
Language Learning vs. Language acquisition 

Crucial differences between L1 and L2 acquisition [ Robert O'Neill - April 1998  ] 

A great deal of what is called 'Communicative Language Teaching' is based on what is 
essentially a 'nativist' view of what they call “second language (L2) acquisition”. A 
'nativist' view assumes – consciously or unconsciously – that somehow L2 learning can 
and should be like learning our native language (L1). This is wishful thinking*  and is 
based on a profound misconception about the nature of L2 learning - just as it is a 
misconception about how L1 acquisition occurs. The best way to explore the 
differences between the two processes is to view them side-by-side – in parallel, as 
below. 

*Wishful thinking = hacerse ilusiones 

L1 ACQUISITION 

• L1 acquisition is genetically triggered at the most critical stage of the child's 
cognitive development.  

• The 'engine' of language – its syntactic system – is 'informationally 
encapsulated' – which means that children are not even aware of developing a 
complex, rule-governed, hierarchical system. Most L1 speakers do not even 
realize this is what they are using. (Question: Is it for this reason that being a native 
speaker does not guarantee being a competent teacher of your native language?) 
 

• The L1 is typically acquired at the crucial period of cognitive development; pre-
puberty, when L1 and other crucial life-skills are also acquired or learned. (Keep 
in mind the theory of the “critical period” mentioned in previous texts) 
 

• Children never resist L1 acquisition, any more than they resist learning to walk. 
(Acquiring L1 is a natural process that does not show any type of resistance in “normal” 
conditions. Obviously, in some special cases some children face physiological or 
cognitive problems with language acquisition) 
 

• Given even minimal 'input' during critical pre-pubescent development, all 
humans acquire the L1 of the society or social group they are born into as a 
natural and essential part of their lives. Even brain-damaged and/or mentally- 
handicapped children usually acquire the full grammatical code of the language 
of their society or social group. 
 

• In short, L1 acquisition is an essential, biologically–driven process. It is part of 
every individual's evolutionary history and development in the most critical 
stage of that individual's acquisition of essential life-skills. 

 

 



L2 LEARNING 

• L2 learning is not genetically triggered in any way unless the child grows up 
bilingually. (QUESTION: When a child grows up in a bilingual environment we could 
talk about two mother languages? This is the point where the distinction between 
“foreign language” and “second language” becomes necessary. In English language 
teaching keep in mind the concepts “ESL” and “EFL”. What’s their difference?) 
 

• The syntax of the L2 is not acquired unconsciously, or at least not in the same 
way L1 syntax is acquired. Few L2 learners develop the same degree of 
unconscious, rule-governed insight * into and use of the L2 which they 
demonstrate with the L1. (Apparently, only very few people with great skills in 
languages develop a high level of unconsciousness when they are learning the syntax 
of any L2) 
 

• The L2 is not learned as part of the learner's general cognitive development. It 
is not an essential life-skill in the same way that the L1 is.  
 

• There is often great conscious or unconscious resistance to L2 learning. (That’s 
why the “critical period” theory gets some sort of validity, since after certain age the 
human brain shows more resistance to learning a L2, and this resistance seems to grow 
through the years) 
 

• Many highly intelligent individuals with impressive learning skills often have 
great problems learning an L2. Many L2 learners 'fossilize ' at some stage, so 
that even if they use the L2 regularly, and are constantly exposed to input in it, 
they fail to develop full grammatical or 'generative' competence. (To “fossilize”, in 
linguistic terms, is to make the same mistake – or the same type of mistake- even if you 
continue learning and studying the L2) 
 

• L2 learning is not a biologically-driven process. It is not an essential aspect of 
an individual's general development, especially when the L2 is simply another 
subject on (an already overloaded) school or university curriculum, or 
something that has to be undertaken by people with busy lives and heavy work-
loads. 
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