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

Number of Articles

\
| |
2009 — 2019 (September)
58 48 43 37 28 31 39 33

Language Teaching Research 26 33 30 29 28 29 43 37 36 39 32
The Modern Language Journal 39 27 42 43 48 36 45 43 39 39 32

Studies in Second Language Acquisition| 68 67 59

Journal/Year

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.

Total Number of

Name of the Journal

Articles Published
in Each Journal
(2000 - September

Selection Criteria

Total Number of
Articles Selected
from Each Journal

433/50 =9

2019)
Studies in Second Language 511 Every 10t article 50
Acquisition 511/50 =10
Every 7t article
Language Teaching Research 362 362/50 =7 50
E th articl
The Modern Language Journal 433 very 9 article 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 Exclusion Criteria Articles for review
Studies in Second A word from the editor Experimental
Language Research reports research
Acquisition SLA cover and front .
matter Non-experimental
Language SLA cover and back research
Teaching Research matter ' ‘
The Modern Editorial notes Literature reviews
Language Journal Editorial introduction
Notes on contributors

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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s0, 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.
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m Grammar and Its Integration with Other Areas of Second Language Acquisition

m Vocabulary Acquisition and Its Integration with Other Areas of Second Language
Acquisition

m Listening, Reading, Speaking, and Writing and Their Integration with Other Areas of
Second Language Acquisition

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, self-
efficacy, 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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Language Teaching Strategies and Pedagogical Recommendations for Teachers

m Language Skills, Subskills, and Development

m Advanced Influential Factors in Second Language Acquisition

®m Memory and Language Development
Segmental and Supersegmental Feature

m Social A spects in Second Language A cquisition

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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NUMBER OF RELATED ARTICLES

s, =

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
YEAR

Language Teaching Strategies and Pedagogical Recommendations for Teachers
Language Skills, Subskills, and Development

e=mm Advanced Influential Factors in Second Language Acquisition

e Vlemory and Language Development

Segmental and Supersegmental Features

Social Aspects in Second Language Acquisition

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.”


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints201911.0088.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 8 November 2019 d0i:10.20944/preprints201911.0088.v1

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF RESEARCH IN SLA 11

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

Studies in Second Language Acquisition
Data
Number | Author(s) Topic Focus of Article Collection Results
Methed
Language reflection The cmnectioﬂ_ . Argmneqtgtire Participants were concemad ghout lexigal
Lopez- | fostered by individual between L2 writing | essay writing of | knowledge. They also paid more attention
Serrano. de | 12 writing tasks: process, its 21 EFL learners | to clauses and larper structures it Writing.
1 Larins., % |Developinza reflection on were analyzed | The authors suggested theoretical
Manchon | theoretically motivated :aﬂguage and frameworks for foture research as well.
019) | and empirically based | ‘Z0EUA2E
0 coding system development
Effects of massing and | The relationship Vocabulary Words that were semantically related “led to
spacing on the leaming | between learning | intervention more interference errors than unrelated
Nakata and | of semantically related | semantically related | (pre-test, post- | ttems™ (p. 287)
2 Suzuki | and vnrelated words | words test design)
(2019 simultanecusly and
vocabulary
acquisition
Social attitudes and The relationship Survey “Findings cast doubt on the relative stability
Reid speech ratings: Effects | between social bias of L2 speech ratings and point to the
Tro ﬁmc:rich of posttive aﬂd fnegative rpanipulaﬁm on imp-m'tapm of _mc:ial ccmt_ext aruil
3 & O'Brien *t:!ws oL mplhage listening _ generational differences in untrained rater
: (2019) listeners’ judgments of | comprehension of assessments of L2 speaking performance”
second language naive listeners (p. 419).
speech
Baills Observing and The effects of 106 participants | Gaining knowledge about the metaphoric
Sua:rezi produciag pitch having knowledze | were taught gestures is a beneficial strategy on the
Gonzalez. | ZEET0TES facilitates !‘.he about metaph_mic pitch gestures | acquisition of supersegmental features
i e, lemg of mandarin | gestures and its
ot & chinese tones and effects on learning
Pricto words L2 supersegmental
(2019) features
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Appendix I
A sample of data from Language Teaching Research journal
Langnage Teaching Research
Number | Aunthor(s) Topic Focus of Article D“;Ei];dmn Results
Pedagogical CGrammar 32 EFL laamars ware | The rasults of the study showed no
smtability of data- divided mto one confrol | sigmificant diffsrance betwean control
s s L drrven leaming in efl gmup.:md two Eroup and two experimental groups.
1 2019) prammar claszaz: A4 expenmental proups. | “The overall rezultz land support to
z caze study of Covananes analvais the legitmmacy of practicing DDL in
taiwanaze students was uzed to analvze differant educational areas” (P. 541).
data.
Thirty-frve vears of | Form-focuszed £2 quasi-experimantal | The remlts showed that zince 2000,
ISLA on form- mstruction studiss ware selacted | the number of studies, pretest and
focuzed mstruchon: from six journals. The | postiest dezizn studies, and the
Kang, Sok, A methodological authors analvzad number of implicit instructions m
,J &_I:Ia.n synthesiz arficles bazed onfive | studies hava increazed although thera
g (2019) varables meluding are still some weakmesges.
context, research
dezign, parhicipants,
mtarvention, and
outcome measmres.
Laamer percaption of | Laamer 33 participants from Students’ attention during instruction
Tii; Ko multimodal parception, three differant and cultoral 1zsues wers identifisd to
i Caﬂ:le-; svnchronous . ?mhnnlo', and univarsities wers be effactive on studants’ attriudes
3 C;n-'er 5 : mmpute;—mn_zd.ta?ed imtarcultural .sele:tn.ed. Quesunr.malre: ti:nwa_:ds :‘}'ﬂ.l!l]IClﬂﬂll.li Fumputer—
Sbli::,h communication m compeatance Imtarview, transeripts of | madizted commumication,
{ECII'?}- foreiem languaze students’ discussion
classrooms were uzed to collect
dafa.
Explicit instruction, | Grammar 36 students participated | The onky group that outperformed
mput flood or study | (lsamers’ 1n this study and other groups was expliert metruction
ik .libruad: Which helps ar.guislilion of . divided mto two study Eroup. The.authc'rs “clamm that
4 Shibuya, & Japanese lemrs of a.d_]e;tq‘e ordening Eroups a.ud recen'gd posifive evidenca alone doaz not :
Endo I{"[IIEI] english acquirs ree.mx:tnnsﬂ different mterventions. | guarantes L2 zcquisition of AQR” (p.
& adjective ardenng’ Pratest-posttast design | 138).
was used to collect and
analvze data.
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Appendix III

A sample of data from The Modern Language Journal

The Modern Langpage Journal
Number| Author(s) |  Topie Foets o | Data Collection Method Results
languaze Participants were drvided mto | “The best test scoraz ware
Optimizing teaching and | four groups. Pretest, immediate | obtamed when the exercizes had
Qocond strategy posttazt, and delaved posttast | zerved the purposs of retrieval
nguagE althm.lgh {h.'l!- H.d'lng E]ﬂ.'I'Elﬂl'. Iﬂ.
Practice in tha tha dalayed posttest (whers seores
Clazsroom: wers poor regardless of treatment
Perspactives condition). On averags T0% of the
Sumuki, | from Cognitive posttazt arrorz producad by the
1 Nakata, & | Psychology learmers who had tacklad tha
Diakeyzar exercises by trial-and-error ware
(2019a) duplicates of meorrect responsas
they had supplied af the axercize
stage, which indicates that
corrective feedback was often
meffective” (p. 351)
R ecosmizing Biliteracy N/A “Thus article conchodes by
H’?w.;immﬁ mgggﬁn; improvements m policy
Bilingualism? and dl[EI:tIIJIIE- for future resaarc!l
= ; that might confributs to addrezsmg
Subtirely, | 2 Critieal these inequities” (p. 371).
Borowezyk Policy Analyzis
2 Hemandez, af.‘t.hﬂ Sail ot
& Venegia | Biliteracy
2019y
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Appendix IV
A sample of theme table
ITI]E[[IEE
Language Teaching Memory and Social Aspects in Advanced Segmental and Language skills,
strategies and Language Second Language | Influential Factors | Super-segmental subskills, and
Pedagogical Development Acquisition in Second Features Language
Recommendations for Language Development
teachers Acquisition
peer interaction and The role of working | Viewpoint (Social | Motivation, Segmentsl features | Nativelike
second language emery i dimensions of language choice, | (phonology) proficiency
development (2012) language language and multilingualizm | (2013) (2012)
development development) (2017)
(2016) (2019
Form-focused Indrvidual “Shame and guilt | “The relationship | The effects of Biliteracy
instruction differences and from social among perceptions, | having knowledge | (2019)
(2019), (2013), (2013) | cosaitive abilities | psychology into attitudes, and gbout metaphoric
(reasoning demands | zecond language actoally opting to | gestures and its
and working acquisition (SLA)” | study alanguage | effects on learing
memery) (P. 632 (henceforth, L2 supersegmental
(2015) (2018) wptake)” (p. 902) | features
(2014 (2019
Language teaching Cognitive Sociocognitive Motivation and L2 | “Supersegmental | The connection
(explicit instruction complexity and theory and development features of lexical | between L2 writing
and background feedback language (2014) stress” (p. 319) process, its
knowledge (2013) development (2017) reflection on
(2018) (2018) language and
language
development
Teacher's assessment | Second language | Culture and Aptitude in leamning | Intonation Background
literacy and language | acquisition process | language asecond language | (2010, (2014) knowledge and
instruction in monolinguals development (2013) writing
(2018) and bilinguals (2018) (2019
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