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As outlined in the Foreword and Introduction to this volume, reference has 
proven to be a rich vein for SLA inquiry, attracting the interest of researchers 
from a broad range of theoretical perspectives and research agendas including 
those exploring cross-linguistic influence, developmental pragmatics, interlan-
guage, error analysis, constraints on transfer, influence of universal grammar, 
developmental trajectories in NP marking, and cognitive accounts of acquisi-
tion, production, and processing. This volume has contributed to this inquiry 
by exploring aspects of L2 reference through the use of new methodological 
advances, through expanding the range of L1/L2 pairs for investigation, and by 
working with a broad range of data sources.

On occasion, when a focused line of research enquiry has been pursued for a con-
siderable number of years, an edited volume can seem to function as a full-stop, an 
indication that the field has been sufficiently scoped and the main issues resolved. At 
other times, as we wish to emphasize here, an edited volume will not only consoli-
date and extend the field, but highlight new directions of inquiry. In this conclud-
ing chapter, we outline some of these new directions while adding our own further 
reflections. We focus here specifically on research opportunities relating to varying 
types of referential phenomena, theoretical frameworks in RE selection, data types, 
elicitation tasks, languages, participants, and applications for teaching.

Theoretical frameworks in examining RE selection

In accounting for the selection of referring expressions (REs), there are currently 
four main theoretical frameworks, three of which have been adopted by studies 
in the present volume and elsewhere: the topic continuity scale and iconicity 
principle (Givón, 1983) in Yuko Nakahama’s chapter, the Givenness Hierarchy 
(GH) (Gundel, Hedberg, & Zacharski, 1993) in the chapter by Jennifer Killam, 
and Accessibility Theory (AT) (Ariel, 1990) in the chapters by Ewa Lenart; Jo 
Lumley; Jonathon Ryan; and Peter Crosthwaite and Min Jung Jee. For the 
purposes of L2 research, each has its own particular merits and drawbacks, and 
each enriches our understanding of reference. For instance, GH makes strong 
predictions about the comparable cross-linguistic uses of determiners and pro-
nouns and thus seems especially suited to exploring cross-linguistic influence. 
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It boasts a well-refined coding system and has been the framework for sustained 
linguistic research over many years. It is, however, less suited to exploring the 
issue of L2 over-explicitness due to the nature of its inferential hierarchy, which 
(to an extent) permits the use of forms associated with lower cognitive statuses  
(see Ryan, 2015). In the case of AT, its advantages include that it encompasses 
all referential definite NP types and is suitable for exploring the recurring L2 phe-
nomenon of over-explicitness, yet it appears to offer fewer clear, readily testable 
hypotheses than the precise, categorical predictions of GH.

The fourth main theoretical approach encompasses a set of frameworks which 
take the seminal work of Grice (1989) as their starting point. These are con-
spicuously absent from studies of L2 reference. They include the neo-Gricean 
approaches of Levinson (2000) and Huang (2000), and the post-Gricean 
approach of Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) Relevance Theory. Although the neo- 
and post-Gricean approaches are rather different in terms of their underlying 
arguments, both positions arrive at broadly similar accounts of how reference 
works. For instance, in Levinson’s heuristics-based account, a default inference is 
that a minimal form points to local co-reference, a non-minimal RE points to a 
non-coreferential reading, and an expression that is unusual in some other way is 
purposefully designed to exclude the other, more ordinary inferences. Relevance 
Theory is similarly inference-driven, and assumes that although REs are typically 
semantically underdetermined, they will be processed in relation to the current 
state of one’s understanding of the preceding discourse and other world knowl-
edge (see also Scott, 2013; Wilson, 1992).

For two key reasons, these neo- and post-Gricean approaches appeal as a fur-
ther framework to be adopted in L2 reference. Firstly, they are not theories of 
reference per se but represent far more generalized accounts of pragmatic pro-
cesses, capable of accounting for a very wide range of contextual meaning. As 
such, their adoption offers the possibility that findings about L2 reference could 
generate insights into broader L2 pragmatic processes. Secondly, they appeal in 
terms of providing the simplest explanation (the principle of Occam’s razor); as 
Bach (1998) has argued, both AT and GH propose features that may prove to be 
superfluous to accounts of RE resolution, most obviously in relation to the pro-
posed grammaticized relationship between RE types and accessibility/cognitive 
status, but also in their assumptions about the structure of memory. Bach argues 
that REs may simply encode semantic information, and that reference resolution 
simply arises out of general principles of context, speaker intention, and inferenc-
ing (although see Ariel, 2008, pp. 44–53 for counter evidence and arguments).

To date, however, neo- and post-Gricean frameworks have not yet been fully 
applied in explorations of L2 reference. The major stumbling block is the lack of 
a suitable coding system for even moderate-sized L2 data sets. Although related 
ideas have been applied in the development of algorithms for anaphora produc-
tion and resolution, these are predicated on felicitous (L1) use. A suitable L2 
system would, in the first instance, provide for independent analysis of the dis-
course status of the referent, thereby enabling predictions of a set of suitable 
REs; secondly, it would provide for analysis of the RE actually used, thereby 
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enabling comparisons with the predicted RE. This is considerably more complex 
than required for AT and GH coding systems as it requires analysis of lexical-
semantic features and of the implicatures derived from the semantic weight (or 
“un-ordinariness”) of the RE, rather than simply coding for pronoun and deter-
miner type. It is not difficult to think of some tentative first steps in devising a 
prototype system, and this could prove to be a fruitful research path.

Data types and elicitation instruments

The data, participants, and elicitation instruments reported in the present volume 
represent a microcosm of those found within the broader field, where narra-
tive elicitation tasks (as picture sequence or film retellings) have proved a rich 
source of data. For example, the widespread use of Modern Times has undoubted 
advantages arising from ready cross-linguistic and cross-study comparisons. 
Indeed, there are arguably grounds for eventually conducting a meta-analysis of 
such studies, as this may enable a broad overview of reference from beginner to 
advanced levels, across multiple L1 and L2 pairings, and in both speaking and 
writing. However, there may be much to be gained from extending the research 
focus to alternative genres/registers, such as casual conversation, institutional 
discourse, academic writing, computer-mediated communication, or – as in 
Jonathon Ryan’s chapter – interviews. Within such data, there may prove to be 
a much fuller picture of L2 reference to be glimpsed. It would also be of interest 
to investigate reference from the perspectives of new, emerging genres and regis-
ters, which could involve the use of alternative elicitation instruments including 
virtual reality, multimodal, or group-oriented materials.

Languages and participants

While the present volume has provided a wide range of previously underexplored 
L1/L2 pairs for analysis, there are still intriguing gaps to be explored outside the 
major European and north-east Asian languages; moreover, a rough calculation 
suggests that not much more than a quarter of the world’s population are L1 
speakers of one of these languages. As Garde (2013) demonstrates, reference 
systems can differ remarkably from how they appear in these languages, and even 
seemingly universal principles such as accessibility marking and the principle of 
achieving clarity may take a backseat to other cultural factors, as is often the case 
for example with Australian Aboriginal languages (e.g. Walsh, 2016). Thus, it 
seems rather likely that some of the current assumptions about common features 
of L2 reference could be overturned through future studies in which the source 
or target language has a radically different system of RE use.

A related issue is that of sampling. A recent call for papers (Andringa & 
Godfroid, 2019) drew attention to the staggering reliance in SLA (as elsewhere) 
on samples from WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) 
populations, with consequent risks of highly skewed data. Specifically within the 
field of L2 reference, this is paralleled in the heavy reliance on samples drawn 
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from tertiary institutions, alongside a handful involving young learners; among 
the studies reviewed for this chapter, it appeared that only works derived from 
the ESF study (Broeder, 1991; Klein & Perdue, 1992) report on cases outside 
these limited specifications. Among those populations not represented are the 
billions who have not received a full secondary – let alone tertiary – education 
or otherwise been exposed to the same linguistic environments as the tertiary 
students typically sampled. Yule (1997, p. 26) has even argued that “the fre-
quent assumption of perfect L1 linguistic competence of native speakers found 
in linguistic studies of L2 acquisition cannot be extended to studies of referential 
communication.”

An even greater oversight may be the neglect of the estimated 781 million 
people with limited L1 literacy (UNESCO, 2015). While it is difficult to disen-
tangle the effects of literacy from those of schooling and urbanization (Scribner 
& Cole, 1981), evidence appears to point to language processing being – not 
better or worse – but different among those who acquired and those who did 
not acquire literacy in childhood; this is evidenced in both neuropsychological 
evidence (Ardila et al., 2010) and more importantly in the small body of relevant 
SLA research (see especially Tarone, Bigelow, & Hansen, 2009). As Tarone et al. 
(2009) argue, a number of key assumptions about SLA may need to be revised 
in light of findings relating to low-literacy L2 learners. It remains entirely unclear 
how current perspectives on L2 reference may require revision as this line of 
inquiry unfolds.

In short, then, there remain strong reasons to conduct further exploratory 
studies, and also to replicate studies with non-WEIRD samples and with partici-
pants from underrepresented source and target languages.

Referential phenomena

As reflected in the present volume, studies of L2 reference have overwhelm-
ingly focused on referent tracking (anaphoric reference), which is probably a fair 
indication of its practical and theoretical importance, positioned as it is at the 
intersection of grammar, pragmatics, and discourse. There is, however, much of 
interest to be learned about other referential phenomena. As noted in the intro-
duction, Jo Lumley’s chapter appears to be the first publication to explore the 
interaction between referent accessibility, social status, and RE selection, which is 
an area particularly ripe for further investigation.

It is also notable that L2 reference has overwhelmingly focused on the referring 
expression (RE) as the sole unit of analysis (Ryan, 2016), despite evidence of the 
complex ways in which referents with very low accessibility may be introduced and 
re-introduced incrementally over several turns (Smith, Noda, Andrews, & Jucker, 
2005). Although very few L2 studies have applied such frameworks, indications 
are that this area is problematic for language learners (Ryan, 2016). Research into 
other interactional aspects of L2 reference is also lacking yet seem similarly prom-
ising (see, for example, Geluykens, 1994, for L1 referential repair). Similarly, 
since Gullberg’s (2006) seminal work on gesture in L2 reference, there have been 



 Afterword 207

few studies to advance this line of inquiry despite the considerable recent advances 
in the study of L1 gestures. For instance, it is now known that L1 speakers use 
gestures which reflect contrasting perspectives when introducing and maintaining 
reference: that of an observer and of the character, respectively (Debreslioska, 
Özyürek, Gullberg, & Perniss, 2013); there is also evidence of a processing cost 
to the production of unnecessary (congruent) gestures (Debreslioska, van de 
Weijer, & Gullberg, 2019. Both suggest intriguing lines of SLA research.

Applications for teaching

A final avenue of exploration we would like to touch on here is the relative lack of 
attention to the teaching and learning of reference in the L2 classroom. Given the 
reported difficulties for L2 learners in terms of both introducing and coherently 
maintaining reference, it is surprising that treatments of reference in many L2 
textbooks, standardized tests (e.g. IELTS), and L2 teaching curricula worldwide 
have not yet moved beyond classifying reference as just one component of simple 
text cohesion. In other words, we have not moved beyond the Hallidayian con-
cept of coherence in text to one of coherence as shared in the common ground. 
This causes the complex interaction of syntax, pragmatics, and discourse (neces-
sarily entailed within the production of reference) to play second fiddle to other 
forms of “cohesion” such as discourse markers or sentence connectives in many 
L2 writing textbooks (Cho & Shin, 2014). In fact, Celce-Murcia and Yoo (2014) 
have suggested that “we need to reanalyze virtually all [of English] grammar at 
the discourse level in order to be able to teach our students the grammar that will 
serve them when they read and write” (2014, p. 19).

It is also worth noting the constraining influence of the classroom on the types 
of referential phenomena that learners might be exposed to incidentally. It is usu-
ally the case that the teacher and students collectively experience little together 
outside the classroom and so spoken references are likely to be restricted to class 
members, a handful of institutional figures, and celebrities or those in public 
service, all of whom will be known by name or role. Missing from this list are the 
numerous categories of individuals that may require more complex introductions 
or other disambiguation, such as the associates, acquaintances, and clients that 
may be dimly recalled by the hearer, and even strangers who have been jointly 
encountered and are relevant to storytelling.

However, there has been precious little subsequent research in the SLA litera-
ture about how to teach the principles required for complex referent introduc-
tions or coherent referential movement in the L2. One exception comes from 
Crosthwaite (2017), focusing on the teaching of referential movement specifi-
cally to Asian learners of English writing, who recommends four “solutions” lan-
guage teachers can use to improve certain representational deficits commonly 
experienced by such learners. These solutions include:

 • Explicit teaching on English article semantics using Bickerton’s (1981) 
framework, so as to assist learners with the complexities of definiteness 
marking;
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 • Making learners from topic-prominent languages explicitly aware of the 
overt nature of subject-prominent reference through the use of target gap-
fills and narrative reconstruction tasks (and vice-versa for subject-prominent 
language learners acquiring topic-prominent languages);

 • Asking learners to describe out loud what they are referring to when using 
pronouns or describing the functions of various pronouns in pre-set example 
texts, and;

 • Allowing students much more experience of building extended discourse 
texts, so as to allow them to experience the full range of possible referential 
contexts (i.e. co-reference; re-introductions) they might be exposed to dur-
ing lengthier L2 production.

While many studies of L2 reference have talked about the “implications” for ped-
agogy arising from understanding L2 reference across specific L1/L2 pairs (e.g. 
Kang, 2005), actual “strategies” arising from such research is, unfortunately, still 
rare. Further pedagogical solutions need to be discussed that help learners over-
come representational deficits specific to other L1/L2 pairs, how to appropriately 
introduce and continue reference for referents of a wide range of types and num-
bers, how to maintain coherent reference across extended multi-party discourse, 
or how the L1 (perhaps in the form of oral or written corrective feedback) may 
reasonably be used to assist L2 learners in understanding the principles of L2 
target reference.

Final comment

To reiterate the point made at the beginning of this chapter, the present vol-
ume builds on a substantial body of research into L2 reference and in so doing 
reaffirms a number of robust and coherent findings, yet collectively the studies 
here also highlight a sense of there being much further territory remaining to be 
explored. Undoubtedly, researchers will continue to be drawn to L2 reference, 
not only by the mysteries of RE systems and SLA processes, but also by the per-
haps unmatched opportunities to apply cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
insights and frameworks: reference was one of the central topics of interest in 
20th Century philosophy, has been a major area of inquiry in cognitive psychol-
ogy and various branches of linguistics, is a topic of interest within sociology 
(and its offshoot conversation analysis), anthropology and increasingly of course 
applied linguistics. We conclude with two predictions. The first is that studies of 
L2 reference will increasingly be enriched by broader interdisciplinary perspec-
tives, such as those within the fields of philosophy and anthropology which have 
had less application to date. Secondly, and more speculatively, we predict that 
findings based on L2 reference and applied linguistics perspectives will begin to 
have greater cross-disciplinary influence, which will be afforded by both the inher-
ently interdisciplinary footing of applied linguistics and its data-driven approach.
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