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1 
WHAT IS APPLIED  
LINGUISTICS?

Applied linguistics is a relatively new field. Although there are many authors 
who tried to define applied linguistics and its scope, we will try to describe applied 
linguistics instead of defining it, since it is impossible to define it in just a few words. 
The term itself first appeared in Language Learning, a language journal, where it was 
used in the journal’s subtitle ‘A Quarterly Journal of Applied Linguistics’. However, 
applied linguistics was not defined there as it simply referred to the application of 
linguistics. Very soon after this, British and American scholars started to use this 
term to refer to the study of second/foreign language learning and teaching.

Many linguists quote the famous working definition of applied linguistics 
provided by Brumfit (1995: 27), who simply describes it as “the theoretical and 
empirical investigation of real-world problems in which language is a central issue”. 
According to the International Association of Applied Linguistics (AILA), “Applied 
Linguistics is an interdisciplinary field of research and practice dealing with practical 
problems of language and communication that can be identified, analysed or solved 
by applying available theories, methods and results of Linguistics or by developing 
new theoretical and methodological frameworks in Linguistics to work on these 
problems1”. Spolsky goes one step further and defines applied linguistics as “a cover 
term for a sizeable group of semi-autonomous disciplines, each dividing its parentage 
and allegiances between the formal study of language and other relevant fields, and 
each working to develop its own methodologies and principles” (Spolsky 2005: 36).

Although these definitions describe the scope and nature of applied linguistics, 
we will have to narrow them down. According to Richards and Schmidt (2010: 29), 
applied linguistics can be described as “the study of second and foreign language 
learning and teaching”, or as “the study of language and linguistics in relation 
to practical problems, such as lexicography, translation, speech pathology etc. 
Applied linguistics uses information from sociology, psychology, anthropology and 
information theory, as well as from linguistics in order to develop its own theoretical 
models of language and language use, and then uses this information and theory 

1	 Retreived from: http://www.aila.info/en/about.html [17 Oct 2017]
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in practical areas such as syllabus design, speech therapy, language planning, 
stylistics, etc.” Apart from these fields, it is also possible to identify more of those 
which contribute to the varied nature of applied linguistics: teaching methods 
and techniques, teacher training and education, second/foreign language use and 
development, language policy and planning, language testing, literacy, stylistics, 
forensic linguistics, translation and interpretation, neurolinguistics, computational 
linguistics etc. (McDonough 2002, Davies 2007, Cook 2008, Richards and Schmidt 
2010). However, the list is not complete, since it depends on the ways in which 
scholars, academics and other experts view applied linguistics.

If we look at these definitions, it is easy to notice that applied linguistics covers 
a wide range of areas. Although it is so, we will focus on what is necessary for 
a language teacher. Therefore, it might be useful to state that applied linguistics 
“may be seen as an autonomous, problem-solving discipline, concerned broadly 
with language (mainly, but not exclusively second language) education and language 
problems in society” (McDonough 2002: 11). The cited author goes even further 
to say that applied linguistics has no “single agreed body of research techniques” 
or a “single agreed theoretical persuasion” (McDonough 2002: 13), which further 
complicates the whole matter.

So, what can we conclude? On the one hand, applied linguistics is focused 
on language teaching and learning, while on the other, it requires at least some 
knowledge of other sciences and disciplines. The only thing all these definitions have 
in common is the knowledge of linguistics, but linguistics itself is not sufficient. To 
begin with, if we say that we are linguists, it means that we know at least something 
about phonetics, phonology, morphology and word formation, syntax and semantics, 
but the main problem is how to apply this knowledge. In order to do that, there are 
certain principles we have to follow and there are also a number of facts and/or 
theories we have to be aware of so as to apply linguistics and thus help our students 
learn a language they are not proficient in.

To sum up, we can say that applied linguistics as described in this book will 
encompass the problems of language teaching, acquisition and learning from a 
wide perspective and will also include psychological, educational, cultural and 
developmental factors which play a role in language teaching.
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