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The current work is motivated by the urge to fill a gap in the literature of L2 research, that is the
long—standing and as yet unanswered question as to how L2 learners acquire target—like competence. Descriptive
research on vocabulary acquisition has been the mainstream approach, and there are very few examples of
explanatory, model-based research, which attempts to illuminate the underlying cognitive processes that are
responsible for the phenomena being studied. The present study has addressed this issue by proposing a
fundamental and theoretical framework of the acquisition of conceptual knowledge. In the model put forth here,
usage—based theories have been adapted for the study of L2 acquisition and carefully modified by taking into
consideration the dissimilarity between L1 and L2 acquisition.

The goal of SLVA is viewed as comprising of three components, namely accuracy, efficiency, and fluency.
Efficiency underscores a major characteristic of L2 acquisition, which is attainable by virtue of the cognitive
ability of adult L2 learners. The second dimension, i.e. automaticity or fluency of access, is equally important
because acquisition is never complete until the access of knowledge is fully routinized (a process termed
as internalization in this thesis). The present work has posited a set of cognitive mechanisms that account
for how learners develop L2 competence characterized by these three features, besides explicating the role
played by previously learned knowledge (including L1 concepts) and learner’'s analytical ability.

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the problems in the prevalent view of studies related to L2 acquisition.
It also clarified the pertinence of the three above—mentioned dimensions to acquisition

Chapter 2 reviewed the literature of three main streams of studies. The first of these is the study of
bilingual mental lexicon that places its focus on the lexical representation and development of bilingual
lexicon. While these studies have contributed significantly to the understanding of the access of lexical
information, when applied in the study of acquisition the models developed in this field can be said to be
fundamentally flawed, as they cannot account for the three components above. In contrast to this, usage—based
theories offer a range of theoretical concepts that may also apply to L2 acquisition. The potential and
limitation of these studies were reviewed in the second part. Last but not least, the third part relates to
studies of automaticity conducted in the field of skill acquisition. The central issue is how such research
could contribute to the study of L2 fluency, and how to reconcile the three main branches of approach, namely
the rule-based theory, the item—based theory, and the chunking theory

Chapter 3 explored how learners develop contextual knowledge, which is the basis that forms a target—like
conceptual structure. The notion ‘specificity’ was proposed as the essential factor that governs the accuracy
of gap filling. Building on the theoretical grounding established by Tomasello, the chapter elucidated the
cognitive processes (i.e. instantiation) of the formation of contextual knowledge and demonstrated the effect
of various factors including contextual condition, L1 knowledge, and intra— as well as inter—lexical aid

Chapter 4 discussed how learners develop complete conceptual knowledge in the unit of category (i.e
integrated knowledge) based on the contextual knowledge described in Chapter 3. Drawing on the fundamental
concept of usage-based theory, the study proposed a process consisting of two steps in which L1 knowledge
exhibits different functions. The notion of internalization, which is the cognitive process responsible for
the development of automaticity, was derived from the bi—-layer conceptual structure (comprising of contextual
knowledge and integrated knowledge) and the progress of which was illustrated via simulation. The model is

also able to account for the process of chunking, and indicates a convergence with connectionist models at




later stages of acquisition.

The hypotheses made in Chapter 4 were tested using performance mistakes produced by Chinese speaking
advanced L2 learners of Japanese as reported in Chapter 5. The findings have confirmed the following: 1) that
the progress of competence and automaticity is inextricably linked to each another; 2) that the so—called
L1 equivalent is least preferred (or deliberately avoided); rather, L1 knowledge plays a much more active
and robust role during acquisition; 3) that integrated knowledge is formed via two distinct steps; 4) the
interplay of economy principle, ease of access (i.e. automaticity), and accuracy, in the process of acquisition.
In brief, the theoretical accounts put forth in the present work have been largely borne out by the data obtained

from the questionnaire survey.
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