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How second and third language acquisition can but need not be different
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Until relatively recently, all language learning after the native language was called second language acquisition, regardless of it being a second, third, fourth or fifth language being learned. More recently, though, and with the increase of the occurrence of learners of languages beyond the second one, researchers have started to ask the question: “Does learning a third language involve the same mechanisms as learning a second language?”  (cf. Cenoz, Hufeisen and Jessner, 2001; Leung, 2009). 

In this presentation, I will argue that of course third language acquisition involves very different factors influencing the process of learning from second language acquisition (two possible languages providing sources of cross-linguistic influence; having learnt a second language may have provided the third language learner with ideas on how to tackle the task, etc), but that that may not always necessarily lead to different learning outcomes (ultimate attainment, developmental path, etc.). I will base my talk on findings from the literature, and on some of my own work on French learners of Dutch as a third language. 
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