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The trajectory of this talk

› Implicit assumptions

› Data of second language development

• Some observations

› Second Language Development: an integrated 
dynamic approach



Assumption 1

› (Second) language learning consists of predetermined 
stages



Language learning = predetermined

› Language learning = fixed order
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(Second) language teaching
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Assumption 2

› Language learning benefits from explaining the forms  
or structures, practicing these and testing them



Learning: Information Processing

https://leonidesignoryblog.com/1042-2/ https://yulvartan.wordpress.com/tag/knowledge-transfer/





Data example 1: development in L2 writing

• 22 Dutch L2 learners of English

• 12-13 years old

• Similar scholastic ability

• Same bilingual school experiences

• Similar input



Holistic scores (mean rating)

Average first two – average last two measurements
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Data example 1: process

› No obvious relation between instruction and data

• Language ‘emerges’

• Grammar is not ‘leading’

› Development is highly variable

› Development is nonlinear

› Development is individually owned



Towards an integrated dynamic approach

› 1. complex dynamic systems

› 2. the learning process

› 3. explicit vs implicit



1. A complex dynamic perspective

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XH-groCeKbE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XH-groCeKbE


(Second) language development

› Is a process in time

› in which numerous components

› dynamically interact in a nonlinear fashion

› leading to emerging self-organization

› manifested by variability

› and a highly individual trajectory



2. The learning process

› Distributional properties in the input

› Sensitivity to co-occurrence

› Evidence from artificial language learning, 
simulations, corpus data (Shaffran, 2001; Elman 
2009, Hans-Jörg Schmid, 2015)



Statistical learning



Statistical learning

“The statistical structure of languages 
represents a potential goldmine for 
learners” Safran (2001: 509)



Statistical learning

› He hits the floor

› He hits the ground

› He hits the button

› He hits the ball

Adjacent froms: hits the
Nonadjacent forms: he hits

Categorization (pron – verb – det – object)
Schematization

Additional cues across modalities:

Facial expression
Gestures
Prosody (boundaries markers)
Environment (conventionality)



Predictive relationships

Elman (2009)



Statistical learning and entrenchment

› Confirmed predictions => entrenchment

› Continuously dynamic

› Statistical learning – categorization –
entrenchment: more deeply entrenched –
more difficult to overcome

Jost & Christianson (2017)



3. Explicit vs implicit

explicit

implicit

subconscious conscious

controlled

automatic

Rapid autonomous 
processes (system1)

Higher order 
reasoning processes
(system2)

Evens & Stanovich (2013)

metalinguistic

linguistic



Back to our assumptions

› 1. second language development is based on 
predetermined stages

› 2. language learning benefits from explaining the 
forms  or structures, practicing these and testing them



Conclusion (1): learning before you know it

› In a dynamic perspective learning is defined as self-
organization

› System 1 / system 2:

• Can statistical learning and self-organization be 
driven by formal instruction?

› Emerging or predetermined?

› Variability or Error

› Individual differences



Conclusion (2): language teaching



Conclusion (2): language teaching

› Teaching = creating optimal conditions for learning to 
take place

• Opportunities for statistical learning

• Opportunities for authentic interaction

• Engagement

• Confidence

• Individual coaching

• Acknowledge variability

• Massive meaningful exposure



Thank you!





Second language development

Resources & interactions

is a process in time



Second language development

Resources & interactions

is a process in time



(Second) language development
multidimensionality

Spoken interaction
Writing

Vocabulary
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in which numerous components

dynamically interact
in a nonlinear fashion



Self-organization leading to emerging self-organization

Kitzbichler: “the human brain is on the edge of chaos”



Spoken interaction
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manifested by variability



and a highly individual trajectory




