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Understanding language acquisition has been key for the generative enterprise. For 

decades, generative second language acquisition research has played a crucial role in 
advancing our knowledge of the language faculty and its processes by postulating theories 
about the nature of learners’ grammatical representations. This has been achieved by 
analysing formal distinctions between the grammars of languages and examining the 
acquisitional processes that construct grammatical representations. A key to its success as a 
scientific enterprise has been its explanatory power thanks to the fact that it is 
deeply embedded in a rich and articulated theory of language.  

In this talk I will review recent arguments that highlight that generative SLA is at a 
critical point as the generative agenda continues to be applied to a variety of learning contexts 
(e.g., heritage language acquisition or acquisition in multilingual contexts), and 
expands/relates to other subfields (e.g., psycholinguistics or education). These are contexts 
in which the focus often shifts from the original goal of explaining the possible mental 
representations (not languages) entertained by learners to describing the experience of 
bilingual speakers or language users. I will show how being grounded in (generative) linguistic 
theory appears to be problematic as some basic notions (e.g. mental grammar, native speaker 
or error) are often misinterpreted.  

I will review the ways in which generative SLA is adapting to current challenges (e.g. 
embracing a model of language acquisition which sees multilingualism as the norm, rather 
than the exception) within the constraints of the generative view of language. I will conclude 
by highlighting that, as we adapt and change, the focus must remain on explaining, rather 
than describing, grammar acquisition in its multiple contexts.  
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