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L3, the tertiary language 

1.  Introduction 

 

It is a well known fact that people who learn a new language often have experience of one or 

more other non-native languages already. In a school situation, this applies, for example, to 

students taking a second or further foreign language, but also to many minority or migrant 

children when they study their first foreign language in class. In traditional research on second 

language acquisition (SLA), no distinction is usually made between learners of their first non-

native language (the first L2) and those who go on to learn further languages. All are treated 

simply as second language learners. Up till recently, the first language (L1) was the only 

language that was taken into account as a potential source of cross-linguistic influence on the 

learning process, and any influence from other previously learned languages was usually 

ignored or thought to be insignificant. However, with the current growing interest in 

multilingualism, in society as well as in the individual, this view is changing. Within the past 

couple of decades, a rapidly developing body of research on so-called third language 

acquisition (TLA) has shown that the situation for a learner with prior experience of acquiring 

one or more non-native languages is different from that of a first-L2 learner in important 

respects. This means that the dimension of complexity in the learner’s language background is 

now being taken into account, and what it involves is being investigated. 

 One aspect of this is the awareness that the L1 learner, the first-L2 learner and the learner 

of further languages are differently equipped for the task, which influences the learning 

process variably. Hufeisen expresses this in her Factor Model which she has developed in 

several works (1998, 2003, 2005, 2010, this volume) by specifying a number of linguistic and 

extralinguistic factors which guide the language learning process. When the learner proceeds 
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in the course of time from the acquisition of the first language to the learning of a second 

language and then to the learning of a third language, new factors are added, so that the set of 

factors that come into play becomes increasingly complex. The new factors that apply when 

moving from learning the second to the third language are connected with the prior 

experience of an L2. They consist of foreign language specific factors (such as individual 

foreign language learning experiences and strategies, language interlanguage of previous 

languages, interlanguage of target language), and linguistic factors (knowledge of the prior 

L2, in addition to L1) (Hufeisen 2005: 38, cf. also 2010: 204). If the learner moves on to learn 

more languages, no further factors come into play. Those factors which guide the learning of 

the third language also apply to subsequent languages, although they will become increasingly 

developed and refined (Hufeisen 2010: 204–205). There is thus, according to this model, a 

qualitative difference between the learning of the first non-native language and any further 

languages, as represented by the different sets of governing factors that are involved. 

 Another aspect is that a richer repertoire of languages provides a more complex and 

variable pattern of cross-linguistic influence, especially the fact that influence may arise not 

only from an L1, but also from a prior L2. With more background languages, an issue in 

current research is the question under which conditions a particular language will influence 

the use and learning of the target language. Several such conditions have been proposed and 

their effects and interactions with each other are being studied (Falk & Bardel 2010).  

 A further aspect is the potential benefit that a complex repertoire of languages provides for 

the learner in terms of greater linguistic resources and awareness (Cenoz 2003, 2013). This 

also implies possibilities to make systematic use of learners’ multilingual background in 

foreign language teaching (see e.g. Neuner 2004).  

 This concern with complex linguistic backgrounds in language learning has led to a 

diversification of the concept of second language as it has usually been applied in SLA 
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studies. Besides the established categories first and second language (L1, L2), the additional 

term third language or L3 has come into use. In established usage in SLA studies, L1 refers to 

any native language, i.e. a language acquired from early infancy, and L2 refers to any non-

native language, i.e. a language added later. (The terms first and second language have lost 

their literal sense of language number one and two, due to the fact that a person may have 

more than one native and more than one non-native language.) What we can mean by L3 and 

how it relates to L1 and L2 is neither self-evident nor trivial, however.  How we define and 

use these terms is important because the way in which we construe them reflects and affects 

our understanding of how multilingualism works and develops in the individual. The category 

L3, the relative newcomer in the terminology, is motivated by the need to deal with the 

complex language constellations that occur with the multilingual learner, and to distinguish 

this from a simple L1‒L2 relation. This raises questions regarding the definition of L3 and its 

relationship with the learner’s other languages in the process of language use and acquisition.  

 The term L3 has become quite established in research and in the general debate by now, 

and it seems reasonable to assume for the time being that it has come to stay. In TLA studies, 

the term is often being used in a simple way, as a label for language number three in a 

chronological order of acquisition. This tends to be the case especially in contexts where 

precisely three languages are at play, one L1, one previously learned L2 and the current target 

language, L3. But language use and acquisition by multilinguals, viewed in general, involves 

much more than that. There is often no strong reason to put a particular focus on language  

three in a multilingual speaker’s repertoire, nor to limit the perspective to strictly sequential 

acquisition of languages over time. It is rather for methodological reasons that many 

investigators prefer to concentrate on trilingual settings; it produces a neat model situation 

with an L1, an already familiar L2 and another non-native language as the current target. But 

if we envisage a term that can represent a non-first non-native language more generally in 
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relation to different degrees and histories of multilingualism and to different situations of 

language use and acquisition that occur in real life, then we need to define a concept of 

greater generality. 

 The present chapter aims to examine the construct of L3 in the context of the speaker’s 

multilingual repertoire and language learning, and to outline the basis for an adequate use of 

the term L3. I first touch upon the wide occurrence of bi- and multilingualism in the world of 

today, especially as it is promoted by globalization and modern communication technology, 

and argue that multilingualism should be regarded as the normal form of linguistic 

competence that develops in human speakers. Secondly, I discuss the mutual connection 

between the developing linguistic repertoire and the process of language use and acquisition 

in specific situations in time. Thirdly, I focus on how to define and characterize the concept of 

L3 and point out how this category differs from those of the speaker’s other languages. 

Fourthly, I consider some recent research that has explored the various factors that may 

determine which language will dominate as a source language for cross-linguistic influence 

when acquiring an L3. From an educational point of view, this research has implications for 

understanding the potential significance of a multilingual learner’s various background 

languages and making use of this in language teaching. 

2. The multilingual context 

 

Bi- and multilingualism is one characteristic feature of human life.1  Linguists working in this 

area are widely of the opinion that bi- or multilingualism is more common in the world’s 

                                                 
1 The way in which the terms bi- and multilingualism are defined varies somewhat in the literature, 

foregrounding either the social or the individual domain, either use or knowledge, sometimes requiring high-

level proficiency in each language or early simultaneous acquisition. Sometimes the terms bi- and 

multilingualism are treated as synonyms, or one term is used for both. Sometimes the term plurilingualism is 

used instead of individual multilingualism. Here I will follow one common terminological practice and define 

individual mono-, bi- and multilingualism as knowledge of one, two and three or more languages, respectively, 
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population than monolingualism. It is found to be increasing in the modern society with its 

globalization, mobility and fast communication (see Aronin & Singleton 2012).  

 Multilingualism is part of our personal development. In the course of life, people tend to 

pick up knowledge of languages with which they get into active contact. This can take place 

naturally in daily life, or through organized study. It is obvious that all humans have the 

potential of acquiring several languages. This indicates that multilingualism is natural to 

human speakers and an integral part of the human language faculty. It can be argued that 

multilingualism as it develops over the lifespan is the normal form of language competence. 

This is a break with a traditional attitude in Western societies to see monolingualism as the 

normal state and regard the knowledge of additional languages as special, extended cases. 

Adult monolingualism, where it occurs, is rather the case that needs to be explained (see 

Hammarberg 2012). 

 Individual multilingualism develops for different reasons, in different kinds of 

environments, and in different forms. In some parts of the world, such as for example Papua 

New Guinea or many parts of Africa, local linguistic populations live in close contact with 

each other, and the alternate use of several languages is a regular part of daily life. With the 

process of modernization comes the need also to learn national and international languages, 

which in a short perspective increases people’s multilingual repertoires (but in the long run 

may lead to the abandonment of local languages and thus the reduction of multilingualism). 

Contacts with other countries of course motivate language learning. In this respect the 

European scene is characteristic with its multitude of states, each with its configuration of 

languages, existing in close contact and communication with one another, while English also 

increasingly functions as a lingua franca. (On the role of English in Europe, cf. Cenoz & 

Jessner 2000; House 2008). Bi- and multilingual countries create a complex language 

                                                                                                                                                         
at some significant level of proficiency. Defined in this way, a distinction is drawn beween bi- and 

multilingualism, and the terms do not presuppose a certain level or type of proficiency in each language. 
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situation especially for the speakers of the minority populations, who need to handle the 

language of the majority as well for various public functions. Language diversity is a 

particularly striking phenomenon in bi- and multilingual urban communities, where it is 

connected with many aspects of demographic and cultural structure, the city’s linguistic 

landscape, and policy regarding public services, education, and so forth (Boix-Fuster 2015; 

Extra 2015; Extra & Gorter 2001, 2008; Extra & Yağmur 2004). In the multilingual and 

multicultural youth environments which have arisen in European larger cities as an effect of 

migration, the coexistence of different languages is a given reality, and the development of 

specific, identity-creating varieties besides the standard language is a consequence (Bardel, 

Falk & Lindqvist 2013; Källström & Lindberg 2011; Quist & Svendsen 2010).  

 Foreign language learning in school settings can be seen in its relationship with the various 

cases of language acquisition that take place for “natural” reasons and under “natural” 

conditions. The distinction that is often made between (instructed) foreign language learning 

and (spontaneous) second language acquisition is indeed well motivated, in view of the 

differences both in ways of learning and in type of results.2 Yet, although foreign language  

learning has to proceed (typically) in the absence of a real target language environment and 

learners thereby tend to get fewer opportunities of realistic interaction and natural reasons to 

communicate and have to rely more on metalinguistic learning, there is a basic connection 

between foreign language learning and uninstructed language acquisition in “natural” 

environments. In both cases, the acquaintance with different languages provides comparative 

language experience and furthers linguistic awareness. During our lifespan, we develop a 

                                                 
2 The use of the terms language acquisition and language learning varies in the literature. A distinction is upheld 

in contexts where it is important and focused on. Thus (uninstructed) second language acquisition taking place 

in the target language environment is contrasted with (instructed) foreign language learning, usually outside the 

target language environment. In another approach, first language acquisition is contrasted with second language 

learning (e.g. Paradis 2004 in his neurolinguistic theory of bilingualism). In contexts where such distinctions are 

not in focus, acquisition and learning tend to be used as synonyms, or one term is used in a broader sense 

covering both, for example in the names of the subject fields second language acquisition (SLA) and third 

language acquisition (TLA). In the present chapter, I use the terms acquisition and learning interchangeably, 

except when referring to authors who are using the finer distinction. 
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stock, or repertoire, of linguistic knowledge, experience and skills, acquired in a variety of 

ways and contexts. There is no reason to assume that learners who learn foreign languages 

through organized study could not draw on this wider linguistic resource (cf. Hufeisen 2010: 

205). 

3. The language repertoire and situations of language use 

 

A person’s multilingual development involves the buildup of a repertoire of languages. This is 

an ongoing process which includes the adding of knowledge of new languages over time, but 

also other aspects such as: 

 

- Changes in level of proficiency in the respective languages: gradual growth, also attrition 

- Changes in depth and type of knowledge, familiarity with variation (dialects, sociolects, 

genres, styles, trends etc.), familiarity with the cultural context of each language and the 

social norms governing its use 

- Comparative knowledge of different languages 

- Metalinguistic awareness 

- Experience of language use in situations 

- Experience and skills in learning languages; strategic skills in using and acquiring 

language 

- Attitudes, affective relations to specific languages 

 

The notion of a linguistic repertoire was introduced in the sociolinguistic work by John 

Gumperz in the 1960s and has since then played an important role in sociolinguistics. 

Gumperz (1972: 20) defines it as “the totality of linguistic resources (i.e. including both 
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invariant forms and variables) available to members of particular communities”. Whereas 

Gumperz (and later sociolinguistic work) stresses the social side, the concept of a repertoire 

has also been applied with a focus on the language knowledge of individuals (Blommaert & 

Backus 2013). I will deal with this latter aspect here. 

 It has been emphasized by many that a person’s knowledge of languages forms a coherent 

whole, rather than separate competences in each language. Cook (1992) refers to this holistic 

knowledge as a multicompetence. According to Paradis (1981, 2004) the speaker’s languages 

are assumed to be represented in the mind as subsets within the same larger cognitive system. 

One much-debated issue is whether this system contains separate lexicons for each language, 

or one common lexicon. Predominant research today points to the conclusion that words of 

different languages are stored in a common lexicon, so that they are simultaneously accessible 

for searching in the memory (de Bot 2004). In this way words from more than one language 

can compete for activation both in perception and production of speech (de Bot 2004: 23), 

which may give rise to cross-linguistic transfer. 

 A central aspect of a language repertoire is that it keeps developing over time. This feature 

is an essential part of the perspective on language represented by approaches such as Dynamic 

Systems Theory (DST; Verspoor et al. 2011), Complexity Theory (see Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron 2008) and the view of language as a Complex Adaptive System (Ellis & Larsen-

Freeman 2009). Language and language use is understood here as a developing complex 

system, which is variable and continuously changing and contains interacting elements and 

forces. Complex systems contain subsystems and are themselves part of a larger system. 

Thus, for example, a person’s repertoire of languages constitutes a complex system, and so do 

the various languages forming the repertoire; similarly, a speech situation forms a complex 

system, as well as the many interacting subsystems that are involved in the situation. This 

view on language assumes a usage-based approach (cf. Langacker 1999; Bybee & Beckner 
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2012), according to which development is driven by use of the system. Language is seen as an 

adaptive system which is socially situated: it develops through the user’s interaction with the 

social environment, especially with other language users, as well as through internal self-

organization. This system and its parts can be studied over shorter or longer periods or at a 

given point in time. 

 A language in the repertoire becomes an L1 or an L2, depending on the individual’s stage 

of cognitive maturity at the time when it is internalized and stored in memory. An L1, or 

native language, is acquired from early infancy during a period when the child learns the 

basics of linguistic interacting and first establishes linguistic categories, structural patterns 

and rules of use. An L2, or non-native language, is a language added after this period, when 

the initial process of language acquisition has taken place and the speaker – as older child, 

adolescent or adult – has become cognitively more mature. Paradis (2004, 2008, 2009), in his 

neurolinguistic theory of bilingualism, posits two distinct mechanisms for, what he terms, the 

acquisition of implicit linguistic competence in L1 and the learning of explicit metalinguistic 

knowledge in L2. According to Paradis (e.g. 2008: 343), an L1 is acquired incidentally, stored 

implicitly, used automatically and sustained by procedural memory, whereas an L2 is learned 

consciously, stored explicitly, consciouscly controlled when used, and sustained by 

declarative memory. L1 and L2 also involve different parts of the brain. Paradis emphasizes, 

however, that the explicit knowledge of an L2 may become automatized when the language is 

used in practice, i.e. successively replaced by implicit competence as the conscious learning 

process is gradually taken over by unconscious, incidental acquisition. 

 The transition from the period of implicit acquisition to that of explicit learning takes place 

gradually in the young child. Thus if a child has encountered a new language at a certain age 

within this transition period, it may be difficult to tell categorically whether it should be 

considered an L1 or an L2. It may be L1-like in some respects and L2-like in others. 
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Researchers differ as to the timing of this process. Paradis (2008) places the end of the L1 

acquisition period at about age five. In investigating child SLA, McLaughlin (1984) chooses 

the third birthday as a practical cutoff point between first and second language acquisition.3 

Meisel (2011), reviewing research on neural maturation and age, finds that changes in the 

direction from L1-type to L2-type processing seem to take place at least up to age seven, with 

certain crucial changes around age four. Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson (2003), investigating 

age of onset and ultimate attainment, report effects that appear to indicate that the child’s 

capacity for L1-type acquisition starts to decrease  successively already shortly after birth. 

There is thus reason to interpret the L1/L2 distinction cautiously in the case of languages with 

an onset within this transition period. On the other hand, when dealing with a language 

acquired from early infancy or one learned in late childhood, adolescence or adulthood, the 

L1/L2 distinction will be clear-cut. The term primary language is sometimes used in 

linguistics as equal to a native language, or L1. Given that L2s are languages which 

presuppose a period of basic language acquisition when one or more L1s have been 

established, L2s can be designated as secondary languages.4 Certain observable facts, for 

example that L2s in contrast to L1s are subject to fossilization, and that cross-linguistic 

transfer usually goes more from an L1 to an L2 than vice versa, are indicators of  a cognitive 

difference between L1s and L2s in the mature speaker.  

When considered in its entirety, a multilingual repertoire comprises languages of different 

prominence for the speaker. Some languages may be used on a regular basis, others more 

rarely. The speaker’ knowledge of the languages will vary in level of proficiency, or be 

different  in kind. In some cases, the proficiency is limited to reading and/or listening 

comprehension, or to familiarity with terminology in some subject area. The knowledge of  

some languages may be largely metalinguistic in nature, consisting of knowledge about the 

                                                 
3 See note 2. 
4 The term secondary language is sometimes used in the literature for a non-native language, notably in the 

seminal work on language contact by Weinreich (1953: 14). 
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language. In some cases, the comprehension of a language will be aided by familiarity with 

another language which is closely related and very similar to the target language. For 

example, close languages like Danish‒Norwegian‒Swedish or Bosnian‒Croatian‒Serbian will 

all be comprehensible to a speaker who knows one of them well. Thus the knowledge of one 

language provides comprehension of other, close languages as a bonus, so to speak. Likewise, 

for example, Italian‒Spanish, Dutch‒German, English‒German or German‒Swedish will 

support each other to a considerable extent. Familiarity with the “international” (Latin and 

Greek based) vocabulary which occurs widely in European languages will have a similar 

effect.5 Blommaert & Backus (2013: 17) distinguish broadly between several degrees in the 

learning of languages: ‘comprehensive’ language learning, leading to a “maximal” set of 

resources in the respective languages, ‘specialized’ language learning which produces various 

kinds of more restricted or partial forms of linguistic knowledge and skills, and ‘encounters’ 

with language which refers to learning “very small bits of language” such as single words, 

slang expressions or various fragments. Blommaert and Backus even count the mere ability to 

recognize and identify languages as parts of the repertoire. In a description of one highly 

multilingual speaker’s repertoire, they sort the languages into four large categories: 

maximum, partial, minimal and recognizing competence.  

A person’s repertoire of languages is therefore a complicated thing to capture in total. It is 

not immediately obvious how it can be adequately accounted for in connection with language 

learning. Should all languages, whatever the learner’s knowledge of them is, be taken into 

consideration as potentially interacting languages in a learning situation? Apparently the 

answer is yes. Current studies on cases of L3 acquisition tend to limit themselves to 

constellations of languages with some recognized standing in the learner’s repertoire, and to 

leave aside any potential influence from various kinds of minimal or specialized knowledge in 

                                                 
5 On the matter of intercomprehension of similar languages, cf. e.g. Hufeisen & Marx 2007; Klein & Rutke 

2004; for Scandinavian languages Delsing & Lundin Åkesson 2005. 
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other languages. This will certainly make a study more manageable or concentrate the focus 

on specific research questions, and therefore often be preferable. On the other hand, it is 

obvious that minimal or specialized knowledge of background languages sometimes does 

have an influence, even if we actually know rather little about this at present, in the absence of 

systematic research on this issue. In dealing with language learning in multilinguals, we 

cannot simply exclude potential influence ‒ and support ‒ from various minimal or 

specialized linguistic background knowledge. We then need to use terms such as L1, L2 and 

L3 in such a way that they do not preclude such cases of cross-linguistic influence. 

 As I mentioned, a linguistic repertoire is a continuously developing system. If we adopt a 

usage-based theory of language, language acquisition is assumed to be driven by use of the 

language in specific situations. Concrete communicative events thus shape the buildup of the 

repertoire over time. Conversely, the process of language use and acquisition in such 

situations is dependent on the current state of the repertoire with its complex linguistic 

contents. Hammarberg (in press) discusses the interconnection between the developing 

repertoire and language use in situations and distinguishes two major points of view that are 

seen to occur regularly in SLA and TLA research. He characterizes them as a macro and a 

micro time perspective. The former constitutes a long-term view on languages and learning. It 

deals with the speaker’s multilingual competence and practices, how this develops and 

changes over time, the stages and sequences of development, etc. This includes how the the 

languages contained in the repertoire are structured, used and mastered, and how this develops 

over time. The latter, short-term perspective deals with states and processes in situations. It 

has its focus on the speaker’s options, activity and linguistic products on specific occasions 

when the language is being used, and on the conditions and factors that govern the acquisition 

process in such situations. While the interdependence between the repertoire and the specific 
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events of language use is crucial, placing the focus on one or the other will involve different 

issues. 

 One aspect in the macro time perspective is the chronology in which the languages occur 

and develop. One very common practice in connection with multilingualism and TLA is to 

sort the languages according to a chronology of onsets, i.e. in the order in which the speaker 

has started acquiring them. The languages are then designated by numbers in a series: L1, L2, 

L3, L4, L5, etc. This sorts the speaker’s languages into a simple historical schema and is 

applicable to languages that can be placed in a clear linear order. But it is connected with 

some problems that should be noted. First, the terms L1 and L2 are being used in a different 

sense here than the standard SLA sense of any native versus any non-native language, which 

makes these terms ambiguous. This usage also restricts the term L3 to meaning the third 

language in onset order which, as we shall see, is problematic. Second, a linear order 

presupposes a strictly sequential order of acquisition, which is often not the case in real life; 

languages may be acquired simultaneously, or in an alternating fashion where the order of 

onset may be hard to determine. Third, the numbering depends on which languages should be 

counted, which is a problem in itself, as we saw above. The number series may thus be 

dependent on an uncertain conception of which languages should be included. Fourth, one 

should be aware that the chronological numbers relate to the development of the repertoire 

over time, not to the roles that the languages have in the acquisition process during situations 

of use, a distinction which does not always seem to be observed in the literature. For these 

reasons, it seems wise to use the linear chronological numbering of languages restrictively, 

with the problems mentioned here in mind. 

 Whereas a chronology of onsets is a simple, or simplifying, way of representing a person’s 

language history, a chronology of use is much more complex and complicated to account for. 

Yet the chronology of use is more representative of the development of the repertoire. Of 
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course languages are not only introduced at some point in time, they keep developing over the 

lifespan, growing, attriting if not used, changing function for the speaker and thereby 

changing the ways they are acquired and the frequency of use. At any given point in time, a 

person’s repertoire forms a complex of coexisting languages. They develop along with each 

other and change their pattern of prominence or dominance in relation to each other. What a 

person’s language history is about is the development of this dynamic complex system. The 

acquisition process that takes place when a language is being used will draw on the current 

state of this repertoire at the time of use.  

 A central concern in the micro time perspective is to explore the circumstances and 

conditions that govern the process of acquisition during events of language use. The situation 

that arises when a language is being used forms a complex system in itself which contains the 

use of the current target language as a part. This system will vary depending, inter alia, on the 

content of the linguistic repertoire which is available to the speaker at the time. A range of 

extralinguistic factors also come into play and interact to influence and guide the learning 

process. These factors also vary with the current state of the repertoire. Hufeisen’s Factor 

Model (see Section 1 above and Hufeisen’s chapter in this volume) outlines the set of such 

linguistic and other factors and shows how it gets successively more complex if a speaker 

proceeds in sequential order from acquiring a first language (L1) to learning a second 

language (L2) and then a third language (L3). The model thus combines a micro and a macro 

time perspective by comparing the conditions that govern acquisitional processes at different 

stages of development of the learner’s linguistic repertoire. In particular, it demonstrates the 

qualitative difference between being faced with an L2 for the first time and continuing with 

one or more other non-native languages thereafter. 

 The Factor Model has its focus on the conditioning factors. Their effects, on the other 

hand, get manifested in the processes of acquisition that take place in the actual situations of 
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language use. Hammarberg (in press) proposes a variable model of such events as they apply 

to a potentially multilingual user/learner. The processes of use and acquisition take place as 

the individual interacts with his/her current linguistic environment, receiving and/or 

producing utterances in context. As in Hufeisen’s model, a factor approach is adopted here. 

The model is designed as a template with variable realizations from time to time, depending 

on the language user’s state of mono-, bi- or multilingual development. Figure 1 shows the 

model as applied to an L3 user (allowing for one or more L1s and one or more prior L2s).  

 

 

 

Language user/learner 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Current L3 reception      

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. L3 use (non-native language use by a multilingual speaker). From Hammarberg (in 

press). 
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 The model contains as its central part a mechanism for receptive and productive message 

processing which receives and produces utterances in the currently used language and is 

guided by a set of conditioning factors.   

 The boxes on the left side represent the user’s contextual and linguistic knowledge. The 

contextual knowledge factors comprise the awareness of the preceding discourse, the 

understanding of the situation, and the encyclopaedic “knowledge of the world” pertinent to 

the situation. The language knowledge factors are the user’s current state of knowledge of one 

or more L1s, one or more already familiar L2s, and the current L3 interlanguage as developed 

so far; the parentheses indicate “if occurring”. 

On the right side are several other individually related factors. For the time being, these 

types of factors are assumed to be essentially those of Hufeisen’s Factor Model, summarized 

here from Hufeisen (2005, 2010), with the proviso that they will still have to be further 

elaborated and be open to revisions.  

 These various factors will apply only to the extent that they are applicable to the speaker’s 

state of linguistic development. Thus, more reduced versions of the model will apply to an 

L1-only speaker or to a learner of a first L2 (Hammarberg, in press). On the other hand, the 

model takes the whole contents of the current repertoire into account at every stage to which it 

is applied: studied languages as well as languages acquired informally, languages at different 

levels of proficiency, even minor or partial knowledge and different types of knowledge of a 

language. Although the speaker/listener/learner is normally focused on the language that is 

currently in use (the selected language in the sense of Green 1986), his/her knowledge of the 

other languages that coexist in the repertoire at the time (the background languages) is in 

principle available for activation in the situation to a greater or lesser extent. In practice, most 

of this co-activation will involve one or more “major” languages in the speaker’s repertoire. I 
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will come back below to the question of which language(s) will be most likely to get 

activated. 

 

4. Defining L3 as a tertiary language 

 

How  is the category of L3 to be defined and characterized? In view of what has been said 

above, it is a matter of defining a concept which represents a non-first non-native language 

that has the role of selected language for a multilingual speaker a situation of language use 

and acquisition. For a learner this means the current target language. We require that this 

concept should be cognitively grounded and compatible with how the terms L1 and L2 are 

commonly used in the field of SLA, i.e. as any native and any non-native language, 

respectively. It should be applicable to speakers with various numbers of background 

languages, and the speaker’s knowledge of these languages may be at various levels of 

proficiency and may be of various types.  

 A  definition of L3 along these lines is the following, quoted here from Hammarberg 

(2010: 97): 

 

In dealing with the linguistic situation of a multilingual, the term third language (L3) refers 

to a non-native language which is currently being used or acquired in a situation where the 

person already has knowledge of one or more L2s in addition to one or more L1s.  

 [Italics in original.] 

 

Defined in this way, the concept of L3 is not based on the counting of languages; the current 

L3 is not necessarily “number three” in acquisition order. Rather, it rests on the cognitive 
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distinction between L1 and L2 as used in SLA research (cf. Hammarberg 2014). Any 

knowledge of L1s and L2s can be taken into consideration as linguistic background 

knowledge. The crucial point is that the category of L3 is situation-related. That is, an L3 is 

identified in relation to a given situation of language use. Whereas L1s and L2s are languages 

in the repertoire which are (more or less) known to the speaker in the given situation, the non-

native language used in the situation becomes the L3. L3 is thus a situationally defined special 

case of an L2, special in its role of constituting the current target language in a multilingual 

setting. Thus the concept of L3 does not contrast with the concept of L2, but with that of prior 

L2 (one or more) in the given situation. 

 It follows that an L3 learner is also, in a wider sense, an L2 learner. In traditional SLA 

usage where no distinction is made between a learner of a first L2 and one who learns further 

languages, all are referred to as L2 learners. The present definition of L3 is compatible with 

this, which has practical advantages. There are of course many topics in the field of SLA 

where the complexity of the learner’s language background is not an issue. In  such cases, it 

serves its purpose to speak of even multilingual learners as L2 learners, without going into the 

L2/L3 distinction. The traditional SLA usage causes no problems here. The novel perspective 

introduced with TLA research is to focus on the dimension of complexity in the linguistic 

background and distinguish an L3 learner from a first-time L2 learner. But clearly this is not 

an important aspect in every SLA context. Thus the same multilingual learners may either be 

defined widely as L2 learners or specifically as L3 learners, depending on what the topic is 

about. 

 L3s have been characterized as tertiary languages (German: Tertiärsprachen). This term 

was introduced in the literature in the 1990s to designate a second or further foreign language 

(see Hufeisen & Lindemann 1998). It is being frequently used especially in German TLA 

research and pedagogy when dealing with the learning and teaching of a second or further 
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foreign language in school settings, for example referring to the frequent case in many 

countries when German and other languages are learned as a subsequent foreign language 

after English. The tertiary language then corresponds to the third level of Hufeisen’s Factor 

Model.  

The notion of tertiary languages fits in well with the definition of L3 that we are discussing 

here and the wider perspective on multilingualism on which this definition is based. As 

mentioned above, an L2 can be called secondary because it presupposes a period of 

acquisition of an L1 (a primary language), and the first-L2 learner has L1 as background 

language. In a multilingual setting, a non-native target language (L3) presupposes both L1 and 

L2 background knowledge and is in this sense tertiary in relation to these primary and 

secondary languages. Hammarberg (2010) has argued that it might be a good choice to avoid 

the common terms “first”, “second” and “third” language altogether  because of the 

problematic association with the literal sense of number one, two and three in chronological 

succession, and instead read the abbreviations L1, L2 and L3 as primary, secondary and 

tertiary language, respectively. 

 

5. L3 and the background languages 

 

In a strictly bilingual situation, where a learner has one L1 and the target language as the only 

L2, only the L1 is available for cross-linguistic influence on the learner language. But in a 

multilingual situation, there are different background languages which potentially may have 

an influence on the development of the L3. It is well attested in TLA research that both L1s 

and L2s may become activated regularly and thus become sources of transfer. Exploring the 

patterns of such cross-linguistic influence and how they arise in multilingual cases has 



20 

 

become one of the key areas in the study of TLA. Although it is clear that background 

languages may become activated both in comprehension and in production, the most 

comprehensive research on multilingual cases has been done in the area of learner production.  

 In a multilingual situation, what will cause a certain background language to become 

activated rather than another? A number of causing factors have been identified in the 

literature. Williams & Hammarberg (1998, 2009) propose that four interacting factors 

determine which background language will most often become co-activated in L3 production: 

 

- recency, i.e. the extent to which the learner has used the language recently 

- the learner’s level of proficiency in the background language 

- the degree of typological similarity between the background language and the L3 

- L2 status, i.e. if the background language is an L2 for the learner 

 

The hypothesis is that the language that reaches the highest total score on these scales is the 

one which the learner will activate most often. Other contributing factors have also been 

suggested, such as if the language has been acquired in natural situations (Ringbom 1987: 

113), if the language has been used actively (Heine 2002), at what age it has been acquired 

(Cenoz 2001), and the learner’s emotional attitude towards activating a certain language 

(Hammarberg & Williams 2009). 

 The factor recency has to do with how the level of activation of a language, and thereby the 

ease of using it, is influenced by its recent and frequent use. Green (1986, 1998) distinguishes 

three different states of activation of a language: selected (i.e. the language chosen to use), 

active (i.e. present in the memory without being selected, and capable of taking part in the 

speech process) and dormant (i.e. known to the speaker but without influence in the situation). 

At any specific point in time, a language is assumed to have a certain default level of 
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activation. Repeated use of the language will raise its level and thereby its capability of 

becoming activated in the situation. By contrast, the level of activation will decrease if the 

language is not used for a long time. If this is the case, the speaker’s access to a background 

language in memory should be influenced by a factor of recency of use. 

 Since high proficiency in a language makes it easier to use, a background language which 

the speaker masters well has an advantage as a potential source of transfer. However, this is 

somewhat more complicated. It has been shown that even a language at an elementary level 

can become activated and cause transfer in situations where L3 too is at a low level (De 

Angelis 2005; Bardel & Lindqvist 2007). A finding is also that lexical transfer at elementary 

stages of L3 tends to affect the formal shape of words, whereas transfer at advanced stages 

tends to be semantic in nature (Ringbom 1987; Lindqvist 2010). The proficiency factor is also 

reflected in the fact that transfer is generally more frequent at lower stages of L3 development 

where the lack of expressive resources in L3 more often causes a background language to 

become activated. 

Cross-linguistic typological similarity is the factor which has most often attracted attention 

in the literature.6 Many studies have shown that the relative similarity between the respective 

background languages and L3 is a strong factor which favours the closer language as a source 

of transfer. See especially Ringbom’s (2007) thorough treatment of the factor cross-linguistic 

similarity in foreign language learning. However, similarity between languages is not a clear-

cut concept. It has been defined in different ways in different studies. A typological 

comparison of languages is primarily based on specific elements or structural features which 

are alike or differ between languages, and in that connection larger areas of the languages 

may also be more or less similar. Historical-genetic relatedness has also often been referred to 

as an indication of cross-linguistic similarity. However, even though this relatedness usually 

                                                 
6 This factor is often referred to by the shorthand term typology, which is then to be understood as the degree of 

cross-linguistic typological similarity. 
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also entails more or less far-reaching typological similarities, typological similarity cannot be 

predicted categorically on genetic grounds; historically related languages may be similar in 

some parts and different in others. It should be noted that historical relatedness, unlike 

specific typological similarities, primarily concerns whole languages. There is also a 

psychological aspect of similarity. It has been argued that the psychologically relevant 

criterion is the similarity or dissimilarity that the learner perceives or assumes, the so-called 

psychotypology (Kellerman 1983), rather than the factual typological (dis)similarity. 

Kellerman found in studies of learners’ transfer behaviour in L2 (Kellerman 1977, 1978) that 

there was a tendency to avoid transfer from L1 in cases where the L1 structure was perceived 

to be “irregular” or “not transparent” or “marked”, even though the languages were actually 

similar on the points in question. He coined the term psychotypology for “the learner’s 

perception of language distance” (Kellerman 1983: 114, italics in original). However, this 

kind of typological relation which is based on learner intuitions may be difficult to predict 

with any certainty, so in practice most studies have relied on objective typological facts in 

order to judge cross-linguistic similarity, or simply on the degree of historical relatedness. 

 The factor L2 status, that is the notion that a background L2 has a special reason to become 

activated in L3 production rather than an L1, has attracted much interest in recent TLA 

research. This notion goes against the traditional belief in SLA studies that L1 is the main, if 

not the only source of cross-linguistic influence on the learner language. The hypothesis that 

L2 status is a major influencing factor along with the other factors mentioned above was 

proposed by Williams & Hammarberg (1998). The possible existence of an L2 effect had also 

been put forward earlier by Meisel (1983: 17‒18) who, however, did not pursue the idea. An 

L2 status effect has been demonstrated in different areas of the language: lexicon (De Angelis 

2005; Falk 2015; Lindqvist & Falk 2014; Williams & Hammarberg 1998, 2009); syntax 

(Bardel & Falk 2007; Falk & Bardel 2010, 2011; Lindqvist & Falk 2014; Sánchez 2011); 
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phonetics and phonology (Hammarberg & Hammarberg 2009; Llama, Cardoso & Collins 

2010; Wrembel 2010). 

 Explanations for the L2 status factor have been proposed along various lines. Williams & 

Hammarberg (1998: 323, 2009: 63) suggested a couple of possible reasons: (i) a different 

acquisition mechanism for L2s as opposed to L1s, and hence a reactivation of the L2 type 

mechanism in L3 acquisition, and (ii) a desire to suppress L1 as being inherently “non-

foreign” and to rely rather on another “foreign”’ language as a strategy to approach the L3.  

 The first explanation is in line with Paradis’ distinction between two separate neuro-

cognitive mechanisms for L1 and L2 (see above). This has been pointed out by Bardel & Falk 

(2012) who examine the L2 status factor from the point of view of Paradis’ (2009) 

declarative/procedural distinction. Since both the current L3 and prior L2s are non-native 

languages, they show a neurolinguistic affinity with one another which they do not share with 

native languages. There are also other respects in which late-learned, non-native languages 

are similar; Bardel & Falk (2012: 68) summarize this in the following way: 

 

[...] the L2 status factor is an outcome of the higher degree of similarity between L2 and L3 

than between L1 and L3, regarding age of onset, outcome, learning situation, degree of 

metalinguistic knowledge, learning strategies and degree of awareness in the process of 

language appropriation. 

 

The four  main factors mentioned above have all been found to play a role in favouring the 

activation of a background language. But to determine their relative strength and the degree of 

impact they have in relation to each other has become an issue of debate in recent TLA 

research. Since they are not dependent on each other, different factors may either support or 

counteract each other which means that different factors may, but do not have to favour the 
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same background language as a transfer source. Several researchers have chosen to compare 

the effect of typology and L2 status in investigations, with conflicting results. In some cases 

the typology factor has turned out to dominate, e.g. Ó Laoire & Singleton (2009), Rothman 

(2010, 2011), Rothman & Cabrelli Amaro (2010). In other investigations the L2 status factor 

has been decisive, e.g. Bardel & Falk (2007), Falk & Bardel (2011), Llama, Cardoso & 

Collins (2010), Sánchez (2011). Taken together, the results do not indicate that the relative 

strength of the typology and L2 status factors can be determined on a general basis. There are 

also complications connected with comparing the two factors. Whereas languages can be 

more or less close to one another, and hence typological similarity is a gradual phenomenon, 

the question of L1 or L2 status for a language is a categorical choice. It can therefore be 

expected that the typology factor will have a greater impact in the case of background 

languages which differ  more in their distance to L3 than when the distance is more even, and 

that this will affect the strength relation between the typology and L2 status factors in a given 

constellation of languages. It is still unclear, however, how great this difference in language 

distance has to be for the typology factor to dominate. It is also somewhat problematic if two 

factors such as typology and L2 status are compared in isolation without other potentially 

influencing factors such as recency and proficiency being taken into account. There is still 

little research on the relative impact of these latter factors.  

 When teaching an L3, it may be of interest to judge the possible supportive role of the 

learner’s various background languages and to look for reasons why a certain language (a 

previously studied foreign language, a certain minority or heritage language) may have a 

potential to influence or guide the learning of the L3. It may then be relevant to consider 

languages not only because they are available to the learner, but also to evaluate them by the 

properties that may play a role (a language which is typologically similar to the L3, one which 
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the learner knows very well, one which the learner is using much, one by virtue of its being an 

L2, etc.). 

 

 

6. Summary and conclusion 

 

The awareness that many language learners already possess knowledge and learning 

experience of one or more other non-native languages has led to a diversification of the 

concept of second language. Exploring the influence of complex language backgrounds on 

language learning has become an area of interest in language acquisition research, and in 

language teaching the possibilities of making use of learners’ prior knowledge of other second 

languages as a resource has attracted attention. This focus on language learning in 

multilingual settings has necessitated a term for a target language in situations where the 

learner has some prior knowledge of one or more other L2s. Such a language has come to be 

termed third language or L3.   

 I have argued in the present chapter that, rather than simplistically regarding L3 as the 

learner’s “third” language, certain wider aspects of the complex phenomenon of 

multilingualism need to be taken into account if the concept of L3 is to be defined and used in 

an adequate way. 

 To this end, a definition of L3 should meet certain requirements. This concept should be 

compatible with the concepts L1 and L2 as these are commonly used in SLA research. It 

should be cognitively grounded rather than being based on the counting of languages acquired 

by the learner. It should be compatible with the nature of a learner’s developing linguistic 

repertoire. It should be applicable to speakers with various numbers of background languages, 

and the speaker’s knowledge of these languages may be at various levels of proficiency and 
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may be of various types. It should not be restricted to sequential learning of languages or 

depending on the chronology of onset of learning the languages; rather, it should recognize 

simultaneous learning and concurrent development of different languages in the learner’s 

repertoire.  

 The concept of L3 that I speak for here has certain essential characteristics. Crucially, 

whereas the terms L1 and L2 refer to languages with a role both in the learner’s stored 

linguistic repertoire and in the specific situations of language use, L3 as the multilingual 

learner’s current target language is a relevant concept only in a concrete situation of use, and 

not in the stored repertoire. The L3, being a non-native language, is an L2 that assumes the 

role of target language in the situation of use, hence a situationally defined special case of an 

L2. The category L3 does not contrast with the category L2, but with the coexisting 

background L2(s) in the situation. 

 In the literature, the term L3 is often used indiscriminately both as a multilingual learner’s 

current target language and as the third term in a linear chronological series of onset of 

acquisition: L1, L2, L3, (L4, L5, ...). The two uses are obviously based on different defining 

criteria and reflect basically different conceptions of multilingual development. I have 

commented above on the problematic aspects of the latter practice. Our topic here has been 

discussing the basis for defining L3 in the former sense. 

 One central aspect of dealing with multilingual settings for language learning has been the 

exploration of the influence that various forms of complex language backgrounds have on 

learning the target language. The study of the various factors which condition such influence 

helps us understand why an L3 is likely to be more susceptible to influence from certain 

background languages than from others. From an educational point of view, this has 

implications for the possibility to make use of multilingual learners’ prior linguistic 

experience as a resource in language teaching.  
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 L3s have been characterized as tertiary languages  since they presuppose both some L1 

(primary language) and some L2 (secondary language, presupposing the acquisition of some 

L1) as background languages. The expression tertiary language has attained a certain currency 

in the field of TLA. It seems to me that primary, secondary and tertiary language are better 

characterizing terms than first, second and third language. They have the merit of associating 

to a cognitive hierarchy and avoiding the association with a rigid chronology of three 

languages. The terms first, second and third language are certainly very firmly established 

today. A question is whether it would be desirable and practically feasible to favour the use of 

primary, secondary and tertiary language on a more regular basis in SLA and TLA usage as 

the full terms for which L1, L2 and L3 are the short forms. 
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