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Recent concern with bilingual education has led to an increased interest in under- 
standing the process of second-language acquisition. In  this article Kenji Hakuta 
and Herlinda Cancino present a critical, historical overview of research on second- 
language acquisition. In  this account the authors outline four analytical up- 
proaches-contrastive, error, performance, and discourse. annlysis-trace the shifts 
among these approaches, and demonstrate the advantages and disadvantages of 
each. They also show how the diflerent approaches reflect changing conceptions 
of language and the nature of learners. The  authors give special emphasis to the 
influence of first-language-acquisition research on studies of second-language ac- 
quisition, and they speculate on future research trends. 

Language provides one of the most readily accessible windows into the nature 
of the human mind. How children acquire this complex system with such a p  
parent ease continues to fascinate the student of human language. T h e  last quarter 
of a century in particular has witnessed a qualitative leap in our knowledge of the 
language-acquisi tion process in young children. In recent years researchers have 
begun extending their scope of inquiry into the problem of second-language acqui- 
sition. T h e  motivation underlying this new endeavor is two-fold: first, it provides 
an added perspective on human language, and second, interest in second-language 
teaching and bilingual education has resulted in a greater need to understand the 
mechanisms underlying second-language acquisition. The focus of analysis has 
undergone distinct shifts in perspective as a function of our changing conceptual- 
izations of what language is and also what the learner brings to the learning 
situation. 

To anticipate the various approaches to be reviewed in this paper, let us enter- 
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