark past time reference in English, many will 
start by using the simple past form of some high frequency (so-called 
lexical, or strong) verbs, correctly (went, saw, ate, came, etc.). They will 
then begin to mark so-called weak verbs with the /t/ (liked), /d/ (loved) or 
/id/ (wanted) allomorphs of the regular past tense -ed morpheme. In some 
cases, especially child learners, that is followed by a stage in which they 
“overgeneralize” the -ed allomorphs, using them with some of the strong 
verbs they previously got right: goed, seed, eated, etc. Finally, they sort out 
the weak/strong verb distinction (unconsciously, of course), and mark each 
correctly.  

The initial (perhaps) 60% correct marking of strong verbs, followed by a 
drop in accuracy to (say) 30%, followed by an eventual rise in accuracy to 
100% of both strong and weak, is an example of what is often referred to in 
the literature as U-shaped behavior. It occurs in several areas of L2 
grammar, and is one of many examples of how development can sometimes 
be marked by an increase in the number and/or type of errors learners make, 
and simultaneously, of the fact that not all IL development is in the direction 
of the native NS version of the TL. Again, learners do not suddenly learn to 
use plural -s, verb -s, or verb -ed correctly in one step. Teachers and textbook 



Language-learning processes 13 

writers may assume they have taught plural, verb -s, and so on, but the data 
show that learning is gradual, often with zig-zag trajectories, not always 
moving in the direction of the native speaker norm, and influenced by 
linguistic context, e.g., simple or complex utterances or in this instance, by 
the particular nouns and verbs involved.3 

A third factor often implicated in systematic variation is the conditions 
under which learners are speaking. Even very advanced L2 speakers may 
occasionally produce forms like *childrens or *He always win if they are 
very tired, distracted, multitasking, or otherwise not attending carefully to 
what they are saying or how they are saying it. That can happen with NSs, 

 
3 “Ayako” (not her real name), a well-integrated Japanese-speaking resident of 
Hawai’i, a naturalistic learner, who was studied for over 20 years (from age 60 - 80), 
still exhibited precisely this kind of variation after decades of extensive exposure to 
English. Some nouns in Ayako’s IL were always marked correctly for plural, some 
never correctly, and a third group sometimes correctly and sometimes not. Ayako 
did the same thing with past time reference. Some verbs were always marked 
correctly with the appropriate -ed allomorph, some never correctly (the stem form 
of the verb was used instead), and a third group sometimes correctly and sometimes 
not. Variation among nouns and verbs in the third set in each case did not appear to 
be rule-governed (whether by correct or incorrect rules) and could not be predicted. 
The very same referent might trigger correct and incorrect plural or past time 
marking within just two or three utterances addressed to the same listener (the 
researcher), in the same linguistic context, and when Ayako’s focus of attention in 
informal conversation was on meaning throughout. It was suggested that this 
unpredictable, non-systematic variation – despite the correct plural and past tense 
forms evidently being known to Ayako, and having been correctly integrated into 
her IL grammar in the case of some nouns and some verbs – was better described 
neither as free variation nor systematic variation, but as volatility (Long, 2003). 
Some of the data on Ayako can also be seen as consistent with the idea (see, e.g., 
Robinson & N. Ellis, 2008) that acquisition of an L2 is empirically driven, 
influenced by the frequency of encounters with instances of a lexical or grammatical 
form in the input, followed by abstraction and generalization of patterns to items 
within the same categories – learning from the ground up rather than, rule-governed, 
from the top down. This is certainly the case with lexis and collocations, which are 
manifestly not rule-governed, but is it also the case with constructions of various 
kinds, as has long been argued by Goldberg (Goldberg, 2006; Goldberg & 
Casenhiser, 2008), N. Ellis & Wulff (2015), and others. And after so many years of 
English exposure and use, why would the same nouns and verbs sometimes trigger 
the appropriate morpheme, sometimes not, and sometimes variably? It is likely that 
many L2 speakers exhibit the same kind of variation, but have not been reported as 
doing so simply because most morpheme studies, whether longitudinal or cross-
sectional, are conducted at the level of types not tokens, e.g., plural marking of nouns 
in general, not of particular nouns. 
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too, of course, but whereas they can, and usually do, immediately correct 
themselves (He always win- wins at cards) on the (rare) occasions they slip 
up, NNSs often cannot and do not. At an unconscious level, the NSs know 
what is correct and what is not, because they can draw on a vast store of 
implicit knowledge of English grammar, built up over many years from the 
time they were small children – knowledge they have but are unaware they 
have.4 Their tiredness, perhaps, has caused them to slip up momentarily, to 
make a mistake. The same things from an elementary- or intermediate-level 
foreign or second language speaker, conversely, may not be a momentary 
slip at all, but instead reflect a gap in their knowledge of the L2, a problem 
in their underlying grammar. They make the same error repeatedly because 
they have not yet learned the correct “rule”.5   

 
4 The vast majority of what adult NSs know about their L1 is implicit (see Chapter 
5). They know thousands of collocations, for instance, and instantly recognize when 
one is violated (*hard coffee, *make a photo, etc.), but unless they are linguists or 
language teachers, that is likely to be the first time they realize there is a correct and 
an incorrect possibility. Similarly, a NS of English will never have thought about it, 
but knows that bilm and stim are possible English words, but lbim and tsim are not. 
He or she has accumulated a vast store of implicit knowledge of the phonotactic 
rules (or statistical regularities) of English. 
5 The distinction between errors and mistakes in SLA was first drawn by Corder 
(1967). ‘Rule’ is in scare quotes because there is evidence that many utterances or 
sentences that give the appearance of being rule-governed language use are not rule-
governed at all, but simply reflections of a statistical regularity learners have 
perceived in the input without being aware of having done so. Frequency effects 
constitute one piece of evidence for this interpretation: all other things being equal, 
studies show, more frequent items in the input are learned before less frequent ones. 
If the language concerned were rule-governed, learners would get things right once 
they learned the rule, regardless of the frequency of items to which it was applied. 
Also, while many parts of a language, such as collocations, are right or wrong, they 
are clearly not rule-governed. We say heavy traffic and strong coffee, not *hard 
traffic or *tough coffee, make an error, take a photo, and declare war, not *do an 
error, *make a photo, or *announce war, and so on. But we do so by convention, 
not because there is a rule that says it must be that way. Vocabulary items and 
collocations are arbitrary and learned separately, as a result of repeatedly 
encountering them in the input, a kind of instance learning. Knowing 1,000 lexical 
items or collocations does not help with the next 1,000. 
Knowing that third person singular present tense verbs in English require an -s 
suffix, on the other hand, is a productive rule (or a statistical regularity, at least) 
which is generative. A student who has learned the rule (or regularity) can produce 
a new third person singular present tense verb form correctly even if they have never 
heard or seen it before. This was first demonstrated by Jean Berko Gleason with 
young children using her famous Wugs test (Berko, 1958). A child shown a picture 


