 second language" (L2) and "foreign language" (FL)
The terms "second language" (L2) and "foreign language" (FL) are often used interchangeably to refer to non-native languages, but they have distinct meanings based on their role in the community. A second language (L2) is a language that plays an active, functional role in a community. It is learned by individuals who have a different native language and is commonly used in daily communication, education, government, business, and more. For example, in Nigeria, English is used by people from diverse ethnic backgrounds as a lingua franca, and in the U.S., English is the second language for many Spanish, Polish, or Chinese speakers.
On the other hand, a foreign language (FL) refers to a language that does not serve a social role within the learner's community. The learner may not have opportunities to use the language regularly because there is no social need to do so in their environment. For example, learning French in the United States or British learning German, or Arabs learning English within Arab countries, where English is not an institutional language.
This distinction influences the degree of cultural immersion involved in language learning. L2 learners often experience significant cultural exposure and acculturation as they engage with the language in its native context, such as an Arab learning English in the UK. However, foreign language learners typically have limited exposure to the language’s culture, as it is often learned in a context with no direct cultural interaction.
Another difference is in the way the language is acquired. L2 learning can occur in natural, unconscious settings, such as an Indian worker learning Arabic in the Gulf region through daily exposure, or in more structured classroom environments. In contrast, foreign language learning is often conscious, involving formal instruction. "Acquisition" is used to describe the subconscious learning process, while "learning" refers to the deliberate, instructional approach.
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) emerged as a field of study in applied linguistics in the 1960s, focusing on how learners acquire a non-native language and use it for communication. SLA explores the development of knowledge in areas such as sounds, vocabulary, sentence structure, and meaning, as well as the ability to use this knowledge in different social contexts. SLA research is closely tied to psychology and cognitive science, exploring the similarities and differences between first and second language acquisition.
In summary, while "SLA" and "Foreign Language Acquisition" are often used interchangeably, SLA has become the dominant term in recent literature, covering both natural and classroom-based learning. Technically, learning an FL involves acquiring a language not widely spoken in the community, while L2 learning involves acquiring a language used within the community.
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