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This talk endeavours to make some connections between psycholinguistic theories/data and 
language pedagogy, specifically as it pertains to informing teaching practice in the real 
world.   
 
In doing so, I will introduce the Competing Systems Hypothesis (Rothman 2008; Long and 
Rothman 2013), which states that L2 learners in a classroom setting develop two types of 
mental systems for the target L2 and that these systems interact at the level of 
performance. The first is an acquired system of abstract mental representation whereas the 
other is a system of metalinguistic knowledge and explicit rules that are taught to classroom 
learners.  In an ideal world, the extent to which the aforementioned hypothesis of 
two interacting systems would not matter at all for performance if the "taught" or 
"learned" metalanguage knowledge were actually descriptively equivalent to the acquired 
system of mental representation that natives have. However, it most often is not an 
accurate system because it is laden with shortcuts and shortcomings of pedagogical 
explanations of grammar.   
 
The CSH argues that even at the very highest levels of L2 proficiency, these two systems 
remain separate but continue to interact whereby the learned system under the right 
conditions often dominates the acquired onefor production but not for comprehension.  I 
will show you some data comparing two types of very advanced and proficiency matched L2 
learners—one naturalistic L2ers (with virtually no instruction) and the other tutored L2 
learners—that examine their knowledge (grammaticality judgment and comprehension) of 
Spanish aspectual distinctions. Although both groups are similar to native controls, only the 
classroom L2 learners differ significantly.  
 
However, there is a highly predictable pattern to these differences, which 
was purposely manipulated in the experiments, based on inaccuracies taught regarding how 
perfective and imperfective aspect distribute in Spanish.    
 
Outside of these purposely designed target contexts, both groups of L2ers do not differ at all 
from natives. Since these inaccuracies must have come from teaching, it stands to reason 
that pedagogical explanations need to be revisited and reflect faithfully formal linguistic 
descriptions and that some training in linguistics should be compulsory for language 
teachers.   I will discuss how this might be possible and build true bridges between 
researchers and teachers. 

 


