
‘Our language is different’
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‘Modern languages should not be taught in the 
same way as the ancient tongues.’ 

Breul, K. (1899) The teaching of modern foreign languages in 
secondary schools. Cambridge University Press.  



‘In spite of their diversity, the socio-cultural background 
of these [Council of Europe] countries is sufficiently 
homogeneous to justify the assumption that large classes 
of foreign-language learners will want to use the foreign 
language for approximately the same purposes wherever 
they find themselves.’

Van Ek, J. & Alexander, L. (1980) Threshold Level English. Oxford: Pergamon, p. 
10.



‘It is remarkable to what extent the framework of general 
and specific notions proposed in the Threshold Level has 
proved appropriate and adequate for twenty European 
languages, even from different language families.’

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European framework of reference for languages: 
learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge University Press, pp. 145-6.



‘For many years the Council of Europe has promoted an 
approach based on the communicative needs of learners 
and the use of materials and methods that will enable 
learners to satisfy these needs and which are appropriate 
to their characteristics as learners.’

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European framework of reference for languages: 
learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge University Press, p. 142.



• Activities promote real communication, that is, engage 

learners in the authentic, functional use of language.

• Classroom communicative situations should resemble 

real-life communication as much as possible. 

• Fluency is more important than accuracy.

• Typical communicative activities: role-plays, discussions, 

problem-solving tasks, simulations, projects and games.

Dörnyei, Z. (2009) ‘The 2010s. Communicative Language Teaching in the 

21st Century: the “Principled Communicative Approach”’. Perspectives 36/2: 
33-43, p. 33.



Our language 
requires a high 

standard of 
accuracy!

Our language is 
more difficult!

Our language is 
threatened and 

needs protection 
and respect!



• Are some languages more difficult than others?
• Are different languages acquired differently?
• Should different languages be taught 

differently?



Foreign Service Institute (FSI) scale





https://effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-
guide/language-difficulty/

https://effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-guide/language-difficulty/


Hugo’s Spanish verbs simplified, (1970) London: Hugo Language Books.



Hübscher, J. & Frampton, H.H.C. (1947) A Modern English Grammar Part 1. Lausanne: Payot, 
p. 26.



tense voice aspect

(unmarked)* progressive** perfect perfect + 

progressive

present active she watches she is watching she has 

watched

she has been 

watching

passive she is watched she is being 

watched

she has been 

watched

?she has been 

being watched*

past active she watched she was 

watching

she had 

watched

she had been 

watching

passive she was 

watched

she was being 

watched

she had been 

watched

?she had been 

being watched

* known as simple

** also known as continuous

? rare



The following short text was produced by a Mexican learner of English in 
response to the question: Do you use English in your work (or your 
studies)?  Identify and classify the learner’s errors:

Yes I use all time because I'm trying to apply to some position 
at university or some college and I need the idiom urgently. 
Of course I need the traduction by my career. I need quickly 
learn English and my next months, I think need to dedicate 
time to learn this language.



The following short text was produced by a Mexican learner of English in 
response to the question: Do you use English in your work (or your 
studies)?  Identify and classify the learner’s errors:

Yes I use all time because I'm trying to apply to some position 
at university or some college and I need the idiom urgently. 
Of course I need the traduction by my career. I need quickly 
learn English and my next months, I think need to dedicate 
time to learn this language.

wrong 
preposition

wrong 
article

article 
omission

wrong 
article

wrong word

wrong word

wrong 
preposition particle 

omission

wrong 
determiner/

adjective

wrong verb 
form

wrong choice 
of voice

wrong article 
choice



‘Language A may have more complex systems than language B 
in one area and less complex systems in other areas. We cannot 
sensibly quantify the amount of grammar the language has. All 
languages have immensely complex grammatical systems.’

Bauer, W. (1998) ‘Myth 10: Some languages have no grammar’. In Bauer, L. & Trudgill, P. 
(eds.) Language Myths. Penguin Books, p. 83.



‘While structural distance between languages is an attractive 
candidate for explaining language-learning difficulty, research 
shows that, first, typological distance does not translate 
directly into the level of difficulty, and second, there are 
other powerful factors at work in the acquisition of [less 
commonly taught languages], such as the lexicon, 
phonological system, writing system, and cultural distance.’

Gor, K. & Vatz, K. (2011). ‘Less commonly taught languages: issues in learning and 
teaching’, in Long, M.H. & Doughty, C.J. (eds) The handbook of language teaching. 
Oxford: Wiley- Blackwell  p. 237.



‘The difficult thing about learning a language is the vocabulary, 
whether learning one’s native language or learning a foreign 
language ... We learn the grammar of our native language 
before we start school, but we work on our vocabulary as long 
as we live. Vocabulary is, then, the most difficult part and that 
which takes the longest time to learn.’

Andersson, L. (1998). ‘Myth 7: Some languages are harder than others.’ In Bauer, L. & 
Trudgill, P. (eds.) Language Myths. Penguin Books, p. 51.



• Are some languages more difficult than others?
• Are different languages acquired differently?
• Should different languages be taught 

differently?



Andrew 
(English)

Seppo (Finnish) Tofi (Samoan)

more car 
more cereal 
more cookie 
more fish 

boot off 
light off 
pants off 

pupu heitää
pupu leikii
pupu ajaa
pupu ajaa tuftuf

pipi tuossa
tuossa kenkä
tuossa ammu

bunny throws 
bunny plays 
bunny drives 
bunny drives train 

sore there 
there shoe 
there cow 

pa’u: mea
pa’u: teine
pa’u: lole

fia moe
fia moe lava
fia moe pepe

fall thing 
fall girl 
fall candy 

want sleep 
want sleep much 
want sleep baby 

from Tomasello, M. 2003. Constructing a language: a usage-based theory of language acquisition. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, p.116.



Stage I Stage II Stage III

No wipe finger. 
No singing song. 
More no. 
Wear mitten no.
No the sun shining. 
Not a teddy bear. 

I can't catch you.
I know want 
envelope. 
He not little.  He 
big. 
I don't want it. 
Don't leave me. 
No pinch me.

You didn't caught 
me. 
I not hurt him. 
That not turning. 
I isn’t ... I'm not 
sad. 
I don't never do 
that.

from Peccei, J. S. (1999) Child language (2nd edn.) London: Routledge.



I II III

Context-anchored Structure-
dependent

Discourse sensitive

Pregrammatical Grammaticized Grammar + usage

Shared across 
languages

Attentive to major 
structural properties 
of the native tongue

Attentive to specific 
norms and registers 
of the native tongue

Stages of first language acquisition (from Berman, R. 1986. ‘A crosslinguistic perspective: 
morphology and syntax,’ in Fletcher, P. & Garman, M. (eds.) Language Acquisition (2nd

edn). Cambridge University Press, p. 431.) 



L1

L2

Profile of adult migrants in European Science 
Foundation project (after Klein & Perdue 1992)



pragmatic 
phase

• she steal 
bread and 
run away

lexical phase • then the car of 
police come

grammatical 
phase

• and 
suddenly 
she cried

Acquisition of temporality (after Ortega; L. [2009] Understanding Second 
Language Acquisition. London: Hodder Education.



“Findings from studies of grammatical development in 
typologically distinct languages suggest ... that ‘more’ 
grammar does not necessarily make the task of the language 
learner harder, just as ‘less’ does not make it easier.”

Berman, R. 1986. ‘A crosslinguistic perspective: morphology and syntax,’ in Fletcher, 
P. & Garman, M. (eds.) Language Acquisition (2nd edn). Cambridge University Press, p. 
444.



I don’t know •That one I don’t know.

•I don’t know what’s this.

I don’t •I don’t understand.

•I don’t like.

know •I know this.

you
•you don’t know where it is

after Ellis, R. (1984) ‘Formulaic speech in early classroom second language
development.’ In Handscombe, et al. (eds.) On TESOL ‘83: The Question of Control. 
Washington D.C.: TESOL.



‘The prevailing view today is that learners unpack the parts 
that comprise a sequence and, in this way, discover the L2 
grammar. In other words, formulaic sequences serve as a 
kind of starter pack from which grammar is generated.’

Ellis, R. & Shintani, N. (2014). Exploring language pedagogy through second 
language acquisition research. London: Routledge, p. 71.



je sais pas

literal use → hedging device → discourse marker/ 
interactional device



‘The construction undertakes a progressive 
routinization as a marker-like interaction-
organization device.’

Pekarek Doehler, S. & Eskildsen, S.W. (2022) ‘Emergent L2 grammars in and for 
social interaction: introduction to the special issue.’ Modern Language 
Journal, 106 (supplement), p. 13.



• Are some languages more difficult than others?
• Are different languages acquired differently?
• Should different languages be taught 

differently?



“The class started off with a discussion of the 
imperfect vs. perfect, with [the teacher] eliciting 
rules from the class. She ended up with more than a 
dozen rules on the board --- which I am never going 
to remember when I need them. I'm just going to 
think of it as background and foreground and hope 
that I can get a feel for the rest of it.”

Schmidt. R., and Frota, S. (1986). Developing basic conversational ability 
in a second language: A case study of an adult learner. In R. Day (Ed.). 
Talking to learn: Conversation in a second language. Rowley, MA: 
Newbury House.



Hugo’s Spanish verbs simplified, (1970) London: Hugo Language Books.



‘Certain moods and tenses are more useful than 
others; let us therefore concentrate on the useful ones 
first. In a language possessing a number of cases, we 
will not learn off the whole set of prepositions, their 
uses and requirements, but we will select them in 
accordance with their degree of importance. [...]  Let us 
first learn these essentials and leave the details to a 
later stage.’ 

Palmer, H. (1921) The Principles of Language-Study. Londo: Harrap. p. 115.  



Scherrer, P. & Lindemalm, K. (2014) Rivstart: A1 + A2 Textbok. Natur & Kultur



Scherrer, P. & Lindemalm, K. (2014) Rivstart: A1 + A2 Textbok. Natur & Kultur



https://app.sketchengine.eu/



Swedish web corpus crawled by SpiderLing
in Febreuary 2014. Cleaned, deduplicated, 
processed using hunpos pipeline v3. ~50M 
sample.





Almela, R. et al. (2005) Frecuencias del español: 
Diccionario y estudios léxicos y morfológicos. Madrid: 
Editorial Universitas









https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/

NO TENGO + sustantivo



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



‘[The] usage-based perspective implies that the
acquisition of grammar is the piecemeal learning of many
thousands of constructions and the frequency-biased
abstraction of regularities within them.’

Ellis, N. (2003). ‘Constructions, chunking and connectionism,’  in Doughty, C. J. and 
Long, M.H. (eds.)The Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. London: 
Routledge, p. 67.



Martínez, M-J., Sánchez, D. & Soria, M-P. 
(2011) Las Claves del nuevo DELE A2. 
Barcelona. Difusión.



https://www.corpusdelespanol.org/



“If language is learned for worldly use, the learning 
process itself must be use-based”.

Churchill, E.,  Okada, H.,  Nishino, T., and Atkinson, D.  (2010) ‘Symbiotic gesture and 
the sociocognitive visibility of grammar in second language acquisition’.  The 
Modern Language Journal, 94, p. 249.



http://languagelearninginthewild.com/



‘Learners first prepared for interactions in real-life service 
encounters, then participated in the encounters and 
videorecorded them in pairs, and later reflected on their 
classroom experiences back in the classroom.’

Lilja, N. & Piirainen-Marsh, A. (2019) ‘Connecting the language classroom and the 
Wild: Re-enactments of language use experiences.’ Applied Linguistics,40/4, p. 
595.



task 
preparation

task
performance

feedback

language 
focus

Task cycle



‘[Lucrezia’s] teaching method was clever. She invited 
me to gossip away in Italian as best I could, discussing 
what I would ordinarily discuss in English; when 
stumped for the next expression, I'd pause. She'd then 
provide the missing word. I'd write it down in a 
notebook I kept week after week. ... Day after day I 
trekked to Lucrezia's and she tore out the seams of my 
shoddy, ill-fitting Italian and found ways to tailor it to 
my needs and interests.’

Edmund White, (1997) The Farewell Symphony. London: Chatto & Windus, 
p. 105.





Takeaways:

• set up the conditions for learner-driven content
• teach grammar responsively and ‘at the point of 

need’
• at early levels, focus on ‘chunks’, e.g. formulaic 

expressions, high-frequency combinations
• encourage memorization of high-frequency 

exemplars
• later, break these down into their grammatical 

elements
• reward communicative competence, rather than 

accuracy



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zps0967z5O0

Uwe Kind



Thank you!

Tack tack!

www.scottthornbury.com


