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The specialist in second language acquisition and bilingualism must at the
same time be a generalist. In understanding the process of becoming bi-
lingual, the researcher must have a wide array of knowledge ranging from
linguistics and cognitive psychology, on the one hand, to the theory and.
measurement of human diversity, on the other. The natural rhythm of
research fads tends to emphasize certain aspects of the second language
learner more than others at any particular point in time, but ultimately a
theory of second language acquisition will be no less ambitious than a
theory of culture, language, thought, individual differences, and the result
of the interactions of all their factorial combinations. It boggles the mind to
imagine what the end result of our research endeavor would look like.
Although this paper addresses, specifically, the acquisition of English by
native speakers of various Asian languages, an understanding of some more
general questions related to second language acquisition is a prerequisite to
this endeavor. The questions that I have isolated for review are the following:

1. How do the structures of the native language and the target
language constrain second language acquisition?

2. What cognitive variables account for the pattern of second
language acquisition? ' :

3. How does the interactional nature of language influence its
acquisition?

4. Are there differences in second language acquisition at different
ages, and if so, in what ways are they different?

5. How does bilingualism relate to individual differences in cognitive
functioning?
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32 BILINGUAL AND BILITERACY ACQUISITION

A most striking fact is the scarcity of empirical studies involving the
Asian-American population; a review would fill no more than five pages.
Thus, before even beginning this review, one conclusion to this paper is that
there is not enough research on Asian-Americans. Aside from the practical
benefits to be derived from such research, the theoretical enrichment to be
derived through a comparative analysis of Asian second language acquisi-
tion with the more commonly studied Hispanic population is maximal, as
these two groups differ in important respects.

HOW DO THE STRUCTURES OF THE NATIVE
LANGUAGE AND THE TARGET LANGUAGE
CONSTRAIN SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION?

The burst of enthusiasm for and the subsquent decline in popularity of the
Derivational Theory of Complexity as a model of both adult language pro-
cessing and child language development is well documented (e.g., Miller &
McKean, 1964; Fodor & Garrett, 1966; Brown & Herrnstein, 1975). Most
introductory courses in psycholinguistics perhaps mention the Derivational
Theory of Complexity in passing, most likely as an example of how in-
telligent researchers were led down the garden path of transformational
grammar. In my course on the psychology of language, I actually spend
several weeks on the Derivational Theory of Complexity. There is, I think, a
valuable lesson to be taught through mourning the death of the theory.
In modeling human behavior, one usually takes a position somewhere.
between a descriptive and a normative approach. In a typical normative ap-
proach, one takes a theory, generally developed outside the field of
psychology, and tests whether human behavior might conform to the
predicted parameters of the model. Edwards, Lindman, & Phillips (1965)
used exactly this approach in studying human decision-making processes
based on the normative Bayesian model. The virtue of a normative model,
among others, is that it is subject to empirical disproof. It also provides a
point of reference in evaluating human performance such that one might
conclude, as Edwards et al. did, that humans are relatively conservative
decision makers. A descriptive account of human behavior, as its name
might suggest, attempts to build a model based on the actual observed pro-
cesses. Tversky & Kahneman (1974), for example, have proposed a number
of strategies used by people in decision making that reflect processing
parameters. A descriptive account, although the individual strategies might
be rejected, is not subject to empirical disproof as a whole. The danger, of
course, is that descriptive model building can be undisciplined and wasteful.
The Derivational Theory of Complexity was a normative model that
predicted sentence complexity, and psychologists, who were until then using






