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INTRODUCTION 

The roots of the study of bilingualism and second language acquisition can be traced 

to activities in multiple disciplines as well as to catalytic social forces and needs that have 

arisen from the practice of language education. The primary disciplines involved are 

P 
i linguistics, psychology, anthropology and sociology, with additional contributions from 

biology. The catalytic educational forces might be differentiated into foreign language 

education (e.g., teaching of German in the United States), second language education (e.g., 

teaching of English a a second language to immigrants to the United States, or in areas of 

the world where English serves important societal functions such as commerce) and bilingual 

education (use of both languages as a medium of instruction). 

At least five major moments during this century can be identified when attention, 

either through disciplinary changes or practical needs, came to be intensely focused on 

bilingualism and second language acquisition. The first phase (to be called the 

“Psychometrics Phase”) came in the 1920’s during the height of interest in psychometrics 

and concern about the intellectual character of the “new immigration” (see Hakuta, 1986). 



Since most of the new immigrants came from non-English backgrounds, questions arose 

about the possible effects of bilingualism on intelligence test performance as well as related 

questions about whether immigrants were learning English and becoming American rapidly 

enough. Although much of the research from this period is discredited because of unsound 

sampling and measurement practices, the debate reflected many of the themes that continue 

to the present day about the nature of language and intelligence, whether they (and other 

human abilities) are biologically based, and the nature of their relationship. 

The second phase (to be called the “Foreign Language Phase”) began in the late 

1950’s, stimulated by the Soviet launching of the satellite Sputnik and growing American 

anxiety about national security and the poor preparedness of the nation in foreign languages. 

The field of linguistics provided the technical backbone to this movement, and gave rise to 

a field known as contrastive analysis, in which careful comparisons were made between the 

grammatical structures of the native language of the learners and the foreign language, with 

the goal of targeting instruction to those areas where difficulties are predicted (Lado, 1964). 

This movement resulted in the proliferation of the “audio-lingual” method for teaching 

foreign languages focused on drilling problematic grammatical patterns, often aided by 

language laboratory exercises. The audio-lingual method, as Rivers (1964) noted in her 

incisive review of the field, was thoroughly grounded in the dominant psychological theory 

of learning which emphasized the formation and interaction of learned habits. As this 

theory of learning became less acceptable with the advent of cognitive theories starting in 

the 1960’s, the audiolingual movement ground to a halt. 
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The third phase (to be called the “Language Acquisition Phase”) came in the 1960’s 

on the heels of a revolution in our understanding of child language acquisition, which in turn 

was influenced by a revolution in theoretical linguistics that started with Chomsky‘s (1957) 

Syntactic Structures. Applied linguists such as Pit Corder (1967) who were trying to 

understand the sources of learner errors in second language learning found many similarities 

with those being reported in the child language literature -- both seemed to be driven by an 

attempt to make sense of the target language, rather than being slaves to the native 

language as contrastive analysis might lead one to believe. Since this time, although the 

research in first and second language acquisition have tended to be conducted by different 

groups of researchers in different academic departments, the questions have come to be 

intertwined: whether the capacity to learn language is best defined as specific to language 

or reflects general learning mechanisms, and whether there are maturational constraints on 

language learning capacity. 

The fourth phase (to be called the “Canadian Immersion Phase”) also started in the 

1960’s, but stemmed from innovations in French immersion education in Canada. French 

immersion programs were a radical way of responding to the needs of the English-speakers 

of a bilingual Montreal who wanted to ensure that their children had access to the benefits 

of bilingualism. In these programs, native English-speaking children were provided 

instruction exclusively in French from their first day of school (Lambert & Tucker, 1972). 

This innovation has become very popular in Canada, even in its English-dominant areas, and 

has generated considerable research on its effectiveness and the conditions under which the 




