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Abstract
The purpose of this systematic review is to provide second language acquisition (SLA) researchers with
an overview of research trends in this field in the last ten years (2009-2019). In doing so, three
international peer-reviewed journals, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, Language Teaching Research,
and The Modern Language Journal, were selected. 150 articles were systematically selected and analyzed.
The analysis of data resulted in identifying six descriptive themes. Results showed that some areas of
second language acquisition still need further exploration while some areas are of great interest for
researchers. Some suggestions for future research as well as implications of the study were discussed in
detail.
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Introduction
Second language acquisition is the acquisition of a new language beyond one’s first language.
Although researchers and scholars distinguish between learning and acquisition, these two words are used
interchangeably in SLA research. Not only are learning and acquisition used interchangeably. Second
language and foreign language are used in a similar fashion as well (Chen, 2018). Second language
acquisition (SLA) has experienced an enormous expansion in terms of research and methodology since its
inception (Pica, 2005). This increase of research is one of the most influential reasons for researchers to
branch out into areas that previously were unexplored. As the number of studies in SLA increase, the
number of topics, language teaching methodologies and theories increases, too. Pica (2005, p. 1) mentioned
this wide range of enhancement in SLA and research and stated that “the field has become increasingly
bidirectional and multi-faceted in its applications.” This wide spectrum needs to be summarized in an
organized and systematic way to let researchers keep up with the pace and find out what has already been
done in the past and what needs to be done in the future.
Larsen-Freeman (2018b) explained the history of the modern-day study of second language
acquisition (SLA) briefly. “The modern-day study of SLA” established by the help of Corder (1967) and
Selinker (1972) moved to recent ideas of teaching second language such as form-focused instruction
(Larsen-Freeman, 2018b, p. 56-57). The author is also concerned with the complexity of the acquisition of a
second language in modern days. This complexity is due to various effective factors that not only seem to
act independently, are dependent on each other as well. “This means that while some SLA researchers will
continue to identify new variables, others will not simply focus on one component of a complex developing
system but rather will look at the changing relationships among many of them” (Larsen-Freeman, 2018b,
p. 59).
In doing so, this systematic review focuses on research in SLA by focusing on topics and findings of
studies published in three international, peer-reviewed empirical journals, Language Teaching Research,
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Studies in Second Language Acquisition, and The Modern Language Journal, during the past ten years (2009 –
September 2019). The purpose of this systematic review is to provide researchers with an overview of
various aspects of SLA research that have been considered by researchers and scholars as hot topics or hot
areas of research at least in the past decade. Although “various strategies, techniques, methods, tools, and
technologies” have been applied by teachers to ease convoluted language learning process, there is still a
need for further exploration of some aspects (Karami, 2019, p. 60).
This review answers two research questions by focusing on topics and focus of articles. The
research questions are as follows:
1) What basic topics seem to be of interest to researchers in your discipline in the past decade?
2) What trends in the topics of interest during that time?

Methodology
To investigate topics of interest and research areas in the field of second language acquisition
(SLA), a systematic review was conducted using three international, peer-reviewed journals. Language
Teaching Research, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, and The Modern Language Journal were selected due
to their strong focus on SLA, their ranking, their peer-review policy, their impact factor, and their
popularity among SLA researchers and scholars.
Total number of 1306 articles including, research studies, literature reviews, research reports, and
so on were published in these journals during the past ten years from 2009 up to September 15, 2019.
Editorial notes or some other types of articles published by editors or guest editors such as introduction to
this issue by editors have been excluded from this number. Figure 1 shows the number of articles published
by each journal separately from 2009 to September 2019.
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Figure 1. Number of Articles Published in Three International, Peer-Reviewed empirical Journals from 2009
– September 2019
Since the intended number of articles to be included in this systematic review was 150 in total
and 50 from each journal, the articles were selected from each journal based on the following table:
Table 1. Article Search Criteria.

Name of the Journal

Total Number of
Articles Published
in Each Journal
(2000 – September
2019)

Studies in Second Language
Acquisition

511

Language Teaching Research

362

The Modern Language Journal

433

Selection Criteria

Every 10th article
511/50 ≃10
Every 7th article
362/50 ≃7
Every 9th article
433/50 ≃9

Total Number of
Articles Selected
from Each Journal
50
50
50

The first journal (Studies in Second Language Acquisition) has four issues for each year with six
to eight articles in each issue. This journal publishes A Word from the Editor in each issue as well as
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Research Reports, SLA Cover and Front Matter, and SLA Cover and Back Matter. The author of this systematic
review focused on the main body of each issue and articles published under the name of Research Article.
The number of articles in each issue in the second journal (Language Teaching Research) was
around eight with one number above or below. So, the first article from each issue was selected with
disregarding Editorial Notes, Editorial Introduction, and Notes on Contributors. In other words, the first
article in the main body of each issue were considered to be included in this systematic review.
The Modern Language Journal is published in fours issue with one supplemental issue each year.
Each issue includes both research articles and review papers. Since the number of articles published in
each issue is around seven to ten, the author decided to choose the first article from each issue. Figure 1
shows an overview of the systematic search process.

Journals
Studies in Second
Language
Acquisition
Language
Teaching Research
The Modern
Language Journal

Exclusion Criteria
A word from the editor
Research reports
SLA cover and front
matter
SLA cover and back
matter
Editorial notes
Editorial introduction
Notes on contributors

Articles for review
Experimental
research
Non-experimental
research
Literature reviews

Figure 2. An overview of the systematic search process of articles in three international, peer-reviewed
journals from 2009-2019
Following the selection criteria of articles from three international, peer-reviewed journals, a table
(see Appendix I, II, and III) was constructed to capture the most important information of articles such as
their focus, type, data collection method, and results.
Thematic analysis, which was defined by Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 6) as “a method for
identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data,” was used to analyze data. In doing
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so, a table was provided (see Appendix IV) by following recommended steps of Braun and Clarke (2006).
Careful analysis of data led to six descriptive themes.

Identified Themes
1) Language Teaching Strategies and Pedagogical Recommendations for Teachers
It seems that teaching strategies and pedagogical practices are of the greatest concern for
researchers in the field of second language acquisition. The total number of studies that have put
language teaching strategies and pedagogical practices into consideration is 63 which is 42% of the total
articles (150) that were selected to be included in this study. Language teaching strategies and
pedagogical practices that include more than one-third of research studies are but not limited to strategies
and practices such as peer-interaction, form-focused instruction, explicit and implicit instruction,
assessment strategies, feedback, task repetition, input and output-based instruction, task-based language
teaching, language teaching materials, student engagement, teacher’s knowledge, grammar pedagogy,
teachers’ professional development, and so on.
2) Language Skills, Subskills, and Development
The second most important area of research for second language acquisition researchers is
language skills and subskills. Listening, speaking, reading, and writing as main skills or macro skills of a
language and vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation as subskills or micro skills of a language. The results
of the thematic analysis showed that 45 articles out of 150 (30%) fall in this category. Within that 30%, 18
out of 46 articles (39.13%) have focused on grammar and its integration with other areas such as reading,
writing, phonology, and so on. Studies about vocabulary and its integration into other areas such as
vocabulary development, vocabulary and reading, vocabulary acquisition and phonology, and so on
stand second with 15 out of 46 (32.60%) studies.

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 8 November 2019

doi:10.20944/preprints201911.0088.v1

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF RESEARCH IN SLA

7

Figure 3. Research contributions to language skills, subskills, and language development within past ten
years
3) Advanced Influential Factors in Second Language Acquisition
Factors such as the learner’s motivation, attitudes, aptitudes, self-efficacy, language competence,
awareness, learners’ perception, individual differences, inner speech, learners’ attention, and pragmatics
are some examples of these influential factors. The thematic analysis shows that 18 out of 150 articles
(12%) can be considered as advanced influential factors in second language acquisition and ranked third
most important research area in this systematic review.
4) Memory and Language Development
Working memory and its integration with other areas such as cognition and metacognition are
the most considerable area that researchers focus on in this category. The thematic analysis shows that 13
out of 150 articles (almost 8%) in this field are related to memory and language development.
5) Segmental and Supersegmental Features
Segmental and supersegmental features of a language such as phonology, intonation, pause, and
so on with their integration into other areas of a language cover almost 4% (7 articles) of the total number
(150).
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6) Social Aspects in Second Language Acquisition
Social aspects such as cultural aspects of second language acquisition, its related theories such as
sociocognitive theory, and its integration with other areas of language such as listening comprehension
cover 4% (6 articles) of the total number (150).

Conclusions
To answer the first research question which is about the basic topics of interest to researchers in
the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), figure 4 was provided. This figure shows topics of
interest to SLA researchers based on the identified themes. Each theme has been presented with its
relevant percentage to clearly represent the importance of the topic.
The results of this systematic review show that teacher and teaching strategies are of the greatest
importance for researchers and scholars in the field of second language acquisition. This figure represents
the importance of language teaching strategies and pedagogical recommendations for SLA researchers
within the past ten years and shows that 42% of studies focus on teachers as the key role in second
language classrooms. The second most important area of research focuses on skills and subskills of a
language such as listening, speaking, grammar, and so on. Factors such as motivation, attitude, selfefficacy, and some other factors that fall in this category ranked third. Research around memory placed
fourth, segmental and supersegmental features ranked fifth, and social aspects such as culture have
considered to be the least important areas of research for researchers.
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Figure 4. The importance of research areas for second language researchers
Figure 5 displays the number of theme-related studies published each year. The results show that
the number of studies related to language skills, subskills, and development increased dramatically in
2018 although these areas have always been in the forefront of researchers’ attention. It is also obvious
from this figure that the number of articles related to language teaching strategies and pedagogical
recommendations for teachers have stayed the same within the last three years. The number of articles
about memory and language development decreases while it seems that social aspects and advanced
influential factors are getting more attention from researchers.
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Figure 5. Research interests within the last 10 years

Implications of the study
This literature review can help second language researchers and scholars to get an overview of
what topics seem to be important for second language researchers, what has been done, and what areas
need further investigation. The results of this systematic review clarify the importance of areas of second
language acquisition that researchers are most concerned with. It seems that researchers tend to focus
more on the combination of different aspects rather than focusing on just one specific area. Researchers
emphasized on this and argued that strategies can not lead to the development of language unless they
are integrated with each other (Elleman & Oslund, 2019). This also highlights the idea that different parts
of a language cannot be separated from each other and cannot be taught in isolation that is in line with
the argument of Larsen-Freeman (2018b, p. 63) about future directions in second language acquisition
research in which language development needs to be understood “from a system perspective.”
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The results of this systematic review of research in the field of second language acquisition (SLA)
also show that the roles of social aspects, memory, and segmental and supersegmental features in
language development remain unexplored and need further exploration. Larsen-Freeman (2018b, p. 67)
mentioned these areas as future directions in SLA research and stated that not only will SLA researchers
“continue to inquire into the cognitive, the social, and the sociocognitive dimensions of the SLA process,”
but also will “look into the ever-changing relationships among the components within the language
learner’s developing system.” For example, pragmatic which is crucial for successful language learning
needs to be taught in context. Providing appropriate context for second language learners can help them
to bridge between the meaning of words and sentences and “what the speaker intended to communicate”
(Papafragou, 2018, p. 167). So, focusing on less explored areas such as social and cultural aspects can lead
to more successful language learning.
This review can also help language teachers and educators to find out more about their key roles
in second language classrooms. Researchers still believe that teachers play the most important role in the
process of language teaching and learning. So, researchers investigate ways to improve teachers’ roles
and boost their impact on the process of language learning. Teachers and the teaching strategies that they
implement in their classrooms can be successful if they are based on analytical and theoretical
perspectives. Teachers should know that they have access to plenty of research studies that are scientific,
and theory based. So, they should “remain well-informed and tenacious as a way of keeping fully up to
date with recent changes in pedagogic principles to disseminate knowledge” (Karami, 2016, p. 242).
Second language teachers and educators can implement these strategies, techniques, and methods to
smooth out difficulties that language learners might suffer in the process of second language acquisition.
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A sample of data from Studies in the Second Language Acquisition journal
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A sample of data from Language Teaching Research journal
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Appendix III
A sample of data from The Modern Language Journal
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Appendix IV
A sample of theme table
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