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Fossilization: A Case Study of an Adult Learner

Summary

Linguistic fossilization is a prevalent phenomenon in adult ESLA and presents a perpetual
pedagogical challenge to teachers. Despite controversy about the theoretical concept, research is
increasingly showing that persistent erroneousness cannot be attributed to single causal factors.
This single case study examines controversial aspects surrounding the concept and formulates
criteria for identifying fossilization. The study investigates the conversational output of an
independent adult learner over a period of nine months and presents a holistic exploration of
causal influences. The findings sll;lbstantiate that fossilization arises from changing combinations
of factors, and that such combinations are unique to the situation of each adult learner. The key
to the successful treatment of fossilized errors may lie in identifying their roots, which can be
achieved by analyzing output and through discussion with learners in order to gain insight into
their experience of the learning process. Results also suggest that a critical perspective on the
theoretical construct is needed in order to investigate the phenomenon in adult second language

acquisition.
Key words

Fossilization, persistent errors, interlanguage, lingua franca, compensatory communicative
strategies, first language influence, input, instruction, intelligibility, learning materials, multiple
effects principle, naturalistic acquisition, pidginization, psychological factors, qualitative research,

socio-cultural factors.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

1.1.. Introduction

This chapter provides an outline of the study. The research questions are stated and the
background to the empirical investigation is provided, after which the aims of the research are
explained. The rationale for the research design and methodology is given, and the remainder of

the dissertation is briefly outlined.
1.2, Research questions
This study explorés the following three issues: v

the identification of fossilization in a learner’s second language;
2. the identification of the roots and causes of this phenomenon;
3. the relevance of the findings in an individual case to the field of Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) in general.
The stuéy area was limited to acquisition of English as a second language by an adult in an

independent learning situation, and to one learner in particular.

As the extreme form of faulty acquisition, fossilization is relevant to all domainé of additional
language learning and teaching, since the main aims of second language acquisition are correct
-internalization of new material and successful outcomes in communication.  Failure is
characterized by faulty internalization and consequent unsuccessful outcomes. Therefore all
second language acquisition research is concerned with the correctness-incorrectness dichotomy
and its roots and causes (Nakuma 1998: 247), but in the case of fossilization, when a serious
block to any further progress manifests itself, extreme failure becomes the specific focus of
theoretical and empirical enquiry. The exact nature and causes of fossilization have eluded
researchers so far (Nakuma 1998: 248), and the question remains: why do random selections of

linguistic structures become fossilized in random selections of language learners?

In 1985 Patsy Lightbown summarized what second language acquisition research had established
about fossilization at that point as follows: development may cease because the learner deems
his/ her communicative competence adequate, and/or the learner may feel adequately integrated
into the target language community; fossilizable items are thought to be those which involve a

three-way convergence of universal, native- and target-language rules or patterns; and further



instruction has no effect on fossilization. She conceded that the reasons for fossilization are ‘very
difficult to determine with any certainty’ and that the matter of differentially fossilized outcomes
is ‘largely unresolved’ (Lightbown 1985: 179).

In 1994 Theresa Pica answered the frequently asked classroom question of what can be done
about fossilized learning by providing a range of different perspectives and findings as to the
causes. She listed the following major causes: limited interaction with the target culture,
overemphasis on communicative fluency, neural and maturational constraints, lack of noticing
deviance from target standards, lack of ability to progress, the degree of difficulty of the target

language feature being learned, and wrongly transferred socio-cultural appropriacies. She
| concluded that ‘there is a need for informed deveklopment of instructional materials and
procedures for fossilized learners and for ongoing research on the impad of such instruction’
(Pica 1994: 75).

In a 2000 anniversary article Lightbown revisited the issue of fossilization (describing it as
‘acquisition [which] stops ... before the learner has achieved native-like mastery of the target
language’, rather than using the term fossilization). She pronounced the Critical Period
Hypothé;sis (neuro-cognitive age constraints according to which adult learners are preconditioned
to fossilize) to be ‘questionabte’ as a main contributor, conceding that the research ‘is not without
controversy’, and found that the most important factor in unsuccessful acquisition is not age, but
the intensity of the instruction and the continuation of exposure over a sufficient period of time
(Lightbown 2000: 448-449).

These three summaries testify to the ongoing uncertainty among Applied Linguists about the
nature, causes and treatment of linguistic fossilization in spite of the plethora of factors which

researchers have put forward to explain this phenomenon.

As will be shown in chapter 2, the concept of and approaches to fossilization have undergone
some refining: there is now greater circumspection when applying the term to observable
learning outcomes, especially m differentiating between temporary and permanent faultinéss;
and the phenomenon is now thought to be the result of a much more complex confluence of
variables. This points to the need for investigating fossilization either more holistically, or limiting

the significance of a study’s findings to only those aspects that were investigated in the study.



1.3. Whatis fossilization?

An in-depth discussion of the varying definitions, perspectives and opinions which have formed
an integral part of the history of fossilization since Larry Selinker coined the term in 1972 will be
incorporated in the literature review (Chapter 2). Briefly, fossilization in SLA manifests itself as
persistent erroneous forms and usages of the target language which are strongly resistant to
change. In the Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics (Richards and
Schmidt, 2002: 211) the term is defined as follows:

(in second or foreign language learning) a process which sometimes occurs in which
incorrect linguistic features become a permanent part of the way a person speaks
or writes a language. Aspects of pronunciation, vocabulary usage, and grammar
may become fixed or fossilized in second or foreign language learning. Fossilized
features of pronunciation contribute to a person’s foreign accent. Some researchers
are sceptical of the existence of true fossilization, which implies the impossibility of

future change, and prefer the term stabilization instead.

As can be seen here, the qegree of scepticism about fossilization — especially because of the
inherenf negativity of the term — is such that it merits mention in an Applied Linguistics dictionary

definition. The following (Bierbaumer 1997: 4) is typical of the protest:

I cannot see a single learning situation where a term implying the inevitability of a
negative process or state would be helpful. Since fossilization is synonymous with
petrification, some “fossilized’ learners might see themselves in the same hopeless

situation as Lot’s wife.

Another major criticism of definitions of fossilization is that they lack sophistication, which leaves
room for interpretation and makes the phenomenon non-measurable (Han 2003: 99). Diverse
perspectives and philosophical speculations arising over the decades have further clouded the
issue; idiosyncratic perspectives prevail, and there is little consensus on which methodologies are

most appropriate for investigating the phenomenon (Fidler 2006: 409).

Most teachers have their own ‘kitchen definitions’ of the phenomenon, as this learning behaviour
is a prevalent problematic aspect of adult language learning. In a brief oral survey conducted by
the researcher (see Appendix A), ten ESL teachers in Abu Dhabi (all native English speakers from
the US, UK or Canada, each with more than ten years’ ESL experience of teaching adults) were

asked what they thought the term /inguistic fossilization in second language learning referred to.



Their responses revealed that the term is not widely known amongst practitioners, and in some
cases it was confused with the phenomenon of historic remnants of older languages or early
influences on the formation of a language. However, once the term was clarified to them, all
respondents showed immediate recognition of the phenomenon and varying degrees of

amusement at the term.

This researcher first encountered the term in 2005 in H.D. Brown's Principles of Language
Learning and Teaching (2000: 231), described there as ‘the relatively permanent incorporation
of incorrect linguistic forms’ which ‘shouldnt be seen as a terminal illness, in spite of the
forbidding metaphor...". The term had an instant metaphoric appeal and. immediately resonated
with personal observation during fifteen years of teaching English as a first, second and foreign
language to adolescents and adults that incorrect forms become mysteriously entrenched and in
some cases impossible to dislodge from the output of many learners. However, in perusing
academic pronouncements on fossilization, it soon became clear that it is a controversial issue in
the SLA field.

1.4. Context of the research problem

One cannot deny, as Lardiefe reminds us (2006: 239), that many if not most adult second
language learners ‘fail’ (if success is defined as acquiring native-like competence and
performance in all aspects of the target language). An adequate explanation for this is a long-
term goal in SLA research and will contribute to a better understanding of human cognition in

general.

Al aspects and manifestations of non-learning and error in SLA are relevant to the issue of
extreme acquisition failure. Relatively few research studies have focused on fossilization per se;
many conclusions about the phenomenon have been drawn from research purporting to be
investigations of fossilization, but which in reality have focused on less radical aspects of second
language acquisition (Han 2004a: 26). Most research findings dealing with the specific nature
and causes of fossilization perused in preparation for this study have been criticized elsewhere by
applied linguists for various shortcomings and inadequacies: they were based on sketchy data
samplings or inadequate observation periods, they blurred the line between temporary non-
development and total cessation of further learning in their empirical focus, or they sought to

extrapolate their findings inappropriately.



However, Han is of the opinion that each idiosyncratic application of the term adds a new
empirical property to the construct and that each explanatory account reveals a different
underlying factor or aspect of such factors; but she admits that these many explanations have
not strengthened the predictive power of the concept (Han 2004a: 107). The usefulness of the
construct in the SLA field has therefore been questioned. Current consensus is that the
phenomenon is the result of a combination of variables affecting the learning process in each

individual case; thus, the focus of research concerning the nature of fossilization should be on

how these variables converge and influence linguistic outcomes.

Ironically, as the concept seems to have spread itself out too broadly, some applied linguists find
it in essence too narrow. Donna Lardiere was asked to guest-edit a 2006 thematic issue of
Second Language Researchr, the editors suggested the theme of fossilization, but she writes that
the term, with its underlying focus on ultimate failure, eventually ‘came to feel too limiting’. She
preferred to use the construct ‘ultimate attainment’ because it is more neutral in its avoidance of
‘notions of dubious theoretical value such as success and failure”and ‘more accurate’ (Lardiere
2006: 239). |

1.4.1. The multiple effects principle

Selinker and Lakshmanan (1992: 198) introduced the multiple effects principle in 1992 to explain
fossilization. According to its main hypothesis, fossilization occurs as the result of a cluster effect

of co-factors, of which first language transfer seems to be the axis:

... multiple factors dominated by language transfer not only stabilize but may ultimately
fossilize an interlanguage. In addition, interlanguage forms that stabilize as a result
of transfer-dominated multiple effects may be impermeable to any external influences

including pedagogic intervention.

Larsen-Freeman (1997) has suggested a chaos-theory interpretation of language acquisition,
which would vi:ew‘the phenomenon as a very complex and dynamic convergence of variables in
each individual learner’s case: ‘Complex systems often .. comprise a large number of
components or agents.” (p 143). She proposes this view because in her opinion current popular
models of grammar do not capture the dynamism and variability — ‘infinite variations of a finite
grammar’ (p 150) — of language use very well, therefore a more dynamic model of grammar is
desirable (p 147). A central question in science is how order arises out of a chaotic-seeming

complexity (p 144); transposing this onto SLA, Larsen-Freeman suggests exploring how the aduit



learner manages to achieve systematicity in his/her interlanguage in spite of misunderstanding,
error and deviance. She claims that language is ‘no different from other natural phenomena in
that its form follows function’ (p 150).

This would, however, make the researching of hypotheses very difficult, since chaos theory
assumes endless combinations and recombinations of many variables, and she admits that ' ...
we will never be able to identify, let alone measure, all of the factors accurately.’ (p 157). Seen
from this point of view, systems are unstable in that small ‘triggers’ may also have far-reaching
consequences; tiny differences in input may give rise to ‘overwhelming differences in output’ (p
144). Research which aims to establish as realistic a picture as possible of the acquisition process
should nonetheless endeavour to identify as many contributors and ‘triggers’ as can be found to
exist, but what is of cardinal importance is how these factors interact with one another in the
process of acquisition, and what exactly causes change in the interlanguage system. Logically,
the same would apply to a description and analysis of fossilization. In Lardiere’s opinion, the
value of a chaos theory approach in SLA is its resistance to ‘the temptation to settle for simple

solutions. to complex problems’ (p 158).
1.4.2. Causes of fossilization

In this researcher’s experienéé of adolescent and adult learners, sympathetic proddings as to why
certain language skills, when assessed after instruction, had not been mastered, have always
elicited a variety of reasons and excuses: I didnt understand, I left my book in the classroom, I
_had no time to prepare, I was angry with my friends, it’s that time of the month, I listen but I
don't remember, I freeze up when I see a reading piece, some questions didnt make any sense,
my parents are getting divorced, I'm not good at English, we had a crisis at work, I'm kind of
depressed these days, I was so tired, there wasnt enough time, and so on. Such responses
suffice to show that the reasons for failed outcomes at a given point in time may be many, may
vary from person to person, may vary within the same person from time to time, and may

combine randomly.

In her taxonomy of the ‘putative’ causes of fossilization gleaned from research anc theory, Han
groups fifty factors under the headings of internal and external/ (2004a: 29). Surprisingly,
motivation iS not mentioned; however, since only nine external factors are listed, Fer taxonomy
shows that the internal — cognitive, neuro-biological and socio-affective — factors of language
acquisition far outweigh the external contributors. Maclntyre (1995: 96) beliees that the

language learner is unlikely to persist in his/her learning endeavours withou: ‘a positive



contribution from the constellation of affective factors’. However, motivation is very difficult to
measure as an isolated construct. Brown points out the three main problems in empirically
proving the role of affective factors such as motivation: self-rating procedures may be invalid
because of inaccurate self-perception; respondents may choose responses which they feel will
show them in a better light; and affective phenomena are not interpreted in the same way by all

cultures or societies {Brown 2000: 167-168).
1.4.3. The target language

Most classic definitions of fossilization refer in one way or another to native-like target norms:
lack of native speaker ability, cessation of learning before native-speaker competence has been
achieved, nonnative-like outcomes, and so on. This dimension of the definition has been attacked
over the years on various grounds. If adult second language learning outcomes are compared
with first language outcomes (children having been, after all, exposed since birth to the first
language, and schooled and skilled in it in educational institutions for a decade or more), the
former will invariably be found inferior in some way to the latter; nonnative therefore implies
underachievement. Is it appropriate to equate the learning of an additional language — a difficult
and demanding task with which adult monolinguals do not always have empathy — with non-
nativeness, ergo failure? According to Nickel (1998: 9), one of the rights of the second-language

learner is the right to make errors, and he goes on to ask the following question (10):

The world, our countries, our communities will survive with faulty pronunciation
and less than perfect grammar, but can we be sure they will continue to

survive without real communication?

The conundrum is further compounded by the enormous range of accents, dialects, registers,
styles, 'World Englishes” and so on within English. Many education-related job advertisements in
UAE newspapers, for example, contain the phrase ‘native UK or US English speakers only’. By
which native standard, then, should the utterances of the adult second language acquirer be
judged as successful, failed, or ‘fossilized™ Calls for re-examining the target language standard
against which SLA achievement is to be measured are part of the current deconstruction of
fossilization, and part of the general trend to redefine failure in more politically correct terms in
SLA.



1.4.4. Socio-cultural considerations

Many SLA theorists increasingly view the meaning of linguistic utterances as determined by social
reality and context as much as by inherent linguistic properties (Kramsch 2002: 11). Moyer
(2004: 43) points out that for authors such as Lantolf, Norton Pierce, Tahoohey, and Pavienko
notions such as context, community, and the individual learner's communicative and social
intentions are key to understanding how competence in second language develops. A second
language is ontologically defined by the existence of a first language, which brings into the
equation not only two languages, but also the cultures, countries or communities to which each
is indigenous and which have shaped the way the language commonly functions amongst its
users today. Aspects of first language transfer, insufficient acculturation, and input from native
and other speakers in the milieu have been posited as dominant causal contributors to failed

language-learning outcomes.

1.4.5. Communicative competence

Whereas an error is of academic interest in the learning environment, it may have disastrous
consgquences in the social environment. What exactly a learner means when he/she says
something, and what the recipient understands by it, is not always as simple as the mere lexical
meaning of the words and their semantic logic; where, why, how, to whom, with which affective
attitude, and when the utterance is made may all alter the meaning of an utterance in profound
ways. An excellently articulated utterance may, for example, cause resentment if it constitutes an
interruption of another speaker. The concept of linguistic competence has been broadened to -
include dimensions of communicative competence in addition to grammatical properties of
correct language usage. Many theoretical models have been proposed to capture the
phenomenon of communicative competence; one of the better known is Canale and Swain’s 1980
model, which divided the construct into four subcategories: grammatical, discoursal, socio-
linguistic and strategic competence (Brown 2000: 247). In 1990 Bachman proposed that
‘language competence’ should be seen -as consisting of grammatical and textual competence
(‘organizational competence”’), and illocutionary and sociolinguistic competence (‘pragmatic
competence”) (cited in Brown 2000: 249).

Investigations of fossilization increasingly encompass the communicative aspects of language in
addition to linguistic competence; because in spite of fossilized linguistic peculiarities, an adult
second language (SL) user may communicate or function quite successfuily in the second

language; or the learner may fail in communicative situations in spite of linguistic correctness.



Errors which do not impede intelligibility are known as local errors, whereas errors which result in
unintelligibilify and thereby impede communication are known as global errors. In discussing the
issue of global versus flocal fossilization, Han (2004a: 21, 22) points out that labelling a learner,
or a learner's competence, as ‘fossilized’ is conceptually flawed, since such a judgement is
reached by examining observable output which may not be a true reflection of competence;
evidence of global fossilization is impressionistic rather than empirically established. The bulk of
fossilization research so far has pointed to local fossilization, showing that very often, certain
errors become entrenched while other aspects of the learner’s linguistic competence continue to

develop positively.

1.5. Aims of the study

This study was informed by the abovementioned aspects of fossilization theory and research,
which will be discussed in more detail in the review of relevant literature (Chapter 2). The

following three aims were central to this empirical investigation:

. the identiﬁcation’of fossilization in an L2 learner’s language;

« the identification of the roots and causes of the phenomenon and their
interaction; |

e the establishment of the relevance of findings in an individual case to SLA in

general.

1.6.  Methodology

The choice of methodology was based on whether it could incorporate the following objectives in

the enquiry process:

o to distinguish between fossilization and lesser errors in an L2 learner’s output;

o to determine the cause(s) of fossilization by identifying as many contributory
variables as possible; )

s to gain insight into the impact of identified variables on the L2 acquisition

process.

One monologue and eight conversations with a single subject were recorded over a period
spanning nine months. Transcripts of these conversations provided the bulk of the data used in

the linguistic enquiry. Two lengthy unrecorded conversations prior to the period of recordings,
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the recorded conversations themselves, an exploration of the socio-linguistic milieu of the
subject, and field notes on observation of the subject in social settings provided additional data
on the learner’s background, his attitudes and motives, his language learning experiences in

general, and his current learning situation.
1.6.1. The single case study

An empirical investigation of a single subject was decided on for the purposes of this research. As
Nunan (1992: 89) observes, the teacher can learn a great deal about his/her own students
through a detailed study of one particular student because of the depth of insight which can be
gained by this method. This researcher is currently teaching English as a second language to a
total of 103 adult male Emerati learners; their class time is limited to four hours per week per
class group, and due to the full programme which they follow at a government institution there
have not been opportunities to explore the causes and reasons underlying common persistently
faulty linguistic outcomes. By investigating the case of an Arab adult learner learning the same L2
in the same miliey, it was hoped that a deeper understanding of fossilization might be reached,

which could contribute positively fo teaching methods and procedures.

{

The objection has been raised that since a case study of a single individual treats so small a
sample, it presents difficulties in maintaining falsifiable criteria and in the generalizing of its
findings, and does therefore not make a truly meaningful contribution to the academic field
(Hitchcock and Hughes 1995: 318). Donmoyer (1990: 183) counters this by stating that in a field
such as education, in which there is a concern with the individual and not just with aggregates,
all research findings are tentative. Hitchcock and Hughes (1995: 317) are of the opinion that the
single case study has great value because it can contribute a fuller account of the influences
which impact on human behaviour, and can be used to test existing theory or practice in
everyday environments (p 323). It is ‘a commitment to the study and portrayal of the
idiosyncratic and the particular as being a legitimate form of inquiry’ (p 320) and gets as close to
‘the subject of interest as possible (partly by access to subjective factors such as thoughts,
feelings and desires) in seeking to portray a phenomenon}in its real-life context. As Han (2004a:
172) points out, focused investigation of the commonly proffered explanations for fossilization is
necessary, not only to validate them, but also to assess the extent and scope of their influence
on learning. It was therefore decided that a single case investigation was the most appropriate

format for this research, as it would allow for a more in-depth investigation of the phenomenon.
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1.6.2. Qualitative research

One of the features of the social sciences over the last years has been the continuous and
sometimes acrimonious debate between the supporters of positivism and scientific, quantitative
methods of enquiry, and those who support naturalistic research paradigms comprising
ethnographic, qualitative methods (Hitchcock and Hughes 1995: 24). In agreement with an
opinion voiced by R. A. King in 1987, Hitchcock and Hughes (pp 95-96) state that there is no
‘best method’; the method should suit the topic being explored. Therefore, if one views language
acquisition as a complex confluence of individual and social variables, a holistic exploration -may
be more appropriate to reaching an understanding of how these variables interact to create

observable outcomes.
Hitchcock and Hughes (1995: 116) list the characteristics of qualitative research as follows:

e it is not concerned with testing preformulated hypotheses, but with developing ideas
which are grounded in the data;

e it is more concerned with making sense of, understanding, and interpreting data than
with quantifying and measuring them;

¢ data are collected in a variety of ways and settings;

e data are collected in natural, everyday situations and are not heavily structured by the
researcher;

o as there is more emphasis on social processes, data analysis takes into account people’s
meanings, feelings, interpretations and perceptions; ) _

e ethnographic enquiry often focuses on a small number of participants and uses a wide

range of sources.

Nunan (1992: 57) points out that in spite of reservations from those who support scientific
methods of enquiry, qualitative enquiry is a valid tradition in its own right; it takes a more holistic
approach to behavioural phenomena in that it recognizes and tries to describe the reciprocal
relationship between ¢ontext and behaviour. Hitchcock and Hughes (1995: 227) describe the
human sciences as concerned with ‘interpretative understanding’, or an ‘inner understanding of
meaningful conduct’. Furthermore, Nunan (1992: 53) argues that if we want to find out about

human behaviour, we need to investigate it in its natural context:

It would seem to be a matter of common sense that if one wants to generalize one’s
findings beyond the laboratory to the real world, then the research should be carriec

out in contexts which resemble those to which the researcher wishes to generalize.
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Proponents of quantitative methods have questioned the reliability and validity of qualitative
research. Because of the nature, quantity and variety of data yielded, not all of it can be printed
in the published version, therefore evaluation and replication of the study by others may not be
possible. Nunan (1992: 59-60) responds by saying that if a causal relationship is sought between
variables in a qualitative study, the scope should be such that it provides the essential data on
which this relationship is based, which will ensure internal validity; external validity, i.e.
replicability, can be achieved by being as explicit as possible about procedures and methods.

The specific focus of this research study is how identifiable variables contribute to stabilization
and/or fossilization. As Han’s taxonomy (2004a: 29) shows, more than fifty causal factors have
been identified by research, and these factors vary significantly as to presence, degree, duration,
combination and effect from learner to learner and within the same learner. A comparative study
may identify the differences between/amongst individual cases and may show which factors are
more commonly associated with fossilization, whereas by focusing on one particular case, deeper
insight into the nature and causes of the phenomenon may be gained. In the words of Han
(2004a: 4):

|

Given the context for rhost SLA today, a more holistic understanding of personal and

communal opportunities to build L2 experience is appropriate.

Therefore, the issue of how and why fossilization appears in the second language acquisition
process was investigated by examining the case of one adult learner, and qualitative research
principles were incorporated in order to render as holistic a view as possible of an acquisition

situation in which fossilization may be manifesting itself.
1.6.3. Longitudinal approach

Virtually all fossilization research designs have been criticized on some point. A longitudinal
approach (observing a learner over a lengthy period of time) cannot encapsulate all aspects of
the learning process and experience (since the researcher may not be aware of, nor have access
to, every single instance of learning effort which was made, or input which the learner was
exposed to during the period); a pseudo-longitudinal approach (using advanced learners as the
source of fossilization) does not reveal enough about individual success or failure; a corrective-
feedback approach (in which learners resistant to corrective feedback interventions are
pronounced fossilized) may reveal more about the intervention itself than about the nature of the

acquisition process; time approaches (length of residence or age of arrival in the target language
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community) are not valid when learners do not reside in target language communities. Many
fossilization findings have been based on limited observation periods or assessment of only one

aspect of acquisition (Han 2004a: 87-102).

However, Han (2004a: 171) found that non-longitudinal studies tend to assume rather than
establish the presence of fossilization. For future fossilization research, she recommends the best
approach as one which involves longitudinal observation, differentiates between stabilization and
fossilization, keeps product and process apart in empirical focus, and identifies the underlying
processes or factors carefully, so that only well-grounded judgements will be made (p 172). It
was therefore decided that detailed longitudinal investigation would be the most suitable

research method for this inquiry into the phenomenon of fossilization.

In finalizing investigation procedures, establishing the criteria for identifying fossilization, and
deciding on the general structure of this dissertation, the following longitudinal single case

studies were found particularly relevant:

Interaction, acculturation, and the acquisition of communicative competence. a case study of an

aault (schmidt: 1983). This study explored a causal relationship between acculturation and

grammatical development in a naturalistic learning situation. A Japanese adult English learner in
Hawaii was observed over a) period of three years. His linguistic competence was investigated
according to Canale’s 1983 four-component communicative competence model, focusing in turn
on grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and strategic
competence. Longitudinal observation showed that the subject’s overall competence progressed,
yet his grammatical competence was pronounced fossilized. The latter was established by
quantifying correct suppliance of nine basic morphemes in obligatory contexts: copula be,
progressive/gerundial -/ng, auxiliary be, past irregular forms, noun plural -s, third person singular

—s, definite and indefinite articles, possessive —s, and past regular —ed.

Error_elimination _and error fossilization. a_study of an _advanced learner (Lennon: 1991). A

German subject was interviewed 15 times during a six months’ stay in England which constituted
her first exposure to a TL community. The interviews were unstructured and performance was
analysed in five problematic grammatical areas, chosen by the researcher because errors were
initially made very frequently in these areas: adverb order, use of there is | there are, use of
have got, use and overuse of a/ways, and future time forms. Based on close examination of

chronological error-frequency comparisons, Lennon found that, although adverb crder and future
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time forms were ‘candidates for fossilisable structures’ (p 148), the subject’s interlanguage was in

a state of dynamic flux and definitely moving in the direction of native speaker usage.

aim of this study was to find a correlation between acculturation and fossilization. Mostly

unobserved recordings and field notes were made of two adult Japanese subjects, who had
resided and worked in the TL community for 30 years, engaging in interactions with English-
speaking friends in everyday situations over a period of five months (the subjects were the
reseacher’s parents). Ushioda analysed levels of accuracy in the use of basic grammatical
morphemes, and ‘fossilized structural, linguistic and phonological features [were] identified in the
performance data’. Oral output, grammaticality judgements, introspection, and written samples
were used to compile a linguistic profile of each subject. Acculturation was found not to be the

main correlative variable in fossilized second-language acquisition.

Case and Tense_in the steady fossilized’ state (Lardjere: 1998). Three recorded conversations

with a Chinése'subject who had emigrated to the USA at the age of 22 were transcribed and
analysed. The first recording was made after 10 years’ residence in the TL community, and the
second and third were made 8> years later, two months apart. Past tense marking and
pronominal case marking were investigated by determining correct suppliance rates in obligatory
finite contexts, which were carefully specified by Lardiere. Past tense marking wés found to be
fossilized, but pronominal case marking showed almost perfect distribution. Lardiere’s findings

show that syntactic and morphological development occured independently from each other.

Fossilization and stabilization in interfanguage development (Long 2003). The Japanese subject of

Long’s study had immigrated to Hawaii at the age of 22; she had been living in the TL
community for 37 years when the first data were recorded, and for 48 years when the second set
of data were recorded. The same six instruments were used in both sessions to elicit oral output:
a semi-structured interview, .a picture-description task, a twenty-item repetition task, a six-frame
cartoon-strip story description task, a sixty-item test of grammatical features, and a discussion
with the subject of her performance on these tasks. The analysis focused on plural-s marking and
past tense marking. Long reports that stabilization could not be diagnosed because the data
showed a volatile combination of relatively stable correct suppliances, relatively stable omissions,

and free variation of errors.
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1.7. Synopsis of the remainder of the dissertation

Chapter 2 presents a review of fossilization literature. Chapter 3 provides a description of
methods of data elicitation, data analysis procedures, and the subject’s language-learning
background and current acquisition situation. Chapter 4 comprises the investigation of the data
by means of which fossilization and its causal factors were identified. The research findings and

their relevance to ESLA are discussed in Chapter 5. Appendices A - C contain research data

referred to in the text.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a review of the literature and research findings on fossilization. The origin
of the concept in the field of Second Language Acquisition is described, after which it will be
shown how the concept has evolved over the last thirty years owing to diverse views, theories,
and research findings. The discussion is arranged according to the dominant issues in research
and literature related to fossilization. The chapter ends with a summary of implications for

fossilization research.
2.2 Origin of the term

The notion of linguistic fossilization can be traced back to what Weinreich, in his 1953 publication
Languages in Contact, called ‘permanent grammatical transfer’, which he explained as first
language forms transferred wrongly into the second language because of their perceived
similarity or ‘false equivalence’ (Nakuma 1998: 247). Nemser posited in 1961 that all second
language learners draw on' an intermediate competence which is different, or deviant, from
native-speaker competence, as it consists of ‘permanent systems and subsystems’ (cited in Han
2004a: 14). Larry Selinker ‘coined the term fossilization in 1972, partly in response to his
immigrant grandmother’s decades-long struggle with English (Finneran 2006: 3), ‘which sparked
his life-long interest in problematic aspects of second language learning. His original definition
(Selinker 1972: 229) implies that some elements of the learner’s language will never proceed

beyond faultiness:

Fossilization, a mechanism ... underlies the surface linguistic material which speakers will
tend to keep in their interlanguage productive performance, no matter what the age of

the learner or the amount of instruction he receives in the target language.

Selinker thus coneeptualized fossilization as a performance-related structural phenomenon
caused by an underlying cognitive mechanism. He suggested that some elements of the learner’s
first language influence the second language during the acquisition process, and that this causes

permanent aberrant fixtures (1972: 215):

... fossilizable linguistic phenomena are linguistic items, rules, and subsystems which
speakers of a particular L1 tend to keep in their IL [ interlanguage ] relative to a particular

TL, no matter what the age of the learner or amount of explanation and instruction he
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receives in the TL ... Fossilizable structures tend to remain as potential performance,

reemerging in the productive performance of an IL even when seemingly eradicated.
23 Evolution of the construct

.The speculativity, inherent negativity and contradictory inaccuracies of earlier definitions,
statements and findings associated with the concept of fossilization have given rise to much
criticism and reworking of the construct. Connotations of @ neuro-cognitively predetermined lack
of ability, cessation of acquisition, impossibility of progress, and inferiority to native speakers
make the field of fossilization intrinsically interesting to second language theorists, researchers

and practitioners.
2.3.1. Neuro-maturational factors

According to Lenneberg’s 1967 Critical Period Hypothesis, foreign languages have to be taught
and learned through a laboured effort after the pubertal phase of life due to natural loss of
neural language-learning plasticity. Lenneberg posited that cognitive, linguistic and perceptual
functions are cerebrally lateralized after puberty, and the ability to "pick up a language’ the way
children/ are observed to do, seems to disappear. However, the evidence on which this hypothesis
rests‘was garnered from pathologica‘I cases, and it was developed in the context of first language
acquisition (Brown 2000: 53).

Scholars such as Oyama (1976), Patkowski (1980), and Long (1990) suggest that in second
language learning, ‘sensitive period’ is-a more appropriate term, since this life-stage cannot here
be as sharply delineated and does not have the same drastic cut-off effect which the critical
period has in first language acquisition (cited in Han 2004a: 47). The bulk of studies researching
the sensitive period hypothesis has yielded evidence pointing to its validity (Scovel 2000:
216).Taking into account findings such as those of Oyama’s 1976 study which gave evidence that
age does correlate with L2 phonological acquisition amongst immigrants, Patkowski (1980: 464)

. hypothesizes that ,

... it is indeed possible to acquire a second language after the sensitive period, but
it would theoretically not be possible to do so to the extent of attaining native-like
proficiency and thus being able to pass for “native”. ... [the sensitive period notion]
does not hold that extremely high, quasi-native leveis cannot be attained in one or

more areas.
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In the case of adult learners, according to Selinker, the ‘latent language structure’ (Lenneberg’s
term for Chomsky’s ‘language acquisition device”) is partially or not at all re-activated, causing
adults to rely exclusively on their intellectual or cognitive powers; hence, most adult learners will
demonstrate fossilization of some sort, especially when they consciously or unconsciously decide
that they have reached a level of proficiency in the TL which is adequate for their TL

communication needs (Martinez 1989: 2).

In addition to the generally inhibiting lateralization which settles in after the sensitive period,
Selinker postulated another latent psychological structure, an underlying ‘fossilization mechanism’
which causes some form of permanently faulty acquisition in 95 % of second language learners
(Selinker 1972: 229). However, Nakuma (1998) and Hamilton (2001) consider this to be a
fallacy: a brain mechanism which produces fossilization cannot only produce fossilization of error;
logically, beneficial fossilization should also take place. However, Selinker insisted that the
psychological structure promoting fossilization has no genetic timetable (Selinker 1972: 229),
implying that fossilization may take place at an early stage or age in the learning process too,
and may thus not be exclusive to adult SLA. Marinova-Todd et a/ (2000: 17) point out that brain-
imaging- experiments have not succeeded in relating differences in brain activity patterns to
differences in target Ianguagg proficiency between early and late L2 learners; neuro-science has

not yet affirmed Selinker’s claims.

Although Selinker soon adjusted his original definition of fossilization to ...a permanent cessation
of learning ...in spite of the learner’s positive ability ..." (my emphasis) (Selinker and Lamendella
1978: 187), Lowther (1983: 127) maintained that ‘fossilization, as presented in much of the

literature, is ... the /nability of a person to attain native-like ability in the target language’.

Research findings by Birdsong (1992) demonstrated that near-native speakers and native
speakers may produce virtually similar output, which shows that some adults are capable of
mastering a second language. In a 1995 investigation, Ehrman and Oxford (1995) found that
variables sucl)'\ as cognitive aptitude and beliefs about the self had a sfronger effect on L2
learning outcomes than neuro-maturational variables. A study by McClelland, Fiez and McCandliss
(2002) which was conducted in a Japanese context concluded that L2 perceptual and processing
deficiencies may not be permanent if learners are provided with proper perceptual training.
Referring to phonology, Stapp demonstrated that mimicry ability is not related to age, but is a
talent which is available to particular individuals throughout life (Stapp 1999: 1).



19

The current general consensus is that sensitive period constraints impact most profoundly on
phonology and morphosyntax in late L2 acquisition and that they are modular in nature, thereby
affecting areas of language acquisition differentially at various stages of the learning process
(Han 2004a: 55). An exclusively neuro-maturational explanation of failure in aduit L2 acquisition
has, however, been rejected, as it is widely accepted that age together with other potentially
negative non-biological factors such as linguistic background, cognitive-academic ability or socio-
cultural influences may play a crucial role in the adult L2 acquisition process. There is greater
difficulty in isolating the causes of fossilization in adult subjects because their lives tend to grow
more complex over time, so that research has to deal with more (and more diffuse) variables
(Finne.ran_2006: 3). Michael Knowles, ang-time advocate of andragogy (adult-centred education)
as a separate construct from pedagogy in educational psychology, prémises ‘his hypothesis on the
following five points: adult learners are independent, unlike children; they bring a reservoir of
knowledge and life experience to the learning process; they have more clearly defined goals;
their orientation to learning is more mature and committed; and their motivation to learn has
become internal (Knowles: 1984). It can therefore be said that, in addition to inhibitive neuro-
maturational factors, adult language learning is also complicated by the more challenging
circumstances and accompanying psychological complexities in the lives of adults. Therefore, in
the words of MacWhinney (2005: 14), ' ... a plausible account [of fossilization] will have to show
how ageing combines with E)ther factors ... and to see how fossilization patterns emerge from

these combinations.’

2.3.2. Universal Grammar

‘Universal Grammar’ refers to the innate human capacity to acquire a (first) language. The
existence of this phenomenon was inferred by Chomsky in 1965 on the grounds that all
languages share the same universal principles and categories, which all normal children acquire
in the same manner (Richards and Smith 2002: 570-572). Chomsky's theory is not fully accepted
by all scholars in the field, therefore the issue of parameter settings (referring tc deep
grammatical categories that flise meaning in a language) in second language acquisiticn is a
moot point. Languages are said to set their parameters differently; older SL learners strucgle to
acquire the idiomatic fluency which is unique to every language because the natural ‘larguage
acquisition device’ (Chomsky’s term) which ‘wires’ the child to universal grammar principles is not

available to the adult learner once the critical or sensitive learning period has passed.
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On whether universal grammar principles are available to adult L2 learners in the learning
process, Nakuma reports contradictory study outcomes: Clahsen (1988) found that they are not,
Schachter (1989) found that they are, but only partially, whereas White (1988) concluded that

they are fully available to the adult language learner (cited in Nakuma 1998: 248). '

In a study of first-language attrition of long-term immigrants who had been completely immersed
in their second language and culture (in one case, for 57 years), Fritsch-Cornet (2005) found that
what had fossilized were abstract concepts underlying the first language and which continued to
influence the second language negatively. She posits that because of their observed longitudinal
persistence, linguistic-cognitive conceptualizations such as tense, mode, spatiality and morpho-
syntactic structures constitute the unique ‘deep structure’ of each language. Research by
Grossman and Ash (2004) on senile progressive aphasia and semantic dementia which combined
neuro-imaging with linguistic tasks found that patients with simultaneous regression in all
linguistic domains are rare, and that impairment seemed to affect knowledge associated with
objects and lexical recall more, and earlier, than number and abstract knowledge. These findings
imply that the grammar or ‘deep structure’ of the first language becomes very deeply embedded
in thg adult mind, and that\'its pervasive infiluence may therefore be very hard to counter when

an additional language is learned.

However, second language learning may not involve restructuring at the level of cognitive deep
structures, but may necessitate ‘the acquisition of additional sets of syntactic, phonological and
(my
emphasis) (Vigil and Oller 1972: 282). MacWhinney (2005: 9) summarises the conundrum of UG

parameter setting in SLA as follows:

’

lexical rules necessary for the realization of language independent deep structures ...

Lacking any independent biological or psychological grounding, this theory must rely
on linguistic constraints to determine these predictions. If the constraints are set
on the basis of evidence derived from L2 learning and fossilization, this [argument]

becomes circular and vacuous.

Researchers who do not support the special nativist or innatist claims of UG do, however, keep
an open mind to the possibility of a more general nativism, which does ascribe some aspects of
the acquisition process to innate cognitive functions (Foster-Cohen 1999: 5). For example,
researchers such as N. Ellis have drawn the tentative conclusion from their investigations that

memory for instances and associations may play a more crucial role in second language
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acquisition than the kind of rule-based acquisition predicted by UG theory (cited in Foster-Cohen:
9). |

2.3.3. Native-speaker norms

In a 1996 research proposal, Selinker stated that no adult can ever hope to speak a second
language ‘in such a way that s/he is indistinguishable from native speakers of that language’
(cited in Han 2004a: 15). Schachter holds the opinion that the overwhelming majority of adult
learners are not able to achieve ‘anything like the same level of mastery as that achieved by any
normal child’ (Schachter 1996: 160); and Rod Ellis concluded that ‘L2 learners, unlike L1 learners,
generally do not reach the same level of competence as native speakers; their final state
grammar is not the target-language grammar ... thus certain rules and items fossilize” (Ellis 1994:
353).

These citations demonstrate how what Birdsong (2003: 1) calls the ‘ontological linchpin’ of
fossilization, non-nativelikeness, has added to the concept’s pejorative connotations.
Nevertheless, exposure to authentic forms and uses of the target language is considered a logical
mainstay of learning a language. The existence of varieties of English within the UK and the US
(such as regional, class or generational dialects) and many varieties in previous colonies
compounds the issue of which accent and standard should be emulated in English second

language acquisition.

In arguing against using native proficiency as a norm, Birdsong (2003: 3) points out research by
Gass (198§), Nagata (1988) and Carroll, Bever and Pollack (1981) which found evidence of
inconsistent grammaticality judgements among native speakers, thereby implying that erratic
output is not the exclusive domain of the L2 learner. Speakers of a language may also use
different forms to convey the same meaning; therefore, in the words of Larsen-Freeman (1997:

147-148) *... the rules themselves are shaped by the discourse”.
Valdés (1999: 44) criticizes the use of a negatively formulated final-outcome descriptor:

The question of how long a student can be considered a language learner, placed in

the ESL compartment, and seen as an incipient bilingual, is a complex one. While most
scholars in the field of second language agree that second language learning is not
identical to first language learning and that the key difference is that a second language
is generally not acquired perfectly, scholars have not yet developed criteria for evaluating

when a given individual can be considered to have passed from the incipient or learning
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stage of bilingualism to the fully developed stage.

Larsen-Freeman (2005: 50) protests against the target-centric nature of most of SLA assessment

enterprises and argues against setting a prescriptive end state norm at all:

What if we acknowledge, instead, that there is no end state because, first of all, there
is no end? There is no finite uniformity to conform to... when we entertain a view of

language as a dynamic and complex adaptive system.
Unhelpfully, Selinker and Lamendella (1979: 374) have asserted the following:

... senescence constitutes an inevitable upper bound after which IL fossilization necessarily

occurs for all members of our species.
Han (2004a: 115) cautions as follows against assumed target norms:

In fossilization research, which is essentially target-language-referenced, identifying and
defining the target language takes on particular importance, given the existence of
multiple varieties of English. Concerted effort should be made at the outset of research
- to determine the nature of the social and linguistic environment within which learners
+ have devéloped their L2. Care should be taken to ensure that the target language against
which the inter!anguagé is examined is indeed what the subjects have been exposed to.
In addition, external and internal perspectives might both be necessary to ensuring that

what researchers determine to be the norm is indeed the norm pursued by the subjects.

Although native speech and speakers are a prerequisite for collecting'baSeIine data and as a
touchstone when analyzing results in SLA research, acquisition often takes place in contexts in
which there is little or no contact with native speakers (Doman 2005: 6). Nunn, attempting to
define competence in ‘international English” as an alternative norm, argues that in the real world
competence cannot be limited to a single, limited, monolingual and monocultural concept; rather,
second language achievement should be looked at as a set of competences that ‘sometimes
compensate for each other, sometimes counteract each other, and sometimes reinforce each
other’ (cited in Doman 2005: 6).

Moreover, the elevation of native speech as the ideal has been seen from the socio-cultural angle
as a sign of disrespect for other languages and cultures, as it implies that the learner’s first
language is primarily a source of aberrance and that the global goal of English second language

learning is oral communication with native speakers (Pennycook 1994: 167, 169).
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Nonnative speakers of English are currently estimated at 1-2 billion, far outweighing the number
of native English speakers (Doughty and Long 2003: 3). Since the majority of the world's
population is multilingual and living in multilingual environments, multilingualism is in reality the
norm, not the exception (Nelde 2002: 325). Many, if not the majority of speakers, acquire English
for purely pragmatic and utilitarian purposes and do not see themselves as consumers of the
Anglo-Saxon tradition, therefore the acquisition of a native-like accent is no longer the ultimate
objective of the majority of English learners (Talebinezhad 2001: 3). Moyer (2004: 46) maintains
that since accent is not a deterrent to comprehensibility, native-likeness should not be the prime

norm for successful L2 phonological outcome.

Regarding fossilization, the main thrust of these criticisms is that a satisfactory understanding of
native-speaker norms, which are so often used as a prerequisite for accounts of stabilization or

fossilization, has not yet been achieved. (Finneran 2006: 2)
2.3.4 First-language transfer

All learning involves, to some extent, previous learning. According to Bialystok (1994: 163),

the mental representafions developed in the course of first language acquisition
provide the starting point for the representations that will be developed for the

second language. Similarly, the attentional procedures developed for processing
a first language are the basis for building up the new procedures needed for the

second.

~ The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, which was developed in the 1950s and 15€Cs, claimed that
the principal barrier in acquiring a second language, and therefore the main source of erroneous
outcomes, is the first language (Brown 2000: 207, 208) The hypothesis posit=c ihat the greater
the structural difference between the first and the second language, the mcrs t-e learner will
struggle in the acquisition process. This ‘competition’ between the L1 and the 7. may be further
aggravated when the two languages do not use the same orthographic script, zr more so when
one’uses a phonemic script and the other does not (as in the case of English zr= Thinese). The

second language is even seen by some as ‘parasitic”:

Parasitism occurs because the L1 form is already well consolidated and entrencres -

the time the learner tries to add the L2 form to the map.
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The problems encountered when testing the Contrastive Analysis hypothesis empirically are
summarized .by Towell and Hawkins (1994: 18-19) as follows: not all areas of contrast between
the L1 and the TL lead to automatic learner difficulty; not all areas of similarity lead to positive
transfer; and only a relatively small proportion of errors can be attributed to the L1

unambiguously.

Kellerman (1989) investigated a single aspect of proficiency: the research focused on the use of
English past conditional sentences by Dutch learners, and found evidence of a correlation
between the first language structure and the errors made in the second language. A 1996 study
by Schwartz and Sprouse demonstrated the difficulties an adult Turkish learner had in acquiring
German verb-subject patterns; he had shown mastery at early stages, yet he invariably reverted
to native language patterns at subsequent stages. The authors concluded that, in regard to verb
usage, the subject’s interlanguage would fossilize and ‘never mirror that of the TL, German’
because ‘UG options could not be activated’ to bridge the divide between L1 and L2 patterns
(Schwartz and Sprouse 1996: 49). Sorace (1993) investigated advanced French and English
learners of Italian by means of a grammaticality judgement test. Her findings showed that the
French subjects were sensitiye to both semantic and syntactic aspects of unaccusativity in the TL,
whereaé the English subjects were only sensitive to semantic aspects. An analysis of the relevant
structures in English and French showed that the differential outcomes could be attributed to

patterns in the subject’s respective first languages.

On the other hand, a study by Dulay and Burt (1974) found that less than 5% of the 500
syntactic and morphological errors committed by 179 Spanish learners of English unambiguously
reflected their first language. In 1972, Whitman and Jackson administered a 42-point test to
2500 Japanese learners of English in order to determine the relative difficulty of grammatical
items; their findings led them to conclude that contrastive analysis is inadequate, theoretically

and practically, in predicting interference problems in L2 learning (cited in Brown 2000: 212).

The hypothesis does not therefore fully explain wh)y léarners construct certain grammatical L2
representations correctly but not others. Although research such as the studies referred to above
corroborates L1 transfer as a source of faulty adult L2 acquisition, the many successful adult
learners of a language which is typologically very different from their own show that this is not
always the case. The saliency of cross-linguistic interference attested to by research does not

imply that this interference is the most crucial factor in SLA, since adult SL learners have also
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been observed to make the same errors as children learning their first language (Brown 2000:
68).

Errors made by L2 learners may also be specific to, or resultant from, the nature of the L2 rather
than caused by interference from the mother tongue. As English is reckoned to be the largest
language in the world in terms of vocabulary and is characterized by many exceptions and
idiomatic oddities, SL learners may have more prbblems acquiring irregular forms as opposed to
regular forms (MacWhinney 2005: 14). This may also be a contributing factor to the simplification
or pidginization which is so often observed at earlier stages of the SLA process: the learner
simplifies (or pidginizes) what is perhaps (still) too sophisticated to be internalized entirely.
Although Corder (1978, cited in Selinker 1993: 16) posited that one cannot simplify what one
does not know, and that therefore SLA consists primarily of linguistic complexification, Selinker
(1993: 16) feels that this argument is ‘too general’, and claims that learners simplify target

language ... [which] could perhaps lead to fossilization’.

Odlin (2002: 261) points out that research into panlinguistic similarities and dissimilarities has
ushered in a growing interest in researching the role of emotion in second language acquisition,
as somé speech acts and conceptual patterns are not readily relinquished when learners attempt

a new language.

In spite of decades of research and numerous studies that contest aspects of the debate, some
generalities have not been disproved ar_1d are currently still seen as valid. The first language may
give the teacher or the learner clues as to the origin of some errors, and to why and how certain

items or structures begin to stabilize in the learner’s interlanguage.

2.3.5 Interlanguage

In a behaviourist paradigm errors are ascribed to poor linguistic habits developing from
insufficient conditioning; in a nativist paFadigm the study of erroneous linguistic production is
seen as an opportunity to gain insight into the cognitive processes underlying language
acquisition and use. The language of adult SL acquirers, like the language of children learning
their mother tongue, is seen to undergo constant change, presumably along a continuum. Corder
introduced the idea of a dysfunctional yet systematic idiosyncracy in learner language in 1978
(cited in Martinez 1989: 2), claiming that the learner displays a rule-governed transitional

competence on his/her way to native-speaker competence. It is therefore an ‘idiosyncratic
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dialect’ in that the rules of the learner’s language are peculiar to the language of that individual
alone; it is unique to the individual, as is any other fully-developed human language, and like the
language of poets, toddlers and aphasics, it is not a language of institutional and social
conformity. Corder stated that only by treating learner language as a phenomenon to be studied
in its own right can we hope to develop an understanding of the processes of second language

acquisition.

Within a few years error analysis replaced contrastive analysis as the principal activity of those
researching language learning. When Selinker first introduced the term ‘interlanguage’, he wrote
that he felt “justified, even compelled, to hypothesize the existence of interlanguage ... because
the utterances most learners of a second language produce are not identical to those a native
speaker would have produced had he intended to express the same meaning as the learner’
(Selinker 1972: 214). Interlanguage has been more generally defined as a system which is
distinct from. both the native language and the target language, although it may share some

elements and overtones of both (Spolsky 1979: 254).

Selinker sees inteflanguage as a continuum in which L2 learners continually practise progressive
restructuring as they deal with increasing complexity. In the case of most adult learners,
according to Selinker, the ‘latent language structure’ (Lenneberg’s term for Chomsky’s ‘language
acquisition device’) is partially or not at all re-activated, causing them to rely exclusively on their
intellectual or cognitive powers. Selinker has at times voiced his dissatisfaction with the quasi-
synonymity with which the term /nterlanguage, Corder’s termé frahs/t/'ona/ Acompetence aAndA
idiosyncratic dialect, and Nemser’s term approximative system have been used, because he feels
strongly that each of the three makes different theoretical claims about the nature of the SLA
process (cited in Nickel 1998: 2). However, all three are essentially concerned with the interplay
of variability and systematicity in the SL acquisition process. What is pertinent to a study of
fossilization is that in these views, a certain amount of turbulence is natural during the phases of
SL acquisition; fossilization would therefore have to be empirically distinguished from continually

erroneous language which, in spite of recurrent errors, is progressing towards mastery.

In the field of pidgin and Creole studies (‘creolistics”) which emerged in the 1960s, many studies
were published showing that these ‘inferior’ versions were, in fact, legitimate, rule-governed
varieties of language (Siegel 2002: 338). Although most teaching programmes discourage the

use of pidgin or Crecie in the learning situation, it has been observed that when students are
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encouraged to examine features of their own varieties in the classroom, they have a greater
chance of noticing features that are different in the standard language; this helps them to build
the mental representations of the standard that is necessary for language acquisition (Siegel:
348).

Brown . (2000: 227-229) recommends that interlanguage be thought of as manifesting itself in
four stages: the stage of random errors or ‘wild guessing’, the emergent stage in which the
learner begins to show more consistency in output, the ‘systemic’ stage in which more targbet—like
forms occur more consistently and the learner becomes capable of correcting errors when they
are pointed out by others, and the fourth stage, in which a certain amount of mastery is obvious
and self-correction is observed. It is at this fourth stage that the learnér may, according to
Brown, stabilize too fast and allow minor errors to become a habit. However, empirical evidence

has not proven unequivocally that interlanguage is a creative continuum (Martinez 1989: 6).

Serious problems have arisen’ from the .instability and variance observed in learners’
interlanguages. For example, in 1974 Scott and Tucker (1974) tried hard to find regularity in the
interlanguage of "Arab students learning English; they found, however, that there were enough
errors and enough correct /approximations to postulate the existence of two simultaneous
systems. Interlanguage as a special type of natural language is characterized by instability
because it is subject to invasion by new forms; according to Larsen-Freeman (1997: 156), this

surface instability is ‘merely the tip of the iceberg’.

Schachter (1974) realized that her study findings could not be accepted as accurate because
some learners had avoided certain structures, whereas those who had not, had used them
erroneously; the absence of errors, therefore, does not necessarily reflect mastery of knowledge
or skills. Gathercole (1998, cited in Brown 2000: 34) reported on a number of studies in which
young learners could produce accurate TL structures although they did not understand what they
were saying. Martfhei (1989: 6) observed that a large number of interlangJagé utterances
constitute memorized routines and patterns, making the exact path of interlanguage
development very hard to trace. Selinker (1972) introduced the term ‘backsliding’ to refer to the
reappearance of faulty forms after they had been thought to have been eradicated from the
interlanguage. He ascribed this to contextual reasons such as focusing exclusively on meaning

when using the SL, or emotional variables. Backsliding can only occur when the correct form /4as
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been acquired by the learner, and thus differentiates fossilization (in which the correct form

never appeafs) from unstable interlanguage.

Spolsky (1979: 255) comments that interlanguage can be seen as an attempt to add
respectability to the study of errors and that it has not lived up to its potential in the SLA field:

A great deal of difficulty ... arises out of first assuming an interlanguage, a presumably
complete grammar that has been internalized by the learner, but attempting to establish
its existence by using fairly limited tests of errors made with certain morphological
elements. As a result of this sketchy sampling of knowledge, the picture that emerges

remains ... confused.

Spolsky feels that interlanguage research should be more sophisticated and that painstakingly
designed studies, repeated at various intervals, which yield both longitudinal and setting-specific
data, are called for (Spolsky 1979: 255). In spite of his criticism, he points out that interlanguage
is a valid construct because, in keeping with socio-linguistic trends, it suggests a pragmatic
acceptance of a ‘local’ variety of the target language, in much the same way that pidgins,
‘creolects’, regional dialects and ‘World Englishes’ have come to be accepted as legitimate

varieties worthy of academic scrutiny and international publishing (1979: 255).

When no progression towards mastery can be found in a learner’s language, stabilization is said
to have set in. The term has been wrongly used as a synonym for fossilization, since stabilized
interlanguage may include variation, whereas fossilization denotes unchangeability. Stabilization
can be better thought of as a harbinger or indicator of future fossilization, and Han cautions that

the two concepts should be kept apart in theory and empirical enquiry (2004a: 103).

2.3.6. The socio-cultural dimension

> ) >

Criticizfng the predominant use of psycholagical paradigms in language acquisition research,
Norton and Toohey (2002: 119) note that many theorists and researchers tend to view SLA as a
mental process, believing that language acquisition resides mostly, if not solely, in the brain.
Currently, the acquisition of a second language is increasingly being viewed as a primarily socio-
culturally situated practice and not as ‘individual minds acquiring language’ (Norton and Tochey

2002: 119); linguistic form alone cannot determine meaning, therefore the social z-cd cultural
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contexts of language learning activities must be taken into account to give a full portrayal of the
language learning process (Kramsch 2002: 11) and should be included in fossilization

perspectives.

Schumann’s 1975 Acculturation Model of acquisition hypothesizes that the social-psychological
distance between the learner and target culture will determine the level of success or failure in
the acquisition process (Brown 2000: 186). The findings of Schumann’s 1976 study of a Costa
Rican adult immigrant’s L2 acquisition struggles (summarised in Ushioda: 1993) led him to
hypothesize that the early stages of acquisition are similar to pidginization. Some learners fail to
progress beyond this rudimentary stage because, like pidgin-speakers, they are linguistically
disadvantaged and constrained by their lack of socio-cultural affinity or familiarity with forms of

the target language and culture.

Acton'’s ‘optimal perceived social distance theory’ (1979, cited in Brown 2000: 188) also ascribed
failed L2 outcomes to negative affective perspectives of the surrounding foreign culture: learners
who acquire mostly non-linguistic techniques of coping before they have overcome culture shock
will probably never master the va correctly, as they have come to rely for survival on fossilized
forms. \

However, in a detailed study of her Japanese parents’ linguistic proficiency after ‘thirty years of
residence in Ireland, Ushioda (1993) concluded that there were problems in applying the
predictions of the acculturation hypothesis to the results of her study. Both parents had
acculturated superbly and were fluent users of the TL, yet her father demonstrated superior
linguistic competence. She offers the explanation that differences in aptitude and language needs
may have played a crucial role: the demands of her father’s work as a university lecturer in an
English environment necessitated a high level of accuracy in addition to fluency, whereas her
mother had mostly operated in a social environment of sympathetic small talk in which linguistic
errors were overlooked. Yet, in spite of their successful acculturation, both parents occasionally
displayed fossilized phonological forms as well as (mostly in her mother's case) fossilized
syntactical forms. Ushioda thus demonstrates that insufficient acculturation cannot singularly

predict fossilization.

Based on the findings of her study of the acquisition of German by 15 well-educated immigrants

(from Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, French, Turkish, British and American L1 backgrounds) to
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Germany, Moyer (2004: 135) concludes that social influences correlate as strongly with ultimate

L2 attainment as psychological and maturational factors. She recommends (pp 147-148) that

given these complexities, SLA research must try harder to account for these issues. The
situation of most late learning today begs for examination of the learning environment,
the learner’s cumulative experience, and the learner’s developing sense of self as a speaker

of the target language.

Furthermore, whereas most children acquire their first language in a supportive and input-rich
environment, MacWhinney (2005: 26) notes that adult learners are not always treated
sympathetically, and may withdraw socially if they perceive negative attitudes from TL speakers,
as often happens in multicultural environments. The US Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission reported (Mind Your Speech, Gulf News 23 July 2006, p 22) that in 2005, 11% of the
private-sector complaints it processed were complaints of discrimination on grounds of national
origin, language or accent, of which half were submitted by Hispanics. Native English speakers
construed playful banter from foreigners as verbal harassment, and misinterpreted silences of
incomprehension from persons of ‘face-saving cultures’ such as China as unwillingness to speak,
inability - to work, or belligerence; foreigners, in turn, misinterpreted typical American ‘blunt
speech’ as negative personal attitudes. This signifies that socio-cultural affective variables must
be reckoned with in the L2 learning experience. Nelde (2002: 328-329) points out that in some
multilingual milieux, additional-language acquisition happens by coercion or fo'r the sake of
survival; according to Doughty and Long (2003: 5), each year tens of millions of people are
obliged to learn a second language or another variety of their own language because they are
forced to migrate across borders for reasons of work, war, drought, famine, or ethnic cleansing.
Intake may be very negatively influenced by socio-cultural affective factors in such cases, of
which the history of the Afrikaans language in South Africa’s apartheid era is a salient example.
In the recent Israel-Lebanon war, Israeli reconnaissance troops disguised as Lebanese soldiers
were captured in Lebanon by Hezbollah forces because their Hebrew-accented Arabic gave them
away (Accent Leads to Capture, Khaleej Times, 21 August 2006 p 13) — an example of what may

happen in a hostile L2 acquisition situation.

2.3.7. Input

Input has been found to be of cruciai importance in acquiring a second language. Valette (1991:
236) recommends that in studying the phenomenon of fossilization, the distinction between
‘school’ learners and ‘street’ learners — those who have 'studied the language’ and those who

have 'picked it up’ — is useful. In institutional contexts input is structured according to a syllabus,
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pedagogical methodology and desired outcomes; in non-institutional contexts the learner is
exposed to random input occurring naturally in a variety of settings. Both of these acquisition

milieux have been found to promote fossilization.

2.3.7.1. Instruction

Gass and Selinker (1994: 150) state the following:

Errors are only erroré from the teacher’s or researcher’s perspective, not from the learner’s.
Taken from the perspective of the learner who has created a systematic entity called

an interlanguage, everything that forms part of that interlanguage system by definition
belongs there. Hence, there can be no errors in that system. Errors are only errors with

reference to some external norm.

It follows logically that the teacher will have to make the learner aware that an error has, or that
errors have, been committed. Whether errors should be overtly corrected, and to what extent,
has been a contentious issue in the field of SLA, and in the fossilization field in particular, since
fossilization is fundamentally characterized by wrongness, resistance, and persistence. Authors
who support the theory that a second language is best internalized in the same way as a first
language, insist that negative evidence (overt treatment of errors) is not important to the
learning process since it does not play an important role in first language acquisition (Antokhin
2000: 8). Others have postulated that the adult learner needs either direct error treatment or
more subtle hints as to the incorrectness in his or her output, since cognitive problem-solving
components play an important role in adult acquisition, and experiments in the field of
psychology have shown that negative feedback is useful to adults in concept learning (Antokhin
2000: 9). Carroll and Swain (1993) conducted an experiment with 100 adult Spanish learners of
English which concentrated on the dative structure; after a period of teacher training, five
separate approaches to errors were implemented and outcomes were assessed. The group which
had received immediate remedial attention fared the best, whereas the group that had not been
given any feedback to errors fared the worst, which led the researchers to conclude that adult
learners ‘can and do use feedback to learn spéciﬁc and abstract linguistic generalizations’ (Carroll
and Swain 1993: 358). Vigil and Oller (1976: 285) claim that negative feedback is the principal
destabilizing factor of learner grammars: 'If the corrective feedback ... drops below some minimal
level or disappears altogether, the grammar ... will fossilize.” However, Selinker and Lamendella
(1979: 364) maintain that feedback will only have a remedial effect if the intervention is
experienced by the learner as 'positive in its affective dimension’. Selinker, Kim and Bandi-Rao

(2004: 92) are of the opinion that feedback or correction will not work equally on all linguistic
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properties and with all individuals — *a variable cognitive result [that] should become more widely

known'.

Although Hendrickson, Burt and Kiparsky (1974, cited in Antokhin 2000: 13) advised that errors
should be identified as either local (relatively unimportant and not impeding communication) or
global (relatively serious and obscuring communication) and the two types of errors should be
treated differently, Antokhin (2000) found that many erroneous structures in learner language fall

somewhere between local and global, making it difficult to decide how to respond to the error.

Felix and Weigl (1991) conducted a grammaticality judgment study to test whether UG principles
" were in operation in adolescent German learners who had only been exposed to their L2, English,
in the classroom. The outcomes showed that the learners merely judged structures which they
had encountered in their classroom learning as acceptable, and those not encountered before as
wrong. In conclusion, the authors expressed their pessimism about classroom second language

learning as follows (p 178):

What is being taught in the classroom represents only a smali portion of the structural
complexities and intricacies of natural language; and typically, most of the deeper properties
are not taught. If the results of our study are not merely accidental, it is precisely these

deeper properties that our students fail to acquire.

Valette (1991: 325-326) observes that some instructors have themselves not attained
grammatical mastery of the language that they are teaching, and that in such a situation only
very highly motivated learners will try to unlearn their own errors. Furthermore, Larsen-Freeman
(1997: 147) observes that current popular models of grammar do not capture the dynamism and
variability of language usage very well. On the other hand, instruction may combat unbalanced
memory-driven development: learners have a natural tendency towards communication and
meaning, but by focusing continually on structure, the likelihood of inflexibility and fossilization is

preemptively reduced (Butler-Tanaka 2000: 10).

Gass and Selinker (1994: 151) identified classroom instruction as a source of fossilization in that
it may prolong interlanguage deviance if the input is highly selective or impcverished; corrective
strategies may also be ineffective, complicated structures may be introeduced too soon, and
repetition and overlearning of forms in isolation may set up barriers to mezningful acquisition.

Mukattash (1986), analyzing the written L2 productions of 80 Arabic learrers of English at a
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Jordanian university, found that after 11 years of instruction involving robust explanation and
error correction, they continued to use the simple past tense when the simple present tense was

called for.

The teaching approach known as ‘grammatical consciousness-raising’ combines attention to
structure and errors with using material in which the targeted features appear in authentic
samples and contexts. Explicit teaching of rules and complicated grammatical jargon is mostly
avoided. It is an example of the learner-centred approach which has superceded the older
teacher-centred approach. However, this method has been criticized for assuming inductive
reasoning ability in learners, as they are expected to discover the rules underlying correct usage
for themselves, thereby broadening rather than lessening the margin of error in general. Points
of contention include the amount of explicit teacher input in dealing with learners’ wrong
outcomes, the unequal pace at which learners in a group may discover, and the method’s

reliance on assumed prior intellectual skills (Butler-Tanaka 2000: 27-36).

Although the ‘communicative revolution” in SL teaching was an effort to improve classroom
acquisition by pré)moting naturalistic context in instructional activities, it has been accused of
promoting fossilization (Whitley 1993: 141) as it emphasizes message above grammatical
accuracy and may pressurize learners to produce output too soon; fossilization is likely to set in if
minimally functional speech is reinforced for content alone, with no internal reason for the
speaker to improve. On the other hand, studies by Lightbown (1987), Savignon (1972) and
Montgomery and Eisenstein (1985) (cited in Butler-Tanaka 2000: 10) found that when
communicative elements were introduced into a mostly grammar-drill-orientated programme,

learners showed greater progress.

Headlines from 2006 UK newspaper articles (which were syndicated in UAE newspapers) show
that first language instruction is being criticized for not achieving targets in the UK: Teaching
Method Found Unhelpful (Khaleej Times, 15 February); Fven the Best Pupils Give Up On
Grammar (Khaleej Times, 16 April); Never Mind the Mistakes, Examiners Told (Khaleej Times, 12
June); Schools Fail to Teach Basic Skills (Khaleej Times, July 22); Fun Lessons Don't Challenge
Pupils (Gulf News, 11 March), Teachers Fail Literacy and Numeracy Tests (Gulf News, 4
September); Devastating Scale of Poor English and Maths Skills in Britain’s Workforce Laid Bare
(Gulf News, 20 October), British Students Worse at English Than Foreigners (Gulf News, 2
November) and UK Illiteracy Crisis Spells Catastrophe, Says Study (Gulf News: 5 December). This



34

implies that even in the first language, skilled instruction is needed in order to develop linguistic
proficiency levels suitable for the workplace and other areas of formal communication, and that

fossilization may also manifest itself in the first language.

Current evidence also suggests that, perhaps due to the overriding focus on assessment events
in the instruction process, whatever effect classroom learning produces may wear off after some
time (Towell and Hawkins 1994: 256). What may further aggravate acquisition endeavours in the
classroom are the many and often indeterminable socio-psychological variables at play at any

given time.

2.3.7.2  Naturalistic acquisition

Much the same can, of course, be said about naturalistic or ‘street’ L2 acquisition. Carroll and
Swain (1993) state that naturalistic linguistic input is incomplete and could be misleading as the
basis for constructing hypotheses about principles of grammar, because negative evidence, which
is useful to adults in conceptual learning, is largely absent. Referring to what he calls the ‘myth of
natural acquisitioh' in L2 learners resident in a target language community, Shekhtman (2003: 2)

remarks as follows:

Native speakers generally do not correct students and through this omission reinforce all
types of linguistic and sociocultural fossilization. Native speakers, not usually being
foreign-language teachers, also do not effectively provide new sophisticated structures
and vocabulary. More important, they do not help students to memorize new elements
of the language. As a resulit, students reinforce what they know ... in a very slow and

ineffective way.

According to the tenets of Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (Brown 2000: 278), inferior acquisition and
by implication its extreme, fossilization, may be predicted when one, more or all of the following

conditions apply: o -

s the learner is only consciously or cerebrally learning knowledge of the TL, not truly
acquiring or internalizing it as a real and usable entity;

o the learner over-monitors his or her output inappropriately;

e the learner acquires the language in an unnatural or confusing order;

s the input is either too challenging or not challenging enouch for the learner;
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o the affective filter is high (the learner is undergoing some negative psychological

experience).

Krashen’s hypothesis has been ‘hotly disputed’ by scholars on the grounds that, although
intuitively appealing, it is based on ‘swampy empirical ground’ (Whitley 1993: 133) and much of it
is largely undemonstrable. How, for example, can it be determined which parts of learner output
have been cerebrally learned and which have been subconsciously acquired? How does a teacher
ensure that ‘non-conscious acquisition’ takes place? The major claim of the hypothesis, that
comprehensible input is the most fundamental causative variable in second language acquisition
(Brown 2000: 279, 280), has been widely attacked: as it seems to downplay the role of grammar
teaching, many teachers have misconstrued the hypothesis and have either done away with
grammar teaching altogether or ignored errors as long as the learner’s message is fathomable,

thereby creating the conditions for fossilization to set in (Whitley 1993: 136).

Krashen’s hypothesis has also been countered by Swain and Lapkin’s Output Hypothesis, which
posits that output (or learner production, or observable forms of practice) may be as important
as, if not more important fhan, input in L2 acquisition (cited in Brown 2000: 281). However,
whetﬁer overt participation by learners can lead to acquisition has yet to be indisputably proven
(Doman 2005: 7). The observation has been made that, when a learner realizes that he or she is
not being understood, there is a motive to rethink and restructure some aspeci(s) of the
interlanguage (Selinker 1993: 24). This may apply equally to natural conversational situations
and assessment situations; but once the immediate objective has been achieved, the learner may
‘backslide’ to faulty versions in less demanding contexts, which underscores Corder’s

characterization of interlanguage as normally unstable (Selinker 1993: 24).

As was pointed out in Section 2.3.6, whereas classroom proceedings are regulated by polite
standards of social interaction, some naturalistic L2 learners have to contend with social
phenomena such as chauvinisn%, kenophobia, sexism, ethnic hatred, racism and war, which
cause very negative affective associations with the target language and result in pcor learning

outcomes.
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2.4 Conclusion

Being the extreme form of unsuccessful outcome, fossilization is pertinent to all aspects of
second language acquisition. As has been shown in the above review, inferences about
fossilization are often drawn from acquisition studies which do not have fossilization per se, but
less radical aspects of acquisition as their specific empirical objective; such findings are of
relevance to all teachers and researchers concerned with aspects of unsuccessful learning
outcomes. Some theorists feel, however, as Bierbaumer (1997: 2) does, that the term
‘fossilization’ is ‘a very unhappy one’. He points out that Selinker, when asked why he *believes in
fossilization’, answered: ‘I guess the reason is because I'm a fossilized learner par excellence in
several languages.’ Since Bierbaumer, a native speaker of a Styrian-Bavarian German dialect,
finds that his own command of Russian, Italian and French fluctuates according to whether or
not he has been exposed to or using the language for a while, he objects to Selinker’s phrase
‘fossilized learner’ because it implies impossibility of further progress, and he reaches the

following verdict (Bierbaumer 1997: 4):

It seems.clear to me that the term fossilization does not adequately describe the
phenomena it denotes and, moreover, I cannot see a single learning situation where

a term imblying the inevitability of a negative process or state would be helpful.

Mukattash (1986: 201) expresses doubt about the pedagogic usefulness of the term:

If research could prove that certain error types are insusceptible to defossilization, then
the time and effort expended in the correction of such errors could be more fruitfully
employed in the teaching of new material ... so far, this task of prediction has proved

to be impossible.

Yorio (198‘5, cited in Selinker 1993: 21-22) considered fossilization the most pressing issue he
had had to face in dealing with ESL classroom writing, but after reviewing the fossilization

literature up till 1985 he concluded that it was lacking in useful principles.

E . >

Some authors have remarked on the selective application of the fossilization metaphor. Is the
term ‘defossilized’, for example, logically acceptable? De Prada Creo (1990: 3) found that the 25
near-native-speaker subjects of an introspection-based study she undertook were aware of the
‘fossils” in their output, but did not experience these as problematic in any sense. They were all
teachers of their second language, and were satisfied with their level of command as adequate

for their daily professional and social purposes. They were confident that if their circumstances
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had to change and the new workplace or social environment demanded more accuracy, their
learning faculties would be revitalized (De Prada Creo 1990: 15). This underscores the question
whether, if a linguistic ‘fossil’ can disappear or change shape, it should have been called a fossil

in the first place.

The ‘father of fossilization’, Selinker, has periodically criticized the fossilization field in SLA for its
rambling range of disparate perspectives, studies and conclusions: ... the fossilization literature is
widespread and diffuse ..."; *... the dire straits of things in this area ..." (1993: 14); ‘We need to ...
ask ourselves ... why colleagues at times appear emotional about this topic’ (1993: 22); ‘We must
report that we find the fossilization literature, as a- scientific literature, quite bizarre.” (Selinker
and Han 1996: 1). However, statements by Selinker himself (1993: 16), such as the following,
have contributed to ambiguity in the field:

Fossilized ILs exist no matter what learners do in terms of further exposure to the TL.
... it is nonetheless very difficult, if not impossible, to tell ... if a learner’s stabilized IL is

in fact fossilized.

There is a lack of agreemeﬁt in the fossilization field about the variable performance which is a
hallmérk of second language development (Lardiere 2005: 178). The presence in the
interlanguage of ab body of errors which does not increase or decrease over time is seen as a
precursor of fossilization (Han 2004a: 102). A variety of terms has been employed for the
commonly observed phenomenon that erroneous forms and their correct versions appear
randomly in interlanguage: fossilized variation (Schachter 1996), permanent optionality (Sorace
1996), permanent indeterminate knowledge (Johnson et al 1996), and /ong-/asting free variation
(R. Ellis 1999) (cited in Han 2004a: 103). These terms have all been disputed by fossilization
theorists; Long, for one, has objected that language which contains unstable, randomly variable
and unpredictable elements cannot possibly be called stable or fossilized (Long 2003: 511).
Criticisms like these provide a rationale for Bierbaumer’s objection (1997: 4) that the term

fossilization does not adequately describe the phenomena it purports to denote.

The current main problems are summarized by Han as a lack of a unified definition, and
inadequate empirical description. However, she points out that the many perspectives and
orientations which have emerged have changed the original monolithic concept of fossilization as
‘failure’ to one including multiple manifestations of SLA difficulties and obscurities (2004a: 168).

Acknowledgement of the expanded scope of the concept has also brought more sophistication to
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empirical studies, such as delineating more carefully the linguistic domain. within which
fossilization is investigated, examining the nature of the L2 to which the learner is exposed, and

identifying the nature of the L2 which he is aspiring to emulate.

There ‘is general agreement in the field on some points. Fossilization is broadly accepted as
involving premature cessation of linguistic development, which manifests itself as strongly
resistant and persistent erroneousness. There is also consensus about viewing fossilization as a
focal rather than a global phenomenon; items or areas of fossilization may be identified in a
learner’s interlanguage or idiolect even though in other areas there may be observable progress
towards standard norms of the TL, which shows that interlanguage is unstable, and that the term
‘fossilized language’ is therefore inaccurate (Han 2004a: 22). Researchers have become more
careful in distinguishing between stabilization and its extreme form, fossilization, and are also
taking more care in establishing the presence of fossilization before attempting to analyze the

phenomenon.

It is now generally agreed that stabilization cannot be ascribed to one factor alone. It sets in
when t\;vo or more variables are working negatively against the acquisition process, which
substantiates the validity of the multiple effects principle which Selinker and Lakshmanan
formulated in 1992. Current pronouncements view the second language acquisition process as a

A

confluence of many variables; in the words of Larsen-Freeman: ' ... no one of these [many
interacting factors] by itself is a determining factor; the interaction of them, however, has a very

‘profound effect’ (1997: 151); and she advocates more appropriate research designs (p 159):

because the behaviour of a whole complex nonlinear system is not built into any one

of its components, it is self-defeating to examine in isolation a part of the whole in order
to learn how the whole operates. However, it is not easy to imagine how one might go
about studying the whole of SLA. Thus, it seems we need a way to focus on an individual
aspect while respecting the complexity of the whole.

2

25 Implications for research

An empirical investigation of fossilization is a daunting undertaking, because there is no
universally acknowledged definition or explanation of the phenomenon or of what constitutes
suitable empirical demonstration of it (Fidler 2006: 398, 400). Perspectives. differ widely on how
the concept is to be operationalized in empirical investigation (Fidler 2006: 403), and some

theorists even reject the concept entirely. Nevertheless, in spite of the lack of agreement



39

amongst leading fossilization theorists and researchers on many points, and the resuitant
contrasting perspectives, it seems clear that when undertaking fossilization research the foilowing

points should be observed if the research is to be meaningful to the field of SLA.

The researcher must make sure that the conditions on which fossilization is premised are
present in the acquisition situation which is being investigated, so that what is identified as
fossilization is indeed that. Continuous acquisition efforts and/or exposure to TL input (structured
or unstructured) must be taking place, to show that the opportunity to progress is present in the

learner’s situation.

Secondly, as there have been many calls to rethink the native-speaker norms by which second
language acquisition is too often judged as failed or insufficient, the researcher should carefully
consider the norm(s) he or she will be applying in identifying fossilization and its causes. Are they
to be researcher-determined or learner-determined? Should the standards which the researcher

applies be identical to the standards to which the subject is aspiring?

Thirdly, considering Selinker’s verdict that the fossilization literature is ‘widespread and diffuse’
(Selinker 1993: 14), the researcher should carefully consider the theoretical approach which
informs his or her empirical chus. Appropriate assessment norms cannot be clearly defined if the
researcher’s theoretical perépective is unclear, therefore it is necessary to formulate the

standards used in empirical enquiry and to articulate the rationale behind them.

The researcher should also specify. the linguistic domain(s) within which persistent errors are
investigated so as to keep the modular nature of fossilization in focus and not to mistake partial

lack of progress for global lack of progress.

Finally, in determining the cause(s) of any fossilization which is identified, the researcher should
investigate as wide a range of variables as possible, thereby, as Larsen-Freeman advocatss
(1997: 159), respecting the complexity of the whole (SLA) while focusing on one aspect of it

(fossilization).
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1. Introduction

This chapter describes how the subject for this research study was identified. The methods
employed in obtaining linguistic and extra-linguistic data for purposes of analysis are explained,
after which the methods and criteria applied in establishing the presence of fossilized linguistic
items or structures in the subject’s conversational output are discussed. A detailed profile of the
subject containing facts relevant to his acquisition situation is presented lastly (statements made

by the subject are printed in italics).

3.2. Research methods

3.2.1. Identification of a subject

As Hitchcock and Hughes (1995: 320) observe, the (single) case ‘is not selected for its own
intrinsic interest, but for wh(at it can tell the researcher in terms of the research questions posed

and the /questions which will emerge during the course of the research’.

The researcher made the acquaintance of the subject, a middle-aged Syrian male, at a social
event held at a public venue in Al Ain, a city in the United Arab Emirates. The researcher soon
formed the impression that his English contained instances of fossilization. Although he appeared
to be sociable and willing to communicate, he seemed embarrassed when speaking English and
responded monosyllabically to enquiries about his country. Some weeks later, through the
mediation of a mutual acquaintance, he volunteered to be the subject of this research as far as

time and opportunity allowed.

He expressed his respect for and willingness to assist in academic enquiry, and also welcomed it
as an opportunity for him to ‘practise English’. However, he requested that, as he does not follow
an entirely orthodox Muslim lifestyle and his name is one of the ninety-nine holy adjectives used

to exalt Allah, his full name not be used, only his initial (N).

3.2.2. Elicitation of data

The subject declined to submit written English for research purposes, as his acquisition

endeavours are focused on listening and speaking skills. 1t was therefore decided to limit
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empirical data to conversational output only. One recorded monologue and eight recorded
conversations between the subject and the researcher form the main body of data reported on in
this study. The conversations were loosely structured by occasional questions from the
researcher. As the focus of the research was the absence of progress (fossilization) in
conversational proficiency, the recordings were made at more or less regular intervals from April
2006 to January 2007, as the subject’s schedule allowed, and these are presented in
chronological order in Appendix B (B1 to B9). The recordings were made at the home of a mutual
acquaintance so as to be more convenient for the subject in terms of proximity to his office. The
recorded data were transcribed by the researcher and checked against the tapes by a colleague,
an English L2 lecturer in the UAE.

In eliciting oral output from a research subject, the researcher is faced with what Labov identified
in 1972 as the ‘observer’s paradox’ (cited in Nunan 1992: 63): the aim is to find out how people
behave when they are not being systematically observed, but such data can only be obtained
through systematic observation. At first the subject was rather nervous about his English being
recorded. for academic scrutiny, therefore he requested at least two preliminary meetings during
which unrecorded social conversation could take place. These meetings were used as
opportuﬁities for making the subject feel at ease by showing sympathetic interest in his personal
and learning situation, hoping thereby to reduce the effect of the ‘observer's paradox”:
conversation which takes place in a relaxed and sympathetic spirit tends to be more natural and
spontaneous, as awareness of the interlocutor’s academic scrutiny and of the presencé of a tape
recorder may thereby be lessened. This shows that personal considerations already come into
" play in the data elicitation process, and that the researcher has to be careful to influence

behaviour as little as possible.

The ‘Hawthorn effect’, the phenomenon in which temporary behavioural change is causec by the
introduction of a new element (such as observation) into a learning situation (Richards and
Schmidt 2002: 236), ‘also has to be considered during the elicitation process. Conversaticsis were
therefore loosely )Structured so that the researcher did not appear to control (;r rﬁanipuiate the
proceedings unduly, and care was taken to ensure that the subject felt free to converse r.aturally
on topics mostly chosen by himself. The researcher made field notes discreetly during

conversation sessions and/or directly after each meeting.
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The preliminary unrecorded sessions were also used to obtain data about the subject’s life history
relevant to his learning of English and his current acquisition situation, and to form an impression
of his general cognitive-academic aptitude. As he is a well-educated and knowledgeable
professional person, it was not thought necessary to use any formal measures of aptitude to
ascertain his general level of intellectual ability. He is an adroit user of his first language and has
intellectual interests; linguistic aptitude is evidenced by the fact that he regularly completes the
cryptic crossword puzzles in the local Arabic newspapers. Therefore, aptitude as a variable which

may have contributed to fossilized linguistic outcomes was ruled out.

-Sociocultural issues should also be considered during the data elicitation process. In order to
observe the subject engaging in social conversation, the researcher accompanied him on a few
occasions to public places, including to a gathering of Syrian compatriots in an Arabic coffee
shop. This was attended only by males, as Arabic women do not generally frequent these
establishments, where men tend to spend hours over Turkish coffee and sheesha pipes. The
subject felt obliged to explain the presence of the researcher to his friends, also because he is a
married man. None of those presént were fluent English speakers; although they were polite, the
researcher felt somewhat awkward as an observer of the situation, but managed to blend in
unobfrusively and stay long enough to form a realistic idea of the subject’s conversational skills in
his first language (or *home dialect’: Syrian Arabic). The researcher felt afterwards‘ that attending

this gathering may have been inappropriate.

* The subject brought learning materials to the sessions to show the researcher what and how he
had been studying. It was also his suggestion to record a monologue by himself as a form of
unobserved practice, in order to familiarize himself with the equipment, and in order to listen
critically to his own English speech. When he felt confident to proceed, the first recording was
attempted. This was unsuccessful due to mechanical failure; one of his acquaintances then

provided audio-recording equipment of a better quality.

2 ° >

3.2.3 Data analysis methods

Since the aim of this research was to identify fossilization in linguistic output, the linguistic data
samples were organized chronologically to give a clear picture of the subject’s progress over the
~ nine-month period. The transcripts are attached as Appendix B and numbered B1 to B9, in the

order in which they were recorded.
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The data were examined in order to identify persistent faultiness in linguistic aspects of the
subject’s conversation over the research period. No attempt at intervention was made;
fossilization was not approached as erroneous linguistic elements resistant to ‘artifical’
intervention (meaning the kind of intervention which would not occur in his learning situation)
but as erroneous linguistic elements which persisted in spite of his sustained acquisition efforts
and con_tinued exposure to the TL. This approach accords with Larsen-Freeman’s opinion (1997:
158) that we should not rely on simple pre-test/post-test designs to meaéUre language gains, or
more specifically in this case, to measure ‘permanence’ in language. In the areas which were
investigated, the subject was continually and actively studying, adding new knowledge, revising
his materials, and practising his skills in private and in public, following the strategies outlined in

Section 3.3.4 below. Acduisition was thus ongoing throughout the observation period.

In order to examine the subject’s interlanguage more closely, it was decided to focus on
erroneousness in five domains: morphology, syntax, vocabulary, phonology, and compensatory
communicative strategies. Analysis of each domain was necessarily limited, as the scope of this
dissertation did not allow for exteﬁsive in-depth investigation of all five areas. The choice of items
or structures focused on in each area was determined by their repeated erroneous appearance in
output and was also guided by what was investigated in the fossilization studies listed in Section
1.6.3.

The research aimed to combine elements of quantitative and qualitative approaches. It took the
format which Grotjahn classifies as ‘Paradigm 1" in"his 1987 taxonomy of research designs in-
Applied Linguistics (cited in Nunan 1992: 6), in that it combined a non-experimental design with
qualitative data and interpretive analysis. However, where logically possible, erroneous usage of
discrete items in each of the nine recordings was quantified, percentages were presented in table
form, and histogram representations of these outcomes were supplied to provide an immediate
visual impression of statistics in each area. Quantifying was done to accommodate the definition
of fossilization (see Section 3.2.4. below) as permanently-and predominantly erroneous linguistic
forms. In the areas of syntax and phonology, quantification and description of errors were
combined or alternated. The most noticeably faulty lexical items were listed chronologically to

determine whether they had become, or were becoming, fossilized.

In keeping with the dictates of the communicative paradigm, and because the subject’s main

acquisition aim is conversational proficiency, investigation of the subject’s reliance on



compensatory communicative strategies during conversation was included. Whereas a strategy
such as circumlocution may occasionally prove helpful to the SL learner when communicating in
his/her second language, it may become entrenched over time as a linguistic ‘bad habit”: if a
learner constantly succeeds in conveying his/her message using compensatory strategies, the
need to augment linguistic competence may seem superfluous, thereby causing stagnation and

promoting fossilization.

3.2.4. Fossilization criteria employed

Considering the many idiosyncratic approaches to the phenomenon in theory and research, the
cardinal question is: what constitutes evidence of fossilization? The metaphor implies, and most
definitions of the concept indicate, that permanence is the ontologically decisive descriptor, which
would seem to indicate that linguistic fossilization should manifest itself as 100% erroneous
suppliance of an item or structure over a period of time. Fidler (2006: 400) points out, however,
that in the product perspective (diagnosing fossilization in observable output) there is no
consensus that fossilization musf indicate a fota/ lack of change or variability of interlanguage,
and in "the process perspéctive (viewing fossilization as an underlying competence defect),

measurability is seriously compromised. Jung (2002: 16) has the following to say:

To make any decisive claims [about fossilization], it would be necessary to demonstrate that
the fossilized item in question has completely ceased developing towards the L2 norm. However,
this would require the researcher analyzing the learner’s performance over a sufficient length

of time, ideally from the moment of observation of a fossilized item until the learner’s death ...

Protestations such as these are dismissed by Han (2004a: 22) as arising from simplistic
phenomenological perspectives. Vigil and Oller’s oxymoronic 1976 definition‘ of fossilization as a
‘relatively permanent’ linguistic phenomenon (1976: 282) has taken root in the SLA field, as H.D.
Brown’s definition of the phenomenon shows (2000: 231): ‘The relatively permanent
incorporation of incorrect linguistic forms into a.person’s second language competence’. But what
is ‘relative permanence’, and how can it be measured? No definite answer is available in the
fossilization field; therefore, in spite of being aware that such a definition blurs the line between
temporary and permanent, ‘relative permanence’ was employed by this researcher as the most
suitable descriptor available and was interpreted to mean ‘unchanged throughout the period of

research’. Thus, linguistic items which appeared in incorrect form throughout the period of data
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Omission of «IF» (323) wlF» 3y o
The Complex Sentence (329) S b AL a I
The Noun Clause {329) B P . I
that, who, whom, whose, what, whes, where, why, how, whether
The Adjectival Clause (337) il te o 3l
who, whos, which, that, whose
The Adverbial Clause {336) Shesdt e Wl s eall

Time : when, wheneves, as, while, tii, until, after, before, singe, gver since,

38 $O0H A5, NG s00nes ... than, hardly ... when, searcely ..., when, as tong 3%

Place : whera, wheraver, whence

Cause ar Reasen : decause, as, since. far

Purpose : that, so thar, in order ihat, iest

Rasult or Consequenca : so + adiective + i3t 50 + 3dverd s+ thar,
suCh &+ nount » that

Coemparison [ a5 ... 33, so ... as, than

Manner © as, as i, as though

Contzast ar Cancession though, aithcugh, gs, even if, Rowevsr wharaver

Coadition | i, if .. ol untesy, sic.

Changing Clauses intc Phrases (343)
Changing Noun Clauses intc Phrases (344)
Changin‘g: Adjectival Clauses into Phrases {348}
Changihg Adverbial Clauses into Phrases {348)

Direct and Indirect Speech (358; PR I PR Il <
Statements (353) ’

Questions (358)
Commands (363)
Exclamations {373}

Appendices P -1} G
Punctuation (377) N
irreguiar Verbs (385) A P RPN S
Speiling Rules (392) DR RS
Cardinal Numbers (396) LY s oy
Ordinal Numbers (398) 4 A2 e

General Abbreviations (400) el



	
	
	
	
	

