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6 DISCUSSION  

In this section, the findings of this study are discussed. In Section 6.1, the most 
significant findings of this study are summarized and discussed in relation to earlier 
research in the frameworks of CDST and UBL. Theoretical implications of this study 
are also discussed. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 present some pedagogical and 
methodological implications of this study. In Section 6.4, reflections on the study are 
presented and ideas for future research are shared. Section 6.5 provides final words 
of this Ph.D. dissertation.  

6.1 General discussion on the findings and theoretical implications of 
this study 

This study investigated the L2 Finnish development of four beginner learners from a 
dynamic usage-based (DUB) perspective, which is a combination of Complex 

Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) and usage-based linguistics (UBL) (see Langacker 
2009; Verspoor & Behrens 2011; Verspoor, Schmid and Xu 2012; Roehr-Brackin 2015). 
The investigation started out from the meanings that the four learners intended to 
convey. An onomasiological approach was therefore adopted with the aim of 
investigating what constructions learners of L2 Finnish use to express two central 
meanings, evaluation and existentiality, and how these constructions develop over 
time. Three aspects of the learners’ development in expressing these meanings were 
studied: the interaction of subsystems in their language repertoire, variability in their 
constructions, and the abstractness of their constructions (with haluta ‘want’ and 
tykätä ‘like’) (see Figure 24). Interaction of subsystems and variability have been 
studied earlier in CDST-oriented studies, while abstractness has been investigated in 
UBL-oriented studies. Also in the current study, these different emphases of the two 
perspectives are visible within the DUB-framework. 

Figure 24 illustrates the most important findings in the main areas of interest 
(the three overlapping circles). From the theoretical point of view, the 
onomasiological approach proved fruitful in shedding new light on both the 
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interaction of subsystems (see the uppermost circle) and the variability patterns (the 
circle in the middle) in the developing L2. Another important theoretical implication 
of this study is shown in the bottom circle: the study was able to show that the 
abstractness of L2 constructions can develop in two ways, either from lexically 
specific patterns or from relatively abstract schemas. As the abstractness of a 
construction is closely related to variability in the construction, it could be expected 
that this finding on a morphologically rich target-language will shed new light on the 
development of abstractness in L2 constructions. Let us now look at the main 
findings of the study and the theoretical implications in more detail.  
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Figure 24 The main findings of the study 
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The first main finding of this study is that the two different linguistic means 

that were used to express evaluation were in a competitive relationship with each 
other. For all learners, there were phases in the use of verbal and adjectival 
constructions, and the use of one type happened at the expense of the other. In other 
words, in the expression of a particular meaning, there are points in a learner’s 
development when one type of construction might be used to such an extent that 
another type temporarily suffers. This finding reflects the findings of Spoelman and 
Verspoor (2010) and Tilma (2014) - the two earlier studies on L2 Finnish development 
that have explicitly adopted the CDST framework – who also found some 
competitive elements in the developing L2 Finnish. For example, Spoelman and 
Verspoor (2010: 548) showed that there was a competitive relationship between noun 
phrase complexity and sentence complexity in one L2 Finnish learner’s language: the 
growth in noun phrase complexity took place at the expense of the sentence 
complexity growth. Tilma (2014: 164) found that for one learner, sentence complexity 
and accuracy were in a competitive relationship: increased complexity was related to 
decreased accuracy. In sum, competitive patterns have been detected in the 
developing L2 when formal aspects have been studied. The current study was able to 
show that competitive interaction also exists in learner language when the starting 
point of the investigation is meaning, not form. When a certain meaning is being 
expressed, different types of constructions may compete with each other. These 
competitive patterns detected in both form and meaning give us important insights 
into how an L2 (in this case, Finnish) is used when the learner still has only limited 
resources. These findings also have some implications for L2 pedagogy, which will 

be discussed in Section 6.2.  
The second main finding of this study is that the L2 system showed high 

degrees of variability when the learner was discovering and trying out different 
ways of expressing a particular meaning. In expressions of evaluation, when in the 
early stages of development all learners used verbal constructions more than 
adjectival constructions, these verbal constructions showed more variability in token 
frequency than the adjectival constructions. When, in contrast, adjectival 
constructions were used, they showed more variability, and at the same time the 
variability in verbal constructions decreased. This finding too resonates with both 
Spoelman and Verspoor (2010) and Tilma (2014). Both of these studies detected a 
higher amount of variability in complexity and accuracy in the early stages of 
learning and a lower amount of variability later on. With expressions of existentiality, 
the present study shows that some learners are more adventurous than others in 
trying out different ways of expressing this meaning, and their language therefore 
exhibits more variability. Similar kinds of differences between learners have been 
proposed by Hulstijn (2007), who suggested that some L2 users tend to produce a 
small amount of accurate language (with a narrow range with regard to quantity but 
great depth with regard to quality) while other learners tend to produce a lot of 
linguistic material with a relatively low level of accuracy (broad quantity but little 
quality). It seems likely that different L2 learners will take different kinds of 
approaches to L2 use: there are adventurous ways of using the L2 and more cautious 
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or calculating ways. The relevance of this study lies in the fact that adventurous and 
less adventurous learners could be identified when the L2 was studied in its own 
right. It was shown that more adventurous learners managed to come up with 
different kinds of unconventional constructions to express existentiality while those 
less experimentally inclined expressed this meaning mainly with the conventional 
existential construction. 

In relation to variability, it was also found that those learners whose language 
exhibited more variability in existential constructions had higher proficiency gains 
overall than the learners with more stability in their language. Those learners who 
displayed less variability in their language also seemed to make more use of the 
instruction, because they started to express the meaning of existentiality much more 
frequently after the main pedagogical intervention that pointed out the conventional 
existential construction. The learners with more variability in their language had 
already tried out different ways of expressing this meaning before the pedagogical 
intervention. Although this finding needs to be interpreted with caution because of 
the limited amount of data, it shows that high degrees of variability may be related to 
future success in L2 development, as pointed out by Lowie and Verspoor (2019), 
Chan, Verspoor & Vahtrick (2015), and Huang, Steinkrauss, and Verspoor (in prep.). 
Increased variability in L2 forms is also related to the idea of complexity being a 
precursor to accuracy in L2 development: target-like forms can be found by trial and 
error (Martin, Mustonen, Reiman, & Seilonen 2010).  

Regarding the interaction and variability patterns in L2 Finnish, it should be 
noted that even when the point of departure for the investigation in the current study 
is different than in Spoelman and Verspoor (2010) and Tilma (2014), similar patterns 

of interaction and variability could be found. A competitive relationship and greater 
variability at times of progress seem to be general features of a developing L2, 
because they were detected when different subsystems, although nested, were 
studied. In Spoelman and Verspoor’s (2010) and Tilma’s (2014) studies, the 
subsystems of complexity and accuracy were analyzed, and in this study, different 
types of constructions that were used to express the same meaning were analyzed. 
These three studies support the view that the developing L2 Finnish is a complex, 
dynamic system, in which a change in one aspect - whether it is a holistic, formal 
aspect such as complexity and accuracy or a meaning aspect such as the 
constructions used to express the same meaning -  can influence other aspects, and 
possibly the whole system as well. The findings of these three studies also add to the 
growing body of research in the context of CDST that indicates that variability is 
necessary for developing a new skill: the learner needs to try out different strategies 
and modes of behavior in order to perform the task in the best possible way. 

The third area of interest, the abstractness of L2 constructions, had not 
previously been studied in a longitudinal setting for the Finnish language, and there 
are still relatively few findings on this for other morphologically rich languages 
(although see Roehr-Brackin 2014). The findings on the development of abstractness 
show - as assumed in usage-based approaches to language learning - that L2 
constructions develop toward more abstract and productive patterns over time and 
that some constructions develop from item-based constructions. This kind of item-
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based learning path, from lexically specific items toward more productive patterns, 
has been considered the default for both L1 and L2 learners. There is convincing 
evidence that this learning path applies for L1 development (MacWhinney 1975; 
Tomasello 1992, 2003; Dąbrowska & Lieven 2005; Lieven, Salomo & Tomasello 2009). 
There are also studies that show that this learning path applies for L2 learners as well 
(Mellow 2006; Eskildsen 2009, 2012, 2018; Roehr-Brackin, 2014). The present study 
adds to this growing body of research. However, the findings of this study show that 
L2 learners do not necessarily use lexically specific items first, but the development 
may begin with the use of relatively abstract patterns. This finding is in line with, for 
example, Roehr-Brackin (2014) and Eskildsen (2012; 2015), who found that some of 
their participants’ constructions were relatively abstract right from the start. The fact 
that Finnish is a morphologically rich language may play a role in this 
developmental feature. In L1 learning, it has been shown that a child learning 
German, a morphologically rich language, was able to develop abstract schemas for 
WH-question formation much more quickly than children learning English, a 
morphologically poor language (Steinkrauss 2009). This was explained by the fact 
that in a morphologically rich language the learner is exposed to a greater number of 
different exemplars in the input, allowing faster schematization. Another reason for 
rapid schematization could be the L1 system that the L2 learner already has. As e.g. 
Cadierno (2004), Cadierno and Ruiz (2006), and Smiskova-Gustafsson (2013) have 
shown, the L1 and its constructions play an important role in the construction of L2 
forms. L1 may enable positive or negative transfer. Positive transfer could be 
expected if there is a similar construction in the learner’s L1. Then the learner could 
possibly develop a productive construction relatively quickly. However, the findings 

of this study are mixed in this respect. Lena and Alvaro, who both have the want + 
NFC construction in their L1 (German and Spanish), did not develop the 
corresponding Finnish construction in a similar way. Lena started off with formulaic 
expressions while Alvaro had a more productive pattern. More dense, longitudinal 
data are needed to investigate this question further. Instruction may also play a role, 
and it is possible that the participants in this study developed explicit knowledge 
about the constructions and the functions of their parts (for the role of explicit 
knowledge in schematization, see: Roehr-Brackin 2014). The role of instruction in the 
development of abstractness will be discussed in more detail in Section 6.2, where 
pedagogical implications of this study are presented.  

As described above, there are several factors that play a role in the development 
of the abstractness of L2 constructions. However, caution should be applied when 
explaining the reasons for individual learners’ different learning paths. The current 
study aimed to describe the development of L2 Finnish and, in line with a CDST 
approach, it limited itself to this descriptive task (see e.g. Larsen-Freeman & 
Cameron 2008; de Bot & Larsen-Freeman, 2011). If we acknowledge the CDST 
assumptions about the potential of initial conditions as well as the interaction of 
subsystems to result in non-linear development, predicting the direction of changes 
becomes problematic, if not practically impossible (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron 
2008). In other words, isolating one external or internal factor, such as the L1, and 
investigating its impact, is very difficult. However, it can be assumed that some 
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variables have a potential to impact certain changes more strongly than other 
variables, and for future studies it is important that we can indicate the variables that 
are most likely to play a role in development. This issue will be discussed in Section 
6.4.  

To summarize the theoretical implications of this study, the current study 
contributes to our understanding of L2 as a complex dynamic system by showing 
that competitive elements and increased variability could be found also when the 
investigation started from the meanings that learners convey. In previous CDST-
oriented studies, aspects of form, such as complexity and accuracy, have often been 
the starting point. In other words, those studies have looked at different kinds of 
subsystems of the L2 from those examined in the current study. (See e.g. Caspi 2010; 
Chan, Verspoor & Vahtrick 2015; Lowie & Verspoor 2019; Lowie, van Dijk & 
Verspoor 2017; Penris & Verspoor 2017.) Therefore, the present study makes a useful 
contribution in the context of CDST by showing that competition and increased 
variability may be general characteristics of the developing L2. Moreover, this study 
makes a relevant contribution to the field of L2 Finnish development because CDST 
is a relatively new theoretical framework in this field. This study has also been able 
to show that abstractness of L2 constructions may develop in two different ways, and 
therefore the current study contributes also to UBL approaches. Moreover, as one 
possible reason for the rapid schema formation of the L2 constructions could be the 
rich morphology of Finnish, this study emphasizes the relevance of studying the 
learning of morphologically rich target languages in the UBL framework and has 
thus important implications for usage-based theories. 

The findings of this study have been discussed in relation to different emphases 

of CDST and UBL because these two approaches concern different kinds of changes 
in the developing L2 (CDST: interaction of subsystems and variability, UBL: 
abstractness of L2 constructions). As discussed above, the current study has been 
able to contribute to both theoretical frameworks. It also shows - in line with e.g. 
Roehr-Brackin (2015) and Behrens and Verspoor (2011) - that regardless of their 
different emphases, CDST and UBL are compatible theories when L2 development is 
studied. As assumed in both theories, it was shown in the present study that L2 
development is a highly individual process. Changes in L2 emerge as the learner 
uses the L2 in social interaction. In CDST terms, the learner is making use of external 
resources, and in UBL terms, the learner is participating in usage events. Therefore, 
these perspectives view L2 development fundamentally as a similar kind of process. 
Moreover, their different emphases can be seen as complementing each other: while 
CDST mainly investigates changes in L2 from a quantitative point of view, UBL is a 
linguistic approach. Therefore, a DUB approach is a fruitful framework for studying 
language development.  

One important point regarding the findings of this study is their 
generalizability. It is commonly accepted by applied linguists that findings cannot be 
generalized from groups to individuals and vice versa (for a recent discussion, see 
Molenaar 2015; Lowie & Verspoor 2019). From a complexity theory point of view, 
Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) point out that 
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… no two situations can be similar enough to produce the same behavior; thus 
predictability becomes impossible.19 

Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) argue here that since language development 
can be seen as emerging through self-organization, we need to revisit the idea of 
prediction in development. As has already been shown in a considerable amount of 
previous research, this study has shown that L2 learning paths are individually 
owned (see e.g. Larsen-Freeman 2006; Verspoor et al. 2008; Caspi 2010; Vyatkina 2012; 
Bulté 2013; Murakami 2013; Tilma 2014; Chan, Verspoor & Vahtrick 2015). Based on 
the findings of this study, it can, however, be suggested that there are some general 
principles in learning that apply at group level, namely competitive interaction 
between subsystems, variability, and the ways abstract L2 constructions can be 
developed. A competitive relationship is not necessarily visible in all learners even in 
similar contexts, and the timing of the competition may very well be different for 
individual learners, as was the case in the current study. However, detecting these 
patterns can help us to understand the process of L2 development and give some 
insights that would be helpful in L2 pedagogy.  These implications for L2 pedagogy 
will be discussed in the next section.  

 

6.2 Pedagogical implications 

Since the participants in this study were learning Finnish in an instructional setting, 
the fourth research question concerned the interaction of individual learning 
trajectories and pedagogical interventions. As mentioned above, generalizations 
cannot be made about learning trajectories, and the same applies for the impact of 
teaching. However, as the findings of this study show that teaching may impact 
learning trajectories, the pedagogical implications will be discussed in this section 
from the point of view of the three main interests of this study: the interaction of 
subsystems, variability, and the abstractness of L2 constructions.  

The instructional setting of the participants in this study was primarily meaning 
based: the principles of functional L2 pedagogy were applied (see e.g. Aalto, 
Mustonen & Tukia 2009; Mitchell, Myles & Marsden 2013: 188-219). This approach 
emphasizes the social function of language in the learning process. Finnish was 
learned in and for the purposes of interaction, and the focus was on how meanings 
can be conveyed in Finnish. From time to time, there was an explicit focus on 
linguistic forms. However, the idea was to expose learners to the target construction 
before the structures were analyzed with them (for the advantages of this approach, 
see VanPatten & Cadierno 1993; VanPatten & Oikkenon 1996). Students were also 
given an active role in locating and analyzing the structures in authentic spoken and 
written text samples. This kind of functional pedagogy suits well with the 
onomasiological approach adopted in the study: both the instruction and the study 

                                                
19 Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008, p. 16 
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focused on how meanings are conveyed. It is somewhat surprising that studies that 
trace the L2 development of learners acquiring the language through mainly 
meaning-based programs have still given a relatively large amount of attention to 
structural features of the L2, e.g., to complexity, accuracy, and fluency measures (see 
e.g. Piggott 2019; Rousse-Malpat 2019). By focusing on the linguistic means that 
learners use to express a certain meaning, as in the current study, we can get new 
insights into the implications of L2 development for meaning-based, functional L2 
pedagogy.  

One major finding of this study is that the different linguistic means that 
learners use to express evaluation, namely verbal and adjectival constructions, are in 
competitive interaction with each other at certain stages of development or one type 
is used at the expense of the other. This raises the question of how teaching should 
react to this kind of interaction in learner language. This was not explicitly 
investigated in the present study, so this discussion on it can be no more than 
speculative. Two kinds of approach seem possible when there are competitive 
aspects in the learner language: one is to focus on the aspect that is progressing and 
help that aspect to progress even further, while the other would be to try to 
deliberately support the aspect that is not under rapid development at that time.  

The first option seems possible, at least from the DCST point of view. As was 
the case in this study, the variability patterns were compatible with the interaction 
patterns for all learners: the aspect that was leading the competition and hence in 
progress (verbal constructions) showed more variability than the aspect that was 
falling behind (adjectival constructions). Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) argue 
that a pedagogical intervention might be more effective at times of increased 

variability. They propose that a system undergoing a high degree of variability can 
be moved more easily to a new state than a more stable system. This is a crucial point 
for functional L2 pedagogy: the teacher should be able to structure the contents of 
teaching in such a way that aspects of the learner language that are in a state of flux 
are given sufficient attention (Aalto, Mustonen & Tukia  2009: 410). It could therefore 
be suggested that instruction should emphasize the aspect that is developing and is 
on the move, so to speak. The findings of this study support this idea: when, at the 
beginning of the period of observation, the learners were going through the verbal 
phase in their development, adjectival constructions were also presented in the 
learning material and used in class. However, the learners seemed to be unable to 
pick up these constructions at that time, which suggests that it might be better to 
respect learners’ limited resources and focus on whatever aspect learners are then 
using and developing. Whether this kind of approach is feasible in a second and 
foreign language classroom is of course debatable. Because of highly individual 
learning trajectories, it might be difficult for the teacher to support the individual 
learners by focusing on the aspect that is in a state of flux.  

The pedagogical implications with regard to the development of abstractness in 
L2 constructions are related to the token and type frequencies of the target 
construction (see e.g. Bybee 1995; Ellis 2005: 336; Eskildsen 2009: 336), and noticing 
(Ellis 2005). A dynamic usage-based approach emphasizes that languages are learned 
when they are used for purposes of interaction: L2 constructions emerge from usage 
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events (see e.g. Langacker 2009). The L2 classroom can offer a good time and place 
for these meaningful interactions. From the perspective of usage-based linguistics, 
the token and type frequencies in these classroom interactions (and in input in 
general) have a significant impact on L2 development. The construction is likely to be 
stored as a lexically specific, formulaic item if its token frequency is high and the type 
frequency low. If the type frequency is high, i.e., different constructions are 
encountered, the construction is more likely to develop into an abstract schema. 
(Bybee & Slobin 1982; Bybee 1995; Tomasello 2003: 107; Ellis 2005: 336; Evans & 
Green 2006: 118; Eskildsen 2009: 336.) In the context of this study, the information 
available about instruction is restricted to the researcher’s observations and notes, 
and the learning material, so exact calculations of the token and type frequencies of 
the classroom interactions cannot be made. However, there is one particular instance 
of a haluta ‘want’ construction (examined in Substudy 3) that provides some 

interesting insights into the impact of instruction. This construction had a relatively 
high token frequency and a relatively low type frequency in a classroom activity at 
the beginning of the study, and it seems likely that at least one learner’s (Lena’s) 
construction has its roots in this exercise. In the exercise, students had to ask each 
other where in Finland they would like to travel to (Mihin haluaisit matkustaa 
Suomessa?). Students were given a model of the conventional, target-like answer 
(Haluaisin matkustaa x:ään ‘I would like to travel to x’). A significant (but not 
necessarily surprising) observation from the pedagogical point of view is that only 
one participant used this construction frequently after the pedagogical event; the 
others did not do so. 

 This finding confirms the assumption that the impact of instruction (or any 

other external resource) in individual learners is unpredictable even in the short term 
(see e.g. Larsen-Freeman & Cameron 2008; de Bot & Larsen-Freeman 2011). It also 
gives further support to the assumption that a construction with high token 
frequency and low type frequency may be stored as a lexically specific unit. Another 
interesting observation in this particular learning event is that the focus of that 
exercise was not to practice the haluta ‘want’ construction but the use of local cases. 

Also this finding shows how unpredictable the impact of teaching is: students do not 
necessarily learn what the teacher has set as a learning goal (see e.g. Rauste-von 
Wright, Wright & Soini, 2003).  

This observation about individuals’ different responses to instruction is related 
to the term affordance, which is also a key aspect of functional L2 pedagogy (see e.g. 
Aalto, Mustonen & Tukia 2009; Lehtonen 2013). According to van Lier (2000), the 
term affordance refers to the relationship between the (social) environment and the 
learner. As opposed to the term input, it emphasizes the learner’s active role in 
noticing and using the linguistic (or other kind of) material as a resource for learning. 
Instruction as an external resource (as described in the CDST framework, see e.g. de 
Bot and Larsen-Freeman 2011) may aim to trigger a change in the learner’s 
developing language system, but in the end the learner needs to be active in 
transforming the given input into a resource for learning. Therefore, the same 
exercise in class may offer different learners different kinds of affordances: what 
becomes an affordance depends on the learner’s needs (whether something is 



127 
 

 
 

relevant for him/her at that point) and level (whether the linguistic material is 
understandable).  

Concerning the development of abstractness in L2 constructions, the findings of 
this study support the claim that explicit instruction may be beneficial in the process 
of noticing (see e.g. Ellis 2005), more specifically, in noticing the open slots within a 
certain construction. One of the learners moved from item-based existential 
constructions (siellä on ‘there is’ and siellä oli ‘there was’20) toward more variable 
patterns after the pedagogical intervention. This finding suggests that instruction can 
help learners notice open slots. This finding, together with the observation that 
another of this study’s learners, Jungo, partly relied on the item-based siellä on x + 
place  ‘there is x + place’  and place + siellä on x ‘place + there is x’ constructions at the 
beginning, raises the question whether instruction on the Finnish existential 
construction could make use of these exemplars when the construction is introduced. 
The data of this study cannot give the answer to that question, but as some learners 
seemed to rely on this siellä ‘there’ construction, it could possibly be used as a 
starting point when the Finnish existential construction is being taught.  

Another issue related to instruction on the Finnish existential construction is the 
timing of pedagogical interventions. The Finnish existential construction is in many 
ways a peculiar structure (VISK § 893) and it has been shown that especially the form 
of the subject causes L2 learners difficulties (Kajander 2013). Probably for these 
reasons, it is a structure that has not traditionally been taught in the early stages of 
L2 Finnish learning. However, as Aalto, Mustonen and Tukia (2009) pointed out, the 
complexity of the target structure is not necessarily a key factor in determining the 
timing of instruction: more important are the learners’ communicative needs. The 

findings of this study show that some learners felt a clear need to express 
existentiality a long time before it was presented in class: various unconventional 
linguistic solutions were found in the data. Although the data of this study are 
admittedly restricted in this respect, it could be suggested that for some L2 learners, 
pointing out the existential construction and its function - without paying too much 
attention to the form of the subject – would be beneficial at earlier phases in their 
development. This idea resonates with the point made earlier, that a pedagogical 
intervention may be more effective when the target construction is ‘on the move’ in 
learner language (see Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008; Aalto, Mustonen & Tukia 
2009).   

6.3 Methodological implications 

In this section, some of the methodological implications of this work are discussed. 
First, the implications of the data selection method, the onomasiological approach, 
are described, and after that, some of the implications of the methods of data analysis.  

                                                
20 The first element in the Finnish existential construction is a noun phrase referring to a place. 

The deictic siellä ‘there’ can be used in this position but often more specific words are used.  
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It is widely accepted by researchers studying L2 development that a central 
aspect of L2 learning is the development of the learner’s ability to express his or her 
ideas in the L2 (see e.g. Mitchell et al. 2013: 188-219). The development of this ability 
can be studied from different points of view. For example, it has been suggested that 
an L2 speaker’s ability to express himself or herself increases over time as his/her 
complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) improve (see e.g. Skehan 1998; Ellis 2003, 
2008; Ellis & Barkhuizen 2005; Housen & Kuiken 2009; Housen, Kuiken, & Vedder 
2012). As this kind of point of departure in research admittedly reveals important 
features of L2 development, it does not throw any light on how L2 learners express 
their own ideas on their own terms (for conditions of exercising voice, see Segal, 
Pollak & Lefstein 2016). One methodological choice made in this study, namely 
starting the investigation of learner language development from meaning rather than 
form and therefore using the onomasiological approach, is an attempt to shed new 
light on this. 

This study shows that beginner learners express two central meanings - 
evaluation and existentiality - using various linguistic constructions. With the 
onomasiological approach, it is possible to investigate how these constructions reflect 
the learner’s communicative needs (what is being expressed) as well as the learner’s 
history, goals and abilities at that time (how something is being expressed: learners’ 
make-do solutions (Larsen-Freeman 2013)). These two aspects - what is being 
expressed by the learner and how it is being expressed - can of course give us 
valuable insights into learning as well as tools to develop pedagogical practices, but 
studying them also has some more fundamental value. By starting the investigation 
from meaning, we give pride of place to the L2 speaker and value the L2 speaker’s 

perspective. Taking this approach has also given the opportunity to study the L2 in 
its own right: the starting point is not normative. If the investigation is started by 
defining what form the learner language construction must take for inclusion in the 
analysis, there is a risk that important aspects of the learner language will be lost.  

With regard to the data analysis, in this study, the interaction of subsystems 
was investigated with both quantitatively and qualitatively. This dual approach 
proved fruitful. When the interaction of expressions of evaluation was studied using 
a quantitative approach, namely the smoothing technique (see Peltier 2009), it turned 
out that the token and type frequencies of verbal and adjectival constructions 
showed a competitive interaction at certain phases of development. When the 
learners’ constructions were analyzed qualitatively, the competitive pattern was even 
more evident: when the new type of construction (adjectival constructions) was 
being explored, the learner relied on the other, familiar verbal constructions. Without 
the qualitative investigation, the grounds for interpreting a competitive interaction 
would be weaker. It is possible that even though the token and type frequencies of 
verbal constructions might decrease, the constructions that the learner is using could 
still be new to them. In this situation, it could not be argued that there is a 
competitive relationship between the two different linguistic means that are used to 
express evaluation.  

Two different approaches were taken to the analysis of the variability patterns. 
With expressions of evaluation, quantitative methods were used. This study was able 
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to show that two quantitative but descriptive methods, the moving min-max window 
and variance, are compatible, because they revealed the same kinds of variability 
patterns in virtually all cases. With expressions of existentiality, on the other hand, 
the viewpoint was explorative in nature. To investigate the patterns of variability in 
expressions of existentiality, the onomasiological approach was used: the aim was to 
investigate the kind of constructions (both target- and non-target-like) that learners 
use to express the meaning that is conventionally expressed with the existential 
construction in Finnish.  

Earlier investigations on variability in L2 have used mainly quantitative 
measures (e.g. the moving min–max window, Monte Carlo analysis ( van Geert & 
van Dijk 2002; van Dijk, Verspoor & Lowie 2011)), but the actual linguistic means 
that L2 learners use have not hitherto gained attention in the framework of CDST. As 
CDST argues that variability increases in periods of progress because new strategies 
are being tried out, the new approach taken in this study is very much in line with 
what has been suggested about the role of variability in development. When 
something new is learned, new strategies and modes of behavior are tried out 
(Thelen & Smith, 1994). The method used in this study proved useful in this respect.  

6.4 Reflections on the study and ideas for future research 

In this section, I offer some reflections on the study and evaluate the choices made 
during the process of carrying it out, starting from the data collection and ending 

with the data analysis.  
The dynamic usage-based (DUB) approach emphasizes the importance of a 

longitudinal, time-series, case study perspective. However, the denser and more 
long-term the data collection is, the more challenging it is to carry out. The optimal 
balance between the number of participants, the frequency of the points of data 
collection, and the length of the period of observation depends on the aim of the 
study, but naturally also on the resources available for conducting the data collection. 
The load of the data collection needs to be reasonable for the participants, as does the 
amount of data to be analyzed with the resources available.  

The data of this study were collected weekly over a period of nine months with 
four learners. The data set reveals interesting insights into L2 Finnish development, 
but at least from the point of view of usage-based assumptions, even more dense 
data at the beginning of the learning process might have given a more precise picture 
of the use of specific constructions. However, the dense longitudinal data of this 
study are valuable in the context of L2 Finnish learning studies: similar kinds of data 
are still scarce (although see Spoelman and Verspoor 2010 and Tilma 2014). One 
important point about the data of this study is that the learners’ development can be 
related to instruction, because I was teaching the participants in the first half of the 
study and observing their lessons in the second half. Although this turned out to 
play a smaller role in the study than initially envisaged, this kind of comparison of 
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individual learning trajectories and instruction has not been a feature of earlier 
studies on L2 development.  

To secure the longitudinal data collection, the data were first collected with 
more students. The participants in this study form the entire group of students who 
took all three consecutive language courses; originally some 20 students were 
followed. Consequently, some of the data collected were not used, but all of the data 
from the four learners were used in the analysis, and in this respect, the procedure 
for the data collection can be considered economical. The four participants can be 
considered highly motivated and successful Finnish learners, because in order to 
continue from one course to the next they needed to achieve at least a grade 3 (which 
means Good on the scale from 1 to 5) for each course. So the participants were 
successful learners of Finnish studying in the context of higher education.  All of this 
should be borne in mind when interpreting the results of this study. 

Since the participants were selected for the study on the above-mentioned 
grounds, their background factors, for example their L1 or their length of residence 
in Finland before the study began, could not be controlled for. This can be seen as a 
limitation of the study: firmer conclusions about the factors playing a role in L2 
development could be drawn if the participants had had more similar backgrounds. 
On the other hand, explaining and generalizing is problematic in any case study, as 
has already been discussed above. The setting of this study was not experimental in 
nature: the aim of the study was to investigate how the participants’ use of L2 
Finnish constructions to express certain meanings developed over time, and the 
research setting used did not - and was not meant to - allow full control of different 
variables.  

The data of this study were collected by various methods: both spoken and 
written data were used and the spoken data consisted of both monologues and 
dialogues with both L2 and L1 speakers. This variation in the data collection 
methods can be seen as a limitation because there were a number of factors that 
could not be controlled for but that may have played a role in the participants’ 
language use. However, I actually do not view this as a limitation. The points of data 
collection (both written and spoken) are usage events themselves, and it is important 
to capture changes in the constructions in both written and spoken language. In fact, 
I see the variation in the data collection methods as a strength of the setting of this 
study: as the aim was to investigate the development of the learners’ constructions in 
more or less natural language usage events, using only one type of data (e.g. only 
spoken data produced in a monologue) would have been a mistake. In the setting of 
the current study, the points of data collection reflected the variable situations in 
which L2 learners may use the target language in social interaction in real life (vs. 
data collection in a laboratory setting). Moreover, using both written and spoken 
data resulted in more data points being available and the data being denser, which 
has allowed a more detailed and precise description of the learners’ development. 
Because of the various methods used in the data collection, task and priming effects 
are possible. Since these effects do not have a great impact on the results (these issues 
concern just individual points of data collection), they are not discussed here but 
they are discussed in the research articles for each substudy.  
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For the data selection, an onomasiological approach was used, which proved a 
fruitful approach, as discussed in the previous section (6.3). However, it was not 
trouble-free. How to define ‘evaluation’ and what constructions should be included 
in this category turned out to be quite problematic. The decision to use a panel of 
proficient Finnish-language speakers to evaluate whether the expressions were 
evaluations or not can be seen as a good one: the panel’s judgements made decisions 
on the inclusion or exclusion of (a few) problematic expressions more reliable.  

As for the methods that were used to analyze the interaction and variability 
patterns, the methods themselves and the results gained with them were reliable for 
at least two reasons. Firstly, the results of interaction and variability patterns are 
compatible: the subsystem that was leading the competition (the linguistic aspect 
that was under development) exhibited more variability. This finding is in line with 
the theoretical assumptions. As expected from a CDST perspective, competitive 
elements were found, and the aspect that was pronounced exhibited more variability 
than the other aspect. Secondly, the variability analyzed by means of both the 
moving min–max method and variance showed the same patterns, which supports 
the reliability of the investigation.  

For the development of abstractness, the findings are also in line with the 
theoretical assumptions: both item-based and non-item-based learning paths could 
be identified. As pointed out earlier, the setting of this study did not allow for any 
explanation of the role of, for example, the L1 in the different developmental paths, 
and this important issue is something that could be studied in the future. A suitable 
research setting for this kind of investigation would include language learners from 
different language backgrounds, preferably with monolingual speakers from 

morphologically both rich and poor languages, with otherwise similar background 
factors, so that the initial conditions of the participants would be as alike as possible.   

In this study, the cognitive aspects of L2 development were emphasized. 
Although these issues are relevant for our understanding of L2 learning, during the 
process, I have become more and more convinced of the importance of the social 
aspects of learning, and I am rather dissatisfied with the amount of space given to 
social aspects in this study. Although both CDST and UBL (at least in principle) 
emphasize the role of social aspects in language development – in these views, the 
language is seen as emerging from social interaction – many studies, like the current 
one, have in fact focused on cognitive aspects of development (although see 
Eskildsen (2012), who uses conversation analysis when investigating usage-based 
assumptions). The research project in which I continue to do research - Building 
Blocks, Developing Second Language Resources for Working Life21 - aims to bring 
the social and cognitive aspects of learning closer together. This will allow me to use 
the concept of distributed and embodied cognition fruitfully in the investigation of 
L2 development, for example.  

One important ethical question that has not yet been discussed is the fact that 
this study, like so many earlier studies, focuses on so called WEIRD learners: western, 
educated learners in industrialized, rich, and democratic countries. I have asked 

                                                
21 University of Jyväskylä (funded by the Academy of Finland, project leader Minna Suni)  
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myself whether it is indeed these learners whose language learning needs to be 
investigated and documented, or whether there is a group whose language learning 
is in greater need of attention. During my future career, I want to reflect on this issue 
more before starting the data collection. However, I see that the findings of this study 
do not apply only to highly educated L2 learners, but the same principles of 
competition, variability, and abstractness are likely to apply also to learners from 
different backgrounds. It could be argued that for example the competitive 
interaction between the different linguistic means used to express evaluation could 
be even more evident for learners with more limited resources, e.g. LESLLA learners 
(Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults). Of course, different 
ethical questions need to be addressed in research when participants in vulnerable 
positions are recruited for studies.  

6.5 Final words: toward adventurous language learning and teaching 

This study has investigated the development of four L2 Finnish learners in their use 
of constructions to express certain meanings. The findings show that L2 learners may 
be creative in their ways of expressing their ideas: even with very limited L2 
resources, the learners in this study managed to convey relatively complex meanings. 
However, on their way toward more conventionalized and target-like expressions, 
the learners were discovering and trying out how Finnish actually works. This was 
manifested by variability in the L2. In line with Complex Dynamic Systems Theory, 

this study suggests that variability is functional for L2 development: learners need to 
try out different ways to express meanings and development often takes place by 
trial and error. Being adventurous in using the L2 may be the most effective way to 
develop. One example of adventurous use of the L2 was Lena’s use of a noun phrase 
construction to express evaluation at the end of the data collection period. Like the 
other participants, Lena had used almost exclusively verbal and adjectival 
constructions until then, but in the very last data point she tried out a new way of 
expressing her positive evaluation of her experience of learning Finnish, with a noun 
phrase (Example 47).  

 
(47)  Se oli seikkailu minulle, mennä *tuntematon *maahin ja oppia tuntematon    

 kieli.  
 ’It was an adventure for me, to go to a foreign country and to learn a for
 eign language.’ 

 
As this example shows, L2 learning may be an adventure for the learner, but the 
process of L2 development may also have exciting characteristics when studied from 
the linguistic point of view: the data may show “wobbles, humps, and sudden 
jumps”, as van Dijk and van Geert (2007) describe it in their article about variability 
in L1 acquisition. This study suggests that these patterns of variability are important 
features of a developing L2, and that studying variability can shed new light on L2 
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learning. It also suggests that not only L2 learners but also L2 instructors should be 
adventurous: instruction should co-adapt to the changes in learners’ language. 
Sensitivity in teaching an L2 is particularly needed because the instruction should be 
able to react to the learners’ communicative needs and focus on those aspects that are 
on the move.  
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