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Abstract: 
 

This article investigates the impact of language typology on language acquisition, exploring how 

structural differences across languages influence the learning process. It examines the acquisition of 

various linguistic features, including phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics, across 

typologically diverse languages. The study considers the role of transfer, both positive and negative, 

from learners' native languages, highlighting how typological proximity or distance can affect ease 

or difficulty of acquisition. Furthermore, the article discusses the implications of these findings for 

second language acquisition theories and pedagogy. It argues that understanding the influence of 

language typology can lead to more effective teaching strategies and materials that are tailored to 

the specific challenges and advantages presented by different language combinations. Finally, the 

article identifies areas for future research, emphasizing the need for more cross-linguistic studies to 

deepen our understanding of the complex interplay between language typology and acquisition. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The acquisition of a second language (L2) is a complex process influenced by a multitude of 

factors, including learner motivation, learning environment, and the inherent characteristics of both 

the native language (L1) and the target language (L2). Among these factors, the role of language 

typology has emerged as a significant area of inquiry. Language typology classifies languages based 

on structural similarities and differences, offering a framework for understanding how variations in 

grammatical features, phonological systems, and semantic organization across languages can impact 

the learning trajectory. This article explores the impact of language typology on L2 acquisition, 
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examining how the structural properties of different language types influence learners' success, 

challenges, and overall learning experience.[1,14] 

Specifically, this article investigates the acquisition of various linguistic features, such as 

phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics, across typologically diverse languages. We will 

delve into the concept of cross-linguistic influence, commonly referred to as language transfer, 

where learners leverage their L1 knowledge in the L2 context. This transfer can be positive, 

facilitating acquisition when L1 and L2 structures align, or negative, leading to errors and 

difficulties when the structures diverge. By examining instances of both positive and negative 

transfer, we can gain insights into the specific challenges posed by typological distance between 

languages. 

Furthermore, we will discuss the theoretical implications of these findings for second language 

acquisition research and pedagogy. [2,103] Understanding the influence of language typology can 

inform the development of more effective teaching methodologies and materials that are tailored to 

address the unique challenges and advantages presented by specific language combinations. By 

acknowledging the role of typological differences, language instructors can anticipate potential 

learning difficulties and implement strategies to mitigate their impact. 

Finally, we will highlight areas for future research, emphasizing the need for further cross-linguistic 

studies to expand our understanding of the complex interplay between language typology and 

acquisition. This exploration promises to enhance our understanding of the cognitive processes 

involved in language learning and contribute to more effective language teaching practices. 

METHODS AND ANALYSIS 

This study employs a meta-analysis approach to investigate the impact of language typology on 

acquisition. It synthesizes findings from existing empirical research that examines the acquisition of 

specific linguistic features across typologically diverse language pairs. The meta-analysis focuses 

on studies that meet the following criteria: 

Empirical Design: Studies must utilize empirical data, including learner productions, 

grammaticality judgment tasks, or comprehension measures. Purely theoretical or descriptive 

studies are excluded. [3,59] 

Cross-Linguistic Comparison: Studies must involve the comparison of L2 acquisition across at least 

two typologically distinct language pairs. This allows for the examination of how typological 

differences affect acquisition outcomes. 

Specific Linguistic Features: Studies must focus on the acquisition of clearly defined linguistic 

features, such as specific phonological contrasts, morphological inflections, syntactic constructions, 

or semantic domains. 

Quantifiable Data: Studies must provide quantifiable data that can be statistically analyzed, such as 

accuracy rates, error patterns, or reaction times. 

The meta-analysis will proceed in the following stages: 

Literature Search: A comprehensive search will be conducted using relevant databases (e.g., 

Linguistics Abstracts, ProQuest, ERIC) and keywords (e.g., “language typology,” ‘second language 

acquisition,” “cross-linguistic influence,” “transfer”). Reference lists of relevant articles will also be 

examined to identify additional studies. [4,189] 

Study Selection: Identified studies will be screened based on the inclusion criteria outlined above. 

The selected studies will be assessed for methodological rigor and quality. 



154 | EXCELLENCIA: INTERNATIONAL MULTI-DISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF EDUCATION                           

https://multijournals.org/index.php/excellencia-imje 
 

Data Extraction: Relevant data will be extracted from each selected study, including information 

about the language pairs, the specific linguistic features investigated, the learner populations, and 

the acquisition outcomes. 

Statistical Analysis: Effect sizes will be calculated for each study to quantify the impact of 

typological distance on acquisition outcomes. A meta-analytic approach will be used to combine the 

effect sizes across studies and identify overall trends. Potential moderator variables, such as learner 

proficiency level, L1 background, and instructional context, will also be investigated. 

This rigorous methodology allows for a systematic and quantitative analysis of the relationship 

between language typology and acquisition, providing robust evidence for the influence of 

typological factors on language learning. The findings of this meta-analysis will contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities presented by different language 

combinations and inform more effective language teaching practices. [5,283] 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this meta-analysis reveal significant correlations between language typology and L2 

acquisition outcomes. As hypothesized, greater typological distance between the L1 and L2 

generally correlated with increased difficulty in acquiring specific linguistic features. This supports 

the notion that learners often rely on their native language as a starting point, and when the L2 

presents a drastically different structural organization, the transfer process becomes more complex 

and error-prone. 

Specifically, the analysis revealed the following key trends: 

Phonology: Acquisition of non-native phonemes proved more challenging when the L1 lacked 

similar sounds or utilized different contrastive features. For example, learners whose L1 does not 

distinguish between aspirated and unaspirated consonants often struggle with these distinctions in 

languages like Hindi or Korean.  

Morphology: Acquisition of complex morphological systems, such as those involving agglutination 

or inflectional morphology, was more difficult for learners whose L1 employed simpler or isolating 

morphology. This suggests that learners may initially struggle to segment words and analyze 

morpheme boundaries in typologically distant languages. [6,254] 

Syntax: Word order variations and differing grammatical relations posed significant challenges. 

Learners whose L1 had a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order, for instance, encountered difficulties 

acquiring languages with SOV or VSO order. Similarly, variations in the use of case marking or 

agreement systems influenced the acquisition of grammatical functions. 

Semantics: While less pronounced than in other areas, some evidence suggested that typological 

differences in semantic organization, such as the conceptualization of time or space, could also 

influence acquisition. [7,104] 

However, the relationship between typology and acquisition is not deterministic. Several 

moderating factors were identified that influence the strength of this relationship: 

Proficiency Level: The impact of typological distance appeared to diminish as learners gained 

proficiency. This suggests that as learners develop more abstract representations of the L2, they 

become less reliant on L1 transfer. 

L1 Background: While typological distance played a significant role, the specific L1 background of 

learners also influenced acquisition patterns. Learners with prior exposure to multiple languages or 

languages from different typological families sometimes demonstrated greater flexibility and 

adaptability. [8,102] 
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Instructional Context: Explicit instruction focusing on the typological differences between the L1 

and L2 proved beneficial in mitigating the negative effects of transfer. Raising learners' awareness 

of these differences and providing targeted practice can facilitate the acquisition of challenging 

structures. 

These findings have important implications for L2 pedagogy. Teachers should be aware of the 

potential challenges posed by typological distance and adapt their instruction accordingly. This 

might involve: 

Contrastive Analysis: Highlighting the structural differences between the L1 and L2 to raise 

learners’ awareness. [9,14] 

Targeted Practice: Providing ample opportunities for learners to practice the specific features that 

are typologically challenging. 

Focus on Form: Drawing learners' attention to the relevant grammatical forms and their functions in 

the L2. 

Utilizing Learners’ L1: Strategically leveraging learners’ L1 knowledge to facilitate understanding 

and build connections. 

By considering the impact of language typology, we can move towards more effective and 

individualized language instruction that caters to the specific needs and challenges of diverse 

learner populations. Further research exploring the interplay of these factors will continue to refine 

our understanding of the complex dynamics of L2 acquisition. [10,18] 

RESULTS 

The meta-analysis yielded several key results regarding the impact of language typology on L2 

acquisition: 

Significant Correlation between Typological Distance and Acquisition Difficulty: A statistically 

significant positive correlation was found between typological distance (measured using a 

standardized typological distance metric) and difficulty in acquiring specific L2 features. This 

indicates that as the typological distance between the L1 and L2 increases, the difficulty of 

acquiring certain features also tends to increase. [11,16] 

Differential Impact Across Linguistic Domains: The effect of typological distance varied across 

different linguistic domains. The strongest effects were observed in the domains of phonology and 

syntax, with moderate effects in morphology, and weaker effects in semantics. This suggests that 

structural differences in sound systems and sentence structure pose greater challenges for L2 

learners than differences in word formation or meaning. 

Effect Sizes for Specific Linguistic Features: Effect sizes were calculated for individual linguistic 

features within each domain. For example, within phonology, the acquisition of consonant clusters 

showed a larger effect size than the acquisition of vowel contrasts. Within syntax, word order 

acquisition showed a larger effect size than the acquisition of relative clauses. These specific 

findings pinpoint the areas where typological differences have the most pronounced impact. 

Moderating Effect of Proficiency Level: The analysis revealed a significant interaction between 

typological distance and learner proficiency. The impact of typological distance was stronger at 

lower levels of proficiency and gradually weakened as proficiency increased. This suggests that 

while typology plays a significant role in initial stages of acquisition, its influence diminishes as 

learners develop more advanced L2 knowledge. [12,13] 

Influence of L1 Background and Language Experience: Learners with prior exposure to multiple 

languages, particularly languages from different typological families, demonstrated smaller effect 

sizes compared to learners with monolingual backgrounds. This indicates that multilingual 
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experience may enhance learners' adaptability and facilitate the acquisition of typologically distant 

languages. 

Impact of Explicit Instruction: Studies that incorporated explicit instruction focusing on the 

typological differences between the L1 and L2 showed smaller effect sizes compared to studies 

without such instruction. This suggests that explicit instruction can help learners overcome some of 

the challenges posed by typological distance. [13,21] 

These results provide robust empirical evidence supporting the influence of language typology on 

L2 acquisition. The quantified effects highlight the importance of considering typological factors in 

language teaching and learning, particularly in the context of typologically distant language pairs. 

The findings also underscore the role of learner proficiency, language experience, and instructional 

interventions in mediating the impact of typology. 

CONCLUSION  

This meta-analysis provides compelling evidence for the significant impact of language typology on 

second language acquisition. Our findings confirm that greater typological distance between a 

learner's native language and the target language correlates with increased difficulty in acquiring 

specific linguistic features. This underscores the importance of recognizing the role of learners’ 

existing linguistic knowledge and how it interacts with the structure of the new language. 

The observed variations in typological influence across different linguistic domains – phonology, 

morphology, syntax, and semantics – highlight the need for targeted pedagogical interventions. 

Instructors should be particularly mindful of the challenges posed by typological differences in 

sound systems and sentence structure, as these areas exhibited the strongest effects. However, the 

moderating influence of proficiency level suggests that while typology significantly impacts initial 

learning stages, its effect diminishes as learners gain L2 competence. 

Furthermore, the findings related to language experience and explicit instruction offer promising 

avenues for enhancing L2 learning. Multilingualism appears to foster greater adaptability to 

typologically diverse languages, suggesting that encouraging exposure to multiple languages could 

benefit L2 learners. Similarly, the positive impact of explicit instruction focusing on typological 

contrasts emphasizes the importance of incorporating contrastive analysis and targeted practice into 

language teaching methodologies. 

While this study provides valuable insights, further research is needed to fully understand the 

complex interplay between typology and acquisition. Future investigations should explore the 

cognitive mechanisms underlying cross-linguistic influence, investigate the role of individual 

learner differences, and refine typological distance metrics for more nuanced analyses. Moreover, 

longitudinal studies tracking learners' progress over time would provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of how the influence of typology evolves throughout the acquisition process. 

Ultimately, by acknowledging and addressing the impact of language typology, we can develop 

more effective and individualized language teaching practices that cater to the diverse needs and 

challenges faced by L2 learners, ultimately fostering greater success in language acquisition. 
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