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Second Language Acquisition 
 
This course is a linguistic exploration into adult second language acquisition.  We begin 
with an overview of child first language development and attempt to understand a 
version of Plato's Problem --how is it that language learners know so much about their 
language given so little?  But adult language development is not as successful.  Here we 
are faced with a version of Orwell's Problem --how is it that most adult learners seem to 
know so little about an L2 when exposed to so much?   
 
We will focus on five major issues in language acquisition:  1) the effect of age on 
acquisition; 2) the availability of Universal Grammar to adult learners; 3) modularity 
and language learning; 4) the sources of variation in language attainment; and 5) the 
role of input and instruction. 
 
Requirements: classroom participation    20% 
      homeworks       10% 
   single pages      30%    
                 proposal        5% 
   paper       35%     
 
Students are expected to read, discuss, and question all assigned readings. You are 
encouraged to speak out in class, and send comments and queries via BlackBoard.  
There will be 5 one-page responses to the reading assignments and class discussions.  
These will be due on class days and must be no longer than one double-spaced 
typewritten page (bibliographic entries are required and are on an extra page).  These 
pages are to be creative rather than mere summaries of the material. The page should 
reflect what the current readings/class discussion mean to you.  You may write about 
implications: pedagogical, linguistic-theoretical, or research.  One of your pages can be 
about your final paper topic.  
 
ALL WRITTEN WORK (EXCEPT HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS) MUST BE 
SUBMITTED VIA BLACKBOARD.   
 
There will be a few short homework assignments that deal with real L2 data.  Students 
can work together on the solutions, but I expect your own work to be turned in. 
Homeworks must be typed.  A final paper of approximately 7 double-spaced typed 
pages in length is required.  The paper can be on any theoretical topic.  A proposal for 
the paper is also required.  This proposal will be a description of a focused topic for the 
final paper and a short list of tentative bibliographic sources.  The entire proposal will 
not exceed 1/2  page.  
 
We will be using the APA style for our bibliographies.  If you miss a class, it is your 
responsibility to get the assignment(s) from a classmate. 



 
 
Texts:  
1. Compiled sets of the required readings.  (all can be found on Blackboard) 
2.  Gass, S.  2014.  Second Language Acquisition: An Introductory Course.  Fourth Edition. 
Hillsdale, NY:  Rutledge.  (G) 
 
Last day to drop with no tuition penalty:   26 january 
Last day to drop with tuition penalty:    19 february 
 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me 
and contact the Office of Disability Resources at 703.993.2474. All academic accommodations 
must be arranged through that office. 
 
Please abide by the University Honor Code.  A description of the honor code is found at: 
http://www.gmu.edu/departments/unilife/honorcode.html 
 
 
calendar: 
proposal due:    on or before 31 march 
no single pages will be accepted after  14 april 
paper due      5 may  
 
 
 

Calendar 
Date                                                                                     Readings 
21 january 
Introduction to the field     G ch. 1, ch. 5 (5.1-5.2) 
How kids do it:  first language acquisition                                    
   
28 january         
child language acquisition     Pinker, 1995  
 
4 february 
What is a native speaker?     Davies, 2004 
 
11 february         
On Errors and data      Williams, 1981 
        G  ch. 2-3; ch. 5 (5.3-5.5)    
  
18 february 
The role of the native language in SLA   G  ch. 4, 6 
 
25 february 
Second Language Phonology    Eckman, 2004 
 
3 march 
The Critical Period Controversy    Marinova-Todd, Bradford, and 

Snow, 2000; Long, 2005;  



 
10 march   spring break 
 
17 march   
more on the CP      DeKeyser 2000; Newport, 1991 
 
24 march     
Universal Grammar in L2     G  ch.  7 
 do adults still have it?      
 yes / no      Felix, 1991; Schachter, 1991  
 
31 march  
Typological Universals and 
Linguistic  markedness     G ch.  9 
 relative clauses     Eckman, et. al 1988 
 
7 april  
Modularity: Is Language Learning unique?  G ch. 5 (5.6), ch. 10; O’Grady,   
        1999; Schwartz , 1999        
14 april      
Linguistic variation      G ch. 11 
 
21 april 
Non-linguistic sources of variation   G  ch. 14  
  
28 april 
The role of input and instruction    G ch. 12, 13 
The Perfect Language Learner 
 
5 may   papers due by 5:00 pm on Bb 
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