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ABSTRACT 
 

A primary goal of foreign language instruction today is to increase opportunities 

for authentic communication among students.  One way to accomplish this is through 

synchronous computer-mediated classroom discussion (CMCD).  While this electronic 

medium is highly interactive and beneficial for second language acquisition (SLA) on 

many levels, studies have noted that learner output in CMCD is often inaccurate.  In 

order to heighten students’ attention to features of the target language (TL), SLA research 

suggests integrating a focus on form (FonF) within meaning-based activities.  In the 

CMCD literature, however, FonF has not been widely treated.  The current study 

addresses this gap by documenting the linguistic and interactional features present in 

intermediate, university-level French students’ synchronous discussions.  Furthermore, 

students’ perceptions of their general experience with CMCD are qualitatively examined. 

In this study, students participated in CMCD once a week, for 16 weeks.  

Discussion prompts encouraged them to use their French meaningfully to communicate 

with each other while paying attention to accuracy.  To make form salient, students set 

pre-chat language goals; their transcripts were graded on both content and accuracy; they 

received whole-class and personalized feedback on their transcripts; and they corrected a 

percentage of their errors.  Results show that balancing the concurrent pressures of form 

and content was challenging for the students.  Likely determined by their proficiency 

level as well as the medium of CMCD itself, students produced mainly short and simple 

messages in the present tense; used an average range of vocabulary; and wrote with 

variable grammatical accuracy.  As for being accountable for their language usage, 
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students responded very well.  Most importantly, focusing on form was not found to be 

incompatible with students’ ability to engage in rich, meaningful, and enjoyable 

communication.  While focusing on accuracy, students shared their opinions and aspects 

of their personal lives while remaining in the TL.  Moreover, they used French for a 

range of social, strategic and interactional functions.  Students also reported the overall 

experience as highly motivating and rewarding.  These findings point to CMCD as a 

valuable means of increasing authentic classroom communication and indicate that 

attention to form need not be sacrificed in the process.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
  

 
General Introduction to the Study 
 

The field of foreign language education has undergone many shifts over the years, 

with the focus of classroom instruction ranging from language as object of study (e.g. 

Grammar Translation method) to language as vehicle for communication (e.g. 

Communicative approach) (Larsen-Freeman, 1986; Omaggio-Hadley, 2001; Shrum & 

Glisan, 2000).  This shift is well summarized in following paragraph, taken from the 

seminal document, Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century. 

‘Knowing how, when, and why to say what to whom.’ All the linguistic and social 
knowledge required for effective human-to-human interaction is encompassed in 
those ten words. Formerly, most teaching in foreign language classrooms 
concentrated on the how (grammar) to say what (vocabulary).  While these 
components of language are indeed crucial, the current organizing principle for 
foreign language study is communication, which also highlights the why, the 
whom, and the when. So, while grammar and vocabulary are essential tools for 
communication, it is the acquisition of the ability to communicate in meaningful 
and appropriate ways with users of [the target] language that is the ultimate goal 
of today’s foreign language classroom (National Standards in Foreign Language 
Education Project [NSFLEP], 1999, p. 11). 
 
As the principles and methodologies guiding second language education have 

evolved, so has the sub-field of Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL).  Indeed, 

computers have long been used as a tool for advancing foreign language learning. 

Following a similar historical course, in the early years of CALL (1950s), the computer 

was considered a resource for structured grammar presentation, systematic drill, and 

individualized practice exercises (Barson & Debski, 1996; Hawisher, 1994; Shrum & 

Glisan, 2000, Tella, 1996).  Early programs mirrored the behaviorist trend in foreign 

language teaching methodology.  Thus, repetition and memorization were key 
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components.  The role of the computer was one of “omniscient judge,” as it ‘knew’ all of 

the correct answers and was the one to provide feedback such as “Sorry, incorrect; Try 

again” (Tella, 1996).  Two to three decades later, the microcomputer revolution, 

communicative competence, the notional/functional syllabus, and the communicative 

approach to foreign language teaching prompted a shift in the computer’s role to one in 

which learning paths were no longer pre-determined.  Rather, students became 

responsible for directing their own learning (Barson & Debski, 1996; Shrum & Glisan, 

2000).  Programs which supported the new foreign language approaches and theories 

included simulation, discovery, and problem-solving software.  Such programs went 

beyond the mechanical drill format and instead, encouraged meaningful language 

practice and self-expression (Hawisher, 1994). 

Since the late 1980s/early 1990s, the computer has been used both as a tool for 

accessing information (e.g. web pages, blogs), as well as for facilitating learner-learner 

interaction as part of a networked environment (Barson & Debski, 1996; Hawisher, 1994; 

Shrum & Glisan, 2000, Tella, 1996; Warschauer, 1996c).  With regard to the latter, a 

primary objective of foreign language (FL) educators has been to use the computer to 

promote active learning and the construction of meaningful language through social 

interaction.  As part of a network (e.g. local area networks (LANs), or the Internet), 

computers can be used to support the focus in today’s teaching on communication, 

interactive competence, and authentic, standards-based language learning (Shrum & 

Glisan, 2000).  Students can now share multi-media documents and ideas with their 

teacher and classmates as part of a traditional, hybrid, or web-based course; they can 
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communicate (via text, video, and/or voice) quickly and inexpensively with an unlimited 

number of native speakers or other learners of the target language (TL) around the world; 

and they have instantaneous access to a wide range of target language texts, audio, and 

video resources from databases all over the globe (Warschauer, 1995).   

Background of the Study 

This dissertation explores the use of computer-mediated communication (CMC) 

in the foreign language classroom.  Computer-mediated communication refers to human 

interaction in which the medium of information exchange is the networked computer. 

Specifically, CMC, as used in this dissertation, involves purposeful and contextualized 

interactive writing with one or more interlocutors.1  CMC can take place in real time 

(synchronously); it can also occur in deferred-time (asynchronously).  In synchronous 

computer-mediated communication (SCMC) (e.g. chat,2 MOO3), students and teacher do 

not necessarily share the same physical space; yet, they share the same temporal context.  

Hence, they compose, read, and respond to messages in real-time.  While participants can 

type and edit their comments at their own pace, messages are generally composed quickly 

and are short in length, due to the fairly rapid speed of communication and feedback:  

Once a message has been composed and sent by pressing the “enter” key, it is received 

                                                 
1 All references to CMC in this dissertation denote a purely text-based medium, as the data for this 
dissertation were collected prior to the proliferation of video and voice chat, blogs, wikis, online 
communities, social media-sharing sites, and text messaging.  While scholarly work in synchronous 
computer-mediated communication is ongoing, research in CMC is increasingly moving toward newer 
(Web 2.0) technologies in which the emphasis is on online collaboration, networking, and sharing among 
users.  The latest (August 2008) call for papers by the CALICO Journal (Computer Assisted Language 
Instruction Consortium), for example, emphasizes such applications as blogs, wikis, chatbots, podcasts, 
social and networking communities, and their application to the language classroom. 
2  Chat software allows for multiple users to send and receive text-based messages in real time.   
2  MOO (Multiple User Domain, Object Oriented):  a computer application allowing multiple users to 
interact synchronously in a text-based virtual reality environment. 
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almost instantaneously by the others logged onto the network.  Likewise, the comments 

which appear on the computer screen must be read fairly quickly in order for the 

participants not to fall behind in the discussion. 

In asynchronous computer-mediated communication (ACMC) on the other hand, 

interaction takes place in deferred time, meaning that a time lag exists between the 

composition of and the reading of a message.  Additionally, several hours, days, or weeks 

may separate the reading of a message and the writing of a reply.  The lack of severe time 

constraints inherent in ACMC (e.g. e-mail, bulletin boards, newsgroups) allows 

participants to write more lengthy messages, as they make take considerable amounts of 

time to write and edit, as well as read and understand comments posted to the network.   

The distinction between synchronous and asynchronous computer-mediated 

communication brings us to examine, in more depth, the particular characteristics that 

CMC (both synchronous and asynchronous) shares with traditional spoken and written 

language.  The general consensus among researchers is that CMC is a hybrid form of 

communication that is intimately related to its ancestors, yet is neither.  It has been 

dubbed ‘written conversation,’ as it is written (typed at a computer terminal, letter by 

letter), yet resembles face-to-face discussion in terms of its highly interactive, elliptical 

discourse style, its spontaneity and informality, and the existence of (immediate)4 

feedback (Beauvois, 1998a; Bump, 1990; Ferrara et al., 1991; Herring, 1996; Maynor, 

1994; Murray, 1989).   

                                                 
4 In synchronous CMC, there is immediate feedback, while in asynchronous CMC, there is often a time lag 
in the receipt of feedback.  
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As in writing, “all understandings that [users] achieve must be established in the 

linguistic forms they enter on their keyboards” (Condon & Cech, 1996, p. 66).  Indeed, 

CMC lacks the full range of prosodic, proxemic, and paralinguistic cues available in face-

to-face interaction.  It provides few, if any, nonverbal or social cues, notably with 

interlocutors who are physically separated from each other (Ferrara et al., 1991).  The 

absence of such cues has the potential to cause misunderstanding and bruised feelings 

(Baron, 1998).  To counteract this, emoticons (smiley faces composed of ASCII 

characters) are attached to literal messages (Baron, 1998).  Additionally, as observed by 

Werry (1996), participants on IRC (internet relay chat, a form of synchronous CMC), 

simulated the effects of voice, tone, and gesture through the creative use of capitalization 

(WHAT was that?), spelling (Cooool!), and punctuation (I don’t know . . . We’ll see.), 

the written reproduction of particular registers or dialectal qualities of speech (“G’day,” 

“vewy intewestin”) and graphic simulations of sounds such as laughter (Ha ha) and snarls 

(Grrrrr) (pp. 57-59).  The IRC users also employed words and visual images as a way of 

incorporating gestural qualities into CMC.  For instance, as inspired by MOOs, users 

spelled out an action, enclosed by asterisks, such as *shakes hands*,  *offers coffee*, or 

*hugs*.  Another convention observed was the keying in of commands that produced 

graphical images (e.g. ROSE).  The images then accompanied actions:  Juliet sends thee a 

rose . . . @}-‘-,-‘- - -    (Werry, 1996, p. 61). 

As with writing, CMC is also characterized by a degree of permanence due to the 

fact that it exists in digital form and is easily stored, retrieved, and copied.  A user can 

therefore re-read language produced in CMC by scrolling up and down the interactive 
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transcript (synchronous) or clicking on various conversational threads (asynchronous).  

The possibility of rendering the communicative exchange even more permanent is 

facilitated by the ability of many software programs to save log files for printing (Colomb 

& Simutis, 1996; Kelm, 1992; Smith, 2003a).  Interestingly, although CMC is inherently 

durable, users often treat it as an ephemeral medium, as evidenced by a generally 

informal style and lack of editing (Baron, 1998). 

With regard to speed of production and comprehension, as briefly mentioned 

earlier, ACMC, like writing, involves a low time pressure.  In contrast, the time pressure 

in SCMC most closely resembles face-to-face (FTF) communication even though typing 

is slower than speaking (Baron, 1998; Beauvois, 1992; Biber, 1988; Chafe, 1982; Collot 

& Belmore, 1996; Condon & Cech, 1996; Ferrara et al., 1991; Murray, 1989).  

Nonetheless, SCMC users must still keep up with the conversation, as messages are 

received almost instantaneously and must be comprehended at practically the same rate 

as they are produced (Baron, 1998; Beauvois, 1994/5; Kelm, 1992). Depending upon the 

number of participants, the electronic conversation can become quite overwhelming to 

follow because of the remarkable speed in which messages are transmitted.5 

In both asynchronous and synchronous CMC, users can type at their own pace 

and edit their messages, as in typical written discourse.  In SCMC, however, the need to 

keep up with the pace and flow of messages results in rather fragmented discourse (Kelm, 

1992; Kung, 2004; Sotillo, 2000; Werry, 1996).  The existence of production and 

                                                 
5 The following terminology will be used interchangeably in this dissertation:  computer-mediated 
communication (CMC), electronic discussion/dialogue/interaction, and electronic communication.  The 
terms, chat, online communication/discussion, computer-mediated class discussion, and real-time 
communication/discussion refer specifically to synchronous CMC. 
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processing constraints is evidenced by users’ short messages, often characterized by 

simple sentence structures, as well as the use of abbreviations, acronyms, syntactically 

reduced forms, and lower case letters in sentence-initial position (Sotillo, 2000; Collot & 

Belmore, 1996; Ferrara et al., 1991; Werry, 1996).  On the other hand, in ACMC, the 

lack of time constraint allows the participants to use a wide range of vocabulary and 

complex syntactic structures.  Their messages show evidence of planning and editing, in 

addition to elaboration and expansion, demonstrated by frequent uses of relative clauses 

and subordination (Collot & Belmore, 1996; Ferrara et al., 1991; Sotillo, 2000; Yates, 

1996).  It must be mentioned, however, that the language used in asynchronous CMC can 

be as fragmented as synchronous CMC and varies according to one’s audience, topic, and 

goal (Baron, 1998). 

As for proximity, CMC users, in general, are physically separated from each 

other.  Only in ACMC are they also separated temporally.  Regardless of temporal 

context, CMC, tends to be more situation-dependent because of its high degree of 

involvement.  Hence, indexical features of the context are prevalent, such as 

interlocutors’ names, first and second person pronouns, time and place adverbials, and 

direct questions, making CMC much closer to speech than writing (Collot & Belmore, 

1996; Condon & Cech, 1996, Ferrara et al., 1991). 

In SCMC, because users are not face-to-face, yet are communicating in real-time, 

an interesting phenomenon occurs with regards to turn-taking.  In essence, turn-allocation 

techniques, necessary in FTF interaction, do not apply.  Since SCMC is not restricted by 

the physical limits of sound, there is no need to negotiate for time to express an utterance 
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(Murray, 1989).  Indeed, due to the nature of the medium, the feature ‘one party talks at a 

time’ is not preserved.  Rather, both sender and receiver can type simultaneously.  As a 

result, the sender may make a second move before receiving a response to the first; 

likewise, a message may interrupt a turn (Murray, 1989).  In both instances, immediate 

modification of interaction can occur, as in speech, since the receiver of a message can 

take into account any new information on the screen (from the sender), and revise, if 

necessary, the comment he or she was composing at the time.  

Finally, as with speech, it is important that users strive to maintain relationships in 

CMC.  If such care is not taken, their comments may be ignored (Moran, 1991).  In an 

effort to establish social relationships, users are often found to employ a wide array of 

discourse moves, typical of FTF communication, such as greeting one’s interlocutors, 

asking questions, requesting clarification, expanding, suggesting, repairing, and leave-

taking (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2000; González-Bueno, 

1998; Pinto, 1996; Sotillo, 2000). 

The previous section was aimed at introducing the activity of computer-mediated 

communication and describing its unique qualities as a hybrid between traditional speech 

and writing.  The discussion regarding physical space, temporal context, paralinguistic 

cues, degree of permanence, speed of production and comprehension, complexity of 

discourse, turn-taking, and community-building serves as an informative backdrop to this 

study and will prove helpful in interpreting its results.   

This study focused on open-ended discussions, or free conversation, using 

synchronous CMC (also known as CMCD:  computer mediated classroom discussion) 
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due to the fact that this highly interactive form of writing embodies the qualities inherent 

in genuine communication, as set forth by Weir (1988):  Computer-mediated class 

discussions (CMCD) involve an exchange of information, including immediate feedback.  

They are also purposeful, contextualized, and recognize the unpredictability of 

communicative situations.  Furthermore, the exchanges require the students to be able to 

generate original sentences that incorporate a wide range of tenses and vocabulary, as 

demanded by the communication itself.  Additionally, computer-mediated class 

discussions meet the criteria of an authentic language task in that they (a) provide 

“opportunities . . . to interpret, to express, and to negotiate meaning in real-life 

situations,” (b) promote the integration of knowledge, and (c) incorporate a natural 

audience (Savignon, 1997, xi). 

Theoretical Background of the Study: Computer-Mediated Communication 

In the late 1980s/early 1990s, foreign language teachers began integrating 

electronic communication into language teaching, largely due to the success and 

widespread use of e-mail (González-Bueno & Pérez, 2000; van Handle and Corl, 1998; 

Warschauer, 1995, 1996a).  Teachers saw as potential advantages its facilitation of 

authentic communication and its ability to promote cultural exchange, as users could 

interact with native and non-native speakers across the globe (González-Bueno, 1998; 

Kern, 1996; Soh and Soon, 1991; Tella, 1996; Warschauer, 1995).  Research has since 

found further benefits in using CMC as a classroom activity.  The following is a summary 

of the claims made in descriptive as well as experimental studies.  A more thorough 

examination of key studies will be featured in chapter 2.  
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CMCD promotes authentic and meaningful communication in the target language 

due to the rapid exchange of comments, and the agency students often have to discuss 

topics relevant to their lives (Beauvois, 1997, 1998a; Bump, 1990; Kelm, 1992; 

Kroonenberg, 1994/5; Meunier, 1998; Sotillo, 2000, Sullivan & Pratt, 1996).  In addition, 

CMCD facilitates participation from all students, contrasting with typical oral discussions 

in class, in which several outspoken students generally dominate (Beauvois, 1994/5, 

1998a; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995, 1998; Kremers, 1990; Kroonenberg, 1994/5; Sullivan & 

Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1996a).  This is due to the fact that in CMCD, students do not 

feel the pressure nor the anxiety that generally accompanies FTF communication.   

Furthermore, students use the target language almost exclusively in CMCD, as 

opposed to reverting back to their native tongue once the teacher is no longer within 

earshot, as is the case in most traditional classrooms.  The reason for the high degree of 

TL usage lies in the relatively lessened time pressure present while students compose 

their thoughts (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Beauvois 1994/5, 1998a; Chun, 1994; 

Darhower, 2000; Kelm, 1992; Smith, 2003b).  It is also argued that students sustain their 

conversations in the TL because of the fact that CMCD software allows for the 

permanent recording of all exchanges in the form of a transcript that can be viewed by all 

members of the class and used as a springboard for class activities (Beauvois, 1997; 

Chan, 1997; Ene, Goertler, & McBride, 2005; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kroonenberg, 

1994/5; Pérez, 2003; Smith, 2003a, b; Rankin, 1997).   

Additionally, researchers cite a general consensus that students’ confidence in 

using the target language increases due to participation in CMCD (Arnold, 2007; 
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Beauvois & Eledge, 1995/6; Kelm, 1992; Kroonenberg, 1994/5; Meunier, 1998; Pérez, 

2003).  In response to questionnaires administered at the end of the semester, students 

have noted their feeling that communicating via CMCD has improved their ability to 

think on their feet in the TL, in addition to improving their writing, reading 

comprehension, and oral skills (Arnold, 2007; Beauvois, 1994/5, 1998a; Blake, 2000; 

Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kroonenberg 1994/5; Payne & Whitney, 2002).   

Students in many studies also report that they enjoy CMCD and appreciate the 

opportunity to express themselves freely and creatively, without stress.  Moreover, 

students claim that they like to get involved in CMCD because the discussion topics are 

generally interesting and because they feel that what they are "saying" is valued.  As a 

result, students produce a great deal of language (Abrams, 2003b; Beauvois, 1997; 

Darhower, 2000; Kroonenberg, 1994/5, Meunier, 1998; Payne & Whitney, 2002).  

Furthermore, students actively manage the discourse in CMCD through a wide range of 

interactional moves which are generally reserved to the instructor, such as nominating 

topics, expanding upon each other’s utterances, asking questions, requesting clarification, 

greeting each other, and expressing appropriate leave-taking formulae (Abdul-Ghani & 

Mat-Daud, 2006; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2002; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1998; Sotillo, 2000).  

Finally, students cite the advantage of getting to know their peers better thanks to the 

social community that is built as a result of their interaction (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 

2006; Beauvois, 1994/5; Bump, 1990; Columb & Simutis, 1996; Darhower, 2000; Kelm 

1992; Kroonenberg, 1994/5, Meunier, 1998; Warschauer, 1996a). 
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While a majority of the literature on CMC conveys largely positive results related 

to computerized discussions in the foreign language classroom, several drawbacks have 

also been identified and must be acknowledged in order to gain a complete picture of the 

task.  These will be expanded upon in the next chapter.  Meunier (1998) and Beauvois 

and Eledge (1995/6) found that CMCD does not appeal to certain personality types.  

Another issue is the difficulty that some students and teachers have in adapting to the 

shift in the classroom dynamic that occurs with CMC (Beauvois, 1997; Bruffee, 1993; 

DiMatteo, 1990; Kremers, 1990).  An additional point is the amount of digression that 

occurs in open-ended discussion, in which students are given the freedom to manage the 

conversation (Beauvois & Eledge, 1995/6; Bump, 1990; Colomb & Simutis, 1996; 

Darhower, 2000, 2002; Kelm, 1992).  For particular students, keeping up with the rapid 

flow of messages has been found to be rather frustrating.  Furthermore, although students 

do not have to wait their turn to speak in CMCD, Moran (1991) affirms that there is, in 

fact, no guarantee that all comments posted will be read and responded to.  Finally, CMC 

research has lamented the high degree of student errors (namely, lexical, syntactic, and 

orthographic) in online discussions, notably when the emphasis is on fluency (Abdul-

Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002; Loewen & 

Erlam, 2006; Sotillo, 2000).    

Interestingly, to my knowledge, no studies to date have sought to systematically 

document the percentage of accurate versus inaccurate language usage in CMCD 

(although see Darhower, 2000; Goertler, 2006; and Kern, 1995 for limited analyses).  

Additionally, while several studies mention grading students’ chat contributions on such 
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criteria as completion and participation, no studies that I am aware of have included 

accuracy as a component of the grading scheme.  To illustrate, in discussing the manner 

in which he assigned a grade to his students, Kelm (1992) admits that he “took the easy 

way out and gave each student full credit for each time they participated” (p. 452).  

Interestingly, it does not appear that Kelm used any criteria to evaluate students’ 

“participation.”  Finally, although some suggestions have been made in the literature 

regarding ways to improve students’ accuracy within CMCD, (e.g. interactional 

modifications and corrective feedback during the chats themselves, embedded grammar 

support in the discussion prompts, use of aide-memoires, and delayed feedback on 

students’ transcripts), these have not been numerous, and no study has yet considered 

students' perceptions regarding the effectiveness of focusing on accuracy in CMCD.  The 

current study will therefore address these issues, among others. 

Theoretical Background of the Study:  Second Language Acquisition 
 

The following section will briefly explore the second language acquisition 

theories that serve as a framework for this study.  These will be discussed in greater 

detail, along with relevant research studies, in Chapter 2. 

 Research in second language acquisition (SLA) has found the following to be 

either necessary or highly facilitative conditions for classroom language learning: input, 

output, and interaction (Donato, 1994; Ellis, 1994; Gass & Varonis, 1994; Krashen, 1985; 

Long, 1981; McLaughlin, 1990; Pica, 1994; Saville-Troike, 2006; Schmidt, 1990; Swain, 

1995).  In order for students to learn a second language (also abbreviated as SL or L2), 

they must have access to a great deal of contextualized, meaningful TL input.  Input is 
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defined as the language that a learner is exposed to.  According to Krashen’s Input 

Hypothesis (1985), input must be comprehensible, consisting of language structures that 

are slightly beyond the learner’s current stage of interlanguage.  When exposed to a 

wealth of input, learners are given the opportunity to notice certain features in the 

language with which they are, and are not yet, familiar (Schmidt, 1990).  In other words, 

exposure to input allows students (a) to confirm the rules and language features that they 

have already learned, and (b) to consciously attend to unknown features in the input, 

formulate hypotheses about the unknown features, and restructure their interlanguage 

accordingly.  Based on immersion studies, it has been found that input that contains 

negative evidence as well as positive evidence is facilitative for language learning 

(Doughty & Williams, 1998a; Long, 2007; Robinson, 2003; Swain, 1995).  Positive 

evidence indicates to a learner that which is possible in the TL (via modeling) whereas 

negative evidence shows students what is not possible.  The latter can occur preemptively 

(e.g. rule presentation and explanation prior to an error being made) or reactively (e.g. 

explicit error correction after a non-target-like form is used) (Long & Robinson, 1998). 

As mentioned previously, the pendulum has swung, in language teaching, 

between instruction which is primarily grammar-based and instruction which is largely 

meaning-based.  With regard to input, neither instructional mode has proven sufficient for 

second language acquisition (Doughty & Williams, 1998a; Hammerly, 1987; Harley, 

1992; Harley and Swain, 1984; Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Long, 2007; Robinson, 2003; 

Swain, 1993; Swain & Lapkin, 1989; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Terrell, Baycroft, and 

Perrone, 1987).  When instruction has been overwhelmingly grammar-based, students 
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have generally performed well on discrete grammatical tasks, yet could not apply what 

they had learned in open-ended conversation.  Conversely, in meaning-based instruction 

(e.g. immersion programs, in which corrective feedback is often absent), students 

generally exhibit high-level listening comprehension skills and communicative fluency, 

but their language is replete with grammatical inaccuracies.  A third option, Focus on 

Form (FonF), attempts to combine the strengths of both types of instruction.  This 

approach “consists of an occasional shift of attention to linguistic code features--by the 

teacher and/or one or more students--triggered by perceived problems with 

comprehension or production” (Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23).  Michael Long, who 

coined the movement's name, ‘Focus on Form,’ argues for the inclusion of some degree 

of focus on form in the FL classroom; yet, he emphasizes that attempts to draw students’ 

attention to particular linguistic features should not interrupt a lesson’s predominant 

focus on meaning (Long, 1991, 2007; Long & Robinson, 1998).  One of the argued 

benefits of Focus on Form instruction is that the input includes a great deal of positive 

evidence as well as essential negative evidence, while still maintaining emphasis on 

meaningful communication (Doughty & Williams, 1998a; Jourdenais et al., 1995; 

Leeman et al., 1995; Long, 1991, 2007; Long & Robinson, 1998; Nassaji, 1999; 

Williams, 1999). 

In addition to the language learner’s need for input, there must also be numerous 

occasions for output, the opportunity for frequent, meaningful practice of one’s linguistic 

resources.  Such practice, notably within authentic communicative tasks, enhances 

fluency and facilitates language automaticity.  Additionally, as with input, output helps 
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learners to recognize what they cannot yet produce.  It promotes noticing, triggers 

hypothesis testing, and facilitates the consolidation of existing knowledge (deBot, 1996; 

Nobuyoshi & Ellis, 1993; Pica, Holliday, Lewis, & Morgenthaler, 1989; Swain, 1995; 

Swain and Lapkin, 1995).  The active production of the TL, according to Swain (1995), 

can lead learners to “notice problems as they speak [or write] and try to do something 

about them” (p. 129).  Such noticing may occur internally (within the learner), without 

implicit or explicit feedback; conversely, it can be triggered by feedback and interaction 

with an interlocutor.  

Indeed, while input and output are important factors, they facilitate SLA the most 

when found in collaborative, meaningful interaction (Blake, 2000; Ellis, 1994; Gass & 

Varonis, 1985, 1994; Long, 1981, 2007; Long & Porter, 1985; Nobuyoshi & Ellis, 1993; 

Pica, 1994; Pica et al., 1985; Porter, 1986; Smith, 2003a; 2004; 2005; Swain & Lapkin, 

1995; Yule & McDonald, 1990).  During interaction, learners can profit from input and 

output modifications (e.g. repetition, circumlocution, expansion) and negotiation of 

meaning strategies, such as clarification and confirmation checks, requests for more 

information, and repair sequences during communication breakdown.  These 

modifications have been found to facilitate second language acquisition, not only with 

regard to improved comprehensibility, but also increased accuracy.   

It must be noted, however, that task type has been a significant factor in studies of 

interaction.  In looking at tasks that range from convergent (with a single or a limited 

number of possible outcomes) to divergent (with an unlimited number of outcomes), such 

as jigsaw tasks and information exchange tasks, respectively, it has been found that those 
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tasks that are more controlled yield the greatest amount of negotiation of meaning, 

including opportunities for comprehension, feedback, and modified production (Doughty 

& Pica, 1986; Long, 1996; Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993).  The recommendation to use 

such convergent tasks, however, conflicts with the goals of communicative language 

teaching, which argues for activities that consist of an unlimited number of possible 

outcomes (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001; Shrum & Glisan, 2000).  The current study will 

extend the inquiry regarding opportunities for interlanguage development in unstructured 

interaction to the context of open-ended discussion tasks within a computer-mediated 

environment. 

In addition to the benefits of interaction mentioned above, extended interaction 

provides students with opportunities to learn discourse management techniques:  how to 

initiate and maintain a conversation, propose and change topics, as well as how to end an 

exchange (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Byrnes, 1984; Canale & Swain, 1980; Chun, 

1994; Gaies, 1985; Kramsch, 1983, 1986; Long & Porter, 1985; Sotillo, 2000).  Such 

interactional moves have historically been the exclusive domain of the instructor.  Yet, 

students need practice with these in order to successfully engage in conversation with TL 

speakers.    

Other benefits of interaction are presented in the literature on group work and 

collaborative learning (Bruffee, 1993; Gaies, 1985; Johnson & Johnson, 1991; Long & 

Porter, 1985; Pica & Doughty, 1985).  First, collaborative/group work fosters 

interdependence among its members versus dependence upon the instructor alone.  When 

working with one’s peers to accomplish a shared goal, students learn to listen to each 
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other, encourage each other, and help each other co-construct knowledge (Bruffee, 1993; 

Johnson & Johnson, 1991).  Such interaction also enables students to exceed what they 

could have learned or accomplished alone (Donato, 1994; Ellis, 1994; Long, 1981; Long 

& Porter, 1985; Swain, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978).  Initially, learners may be unable to 

produce certain target language structures; however, with the help of a more advanced 

interlocutor, they are able to build them over several turns in an interaction.     

The shift in classroom dynamic resulting from group work also increases the 

amount of time that students have to use the TL (Gaies, 1985; Long & Porter, 1985). 

Research has also shown that students engage in more self-monitoring in groups, 

compared with teacher-centered activities, and that the degree of L2 accuracy is the same, 

not worse, in group activities than in whole-class teacher-fronted activities (Pica & 

Doughty, 1985).  Similarly, students can make the interaction in group work more 

personalized, relating their own opinions, agreeing and disagreeing, and expanding upon 

their peers’ comments.  The latter increases student motivation.  Likewise, peer groups 

usually offer a more supportive environment for experimenting with the language.  

Hence, in group work, the environment is generally more relaxed and students’ anxiety 

level is reduced. 

Indeed, the affective variables of anxiety and motivation cannot be overlooked 

when explaining how learners best acquire a second language (Dörnyei, 1994, 2001, 

2005, 2007; Dulay and Burt, 1977; Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Krashen, 1982; Oxford & 

Shearin, 1994).  The more the learning environment is non-threatening and enjoyable, the 

more prone students are to learning.  According to Krashen’s Monitor Model (1982), a 
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“low affective filter” (low anxiety) is critical for second language acquisition, as it allows 

for input to be noticed and integrated into students’ interlanguage.  If students feel highly 

stressed and on the defensive, the conditions for learning will be less than optimal.  

Likewise, the more motivated students are to the learning of a foreign language, whether 

this motivation be extrinsic (related to an external goal, such as obtaining a job using the 

L2) or intrinsic (related to internal goals, such as broadening one’s worldview) the more 

successful they are likely to be (Gardner & Lambert, 1972).  They will spend more time 

on task, will exert greater effort, and will be more likely to “persist in the face of failure” 

(Dörnyei, 1994, p. 277).  Dörnyei (1994, 2001, 2005, 2007) also claims that motivation 

can be based on components of the learning situation:  the course, teacher, and/or group.  

Thus, students may be more motivated to learn if tasks are personalized and encourage 

students to engage in meaningful exchanges, if they are inspired by their teacher, or if 

they experience a strong group cohesiveness influencing their success.   

Finally, corrective feedback, as alluded to in the discussion of input, has been 

found helpful for second language acquisition, especially when it “occurs in response to 

naturally-occurring errors or in the context of ongoing efforts to communicate” (Ellis, 

1994, p. 640).  According to Swain (1995), the deficiencies in learner performance in 

immersion classrooms can effectively be blamed on the absence of corrective feedback.  

As with input and output, corrective feedback is claimed to stimulate noticing because 

such feedback triggers learners to recognize the gap between their current interlanguage 

and the target language, which in turn, can lead to restructuring (Gass & Varonis, 1994; 

Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Schmidt, 1990).   
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With regard to type of evaluative feedback, self-repair has been deemed more 

useful to learners than having corrections made for them, as it allows learners to actively 

confront errors in ways that may lead to revisions of their hypotheses about the target 

language.  This applies to both oral and written modalities (Allwright & Bailey, 1991; 

Chaudron, 1988; Chandler, 2003; Corder, 1967; Ferris, 2004; Lalande, 1982; Lyster & 

Ranta, 1997; Panova & Lyster, 2002; Pica, Holliday, Lewis, & Morgenthaler, 1989).  In 

writing, self-correction can be triggered by the use of highlighting, underlining, or the 

provision of editing codes on student work.  (In CMCD, such corrective feedback would 

be useful on students’ transcripts).  In speech, self-correction can be brought forth 

through elicitation, clarification, and metalinguistic feedback moves, for example (In 

CMCD, such moves would occur during the course of the electronic discussion.  Other 

moves such as recasts and confirmation checks can lead to self-correction, yet not as 

effectively.  See the next chapter for further discussion).  Regardless, according to Long 

and Robinson (1998), the provision of feedback should be as unobtrusive as possible so 

as not to interrupt the flow of communication.   

It must be noted that error correction is complex and has been the subject of 

intense debate in the field of SLA.  The topic will be discussed in further detail in the 

next chapter.  Despite the inconclusiveness of the research on error correction, 

researchers agree that errors are a natural, inevitable, and even healthy and creative part 

of the learning process, and that they provide evidence of students’ rule-governed 

hypotheses about the L2 as well as reveal areas that may require a specific instructional 
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focus (Corder, 1967; Dulay, & Burt, 1977; Ellis, 1994; Long & Porter, 1985; Selinker, 

1972; Swain, 1995).  

The previous section has presented various elements deemed important for second 

language acquisition.  However, what does it really mean to know a language?  What 

should students be able to achieve in order to be deemed proficient?  To answer these 

questions, the construct of communicative competence must be discussed.  Although its 

definition has evolved over time, communicative competence is generally considered to 

be a second language learner’s ability to function in a communicative setting by using not 

only grammatical knowledge, but also knowledge of other critical aspects of 

communication such as formal or informal register, intonation, cohesive devices (e.g. 

pronouns and transitions), gestures, and strategies necessary for negotiating meaning, 

managing the flow of discourse, and compensating for communication breakdown.  

Additionally, a competent communicator should be able to produce utterances that are 

culturally appropriate according to the context of the communication as well as 

comprehend cultural referents and figures of speech.  The influence of Chomsky (1965), 

Campbell and Wales (1970), Hymes (1972), Savignon (1972), Canale and Swain (1980), 

and Celce-Murcia et al. (1995), among others, will be elaborated upon in the next 

chapter.  Each of the scholars mentioned above has contributed to the notion that in order 

to truly know a language and to be able to communicate (through both writing and 

speech), students must know much more than grammar and vocabulary.  Again we are 

brought back to the objectives outlined in the Standards for Foreign Language Learning 
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in the 21st Century – knowing more than simply the “what” and the “how” but also the 

sociocultural “why” “who” and “when” (NSFLEP, 1999). 

The current study’s facilitation of contexts conducive to SLA 

In this study, weekly computer-mediated discussions using a synchronous chat 

software program were designed to allow the students to receive a great deal of text-

based input, first in the form of teacher-initiated discussion prompts6, and subsequently, 

in the form of comments and questions provided by their peers.  Additionally, these open-

ended conversations were structured to provide many opportunities for the students to 

produce a large quantity of (text-based) output, again, in the form of comments and 

questions directed toward their interlocutors.  As each session was set to last 

approximately 40 minutes, extended interaction served as the basis for the students’ input 

and output, enabling them to practice their linguistic, discourse, interactional, 

sociolinguistic, and strategic competencies; and to create a community of learners in 

which they could work inter-dependently to establish and maintain a shared internal 

context, intersubjectivity, while also building upon each other’s utterances and helping 

each other in the collaborative creation of knowledge.  In order to prevent communication 

breakdown within these computer-mediated interactions, students had the additional 

opportunity to negotiate meaning and form, as well as receive implicit and explicit 

corrective feedback from their peers.  The nature of the computerized medium also 

allowed for students to notice their own mistakes and thereby make self-corrections.  

Furthermore, several teacher-initiated focus-on-form tasks, based entirely upon the 

                                                 
6 Aside from providing the discussion prompts, I did not participate in the synchronous discussions 
themselves.  My goal was to promote interdependence among the students by remaining in the background. 
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students’ communicative synchronous discussions, were incorporated into the CMCD 

experience.  Such form-based “asides” were included in order to provide students with 

essential negative evidence and feedback related to their own output.  Finally, the 

synchronous discussions were implemented so as to be genuinely communicative, 

enjoyable, non-stressful, engaging, and empowering, while also promoting high levels of 

participation, confidence, and motivation, all of which would be conducive to the 

students’ language learning.   

Rationale for this Study 
 

This dissertation study was motivated in part by calls in the literature to provide 

more opportunities for students to express their own meaning with the target language, to 

actively practice the language in context for real communicative purposes, and to 

participate in exchanges that embody the dynamic and unpredictable nature of authentic 

communication (Ommagio-Hadley, 2001).  Additionally, this study was inspired by 

researchers emphasizing the need to provide students with opportunities to develop 

interactional competence (Canale & Swain, 1980; Chun, 1994; Hall, 1995; Kramsch, 

1983, 1986; Savignon, 1997).  These calls also struck a personal chord, as my students 

often experienced a great deal of difficulty in applying what they had learned in class to 

open-ended tasks such as free conversation.  I was, furthermore, motivated to use the 

unstructured task of “conversation” in light of the debate regarding the most effective 

types of tasks (controlled/goal convergent versus open-ended/divergent) for promoting 

SLA.  At issue was whether such interaction would foster the noticing of discrepancies 

between students’ IL and the TL and allow for students to focus on form.  Additionally, 
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would students feel that their ability to communicate had improved in terms of being able 

to successfully participate in an informal, extended conversation in the TL, as a result of 

the practice afforded to them through the weekly chat sessions? 

  Based on the many benefits of synchronous computer-mediated-communication 

for second language learning outlined in the earlier sections of this chapter, specifically 

(a) its ability to facilitate meaningful, authentic communication in a low-anxiety 

environment and promote communicative competence, as well as (b) its provision of 

numerous opportunities for input, output, interaction, collaboration, and corrective 

feedback, this electronic medium was selected as the primary tool for this study. 

Nonetheless, I was genuinely concerned as to whether or not accuracy could be 

facilitated in synchronous CMC contexts, as much of the literature had indicated 

otherwise.  The issue of CMCD transcripts being replete with lexical, syntactic, and 

orthographic errors, coupled with the research findings that meaning-based instruction is 

improved by adding a focus on form, therefore led me to question what impact the 

inclusion of various form-focused activities would have on students’ output, both 

linguistic and interactional.  As one component of this inquiry, I was interested in how 

grading students’ discussions on content as well as accuracy would affect the quantity 

and quality of their communication.  No previous research to date, as far as I’m aware, 

has placed accountability on students for the formal aspects of language in synchronous 

CMC.  Another identified gap in the literature related to the lack of systematic 

documentation of students’ accurate versus inaccurate language usage in CMCD, 

especially when both fluency and focus on form were emphasized in the online activity.  
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As such, this study aims to narrow this gap.  I was also curious as to whether the addition 

of FonF tasks would yield less positive findings compared to other studies in which FonF 

was absent.  Specifically, would students still use language for a wide range of functions, 

and would they still report enjoyment of the activity and increased confidence in their 

language abilities?  Finally, I was interested in uncovering how the incorporation of 

form-focused tasks in this otherwise open and free environment would be perceived by 

the students.    

Research questions 

This descriptive study empirically investigates the linguistic and interactional 

features present in intermediate, university-level French students' synchronous computer-

mediated discussions, against the backdrop of an emphasis on accuracy.  Linguistic 

features include measures of quantity and quality:  word count, line length, number of 

turns, lexical richness, use of L1, sentence complexity, tense variety, and accuracy across 

several grammatical variables (verb tense and mood, agreement in number and gender).  

Interactional features include moves made by the students in managing their 

conversations, participation in negotiation of meaning, and engagement in self- and 

other-correction.  Furthermore, as a complement to the data above, students' perceptions 

regarding their general experience of communicating synchronously via computer are 

qualitatively examined, notably in light of the focus on form component infused 

throughout the online task.   
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The research questions for this study are as follows: 

Research Question 1:  What linguistic and interactional features are evidenced in the 

CMCD transcripts of intermediate French students, over the course of one semester? 

1a) What are the patterns of students' total production? 

1b) What are the patterns of students' usage of sentence structure? 

1c) What patterns emerge regarding the students' accuracy across several 

grammatical variables?  

1d) What patterns emerge regarding the students' production of interactional 

moves?  In particular, what patterns emerge regarding negotiation of meaning and 

attention to form? 

Research Question 2:  How do intermediate French students evaluate the activity of on-

line synchronous communication, especially with regard to its efficacy for their target 

language learning (writing, reading, thinking, speaking, overall confidence level)?  

Key Terminology 

Many specialized terms will be used throughout this dissertation, some of which are 

defined below, and others which will be explained, in context, in the next chapter. 

• Target language refers to the language that learners are aiming to acquire.  

Achieving native-like competence in the target language is often a learner’s goal.  

Target language, second language, and foreign language will be used 

interchangeably in this dissertation although fine distinctions exist among these 

terms.  As noted above, the abbreviations for these terms are:  TL (target 

language), SL (second language), L2 (second language), FL (foreign language).   
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• Interlanguage is the interim grammar of a language learner, influenced by the 

learner’s first language as well as the target language.  It is considered a third 

language that is developmental in state, as it moves along a continuum gradually 

approaching target language norms.  Interlanguage evolves as learners receive 

more TL input which allows them to revise their hypotheses about the second 

language.  Yet, a learner’s interlanguage (IL) is systematic in its own right.  

Additionally, it is viewed as dynamic, variable, and reduced in form and function.  

Unfortunately, a learner’s interlanguage rarely becomes totally congruent with the 

TL system (Selinker, 1972).   

• The terms, learning and acquisition, while used interchangeably in this 

dissertation, have been distinguished by Stephen Krashen (1982) as separate 

processes by which adults develop SL competence.  According to Krashen’s 

Monitor Model, acquisition represents a sub-conscious process, similar to the 

manner in which children acquire their native language, while learning refers to 

conscious knowledge of the rules of grammar and their application in production.  

Krashen claims that learning cannot lead to fluency; only acquired knowledge 

can.  Yet, he posits that learning cannot become acquisition; learning can merely 

serve as a “monitor,” or “editor” of output.  Krashen’s theory has been widely 

criticized because its claims cannot be tested.  In this dissertation study, language 

learning is viewed, according to the cognitive framework of Information 

Processing (IP), as a complex cognitive skill that involves focused attention, 

hypothesis formulation, integration of new material, restructuring of rule systems, 
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and automatization.  According to IP, “learners go from controlled to automatic 

processing with practice”, and automatic processing is more efficient, as it 

“requires less mental ‘space’ and attentional effort” (Saville-Troike, 2006, p. 73).  

• The term, form refers to the formal aspects of language (lexicon, phonology, 

morphology, syntax, and discourse).  In this dissertation, it is primarily used as a 

synonym for syntax (grammar).  A distinction has been made in the literature 

between a focus on formS and a focus on form in language teaching (Long, 1991).  

Focus on formS is an approach in which individual language features (e.g. verb 

conjugations, adjectival agreement) are taught in isolation from context.  Focus 

on form (FonF) “entails a prerequisite engagement in meaning before attention [is 

drawn] to linguistic features” (Doughty & Williams, 1998a, p. 3). 

• Negotiation of meaning / Negotiation of form:  Negotiation of meaning is 

characterized as “exchanges between learners and their interlocutors as they 

attempt to resolve communication breakdowns and work toward mutual 

comprehension” (Pica et al., 1989, p. 65).  The latter is a conversational function 

and usually consists of four main components:  triggers, which set off the 

negotiation routines; indicators, which signal some type of communication 

trouble; responses, which acknowledge the indicators; and optionally, reactions 

to the response, which function as signs that participants are ready to resume or 

“pop up to” the original line of conversation (Varonis & Gass, 1985).   

Negotiation of form carries more of a didactic purpose.  This type of negotiation 

refers to the “provision of corrective feedback that encourages self-repair 
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involving accuracy and precision and not merely comprehensibility” (Lyster & 

Ranta, 1997, p. 42).  In negotiation of form, there is no breakdown of 

communication.  In this study, negotiation of form will be discussed as corrective 

feedback. 

• Task:  In the literature on interaction and interlanguage modification, tasks are 

defined as “oriented toward goals” and as including a certain degree of “work or 

activity” (Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993, pp. 11-12).  That is, students are 

expected to achieve a particular outcome and must play an active role in carrying 

out the task.  Tasks as used in this respect are not considered “action[s] carried out 

on task participants; rather, a task is an activity which participants, themselves, 

must carry out” (p. 12).  In this dissertation, the above definition will be used not 

only in this manner, but also in general, as a synonym for classroom activity or 

exercise. 

• (semi-) controlled tasks:  Historically, foreign languages have been taught using a 

bottom-up approach, in which individual components of the language are 

presented first (vocabulary, grammar rules), followed by a continuum of practice 

exercises that range from tasks that focus primarily on form (where meaning is 

not needed in order to complete the task), to tasks that focus primarily on meaning 

(where form is secondary). The form-focused tasks are also (depending on their 

exact nature) known as mechanical, controlled, structured, and discrete; the 

meaning-focused tasks are also known as open-ended, holistic, and free.  In top-

down approaches, learners “manipulate language to communicate thoughts using 
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higher-level skills before attending to discrete language structures with the use of 

lower-level skills” (Shrum & Glisan, 2000, p. 35). 

Organization of the Dissertation  

 This introductory chapter has provided the reader with an overview of the current 

study, highlighting the shift in the goals of foreign language education and its impact on 

the use of computer technology, examining the nature of computer-mediated 

communication and its similarities to writing and speech, presenting the theoretical 

background for this study with regard to the research in computer-mediated 

communication and second language acquisition, and outlining the rationale and specific 

research questions for my dissertation.  In the following chapter (Chapter 2:  Review of 

the Literature), the theoretical underpinnings and relevant research informing this study 

are discussed.  First, the construct of communicative competence is explored, noting, in 

particular, the importance of developing students’ linguistic, strategic, sociolinguistic, 

and interactional competencies.  This is followed by an overview of the main principles 

of communicative-based language teaching, which are derived in large part from the 

pedagogical implications of the theories of communicative competence.  Subsequently, 

scholarly work on input, output, interaction, corrective feedback, and affect/motivation 

are discussed along with relevant research in computer-mediated communication in an 

effort to demonstrate how CMCD supports and promotes many elements found to be 

important for second language acquisition.  Chapter 3 (Methods and Procedures) presents 

information on the participants’ backgrounds, including their opinions and attitudes 

regarding computers and collaborative work, as well as students’ expectations and 
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predictions related to using a chat program as part of the syllabus.  Additionally, this 

chapter includes details of the research setting--a collaborative computerized classroom; 

the procedures, tasks, and data collection instruments related to the use of IRC Français; 

and a thorough explanation of the coding schemes used in the analysis of the data.  

Chapter 4 (Results and Analysis) addresses the findings related to each of the two main 

research questions in this study, as well as the numerous sub-questions.  This discussion 

is accompanied by both a quantitative and qualitative analysis and interpretation of the 

results.  The final chapter (Chapter 5:  Conclusions and Implications) summarizes the 

important outcomes of this study regarding the linguistic and interactional features found 

in students’ chat transcripts as well as the students’ overall evaluation of CMCD.  

Furthermore, the study’s limitations, implications for second language pedagogy, and 

recommendations for future research in the field of computer-mediated communication 

are considered. 



 41 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

In most language programs today, a primary goal is to find ways to increase the 

amount of real second language (SL) communication that takes place among students in 

the classroom.  Truly communicative activities are purposeful, contextualized, 

unpredictable, and promote the integration of knowledge.  They involve an exchange of 

novel information, a choice in what to say and how to say it, as well as an opportunity to 

provide and receive a response.  In promoting the creative use of language to express 

students’ own meaning, emphasis must also be placed on the development of 

communicative competence, including linguistic accuracy.  Indeed, while a challenging 

goal, research shows that focusing on form within meaning-based activities is highly 

beneficial for second language acquisition (Doughty & Williams, 1998a; Long, 1991).  

Additionally, in acknowledging the importance of interaction as both a medium of 

practice, as well as a means by which learning takes place, communicative activities must 

be created that support opportunities for the negotiation of meaning, the exchange of 

corrective feedback, the development of positive interdependence, and the co-

construction of knowledge  (Bruffee, 1993; Canale & Swain, 1980; Doughty & Williams, 

1998a; Gass, 1997; Kramsch, 1983, 1986; Long, 1991; Long & Robinson, 1998; 

NSFLEP, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978). 

One way to meet these goals is through the use of synchronous computer-

mediated communication for open-ended discussions (also known as CMCD:  computer 

mediated class discussions).  In addition to promoting the genuine exchange of ideas, 
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CMCD also supports those conditions deemed necessary or highly facilitative for second 

language learning:  input, output, interaction (including collaboration and negotiation), 

corrective feedback, and a highly motivational, low-anxiety environment.  Furthermore, 

CMCD offers many other important benefits, such as more equalized participation from 

all students, sustained use of the target language (TL), increased confidence, perceived 

improvement in language skills, and an environment in which students feel empowered 

and highly engaged.  What remains to be seen is whether extended, meaningful, 

authentic, and open-ended synchronous communication is compatible with an emphasis 

on and accountability for accuracy.  

 This chapter will address, in more detail, the second language theories and 

research mentioned above, interweaving them with relevant research findings in the 

literature on computer-mediated communication, in order to present a case for the use of 

this technology as a highly beneficial medium for second language acquisition.   

Communicative Competence and Communicative Language Teaching 

Those who espouse the use of language as a vehicle of communication as opposed 

to an object of study argue that while “students may know the rules of language usage, 

[they] will be unable to use the language” unless they are taught more than simply 

grammar and vocabulary (Hymes, 1972; Kramsch, 1983; Larsen-Freeman, 1986, p. 123; 

NSFLEP, 1999).  Communication is a process that occurs as part of a social context.  As 

such, when people communicate, they use language to accomplish particular functions 

and collaboratively work toward the “construction of a shared internal context” in which 

efforts are made to negotiate intended meanings and reduce possible misunderstandings 
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(Wells, 1981).  In order to communicate successfully, students therefore need to develop 

an array of competencies, including, but not limited to linguistic, sociocultural, strategic, 

and interactional competence, as elaborated upon below. 

The construct of communicative competence owes its early beginnings to linguist, 

Noam Chomsky (1965), who in his theory of transformational-generative grammar, 

distinguished between one’s underlying knowledge of the system of language, or 

competence (what one knows), and one’s actual production of the language, or 

performance (what one does).  A main tenet of Chomsky’s theory was that actual 

performance does not necessarily reflect underlying competence.  In other words, a 

learner can make a mistake with language in performance, due to environmental 

variables, yet know the correct form unconsciously.   

In the early 1970s, Campbell and Wales (1970) and Dell Hymes (1972), published 

seminal papers in which they acknowledged the validity of Chomsky’s dichotomy but 

noted the lack of reference to the sociocultural appropriateness of utterances according to 

the context in which they are made.  They pointed out, for example, that one might 

choose to use a particular form over another, depending upon one’s relationship with the 

interlocutor.  Alternatively, a specific linguistic structure might not be observed in a 

particular performance because there was no appropriate opportunity for its use.  Both 

Campbell and Wales and Hymes, therefore proposed extensions to Chomsky’s notion of 

competence--which they labeled “grammatical”--to include sociolinguistic and contextual 
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competencies.  This broader view of language competence thus came to be known as 

communicative competence.7 

 Another highly-cited contribution to the study of communicative competence was 

that of Savignon (1972).  In defining communicative competence, she emphasized its 

dynamic nature:  “Communicative competence may be defined as the ability to function 

in a truly communicative setting—that is, in a dynamic exchange in which linguistic 

competence must adapt itself to the total informational input, both linguistic and 

paralinguistic, of one or more interlocutors” (p. 8).  In a later work (Savignon, 1997), she 

reiterated the interactive nature of communication, stating that it is dependent upon the 

cooperation of all those involved.  As such, “communicative competence can be said to 

be an interpersonal rather than an intrapersonal trait” (p. 14).   

With regard to the particular elements of communicative competence, Savignon 

(1972) agreed that linguistic (grammatical) competence was but one constituent of a 

communicative exchange.  In her empirical study, she concluded that linguistic 

competence, while certainly important, is not a sufficient condition for the development 

of communicative competence.  Rather, what is necessary is the provision of 

opportunities for students “to use their linguistic knowledge for real communication” (p. 

9).  Characteristics of such free expression include “the rapid-fire interchange [of ideas], 

the necessity to get some information across, … the hesitancies, the topic based on real, 

not made-up experiences of the speakers, the necessity to keep the conversation going, … 

                                                 
7 Whether grammatical (linguistic) competence forms part of communicative competence or is separate 
from it, has been the subject of some debate.  In the current study, linguistic competence is considered one 
component among others within the construct of communicative competence (in line with Campbell and 
Wales, 1970; Canale and Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; and Savignon, 1972, among others).     
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the risk-taking involved in saying something for which one is accountable, the 

unpredictability of the … conversational stream, the flatteries, … the embarrassments …, 

the realities of the personal and interpersonal encounter” (p. 5).  Additionally, the 

expression of ideas in “real communication” should not be limited to those lexical and 

syntactical features of the L2 with which the students already have some familiarity.  

Rather, students should be allowed to experience real trial-and-error communication (p. 

11).    

In order to assist students in their goal of becoming communicatively competent, 

Savignon advocates for the explicit training of students in the rules of conversational 

transactions, such as how to appropriately greet individuals, take leave, get information, 

give information, deal with communication break-down, and use fillers while pausing to 

think (Savignon, 1972, pp. 28-30).  She also raises two somewhat controversial points 

(controversial for the 1970s) in her final chapter on implications for the classroom.  First, 

“for any ‘real language’ activity to succeed, the teacher must be willing to relinquish his 

authoritarian role” and become a co-communicator as well as a facilitator of situations 

likely to promote students’ development of communication skills (p. 69).  Second, with 

the shift in student and teacher roles also comes the need to restructure the traditional 

classroom environment from the typical 25 or 30 students all facing the teacher at the 

front of the room to small groups in which students can experiment with language 

structures and functions in a variety of tasks (p. 69).   

In their influential position paper on communicative competence, Canale and 

Swain (1980) echo Savignon’s (1972) recommendation for adopting a communicative 
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approach to language teaching8.  Without such an orientation, there would be “little 

reason to expect that students [would] acquire even basic communication skills in [the] 

second language” (p. 15).  Based on Savignon’s (1972) findings, Canale and Swain 

(1980) note that a communicative approach can be “just as effective as grammatical 

approaches in developing grammatical competence and more effective than grammatical 

approaches in developing communicative competence” (p. 15).  Nonetheless, they found, 

in examining Savignon’s and others’ scholarship, that a more comprehensive framework 

of communicative competence was needed, not only to account for the integration of the 

different components of communicative competence, but also to further link the theory 

behind communicative competence to classroom practice, especially in light of the 

principles of communicative language teaching. 

  In their model (Canale and Swain, 1980; Canale, 1983), the construct of 

communicative competence consists of 4 main, inter-related competencies:  grammatical, 

sociolinguistic, strategic and discourse.  Grammatical competence includes knowledge of 

lexical, morphological, syntactic, and phonological features of the language.  

Sociolinguistic competence includes knowledge of sociocultural rules of language use.  

This refers to the use of appropriate communicative functions within a given 

sociocultural context, depending on such factors as the participants, the topic of 

conversation, and setting.  Strategic competence is conceptualized as verbal and non-

verbal communication strategies used to negotiate meaning and compensate for 

communication breakdown due to insufficient knowledge of rules or environmental 

                                                 
8 A more detailed discussion of the principles of communicative language teaching will be presented 
following the section on communicative competence. 
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performance variables such as fatigue or distraction.  These communication strategies can 

either be linked to sociolinguistic competence (e.g. register and style) or to grammatical 

competence (e.g. paraphrasing, circumlocution, and repetition). 

 Finally, discourse competence refers to the ability to achieve cohesion in form 

(text cohesion) and coherence in thought (text coherence).  Text cohesion relates to such 

devices as pronouns, conjunctions, and other grammatical links that provide internal 

continuity; text coherence describes the knowledge necessary to express and evaluate 

relationships among the different ideas and communicative functions in a text. 

 In terms of implications for the classroom, Canale and Swain claim, similarly to 

Savignon (1972), that the foreign language classroom should incorporate communicative 

activities that are meaningful, purposeful, authentic, and unpredictable, while enabling 

learners to integrate practice in grammatical, sociolinguistic, strategic, and discourse 

competencies, as opposed to “overemphasiz[ing] one form of competence over the 

others” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 27).  Additionally, they confirm that in order for 

communicative-based teaching to be successful, change is critical in terms of the 

traditionally accepted roles for teachers and students.   

Although Canale and Swain’s model includes the concept of strategic competence 

as a means for learners to compensate for communication breakdown, Kramsch (1983) 

argues that communicative competence must also include the ability to manage 

communication through turn-taking, expanding on topics, giving feedback, capturing 

attention, steering or avoiding topics, as well as starting and ending conversations—in 

other words, interactional competence.  Generally, students do not have the opportunities 
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to learn such interactional skills because the teacher has traditionally been given 

“overwhelming privileges in the management of communication” (p. 175).  Furthermore, 

students are unfamiliar with the actual language needed to carry out conversational 

management functions (p. 175).  Similar to Savignon, Kramsch therefore advocates 

integrating situations in the classroom in which natural communication can take place, as 

well as providing students with helpful phrases needed to manage the flow of 

conversations (cf. Kramsch, 1981 for additional ideas regarding the teaching of 

discussion skills in the L2 classroom).    

In a later pedagogically-motivated model of communicative competence, Celce-

Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrell (1995) expanded the framework of Canale and Swain 

(1980) and Canale (1983), more thoroughly defining each component and adding the 

category of actional competence (related to language functions and speech acts).  In their 

model, the notion of interactional competence forms part of their more nuanced category 

of discourse competence, which includes the aforementioned components of cohesion 

and coherence, while also consisting of deixis, genre structure, and conversational 

structure.  Under conversational structure, Celce-Murcia et al. list such skills as:  how to 

perform openings and re-openings, establish and change the topic, how to hold and 

relinquish the floor, how to interrupt, how to collaborate and backchannel, and how to 

make pre-closings and closings.  Features of interactional competence also find 

themselves listed under this model’s categories of actional competence (knowledge of 

language functions, such as asking for and giving information, and expressing and 

finding out about opinions and attitudes).  Thus, according to Celce-Murcia et al., 
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interactional competence extends beyond that of problem-solving skills used to deal with 

communication breakdown to include conversational skills and interactional language 

functions.   

As one can see, the construct of communicative competence has been dynamic 

and has expanded and evolved over time.  Nonetheless, the premise remains the same—

that in order to be considered truly “competent” in a language, students must acquire 

more than just the knowledge of basic grammatical principles.  Additional theorists have 

contributed to the body of scholarship on this topic; however, their work lies beyond the 

scope of this study (c.f. Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer, 1996; Munby, 1978; 

Widdowson, 1978; Savignon, 1997; Schachter, 1990).  

While acknowledging the important and influential contribution of her 

predecessors’ work on communicative competence, Byrnes (1984) questions whether the 

goal of teaching our students to achieve total communicative competence is, in fact, 

realistic in foreign language instructional settings.  Indeed, the range of culture-specific 

competencies that form the construct of communicative competence “can only be fully 

explored and applied … within the totality of the social environment supporting them” (p. 

197).  She goes on to state that, “clearly, such a comprehensive social network does not 

apply to the usual FL classroom; it is not even complete in an immersion class” (p. 197).   

Nonetheless, Byrnes notes that even though the objective of true communicative 

competence lies “beyond the grasp of the classroom,” this in no way implies dismissing 

the goal of communicating real meanings wherever possible (p. 197).  On the contrary, 

making classroom communication as authentic as possible can and should be primary.  
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Byrnes therefore recommends that teachers focus on those aspects of communicative 

competence which seem more “universal,” such as “the interactive, negotiative quality of 

all speech behavior” (p. 197).  For practical ways in which to apply Byrnes’ 

recommendations to the classroom, she proposes the use of role plays, as well as other 

communicative activities in which such strategies as taking/relinquishing the floor and 

topic switching are practiced.  She also refers to the detailed activities outlined in 

Kramsch (1983).   

At this point, it would be helpful to relate some general principles of 

communicative language teaching, as this approach supports the goals of communicative 

competence, notably interactional competence, in terms of practical implications for the 

classroom.  Additionally, a review of these guiding principles will serve as a basis for the 

understanding of the rationale behind many choices that were made in the current study, 

with regard to teacher and student roles, grouping arrangements, evaluation and 

corrective feedback decisions, as well as the kinds of activities implemented and the 

purposes behind them.  According to Larsen-Freeman (1986) and Omaggio-Hadley 

(2001):   

1. The goal of foreign language instruction is for students to become 

communicatively competent.9  Therefore opportunities are provided for students 

to actively practice using language for different functions (e.g. to ask, persuade, 

hypothesize), in a range of contexts likely to be encountered in the target culture.  

                                                 
9 The goal of communicative competence includes the categories that were elaborated upon in the previous 
section—that is, more than simply linguistic competence. 
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True communication is at the core, as opposed to “totally predictable” exchanges 

and/or “manipulative or convergent practice” (Omaggio-Hadley, p. 97).  

2. The teacher is primarily a facilitator of situations likely to promote 

communication.  This entails playing many roles, such as manager, advisor, and 

co-communicator.   

3. In the classroom, students are viewed as communicators who are actively 

engaged in expressing themselves and in negotiating meaning (trying to make 

themselves understood), despite their incomplete knowledge of the target 

language.  “They learn to communicate by communicating” (Larsen-Freeman, p. 

131).   

4. Students interact a great deal with each other, in pairs, triads, small groups, and 

whole groups.  Student-centered activities (group work) are preferred to teacher-

centered activities, as they maximize time for communication, including the 

negotiation of meaning.  Additionally, student-centered tasks give students more 

responsibility to manage their own learning.  Students also feel reduced anxiety 

due to the cooperative nature of a lot of class work. 

5. Students are given the opportunity to express their own ideas and opinions on a 

regular basis, as well as to use the language creatively, within their linguistic 

limits.  This makes language learning more personal and increases students’ 

motivation to learn, as they perceive that they are learning to apply the language 

in a practical way. 
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6. Students are evaluated for fluency as well as accuracy.  Instruction therefore 

includes a “judicious balance of activities that work on communicative skills with 

those that focus on the development of accuracy” (Omaggio-Hadley, p. 97).  

Errors are considered “a natural outcome of the development of communication 

skills” (Larsen-Freeman, p. 135) and can yield important information about 

students’ internalized rule systems.  Evaluative feedback can be useful in 

“facilitating the progression of [students’] skills toward more precise and 

coherent language use” (Omaggio-Hadley, p. 99).  There is no prescribed way in 

which to deal with error correction.  Instructors have at their disposal a whole 

continuum of feedback strategies which may be useful at different times.     

In summary, language teaching today has been inspired by the theories of 

communicative competence and their implications for the classroom.10  It is important to 

bear in mind, however, that communicative language teaching is not monolithic by any 

means; it continues to evolve as our understanding of second language acquisition grows.  

Nevertheless, practitioners are in agreement that opportunities must be extended to our 

students for authentic, meaningful interaction.  One way in which students can develop 

their communicative skills is via computer-mediated class discussions (CMCD).  As 

noted previously, in addition to facilitating the genuine exchange of ideas, fostering 

confidence and a sense of empowerment, promoting more equalized participation, and 

improving students’ (perceived) language skills, CMCD also supports a number of 

                                                 
10 Certainly, for a fuller picture of the forces shaping communicative language teaching, one must also 
consider the impact of the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines.  For a historical perspective, see Liskin-
Gasparro (1984) and Omaggio-Hadley (2001). 
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conditions deemed necessary or highly facilitative for second language learning.  The 

following section will explore several second language acquisition theories as they relate 

to research findings in computer-mediated communication.  First, the constructions of 

input, output, and interaction will be treated.  Subsequently, corrective feedback, affect, 

and motivation will be explored.   

Second Language Acquisition Theory: Input 
 
In order for students to learn a second language, it is critical that they have access 

to a great deal of contextualized, meaningful target language (TL) input.  Input is defined 

as the language that a learner is exposed to. According to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis 

(1985), input must be comprehensible, consisting of language structures that are slightly 

beyond the learner’s current stage of interlanguage (i + 1).  Such language is able to be 

understood, however, based on students’ use of context, their world knowledge, as well 

as other extralinguistic cues.  It must be noted, however, that Krashen’s construct of i + 1 

has been criticized on several fronts.  For one, comprehensible input is never clearly 

defined and thus is not testable.  Secondly, Krashen claims that the main purpose of 

instruction should be to provide comprehensible input, as one can only acquire language 

when exposed to such input.  Comprehensible input, however, is related as only coming 

from the instructor.  As such, the input hypothesis does not consider the abundance of 

comphrehensible input, albeit not always target-like, that is present in learner-learner 

interaction.   

Additionally, according to his hypothesis, the production of language (output) 

plays a minimal role in acquisition, as does error correction.  Indeed, Krashen maintains 
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that accuracy will naturally develop over time, as the learner is exposed to increasingly 

more comprehensible input.  As will be explained below, the latter claim in particular has 

been a point of contention in language immersion research.  Despite the above-mentioned 

critiques, however, Krashen’s input hypothesis has strongly influenced SLA, and many 

practitioners find that the idea of comprehensible input has “an intuitive appeal” 

(Omaggio-Hadley, 2001, p. 64).   

Still, the simple fact of presenting a certain linguistic form to a learner does not 

necessarily mean that it will be noticed or taken in by the learner for subsequent use.  As 

early as 1967, Corder made the important distinction between input (what is available to 

the learner) and intake (what actually goes in).  Gass (1988, 1997) in furthering the view 

that not all input is attended to, let alone, integrated by learners into their existing L2 

grammar systems, proposes a model of input consisting of five stages through which 

input can be converted to output:  apperceived input, comprehended input, intake, 

integration, and output.   

 Apperceived input is referred to as “a bit of language that is noticed by the learner 

due to some particular recognizable features” (Gass, 1997, p. 4).  This bit of language, 

according to Gass, is like a light that goes on, indicating to learners the existence of a gap 

between what they know and do not know.  Factors such as time pressure, frequency, 

salience, affect, attention, and prior knowledge act as a sieve through which input is 

either apperceived or not.  Once apperception (the perceptibility of a mismatch) has 

occurred, further analysis of the input can take place.  Comprehended input, then, is input 

that has been analyzed.  Such input can be comprehended at differing levels, for example, 
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on the level of meaning or more deeply, on a syntactic level.  Comprehended input lies 

along a continuum and “the likelihood of input becoming intake is in part dependent on 

the level of analysis achieved” (p. 5).  Again, certain factors play a role in facilitating the 

move from noticed input to comprehended input.  These include prior linguistic 

knowledge (L1 knowledge, existing L2 knowledge, language universals), redundancy, 

and aspects of interaction, namely modification and negotiation of meaning.   

Intake is defined as the process of assimilating linguistic material.  At this stage, 

information is matched with the learner’s pre-existing internalized grammatical rules.  

One element that affects whether comprehended input will result in intake is the level of 

analysis reached.  Another factor is time.  Indeed, the “pressures of conversational 

interaction may preclude sufficient analysis for the purposes of intake,” in which case the 

input, while comprehended, may be put into temporary storage (Gass, 1997, p. 24).  

When intake does occur, the next step is integration.  The latter can manifest itself in two 

ways.  One possibility is confirmation or rejection of the learner’s hypothesis about a 

particular form.  If confirmed, the input becomes a part of the learner’s knowledge 

system or grammar.  If rejected, the learner’s hypothesis must be modified.  Another 

possibility is storage of the input for use at a later time.  For example, learners may 

achieve some level of understanding but require more evidence to confirm or disconfirm 

their hypothesis.   

The final stage is output, in which learners can test their hypotheses and receive 

feedback regarding comprehensibility and accuracy, thus completing the loop.  It is 

important to note, however, that learners’ output is not necessarily the same as their 
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internal grammar.  That is, personality factors (e.g. self-confidence in one’s ability to 

correctly use the TL), situational factors, as well as modality factors (e.g. what learners 

can understand from reading may not be what they can accurately produce in writing) 

influence output.  

Second Language Acquisition Theory: Output 
 

The importance of output as part of the process of second language acquisition is 

largely attributed to the work of Merrill Swain.  Based on research findings of immersion 

students, she argued that input alone is not a sufficient condition for SLA, as Krashen 

(1982, 1985) had posited in his controversial Input Hypothesis (Swain, 1995).  Rather, in 

addition to input, output--the opportunity for frequent, meaningful practice of one’s 

linguistic resources--is also necessary.  Ouput, Swain claims, “pushes learners to process 

language more deeply (with more mental effort) than does input” (p. 128).  Indeed, 

during input processing, the learner can use world knowledge as well as contextual, 

pragmatic, and semantic cues to assist in comprehension, yet not understand the 

underlying structure of an utterance.  Furthermore, it is possible, in comprehension, “to 

fake it, so to speak … but [students] cannot do so in the same way in production” (p. 

127).  In producing language, learners must actively create linguistic form and meaning, 

and to do so, they must understand how to put syntactic elements together.   

Swain’s Output Hypothesis states that the act of producing language serves 

second language acquisition in several ways.  First, output enhances fluency and 

automaticity (although not necessarily accuracy) based on the effect of practice, notably 

within authentic communicative tasks.  Second, output promotes the noticing of a gap 
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“between what students want to say and what they can say, leading them to recognize 

what they do not know, or know only partially” (Swain, 1995, p. 126).  This awareness of 

a gap may occur internally (within the learner), without implicit or explicit feedback or it 

can be triggered by feedback and interaction with an interlocutor.  Output, in this sense, 

can play a consciousness-raising role, triggering cognitive processes deemed important 

for SL learning, such as “extending first language knowledge to second language 

contexts and extending second language knowledge to new target language contexts” (p. 

130).  Third, output is helpful in revealing learners’ hypotheses about how the second 

language works.  In writing or speaking, learners can test out their hypotheses to discover 

what works and what does not.  When met with appropriate feedback (e.g. through 

negotiation of meaning), learners may modify their original hypotheses and re-process 

their output.  This modified or reprocessed output, Swain suggests, “can be considered to 

represent the leading edge of a learner’s interlanguage” (p. 131).  Finally, Swain 

advances a metalinguistic function for output, stating that output can also be used to 

stimulate reflection about learners’ hypotheses.  That is, language can be used to reflect 

upon language, and such explicit hypothesizing about form can lead to the development 

of learners’ interlanguage systems.  In keeping with the current emphasis in language 

teaching on communication of meaning, Swain notes that “it is certainly feasible for a 

communicative task to be one in which learners communicate about language, in the 

context of trying to produce something they want to say in the target language” (p. 133).  

Thus, she offers examples in which students collaborate to build knowledge (about form) 
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together, citing the importance of dialogic interaction and collective scaffolding11 for 

second language development. 

Second Language Acquisition Theory: Interaction 

Indeed, while input and output are important factors for second language 

acquisition, SLA is greatly facilitated by the intersection of the two through collaborative, 

meaningful interaction (Gaies, 1985; Gass, 1997, 2003; Long, 1981, 1996, 2007; Long & 

Porter, 1985; Pica & Doughty, 1985; Smith, 2003a; 2004; 2005; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; 

VanPatten, 2003; Varonis & Gass, 1985; Vygotsky, 1978; Wells, 1981).  During 

interaction, learners can infer what is said, even if the language in the message includes 

unfamiliar items, based on such factors as the context and discourse structure.  

Additionally, through interaction, learners have the opportunity to receive 

comprehensible input, as well as input that has been made comprehensible through 

modifications such as repetition, circumlocution, and expansion; to practice what they 

have learned in real, purposeful, spontaneous, and meaningful ways, while also testing 

out their hypotheses about the TL in context and modifying their output to make it more 

comprehensible; to develop not only their linguistic competence, but also their strategic, 

discourse, sociolinguistic, and interactional competencies (among others), as they seek to 

manage the flow of the conversation and make themselves understood; to collaborate in 

the co-construction of knowledge and to assist their fellow learners through scaffolding; 

and to receive helpful feedback.  Feedback can indicate to learners, for example, that 

their interlocutor agrees/disagrees with them, or that their interlocutor personally 

                                                 
11 Refer to the next section on interaction, specifically the sociocultural view, for more on scaffolding. 
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identifies with the content of their utterance and is interested in continuing the 

conversation.  Feedback can also reveal, for example, whether or not learners’ utterances 

are culturally appropriate, or the extent to which their utterances are understood.  In the 

event of a non-understanding, interaction has been shown to be particularly useful in 

facilitating the negotiation of meaning, defined as “an attempt made in conversation to 

clarify a lack of understanding” and to resume the conversation thereafter (Gass & 

Selinker, 2001, p. 457).   

The benefit of negotiation lies in the fact that it requires both the learner and 

interlocutor to work together, through the medium of the L2, to resolve a communication 

breakdown by asking for clarification, checking comprehension, and paraphrasing a 

previous utterance, among other possibilities (Varonis & Gass, 1985).  Such interactional 

adjustments12 lead learners to make their input and output more comprehensible as well 

as more meaningful because of their involvement in the negotiation process (Long & 

Porter, 1985).  This increased comprehensibility has then been purported to lead to 

increased language acquisition (Long, 1996, 2007).  According to Gass (2003), “learning 

may take place ‘during’ the interaction, or negotiation may be an initial step in learning” 

(p. 235).  Negotiation can also make a learner aware of a problem, but not result in uptake 

(the attempted use of a word or structure following correction) until much later.  The 

latter phenomenon is known as “delayed learning” and is important to consider when 

judging whether learning has occurred as a result of negotiated interaction (Gass, 2003, p. 

235).   

                                                 
12 also known as “pushed output;” refer to Swain (1995) and Swain & Lapkin (1995). 
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It must be noted, however, that task type has been a significant factor in studies of 

interaction and that a strong recommendation has been made to design classroom tasks 

that are controlled and have a single, convergent goal or a minimum number of possible 

outcomes (e.g. two-way tasks such as information gap and problem-solving tasks), as 

they yield the greatest amount of negotiation of meaning (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Long, 

1996; Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993).  This recommendation, however, stands in stark 

contrast to the goals of communicative language teaching, which argues for activities that 

do not contain a minimum of possible outcomes, but rather, an unlimited number of 

possible outcomes (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001; Shrum & Glisan, 2000).   

In an effort to investigate whether more open-ended tasks such as opinion 

exchange and free conversation would yield negotiation of meaning, Nakahama, Tyler, 

and Van Lier (2001) compared conversational and information gap activities and found 

that, while the conversational interaction offered fewer instances of negotiation repair, it 

yielded more complex input and output.  It was also deemed more challenging than the 

information gap activity because the learners had to pay attention to the entire discourse 

rather than focusing primarily on discrete lexical items.  Moreover, other benefits were 

found related to turn length, syntactic complexity, tense and aspect, discourse 

management, and interpersonal dynamics (pp. 377-378), thereby “raising questions about 

claims that conversational interactions do not provide learners with as much challenging 

language practice as do more highly structured interactional activities, such as 

information gap tasks” (p. 377).  The current study will extend the inquiry regarding 

opportunities for interlanguage development in unstructured interaction to the context of 
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open-ended discussion tasks among non-native speakers within a computer-mediated 

environment.  

Interaction has largely been studied between native speakers (NS) and non-native 

speakers (NNS).  Yet, more research is focusing on NNS-NNS due to the fact that 

today’s curriculum emphasizes communication and small-group work, and “opportunities 

for either extensive or wide-ranging interaction with NSs are all too infrequent [in foreign 

language classrooms]” (Pica, Lincoln-Porter, Paninos, & Linnell, 1996).  Interaction, 

therefore, often takes place among learners themselves.  A valid question, then, is 

whether NNS-NNS interaction is beneficial to learners’ L2 development.  Although some 

caution is raised by Pica et al. (1996), they reassure instructors and students in the 

conclusion to their study investigating whether L2 learners’ interactions with other 

learners included input modified toward comprehensibility, feedback focused on form, 

and modification of output: 

As teachers ask language learners to work together on communication tasks, they 
can be confident that the interaction can assist L2 learning whether the course of 
that interaction is an NS or another learner.  Learners, too, may be reassured that 
their participation in communication tasks with other learners is not linguistically 
harmful (p. 80, emphasis mine).   

 
Other studies have also supported the view that NNS-NNS interaction is helpful 

in promoting second language acquisition.13  In comparing NS and NNS groups, Porter 

(1983) found that the groups were equally capable of negotiating meaning, thus 

validating interlanguage talk for this purpose (cited in Long & Porter, 1985).  Varonis 

                                                 
13 Non-native/Non-native interaction (NNS-NNS) will also be referred to as “learner-learner interaction” 
and “peer interaction.”  “Interlanguage talk” is another term that will be used to describe the language used 
between learners when engaged in interaction.  
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and Gass (1985) likewise found that when learners partake in authentic and meaningful 

communication with each other, as opposed to a NS, they are more actively involved in 

the negotiation of meaning because “they may feel, as learners, that they have little to 

lose by indicating non-understanding” (p. 84).  Hence, the non-threatening nature of 

learner-learner interaction makes it “a good forum for obtaining [the comprehensible] 

input necessary for acquisition” (p. 83).  Echoing the concept of low anxiety present in 

much group work, Long and Porter (1985) claim that “a small group of peers provides a 

relatively intimate setting and usually a more supportive environment in which to try out 

embryonic SL skills” (p. 211).   

Furthermore, Porter (1983) and Pica and Doughty (1985) found that, on average, 

learners in small groups are just as grammatical as they are in teacher-led activities, thus 

allaying the fear of inferior language in the absence of an instructor.  A related finding 

refers to accuracy and error correction, which will be examined in more detail below.  In 

Pica and Doughty (1985), students made more frequent correction and completion moves 

in groups than in whole-class settings, in order to help each other produce accurate 

messages.  Similarly, in Ohta’s (1995) case study of two L2 learners of Japanese, she 

found self-and other-correction to be higher in peer interaction than in teacher-fronted 

interaction.  Surprisingly, research has also shown that learners rarely pick up on errors 

from each other and almost never miscorrect during unsupervised interlanguage talk, 

although they tend not to correct as much as an instructor would, due to their lesser 

proficiency (Gass & Varonis, 1989; Long & Porter, 1985).     
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Long et al. (1976), Pica and Doughty (1985), and Porter (1983) also found that 

the shift in classroom dynamic resulting from group work increases the amount of time 

that students have to use the TL compared with lockstep lessons.  Lockstep lessons refer 

to traditional teacher-fronted, whole class settings in which the teacher dominates the use 

of language functions (e.g. management of discourse).  In such settings, the instructor 

usually initiates the discourse by making a statement or posing a question.  This is 

followed by requests for student responses.  Subsequently, the instructor takes the floor 

once again in providing feedback as to the quality of the students’ responses.  This widely 

practiced interactional pattern has been termed IRF (initiation/response/feedback), or IRE 

(where E represents the instructor’s evaluation of the students’ responses).  In either case, 

the learner’s participation is generally restricted to the “response” phase (Mehan, 1985; 

Ohta, 1995; VanPatten, 2003).  In groups, however, students are able to practice more 

language functions. 

Indeed, it has been documented that in a typical language classroom, teacher-talk 

is widely disproportionate to student-talk, often consisting of a 60:30 ratio (Gaies, 1985; 

Long & Porter, 1985).  The increased opportunity for students to use the TL in groups 

leads to more turn-taking moves, and more input is directed toward individual students in 

groups than in teacher-fronted activities.  Moreover, learners are often more willing to 

ask questions of each other than they are of the teacher (Zhao & Bitchener, 2007).  

Generally, these questions are also more natural, when compared to the traditional 

classroom, in that they are genuine, open-ended, and information-seeking (e.g. referential 

questions), as found in everyday discourse, rather than having only one correct answer 
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that is usually already known (e.g. display questions) (Mehan, 1979).  The latter 

questioning pattern, while often employed by instructors, does not resemble natural 

conversation and as such, has “little value in preparing learners to interact in the real 

world” (Ohta, 1995, p. 98).  Furthermore, students can make the interaction in group-

work more personalized, relating their own opinions, agreeing and disagreeing, and 

expanding upon their peers’ comments.  Language experimentation and language play are 

also more common among learners.  An added benefit to the above-mentioned aspects of 

interaction is that they also serve to increase student motivation (Long & Porter, 1985; 

Ohta, 1995).  

Another finding cited in Long et al. (1976) and Ohta (1995) relates to the increase 

in speech acts exhibited by learners when they are involved in pair work and group 

discussions versus teacher-fronted discussions.  These include suggesting, qualifying, 

hypothesizing, disagreeing, and regulating.  Furthermore, student-centered interaction 

provides students with opportunities to learn conversational management techniques:  

how to initiate and maintain a conversation, propose and change topics, as well as how to 

end an exchange (Byrnes, 1984; Gaies, 1985; Kramsch, 1983, 1986; Long & Porter, 

1985; Ohta, 1995).  However, many of the above researchers note that students are still 

highly lacking in their ability to use a wide range of interactional moves and language 

functions, as these have historically been the exclusive domain of the instructor.  Thus, if 

students are to be able to successfully interact with TL speakers outside of the classroom, 

increased interactive environments are needed in the classroom. 
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The benefits of interaction among non-native-speaking students has also been 

treated within sociocultural theory, which views social interaction and language 

acquisition as inextricably linked.  Sociocultural theory places an emphasis on the social 

rather than the linguistic variables of human interaction (The latter is largely the focus of 

the interactionist paradigm, discussed in the previous section, in which language 

acquisition is considered in terms of input, output, and negotiation of meaning).  Within 

the sociocultural framework, which derives in large part from the work of Vygotsky 

(1978), social interaction creates “an environment to learn language, learn about 

language, and learn ‘through’ language (Warschauer, 1997, p. 471).   

 It is through collaborative interaction that interdependence is fostered among its 

members, versus dependence upon the instructor alone.  Indeed, viewing knowledge as a 

socially-constructed entity goes hand in hand with the practice of extended interaction.  

Clearly, if knowledge is composed of particular, pre-determined concepts that must be 

transferred, having students discuss issues together may be viewed as non-productive.  If, 

however, the teacher adopts the philosophy that knowledge is a process of inquiry 

(Freire, 1970) and that students are capable, through collaborative group discussion, of 

arriving at educated answers without the constant monitoring of the instructor, engaging 

in extended interaction will be a fruitful enterprise (Bruffee, 1993).  When working with 

one’s peers to accomplish a shared goal, students learn to listen to each other, encourage 

each other, and help each other co-construct knowledge.  Within this social context, 

learning occurs as students become acculturated into a new community of knowledgeable 

peers (Bruffee, 1993; Johnson & Johnson, 1991; Oxford, 1997).   
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 According to the Vygotskian framework of social interaction, active participation 

in collaborative meaning-making with the assistance of an “expert” (e.g. a teacher or a 

more knowledgeable peer) enables the “novice” (e.g. learner) to acquire language.  

Indeed, through social interaction, students are able to exceed what they could have 

learned or accomplished alone (Darhower, 2000; Donato, 1994; Ellis, 1994; Long, 1981; 

Long & Porter, 1985; Ohta, 1995; Swain, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978).  Initially, learners may 

be unable to produce certain target language structures; however, with the help of a more 

advanced interlocutor, they are able to build them over several turns in an interaction.  

What emerges from such exchanges, then, is a narrowing of the distance known as the 

zone of proximal development (ZPD), that is, between the learner’s actual developmental 

level and his/her level of potential development, thereby providing opportunities for 

cognitive growth, as well as the restructuring of students’ interlanguage (Shrum & 

Glisan, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978).   

Interaction also gives students practice in creating a shared context, which is 

essential for successful communication.  This shared context refers to a common external 

context of communication (e.g. world knowledge), as well as a shared internal context or 

“sphere of intersubjectivity,” related to the content of the discourse itself (Wells, 1981, p. 

47).  Conversational partners build this shared context within their dynamic, collaborative 

interaction by clarifying the intentions and expectations of their utterances so as to come 

to a mutual understanding.  

 In sum, the benefits of learner-learner interaction are numerous.  Through 

interaction, students have an opportunity to receive comprehensible input and/or input 
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that has been made comprehensible through modification.  Through interaction, students 

are able to practice their linguistic resources in real, creative, and meaningful expression, 

while also practicing the skills necessary for communicative competence; they can learn 

from and help each other by contributing their individual strengths and assisting their 

partners through scaffolding; and they can develop the skills necessary to manage their 

conversations and maintain intersubjectivity.  Certainly, it must be stated, however, that 

small group interaction is not a panacea and that there is a role for teachers’ expertise.  

Additionally, the relative success of group interaction depends on many factors such as 

the nature and purpose of the tasks, as well as the composition, size, and organization of 

the groups.  At this point, let us turn to an examination of how computer-mediated 

communication supports the theories related to input, output, and interaction. 

Computer-Mediated Communication: Input, Output, and Interaction 

  When students communicate in CMCD, they benefit from the enormous amount of 

input available, both from their peers and from their instructor, whether their instructor is 

minimally involved by providing discussion prompts and lexical support, or is more 

extensively involved, as a member of the discussion (Beauvois, 1994/5; Bump, 1990; 

Darhower, 2000; Kern, 1995; Kroonenberg, 1994/5).  As one student in Pérez (2003) 

commented, “The chatroom helps because you get a lot of Spanish thrown at you at one 

time” (p. 104).  One of the advantages of the vast amount of input is that it “contributes to 

more contact with the target language than is possible in the traditional classroom” 

(Beauvois, 1998b, p. 108).  Additionally, this input, if generated by the teacher or by  
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more advanced peers, will be slightly beyond students’ level of interlanguage, thus 

facilitating acquisition (Krashen, 1982).   

Aside from the sheer number of messages received, the permanence of CMCD 

comments in the scrolling transcript also provides the valuable opportunity for students to 

observe and study their teacher and peers’ language usage until they are ready to make 

their efforts public (Beauvois, 1997; Colomb & Simutis, 1996; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 

2000; Warschauer, 1997).  In Darhower (2000), 24 of the 28 students reported having 

scrolled back to previous comments made by fellow classmates in order to obtain 

linguistic information they wanted or needed in order to contribute to the developing 

conversation.  Furthermore, this recursive aspect of CMCD allows students to reflect 

upon and analyze their own production (Kern, 1995).   

 The visual record produced within a chat session not only allows for students to 

read and review that which has been posted, but also has the potential of making salient 

certain features of the L2 and drawing learners’ attention to them (Kern, 1995; Kitade, 

2000; Smith, 2003a).  Thus, students are afforded the opportunity to notice aspects of the 

language with which they are, and are not yet, familiar, and this in turn is helpful in 

testing, modifying, and restructuring their hypotheses.  In addition to noticing their own 

gaps, students may also attend to those of their peers, choosing to provide them with 

implicit or explicit feedback, especially if there is a communication break-down 

(Fernández-Garcia & Martinez-Arbelaiz, 2002; Goertler, 2006; Kitade, 2000; Pellettieri, 

2000; Smith, 2003a). 
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Undoubtedly, students will also be exposed to erroneous input from their fellow 

chat participants, as this is an inherent issue with all group work, whether face-to-face or 

electronic.  Yet, the written aspect of CMCD may be viewed as more problematic in this 

regard, as students who are visual may be more likely to imprint a non-target form that 

they have seen as opposed to a more fleeting form that they simply heard (Darhower, 

2000).  In the section on corrective feedback, below, the issue of accuracy and combating 

inaccuracy will be treated more extensively. 

In addition to the wealth of input found in CMCD, electronic discussions also 

result in a great deal of student output, given that in order to be considered “present” in 

the conversation, students must rely on the use of language, and this reliance is even 

more pronounced due to the lack of nonverbal cues available in CMC (Condon & Cech, 

1996; Payne & Whitney, 2002; Smith, 2003a).  The latter functions at times as a 

drawback because, without the benefit of paralinguistic cues, students can misinterpret 

their interlocutors’ tone or intent (Baron, 1998).  Yet it can also be seen positively in that 

this reality pushes learners to use more language to express themselves.  Moreover, to 

compensate for the lack of aural and visual cues, students can use symbols and emoticons 

(For further details, the reader is referred back to chapter 1, specifically to the section 

entitled, Background of the Study).   

In CMCD, students also produce a lot of language because there is no turn-taking 

and therefore no waiting time (Bump, 1990; Chan, 1997; Fitze, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Pérez, 

2003; Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996).  Students can therefore begin to type their 

ideas while other participants are writing.  This dynamic also affords students more time 
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to “compose and evaluate their contributions in the midst of interaction, thus tending to 

reduce the fear of interruption or failure often experienced by less orally fluent students 

during an oral exercise” (Fitze, 2006, p. 69).  For many students, the ability to type as 

desired is liberating; yet, for others, the resulting overlap of messages leads to confusion 

and frustration (Beauvois, 1994/5; Kern, 1995; Kitade, 2000; Kung, 2004; Meunier, 

1998).  Limiting group size (e.g. no more than 4 participants) is one way of reducing the 

severity of this problem.  Another suggestion is that students specify the addressee or the 

topic at the beginning of their utterance to compensate for any confusion that may result 

from interleaved multiple parallel threads (Kitade, 2000; Kung, 2004). 

The fact that students can send messages as they desire results in a shift in 

classroom structure in which the instructor no longer selects who is to speak, nor what 

questions are to be answered (Beauvois, 1992, 1997, 1998b; Chun, 1994; DiMatteo, 

1990, Kelm, 1992; Peyton, 1990; Sotillo, 2000; Warschauer et al., 1996).  In some 

research literature, this shift in power has been noted as a negative aspect of CMCD, 

notably from the perspective of instructors who are uncomfortable with the new 

paradigm.  In Peyton (1990), for instance, one instructor gave up his use of CMCD 

because the students “took over” and he wasn’t able to accomplish his goals of teaching 

essay writing as efficiently as he could in a traditional classroom.  In the latter, he could 

“dispense the information he needed to” and prepare his students to meet the course 

objectives (p. 19).  Similarly, in Loewen & Erlam (2006), students’ frequent digressions 

caused the instructor to “struggl[e] to get the whole group back on task” (p. 11).  From 

the above examples, it is clear that instructors need to be willing to accept a change in 
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role when using CMCD, and that not all tasks are well-suited to the electronic medium.  

By the same token, not all instructional goals can or should be met by CMCD.  

Computer-mediated communication is but one kind of activity that teachers can make use 

of as part of their classroom toolbox.  

In contrast, this shift in student and teacher roles has also been viewed as 

empowering for both students and instructors (Abrams, 2003a, b; Beauvois, 1997, 1998a; 

Darhower, 2000; DiMatteo, 1990; Kelm, 1992).  As one student in Beauvois (1998a) 

wrote:  “Merci bien pour nous laisser libre à s’exprimer” (Thank you for having given 

us the freedom to express ourselves) (p. 212).  Kern (1995) similarly reported instructors’ 

finding that “their classroom ambiance improves after the first few [CMCD] sessions, 

apparently because the students know each other better and gain a feeling of camaraderie 

from the sessions” (p. 469). 

Many studies have, in fact, documented the drastic shift in percentage of student 

talk, as compared to teacher talk, in CMCD.  In Kelm’s (1992) class, his Portuguese 

students made 92% of the comments in CMCD.  Likewise, Sotillo’s (2000) ESL students 

initiated 72% of all discourse moves during the course of four 90-minute CMCD 

sessions.  Chun (1994) similarly reports that university German students directed 88% of 

their questions and statements to each other in CMCD, while only 12% were directed to 

the teacher. These high percentages stand in stark contrast to the amount of talk generally 

found in face-to-face discussions, where students feel more constrained by the classroom 

set-up and the position of teacher as authority (Beauvois, 1998a; Kern, 1995; Hudson & 

Bruckman, 2002; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996).  
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In addition to the general increase in output produced in CMCD, the autonomy 

enjoyed in CMCD enhances the opportunity for the specific development of interactional 

competence (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2000; Fitze, 

2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995, Kung, 2004; Sotillo, 2000; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996).  In 

the above-mentioned studies, students were observed taking on the role of discourse 

manager:  greeting their peers, initiating or changing the topic, making assertions, asking 

questions, refocusing the discussion after a digression (“What do you think?”), requesting 

clarification, apologizing, challenging each other, encouraging each other to participate 

(“Talk to me …”), and maintaining the floor (Kung, 2004, p. 170).   

Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud (2006), Abrams (2003a), Beauvois (1998b), Darhower 

(2000, 2002), and Sotillo (2000) also found that the university students in their research 

studies appropriated the L2 for other functions, such as joking, teasing, and flirting; 

experimenting with identities; and sometimes, playfully (and not so playfully) insulting 

each other.  Furthermore, unlike traditional classroom discussions in which utterances 

often stand on their own, comments in CMCD tend to be referred to and expanded upon 

by others (Beauvois, 1997; Kroonenberg, 1994/95; Meunier, 1998).  Kelm (1992) 

observed that remarks made by one student are often picked up and answered by another.  

Questions and tags are also frequent in CMCD, marking invited feedback (Sotillo, 2000). 

Nonetheless, research has found that, at their level of proficiency, students have 

generally not learned how to soften their comments, requests, and questions, and this is 

compounded in an environment in which all understandings must be achieved through 

explicit written language.  Indeed, Kelm (1992) found that his students’ comments 
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seemed rather abrupt in CMCD.  However, he viewed this in a positive light by 

translating this “dilemma” into a teachable moment with respect to socioculturally 

appropriate use of the L2.  

The ability to directly affect the flow of the conversation also makes for more 

student-centered discussions.  According to Kelm (1996), CMCD lends itself to 

conversations that are controlled by the students and the topics discussed are often made 

very personal.  One of the most telling signs that students are using CMCD for genuinely 

meaningful communication is the degree of personal candidness they are willing to 

express in their discussions with each other (Beauvois, 1997; Bump, 1990; Kelm, 1992). 

In his article, Kelm (1992) shares his observation that the honesty and openness of his 

students’ messages during CMCD sessions “supersede anything [he] personally [has] 

ever witnessed in a language classroom” (p. 442).  Beauvois (1997) likewise relates how 

different the content of discussions is in face-to-face (FTF) discussion versus CMCD.  

Beauvois’ students were reluctant to talk FTF about the issue of family, beyond minimal 

description.  Yet, in CMCD, the students “discussed everything from divorce to sibling 

rivalry, to growing up in an immigrant family, to abortion” (p. 177).  

The interactions mentioned in the last paragraphs are generally infrequent in the 

traditional classroom, and even more so while remaining entirely in the foreign language.  

The almost exclusive use of the L2 in CMCD has in fact been widely cited in the 

literature, as it is common in traditional classrooms for students to revert back to their 

native tongue once the teacher is no longer within earshot; yet, this is usually not the case 

in synchronous electronic discussions (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Beauvois, 1992, 
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1994/5, 1998a; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2002; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 

2003; Goertler, 2006; Kung, 2004; although see Kelm, 1992 and Ene et al., 2005 for 

some evidence of students becoming lax as the semester progressed or when the 

instructor left the chatroom).  Indeed, the literature cites students’ usage of their native 

tongue as minimal. Kern (1995) found that instances of English ranged between 1% and 

1.5% in the two sections of 2nd semester French.  Similarly, in Beauvois (1998a) out of 

221 messages produced in a 75-minute class period, only 18 instances of English 

appeared, and these all took the form of lexical queries.  There were no sentences in 

English or any attempts at discussion in English (p. 204).  As for Kung (2004), only 6 

instances of codeswitching were accounted for in 10 transcripts produced by 47 native 

speakers of Mandarin Chinese.  These mainly involved the use of words that the 

participants could not think of and the use of Chinese sayings that could not be easily 

translated into the L2.  He also noted that students used Chinese sentence-ending 

characters at the end of English sentences as a way of “building camaraderie, and a way 

of identifying themselves with their interlocutors as part of the same community” (Kung, 

2004, p. 168).  Similar results were found of intermediate Arabic-speaking ESL students, 

as reported in Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud (2006).  In Darhower (2002) and Fernández-

García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2003), the use of English was also “minimal” and/or 

“strategic,” with learners mainly resorting to their native tongue when experiencing 

difficulties expressing an idea, yet not wanting to hold up the conversation to retrieve the 

correct form.   
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This phenomenon of almost exclusive L2 usage can be attributed to, on the one 

hand, the lessened time pressure that generally exists in CMCD.  One student in Kitade 

(2000) commented, “I liked chat because it was ‘real time,’ but it was a little slower than 

conversation” (p. 162).  Upon encountering difficulty expressing themselves, students 

can thus take the extra time needed to think and compose their message in the target 

language, rather than “get[ting] so scared [due to the] 20 people waiting for your 

response [that you] just speak English to get it right” (Beauvois, 1994/5, p. 183).  Second, 

the anxiety level is low.  An almost unanimous 92% of the students interviewed by 

Beauvois, (1994/5), cited the low stress atmosphere of the network lab as their reason for 

using the target language.   

Moreover, most CMCD software allows for the permanent recording of all 

exchanges in the form of a transcript that can be viewed by all members of the class, 

including the teacher.  Thus, because a larger audience will be able to read what has been 

written, students are more motivated to sustain the conversation in the foreign language.  

Another reason may be their instructor’s use of the transcripts within the course 

curriculum:  grammar lessons based on common errors found in the students’ sentences; 

personalized form and content feedback for each student, based on transcripts; use of 

transcripts as a springboard for oral discussion or out-of-class compositions or projects 

(Beauvois, 1997; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kroonenberg, 1994/5; Pérez, 2003).  Finally, 

in certain studies, students have been able to consult resources such as dictionaries, 

fellow classmates, and the teacher, thus enabling them to stay in the target language.  
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Another point mentioned by a number of authors is that electronic communication 

brings about more equal participation among foreign language students (Abdul-Ghani & 

Mat-Daud, 2006; Beauvois, 1994/5, 1998a; Cononelos & Oliva, 1993; DiMatteo 1990; 

Fitze, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1996a).  That 

is, most, if not all students participate in CMCD interactions.  One reason is that the 

physical existence of a computer monitor functions in some ways as a protective barrier 

between students and their peers (Kroonenberg, 1994/5).  Secondly, when seated before a 

computer terminal, students feel compelled to act on the machine placed in front of them, 

as there is no other focal point (Beauvois, 1994/5; Colomb & Simutis, 1996).  Also 

contributing to the higher level of involvement are:  the reduced time pressures in 

CMCD, the purposeful and meaningful exchanges typical of this medium, the autonomy 

enjoyed by students, and the sense of community which is often fostered.  In face-to-face 

discussions, on the other hand, the participation is more unbalanced, with several students 

tending to dominate the conversation.  Sullivan and Pratt (1996), for example, found that 

100% of the ESL students participated in electronic discourse and only 50% in face-to-

face discussion.  Similarly, Warschauer (1996a) found that the most verbal students were 

not disadvantaged by CMCD, as they continued to actively participate; yet the four 

quietest members increased their participation “almost ten-fold” in CMCD, compared to 

FTF “and thus went from almost total silence to relatively equal participation” (p. 22).  

Indeed, computerized discussions tend to “neutralize the traditional classroom dynamics, 

which favor those who speak up most quickly, most often, and are most willing to 

interrupt” (Selfe & Meyer, 1991, p. 164). 
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While CMCD may appear to level the playing field, Bowen (1994) and 

Wahlstrom (1994) caution against romanticizing these democratizing claims, as CMCD 

also has the potential of maintaining inequalities.  For instance, Bowen (1994) claims that 

although CMCD reduces some social cues, students “remain highly sensitive to 

differences in ability,” as revealed by the quality of participants’ written comments (p. 

128).  Furthermore, Moran (1991) points out that there is, in fact, no guarantee that all 

comments posted will be read and responded to.  This is evidenced by one student’s plea 

for feedback, in Colomb and Simutis (1996):  “Please write me some comments” (p. 

208).  Information overload may in fact result in “a set of asocial monologues” in which 

students are all writing energetically, yet few are listening (Moran, 1991, p. 51).  

Moreoever, postings that are too lengthy may risk not being read (Kelm, 1992).  Thus, 

there is some competition in CMCD, as only those comments which “draw a response, 

and in some way affect the direction of the current thread” can be said to have gained the 

floor (Colomb & Simutis, 1996, p. 208).  

As for the claim that CMCD supports an environment of shared authority, there is 

some concern that the set-up of the computer network may allow instructors to wield a 

form of oppressive power.  Goertler (2006) reports that one of the instructors in her study 

took advantage of the “invisible” function in chat, a capability only available to 

instructors.  This function enabled the instructor to roam from room to room, 

unbeknownst to the students, in order to remotely observe and monitor the class.  Even if 

students are informed ahead of time that their actions may be observed for pedagogical or 

research purposes, the fact that students cannot tell when they are being watched is 
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disconcerting (Goertler, 2006; Janangelo, 1991; Kremers, 1990; LeBlanc, 1994; 

Wahlstrom, 1994).  Without a doubt, such privileges as the ability to remain “invisible” 

symbolize “an obvious manifestation” of the imbalance of power between the students 

and their teacher (Goertler, 2006, p. 212).   

With reference to the two preceding paragraphs, in order to alleviate problems 

related to equalized participation, it may be necessary to create a handbook for students 

detailing norms and rules for online interaction (Abrams, 2003a; Goertler, 2006; Kung, 

2004).  In such a document, the benefits of mixed-proficiency-based collaborative work 

as well as the need for mutual respect could be discussed in addition to other procedures.  

As for instructors, being made aware of the ramifications of certain online behaviors such 

as excessive teacher turns, obtrusive corrective feedback, and the extension of the IRF 

pattern of instruction in chat, would be helpful in the making of instructional decisions 

that impact classroom participation.  Concerning the sharing of authority, instructors 

should likewise be made aware of the effects of using special technological features in 

the electronic environment.  Armed with this information, instructors could then make 

conscious decisions as to their role and the extent to which they are comfortable in 

extending power to their students.  Likewise, they could reflect, for example, upon their 

view of knowledge as an entity imparted by the teacher or also as something that students 

could arrive at together. 

If teachers adopt the view that knowledge can be collaboratively constructed, 

CMCD can be an exceptional tool toward this end.  Since computerized networks 

facilitate the sharing of ideas among students, the potential for exposure to, and 
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incorporation of a wide variety of perspectives into one’s own comments, is significant 

(Bump, 1990; Colomb & Simutis, 1996; Hawisher, 1994; Warschauer et al., 1996).  

According to Warschauer et al. (1996), by empowering students through the free 

exchange of ideas, CMCD not only helps shape students’ viewpoints, but can ultimately 

lead to social transformation as well.  Due to its socio-collaborative nature, CMCD has 

been characterized as “encourag[ing] a sense of group knowledge” (Barker & Kemp, 

1990, as cited in Warschauer et al, 1996, p. 4) and “foster[ing] a sense of community” 

(Eldred, 1991, p. 50).  As a learning community, students often help each other, whether 

it be through scaffolding, modifying their utterances so as to make sure their comments 

are understood, or engaging in negotiation of meaning in order to avoid communication 

break-down (Chun, 1994; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2003; Kelm, 1992; 

Lee, 2002; Sotillo, 2000).  To illustrate, Kelm (1992) surprisingly observed one of his 

weakest students successfully assist a rather advanced student in distinguishing between 

two closely related terms in Portuguese.  Prior to this exchange, Kelm had never 

witnessed any interaction between these two students.  The desire for successful 

communication is motivated by the drive many students experience in CMCD to express 

themselves and to learn more about their peers.  Again, these elements are largely absent 

from traditional language classes (Beauvois, 1994/5; Blake, 2000; Kelm, 1992; Meunier, 

1998). 

Specifically regarding linguistic skills, many studies have claimed that CMCD 

enhances fluency, as students benefit from numerous practice opportunities, often 

throughout an entire semester, to intensely engage in meaning-making.  However, 
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research has yielded results that are difficult to comparatively interpret due to the wide 

range of variables and measures used (c.f. Ortega, 1997 for a review and critique of CMC 

studies).  Despite the challenge of interpreting the data, the results of several studies will 

nonetheless be presented, as a way of exploring the various areas that have been focused 

upon in the CMC literature.  Additionally, these data will serve as a backdrop to those 

presented within this dissertation study.   

As for the number of words produced in an equivalent time frame, Abrams 

(2003b) found that 3rd semester German students in a synchronous CMC group 

outperformed their asynchronous counterparts.  These same students also produced more 

c-units (phrases containing a communicative value) compared to their peers in the 

asynchronous condition.  Similarly, Kern (1995) found that the average number of words 

produced by 2nd semester French students in a CMCD group was higher than that of their 

FTF peers (216-230 average words per student in CMCD as opposed to 111-137 words 

per student in FTF).  This translates roughly to 4.74 words per minute (WPM), as 

sessions lasted approximately 47 minutes.  As for Kelm (1992), students averaged 4.02 

WPM, as the average number of words per student was 200.9 and sessions lasted 

approximately 50 minutes (Kelm does not directly make any WPM calculations; the rate 

is inferred from the data presented.  As such, the actual WPM may be lower given the 

time needed to make course announcements and for students to log on and off of the 

network).  As for Goertler (2006), she reports an average of 3.66 TL words per minute 

for the 3rd semester German students in her study.   
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One must bear in mind, however, that factors such as group size, teacher 

participation, and design issues impact the above findings.  In Kern’s (1995) case, for 

example, students discussed the same topic twice, first in the electronic mode, and then in 

the FTF mode.  Consequently, the students may have felt “talked out” about the topic in 

the FTF condition.  Additionally, instructor participation was much less in CMCD than in 

the FTF discussion, thus impacting student output.  In Goertler’s (2006) study, the 

students were placed in groups of 2-5 whereas in Abrams (2003b), Kelm (1992), and 

Kern’s studies, CMCD was used for whole-class discussion.  Group size may thus have 

affected how much time was spent reading and typing.  Furthermore, it is not clear how 

words were counted in all studies, as only Goertler mentions that her words per minute 

calculation explicitly does not include English words. 

Regarding the number and length of turns, Chun (1994) found that, during a 

typical 20-25 minute CMCD session, 1st and 2nd semester German students produced 

between 2.8 and 17.8 turns per student.  However, the length of these entries varied 

widely, between simple, one-sentence entries to entries of paragraph length, consisting of 

several complex sentences.  As no breakdown of the data is provided, no correlation can 

be drawn between particular students and the mean length of their utterances. In Kern’s 

(1995) study comparing linguistic production in CMCD and FTF conversations, the 

students in one French section averaged 13.3 turns per student compared to 3.8 turns in 

oral discussion; in the second section, the average number of turns in CMCD averaged 

11.8 compared to 5.4 turns per student in the FTF condition.  As in Chun’s case, turns 

made by Kern’s students varied in length, from 1 word to 12 sentences.  The per-student 
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average number of sentences in one CMCD session (47 minutes long) was 21.3 and 25 

sentences in sections 1 and 2 respectively, representing 2-4 more sentences during 

CMCD than in oral conversation.  According to Kern, these results can be explained, in 

part, by the fact that every student participated in CMCD, whereas in the oral discussions, 

five students tended to dominate (speaking five or more times), and 4 of 14 students in 

section 2 did not participate at all in the oral discussion.   

While Kern (1995) provides data about average number of sentences per turn, no 

matching word count is offered.  The latter calculation can be found in Kelm (1992), 

however.  In his study, he notes, as Chun (1994) and Kern, that students’ communication 

styles differed vastly, with some students contributing frequent but relatively short 

comments (e.g. one student averaged 14.23 turns of 13.45 words each (mean length of 

utterance)), and others making fewer but longer remarks (e.g. one student averaged 7.11 

turns of 46.34 words each) during the 50 minute chat session.  The correlation between 

turns and turn length was not always direct however, as some students also posted few 

and relatively short entries (e.g. 6.08 turns on average with a mean length of utterance of 

16.02).  Personality type, proficiency level, typing speed, and interest in the topic are but 

some of the factors that may influence student output. 

Turning now to the topic of lexical richness in CMCD, results from Warschauer 

(1996a) reveal that the discourse of ESL college-level students enrolled in an advanced 

composition course was more lexically complex in synchronous discussion compared to 

FTF discussion, as measured by type/token ratio.  This finding of a greater lexical range 

is corroborated by Fitze (2006), thus indicating that students in the CMCD groups were 
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“better able to use and practice a wider range of vocabulary related to the topics” (p. 67).  

Abrams (2003b) also investigated lexical richness and found that the synchronous CMC 

group produced lexically more dense speech than the asynchronous and FTF groups.  

However, the differences were not statistically significant.  She hypothesizes that 

type/token ratio, while representing one measure of language quality, may not be 

sufficient, and that perhaps studying interactional differences in terms of discourse 

cohesion (scaffolding others’ ideas; reacting to others’ messages; and connecting others’ 

comments to their own), for example, would yield a fuller picture of students’ quality of 

language.  

With respect to morphosyntax in CMCD, Kelm (1992) reports that the 4th 

semester Portuguese students in his study attempted many language structures in their 

electronic discussions, as the emphasis was on the communication of ideas.  In order to 

respond to each other on a wide-range of topics, students needed to use all of the 

language skills they had acquired from prior semesters.  No further analysis is provided, 

however.  Echoing Kelm’s finding, Kern (1995) also discovered that a wide variety of 

verb forms (more than in FTF discussion) was used by the students in chat mode.  In fact, 

all basic verb tenses and moods were represented in the students’ transcripts whereas in 

the oral discussions, there were no instances of the pluperfect, the near future, or the 

subjunctive.  Also, the imperative mood was used a total of 25 times in chat versus 2 in 

FTF (conflating data from both sections).   

Upon further analysis, however, it becomes apparent that the present tense was 

most preferred by the students (310 instances of a total of 347 in section one; 361 of 418 
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section two).  In contrast (looking only at section 2 as an example), the instances of past 

(passé composé) numbered [22]; the past (imparfait), [14]; the present perfect, [1]; the 

simple future [18], and the near future, [2].  By the same token, the indicative mood was 

used a majority of the time:  315 instances, compared to the conditional, [30]; the 

subjunctive, [1], and the imperative, [13].  Lee (2002) also noted that 3rd year L2 Spanish 

university students rarely moved beyond the present tense, and that they had difficulty 

expressing past time correctly, especially distinguishing between preterite and imperfect. 

Darhower (2000), too, in studying his 4th semester Spanish students’ use of verbal tenses 

and moods, found that the present tense and infinitive were most commonly used during 

the semester’s chat sessions.  Other tenses were used relatively infrequently, although 

there was an increase over time in the use of non-present tenses (from 10% in Week 1 to 

16% in Week 9).  After the present tense and infinitive construction, the other tenses 

employed most often were the preterite, the future, imperfect, present subjunctive, 

imperative, present progressive and the conditional.  According to Darhower, “some of 

these occurred because the assigned tasks elicited them, but others evolved out of natural 

conversation” (p. 175).  

With regard to syntactic complexity, the literature has yielded conflicting 

findings.  Beauvois (1998a), Kern (1995), and Warschauer (1996a) report that students in 

electronic discussion used a great deal of compound and complex sentences as compared 

to simple sentences, whereas Chun (1994), Lee (2002), Kung (2004), and Darhower 

(2000) found the opposite to be true.  In Beauvois (1998a), of 280 sentences produced by 

3rd semester French students in chat mode, 147 (52%) were compound, complex.  As the 
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latter study focused primarily on students’ participation and the content of their 

exchanges, no further information is offered with regard to sentence structure, such as a 

breakdown between coordinate and subordinate constructions.  This more detailed 

analysis is provided in Kern (1995) however.  In his study, learners used more 

subordinate constructions than coordinate constructions in both CMCD and FTF; at the 

same time, they wrote more simple sentences in CMCD than in the FTF condition (41% 

of all sentences in section 1 compared to 27% of all oral T-units; 51% of all sentences in 

section 2, compared to 22% T-units) than in the FTF.  Therefore, although students used 

more complex language in chat, the density of subordinate constructions was lower in 

chat than in FTF.  This was likely due to the fact that short, simple messages seem to 

elicit more responses from peer interlocutors while also enabling participants to follow 

the discussion more closely.  The lag time resulting from the composition of long, 

complex sentences, on the other hand, contributes to a less immediate, less interactive 

environment.   

Warschauer (1996a) also examined sentence complexity, but found a notable 

difference between the synchronous and FTF groups with regard to subordination.  In his 

study, students’ sentences involved more subordination than coordination in the 

synchronous exchanges.  In the FTF mode, 47.5% of all combined clauses used 

coordination while the same measure yielded 18.5% in chat mode.  Additionally, 

Warschauer found that students’ language included more formal expressions such as “in 

my opinion” and “therefore.”  However, these results are not surprising, as these ESL 

students were enrolled in an advanced composition course, and the written mode 
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therefore lent itself to more formal and complex structures.  It is clear, therefore, that the 

nature of the task, as well as how students view their communication (more similar to 

writing or to speaking) impact the degree of complexity in students’ writing.  The latter 

finding is consistent with Abrams’ (2003b).  She posits that the asynchronous group in 

her study likely used more subordinate clauses compared to the synchronous and FTF 

groups because of a “different perception of ACMC as requiring a higher register … with 

more complex sentence structures” (p. 163).  

As for studies which yielded seemingly opposing findings, Lee (2002) reports 

that, in chatting about everyday topics, students produced short simple sentences 

containing one conjugated verb or phrases without verbs, rather than complex sentences 

with subordinating clauses.  Similarly, Kung (2004) found that, in responding to 

questions about a class reading, the high-intermediate EFL students’ synchronous 

discourse consisted mainly of sentence fragments, and he observed students purposely 

breaking sentences by pressing the ‘enter’ key in order to give their peers something to 

read while they completed typing their thought.  Complex and complete sentences were 

present, but rare.  As with Kern (1995), Kung attributes the brevity of the students’ 

discourse style to the momentum of the interactions. 

Darhower (2000) found that the L2 Spanish learners in his study used a 

combination of simple, compound, and complex sentences, and that the rise and fall in 

subordination was often linked to the topic.  For example, students used the highest 

number of subordinate clauses in response to a prompt asking for future predictions.  In 

answering this, students made use of the form, “I think that.”  Thus, learners’ syntactic 
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complexity will also depend on the linguistic structures naturally elicited in the 

discussion questions.  

As for Chun (1994), she noted that her 1st semester German students produced 

three times as many simple sentences as complex sentences; yet, by the second semester, 

the ratio improved to three complex sentences for every four simple sentences, thus 

suggesting (as one would hope) that as learners’ proficiency-level increases, so does their 

ability to convey their thoughts using more advanced structures.  Unfortunately, very few 

studies look at students’ language over the course of more than one semester, as Chun 

did.  Certainly, longitudinal studies of this nature are able to provide much richer data.  

Summary and Comments: CMC Related to Input, Output, and Interaction 

To review, the findings above yield robust evidence regarding the availability of 

enormous amounts of input in CMCD.  This input can be reflected upon and used by 

students in analyzing their own and others’ interlanguage and can subsequently lead to 

intake.  The permanence of CMCD also benefits learners in that language features are 

made more salient, which is conducive to hypothesis testing and restructuring of 

students’ internal grammar.  As for the quality of this input, it may be erroneous, yet 

measures can be taken to draw students’ attention to ill-formed structures in order to 

prevent the rampant spread of inaccuracy. 

CMCD also affords students countless opportunities for the production of output, 

which, like input, is claimed to promote second language acquisition in that it facilitates 

the noticing of mismatches between students’ own hypotheses about and the actual rules 

of the target language.  Additionally, it involves the moving from semantic to syntactic 
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processing, pushing learners to process language more deeply.  In CMCD, a great deal of 

output is yielded because in order to be “present,” students must express themselves 

almost exclusively through language, as visual and aural cues are absent from this 

medium.  Since students are not necessarily proficient enough in relating their attitude 

and tone through the L2, measures can be taken to instruct students in socioculturally 

appropriate uses of the language.  Additionally, the lack of paralinguistic cues can be 

countered by the use of emoticons.  Furthermore students produce a lot of language due 

to the fact that turn-taking rules do not apply and thus there is no interruption.  Anxiety is 

also lessened, as students can “hide” behind their screen, and pronunciation is not an 

issue.  CMCD likewise affords students some extra time, although not much, to compose 

their message.  Students also enjoy the student-centeredness of the activity and are 

motivated to discuss meaningful topics with their peers; therefore few if any students 

remain silent.  Finally, studies overwhelmingly reveal that students remain in the L2 

during their electronic interaction, which has been attributed to the lessened time pressure 

in CMCD, the low stress environment, and the permanent record generated.  While 

CMCD allows for the overlap of messages, which can cause confusion in trying to follow 

various conversation strands, action can be taken to curtail this problem by limiting group 

size and by having students specify their addressee and topic. 

Students also benefit from the interactional aspects of CMCD, including the 

development of communicative competence.  For instance, linguistic competence is 

furthered by the high demands placed on learners in encoding and decoding messages; 

noticing, negotiation of meaning, and corrective feedback also play an important part in 
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refining students’ ability to use the language accurately.  Sociolinguistic competence is 

fostered by students’ engagement in speech acts, such as greeting and leave-taking; in 

students’ use of language to express emotion and humor; and in establishing a sense of 

community.  Interactional competence is likewise promoted by virtue of the shift in 

power in CMCD.  Students can practice managing the conversation through such moves 

as initiating topics, asking questions, and keeping the floor.  Learners also profit from the 

ability to collaborate and co-construct knowledge through their back-and-forth 

exchanges.  Through interaction, they can additionally benefit from providing and 

receiving assistance from one another, whether scaffolding their peers, working toward 

mutual comprehension through negotiation routines, or engaging in corrective feedback.  

Finally, more equalized participation has been widely cited in CMCD.  Indeed, study 

after study report that most, if not all students participate in CMCD interactions whereas 

in face-to-face discussions, participation is more unbalanced, with several students 

tending to dominate the conversation.  Although equal participation is not guaranteed in 

CMCD, the nature of the task and an awareness of the ramifications of particular online 

behaviors can help in leveling the playing field.    

As for students’ language production in synchronous environments, some studies 

have found that students produce more in terms of word count, number of turns, and 

length of turns when compared to their FTF counterparts.  However, design issues such 

as the degree of teacher participation and group size muddy possible interpretations.  

Also, these studies are not always clear about what they consider to be a “word.”  For 

instance, are proper names and instances of L1 counted?  Additionally, studies have not 
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consistently reported students’ output in terms of words per minute.  As such, it is 

difficult to compare how much students produced in a given time.  The data on turns and 

turn length are likewise complicated, as these measures seem to vary widely by student.  

As noted above, factors such as personality, interest in the topic, proficiency level, and 

keyboarding skills may impact how much students engage in the topic. 

Regarding lexical richness, the studies examined lead one to conclude that 

students’ synchronous discussions allow for the practice of a wide range of vocabulary; 

however, it is also possible that other measures are needed in order to more accurately 

capture the quality of students’ output.  Unfortunately, the researchers who investigated 

lexical complexity do not elaborate much upon their own findings.  Thus, further 

interpretations are difficult.   

As for the use of grammatical structures, the research points to the fact that 

students often attempt a variety of verbal tenses, moods, and constructions.  These 

structures are sometimes elicited by the discussion prompts; alternatively, they evolve as 

needed, during the course of the conversation.  Yet, when all structures are broken down 

by frequency, the present tense is found overwhelmingly.  One can imply that “the 

overuse of the present tense [reflects] the reality of the shape of [the students’] L2 

grammar” (Darhower, 2000, p. 184).  That is, students are most comfortable expressing 

themselves with the present tense and may not be developmentally ready to apply the 

more complex structures of the language on a regular basis (c.f. the ACTFL Proficiency 

Guidelines, 1986, 1999, 2001 for a series of descriptors indicating what learners can do in 

functional terms at different proficiency levels).  Additionally, as mentioned previously, 



 91 

morphosyntax does not necessarily impede comprehension; thus, even if another tense or 

mood should be used in order to be accurate, students can often understand each other’s 

messages based on the verb root alone.   

Turning to the syntactic complexity of students’ utterances in CMCD, a summary 

of the findings reveals that despite the relative rapidity of students’ exchanges, electronic 

communication can yield a mixture of sentence structures, from simple to compound and 

complex.  The type of course (e.g. a general language course versus a composition 

course), the nature of the discussion topic, as well as students’ perceptions regarding the 

degree of formality of the assignment seem to influence the language complexity found 

in students’ chat transcripts.  Students’ proficiency level certainly also plays a role, as 

evidenced by Chun’s (1994) finding that her students’ syntactic complexity increased 

from one semester to the next.  A number of studies show, however, that students mainly 

resort to short, simple sentences as these allow for more immediate and more interactive 

conversations.  Such postings may be more conducive in a synchronous setting, as 

waiting for a classmate to finish typing an extensive thought may cause the discussion to 

halt momentarily and may make the interaction less enjoyable.   

All in all, the quantity and quality of the language produced in CMCD displays a 

lot of variation, which can be attributed to numerous factors, as outlined above.  Coupled 

with the CMCD findings related to input, output, and interaction, this medium holds a lot 

of potential for the development of students’ communicative competence.  Next, the issue 

of corrective feedback is presented, both as it relates to second language acquisition 

theory, and in its application to computer-mediated contexts. 
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Second Language Acquisition Theory: Error Correction 

In addition to input, output, and interaction, another element that is deemed 

important for second language acquisition (though not indisputably) is the opportunity for 

students to receive corrective feedback.  Lyster, Lightbown, and Spada (1999) argue that 

“a growing body of classroom research provides evidence that corrective feedback is 

pragmatically feasible, potentially effective, and in some cases, necessary” (p. 457).  

Scholars refer to the necessity of error correction in terms of the fundamental differences 

between first and second language acquisition.  When acquiring their native language, 

children are exposed to a wealth of positive evidence, and this is considered sufficient for 

them to eventually attain native-speaker competence.  Positive evidence indicates to a 

learner that which is possible in the TL (via modeling) whereas negative evidence 

indicates that which is not possible.  The latter can occur preemptively (e.g. rule 

presentation and explanation prior to an error being made) or reactively (e.g. explicit 

error correction after a non-target-like form is used; triggered by learner need) (Doughty 

& Williams, 1998a; Long, 2007; Long & Robinson, 1998).   

Older learners, however, no longer appear to have the same capacity as young 

children to attain native norms in a new language simply from exposure to its use.  Some 

features of language have been found to be “unlearnable” from positive evidence alone, 

such as the constraint barring adverb placement between verb and direct object for 

French learners of English (White, 1991).  Other TL forms are “rare, and/or semantically 

lightweight, and/or perceptually nonsalient, and/or cause little or no communicative 

distress” (Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23).  As such, second language learners may never 
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notice their formal properties unless they are made salient and explicit.  Research in SLA 

therefore posits the existence of “maturational constraints on language learning” (Long, 

2007; Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 20).   

Additionally, evidence from immersion programs has shown that although 

learners are exposed to a large amount of positive evidence, and continue to make 

progress toward TL norms, “their interlanguage remains sufficiently ‘off-target’ as to be 

a cause of concern” (Swain & Lapkin, 1995, p. 372).  Swain and Lapkin thus conclude 

that the results from numerous immersion studies “provide strong counter-evidence” to 

the notion that comprehensible input (positive evidence) is the only source needed for 

second language acquisition (Swain & Lapkin, 1995, p. 372).  

The benefit of negative feedback (negative evidence)14 is that it engages learners’ 

cognitive processing abilities by drawing their attention to particular features of language 

in order to analyze them, compare them to the hypothetical, transitional rules of their 

developing grammars, and restructure their IL so as to make it more efficient (Chaudron, 

1988; Doughty & Williams, 1998a; Long, 2007; Lyster & Ranta, 1997).  However, does 

corrective feedback lead to language acquisition?  One of the main criticisms of the 

scholarly work done thus far on error correction is that is has been difficult to prove that 

learning has occurred based on evaluative feedback.  Second language learning takes 

time and depends on countless factors.   

                                                 
14 The terminology for error correction varies widely depending on the disciplinary orientation of the 
researcher:  negative evidence, negative feedback, corrective feedback, evaluative feedback, error 
correction, and repair.  In this dissertation, the above terms will be used interchangeably.   
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Often, “uptake” (a learner’s response to corrective feedback) has been used as an 

intermediate measure of the success of oral corrective feedback.15  According to Lyster & 

Ranta (1997), acknowledgment of the corrective feedback, repetition by the learner, and 

self-repair are considered uptake if they follow corrective feedback.16  Nevertheless, 

uptake doesn’t need to be immediate in order to affect students’ IL.  A form can be stored 

and repaired later in the same conversation or can be delayed even further (Lightbown, 

1998; Long, 2007; Lyster, Lightbown, & Spada, 1999; Mackey and Philp, 1998).  

Additionally, one cannot assume that a lack of uptake means that the corrective feedback 

was unsuccessful, as some discourse contexts may make it unnecessary, or even 

linguistically awkward, to provide any proof of uptake.  In some circumstances, for 

example, there is no opportunity for uptake to occur because the interlocutor continues to 

hold the conversational floor after making the corrective feedback move.  This is called a 

“topic continuation move” (cf. Lyster & Ranta, 1997).   

In other situations, responding to a correction may interrupt the flow of the 

conversation and thus, while a student may have noticed the corrective move, he or she 

may choose not to overtly acknowledge it.  Still, even successful uptake cannot be seen 

as evidence of integration into a learner’s IL (Long, 2007; Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Mackey 

& Philp, 1998; Panova & Lyster, 2002).  Indeed, uptake may not involve deep analysis, 

but rather an immediate surface reaction, such as mechanical repetition in response to a 

                                                 
15 Uptake is used with reference to the oral mode; yet, one can easily adapt the term to the written 
environment in referring to a student’s subsequent use of a correct form following correction (e.g. on a 
second draft or new writing assignment).  
16 Uptake may still be erroneous, however.  The unsuccessful attempt to correct one’s own utterance 
(following corrective feedback) is termed “uptake which needs repair” and is contrasted with “uptake with 
repair” (Lyster & Ranta, 1997). 
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recast.  Nonetheless, most researchers have argued that any noticing and IL modification 

is beneficial, as it puts the wheels of acquisition in motion and, with further input 

containing the structure(s) in question, students are likely to move further along in their 

language development (c.f. Chaudron, 1988; Doughty & Williams, 1998b, Long, 2007; 

Panova & Lyster, 2002).  

In summarizing the practical implications of corrective feedback in the classroom, 

Chaudron (1988) states that, for teachers, it functions as a means of informing students of 

the accuracy and appropriateness of their formal target language production.  For 

students, feedback that triggers repair “may constitute the most potent source of [TL] 

improvement” (p. 133).  Certainly, without negative evidence, students may never know 

that what they are producing is incorrect, nor will they be able to clearly assess progress 

toward their goals.  Likewise, ignoring errors may likely hamper students’ language 

development (Chaudron, 1988; Lyster & Ranta, 1997, Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Swain & 

Lapkin, 1989).  However, instructors should not attempt to obsessively correct every 

error made by students, as it makes oral communication impossible, and in writing, the 

effect of seeing more red on the page than one’s own words can be quite demoralizing17 

(Chaudron, 1988; Hendrickson, 1978; Omaggio, 2001; Walz, 1982).  

Additionally, corrective feedback should be provided in a positively affective way 

so as not to discourage or embarrass students, nor make them feel that their errors are 

failures.  On the contrary, students should understand that errors are a natural, inevitable, 

                                                 
17 While beyond the scope of this dissertation, research on error correction has examined many choices that 
instructors have in terms of selecting errors to correct based on the criteria of comprehensibility, frequency, 
pedagogical focus, and individual student concerns.  See  Chaudron (1988), Hendrickson (1978), Omaggio 
(2001), and Walz (1982). 
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and even healthy and creative part of the learning process (Dörnyei, 2007).  Furthermore, 

feedback should aim to be unobtrusive in order not to interrupt the flow of 

communication.  Indeed, as stated by Doughty & Varela (1998) in reference to spoken 

interaction, “Arguments against error correction center around the likelihood of 

precluding fluency, which has, after all, been the major advancement of communicative 

approaches to classroom language acquisition” (p. 114).  Nonetheless, the literature on 

both oral and written corrective feedback has cited numerous studies in which negative 

evidence has neither damaged student morale, nor distracted students from their original 

communicative intent (cf. Chandler, 2003; Lyster, Lightbown, and Spada, 1999).   

While many options exist in the provision of feedback, one non-intrusive 

possibility, beneficial for both speech and writing, is to take note of students’ common 

errors and follow up with individual or group feedback (Doughty & Varela, 1998; 

Hendrickson, 1980; Omaggio, 2001; Walz, 1982).  In the oral realm, some may view this 

as a focus on forms;18 however, Doughty & Williams (1998b) point out, in the conclusion 

to their volume on Focus on Form, that a fine line sometimes exists between the two 

approaches.  They suggest that as long as the form in focus is not treated in an isolated 

manner, but is tightly connected to a communicative purpose, engaging learner attention 

to form, meaning, and function “somehow and at some point,” this delayed integration 

can be effective for SLA (pp. 244- 245).  Stated in other words, Lightbown (1998) 

                                                 
18As a reminder, focus on formS is an approach in which individual language features (e.g. verb 
conjugations, adjectival agreement) are taught in isolation from context. Focus on form (FonF) “overtly 
draws students’ attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose overriding focus 
is on meaning or communication” (Long, 1991, pp. 45–46). 
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proposes that the most beneficial kind of error correction is that which occurs “when the 

learner is able to see the relationship between what was meant and how it should be said” 

(p. 193).  As will be discussed in the CMCD section below, students’ printed chat 

transcripts represent a viable resource for the provision of personalized and whole-class 

feedback that integrates form, meaning, and function while not embarrassing anyone nor 

impeding the flow of communication.  

Before presenting the different kinds of corrective feedback used predominately 

in the literature on oral and written communication, it is important to define a few key 

terms.  Earlier, the distinction was made between explicit and implicit feedback, both of 

which fall under the category of reactive feedback (Pre-emptive feedback was not a part 

of my study).  To refresh the reader’s memory, explicit error correction refers to the 

explicit provision of the correct form (modeling).  In an oral situation, the student 

receives a clear signal (e.g. with words such as, “Oh, you mean X” or “You should say 

X”) that what he or she said/wrote was incorrect (Lyster & Ranta, 1997, p. 46).  In the 

written mode, this generally consists of the reader (instructor or peer) writing out the 

correct form adjacent to the error.   

In the case of implicit oral error correction, the learner receives a signal that his or 

her preceding utterance was erroneous in some way; yet, the target form is not overtly 

indicated.  Rather, the student is led to examine his/her production and search for the 

correct form.  Implicit oral feedback includes such moves as recasts, clarification checks, 

metalinguistic information, elicitation, repetitions, and confirmation checks.  The 

following descriptions are adapted from Lyster & Ranta (1997) and Long (2007).  
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Recasts involve the reformulation of all or part of a learner’s utterance, “in which one or 

more nontarget-like (lexical, grammatical, etc.) items is/are replaced by the 

corresponding target language form(s) and where … the focus of the interlocutors is on 

meaning, not language as object” (Long, 2007, p. 77).  For example, [A]: I enjoy drink 

coffee / [B] Oh, I enjoy drinking coffee too; it helps me wake up.  Some problems have 

been found with recasts, however.  During interaction, they may not necessarily be 

noticed, and/or they may be confused with positive feedback moves.  Many researchers 

have questioned whether the modifications entailed in recasts are perceptible to learners 

unless they are somehow made salient by isolating the error and recasting it with added 

stress, for example (Long, 2007; Lyster, Lightbown, & Spada, 1999).  A clarification 

request includes phrases such as “Excuse me” and may also include a repetition of the 

error as in “What do you mean by X?”  Metalinguistic feedback contains grammatical 

metalanguage referring to the nature of the error (e.g., “It’s masculine;” “What is the past 

tense of that verb?”).  Elicitation is used to directly elicit the target form from the student.  

For example, interlocutors may pause strategically in order to provide an opportunity for 

self-correction (e.g.  “It’s a …”), or they may use questions to elicit correct forms (e.g. 

“How do you say that in English?”).  Repetition consists of the interlocutor's repetition of 

a learner's erroneous form, often highlighted by adjusted intonation or stress.  Finally, 

confirmation checks allow the interlocutors to determine whether they have been 

understood correctly (e.g. [A]: “I read psychology infant infantile …” [B]: “Child 

psychology?  You studied child psychology?” [A]: “Yes”) (The latter example comes 

from Pica et al., 1989, p. 66). 
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In writing, implicit error correction may take the form of (1) marginal checks or 

tally marks, indicating an error somewhere in that line of text, (2) underlining or 

highlighting, indicating the location of an error, (3) code or editing abbreviation mark 

such as aux (auxiliary verb problem), and (4) metalinguistic commentary, such as “Use 

the passé composé.” 

As briefly noted in the introduction to this section, error correction has been the 

subject of intense debate in the field of SLA, with some arguing that the formal teaching 

of grammar and the provision of corrective feedback are not helpful in making lasting 

positive changes to learners’ oral or written production.  Others, however, assert that both 

instruction and feedback can positively impact SLA (Chandler, 2003; Doughty & 

Williams, 1998a; Ellis, 2001a, b; Ferris, 2004; Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Long, 2007; 

Omaggio, 2001; Panova & Lyster, 2002; Swain, 1995, just to name a few).  One reason 

cited for the conflicting findings is design-related flaws.  Another main reason is that 

studies “have varied on just about every parameter imaginable,” from the background of 

the subjects, size of samples/treatment groups, and duration of treatment/study period, to 

the task type, feedback type, and provider of feedback.  Moreover, studies have been 

inconsistent in the way they define errors and the way they measure accuracy and 

improvement (Ferris, 2004, p. 51).   

After reviewing a plethora of research studies on error correction, Omaggio 

(2001) states, “Perhaps the most we can conclude at present … is that many researchers, 

teachers, and students feel that some kind of focus on form and response to learner errors 

ought to be integrated into language instruction, but that more needs to be known about 
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the range of variables that can influence the effectiveness of feedback for different 

learners and in different instructional situations” (p. 270).  Ferris (2004) similarly 

concludes that, while “not all research demonstrates the efficacy of error feedback, they 

certainly don’t prove its uselessness either” (p. 53).  In light of the fact that the existing 

research base is incomplete and inconsistent, Ferris contends that it would be premature 

to formulate any conclusions about this topic.  Given that there are a number of studies 

which have found positive results, and taking into account the ethical dilemma instructors 

face with the notion of not providing any corrective feedback to their students, Ferris thus 

recommends that feedback remain a part of instruction while systematic and rigorous 

investigation of the important issues continues. 

A comprehensive analysis of error feedback studies lies beyond the scope of this 

dissertation; nonetheless, a brief review of some pertinent research is in order.  First, 

several studies which found benefits of oral feedback will be presented, followed by a 

similar account regarding some benefits of written feedback.  In a study by Doughty and 

Varela (1998), the effects of corrective recasting (repetition of error, plus recast) of past 

time reference were investigated in the context of a middle school science class for 

intermediate ESL students. During their science labs and reports, the students received 

focused feedback each time they used the past tense incorrectly.  Results showed that the 

students improved in their frequency of past tense usage as well as their accuracy, 

compared to a control group, as measured on two post-tests, one of which was delayed 

until two months after the treatment.  A similar finding comes from Mackey & Philp 

(1998).  In their study, beginning/low-intermediate adult ESL learners who participated 
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in interaction with intensive recasts targeting question formation showed evidence of 

short-term improvement in their ability to use higher level question structures than did a 

group who didn’t receive recasts.  The recasts were deemed useful because the students 

were given the opportunity to repeat the recast and/or modify their utterance.  

Nonetheless, those students who weren’t developmentally ready for the higher level 

structures did not significantly increase their production of question types, indicating that 

learner readiness and proficiency level are important factors in error correction.   

As for the effect of other types of implicit feedback, Pica, Holliday, Lewis, and 

Morgenthaler (1989) examined dyadic interaction between intermediate Japanese learners 

of English and Native English speakers, in which learners were pushed to make their 

output more comprehensible in response to clarification requests and confirmation 

requests.  Pica et al. found that across all 3 tasks (information gap, jigsaw, and open-

ended conversation), clarification requests more successfully led the students to modify 

their non-target-like production than did confirmation checks.  This was due to the fact 

that the latter often resulted in NNS yes/no confirmations or echoing of the NS model, 

whereas the former caused the learners to modify their interlanguage morphosyntax, 

phonology, and lexis.  Nobuyoshi and Ellis (1993) also found clarification requests to be 

beneficial for Japanese adult beginning-level learners of L2 English.  In their small-scale 

exploratory study, 2 of the 3 students in the experimental group who received requests for 

clarification each time they incorrectly formed the past tense, were successfully pushed to 

reformulate the past tense, compared to a control group of 3 students, in which there was 

no overall gain in accuracy.  The two learners in the experimental group sustained their 
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improved accuracy in subsequent communication one week later in a similar task in 

which no clarification requests on the past tense were made.  Nobuyoshi and Ellis 

conjecture that the reason why the third learner in the experimental group hardly 

corrected his original errors is that he was a functionally-oriented learner as opposed to a 

structurally-oriented learner, meaning that he was more concerned with general fluency 

than accuracy and simply wanted to get his message across.  This finding suggests that 

learners’ personality type and motivation may impact the effectiveness of error 

correction.    

Furthering the work on corrective feedback, Lyster and Ranta (1997) analyzed 

18.3 hours of classroom interaction for frequency and distribution of feedback types.  

They also explored the relationship between feedback type and learner responses to the 

feedback.  They found that while recasts and explicit correction were most commonly 

used by the 4th and 5th grade teachers of L2 French immersion students, these did not 

offer students as much opportunity for self-repair compared to metalinguistic feedback, 

elicitation, clarification requests, and repetition.  Thus, they conclude that error correction 

that supplies the target form is less useful.  Student-generated repair, they argue, is 

important in second language acquisition for two reasons.  First, it enables learners to 

“automatize the retrieval of target language knowledge that already exists in some form” 

(Lyster & Ranta, 1997, p. 57).  Second, it gives students the opportunity to “draw on their 

own resources and thus actively confront errors in ways that may lead to revisions of 

their hypotheses about the target language” (p. 57).  In a related study, Panova and Lyster 

(2002) came to similar conclusions with beginning-level adult learners of ESL. 
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In research on written corrective feedback, Ashwell (2000) provided his Japanese 

university students, enrolled in their first English writing course, with 3 different kinds of 

feedback over two drafts (content-related comments, first and form-related comments, 

second; the reverse; or both content and form simultaneously).  No significant difference 

in student gains in accuracy or content were found on the third draft, but all patterns were 

superior to the no feedback condition.  Ferris and Roberts (2001) also found that the 

provision of feedback was better than no feedback.  In their study of college ESL 

students, they found that the two experimental groups who received corrective feedback 

(type of error or location of error) significantly outperformed the control group (no 

feedback) on a self-editing task.   

Regarding the signaling of errors, Lee (1997) studied EFL college students in 

Hong Kong and found that students were significantly more successful in correcting 

errors that were underlined compared to errors that either were not marked or only 

marked with a check in the margin.  In comparing explicit teacher-correction versus 

implicit self-correction in a college German class, Lalande (1982) found that by using 

error codes to correct their writing, the experimental group produced statistically fewer 

grammatical errors at the end of the study than did the control group, which made written 

corrections based on their teacher’s direct feedback.  A similar finding of the efficacy of 

self-correction was noted in a study by Ferris (2002).  While in the short-term, the 

explicit correction group produced more accurate revisions in subsequent writing (88%) 

than the implicit corrective feedback group (77%), the students who received implicit 

feedback substantially reduced the frequency of their errors over the period of one 



 104 

semester.  Paralleling the conclusion of Lyster and Ranta (1997) above, Ferris 

hypothesizes that the long-term benefit attributed to the implicit group was due to the fact 

that self-corrections caused the students to take a more active role in their learning.  

Indeed, the advantages of employing error correction that cognitively engages learners, 

pushing them to self-repair, consistently resurfaced in the literature on both written and 

oral feedback (c.f. Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Chandler, 2003; Panova & Lyster, 2002; 

Swain & Lapkin, 1989), thus lending credence to the benefit of this practice.  

In addition to some of the advantages of error correction presented above, studies 

have also consistently reported that learners value evaluative feedback, expect to receive 

it, and consider it extremely important to their success in learning the TL (Cathcart & 

Olsen, 1976; Conrad, 1999; Ferris, 2004; Lightbown, 1998; Lyster, Lightbown, & Spada, 

1999; Schulz, 1996).  To elaborate on two examples, in Schulz’s study, students were 

surveyed in eight languages at differing proficiency levels regarding their attitudes 

toward explicit grammar study and corrective feedback, 90% of the students stated that 

they wanted their spoken errors corrected, and 97% claimed to want their written errors 

corrected.  Similarly, Conrad (1999) in his survey of 454 learners of French, Spanish, 

German, and Italian, found that students in their first as well as fourth semester of L2 

study wanted their teacher to correct any and all of their spoken errors (ranging from 

69%-88%) and any and all of their written errors (ranging from 91%-100%).  

While certainly, learners’ wishes do not necessarily reflect what is best for them, 

instructors cannot completely ignore their students’ strongly held views and attitudes 

toward correction.  Some kind of fit should therefore be sought by teachers in order to 
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match students’ expectations with their own preferences and the latest research findings 

(Schulz, 1996).  In the meantime, the existing research on student views tends to indicate 

that “the presence of error feedback may be beneficial and its absence may be harmful” 

(Ferris, 2004, p. 5).  Indeed, a lack of feedback may actually cause frustration and anxiety 

while negatively affecting self-confidence.  On the other hand, corrective feedback, when 

administered judiciously, has been found to motivate students both to make corrections 

and to work harder on improving their language.   

It should be noted, however, that just because students claim to want their errors 

corrected doesn’t mean that accuracy is the only aspect of language in which they are 

interested.  To the contrary, Harlow and Muyskens (1994) found that intermediate level 

students of French and Spanish at twelve different universities felt that success in the 

skills of speaking and listening comprehension represented the most important outcome 

to them in the language classroom.  In other words, students want to be able to 

communicate, which involves understanding one’s interlocutor and being able to respond 

appropriately and accurately.  Indeed, the students in Conrad’s (1999) study, mentioned 

above, also indicated strong agreement for the survey items, “Conversing with a 

classmate using unrehearsed target language is useful for my learning” and “I feel that 

my time is well spent when the focus of study is using the target language for authentic 

communication purposes,” thus pointing to the students’ perception of a “dual benefit of 

accuracy and expressivity” (pp. 497, 502).  As seen throughout this chapter and the last, 

this integration of form into lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning and 

communication is what instructors today are striving to achieve.  This goal has been of 
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particular interest in the area of computer-mediated communication, as will be related 

below.    

Computer-Mediated Communication: Error Correction 

While many benefits have been cited in CMC research, one area that has been 

identified as problematic is students’ seemingly high degree of inaccuracy, including 

spelling, usage, and grammatical errors (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Kelm, 1992; 

Kern, 1995; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002; Loewen & Erlam, 2006; Sotillo, 2000).  This can be 

attributed to the fact that CMCD has often been used by classroom teachers as a means of 

promoting communication.  For the most part, this has also been coupled with a de-

emphasis on form.  For example, in Kelm (1992), students were clearly told that they 

were not being graded on spelling, accent marks, or grammar; rather, they were simply 

encouraged to participate.  It is not surprising, then, that the students focused more on 

exchanging their ideas than on form, and that frequent language errors resulted from the 

increase in verb forms and grammatical constructions attempted.19  In Kern (1995), 

Kitade (2000), and Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud (2006), the intent of using CMCD in class 

was “primarily to facilitate communication and idea brainstorming; formal accuracy 

[was] not emphasized” (Kern, 1995, p. 458).  In hindsight, Kern remarks that formal 

accuracy is not well served by CMCD.  “Conversely, unfettered self-expression, 

increased student-initiative and responsiveness, generation of multiple perspectives on an 

issue, voicing of differences, and status equalization are supported by [CMCD]” (470).  

While valid, these points seem to involve a bit of circular logic.  If formal accuracy is not 

                                                 
19 To counter this, Kelm integrated delayed error correction, as will be explained further below.  
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emphasized, students are not likely to concentrate on it.  Unfortunately, the conclusion 

that accuracy is not compatible with CMCD has since been used as a justification for not 

emphasizing accountability of form (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Pérez, 2003).   

Other explanations for the high presence of error include the fast pace of the real-

time discussions as well as the communicative urgency felt by students when interacting 

in CMCD.  This is supported by SLA research, which claims that “if there is pressure to 

just get the message out … a learner may not have the time to monitor” his/her output for 

accuracy (VanPatten, 2003, p. 72).  In final interviews conducted in Kung (2004), the 

students attributed many of their errors to the “speed at which they were typing, and the 

momentum they felt that the interactions needed” (p. 167).  Similarly, Kern (1995) found 

that the rapidity of the interactions impeded students’ production of correct and coherent 

discourse; and Lee (2002) observed that students were intensely engaged in exchanging 

ideas, and as a result, did not pay much attention to accuracy.  She thus warns that, 

“despite the importance of promoting communication, which is … key for SLA, 

pedagogically, students should be advised of the need to write correctly to maintain a 

balance between function, content, and accuracy” (Lee, 2002, p. 286).  In order to 

achieve this, attention to form must be emphasized to some extent, as part of the chat 

activity.  Moving from a synchronous environment to an asynchronous mode may also 

assist in this regard, according to Sotillo (2000).  In a study comparing student output in 

ACMC and SCMC, Sotillo found that students demonstrated a higher degree of accuracy 

when they engaged in ACMC, as they had more time to reflect and edit their messages.  
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She thus concludes, consonant with Kern (1995) that, “fluency or effective ongoing 

discourse, but not syntactic complexity or accuracy, is facilitated by [SCMC]” (p. 105). 

Further reasons for students’ incorrect language may be the level of task 

complexity and the language processing difficulties involved in paying attention to form 

and meaning simultaneously (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Kern, 1998; Kung, 2004; Meskill 

& Anthony, 2005; Robinson, 2003; Sotillo, 2000; VanPatten, 1989, 1990, 2003; 

Williams, 1999).  Indeed, the more elaborate and unstructured the language task, the 

more cognitive effort it demands, thus allowing less attention to be devoted to form.  

Conversely, accuracy in form is more attainable when tasks are relatively simple and 

well-controlled.  Robinson (2003) summarizes the latter points well:   

Complex tasks are more attention demanding than simpler tasks, and performing 
two tasks simultaneously is more attention demanding than performing one alone, 
and varying these attentional demands may systematically affect the accuracy, 
fluency, and complexity of learner [output]” (p. 643) 
 
Additionally, we must remember the fact that producing any kind of output in the 

L2 involves a series of processes or production strategies that are implicationally 

hierarchical in nature and which must develop over time.  According to Processability 

Theory, several procedures are involved in producing language: retrieving words, using 

inflections on lexical items and in phrases, varying the position of phrases within the 

sentence, carrying agreement across phrase boundaries, and carrying grammatical or 

semantic information from a main clause to an embedded clause (VanPatten, 2003).  

Thus, “learners must first be able to access words before they can apply inflections to 

them, and they must be able to do these two things before they can apply inflections 
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throughout a phrase that all refer to the same grammatical concept” (VanPatten, 2003, pp. 

64-65).   

It should come as no surprise, then, that students in their first and second year of 

language study have difficulty producing particular grammatical features/structures 

accurately, as these are likely beyond their capabilities.  Once students’ skills reach an 

advanced level, and many of the L2’s lower-level processes become automatized, 

students are more likely to be able to “devot[e] [their] conscious decision-making 

processes to the level of meaning and let the lower-level linguistic operations take care of 

themselves” (Littlewood, 1980, p. 442). 

Nonetheless, Doughty and Williams (1998b) argue that if tasks are designed in a 

compatible manner, in which attention to form contributes substantially to meaning, such 

tasks “should require less diversion of learners’ attentional resources [than tasks in which 

attention to form is] … isolated as a separate component” (p. 247).  As such, the manner 

in which CMCD tasks are designed can impact the ease or difficulty of balancing these 

two elements.    

A final point with regard to the apparently high degree of error found in CMCD is 

that this perception may in fact be flawed, as there has been almost no documentation of 

exactly how inaccurate students are.  Goertler (2006) points out that her six case study 

subjects had an error rate below 20% (ranging from 4.75% to 19.45%) in over 10 chat 

sessions, thus countering the argument that CMCD leads to severely reduced accuracy (p. 

220).  Additionally, in comparing students’ error rate in CMCD and FTF discussions, 

Beauvois (1997) found that, although students’ errors may seem striking because written, 
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they are not more numerous than errors found in students’ spoken language.  As such, 

these errors may simply be attributed to their proficiency level and the stage they find 

themselves along the interlanguage continuum.  Pellettieri (2000) concurs, stating that the 

quality of language in CMCD is merely a reflection of students’ interlanguage, “no more 

‘defective’ simply because it is mediated by a computer processor” (p. 82).  On the 

contrary, Pellettieri’s data suggests that the increased processing time and the text-based 

nature of CMCD lead students to focus more on language form and on the monitoring of 

their messages than in FTF interaction.   

One should also keep in mind that, similar to the claims noted above in the 

discussion of the Processability Theory, according to Liskin-Gasparro, (1984), 

completion of four semesters of language learning is roughly the equivalent amount of 

learning time (240 hours) for subjects to reach only survival-level proficiency on the 

ACTFL proficiency scale.  Thus, inaccuracies in FL students’ chat transcripts should be 

expected.  Indeed, according to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (1986, 1999, 2001), 

the correct use of tense and aspect is characteristic of students who have reached the 

“advanced” level and above.  Additionally, the language of students at “novice” and 

“intermediate” levels is typically characterized by inaccuracies in vocabulary, grammar, 

word choice, punctuation, and spelling.  

Nonetheless, the visual aspect of CMCD and the potential this has in propagating 

non-target-like forms remains an issue for many practitioners.  Interestingly, however, the 

copying of incorrect forms, or error uptake, has not surfaced as a cause for great concern 

in CMCD studies, corroborating Gass and Varonis (1989), who argue that “learners have 
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an ability to recognize what is correct and what is incorrect even in the absence of a NS 

and even when their own forms are not in conformity with the TL form” (p. 82).  In 

Blake (2000), error uptake was not found during any of the students’ negotiations (within 

the transcripts of 50 students).  In Pellettieri’s (2000) study, of the 31 cases of learner-

learner corrective feedback, only 2 erroneous forms were incorporated into subsequent 

conversational turns.  Goertler (2006) also noted a minimal amount of error uptake by 

students (74 instances compared to students’ 1617 errors, representing 4.57%).  Upon 

further analysis, but not surprisingly, she found that this practice tended to occur most 

with weaker students.  That is, the less proficient students used others’ ill-formed 

structures or incorrect vocabulary to form their own comments.  Yet, one must be 

cautious in this assessment, as it is possible that what appears to be error uptake was 

simply a sign of students being at similar developmental stages along the interlanguage 

continuum.   

As for Kelm (1992) and Darhower (2000), both note that students copied 

incorrect forms from each other, but that the opposite was also true.  For example, 

Darhower found one student repeating another student’s incorrect verbal construction 

busco por [I am going to look for] within the same chat discussion.  In Spanish, this 

expression must be stated using the near future, without any preposition: Voy a buscar.  

Another instance involved imitating the usage of the present tense where the preterite was 

required.  On the other hand, Darhower also noted, on several occasions, that when a 

student used a non-present tense verb, “there was a high concentration of that particular 

tense or mood in the lines of text immediately following the original use of such form” 
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(p. 186).  As with all discussion of uptake, however, one cannot be certain whether the 

above-mentioned repetitions of verbal structures were in fact signs of hypothesis testing 

or reflections of students’ internal grammar.  Regardless of whether students imitate each 

other’s correct or incorrect forms, Kelm (1992) asserts that grammar follow-up is “an 

essential part of CMCD” (p. 452).  That is, in discussing students’ language usage in the 

chat room, accurate forms could be highlighted and reinforced just as inaccurate forms 

could be made salient and rectified.  Particularly with regard to the inaccuracies that may 

be transferred from learner to learner, Darhower comments that students may “maintain 

this incorrect information in their grammar system until they come across counter 

evidence that causes them to restructure their previous knowledge” (p. 188).  Thus, it is 

essential that efforts be made to ensure that students’ inaccuracies don’t go unchecked.   

Indeed, in aiming to reduce students’ incorrect language usage, a few researchers 

have argued for the provision of delayed feedback based on students’ chat transcripts.  

Kelm (1992) gave his students copies of their transcripts after each CMCD session with 

personalized form-based feedback.  This allowed the students to “see their own language 

errors and how they affect communication” as well as subsequently focus on ways to 

improve the effectiveness of their communication (p. 451).  The students were also 

required to correct their errors and turn them in for credit.  Finally, each Monday, Kelm 

(1992) presented grammar lessons based entirely on errors found in the students' 

transcripts.  Encouragingly, Kelm found that, after excising students’ errors of the gerund 

and progressive tense and presenting a whole-class grammar lesson on the topic, 



 113 

students’ misuse of these forms greatly decreased (from 32 instances in the first 7 

sessions to 5 in the last 6 sessions).   

Beauvois (1998a) likewise made use of the automatically-generated hard copies 

of students’ transcripts.  These were sorted by student name and distributed each week 

with particular errors highlighted.  As in Kelm (1992), these were to be corrected by the 

students and kept for further review.  Beauvois praises the use of transcripts for 

corrective feedback as a means of pointing out errors “in a non-threatening fashion, after 

the fact” (p. 210).  This process, she claims, “tends to encourage rather than discourage 

student repair of mistakes and at the same time, allows [students] to study their output 

consciously using their ‘monitor’” (p. 210).   

While other researchers didn’t include chat transcript corrections as part of their 

study, they point to its enormous potential in promoting students’ apperception of input 

and in facilitating the correction of chronic personal grammar problems (Goertler, 2006; 

Kost, 2004; Lee, 2002; Sotillo, 2005).  Kost (2004) also posits that such a task would 

likely motivate students because they “could actually work with their own generated 

materials to discuss grammar structures, more appropriate vocabulary, or discourse 

functions, instead of using commercially produced materials to which they cannot 

personally relate” (p. 224).  As can be seen from the above discussion, delayed corrective 

feedback has been used, although not extensively, as a measure of increasing students’ 

attention to form in CMCD.  Additionally, no study that I am aware of has asked students 

to comment on the effectiveness of this approach in curbing learner error.  
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Another way in which form has been emphasized is through instructor-based 

feedback provided during the chats themselves.  This area, too, has been under-explored, 

as only a few studies have addressed the role of the teacher in the provision of corrective 

feedback in CMCD (Ene et al., 200520; Goertler, 2006; Loewen & Erlam, 2006).  Since 

the current study involved learner-learner interaction, only a brief summary of two of the 

aforementioned studies of teacher-initiated feedback will be presented, as they shed light 

on such issues as (1) the frequency of corrective feedback, (2) the frequency of uptake, 

(3) the frequency of error uptake, (4) the effect of non-adjacent feedback moves, (5) the 

issue of developmental readiness, (6) the issue of affect, and (7) the notion of being too 

involved in expressing meaning to pay attention to form, all of which relate to the 

findings in this dissertation. 

Examining teacher feedback from a descriptive viewpoint, Goertler (2006) 

documented the types of corrective feedback employed by two teachers in CMCD:  

explicit correction (student is told that the sentence is wrong and is provided with the 

correct target form); translation; rule explanation; repetition with correction (repetition of 

the incorrect sentence with errors corrected); partial repetition (only the ill-formed 

portion of the sentence is repeated with correction); modeling (the use of the initially 

incorrect word or structure in a similar fashion); and clarification requests (a question 

indicating non-understanding).  As part of many corrective feedback moves, Goertler 

reports that the students and teachers used asterisks (*), capital letters, or some other 

introductory phrase to clearly signal that a correction was being made.   

                                                 
20 Ene, Goertler, and McBride (2005) served as a pilot study for Goertler’s (2006) dissertation study. 
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Contrary to her expectations, Goertler (2006) found that overall, corrective moves 

were infrequent compared to the number of errors committed.  Six case study students 

received teacher feedback 0% to 10.42% of the time; they received feedback from and/or 

provided feedback to their peers 1.58% to 7.78% of the time; and they corrected 

themselves 0%-16.67% of the time.  As for students’ linguistic improvement, gains from 

pre- to post-test were statistically significant.  However, since chatting only represented 

2-3 hours of the course’s 50 contact hours, Goertler posits that gains were most likely due 

to the instruction that occurred in the traditional classroom.  Additionally, the 

effectiveness of one corrective move over another could not be established, as measured 

by the pre- to post-test scores (no significant differences found) and by uptake 

frequencies (too few instances of uptake).  In investigating whether low teacher feedback 

rate resulted in high error uptake rate on the part of the six students, Goertler did not 

uncover a statistically significant correlation, thus suggesting that “the absence of teacher 

feedback does not lead to an increase in error uptake, as one might fear” (p. 201).  Given 

the number of participants analyzed, this finding must be viewed with caution, however.  

On the other hand, the relationship between teacher feedback and self-correction was 

statistically significant, implying that instructors’ corrective feedback may motivate 

students to monitor themselves more closely and may lead to more noticing. 

In a more focused study, Loewen and Erlam (2006) investigated the effectiveness 

of two kinds of teacher-initiated corrective feedback (recasts and metalinguistic 

information) on the acquisition of past tense.  In this study, adult beginning L2 English 

learners took part in two tasks, with a clearly-defined outcome, designed to elicit natural 
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uses of the past tense.  The results of two grammaticality judgment tests showed that 

students did not improve in their accurate usage of the past tense based on either type of 

corrective feedback provided.  The authors suggest several possible reasons for their 

findings:  (1) the students may not have been developmentally ready for the past tense 

and thus feedback was not able to successfully impact learning; (2) students may not have 

perceived the feedback as corrective in nature due to the non-adjacency of many 

corrections.  In CMCD, as noted previously, there is frequent overlap between 

interlocutor turns.  Therefore, several postings often appeared between the erroneous 

utterance and the instructor’s recast or metalinguistic information; (3) uptake was rare in 

response to the feedback provided; and finally, (4) students were often found off-task 

during the synchronous discussions, “chatting about totally unrelated topics” (Loewen & 

Erlam, 2006, p. 11).  The authors conjecture that the students’ distraction from the task at 

hand may also have contributed to the lack of effectiveness of the instructors’ corrective 

feedback. 

Another way that teachers can promote students’ attention to form in CMCD is by 

providing students with grammatical support integrated into the discussion prompts.  This 

practice was a part of Darhower’s (2000) study, but I have not seen it mentioned 

elsewhere.  Within the document listing the topics of the day, Darhower’s students often 

received brief but explicit rules and examples regarding how to use certain verbal tenses 

and constructions.  For example: 

Sesión de “chat” #7:  
Den sus opinions en cuánto a la familia de Carmencita… Ojo!  Cuando se hace una 
recomendación, se usa el subjuntivo! (Recomiendo que el padre de Carmencita sea más 
comprensivo.  Sugiero que los padres de Carmencita le presten más atención) (p. 221). 
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Give your opinions regarding Carmencita’s family.  Be careful.  When making recommendations, use 
the subjunctive! (I recommend that Carmencita’s father be more understanding.  I suggest that 
Carmencita’s parents pay more attention to her). 
 
While the grammatical support was believed to have improved students’ use of particular 

structures (according to the instructor’s self-reported data), another suggestion made by a 

student in Darhower (2000) was to include a list of anticipated vocabulary words that 

participants could use in conversing with each other.  Certainly, such pre-emptive focus 

on form (syntactic and lexical) cannot hurt, and more likely than not, it would be 

beneficial in providing students with models of the L2.  Such support could also serve as 

a form of apperceived input and may result in a deeper level of comprehended input, 

which could more effectively lead to intake.  Additionally, the form-based support could 

function as a scaffold that students could rely on if necessary, while also potentially 

reducing communication anxiety in students who find it hard to get started discussing 

particular topics.  

Another teacher-initiated method of drawing students’ attention to form consists 

of using the consciousness-raising technique of a grammatical “aide-memoire.”  Cited 

only once in the CMCD literature by Coniam and Wong (2004), this treatment involved 

having secondary students (grades 7-10) in Hong Kong place a large visual prompt next 

to their computer monitor upon which the concept of “one finite verb per main clause” 

was written.  The instructor had identified the latter as a common error made by his 

students.  As such, the prompt was intended to serve as a reminder to students to bear this 

point of English grammar in mind during their chats.  In a post-study questionnaire, 10 of 

the 15 students reported consulting the rule sometimes or very often while chatting.  
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However, some students simply memorized the rule since it was the same during the 

course of the 1-month study.  As for the effect of focusing on form, results reveal a 

decrease of errors in students’ application of the one finite verb per main clause rule in 

students’ subsequent writings, thus suggesting that students had gained more control over 

this feature of English.  While this technique was successful, Coniam and Wong note, in 

retrospect, that 

the approach could be profitably refined by giving individual learners language-
specific rules derived from an analysis of their own particular error profiles …. 
Such a tailored approach … stands a greater chance of making sense to learners 
(from an interlanguage perspective), of being more personally motivating, and 
consequently of being able to be acted upon by the individual to whom the error 
pertains” (p. 333).  
 

As with Darhower’s (2000) efforts to increase students’ accuracy, Coniam and Wong’s 

use of an aide-memoire is likewise a promising technique that may very well encourage 

the internalization of a particular aspect of language in the context of meaningful 

interaction.     

Another line of inquiry in CMCD has examined whether NNS-NNS interactions 

themselves can lead to focus on form.  Such studies have investigated learner-learner 

negotiation of meaning and the provision of corrective feedback during students’ 

synchronous exchanges (Blake, 2000; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002; 

Kitade, 2000; Lee, 2002; Pellettieri, 2000).  In Lee (2002), intermediate level students 

freely discussed open-ended topics for 50 minutes per week.  As she analyzed the chat 

transcripts, Lee found that there were ample opportunities for students to modify their 

utterances in order to express their ideas more clearly.  The strategies used included, in 

their order of their frequency, requests for help, clarification checks, self-correction, 
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confirmation checks, comprehension checks, and use of English (L1).21  All of these, Lee 

asserts, enabled students to achieve mutual comprehension, while also promoting 

language development through collective scaffolding.  That is, in asking for clarification 

and direct assistance, students helped each other accomplish what they could not do 

alone, thereby narrowing the distance between their actual developmental level and their 

level of potential development, or ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978).   

Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2002) also found that 3rd year L2 

Spanish university students negotiated for meaning in responding synchronously to 

content questions related to an assigned reading.  In examining the way in which non-

understandings were resolved in the electronic medium, Fernández-García and Martínez-

Arbelaiz discovered that the overwhelming majority of negotiations occurred around 

lexical items, as found in other studies (Blake, 2000; Pellettieri, 2000).  One reason for 

the salience of lexically-based negotiation is that “morphosyntax carries a relatively low 

communicative load and thus understandably triggers fewer instances of negotiation” 

(Pellettieri, 2000, p. 71).  Moreover, Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2002) 

noted that most indicators were expressed in the form of a direct appeal for assistance, 

using such formulaic phrases as, Qué significa X? or Qué es X? (What does X mean? / 

What is X?).  The types of responses that could logically follow this kind of indicator 

were rather limited, however.  Either students could be pushed to rephrase their utterance, 

or they could resort to using the native language equivalent.  In this case, the authors 

                                                 
21 In the current study, I did not consider self-correction as negotiation, but categorized it separately as one 
form of error correction.  Furthermore, my definition of clarification check is different from Lee’s.  As with 
much research in SLA, there are inconsistencies in terminology and definitions. 
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found an over-reliance on the L1, which they attribute in part to the academic and FL 

learning context, in which the learners all shared the same L1, and in part to the 

expediency of this strategy in allowing students to quickly return to the line of 

conversation.   

In a similar study published one year later, in which L2 Spanish students 

conversed freely about familiar topics and situations, Fernández-García and Martínez-

Arbelaiz (2003) made the same findings with regard to the nature of learner-learner 

negotiation routines in the electronic environment (mainly lexical; use of L1 in response 

to appeals for direct assistance).  They noted, however, that negotiation overall was 

sparse; therefore, they further posit that students’ common native language and their 

shared background minimized the need for negotiation. Lending support to the findings 

above, Varonis and Gass (1985) assert that “the greater degree of difference which exists 

in the background of the conversational participants, the greater the amount of 

negotiation” (p. 84).  Moreover, Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2003) suggest 

that few breakdowns occurred due to the fact that “the decoding of … input was 

facilitated by the written nature of the interaction and by the additional processing time 

that the medium provides” (p. 132). Corroborating Lee’s (2002) finding related to 

collaborative support, Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2003) likewise found 

that the interactions, albeit few in number, yielded examples of scaffolding.  The 

following illustrates this phenomenon: 
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NNS 1:  Yo descubri la palabra para business … negocios 
I discovered the word for business … negocios 
NNS 2:  Ahh, negocios.  Yo tengo que recordar esta palabra.  Es muy importante.  
Gracias.   
Ah, negocios.  I have to remember this word.  It’s very important.  Thank you. 
 
 

Blake (2000), too, discovered that the pairs of intermediate L2 Spanish learners in 

his study engaged in negotiation routines, and that the total number comprised only a 

small fraction of the overall conversational turns, ranging from 0.3% to 3.8%.”  

Interpreting this result differently from Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2002, 

2003), Blake claims that the low figure is not surprising as the conversations are “driven 

by the need to exchange information, and the incidental moments that focus on form are 

tangential to the main line of discourse” (p. 127).  It is likely that all of the above-

mentioned reasons impact the frequency of students’ use of negotitation.   

As for Kitade (2000), in addition to confirming the existence of negotiation 

moves in CMCD, she also noted that students took advantage of the distinct turn-taking 

features of CMCD in their negotiated interactions.  Kitade explains, “Learners may ask 

for clarification, modification, or confirmation any time they need” without the fear of 

interrupting a topic or a peer’s turn (p. 159).  Furthermore, they exploited the feature 

allowing them to address more than one topic in a turn.  As such, negotiation was 

sometimes found in the same turn as a statement/question directed at another topic, rather 

than occurring as a separate turn. 

Approaching accuracy in CMCD from a different angle, Pellettieri’s (2000) 

investigation centers on the efficacy of different types of tasks in promoting negotiation 

and error correction.  Results show that students negotiated meaning across all task types, 
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ranging from closed jigsaw tasks to open, yet focused conversation.  However, the largest 

amount of form-based negotiation occurred in "closed tasks with convergent goals and 

one outcome possible" (p. 74).  Pellettieri thus concludes that the best way to facilitate 

focus on form is to design tasks that are goal-oriented and have a minimum of possible 

outcomes.  Yet, as mentioned earlier, this recommendation may limit the naturalness of 

the communicative activity.  It is important, therefore, to consider the advantages and 

disadvantages of using particular kinds of tasks and to weigh the communicative and 

form-based benefits of each.  Certainly, it is also possible to create convergent tasks that 

are more “real-world” than others, as evidenced by Smith (2003a) who, despite designing 

tasks that were “essentially pedagogical in nature, … strove to maintain a certain degree 

of real-world authenticity in the tasks” (p. 41).  The interested reader should also refer to 

Nakahama, Tyler, and Van Lier (2001) for an excellent comparison of the language 

features and types of interactional modifications yielded in free conversation and 

information gap tasks.  

Turning to the issue of error correction in CMCD, Pellettieri (2000) found that 

students also focused on form in their synchronous exchanges by correcting each other as 

well as engaging in self-repair.  Other-correction consisted of equal amounts of implicit 

and explicit corrective feedback and touched upon all aspects of grammar, although a 

majority of the feedback was focused on lexical items.  As for the quality of the feedback, 

it was quite good.  Of the 31 total instances of corrective feedback, only 6 resulted in a 

non-target form being offered as a model.  As for making use of the feedback provided, 

learners incorporated 7 of the 10 target-like explicit feedback and 6 of the 8 target-like 
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implicit feedback,22 thus seeming to indicate that students were paying attention to their 

peers’ corrective moves.  Related to these findings, and as noted earlier in the discussion 

of uptake and SLA, incorporation was not always possible or conducive to the 

conversation.  By the same token, implicit feedback is not always perceived as such and 

it is difficult to ascertain whether students’ use of similar language structures is evidence 

of uptake or simply evidence of students’ parallel IL stages. 

In addition to monitoring their partners’ utterances, Pellettieri (2000) also found 

students monitoring their own production.  As her study used Ytalk, a synchronous 

software program in which messages appear as they are typed, keystroke by keystroke, 

rather than only as a finished product, self-monitoring was evidenced by students’ same-

turn self-repair.  Before ceding the floor, learners were observed backspacing to (a) repair 

spelling and morphological errors, as well as (b) to make syntactic elaborations, such as 

adding a clitic pronoun to a verb phrase.  Pellettieri hypothesizes that “the additional time 

to think about their language use, as well as the visual display of their utterances” make 

CMCD particularly conducive to L2 development, as learners may more easily become 

aware of linguistic problems, either by reflecting upon and monitoring their own output 

or by having the problem brought to their attention through external feedback.   

Numerous studies have likewise confirmed that students engage in corrective 

feedback/self-repair and report noticing their own and others’ errors while 

communicating via chat (Blake, 2000; Goertler, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kitade, 2000; Kost, 
                                                 
22 In her data on the instances of corrective feedback, Pellettieri (2000) distinguishes between corrective 
feedback in which incorporation was and was not possible due to the nature of the conversation.  The figure 
of 31 total instances of corrective feedback refers to all instances without any distinction.  The figures of 10 
explicit and 8 implicit corrections reflect the instances in which incorporation was deemed possible or 
conducive.    
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2004; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002).  In her study, Goertler (2006) documented instances of 

self- and other-correction but found that corrective moves overall were infrequent.  Of 

1670 errors found in the chat transcripts, only 91 were followed by other-correction and 

28 by self-correction.  When repairing their own errors, the case study students most 

often used repetitions to ensure that others recognized their self-corrections.  When 

providing feedback to their chat group members, however, the most frequent move was 

modeling, as this was the most unobtrusive way of correcting another.  Goertler is careful 

to point out the difficulty in assessing whether models were actually intended corrections 

or simply a student’s use of the correct form as part of the discussion.  Additionally, in 

response to the 91 other-initiated feedback moves, only 4 instances of uptake and 2 

acknowledgments (e.g. Oops!) were found.  She posits that because students were not 

facing each other in the conversation, the need to respond to correction was not deemed 

important.   

Results from students’ answers on Goertler’s (2006) post-chat survey also reveal 

that most reported seeing their own and others’ mistakes while chatting; yet, only half of 

the the students claimed to have provided corrective feedback to their classmates.  

Related to this latter point, according to Kost’s (2004) study comparing 2nd semester 

German students’ oral attainment based on FTF and CMCD practice, students reported 

not having noticed other students’ mistakes and not having monitored their own usage of 

grammar and vocabulary much when participating in oral role-plays.  However, when 

interacting in the synchronous discussions, they engaged in frequent self-monitoring and 

were aware of their peers’ linguistic errors (p. 206).  Again, this is presumably due to the 
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visual anchoring characteristic of CMCD, which seems to facilitate the raising of 

learners’ awareness (Schmidt, 1990). 

Contrary to Goertler’s (2006) ratio of self- and other-correction, Lee (2002) found 

that self-correction (primarily grammatical and lexical) was a highly used strategy among 

the students in her study whereas other-correction was not.  Rather than correcting their 

peers, Lee observed that students ignored each other’s linguistic errors, especially the 

morphosyntactic ones, and simply continued with the discussion.  The infrequent 

provision of corrective feedback was likely due, in her opinion, to the intense social 

exchanges in which interruption would conflict with the need for immediate response, as 

well as to the students’ proficiency level, which may not have been high enough to point 

out others’ errors.  Moreover, she posits that students may not have felt comfortable 

correcting their chat partners for fear of embarrassing or offending them.  Kelm (1992), 

too, did not find students correcting each other, as the emphasis was on the exchange of 

ideas, not on correct form.  He found this to be a good sign of natural communication, as 

“in native language conversations, we do not correct language errors” (p. 450).  However, 

students did correct their own errors, presumably to ensure that their meaning was clear.  

Kung (2004) likewise found students engaging in self-correction especially when their 

error could cause misunderstanding or confusion.  “Selective correction of errors revealed 

an act of noticing and showed a conscious attempt to express students’ meaning clearly” 

(p. 170).   

In Kitade (2000) self-repair often took the form of repetition, couched in 

quotation marks and accompanied by frequent apologies.  For example, after incorrectly 
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typing the Japanese form, betsu ni as part of a previous utterance, the student realized the 

ill-formed structure and wrote in a subsequent turn:  Sumimasen.  ‘Betsu betsu ni’ [I’m 

sorry.  Correct structure/spelling] (Kitade, 2000, p. 155).  The same tendency was found 

in Lee (2002).  She cites an example in which a student confused the word el cuento (the 

story) with la cuenta (the bill):  Quién pagó el cuento?  No, es la cuenta.  Lo siento.  

[Who paid for the story?  No, it’s the bill.  I’m sorry] (p. 284).  Students in Kitade were 

also found replying to a chat member, while in the same turn, engaging in self-repair 

regarding a previous utterance.  This could be carried out because it is possible in CMCD 

to address more than two topics or addressees in a turn.  As long as students clearly refer 

to an addressee and/or topic, self-correction can occur, without confusion, not only in an 

adjacent posting but even given a lag of several turns. 

As for students’ opinions of error correction, little research has directly tackled 

this issue.  One of Blake’s (2000) students reported that, “you learn by correcting 

yourself and other partner’s mistakes” (p. 131).  Additionally, according to a post-study 

survey, Goertler (2006) reported that students generally liked corrective feedback, both 

from their instructor and from their peers, stating that “feedback is necessary for 

learning” (p. 187); yet, they also noted that corrections sometimes interrupted the 

conversation.  Several also claimed that feedback can be embarrassing when received in 

the course of a chat and thus receiving corrective feedback “in a discrete yet noticeable 

form” was preferred (p. 186).  
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Summary and Comments: CMC Related to Error Correction 

To summarize this last section on accuracy in CMCD, it has been found that 

students do make many errors as they communicate electronically.  The de-emphasis of 

form, the fast pace of communication and the sense of urgency students feel when 

engaged in CMCD are sometimes cited as explanations.  Additionally, the complexity 

involved in quickly decoding and encoding messages, the limitations in simultaneously 

processing both form and content, as well as students’ proficiency levels likely account 

for students’ errors.  However, other research counters the claim that CMCD is 

characterized by more errors than in FTF communication.  Certainly, most if not all of 

the elements mentioned above can also manifest themselves in the oral mode.  

Additionally, excessive concern regarding error uptake does not seem to be warranted, as 

the instances observed of faulty repetition are few in number.  Moreover, these can also 

be matched by instances of students learning and copying correct forms from each other.  

Either way, grammatical follow-up by excising students’ common errors as well as 

highlighting correct uses of language found in students’ chat transcripts can be invaluable 

in increasing students’ awareness of gaps in their interlanguage while also solidifying 

their correct TL hypotheses.   

With regard to instructor-based corrective feedback, it is difficult to assess, based 

on the paucity of research, whether students benefit from their instructors’ error 

correction, delivered as part of ongoing interaction.  On the one hand, correction may not 

necessarily be applied to all errors, as this may impede the flow of communication and 

may negatively impact students’ affective filter.  On the other hand, without instructor 
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intervention, students may perform just as well.  That is, error uptake doesn’t 

automatically spike in the absence of the teacher.  Furthermore, corrections may not be 

noticed, or they may be attended to but ignored in favor of continuing with the 

discussion.  However, when feedback is noticed as part of the input, students may be 

more prone to engage in self-correction, although successful uptake may not always 

follow.  More research in this area is necessary before further claims can be made.   

As for learner-learner interactions facilitating attention to form, the literature 

affirms that students take advantage of the countless opportunities to participate in both 

negotiation of meaning and error correction, leading to increased comprehensibility and 

pushing them to restructure their interlanguage.  Yet, such moves are infrequent overall.  

During students’ interactions, negotiation occurs in instances of communication 

breakdown.  Nonetheless, learners are often “able to make themselves understood 

[despite] their less-than-perfect production” (Darhower, 2000, p. 184).  This may be 

attributed to the visual aspect of CMCD, linked to the ability to revisit parts of the 

conversation by scrolling up and down; the slight time lag; as well as the fact that 

students in a language course may make the same kinds of errors because they find 

themselves at similar stages on the interlanguage continuum.  Another reason that 

negotiations are few in number is that students sometimes prefer to focus on the content 

of the conversation rather than temporarily addressing a linguistic issue.  On the upside, 

when students do negotiate for meaning, the absence of traditional turn-taking rules in 

CMCD allows for such routines to minimally impact the flow of interaction. 
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Studies also show that learners focus on form by engaging in both self- and other-

correction.  Explicit as well as implicit corrective feedback are provided, although 

implicit seems to be used more frequently, as it is the least obtrusive.  On the other hand, 

students sometimes don’t correct each other at all, as they wish to prioritize meaning-

making over form.  Alternatively, students don’t always feel competent or comfortable 

correcting their peers.  However, self-correction, since it does not embarrass or offend 

others, is observed more often.  Self-repair is used mainly to ensure clarity and is often 

accompanied by apologies.  Again, the nature of turn taking in CMCD allows for students 

to correct themselves without breaking the flow of communication.  Similar to 

negotiation routines, successful uptake following corrective feedback is infrequent, as it 

is not always possible or conducive to the conversation.  Additionally, corrective 

feedback is not always perceived as such, thus affecting the uptake rate.  Nonetheless, 

students do claim to notice their own and others’ errors in CMCD, which indicates that 

they are able to pay attention to form while also exchanging ideas.   

In relating their opinions about error correction, students seem to find it helpful 

and motivating in terms of facilitating their own language development; however the way 

in which corrective feedback is provided should not overly detract from the conversation 

and care should be taken not to raise students’ anxiety level.  Indeed, the issues of affect 

and motivation must not be overlooked in discussing optimal learning conditions related 

to second language acquisition.  
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Second Language Acquisition Theory: Affect and Motivation 

Two other important factors influencing second language learning success relate 

to the affective variables of anxiety and motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dörnyei, 1994, 

2001, 2005, 2007; Dulay and Burt, 1977; Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Krashen, 1982; 

Noels, 2003; Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Young, 1991).  According to Krashen’s Monitor 

Model (1982), a low affective filter (low anxiety) is critical for second language 

acquisition, as it allows for input to be noticed and integrated into students’ 

interlanguage.  If students feel highly stressed and on the defensive, the conditions for 

learning will be less than optimal.  In her review of the literature on anxiety in language 

learning, Young (1991) identifies six potential sources of language anxiety:  personal and 

interpersonal anxieties, learner beliefs about language learning, instructor beliefs about 

language teaching, instructor-learner interactions, classroom procedures, and language 

testing.  For example, low self-esteem and competitiveness with others in the class lead to 

anxiety, as do unrealistic expectations about how much students can learn in one 

semester, how native-like their accent should be, or how accurate their grammar should 

be after a certain period of time.  Furthermore, students feel more anxious with 

instructors who perceive their role as authoritative rather than facilitative; who call on 

students at random; and who provide error correction in a way that embarrasses them in 

front of their peers.  Learners experience a great deal of anxiety when asked to speak in 

front of a group or when they are unclear about the procedures and expectations related to 

a class assignment.  Similarly, the more unfamiliar the test tasks and formats, the more 

students will feel anxious.  In order to reduce anxiety in the classroom, some suggestions 
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include confronting the mismatch between students’ beliefs and reasonable, realistic 

expectations regarding second language acquisition; creating a non-threatening, positive, 

supportive, and motivating learning environment that isn’t competitive but rather, 

cooperative and collaborative; making students feel comfortable and secure by using 

humor, encouragement, and praise, as well as by being friendly, empathetic, accepting, 

relaxed, and patient; explaining that errors are a natural and healthy part of the learning 

process; providing error correction that is done in a kind and compassionate manner, and 

if possible, privately; ensuring that students are given the time to become familiar with 

the tasks that they will be asked to perform; providing opportunities for personalized and 

meaningful communication, as well as tailoring particular aspects of instruction to each 

individual; and allowing students to volunteer more rather than calling on them (Dörneyi, 

1994, 2001, 2007; Oxford & Shearin, 1994; Young, 1991).    

In addition to the importance of maintaining a low affective filter for successful 

second language acquisition, the more motivated students are to learn a foreign language, 

the more successful they are likely to be.  According to Gardner (1985), motivation is the 

most influential factor in learning a new language; yet, it is one of the most complex, as 

there are so many variables which come into play.  Oxford and Shearin (1994) add that 

“motivation determines the extent of active, personal involvement in L2 learning.  

Conversely, unmotivated students are insufficiently involved and therefore unable to 

develop their potential L2 skills” (Oxford & Shearin, 1994, p. 12).  Motivation has been 

operationalized as “the direction of attentional effort, the proportion of total attentional 
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effort directed to the task (intensity), and the extent to which attentional effort toward the 

task is maintained over time (persistence)” (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989, p. 661).   

The factors that influence a student’s motivation to learn a foreign language are 

numerous to say the least.  This section will briefly consider four constructs that are 

commonly used in the literature:  integrative, instrumental, intrinsic, and extrinsic 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Dörnyei, 1994, 2001, 2005, 2007; Gardner & Lambert, 

1972; Gardner, Masgoret, Tennant, & Mihic, 2004; Matsuzaki-Carreira, 2005; Noels, 

2003; Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006).  Integrative motivation is characterized by the 

learner’s positive attitudes and feelings toward the target language group or culture and 

the desire to identify with and integrate into the target language community.  

Instrumental motivation is related to the potential utilitarian gains of L2 proficiency, such 

as obtaining a job using the L2 or fulfilling a language requirement.  Intrinsic motivation 

is motivation to engage in an activity for its own sake in order to experience pleasure and 

a sense of personal accomplishment.  It values the rewards gained through the process of 

task completion, regardless of any external rewards.  Extrinsic motivation is motivation to 

engage in an activity as a means to an end, that is, in order to receive some external 

reward (a raise in salary) or, conversely, to avoid punishment (bad grades).  This kind of 

motivation refers to learning situations in which the reason for engaging in a task is 

something other than an interest in the task itself.  Learners who are extrinsically 

motivated often feel pressured to carry out tasks, and once the reward or punishment no 

longer exists, the motivation to continue subsides.  
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In determining what drives students to learn a foreign language, integrative, 

instrumental, intrinsic, and extrinsic motivation have been treated both as separate 

entities as well as entities that are inextricably linked.  That is, students’ motivation can 

be both intrinsic and instrumental and/or simultaneously extrinsic and instrumental 

(Dörnyei, 2005; Kimura, Nakata, & Okumura, 2001; Matsuzaki-Carreira, 2005; Noels, 

2003).  Additionally, motivation is not static.  On the contrary, an important aspect of 

motivation is its “dynamic character and temporal variation” (Dörnyei, 2005, p. 83).  

Language learning motivation can change from the beginning to the end of a course of 

study, either increasing or decreasing in intensity.  Additionally, it can change during a 

single L2 class based on the task or a teacher’s feedback, for example.  Furthermore, 

students’ motivation and attitudes toward language learning can change based on such 

factors as maturation, the internalizing of external goals, as well as time spent in the host 

country (Dörnyei, 2005).  

Expanding upon the categories of integrative, instrumental, intrinsic, and extrinsic 

motivation, Dörnyei (1994, 2001, 2005, 2007) and Oxford and Shearin (1994) offer  

models of motivation that include other psychological theories applicable to SL learning:  

general, industrial, educational, and cognitive developmental psychology.  From these 

theories, they extract additional sources of motivation for L2 learning.  A sampling of 

these, some of which are closely linked to anxiety, are presented here.  (1) Students must 

feel emotionally and psychologically secure in order to feel comfortable and motivated to 

take risks in the foreign language.  (2) Students will display more motivation if they feel 

that the language material is varied, relevant, stimulating, and enriching, and if the tasks 
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allow for some degree of self-direction while also incorporating useful feedback.  (3) 

Students’ degree of motivation will be influenced by how much they sense that the effort 

they put into language learning is “worth it” in terms of what will come from it (e.g. 

proficiency, enjoyment, social interaction, or language utility on the job).  (4) Past 

success will make students more likely to expect future success and thus lead to increased 

engagement in all facets of L2 learning; past failure will tend to lead students to expect 

future failure and will thus stifle motivation.  (5) Students with a strong sense of self-

efficacy (sense of effectiveness within themselves) who are goal-oriented will “focus on 

learning tasks, persist at them, and develop strategies to complete tasks successfully so 

that they can meet their goals” (Oxford & Shearin, 1994, p. 21).  (6) Higher satisfaction 

comes from self-attributed success as opposed to success that is attributed to external 

sources such as luck, teachers, other students, or an easy assignment.   

Dörnyei (1994, 2005, 2007) also identifies motivational factors related to 

components of the classroom experience:  course-specific factors, teacher-specific 

factors, and group-specific factors.  For example, students will likely be more motivated 

to learn if tasks are personalized and encourage them to engage in meaningful exchanges. 

Another important component is the nature of the classroom structure.  Consistent 

evidence indicates that classrooms that are cooperative and “characterized by a climate of 

trust and support,” compared to a “competitive, cutthroat” and individualistic class 

environment, are superior in facilitating intrinsic motivation, positive attitudes towards 

the language, and a caring relationship with peers and with the teacher (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 

720).  Students may also be motivated to achieve if they are inspired by their teacher and 
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if the teacher is autonomy-supporting rather than controlling.  “Sharing responsibility 

with students, offering them options and choices, letting them have a say in establishing 

priorities, and involving them in decision-making enhance student self-determination and 

intrinsic motivation” (Dörnyei, 1994, p. 278).  Moreover, since classroom learning takes 

place within groups as learning communities, group dynamics are also relevant to L2 

motivation.  For instance, the extent to which the group shares the same goal will affect 

each member’s motivation in working together.  A related factor is the group’s perceived 

cohesion, that is, the strength of the relationships between members.  When there is high 

group cohesion, members want to contribute toward the group’s success (Dörnyei, 1994, 

2005, 2007).  

Suggestions for promoting motivation are as numerous as its sources.  The 

following summary is a synthesis of recommendations found in Dörnyei (1994, 2007) 

and Oxford and Shearin (1994).  Some ideas parallel those mentioned under alleviating 

anxiety; as such, they are not repeated here.  In order to cultivate and encourage student 

motivation, teachers can/should (1) learn about and take into account the many reasons 

why students are taking the language when planning lessons; (2) demonstrate that 

learning can be “an exciting mental challenge, a career enhancer, a vehicle to cultural 

awareness and friendship, and a key to world peace” (Oxford & Shearin, 1994, p. 24); (3) 

use varied and novel tasks to increase the attractiveness of the course content; (4) 

personalize tasks by encouraging students to engage in meaningful exchanges, such as 

sharing personal information; (5) create situations in which “the behavior of each person 

influences the others” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 721); (6) provide instructional activities and 
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tests that are challenging, yet achievable so that students will see that their effort leads to 

success and will be able to attribute success to their own efforts (or those of a group of 

which they were an integral part); (7) create tasks that will highlight what students can do 

rather than what they cannot; (8) “leave activities open-ended and the actual conclusion 

uncertain” (Dörnyei, 1994, p. 281); (9) help learners establish a list of short- and long-

term goals.  Such goals should be “specific, hard but achievable, accepted by the 

students, and accompanied by feedback about progress” (Oxford & Shearin, 1994, p. 19); 

(10) teach students self-motivating strategies that will help them sustain their 

“commitment and effort over a long period, often in the face of adversity” (Dörnyei, 

2007, p. 728); (11) teach students learning and communication strategies; and (12) in 

addition to providing extrinsic rewards to students, such as praise and tangible incentives, 

teachers should help students see the intrinsic rewards of FL study since “rewards in 

themselves do not increase the inherent value of the learning task or task outcome” 

(Dörnyei, 2007, p. 730).  It must be noted that extrinsic evaluation of student work 

(grades) is sometimes considered damaging and has likewise been linked to a decrease in 

intrinsic motivation.  However, grades can also be “powerful motivators … [that] mark 

progress …, provide immediate incentive, self-inducements, and feedback, and that help 

mobilize and maintain effort” (Dörnyei, 1994, p. 276).  Such effects of extrinsic 

motivation can also lead to intrinsic motivation by developing self-confidence and 

satisfaction, and resulting in continued involvement in language learning.   

As will be further explored below, many of the above-mentioned qualities that 

keep students’ affective filters low and engender high student motivation can be found in 
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CMCD.  In fact, students’ positive feelings toward the electronic medium’s ability to 

promote a relaxed and enjoyable communicative atmosphere are widely cited in the 

literature. 

Computer-Mediated Communication: Affect and Motivation 

CMCD research indicates that students enjoy communicating via networked 

computers and find it conducive to improving their learning (Beauvois & Eledge, 1995/6; 

Blake, 2000; Darhower, 2000; Ene et al., 2005; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kost, 2004; 

Kroonenberg, 1994/5; Meunier, 1998).  In response to a post-semester questionnaire the 

students in Kern’s (1995) CMCD treatment group overwhelmingly claimed (93% 

favorable response) that using chat was a positive addition to 2nd semester French.  

Similarly, Kost’s (2004) 2nd semester German students reported that chat was a beneficial 

experience (81%), and 80% of Meunier’s (1998) 5th/6th semester French and 5th semester 

German students stated that they looked forward to their computer sessions.  In Ene et al. 

(2005), the 3rd semester German students made such comments as, “Advantages:  helps to 

improve one’s ability to communicate, switches things up a bit.  Disavantages:  NONE!” 

(p. 626).  Results from Beauvois’ (1998b) study reveal that students’ positive attitudes 

towards CMC do not wear off.  She reports in her research that her students’ enthusiasm 

for synchronous computerized discussions “was not related to initial contact. . . . On the 

contrary, . . . as time went on, . . . students seemed to consider the software more as a tool 

for communication than as an exciting game” (p. 99).  

CMCD also supports group cohesion and friendship among the students.  One of 

Kelm’s (1992) students appreciated the sense of community:  “[In the lab], it was like 
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everyone was TOGETHER, working for some common purpose” (p. 445).  Beauvois 

(1994/5), Kern (1995), and Meunier’s (1998) students also mentioned the social aspect of 

getting to know their classmates and teacher better.  “I love to hear other people’s ideas 

and thoughts.  I can learn a lot in just one computer session about the topic and the 

people” (Meunier, 1998, p. 166).  

Moreover, students stated that they enjoyed writing about topics of high interest:  

“I usually get involved in [CMCD] because the subjects are interesting and I have a lot to 

say about them” (Kroonenberg, 1994/5, p. 25).  In Meunier (1998), 99% of the students 

claimed to be “interested in what [their] peers write during [their] computer-based written 

exchanges” (p. 197).  Open-ended activities that allow students to discuss topics of 

personal interest, while providing the freedom to choose among a variety of topics, yield 

positive attitudes.  Indeed, Darhower (2000), Meunier (1998), and Peyton (1990) found 

that students felt constrained by highly structured on-line tasks, and this negatively 

affected their attitudes towards CMCD.  As with all decisions taken by instructors, a 

balance must be sought between satisfying the course’s curricular goals and accepting or 

promoting the freedom and agency desired by the students.  Careful consideration of task 

type must also figure into decisions regarding the use of CMCD in the classroom. 

Another aspect which must be taken into account when implementing CMCD in 

the classroom is that of students’ personality type.  Beauvois and Eledge (1995/6) found 

that students who enjoy working autonomously and prefer to focus on ideas, rather than 

interpersonal relationships (INTP personality type, as per the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator), prefer to learn language with structured grammar and vocabulary drills; thus, 
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they do not perceive the open-ended, free-wielding nature of CMCD as beneficial to their 

language growth. Further, INTP students find off-task talk to be an unproductive use of 

time.  

Meunier (1998) also used the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator in her research.  She 

found, for instance, that “feeling” students were sensitive to the “impersonal qualities” of 

CMCD.  Such students claimed that they would rather “talk in a very small group to live 

people instead of to a computer” due to the extralinguistic information that FTF 

conversations naturally provide (p. 161).  Likewise, “sensing” students who held high 

concern for “language perfection” were not as comfortable with CMCD than their 

“intuitive” counterparts (p. 161).  One must be cautious, therefore in assuming that 

CMCD appeals to all learners.  Bump (1990) was pleased to report that dividing his class 

into groups by personality type (extroverted/introverted) seemed to be an acceptable 

solution.  However, one should also keep in mind that, while students may display 

preferences in the way that they learn and relate to information and people, they can 

greatly benefit from working outside their comfort zone, as they must be able to function 

in a world consisting of many personality types. 

Related to the issue of positive affect is that of motivation (Beauvois, 1994/5; 

Columb & Simutis, 1996; Darhower, 2000; Kelm 1992; Kroonenberg, 1994/5, Meunier, 

1998).  Indeed, studies have found that students become increasingly motivated in 

communicating in the target language when the discussion topics proposed in CMC are 

relevant.  Students also participate actively when they feel that what they are “saying” is 

valued.  In Kelm (1992), where students participated in whole class on-line discussion, 
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one student commented, “When I was in the lab, . . . I could feel [everyone] ‘listening’ to 

me . . . . It’s a good feeling knowing that somewhere there is an attentive audience, 

anxious for your next statement” (pp. 444-445).  Similarly, students’ interest is 

maintained due to the immediacy of the computerized exchanges and the social 

community that is built as a result of their interaction (Darhower, 2000, 2002).  Students 

further affirmed gaining confidence in using the target language when they saw that they 

were understood by their peers and when they realized they had acquired the ability to 

sustain a conversation (Beauvois & Eledge, 1995/6; Kelm, 1992; Kroonenberg, 1994/5; 

Meunier, 1998).  As one student noted, “[CMCD] improves [students’] Portuguese on the 

basic-able-to-communicate-ideas level, and that’s what it’s all about” (Kelm, 1992, p. 

452). 

Additionally, in synchronous discussions, the anxiety that is usually found in 

face-to-face communication is diminished.  What factors account for this?  As previously 

mentioned, many CMCD programs allow for students to edit their written comments for 

accuracy before sending them off for everyone to view (Kelm, 1992; Meunier, 1998). 

Students can also take as much or as little time as they need to write out their thoughts 

and read their peers’ comments, without anyone knowing how long it took them (Colomb 

& Simutis, 1996; Kelm, 1992).  No one is staring at them, waiting breathlessly for them 

to utter a grammatically accurate phrase; everyone is busy typing at their own keyboard 

(Kelm, 1992; Meunier, 1998).  No one can interrupt them while they construct their 

thought, as turn-taking rules do not apply (Beauvois, 1997; Bump, 1990).  The ability to 

express themselves freely and creatively without the above constraints thus reduces 
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students’ stress level (Beauvois, 1994/5; Bump, 1990; Kelm, 1992; Warschauer, 1996b).  

One student in Kroonenberg’s (1994/5) study commented, “When writing on the 

computer I feel freer to write things . . . because it’s so easy just to delete or add a word” 

while another stated, “I feel very free when communicating in chat mode because ... lots 

of things which are difficult to say [face-to-face] can be expressed by chat mode ... And, I 

don’t know why, but I can think of a lot of things when using the computer” (pp. 25-26).  

In Arnold’s (2007) study on anxiety, results from student self-reports and pre-

test/post-test data suggest that regular student-centered synchronous discussions “can 

trigger a permanent reduction in communication apprehension,” not simply a temporary 

state of low anxiety (p. 482).  This is due to the fact that repeated practice and positive 

communication experiences lead students to generally feel more comfortable with the 

language, especially as associated with FL speaking situations.23  Nevertheless, for some 

students, their communication apprehension increased.  Arnold posits that the 

synchronous treatment “might have shown some students that their anxiety feelings are 

unfounded while intensifying such feelings in other students by making them more aware 

of how anxiety-producing communicative situations can be” (p. 477).  For instance, 

keeping up with the on-going conversation is somewhat stressful.   

In fact, although CMCD touts reduced time pressure, it is important to note that 

the time frame is still rather fast-paced for many students and that they cannot take too 

long to edit their comments, as they may fall behind in the discussion, and their message 

                                                 
23 Arnold (2007) investigated FTF and asynchronous discussions as well as synchronous CMC in 
determining whether any or all of these modalities could lead to lasting positive effects on communication 
apprehension.  
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may no longer be relevant by the time it is posted (Colomb & Simutis, 1996, Kern, 1995).  

Factors that may impede students’ ability to participate in this relatively fast-paced 

communicative environment include large group size, slower typing skills and lower 

proficiency levels in the TL.  For particular students, therefore, keeping up with the rapid 

flow of messages is rather frustrating; for others, it motivates them to think more quickly 

on their feet.  Indeed, one of Kroonenberg’s (1994/5) ESL students commented, “Chat 

mode helps my writing and thinking because it cultivates the ability to think and compose 

spontaneously” (pp. 25-26).  A student in Blake (2000) echoed this sentiment in stating, 

“[CMCD] made you think quickly and keep communicating” (p. 131).  Furthermore, 

Arnold (2007) noted that CMCD improved students’ processing speed, as students 

learned “to think on the fly” and to “speak off the top of their head,” a skill which is 

undoubtedly useful in real-life interaction (p. 478). 

Summary and Comments: CMC Related to Affect and Motivation 

In considering the above-mentioned research on affect and motivation in CMCD, 

one can say that synchronous interaction is indeed well-suited to the goal of creating a 

low-anxiety learning atmosphere in which students feel relaxed, confident, and 

empowered.  The studies described in this last section confirm that students experience 

little nervousness because there is extra time to think, compose, edit, and process others’ 

utterances without being interrupted.  Additionally, pronunciation fears are alleviated in 

this written mode.  Although the speed of CMCD still requires students to stay on their 

toes, this pressure is not always debilitative and can be remedied in part by reducing 

group size.  It can also be facilitative in leading students to challenge themselves to think 
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more quickly on their feet, a skill they will need when interacting face-to-face with native 

speakers.  The literature likewise affirms that students maintain positive attitudes with 

regard to their participation in CMCD and that they are motivated by the sense of 

community built as a result of their electronic discussions.  Furthermore, students react 

overwhelmingly in favor of the open-ended nature of topics generally found in CMCD, 

the immediacy of the interaction, and the freedom they are able to enjoy in directing their 

conversations.  Finally, students cite feeling more confident in their ability to use the 

language meaningfully and purposefully.  As for meeting the needs of all learners, it is 

important to note that CMCD is not advocated in this study or elsewhere as an activity 

that should be used exclusively in the L2 curriculum.  On the contrary, it should 

complement a range of other classroom tasks.  In this way, appealing to students who 

have differing learning styles and personalities will be more attainable. 

Final Remarks 

In conclusion, this chapter has examined a number of conditions that theorists 

claim are necessary and/or facilitative for second language acquisition, while presenting 

the ways in which synchronous computerized discussions support and promote these 

conditions.  While the literature confirms CMCD’s ability to foster input, output, and 

interaction, as well as provide students with a low-anxiety and highly motivating 

environment in which to acquire and use language as a vehicle for meaningful and 

engaging communication, more research is needed in order to make stronger claims about 

the quality of students’ language in CMCD.  As few recent studies have examined the 

impact of actively integrating a focus on form in open-ended synchronous discussion, this 
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study seeks to contribute to the research base in CMC, focusing in particular on how the 

promotion of accuracy in chat affects students’ language and interaction.  The following 

chapter will provide details pertaining to the present study.  Information will be presented 

on the participants’ backgrounds, the research setting, the procedures, tasks, data 

collection instruments, and the coding schemes used in the analysis of the data. 



 145 

CHAPTER 3: METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
 

The Current Study 
 

Prompted by the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century 

(NSFLEP, 1999) and accompanying calls in the literature to provide opportunities for 

students to (a) focus on language as a vehicle of real communication and to (b) develop 

their communicative competence, notably interactional/discourse competence; sensing a 

conflict between the recommendation on the one hand, to use convergent (and somewhat 

artificial) tasks with a single goal to promote interlanguage development and, on the other 

hand, the charge to facilitate meaningful exchanges embodying the dynamic and 

unpredictable nature of authentic communication, where task goals are not limited to a 

single outcome, but rather are unlimited and are co-constructed by the interlocutors; 

inspired by the studies in computer-mediated communication yielding promising findings 

that support many aspects of second language development; motivated by SLA research 

regarding the benefits of focus on form, including error correction and negotiation work; 

interested in curbing the level of inaccuracy found in synchronous CMC; noting the 

dearth of studies dealing with accuracy and focus on form in CMCD, particularly the 

effects of FonF on students’ language, interactions, and affect; wishing to add to the 

research base in CMC, notably regarding the use of chat in the foreign language 

classroom; and hoping to positively impact my students’ overall learning, I embarked on 

this descriptive study with the goals of:  

(1) empirically investigating the linguistic features of students' chat transcripts 

over the course of one semester of intermediate French.  These include word, 
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line, and turn counts, lexical richness, use of L1 English, sentence complexity, 

tense variety, and accuracy across several grammatical variables (verb tense 

and mood, agreement in number and gender); 

(2) documenting whether students engage in discourse management moves, 

negotiation of meaning routines, and attention to form (clarification requests, 

confirmation checks, recasts, metalinguistic feedback, implicit and explicit 

error correction, self-correction) in the task of open-ended written 

conversation; 

(3) qualitatively examining students' perceptions regarding their general 

experience of communicating synchronously via computer; and 

(4) determining the perceived effectiveness of combining CMCD with tasks that 

focus on language accuracy. 

 Specifically, the research questions (main questions and sub-questions) for this study are 

as follows: 

Research Question 1: What linguistic and interactional features are evidenced in the 

CMCD transcripts of intermediate French students, over the course of one semester? 

1a) What are the patterns of students' total production? 

1b) What are the patterns of students' usage of sentence structure? 

1c) What patterns emerge regarding the students' accuracy across several 

grammatical variables?  
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1d) What patterns emerge regarding the students' production of interactional 

moves?  In particular, what patterns emerge regarding negotiation of meaning and 

attention to form? 

Research Question 2:  How do intermediate French students evaluate the activity of on-

line synchronous communication, especially with regard to its efficacy for their target 

language learning (writing, reading, thinking, speaking, overall confidence level)? 

Participants and Consent  

The subjects of this study consisted of 32 students who were enrolled in two of 

my French classes at the University of Arizona:  French 201 (3rd semester) and French 

202 (4th semester).  In French 201, there were 19 students:  3 males and 16 females; 3 

African-American and 16 Caucasian.  All were native speakers of English.  In French 

202, there were 13 students:  4 males and 9 females; 2 Hispanic, 1 Native-American, and 

10 Caucasian.  The students’ native languages included English (9 students), Spanish (2 

students), Polish (1 student), and Navajo (1 student).  Their ages ranged from 18 to 25 

years old.   

Prior to the collection of any data, I received my students’ written permission to 

use samples of their work for research purposes. 24  On this consent form, the students 

were informed of the frequency of research projects conducted by faculty and doctoral 

students in SLAT (Second Language Acquisition and Teaching Ph.D. program) in order 

to learn more about the acquisition of foreign languages in classroom settings.  It further 

reassured the students that their identity would be protected, and that participation in such 

                                                 
24 on a SLAT-internal form (SLAT:  Second Language Acquisition and Teaching Ph.D. program at the 
University of Arizona)  
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research projects had no effect on their course grade.25  Students also signed a more 

lengthy Human Subjects Consent Form in which the nature, demands, benefits, and risks 

of the research project were outlined.  This document informed the students that the 

following work would be collected as research data:   

(1) surveys completed during first week of class  
(2) on-line chat transcripts using the software program, IRC Français26 
(3) weekly transcript corrections    
(4) weekly language goals and comments (pre-chat goals and post-chat comments) 
(5) written feedback (five “reflections” and one “final evaluation”) regarding the 
effectiveness of the chat sessions 
 
Students understood that all of the above tasks would take place during class time or as 

part of regular homework assignments.  Only one task, an informal interview, would 

require extra time, and volunteers would be sought for participation.  Students were 

further told that their willingness to allow their work to be used as data was purely 

voluntary, and that they could withdraw their permission at any time without affecting 

their course grade.  Additionally, all analyses would occur after the semester had been 

completed, and students would be asked to choose their own pseudonyms for use in any 

publications.  All 32 students signed the Human Subjects Consent Form.  

Participants’ Backgrounds and Opinions 

During the first week of class, students filled out two surveys.  The first asked 

them to explore their expectations and predict what they believed they might gain by 

using the chat program, IRC Français.  The second captured demographic data while also 

                                                 
25 Had any students not wished to participate, other tasks would have been assigned to them in lieu of those 
used as part of the CMCD activity.  
26 The author of the IRC Français software is James Hudson.  The freeware can be downloaded on PCs 
from: http://www.cc.gatech.edu/elc/irc-francais 
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asking about their use of computers and their opinions regarding collaborative work (See 

Appendix A for the survey protocols).  These data were sought primarily as a means of 

acquiring baseline information on the students’ range of experiences and beliefs related to 

using computers as a communication tool.  They also shed light on areas that would be 

crucial for a successful experience with synchronous CMC (e.g. typing speed, prior 

experience with various software programs, attitude toward communicating face-to-face 

versus on-line, belief about the quality of work produced by a group).   

Students’ expectations and predictions regarding IRC 

Prior to using the IRC Français software, all students were directed to a brief, 

anonymous survey created by James Hudson, the author of the software program.  In this 

qualitative survey, the students were asked about their language learning experience as 

well as their expectations related to the use of IRC Français. Responses to the latter open-

ended question yielded the following categories of answers:27 

“What do you expect out of IRC Français?” # of times the same 
idea was cited 

To improve in overall French fluency (written) 8 
To improve in overall French fluency (oral) 8 
No expectations 7 
The experience will be fun and interesting 5 
To learn more vocabulary 3 
To improve grammar, sentence structure, spelling, accents 3 
To increase comprehension  1 
To pass along bad habits in French to others 1 
Not to enjoy the experience, preferring to speak face-to-face 1 
To become more comfortable with computer and keyboarding 1 
 

                                                 
27 Twenty-seven students filled out the survey.  In reporting the frequency of ideas cited, it is important to 
note that a single student sometimes mentioned several ideas.  Thus, the numbers of citations are 
sometimes, but not always equivalent to the number of students who responded.  
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 As can be gleaned from the above table, students most often cited a hope to 

improve their general French abilities.  While both oral and written fluency were not 

always mentioned together (by the same student), they each received an equally high 

number of references.  Seven students of twenty-seven claimed to be without 

expectations.  The remaining ideas that were brought up referred to specific aspects of 

language learning, such as motivation (fun, interesting) and improvement in the areas of 

vocabulary, spelling, and comprehension.  Interestingly, one student predicted that IRC 

would allow for the passing on of his/her bad habits in French to the others in the class.  

Another felt rather negatively about communicating via computer, stating that he/she 

would much rather “talk to people directly.”  On the other hand, one student cited the 

dual benefit of improving his/her overall proficiency while also hoping to improve his/her 

computer skills by using IRC regularly throughout the semester.  The differences and 

similarities between what students anticipated gaining through the use of IRC Français, 

and what they later claimed to have gained from their use of the software at the end of the 

semester will be addressed in the Results and Analysis chapter (chapter 4) as part of the 

Interview data.    

Survey on computer usage and opinions regarding collaborative work 

 The second anonymous survey was also completed during the first week of class.  

The first section was demographic in nature and yielded the information reported in the 

first paragraph of the Subjects section above.  In the second part of the survey, the 

students evaluated their experience and comfort level with technology, as well as their 

attitude toward group work.  Of the 32 students, 30 were present on the day of the survey.  
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Twenty-seven reported good or excellent keyboarding skills (using 10 fingers; speed:  

medium fast to relatively fast).  This would be helpful to the students in a synchronous 

environment where it would be important to be able to type relatively fast in order to 

keep up with the discussion.  Results also show that the students were generally “very” 

experienced and “very” comfortable with email (N=26) and word processing (N=24), 

both of which would also help them succeed in the chat environment.  The informal 

nature of email would, in some ways, resemble that of the chat room, and proficiency in 

word processing would mean that students would likely be familiar with the layout and 

use of the keyboard.  All students except one reported using either a PC or Macintosh on 

a regular basis, and all but two cited “quite convenient” access to a computer during the 

semester, thus indicating general comfort with, and regularized usage of computers 

among the participants in this study. 

Tapping students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of computer usage in their 

learning and its importance for their futures, students’ responses were largely positive: 

Using a computer gives me more chances to read and write. 90% agreed 
I enjoy writing my papers by hand more than on computer 34% agreed 
Learning how to use a computer is important to my career. 93% agreed 
Using a computer is not worth the time and effort. 3% agreed 
 
As for students’ general attitude toward the computer and human relationships, students 

displayed somewhat mixed feelings.  They overwhelmingly agreed that communication 

via computer was beneficial and enjoyable.  A lower but substantial percentage felt that 

computers allow for people to connect with each other.  However, two-thirds of the 

students reported a general preference for speaking to others in person.  Thus, even 
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though technology has permeated much of these students’ daily lives, they still find great 

value in face-to-face communication:  

I enjoy using the computer to communicate with my peers. 93% agreed  
Email helps people learn from each other. 90% agreed  
Computers keep people isolated from each other. 34% agreed 
I am more comfortable speaking to people in person than via computer. 63% agreed 

In order to gauge students’ perceptions related to their written abilities in French 

and English, they were asked to comment on their skill level.  Students were questioned 

about their formal writing because in French, they probably hadn’t had sufficient 

experience in informal writing to measure their proficiency level.  
 

 Excellent Good  Fair Not so great 
My writing skills in English  
(e.g. compositions) are: 

27% 67% 6% 0 

My writing skills in French  
(e.g. compositions) are: 

0 30% 67% 3% 

 
While it is true that the kind of writing students would produce in on-line 

discussion would be more informal than a composition, it was still deemed worthy to 

inquire about students’ writing, as it would establish some baseline data when examining 

the quality of students’ writing within the context of a chat room. 

Regarding attitudes toward collaborative work, all of the students who responded 

agreed, either strongly or somewhat, that working in groups is a good way to gain 

different perspectives on an issue.  Similarly, 93% of the students also indicated that 

feedback from their peers is usually helpful.  When it came to the quality of finished 

products and to grading, students expressed more hesitation regarding collaborative 

efforts:  62% agreed that the work produced by a group is usually better than what they 
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can produce on their own. This perception is important because the students’ weekly chat 

transcript grade would depend in part on the quality of their interactions with their peers. 

The above attitudes and opinions are significant, as they show that students held 

relatively positive views about working collaboratively.  As will be explained below, 

students worked in different-sized groups (varying from 2, 3, and 4 people) on any given 

day.  It was vital that the students interact with each other during each chat session, create 

a shared context for communication, and use each other’s ideas and comments as 

springboards for further communication.  Unfortunately, as some students’ comments 

illuminate in their reflections throughout the semester, if the group members did not 

“gel,” the conversation for that day was not perceived as successful, and often the lack of 

enthusiasm affected each student’s grade in the group, both in terms of content and 

language use. 

Procedures 

Use of IRC Français software 

The subjects of this study participated in computer-mediated classroom discussion 

(CMCD) during the course of one semester, once a week for 12 weeks.  Each chat session 

lasted approximately 40 minutes.  The course itself met Monday through Thursday, for 

50 minutes each day, over 16 weeks.  Each week, three of the four class sessions were 

held in a traditional classroom.  One session each week was conducted in the COHLab, a 

collaborative computerized classroom containing three circular pods of 8 computers each 

(See image below).  As established in chapter 2, sociocultural theory places great 

importance on collaborative, inter-dependent, and intersubjective interaction for second 
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language acquisition.  In order for such interaction to flourish, it is critical that the 

classroom be structured to support it.  On a physical level, the seating arrangement must 

encourage conversation, and this is not facilitated by “arranging students in rows, all eyes 

facing front, . . . meeting the gaze only of the teacher” (Gore, 1993, p. 57).   

 

 
In creating a circular seating formation, the message conveyed is that classroom 

authority can be more equally shared.  Accompanied by behavior and decisions on the 

part of the teacher that support these values, the circle further encourages students to 

listen to each other’s multiple perspectives and validate each other and each other’s 

opinions.  Additionally, it facilitates the view that knowledge is a flexible entity that is 

socially constructed.  As such, it is not the sole property of the teacher who imparts it to 

the student; rather, knowledge is the property of the community who works together 

inter-dependently (Bruffee, 1993; Duin & Hansen, 1994; Gore, 1993).  In the COHLab, 

the layout of the room, as well as the nature of the tasks and student-teacher roles served 

to empower students to rely less on me and much more on themselves and each other.   
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Certainly, it is important to acknowledge that the circular formation of the 

COHLab was not exploited to the fullest extent, as students did not generally sit at the 

same pod as their fellow chat members.  As such, they did not often use their neighbors 

as resources, but relied instead on the students in their group, who were usually located at 

different pods.  Nonetheless, this arrangement did not always hold true, as students 

sometimes arrived late and were unable to sit far away from their fellow chat members.  

Additionally, based on my observations, as well as a few comments made by students in 

their oral interviews, students did in fact talk to the classmates at their pods, and/or 

interacted with fellow students at a nearby pod, albeit not frequently, even though the 

goal of the chat sessions was for students to converse with each other electronically.  

Regardless, the set-up of the room likely impacted students’ perceptions related to the 

sharing of power and authority, and facilitated their mind-set regarding collaboration and 

co-construction of knowledge.  

The software used for on-line discussions was the chat program, IRC Français.  In 

groups of 2-4, students "discussed" several Topics of the Day (Questions du Jour) that 

were posted, in French, for each session.  As the instructor and investigator, I proposed 

some topics based on themes in the chapter or current events from the university, state, or 

national newspapers; other topics were recommended by the students.  In keeping with 

the philosophy that students should be active participants in impacting the direction of 

their class, students were asked three times during the semester to propose topics for 

discussion.  I used these student-initiated topics throughout the semester, in addition to 
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my own (See Appendix B for a listing of student-initiated topics).28  One must note that 

the chat activity was not formulated in order to elicit obligatory contexts for particular 

linguistic elements.  Rather, it was unstructured, or unfocused, to use the term adopted by 

Nobuyoshi and Ellis (1993).  In unfocused communication tasks, “no effort is made in the 

design or the execution of a task to give prominence to any particular linguistic feature.  

The language used to perform the task is ‘natural’ and only very broadly determined by 

the content of the task” (p. 204).  Reasons for this choice will be treated below in 

conjunction with the discussion regarding the students’ selection of topics to address 

within their chat groups.  

When students arrived in the lab, they were assigned to a group or were allowed 

to choose their partners.  The grouping arrangement alternated weekly and was 

accomplished by listing student names on the whiteboard at the entrance to the lab.  

When groups were pre-arranged, students would look on the board to find their name, 

chat group number, and seating location.  Teacher-assigned groups were formed based on 

mixed proficiency levels (Long & Porter, 1985), and an attempt was made to vary the 

composition of the groups such that students would have many different chat partners 

throughout the course of the semester, thus experiencing different language input and 

group dynamics. 

Example (Session 1): Chat Group 1:  Howard Eric Susan  
  Seat 12  Seat 4 Seat 27 
   

                                                 
28 Interestingly, students sometimes proposed topics that were too difficult to write about in French, given 
their proficiency level.  This shows that the desire to communicate their ideas was stronger than their 
perceived abilities.  
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When students chose their own groups, they wrote their names on the blank lines next to 

a particular chat group number and seating location.  Having students select their own 

partners every other chat session represented another means by which authority in the 

classroom was shared.  Additionally, affective reasons prompted this decision.  The chat 

sessions were intended to be relaxing and enjoyable.  Therefore, in the event that certain 

externally-imposed groupings did not work well—that is, if students, on occasion, felt 

that their contributions were not optimal due to some aspect of the group dynamic—they 

would have additional opportunities to work with people whom they considered good 

conversational partners.  

Example (Session 2): Chat Group 4:  __________ _________ __________ 
  Seat 16  Seat 24 Seat 8 
 

Generally, groups consisted of 3-4 students, although occasionally students 

worked in pairs.  The number of students participating on a given day varied due to 

absences.  Once the students were seated, they would log on to the COHLab networked 

computers.  Then, they would click on the IRC Français chat program icon as well as a 

Microsoft Word document icon.  To activate IRC Français, there was a separate login 

process (name, password, chat group number).  Once logged on, students could begin 

typing to each other.  The chat space was divided into four sections.  The top section 

included buttons for the French diacritics.  The central section displayed the chat itself, 

with a scroll bar for easy access to prior and subsequent postings.  The bottom section 

consisted of the “compose” space wherein students could type their thoughts.  The 

composing area allowed for the typing of several lines of text; however, unlike the central 

section, it was not possible to scroll up or down.  If students wished to self-edit, they had 
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to use the backspace key.  Once they were satisfied with their composed utterance, 

students pressed “Say” (The “Whisper” function was not used).  Finally, the section on 

the right detailed the names of the other members in that particular chat group.  Students 

maintained their real identities during the chat activity, and their name was always tagged 

to each message posting.  In this way, students could follow who had said what. 

 

 

For the weekly discussion prompts (Questions du Jour) as well as any other 

announcements for the day, students opened a Microsoft Word document that was sent 
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from the instructor’s computer to the students’ desktops (See Appendix C for a listing of 

the discussion prompts).  Most students, based on class observations, kept both screens 

open during the whole class period, as they referred to the discussion prompts throughout 

their chat session.  Students were responsible for reading the discussion prompts and 

responding to the topics that they and their partners found interesting.  There was no 

stipulation that the students answer each and every question.  Topic selection was to be 

negotiated among the chat members in French, and when everyone felt that a particular 

subject matter had been exhausted, they were free to propose a new one.  Digressions 

were acceptable as long as the conversation continued in French.  The main objectives of 

the IRC Français activity were for students to participate actively and collaboratively in 

the TL with their group members, to make use of a variety of tenses, structures, and 

vocabulary (as naturally warranted), and to pay attention, to the extent possible, to the 

accuracy of their contributions.  Nothing was overtly mentioned about students assisting 

each other through negotiation moves or corrective feedback, but students were 

encouraged to make use of all of their resources, which included their textbook, a 

dictionary (online or otherwise), a verb book, class notes, their peers, and me, their 

instructor.  

As mentioned, there were no requirements to use particular grammar structures, 

nor was pressure put on the students to answer all of the prompts.  With respect to the 

first point, the chat prompts were open-ended and drafted mainly as catalysts for group 

discussion.  The concern, therefore, was not with the exact direction of the discussion 

(divergent outcomes were desired) nor the precise verb tenses and vocabulary used.  
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Rather, in line with calls in the literature, it was to provide students with the opportunity 

to participate in a communicative activity that they would likely encounter in the target 

culture, such as open-ended conversation.   

Conversation, as stated earlier, is purposeful, contextualized, unpredictable, and 

promotes the integration of knowledge.  While it is true that some of the prompts in this 

study asked students to discuss present, past or future events, the objectives of the chat 

sessions were to promote communication and to challenge students to use language 

holistically--to integrate as much as possible from their formal study of French into 

meaningful exchanges with their peers; grammar was not a driving factor.  Regardless of 

tense or structure used, however, it was important that students try to be as accurate as 

possible.  Students were also challenged to “show off” their understanding of what was 

being taught in the classroom by taking risks and incorporating some of the new grammar 

they were learning into their chats, as long as it fit naturally into the topic at hand.   

Certainly, the downside of giving students the freedom to use whichever aspects 

of the language they wished is that they could justify avoiding advanced grammar.  On 

the other hand, the fact that students could avoid particular structures but still 

successfully express themselves is valuable too, and is a sign of students’ exercising their 

strategic competence (Corder, 1978; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995; Tarone, 1980).  Another 

reason for not requiring or eliciting certain linguistic elements was because I was 

interested in uncovering whether students would naturally use a variety of tenses and 

structures, appropriate to the topic.  At issue was whether a prompt in the present tense, 

for example, would yield answers in an array of tenses.  Perhaps, at first, the responses 
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would all be in the present, but as the conversation got more involved, I wondered where 

the students’ stream of consciousness would take them and whether they would venture 

into other tenses based on the comments and questions of their peers.  For example, with 

the following prompt,  

Qu'est-ce que vous pensez des foyers monoparentals, des parents qui travaillent (et 
parfois rentrent tard le soir), des nourrices (nannies) qui s'occupent des enfants, etc.?  
Quel est l'effet sur les enfants? 
What is your opinion regarding single parent families, working parents (who sometimes come home late), 
nannies who take care of the children, etc.?  What is the effect on children? 
 
I was curious as to whether the students would talk about their own childhoods in the 

past, their future plans as parents, their opinions in the present, and their advice about 

what people should/could do in certain situations, using the conditional.  Finally, the 

decision to give students the choice to use whatever linguistic resources they needed to 

get their point across was supported by the claim that “rigid control of learner language 

may not be as productive for L2 acquisition as activities where learners are freer to use 

the L2 for creative meaning making” (Lantolf, 1995, as cited by Ohta, 1995, p. 98). 

With regard to not requiring students to answer each discussion question, again, 

the intent was to promote communication that was personal, motivating, and interesting 

to the students, in which they could express their own ideas and collaboratively negotiate 

the avoidance or embracing of particular themes.  The goal was to turn authority over to 

the students and not to constrain them as to the parameters of the task.29  In a study 

conducted by Darhower (2000), university-level intermediate L2 Spanish students 

participated in synchronous chats in which they alternated between responding to open-

                                                 
29 Kelm (1992) also provided his students with a list of 3-4 discussion prompts from which students were 
free to answer any or none of the topics. 
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ended prompts (one leading question) and more structured prompts (a leading question 

and a series of follow-up questions).  He found that the students, in responding to the 

structured prompts were more frequently off-task.  That is, they chose not to answer each 

follow-up question but instead discussed more immediate and personal topics.  

Additionally, in the post-study questionnaire, the students reported preferring the 

unstructured prompts to the structured ones, as the former allowed them to have more 

control over the discussions.  Darhower concludes that, “for the majority of learners in 

this study, chat rooms are not a place in which specific tasks or structures are to be 

imposed on them, but rather a place where they can practice using their L2 in ways that 

are more comfortable and enjoyable to them . . . In fact, … the open-ended tasks might 

have actually encouraged maximum learner participation” (p. 131).  The latter view was 

also adopted in the current study; hence, students were free to choose which prompts 

from the list to address.    

Use of chat transcripts 

The students participated in a total of 12 chat sessions. In this study, Chats 2, 4, 5, 

6, and 8 were used for data analysis.  These sessions were chosen due to the fact that the 

conditions were changed in Chats 10-12 (See below).  Students had access to a number of 

resources during Sessions 1-9, as mentioned above.  During Sessions 10 and 11, 

dictionaries were not permitted in order to prepare students for the chat portion of their 

final exam, in which they had no access to resources other than the peers in their chat 
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group.  The transcripts from the last session (12) were used as part of the students' final 

exam.30   

At the end of Sessions 1-11, the transcripts of each chat group were saved and 

printed as a record of each group’s interactions.  Along with their research value, these 

were used each week as a basis for whole-class as well as personalized corrective 

feedback.  On the Monday mornings following the Wednesday chats, common lexical, 

structural, and grammatical errors were brought to the students’ attention.  These errors 

were always presented in the context of particular students’ utterances in order to most 

effectively connect form, meaning, and function simultaneously.  During the Monday 

morning feedback sessions, students were encouraged to take notes on any forms they 

found relevant to their needs, so as to use these notes as a resource in the following chat 

session (A sampling of the corrective feedback presented on Mondays can be found in 

Appendix D). 

What proved exciting to both the students and me, as their instructor, was that the 

students’ interactions prompted the teaching of certain forms long before they would 

have been covered in the traditional textbook.  The students realized that they needed to 

know particular vocabulary and/or grammatical structures because these kept surfacing in 

their conversations.  For example, very early on in the spring semester (January 26), 

students in the French 201 class were trying, albeit unsuccessfully, to use verbal 

constructions with “should” as they attempted to say, “Parents should know what their 

children are watching on TV” / “Parents shouldn’t use the television as a babysitter.”  

                                                 
30 Analysis of the final exam will not be included in this dissertation but may be treated in a separate 
publication. 
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However, they hadn’t learned the conditional.  Therefore, on the following Monday 

morning, this form was taught.  In the 3rd semester, this tense would not have been 

covered for several months. 

In addition to the group feedback, students received hard copies of their own 

group’s transcripts every Monday.  It should be noted that the transcripts were not sorted 

according to student name, but rather displayed the entire conversation, chronologically, 

for each group.  In this way, students could see how their comments fit in with those of 

their peers.  Each student’s transcript included a grade based on content and richness of 

interaction, as well as accuracy (12 points for content and interaction; 8 points for 

grammar and sentence structure, for a total of 20 points/chat session).  As far as I am 

aware, no previous research has cited grading transcripts on either accuracy or on the 

richness of students’ interactions.  Rather, instructors have graded students on effort, 

participation, task completion, and exclusive use of the TL (Darhower, 2002; Ene et al., 

2005; Kelm, 1992; Meskill, 2005; Pérez, 2003).  Alternatively, in research studies, the 

students’ output has not been graded at all, or, as is often the case, there has been no 

mention of accountability whatsoever.  Some of these practices coincide with the general 

feeling of CMC researchers, which has been that synchronous CMC is not a useful tool 

for improving language structure and accuracy.  I question this position.   

The decision to include an evaluative component was based on my desire to take a 

pro-active stance in attempting to counter the findings in other CMC studies of numerous 

errors in students’ chat transcripts.  I hoped that in marking students’ chat transcripts, this 

would infuse a sense of accountability into the activity, with regard both to content and 
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form, as well as help students realize where their strengths lay in communicating their 

ideas.  This practice was also implemented to motivate the students to keep the goal of 

accuracy in the back of their minds as they tried to balance expressivity with correct 

target language usage.  Certainly, grading students while also asking them to take risks 

with the language may seem to be at odds with each other.  However, it is important to 

note that both form and content were graded holistically.  As such, the basis for the grade 

on form was the overall merit of the students’ work, given their intermediate level and 

that which was being studied in the course, as opposed to a rigid grading scale in which a 

certain number of errors equaled a higher or lesser grade. 

Furthermore, in order to assist students in noticing the gap between their IL and 

the TL, and in order to actively involve the students in retrieving the necessary target 

forms, students were also provided with personally tailored, highlighted and coded 

corrective feedback on the most significant grammatical, lexical, and structural errors 

found in their transcripts.  They were then asked to correct 10 errors of their choice prior 

to the next chat session.  Students numbered the transcript lines or expressions that they 

had selected to correct, and on a separate sheet of paper, made their corrections, which 

were turned in for an additional 5 points.  Photocopies of students’ corrections were made 

for research purposes, and the originals were returned to the students with additional 

feedback.  The objective of providing corrective feedback was not only to facilitate the 

cognitive benefits mentioned above, but also to motivate the students to avoid making the 

same mistakes in future chat sessions.  In other words, it was hoped, through the weekly 

corrections, that students would eventually internalize a number of target forms, notably 
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if they were committing the same kinds of errors, and restructure their interlanguage 

accordingly (For a full list of editing abbreviations, please see Appendix E). 

As for giving the students the choice regarding which errors to correct, this 

decision was made so as not to turn this otherwise communicative activity into a morale-

damaging or burdensome grammatical task.  Moreover, I did not want some students to 

have inordinately more corrections to make than others, as this might have affected their 

willingness to take risks in creatively using and experimenting with the L2.  Since 

students generally had at least 10 errors (as determined in a pilot study I had conducted 

prior to this one), this was considered a reasonable number for this self-correction 

assignment.  In highlighting students’ errors, an effort was made to focus on errors (a) of 

intelligibility, (b) of high frequency, and/or (c) that were relevant to what was being/had 

been studied in the traditional classroom (Walz, 1982).  Certainly, I could have limited 

myself to only highlighting 10 errors for each student; yet I found that this was difficult 

for me to do.  Therefore, I frequently marked more than 10 errors and opted to let the 

students choose which ones to correct.  If there were particular errors that I wanted to be 

sure were not avoided, I indicated these with an asterisk as “requiring attention.”   

Pre-chat goals and post-chat comments 

Mid-way through the semester (in March), students were asked to draft a 

language goal prior to starting each chat session.  The objective of writing out a pre-chat 

goal was to give students the opportunity to focus on one aspect of the language which 

they wanted to improve upon during that particular chat session (e.g. In today's chat 

session, my goal is to make all of my nouns and adjectives agree).  This consciousness-
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raising technique, similar to Coniam and Wong’s aide memoire (2004), was designed to 

make more manageable the emphasis on form since trying to be accurate in every aspect 

of the language was potentially difficult in terms of processing constraints and rather 

unrealistic in terms of students’ actual proficiency level.  As each student created his/her 

own language goal, this task had the potential of being very personally motivating.  After 

each chat session, approximately 10 minutes before the class ended, students were asked 

to reflect upon their progress toward achieving their goal, to comment upon the quality of 

their interactions, and to discuss whether they had used any resources during the chat 

session.  This task became known as the students’ post-chat comments.  The protocol is 

presented below. 

Post-chat comments 
(1) Describe your French usage today.  Did you focus on grammar, on your ideas, or 
both?  Did you meet your language goal for the day?  How? 
 
(2) Did you take any risks with the language today (try new things) or did you generally 
play it safe and stick to vocabulary and structures you know?  Did you learn anything 
today from your French usage or from your peers’ usage?  If so, what did you learn?     
 
(3) How was today’s session, in terms of connections made with the people in your 
group?  Do you feel that your conversation was “successful” today (interesting 
discussion, able to get your points across, etc)? 
 
(4) Did you use any resources?  If so, which ones (dictionary, verb book, classmates, 
instructor, class notes, textbook, other)? 
 
Two remaining points must be mentioned here.  First, it should be noted that neither the 

pre-chat goals nor the post-chat comments were graded.  As such, if students did not meet 

their goal, this was not judged negatively.  Second, in terms of the schedule in the 

COHLab, the adding of a pre-chat goal and post-chat comments resulted in changes in 

the students’ actual chat time.  From January to March, the schedule consisted of 50 



 168 

minutes for chatting (minus 2-3 minutes for log-on and log-off procedures).  From March 

to May, the schedule shifted to 35 minutes of chatting and 15 minutes of writing (5 

minutes for the pre-chat language goal, 10 minutes for the post-chat comments). 

Student reflections 

 Throughout the semester, during the course’s traditional class time, students’ 

feedback was also sought regarding their perceptions of the chat sessions.  For instance, 

they were asked to document their first impressions of IRC Français (Reflection #1).  A 

week later, they wrote about the advantages and disadvantages of the chat program 

(Reflection #2).  The following month, they commented upon the value of the focus on 

form aspects of the chat activity, shared their opinion regarding group size and topic 

choices, and assessed their chat contributions, among other things (Reflection #3).  One 

week later, they wrote about their learning progress (Reflection #4).  The final reflective 

writing captured students’ perceptions related to correcting their transcripts without the 

guidance of editing marks (Reflection #5).  For the full protocol, see Appendix F. 

Anonymous final evaluation and oral interviews  

At the end of the semester, students were asked to anonymously evaluate their 

overall experience with IRC Français by typing their answers on the computers in the 

COHlab, printing them out, and placing their evaluations in a manila envelope by the 

door.  This questionnaire elicited feedback on a variety of issues:  students' background in 

French; students' global evaluation of IRC Français; their perceptions of IRC Français' 

impact on the development of their reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills; 

positive/negative experiences; and general suggestions.  The protocol is presented below: 
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Anonymous final evaluation 
1.  How would you evaluate the use of IRC Français this semester?  Was it “worth it?” 
 
2.  What did you learn (with regard to the French language, to your own learning process, 

to the ways you learn best/ways you prefer to learn…) 
 
3.  Which skills did IRC Français help you develop directly?  Which skills did IRC 

Français help you develop indirectly?  General thinking skills in French?  General 
communication skills? Reading?  Writing?  Listening?  Speaking?  None?  Explain. 

 
*Indirect—For instance, is there transfer, in your opinion, of your writing skills to your 
speaking skills?   
 
4.  Do you feel more comfortable or less comfortable writing (typing) in French than 

speaking in French?  Why do think this is the case? 
 
5.  How would you compare the amount you learned in this class with other French 

classes you have taken? 
 
6.  What prior French courses have you taken?  At what age?  Where?  How long (total 

time) have you taken French?  
 
7.  Would you recommend the use of IRC Français (or a similar software program) in 

future 201/202 level courses at the university level?  Why?  Why not? 
 
8.  What are some negative experiences you encountered in your use of IRC Français? 
 
9.  What are some positive experiences you encountered in your use of IRC Français? 
 
10.  What suggestions do you have to make the experience more useful, more productive? 

 
At the end of the semester, volunteers were also sought for an hour-long oral interview in 

order to expand upon their answers in the final evaluation.  These interviews elicited 

information related both to the students’ general experiences using synchronous 

computer-mediated-communication, as well as their specific experiences with focus-on-

form activities: 
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Oral interview protocol 
1. Compare your attitude about using IRC Français at the beginning of the semester 

and your feelings now. 
 
2. Was IRC challenging?  In what ways was it, or was it not? 
 
3. When you got your transcripts back, how did you go about correcting your 

mistakes? 
 
4. Did you read over the whole discussion before making corrections, or did you focus 

right away on the highlighted/underlined errors (in isolation)? 
 
5. Did you try to assimilate mistakes you made on your transcripts before the next 

COHlab session?  How?  (Why not)? 
 
6. Did you “prepare” for COHlab sessions on Tuesday nights?  If so, how? 
 
7. During a chat session, did you ever notice mistakes made by your peers?  If so, 

what did you do when they appeared on the screen? 
 
8. Was the writing out of a language goal helpful? How?  How not? 
 
9. What was your favorite discussion?  What factors made it a positive one?  Least 

favorite?  Factors? 
 
10. If you are (were to) continue taking French at the University of Arizona, would you 

enroll in another section of French that was using IRC or have you had enough of 
it? 

 
11. Miscellaneous comments/questions 
 
All of the qualitative measures presented above were sought in order to capture and 

highlight, in their own words, the students’ perceptions of their experience using IRC 

Français.   

Instructor role 

Turning to my role as the instructor/researcher in this study, I served primarily as 

a “guide on the side.”  In contrast to many studies in which instructors were co-

participants in the computer-mediated task (c.f. Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; 
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Beauvois 1994/5; Darhower, 2002; Ene et al., 2005; Goertler, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 

1995; Pérez, 2003; Peyton, 1990), I purposely did not take part in the chats.  My 

justifications for this decision will be detailed later in this section.  Prior to the chat 

sessions, I used the white board to organize the groupings for the day (teacher-selected or 

student-selected).  I also drafted and sent the discussion prompts in a Word document to 

each student’s computer terminal.  These prompts served not only as a starting point for 

students’ interactions, but also as a rich source of TL input.  Furthermore, I managed the 

pre- and post-chat tasks.   

While students typed, I sat at the teacher’s station, which was located in the back of the 

room, observed what unfolded each week, and took notes on student behaviors.  For 

example: 

• Students are laughing. 
• It’s very quiet.  Students are all focused on their screens. 
• One student is checking his email while he is waiting for a response from his chat 

partner. 
• Two students are engaged in face-to-face conversation instead of typing.31   

 
A “spying” function was available as part of the teacher’s computer station, in which it 

was possible to invisibly enter each chat room in order to “eavesdrop” on the students’ 

conversations.  Not wishing to add a “Big Brother” aspect to the low-anxiety 

environment I had aimed to create, I did not make use of this function except on one 

occasion, for approximately 10 minutes, when I needed to capture a few screen shots as 

part of my research data.  Goertler (2006), Kremers (1990), and Le Blanc (1994) discuss 

                                                 
31 While I do not have hard data regarding the frequency of such occurrences, based on my observations, 
having sat in each chat session for the entirety of the session, face-to-face interaction occurred 
approximately 25% of the time. 
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this type of function in CMC and express concern regarding the fact that students cannot 

tell when they are being watched.  As aptly stated by Foucault (1977), “Disciplinary 

power … exercised through its invisibility” is clearly problematic (p. 201, cited in Gore, 

1993, p. 52).   

In addition to taking notes, I also walked around the COHLab once or twice each 

session as part of my observations.  Rarely did the students seek my help, though.  This 

was probably due, in part, to the fact that the students knew that they were participating 

in a research study in which I was interested in what they could do on their own.  

Furthermore, they likely felt a certain sense of autonomy with IRC Français, as I had 

encouraged them to use the chats as a collaborative, learner-centered space in which they 

held the power to select the topics of conversation, manage the flow of the interaction, 

and request or give each other assistance.  In addition to being able to use one another as 

resources, they could also consult their class notes, textbook, verb books, and 

dictionaries.  Thus, there was a diminished need to ask the teacher for help.  On the rare 

occasions when I did assist students with grammar, structure, or vocabulary, I noted the 

instances and used these to inform my data analysis.32  Primarily, then, my intervention 

was limited to assisting students when they experienced technical difficulties.   

As far as I could tell from my observations, as well as from the data in the 

students’ written final evaluation and oral interviews, the class did not feel anxious due to 

my decreased participation (compared with my more active facilitative role in the 

                                                 
32 For example, I noted one occasion on which a student had asked me to help her formulate a verbal 
phrase.  Since she was unable to come up with the answer on her own with some scaffolding on my part, 
and since I sensed some frustration, I provided her with the target form, which she applied in her chat.  In 
later analyzing the data, I discarded that verbal phrase from the count of students’ accurate tense formation. 
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traditional classroom).  On the contrary, they enjoyed the sense of freedom and 

empowerment brought about by this student-centered activity.  Additionally, while 

delayed in nature, the students benefited from my involvement through the consistent 

feedback I provided to them on their transcripts.   

As stated above, the use of CMCD was intended to be student-centered, with 

minimal teacher interference.  I feared that getting involved would shift the dynamic to a 

teacher-centered activity in which students would rely not as much on each other as they 

would on me, both for linguistic assistance, as well as direction in managing turns and 

topics.  Specifically regarding corrective feedback, I did not want to be potentially 

obtrusive and interrupt the flow of the students’ conversations by providing feedback, 

even though there exist both implicit and explicit ways of delivering such comments.  

Since the chat transcripts served as a record of the students’ output, I chose instead to use 

private and personalized written feedback in addition to general whole-class oral 

feedback.  Moreover, I was curious as to what the students would do, on their own, in 

terms of self- and other-corrections, whether they would request and/or offer each other 

help, and in what ways they would negotiate meaning and form.   

My decision not to be involved in the chats was also due to the findings of several 

studies which had pointed out some negative effects of teacher participation in CMCD.  

Hawisher and Selfe (1990) relate that CMCD can, depending upon the instructor’s 

teaching philosophy and style, “dampen creativity [and] intellectual exchanges rather 

than encourage them” (p. 8).  Peyton (1990) documents such a case in which CMCD was 

used in an authoritarian manner to support traditional lockstep instruction.  Duin and 
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Hansen (1994) also cite cases in which teachers dominated the electronic conversation in 

terms of number and length of messages they produced, as well as the number of 

messages students addressed to them.  In Ene et al. (2005), the researchers found that one 

of the instructors in the study had a silencing effect on her students, as students produced 

almost twice as many turns when the teacher was not in the chat room; that there was 

more task negotiation when the teacher was not present; and also that the students 

reverted more to the L1 when the teacher left the chat room.  Finally, in Darhower’s 

(2000) post-study questionnaire, several students commented that their teacher’s presence 

in the chat room made them nervous and that the instructor’s error correction caused 

them to feel intimidated, whereas this wasn’t the case when she left the chat room.  The 

instructor in this study also perceived her presence as impacting the nature of the 

students’ discussions.  She sensed that the learners were not as frank as when she was not 

there; furthermore, she felt that the students were “more worried about producing 

accurate Spanish for her than in communicating their ideas” (p. 152).   

While teacher participation style is a conscious choice and can certainly be made 

compatible with a student-centered, empowering, low-anxiety-ridden environment, a 

focus of this study, as already mentioned, was to see what students could do when given 

the opportunity to create their own learning community in which they needed to rely on 

each other.  Would they answer the discussion prompts with personally relevant and 

interesting answers while remaining in the TL?  Would there be a back and forth 

exchange of ideas, in which students built upon each other’s utterances, or would the 

interactions consist of a series of monologues?  Would students understand each other 
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and/or make efforts to be understood by their peers?  Would they use interactional moves 

to manage turn-taking as well as initiate, continue, and end their conversations?  Would 

they help each other, scaffold each other, co-construct knowledge together? Would they 

pay attention to their accuracy and that of their group members?  How much language 

would they produce, and how complex would it be?  Would they use a variety of tenses, 

naturally?  This descriptive study will aim to answer these and other relevant questions.   

Before delving into the data collection and coding methods portion of this 

chapter, the first research question is presented below, as a brief reminder: 

Research Question 1:  What linguistic and interactional features are evidenced in the 
CMCD transcripts of intermediate French students, over the course of one semester? 
 
1a) What are the patterns of students' total production? 
1b) What are the patterns of students' usage of sentence structure? 
1c) What patterns emerge regarding the students' accuracy across several grammatical 
variables?  
1d) What patterns emerge regarding the students' production of interactional moves?  In 
particular, what patterns emerge regarding negotiation of meaning and attention to form? 

Quantitative Data Collection Methods: Student Production Variables 

In order to answer Research Question 1, multiple measures of students’ 

production were documented and analyzed. 33  These measures include (1) the number of 

lines generated, (2) the number of words typed, (3) the average line length, the (4) 

number of unique words used (the latter is also expressed as the “lexical quotient”), (5) 

the number of English words included in the chats, (6) sentence complexity, (7) tense 

variety, (8) grammatical accuracy, and (9) interactional acts.  The first four variables 

were calculated with a JAVA-based software program created specifically by COHLab 

                                                 
33 I alone coded all data, both quantitative and qualitative; no inter-rater reliability was established. 
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staff to analyze chat transcript data.  Variables (5) through (9) were counted manually.  

More explanation will follow.  It must be noted that all quantitative data come solely 

from the French 201 class (3rd semester).  The sheer amount of data made it necessary to 

select only one of my two classes for the analysis of output variables.  As this study is 

descriptive (not comparative), there was no need to include both classes’ data.  The 3rd 

semester class was the larger of the two (N=19) and the students were more 

homogeneous with regard to native language; hence, this class was chosen. 

The JAVA program used in this study broke all transcripts down into the 

following parts:  First, each student’s contributions were extracted from the group chats 

and presented separately, with line numbers and word count calculations in parentheses at 

the end of each line.  This was followed by an alphabetical listing of each student’s words 

along with line references and a calculation of word frequency.  At the end of the 

alphabetical listing, the program summarized all of the data (per student, per session) as 

such: 

[Stephanie’s analysis] 
 
Total number of lines 
Total number of words 
Total number of unique words 
Lexical quotient 
Average words per line 
 

The program also compiled the summary data for each chat group (e.g. a group of 3 

students’ analyses).  See Appendix G for a sample JAVA output file.   

In order to shed light on the issues encountered in using the JAVA program, 

several basic software-programming explanations are in order.  First, it was important 
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that the JAVA program count a word as anything separated by a space, a hyphen, or an 

apostrophe, as the latter two represent delimiting symbols in French:  

 
Il aime 2 words He likes 
Aimes-tu 2 words Do you like 
J’aime 2 words I like 
 
Nonetheless, it was also necessary to create an exceptions list that the program could 

cross-reference in the word-counting process.  Indeed, certain common expressions in 

French contain spaces, hyphens, or apostrophes; yet they really represent a single word.  

A few examples of these exceptions are shown below.  

Aujourd’hui 
Au revoir  
D’accord  
Est-ce que  
Parce que  
Quelqu’un 

today 
goodbye 
alright 
- a question ‘marker’ (e.g. do, did) 
because 
somebody 

 

Since grammar usage and accuracy were tracked, different conjugations of the same verb 

were counted as unique lexical entries (e.g. the first person singular versus the first 

person plural).  Similarly, because agreement in gender and number were important 

variables in this study, the singular and plural forms of the same noun/adjective, as well 

as the masculine and feminine forms of the same noun/adjective were all counted as 

distinct words.    

As the JAVA program could not differentiate English words from French words, 

an English word count was done through the manual editing process of preceding each 

English word with the letter Z and resubmitting the transcripts for analysis.  
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Original line Edited line Translation 
Je suis un Freshman.  Je suis un Zfreshman. I am a Freshman. 
Comment dit-on to try?  Comment dit-on Zto Ztry?  How do you say, to try? 

 
Proper names were also edited in the transcripts by deleting spaces between compound 

names (so as not to overwhelmingly affect the word and line counts) and preceding the 

new “spaceless” word by the letter X.  

Original line Edited line Translation 
Qui a vu Who Wants to 
Be a Millionaire hier 
soir?  

Qui a vu 
Xwhowantstobeamillionaire hier 
soir? 
 

Who saw Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire last night? 

Quand j’étais à New 
York, j’ai vu The 
Phantom of the Opera. 

Quand j’étais à Xnewyork, j’ai vu 
Xthephantomoftheopera. 

When I was in New York, I saw 
The Phantom of the Opera. 

 
Re-submitting the transcripts with the markers X and Z (chosen because of the 

rarity of French words beginning with these letters and also because of their occurrence at 

the end of the alphabet) yielded a clear enumeration, at the end of each student’s 

alphabetical word list, of all of the English words and proper names that the student used 

in a particular chat session.  The frequency count next to each word in the alphabetical 

word list allowed me to manually count how many English words were used and to 

compare this number with the total number of words generated.  It also allowed me to 

subtract the number of English words from the calculations of Total word count and the 

Number of unique words (lexical quotient). 

As mentioned above, the first two variables of production that were measured in 

this study consisted of the total number of lines and words that students typed per session.  

A new line was counted each time students pressed “Say” or hit the “Return” key.  A new 
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word was counted each time students pressed the spacebar or used a hyphen or an 

apostrophe.  In order to comprehensively document students’ output, the line count and 

word count were coupled with a measure of line length (words per line-WPL) as this 

distinguishes quantity versus quality.  In the examples below, both entries were counted 

as one line; yet the number of words per line differs vastly:  

(a) Oui, je suis d’accord.  4 words Yes, I agree 
(b) Quand j’étais jeune, j’habitais 
dans une petite ville, et je jouais 
toujours avec les garçons et les filles 
dans mon quartier. 

23 words When I was young, I lived in a small 
town, and I always played with the 
boys and girls in my neighborhood. 

 
An additional measure of quality (lexical quotient) was also used to complement the 

above data.  The lexical quotient measures lexical richness by comparing the number of 

unique (non-repeated) words to the total number of words. The formula is one of simple 

division: 

unique words 
total number of words 

 

Hence, in a sentence of 10 words, if all words were different (unique; non-repeated), the 

lexical quotient would equal 1.00, indicating a richness of students’ vocabulary.  If 4 of 

the 10 words were the same, the lexical quotient would be 0.60.  While valuable to 

consider, it is not necessarily desirable, realistic, or natural to have lexical quotients of 

1.00.  If one examines the postings (a) and (b) above, the lexical quotient for the short 

simple sentence (a) is 1.00 (4 unique words/4 total words) while the lexical quotient for 

the much longer and more complex sentence (b) is 0.83 (19 unique words/23 total 

words).  This is due to the fact that in posting (b), the following words are repeated:  j’ / 
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dans / et / les.  In typical conversation, words are repeated, notably function words.  

Moreover, content words are often repeated when trying to establish connections between 

interlocutors or when aiming to ensure comprehension.  In addition to calculating words, 

lines, and lexical diversity, (a) sentence complexity, (b) tense variety, (c) grammatical 

accuracy, and (d) interactional moves were also examined as output variables, painting a 

complex picture of the nature of students’ production in a synchronous CMC 

environment. 

Sentence complexity 

Sentence complexity is another measure often used in analyzing language quality.  

The more complex the structure, the more advanced and sophisticated the language 

(Abrams, 2003b; Warschauer, 1996a).  Whether or not students would show signs of 

complexity in a synchronous medium was of interest, as studies in CMCD have reported 

conflicting results.  In examining the French 201 students’ transcripts, sentences were 

manually categorized and counted according to the following criteria: 

(a) Simple sentences sentences containing one subject (clause) and one verb 
(clause)   

(b) Compound sentences sentences with the coordinating conjunctions et, mais, ou, 
donc (and, but, or, so) 

(c) Complex sentences-Noun Noun clauses with the subordinating conjunction que 
(that) 

(d) Complex sentences-
Adverb 

Adverb clauses with the subordinating conjunctions 
quand, si, parce  que, avant, où (when, if, because, 
before, where) 

(e) Complex sentences-
Adjective 

Adjective clauses with the relative pronouns qui, que, où, 
dont (who, that, which, where, whose) 

(f) Fragments Dependent clauses  
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Tense variety 

Another interest of this study was whether, regardless of the verbal tense/mood in 

the prompt, students would naturally use a variety of tenses in their responses.  Or would 

they, as found in several studies, primarily express themselves in the present tense?  In 

order to analyze students’ transcripts for tense variety, all tenses and moods used by the 

students were counted:34 

Simple present – 
present 

Past continuous –  
Imparfait 

Simple past –  
passé composé 

Simple future –  
future 

Future with going to –  
futur proche 

Imperative –  
imperatif 

Infinitive –  
infinitif 

Conditional –  
Conditionnel 

Subjunctive –  
subjonctif 

 
Grammatical accuracy 

As a complement to the data on tense variety, it was critical to also analyze the 

accuracy of such language usage, as synchronous CMC is often seen as incompatible 

with the development of target language (TL) accuracy.  It is true that the rapid 

exchanges, characteristic of CMCD, may make focusing on form a difficult endeavor.  

However, few studies to date have sought to systematically and comprehensively 

document the percentage of accurate versus inaccurate language usage in CMCD.  

In this study, three grammatical variables were chosen for analysis:  subject-verb 

conjugation, agreement in number, and agreement in gender.  These variables were 

selected because they were high-frequency grammatical features in French, yet were 

                                                 
34 The futur proche can be considered a sub-set of the infinitive construction, as it is formed by joining a 
conjugated verb with an infinitive.  However, only one conjugated verb, aller (to go) plus an infinitive 
counts as the futur proche.  As such, it was calculated separately.  In order to be counted as a correct 
instance of future proche, both the conjugated verb and infinitive needed to be correct. 
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often challenging for intermediate-level students.  Subject-verb conjugations were 

counted as accurate if the conjugation was error-free (inflection, spelling, gender and 

number agreement), as well as if the form represented the correct lexical and grammatical 

choice (tense/mood). 

J’ai bougé 
quand 
j’avais 6 
ans. 

2 verb 
conjugations:   
1 correct; 1 
incorrect  

I moved when I was 6 years old 
 
Correct conjugation, but incorrect verb choice:  
[BOUGER] means to physically move an object, not to 
move from one home/building to another. 

Je 
déménageais 
quand 
j’avais 6 
ans. 

2 verb 
conjugations:   
1 correct; 1 
incorrect 

I was moving when I was 6 years old. 
 
Correct conjugation, and correct verb choice, but incorrect 
tense choice.  The tense should be passé composé (simple 
past) instead of imparfait (past continuous)  

Je suis 
déménagé 
quand 
j’avais 6 
ans. 

2 verb 
conjugations: 
1 correct; 1 
incorrect 

I moved when I was 6 years old. 
 
Correct verb choice and tense choice, but incorrect 
conjugation. 

J’ai 
déménagé 
quand 
j’avais 6 
ans. 

2 verb 
conjugations: 
2 correct 

I moved when I was 6 years old. 
 
Correct conjugation, lexical choice, and tense choice. 

  
As for grammatical agreement, a positive instance of agreement in number was 

counted if singular articles and demonstrative/possessive adjectives were matched with 

singular nouns, and if plural articles and demonstrative/possessive adjectives matched 

plural nouns.   

Singular definite article [le, la] + Singular noun 
Singular indefinite article [un, une]  + Singular noun 
Singular demonstrative adjective [ce/cet, cette]  + Singular noun 
Singular possessive adjective [mon, ma, ton, 
ta, notre, leur …] 

+ Singular noun 
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Plural definite article [les] + Plural noun 
Plural indefinite article [des] + Plural noun 
Plural demonstrative adjective [ces] + Plural noun 
Plural possessive adjective [mes, tes, nos …] + Plural noun 

 
Such counting, however, did not take into account whether the gender was also accurate, 

since accurate gender was examined separately.  Therefore, la guitare / une guitare35 

(singular noun, singular article, correct gender) received the same accurate number count 

as la livre / une livre36 (singular noun, singular article, incorrect gender).  This means of 

counting was necessary due to the fact that gender is not marked with the plural 

definite/indefinite articles or the plural demonstrative/possessive adjectives in French.   

 
 Plural 

definite 
article (the) 

Plural 
indefinite 
article (some) 

Plural 
demonstrative 
adjective 
(these) 

Plural 
possessive 
adjective (our) 

livre:  
masculine 
noun  

les livres des livres ces livres nos livres 

guitare:  
feminine noun 

les guitares des guitares ces guitares nos guitares 

 
Additionally, the singular possessive adjectives:  notre, votre, leur (our, your, their) do 

not carry a marker of gender.  Thus, gender was extracted when calculating agreement in 

number.  

the  kitchen  la cuisine  feminine 
the  dog  le  chien masculine 
my  watch  ma  montre feminine 
my  dog  mon  chien masculine 

                                                 
35 the/a guitar 
36 le livre/un livre (masculine)  the/a book 
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this  big kitchen  cette grande cuisine  feminine 
this big dog  ce  grand chien masculine 
a  beautiful watch  une belle montre feminine 
a beautiful purse  un beau sac masculine 

 
A positive instance of agreement in gender was counted when the correct gender and 

number were assigned to the adjective:  une grande cuisine / un grand chien. 

Interactional moves 

 The penultimate variable of students’ language production involved the use of 

interactional moves.  An examination of the chat transcripts, using the constant-

comparison method, yielded the following categories, several of which will also be 

treated as part of the final sub-question (1d), related to negotiation of meaning and 

attention to form.  The constant-comparison method is a qualitative analytical technique 

in which categories are developed from the data "by constantly comparing each category 

with other categories to identify their distinctive attributes" (McMillan & Schumacher, 

1997, p. 509).   

O Opening moves:  stock phrases such as Bonjour.  Comment  allez-vous?  Salut.   
Ça va?37 

Q Question:  a question posed to one or more group members 
R Reply:  an answer to a specific question (different from Expansion) 
TI Topic Initiation:  the proposal of a new topic of discussion and/or a shift in topics 
A Agreement:  a short comment indicating agreement or disagreement, such as oui; 

je suis d’accord; exactement38 or je ne suis pas d’accord; non39  
E Expansion:  a general expansion on the topic; the addition of relevant information 

to continue the discussion 
N Negotiation:  Direct appeals for assistance, requests for clarification, confirmation 

checks, or indications of non-understanding  

                                                 
37 Hello. / How are you? / Hi. / How’s it going? 
38 Yes. / I agree. / Exactly! 
39 I disagree. / No. 
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OC Other Correction:  corrective feedback provided to others in the group, either 

explicitly or implicitly  
SC Self-Correction:  corrections of and/or clarification of one’s own language usage  
C Closing moves:  stock phrases such as Au revoir.  Salut.  A bientot.  C’est l’heure 

de partir.40 
 
 When looking over the transcripts, two final categories emerged from the data:  

the use of emoticons, or smiley faces, which served to compensate for the lack of 

paralinguistic cues in CMCD, and the use of the L2 to create and maintain a sense of 

community among the learners.  The latter took such forms as apologizing and expressing 

politeness, compassion, satisfaction, appreciation, playful teasing, and humor. 

Negotiation of meaning and attention to form 

Within their electronic discussions, when students requested assistance or 

signaled a non-understanding, the subsequent talk aimed at repairing the problem and 

moving forward with the conversation was counted as negotiation work.  Each 

negotiation episode was labeled according to its constitutive elements: triggers, 

indicators, responses, and reactions to responses (Varonis & Gass, 1985).  As a reminder, 

triggers set off the negotiation routines; indicators signal some type of communication 

trouble (indicate that something in the preceding turn, or trigger, has not been 

successfully understood); responses acknowledge the indicators; and optionally, a 

reaction to the response functions as a sign that participants are ready to resume or “pop 

up to” the original line of conversation (Varonis & Gass, 1985).   

Instances of attention to form consist, in the present data, of self- and other-

corrections.  All were counted and classified according to type (self or other) as well as 
                                                 
40 Goodbye. / Bye. / See you later. / It’s time to go.  
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purpose (to correct a lexical, syntactic, orthographic, or discourse error; to clarify one’s 

own meaning or form).  With regard to other-correction, this category was further broken 

down into explicit and implicit corrective feedback.  Uptake and incorporation were also 

noted.   

Qualitative Data Collection Methods: Students’ Experiences with CMCD 

In order to answer Research Question 2, the following data were collected: 

(1) Reflective paragraphs in English written over the course of the semester 

(2) Pre-chat goals written prior to each chat beginning after Spring Break 

(3) Post-chat comments written after each chat beginning after Spring Break 

(4) Answers to an anonymous final evaluation typed at the end of the semester 

(5) Answers to oral interview questions  

The reflective paragraphs, final evaluation, and oral interview served as means of 

obtaining longitudinal data related to students’ overall experiences.  In conjunction with 

several targeted questions in the oral interview, the remaining two qualitative measures--  

the students’ pre-chat language goals and post-chat comments, were sought as a way of 

directly addressing the component of focus-on-form in this study.  Students’ written data 

were collected and transferred to Microsoft Word for more efficient analysis.  As for the 

oral interviews, these were recorded on audiocassette and later transcribed.41  All of the 

above-mentioned qualitative data were analyzed by using the constant comparison 

method (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997). 

                                                 
41 Again, it must be stated that I alone transcribed the audiotapes and coded the qualitative data. 
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 This chapter described the research questions that guided this study; the 

participants’ backgrounds, attitudes, and opinions; the research setting; the various tasks 

in which the participants engaged throughout the semester; the data collection 

instruments; and the methods of analysis.  The following chapter will present the findings 

related to Research Questions 1 and 2. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

Introduction  

In chapter 2, the current study was situated within the research reported in the 

second language acquisition and CMC literatures.  Based on the relevant theoretical 

constructs and findings from previous research studies, the research design and research 

questions were developed for this project and discussed in chapter 3, along with 

information on the participants, instruments, and coding procedures.  In this chapter, the 

results of each research question and accompanying sub-questions will be treated in 

detail, in an effort to shed light on students’ patterns of L2 usage and accuracy as well as 

their experiences and perceptions related to the effectiveness of using synchronous 

computer-mediated classroom discussion to practice their L2.   
 
Research Question 1:  What linguistic and interactional features are evidenced in 
the CMCD transcripts of intermediate French students, over the course of one 
semester? 

In order to answer Research Question 1, students’ production was measured 

across multiple variables. These variables include (1) the number of lines generated, (2) 

the number of words typed, (3) the average line length, the (4) number of unique words 

used (“lexical quotient”), (5) the number of English words included in the chats, (6) 

sentence complexity, (7) tense variety, (8) grammatical accuracy, and (9) interactional 

moves, including negotiation of meaning and attention to form. 
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Research Question 1a: Patterns of Students' Total Production 

Overall, this descriptive study shows that when students engaged in “written 

conversation” in their second language, for approximately 40 minutes each week, they 

produced, in their chat groups, an average of 77 postings of 5.6 words each (words per 

line, or WPL).42  This translates into 25 postings (conversational turns) per student per 

session.  Each chat group typed an average of 2477 words per session, of which 1497 

words were unique (average lexical quotient = 0.61).  The average number of words 

typed per student, per session was 136 (3.4 words per minute, if one divides the number 

of words by 40 minutes, the average duration of each session).  As for English usage, the 

percentage of English words found in the chat transcripts, compared to the total number 

of words, was 2.4%.  On average, 9 English words were used per chat, per session 

(English usage will be treated in more detail below).   

As discussed previously, there is generally a large amount of teacher talk and a 

limited amount of student talk in a traditional classroom due to the IRF pattern (initiation, 

response, feedback) commonly found.  This, of course, can be tempered by the use of 

group activities; yet, rarely do such activities extend for 40 minutes at a time, while 

remaining primarily in the target language.  Impressionistically, therefore, 25 turns per 

student seems high.43  This figure can also be compared to Kern’s (1995) finding of an 
                                                 
42 For the following discussion and analysis of students’ output, all English words were extracted from the 
data, unless otherwise noted. 
43 This statement is based solely on observation and experience.  As no face-to-face control group was part 
of this data, it is not possible to compare how much language is generally produced in a 40-minute group 
work session (face-to-face). 
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average of 13.3 turns/student in one section of 2nd semester French and an average of 

11.8 turns/student in the second section.  Nonetheless, the students in the current study 

did not produce as much as Kern’s students if one compares the number of words 

produced per minute (4.74 in Kern versus 3.4 in this study; Goertler (2006) calculated 

3.66 as the average number of words produced per minute by the L2 German students in 

her study).  Perhaps the emphasis on accuracy caused students to reflect more and 

produce less compared to their counterparts in other studies.  As for the students’ lexical 

richness, the lexical quotient of 0.61 is neither high nor low, thus reflecting the learners’ 

intermediate stage on the interlanguage continuum with regard to sophistication of 

vocabulary.  Given the relatively positive results above, the use of CMCD as a tool for L2 

fluency practice is certainly worth considering. 

Further examination of the data on students’ output reveals no particularly 

discernable pattern, thus no claims can be made about changes over time.  From the table 

below, one will notice that the average words per line as well as lexical quotient remained 

fairly steady over the course of the semester:  between 5 and 6 words per line; 60% of the 

words were unique (non-repeated).  
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  Chat 1 Chat 2 Chat 3 Chat 4 Chat 5 Average 
Average words 
per line 6.05 5.38 6.16 5.08 5.18 5.57 
Lexical 
quotient (no 
English) 0.61 0.57 0.62 0.62 0.64 0.612 
Average # of 
lines  70.3 98.3 53.9 81.8 79.8 76.82 
Average # of 
words (no 
English) 404.16 518.2 304.2 411.6 392.8 406.192 

The only differences lie in the number of lines and number of words typed per session.  

Although there is no objective way of determining the reasons for these differences, 

looking at variables such as grouping, topic selection, and number of participants may 

shed light on possible explanations for the variations in the data.  In particular, Chat 3 

accounted for the lowest number of lines (53.9) and words (304.2), whereas Chat 2 

accounted for the highest number of lines (98.3) and words (518.2).  What may have 

influenced these results?  In Chat Session 3, students worked in pairs for the first time. 

This likely reduced the pressure students generally felt when trying to keep up with the 

contributions of 2-3 other classmates.  Only tending to one person may have slowed 

down the speed of the conversation and afforded students more time to carefully 

construct their comments. Indeed, while Chat Session 3 yielded the lowest number of 

lines and word count, it also yielded the highest average WPL.44  This means that the 

                                                 
44 In looking at individual groups across all five sessions, the two groups with the lowest line counts (22 
and 23 lines respectively) were both dyads, and their WPL averages were 8.0 and 7.3 respectively—much 
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students wrote relatively lengthier comments and therefore did not post as often.  

Additionally, the pair dynamic most closely resembled a face-to-face interaction, in 

which students displayed similar turn-taking trends: students waited for each other’s 

responses before typing again, as there were few instances in which students’ comments 

overlapped.  This stands in contrast to the dynamic found in larger groups wherein a 

student often posted a comment directed at one individual, for example, and then, while 

waiting for a response, typed another comment to the rest of the group or to another 

individual.  

As for Chat Session 2, it had the highest number of lines and total word count.  

What might have accounted for this?  All groups but one consisted of 3 students in this 

particular chat session.  The remaining group consisted of four students.  In looking more 

in-depth at each group’s data set, it became clear that this particular group of 4 had far 

exceeded the line and word counts of any other group in all five chat sessions analyzed in 

this study (including other groups of 4).45  This group, which consisted of 4 female 

students of average proficiency level, typed a total of 161 lines and 855 words.46  For a 

comparison, see the table below.  

                                                                                                                                                 
higher than the overall WPL average.  Thus, there seems to be an inverse relationship between number of 
lines and the average WPL. 
45 During the study, students formed groups of 2 (26% of the time), 3 (55% of the time), and 4 (19% of the 
time). 
46 Due to the high number of women enrolled in the course, 65% of the groups were all-female; 35% were 
co-ed (no groups were all-male). 
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Chat session 2 
 Group A  

(3 students) 
Group B 
(3 students) 

Group C 
(4 students) 

Group D 
(3 students) 

Group E 
(3 students) 

Group F 
(3 students) 

Total lines 97 113 161 59 75 85 
Total words 
(no ENG) 

459 550 855 334 409 502 

It is difficult to ascertain what made this particular chat so lengthy as opposed to the 

others.  A comparative analysis of the students’ tense variety, accuracy and use of 

English revealed that they performed similarly to their counterparts in Chat 2 with regard 

to their use of multiple tenses and moods, accurate subject-verb conjugations, agreement 

in number, and agreement in gender.  As for English, however, this group did have a high 

count (38 instances compared to an average of 5 in the other groups).  Nonetheless, the 

above-average English usage does not change the fact that this group typed more than 

800 French words.  A close look at the content shows that the four students were highly 

engaged in their conversation, moving from discussing the French film viewed in class 

that week, Trois Hommes et un Couffin,47 to other films and television shows they liked, 

actors and actresses they admired, Valentine’s Day plans, how men and women differ 

vis-à-vis Valentine’s Day, and finally ending with a discussion of their Spring Break 

plans.  It could therefore be that the students strongly identified with the topics and had a 

lot to say about them.  Additionally, the students may have felt very comfortable with 

keyboarding and were thus able to produce more in the allotted time.  

                                                 
47 Three Men and a Baby 
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Usage of English 

With regard to English usage, the number of English words found in the chat 

transcripts varied widely.  Many students made great efforts to avoid using English; 

others appear not to have been as diligent.  Upon further examination of the students’ 

actual usage of English words, the following categories emerged, which illuminate the 

various reasons for students’ switch into their L1:   
 
Use of English due to gaps in vocabulary  
Use of English for translation 
Use of English for direct quotations 

Gaps in vocabulary 

The most frequent use of English, accounting for 52% of all instances, was due to 

the fact that students lacked the necessary vocabulary in French to communicate all of 

their ideas.  In certain cases, students could have looked up a word or expression in the 

dictionary but chose not to because it was easier and clearer to communicate their 

message with the English word.  Indeed, using a new French term that no one else in their 

group would know wasn’t perceived as effective for some students as engaging in a quick 

code-switch before resuming the discussion in French.  On the other hand, a number of 

students employed the strategy of using the French word(s) found in their dictionary 

along with the English translation in parentheses (See discussion on Translation as a 

reason for the usage of English).  Other reasons why students may have drawn upon their 

native language are that they were pressured for time, or because they wished to use 
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expressions that were slang or culturally-tied to the United States and therefore had no 

French equivalent.  Additionally, even if an equivalent existed, the students would not 

have known how to access this information in the short span of time necessary to keep up 

with the conversation (e.g. country music, alternative music, the oldies, retreat, 

undecided, pre-med, fraternity, track and field, yucky, cooties, cheesy, looser).  Often, 

students enclosed their English word(s) in parentheses or quotation marks in order to 

indicate that they were temporarily code-switching.  Students also occasionally used chat-

specific abbreviations from English, such as LOL (laughing out loud), BRB (be right 

back), and ASL (age, sex, location), which wouldn’t have been understood if translated 

into French.  Moreover, students sometimes used English when engaged in self-

correction or clarification of meaning, as the metalinguistic commentary was probably 

less obvious to certain students in their L2.   
 
Use of English in meta-linguistic commentary/self-correction 
<Teresa>48 I mean … c’est  
The student made a spelling error and corrected it by indicating that she meant to spell it 
as c’est.  
<Faris> Sorry, that one wasn’t even close  
This student’s comment related to an incorrect question structure, which she 
subsequently rephrased. 
<Courtney>  :-D- (a sideways smiley face)  
The student explained to her peers, the use of the colon, dash, letter D, and final dash 

The act of self-correction functioned in many ways as an aside to the conversation.  

Therefore, it may have seemed more natural to use English while “off track” if they knew 
                                                 
48 Students provided pseudonyms to be used in the reporting of the data.  While most maintained names that 
reflected their gender, some chose names that are generally attributed to the opposite gender.  Where 
relevant, this will be noted.   
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that they would be using French when back “on track.”  Also, as mentioned earlier, 

students likely wanted to move forward in the conversation and felt compelled to do so 

quickly.  One must note, however, that other students did in fact use French as prefaces to 

their self-corrections and in meta-linguistic commentary.  This effort shows that when 

motivated and sufficiently proficient, students can remain in the target language for both 

linguistic and meta-linguistic content:49   
 
Use of French in meta-linguistic commentary/self-correction 
Line 19 <Ali> courtney, parle 
maintenante!! 
Line 20 <Ali> pas de “e” sur maintenant 

<Ali> courtney, speak now [misspelling of 
“now”] 
<Ali> There is no “e” on [the end of the 
word] maintenant.  

Line 14 <Faris> C'est m'egal...  
Line 15 <Faris> Je ne sais pas si cette 
phrase est correcte … 

<Faris> It doesn’t matter to me… 
[incorrect word order] 
<Faris> I don’t know if this expression 
is correct… 

Line 33 <Wanda> Quels sont les 
advantages et disadvantages de habiter 
avec des camarades de chambre 
Line 34 <Wanda> Quels sont les 
avantages et désavantages? Desole. 

<Wanda> What are the advantages and 
disadvantages of living with roommates? 
[used the English forms of the words, 
“advantages”/“disadvantages” 
<Wanda> What are the advantages and 
disadvantages?  Sorry.  [In this self-
correction, the student used the French 
forms of the words]. 

 
Translation 

Twenty-four percent of the English words that students used in the transcripts 

were typed as translations in order to ensure comprehension by their peers, as this was 

essential for keeping the conversation going.  The act of translating took either of two 

forms.  In some instances, a student typed a word in French and then included its 
                                                 
49 Students’ transcripts are presented verbatim without any correction.  Glosses are provided as a 
convenience to the reader but do not always fully reflect the richness of the interlanguage. 
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translation, often in parentheses.  In analyzing these lexical items, it seemed that, given 

their limited proficiency in French, the students had used a bilingual dictionary or their 

textbook to locate the word or expression and were concerned that their peers wouldn’t 

be familiar with it.  This practice is evidence of students’ monitoring of their own output 

and their sensitivity toward their classmates in wanting to ensure mutual comprehension.    

<Skyler> Mes parents travaillent, et nous avons des nourrices (nannies). 
My parents worked and we had nannies. 

<Ali> ton camarade de chambre est très agaçant (annoying), n'est-ce pas? 
Your roommate is pretty annoying, right? 

In the other cases, as part of a negotiation sequence, a student’s chat partner requested 

clarification or asked for a translation, thus compelling the student who originally used 

the French lexical item to type the English translation in a subsequent line.  Often the 

English item was placed in quotation marks or between < > signs.   

<Katie> Qu'est-ce que c'est que "bulles?" 
What does “bulles” mean? 

<Annie> Bubbles = bulles 
 

Additionally, a student would sometimes ask his/her peers, Comment dit-on (English 

word)? [How do you say (English word)?], thereby using English to request assistance.     

Quotations 

The final use of English came from quotations from popular movies (23%).  Since 

only 4 students in all engaged in citing well-known lines from their favorite movies, this 

category is not truly representative of the whole class’s experience with IRC Français.  

Nonetheless, the quotes that these students cited in Chats 2 and 5 were rather lengthy; 
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therefore, their use greatly affected the average number of English words counted 

overall.50  While I found this particular usage of English rather excessive, one must note 

that this behavior was a means of establishing social cohesiveness, an important feature 

of community-building (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Darhower, 2000, 2002; Kung, 

2004).   

<Courtney> Quelles pièces est-ce que tes parents ont vu à New York Briana?? 
What shows did your parents see in New York, Briana?? 
<Briana> Miss Saigon et Phantom of The Opera 
Miss Saigon and Phantom of the Opera 
<Courtney> J'aime Phantom of the Opera, c'est superb  
I love Phantom of the Opera, it’s superb 
<Courtney> La musique est étonnant de la pièce  
The music from the show is amazing 
<Briana> Tu aimes le Dirty Dancing Courtney? 
Do you like Dirty Dancing, Courtney? 
<Courtney> J'aime Dirty Dancing!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
I love Dirty Dancing!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
<Elizabeth> Go back to your playpen ...Baby. 
<Briana> Nobody puts baby in the corner. 
<Courtney> ((((And most of all I'm scared of walking out of this room and never 
feeling the same way that I feel when I'm with you)))) 

Interestingly, Courtney’s final quote, which consisted of 25 English words, was 

enclosed in 4 successive parentheses on either side.  My interpretation of these symbols, 

given this student’s almost exclusive usage of French in all of her other transcripts, is that 

she was overtly marking the anomaly in her behavior.  It appeared that she was 

apologizing for using English but couldn’t help but contribute her favorite line from Dirty 

Dancing to the conversation.  With regard to Briana and Elizabeth, they did not explicitly 

type anything to show that they felt badly about using English quotes, even though their 

                                                 
50 For example, out of 429 words in Chat 5, 58 words (13%) represented the use of English to quote from 
movies, Dirty Dancing and Austin Powers. 
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grade on previous transcripts had been affected by their English usage. 

The following table summarizes the number of English words used across all 

groups, by session.   
 

English usage across all groups, by session 
 Chat 1 Chat 2 Chat 3 Chat 4 Chat 5 Average 
Raw #- Total 
English words 

30 61 57 40 104 58.4 

Raw #-Total 
words 

2455 3170 2491 2098 2461 2535 

% 1.22% 1.92% 2.28% 1.9% 4.55% 2.37% 
 
As noted earlier, the use of English was extremely varied, especially when broken down 

by group.  For example, in Chat 3, the total number of English words was 57, of which 27 

came from a single group.  The remaining groups averaged 4.28 English words.  

Nonetheless, regardless of the within-chat session variation, when compared to the total 

number of words produced by the students across all 5 sessions, the use of English was 

rather insignificant, averaging 2.4%.  This finding is consistent with the results of the 

majority of CMCD studies, showing that this electronic forum promotes almost exclusive 

use of the L2 compared to face-to-face situations (e.g. Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; 

Beauvois 1994/5, 1998a; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2002; Goertler, 2006; Kelm, 1992). 

Research Question 1b: Sentence Structure 
 

When participating in the on-line discussions, students had to weigh how much 

time to spend concentrating on accurate verb conjugations, spelling, as well as the 

formation of lengthy, complex sentences versus how much time to spend getting their 

ideas out, regardless of accuracy and complexity.  Given the fast-paced nature of 
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synchronous CMC, this would become a challenging balancing act.  Consider Emma’s 

perspective:   

When we were typing, I was just concentrating on responding back and making 
sure I was in the conversation and keeping up with what was going on … and 
making sure I was reading as well as typing at the same time so that I knew what 
one person was saying and who was commenting and all that (Interview).   

 
It is not surprising, therefore, that in their online discussions, students largely used simple 

sentences, averaging 78.7% over the course of the semester.  The most probable reason 

for this, in addition to students’ proficiency level, is that the fast-paced medium wasn’t 

conducive to lengthy postings.  Students wanted to get an idea out and receive feedback 

on it right away.  They also didn’t want to miss out on the rest of the conversation by 

spending a long time typing in the “compose” space.  

Moreover, simple sentences are generally easier to construct than complex 

sentences, as they do not involve additional clauses or hierarchical relationships among 

clauses.  The intermediate students in this study thus followed the pattern of using the 

easiest sentence structure the most frequently (simple sentences) and the most difficult 

sentence structure the least frequently (complex sentences with adjective clauses).  There 

was no clear change over time showing student comfort with higher-level structures by 

the end of the semester.  Their proficiency level certainly accounts for this.  Sentence 

types analyzed in this study included: 

(a)   Simple sentences  
(b)   Compound sentences with the coordinating conjunctions et, mais, ou, donc (and, 

but, or, so)  
(c)  Complex sentences:  Noun clauses with the subordinating conjunction que (that)  
(d)  Complex sentences:  Adverb clauses with the subordinating conjunctions quand, si, 

parce  que, avant, où (when, if, because, before, where)   
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(e)  Complex sentences:  Adjective clauses with the relative pronouns qui, que, où, dont 
(who, that, which, where, whose) 

(f)  Fragments:  Dependent clauses including a verb 
 
Sentence complexity:  % of sentence types used  
 Session 

1 
Session 
2 

Session 
3 

Session 
4 

Session 
5 

Average 

Simple sentences 72.8 77.2 73.2 84.5 86 78.7 
Compound 
sentences 

5.7 4.6 6.6 6.7 3.3 5.4 

Complex sentences-
Noun 

12.1 7.4 4.4 2.3 1.6 5.6 

Complex sentences-
Adverb 

5.1 4.6 5.5 4.2 3.9 4.7 

Complex sentences-
Adjective 

1.6 1 4.4 0.3 1.6 1.8 

Fragments 2 5 5.3 2 1.6 3.2 

During the semester, many of the discussion prompts asked the students for their 

opinion.  Questions were often phrased, Que pensez-vous de ___? (What do you think 

about ___?).  Therefore, it was not surprising to find that the second most widely used 

structure (5.6% overall) was the Complex sentence-Noun clause beginning with que 

(that):   

Je pense + que + 2ème sujet + 2ème verbe (I think + that + 2nd subject + 2nd verb).   

Je ne crois pas que + 2ème sujet + 2ème verbe (I don’t believe + that + 2nd subject + 2nd 

verb). 

Students generally used the Complex-sentence-Noun clause in initiating a topic and in 

their first few responses, after which they often reverted to simple sentences for 

expansions on the topic. 
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Compound sentences comprised 5.4% of the total number of sentence types.  This 

rate seemed rather low to me, as coordinating conjunctions were learned in the first 

semester of French and are rather straightforward to use, following the same rules as 

coordinating conjunctions in English grammar.  Again, the medium may have pushed 

students to write short messages and to express their thoughts piece-meal rather than in a 

larger chunk. The following example illustrates this point well:  
 

Line 21 <Courtney> Je n'ai pas un voiture 
I don’t have a car  
Line 22 <Courtney> il faut que je marche 
I have to walk 
Line 23 <Courtney> c'est très embêtant 
It’s annoying 

Certainly, Courtney could have written these comments as one posting, and the sentences 

could have been joined by coordinating conjunctions.  Instead, she wrote each thought as 

a separate simple sentence.  This phenomenon was found throughout all students’ 

transcripts during the five sessions analyzed. 

According to Processibility Theory, the use of embedded clauses is “the most 

difficult procedure of all and the last to be acquired” (VanPatten, 2003, p. 65).  As such, 

students composed adverb clauses 4.7% of the time and adjective clauses 1.8% of the 

time.  Students were relatively comfortable with certain adverbs: quand, où, parce que, 

(when, where, because) as these could be joined with a variety of tenses in the second 

clause.  However, other adverbs such as si, avant, and après (if, before, after) were 

perhaps more daunting to use, as they involved special rules which students may have not 
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been quite ready to experiment with in a synchronous environment.  As for adjective 

clauses, students were probably able to express the same information in two simple 

sentences, even if this involved some repetition.  Hence, the need to join sentences was 

not high.  Also, students had not yet automatized the proper use of adjective clauses and 

thus tended to avoid them.  

Fragments made up 3.2% of the total sentence types found in the students’ 

transcripts.  These dependent clauses consisted of short answers, often found in speech.  

For example:  
 

Pourquoi est-ce que tu es partie? --Parce 
que j’étais fatiguée. 

Why did you leave? --Because I was tired. 

Quand as-tu déménagé ici? -- Quand 
j’avais 5 ans. 

When did you move here?  --When I was 5 
years old. 

Given that people don’t speak in complete sentences in a face-to-face medium, it would 

have been plausible for the number of fragments in CMCD to be higher.  Nonetheless, 

the low number may be attributed to the manner in which fragments were counted.  Only 

phrases that included a verb were categorized as such, while in fact, there were many 

instances of short statements throughout the transcripts that expressed information 

without a verb.  Self- and other-corrections were generally only a few words in length.  

Additional examples figure below: 
 
<Faris> Bonjour, Eric. Hi Eric. 
<Madgelo> Oui, d’accord!  Yes, o.k.! 
<Annie> Quel hôtel? Which hotel? 
<Courtney> et tes parents? And your parents? 
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With regard to sentence complexity, one can conclude that in CMCD, students 

behave more similarly to face-to-face interactions than to a written medium.  For this 

reason, they don’t tend to type long messages but rather post their thoughts in short 

chunks so as to stay “present” in the on-line conversation.  Additionally, as mentioned 

previously, compound and complex ideas could be expressed in 2 or 3 smaller sentences 

without significantly impacting meaning.  This simply made the norm one in which 

students processed individual postings as messages in progress.  This “norm” has also 

been documented by Kung (2004) and Smith (2003a)  Due to the fact that there was 

almost no evidence of communication breakdown (See the discussion on interactional 

moves below) and that students’ exchanges flowed naturally, one can infer that students 

were comfortable with this manner of communicating. 

Clearly, students’ proficiency level also limited their ability to express themselves 

in more complex ways.  As Eric explained in one of his Reflections, “Sometimes I want 

to say an extensive sentence, but it would be too hard to translate to French.  Most of the 

dialog I have on the computer must be simplified before I can type out the French version 

of what I want to say.”  If an important instructional objective is for students to compose 

messages with more varied sentence types, instructors might want to accompany 

synchronous discussion with an asynchronous platform in which students have as much 

time as they want to compose and edit their thoughts, thereby facilitating the use of more 

complex structures (Sotillo, 2000).        
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Research Question 1c: Use of Tenses and Grammatical Accuracy 

Tense variety and accuracy of subject-verb conjugations 

In addition to documenting students’ output in terms of words, lines, lexical 

variety, use of L1, and sentence structure, transcripts were also analyzed for tense variety.  

Since the weekly CMCD activity was aimed at promoting authentic communication, it 

was interesting to investigate whether students used a range of tenses throughout their on-

line discussions.  Originally, all tenses and moods used by the students were counted: 

Simple present – 
present 

Past continuous – imparfait Simple past – passé 
compose 

Simple future – futur Future with going to – futur 
proche 

Imperative – impératif 

Infinitive – infinitif Conditional – conditionnel Subjunctive – subjonctif 
 
However, the imperative and subjunctive moods were used so rarely that they were 

discarded from the analysis.   

A study of the transcripts from Chat Sessions 1-5 points to an overwhelming use 

of the present tense (76.8%).  On the whole, students didn’t venture forth into other 

tenses and moods.  This was likely because the simple present tense was the easiest tense 

for the students to use.  This was a tense that they had learned and perfected during the 

previous semester(s), whereas they were not yet at the proficiency level where they could 

use other tenses as comfortably.   

It could also be that the students were weary about making errors since their 

weekly grade was partially based on accuracy.  The downside of evaluating students’ 

output must certainly be acknowledged as having impacted students’ willingness to take 

risks with the language to some extent.  However, in examining the students’ responses to 
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the second question in the post-chat goal protocol: “Did you take any risks with the 

language today (try new things) or did you generally play it safe and stick to vocabulary 

and structures you know?” they did not overwhelmingly report having “played it safe.”  

Rather, they displayed a mixture of experimenting with new tenses, structures, and 

vocabulary while also keeping with language forms with which they were most 

comfortable.  Nonetheless, for a few students, trying new features of the language was 

something they were not developmentally ready for, and/or it was something they shied 

away from because it would have jeopardized their COHLab grade.51  The following are 

some of the students’ responses, taken from their Post-Chat Comments #2 and #3: 

Took risks: 
• I tried a new expression: compte faire.  I had never used this form in IRC before 

(Madgelo, PCC 2). 
• I tried using the pronouns “y” and “le” (Katie, PCC 3). 
• I took some risks, even though some things won’t be right, because I needed a way to 

say what I was trying to say (Vladimir, PCC 3). 
• I try to use new words every session so that I can increase my vocabulary (Sarah, 

PCC 2). 
• I took a lot of risks today (Emma, PCC 3). 
 
Took risks and played it safe: 
• I used inversion a little, but that’s as risky as it got (Sarah, PCC 3). 
• I used some different tenses but the vocabulary was all stuff I already knew (Dani, 

PCC 2). 
• I did 2-3 new things but mostly just played it safe (Elizabeth, PCC 2). 
 
Played it safe: 
• I was hoping to try new things but in trying to keep up with the conversation, I tended 

to stick to things I knew (Kristin, PCC 2). 
• I was afraid to try new things because I didn’t have my dictionary (Wanda, PCC 3). 

                                                 
51 More discussion on the impact of grading students in CMCD can be found at the end of this chapter, 
toward the end of the section entitled, Focus on form: Pre-chat goals and post-chat comments. 
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• My grade doesn’t allow me to take risks, unfortunately (Ilana, PCC 3). 
• I pretty much played it safe and didn’t use new things.  I’m not comfortable using 

them yet (Jacques, PCC 3). 
 

Another significant reason for the use of the present tense is that at least one 

discussion question in every chat session was written in the present.  Thus, the results 

could be explained by the fact that the most obvious and natural tense to use was, in fact, 

the present tense.  Regarding students’ rate of accuracy, of 1695 instances over all 5 chat 

sessions, 89% of their present tense conjugations were correct.  Again, this can probably 

be attributed to the fact that this was the first tense learned and was thus practiced and 

automatized during the students’ prior semesters of French study.52  As one can observe 

from the table below, there was a sharp decline in the frequency with which students used 

other tenses when compared with the simple present tense.  The percentages of use are as 

follows:   

Tenses and moods: Use and accuracy 
 Présent Infinitif Passé 

compose 
Imparfait Conditionnel Futur 

proche 
Futur 

# of 
instances 

1695 192 112 77 49 49 33 

# of correct 
instances 

1508 172 58 47 35 34 21 

% accurate 
subject-verb 
conjugations 

89 89 52 61 71 69 64 

% used/ 
attempted 

76.8 8.7 5.1 3.5 2.2 2.2 1.5 

 
The next most highly used grammatical form was the conjugated verb + infinitive 

(8.7%):  Je voudrais être un psychologue (I want to be a psychologist) / J’aime écouter 

la musique (I like listening to music).  This was a potentially difficult construction 
                                                 
52 This figure is also undoubtedly statistically affected by the large number of instances compared to fewer 
instances in other tenses/moods.   
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because students had to be careful not to translate from English.  In some cases, the 

infinitive is used as the second verb in both English and French.  However, in other 

instances, the gerund is used in English, whereas the infinitive is used in French or vice 

versa.  A detailed look at the transcripts revealed that students used the infinitive 

construction with a wide variety of conjugated verbs (vouloir, falloir, devoir, pouvoir, 

désirer, aimer, détester, avoir besoin de, compter, penser, commencer à, permettre de, 

arrêter de, utiliser [objet direct] pour, savoir, finir de, être [adjectif] de) although the 

most salient combination was a conjugated form of vouloir (want) + an infinitive.  

Students used the latter not only within topics, to talk about what they wanted or didn’t 

want, but also as a way to initiate new topics using the phrases taught on one of the 

Monday mornings early on in the semester:  De quoi voulez-vous parler? (What do you 

want to talk about?) Quelle question voulez-vous discuter?  (Which question do you want 

to discuss?) Students were often correct in their usage of the infinitive (89% accurate 

over 192 instances).  The most common errors included (1) leaving out a necessary 

preposition between verbs and (2) conjugating both the 1st and 2nd verbs rather than 

keeping the 2nd verb in the infinitive form.   

Erroneous structure Translation and Correction 
J’ai commencé marcher … I started walk  I started to walk. 

  J’ai commencé à marcher 
C’est illegal aller si on n’a pas 18 
ans. 

It’s illegal go …  It’s illegal to go 
  C’est illégal d’aller 

Nous devons regardons … We have to watch  2nd verb should not be 
conjugated 
 Nous devons regarder 
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These results show that students generally understood how to use the infinitive.  They 

were most successful when the structure was similar to English although they also 

accurately experimented with a number of non-parallel combinations learned in class.   

From the data, the passé composé form was the next most attempted tense, with 

112 instances (representing 5.1% of all tenses).  Only one discussion prompt, in Chat 5, 

directly referred to the passé composé:  Qu’est-ce que vous avez fait le weekend dernier? 

(What did you do last weekend?)  This discussion topic therefore called upon the students 

to apply the passé composé.  Interestingly, only 10 instances of the passé composé (of the 

total 112 in all chats) appeared in response to the above-mentioned prompt.  The other 

102 were found interwoven within a variety of other discussions.  For a few examples, 

see below:   

Discussion Question/Prompt Excerpt from transcripts 
 
Prompt in simple present:  
Vivez-vous seul, avec votre 
famille, avec un(e) camarade de 
chambre (roommate)?  Quels 
sont les avantages et 
désavantages? 
 
Do you live alone, with your family, 
with a roommate?  What are the 
advantages and disadvantages? 
 

 
[Chat 3] 
<Katie> Est-ce que tu vis dans l'apartement ou le 
dortoir? 
Do you live in the apartment or the dorm? 
<Teresa> je vis dans les apartements The block house 
I live in the apartments “The block house” 
<Teresa> l'annee dernier je suis vécu le dortoir, mais 
je n'ai pas aimé le dortoir 
Last year, I lived the dorm, but I didn’t like the dorm 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Que pensez-vous de la loi qui 
interdit aux gens de fumer dans 
les restaurants à Tucson? 
 
What do you think about the law 
prohibiting people from smoking in 
restaurants in Tucson? 

 
[Chat 4] 
<Courtney> Est-ce que vous fumez???????? 
Do you smoke???????? 
<Eric> Non. 
No. 
<Annie> No monsieur!!! 
No, sir!!! 
<Courtney> Moi je ne fait pas, j'ai quitté dernier juin 
Not me, I quit last June 
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<Annie> Bonne pour toi! 
Good for you! 
<Eric> Oui. 
Yes. 
<Courtney> c'est grossier je pense 
I think it’s gross. 
<Annie> Mes parents fument et je l'ai detesté! 
My parents smoke and I hated it! 
<Eric> La fumée de seconde main est trés mal aussi. 
Second-hand smoke is very bad too. 
 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Etes-vous d'accord que la 
violence à la télé et dans les 
films est nuisible aux jeunes? 
 
Do you agree that violence on 
television and in movies is harmful to 
young people? 

 
[Chat 1] 
<Courtney> J'ai vu le film Stuart Little avec mon petit 
ami et sa sour et frére. Sa sour est 7 et son frére est 3 
et dans les annonces ils étaient panique parce-que ils 
étaient très violent 
 
I saw the movie Stuart Little with my boyfriend and his sister and 
brother.  His sister is 7 and his brother is 3 and in the previews 
they were panicked because the previews were really violent. 
<Katie> Alors! 
Wow! 
<Courtney> Oui et je me suis senti mal parce que ils 
ont sortis le theater 
Yeah and I felt badly because they left the theater 
<Katie> A quel âge faudrait les jeunes regardent les 
films violent? 
At what age should young people watch violent movies? 
<Skyler> Je pense ce les parents sont responsable 
pour censure pour les enfants. 
I think that parents are responsible for monitoring content for 
their children. 
<Katie> Oui, je pense le bon âge à regarder les films 
violent est 18 aussi. 
Yes, I think that the good age for watching violent movies is 18 
too. 
<Skyler> Quand je était petit, je n'aime pas violent 
films. 
When I was young, I didn’t like violent movies. 
<Courtney> j'ai vu les films quand j'étais jeune mais 
maintenant ils sont très mal c'est different 
I saw movies when I was young but now they are very bad it’s 
different 
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With regard to accuracy, even though the passé composé was not new for the 

students, they clearly had not mastered its usage, as only 52% of all attempts were 

correct.  This is probably due to the fact that there are so many aspects which must be 

considered in order for the passé composé conjugation to be counted as accurate (e.g. 

spelling, auxiliary verb choice, regular or irregular verbal inflection, and the choice to use 

or not to use gender, number, and reflexive markers).  Many times, students were almost 

correct in their usage, but one or more of the above-mentioned factors was missing.  

Certainly, one cannot forget that the synchronous medium may have made this particular 

tense the most difficult to use accurately, as a lot of attention must be focused on form in 

applying the passé composé.  

While the imparfait form was used less frequently than the passé composé (3.5% 

of the time; 77 instances recorded), it was used more accurately (61% accuracy vs. 

52%).53  The students may not have employed the imparfait as often because this tense is 

a bit more difficult for students to grasp.  The imparfait, like its past continuous 

counterpart in English, is not used to discuss completed actions in the past, but is more of 

a descriptive tense and one that is referred to when talking about actions that occurred 

over a period of time or repeatedly in the past.  One prompt in Chat 4 asked students to 

discuss a childhood memory, a topic generally answered with the imparfait.  However, 

only two of five groups chose to tackle this question, and only one group did so 

successfully.  In the second group, when a student asked his peers to address the topic, 

this was met with some resistance and was never pursued further: 

                                                 
53 Again, the small number of tokens has an effect on the statistics reported here.  
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<Eric> Racontez un souvenir d'enfance. 
<Annie> Mais il y a beacoup de souvenirs! 
<Eric> Votre souvenir préféré. 
<Annie> Je ne sais pas parler a pros de!!! 

<Eric> Tell a story about a childhood 
memory. 
<Annie> But there are so many memories! 
<Eric> Your favorite memory. 
<Annie> I don’t know how to talk about it 
[in French]. 

 
It is possible, then, that the rest of the groups purposely avoided this topic.54  Or, they 

simply got caught up in other discussions.  In examining the transcripts of this particular 

chat session, each group only discussed 2 of the 5 prompts before the end of the class 

period was reached. 

Aside from recalling a childhood memory, two other prompts asked for students’ 

opinions and reactions in the past.  They directed students to talk about a poem they had 

read, as well as a movie seen in class.  While the questions were formed in the passé 

composé:  Qu’est-ce que vous avez pensé de … (What did you think about …), the 

imparfait was often the more appropriate tense with which to respond.  Students therefore 

addressed these questions with the impressionistic expression, c’était (it was) and other 

conjugations of the same verb être (to be) in the past.  In looking over the transcripts, this 

construction of [être in the imparfait] + [an adjective] was, in fact, the leading use of the 

imparfait throughout all five chat sessions.  Since this particular usage is extremely 

common in French and rather simple to use, the students made few errors with it.  

Contrary to their successful use of the imparfait + adjective, students were not as accurate 

when using the imparfait to discuss past actions (j’allais / ils prenaient / nous faisions) [I 

was going/I used to go; they were taking/they used to take; we were doing/we used to 

do].   
                                                 
54 This topic was proposed by a student. 
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 The next most attempted grammatical constructions were the conditionnel and the 

futur proche.  Both yielded 49 total instances and similar numbers of correct instances 

(35 and 34 respectively).  With regard to the conditionnel, students performed 

adequately, with 71% accuracy.  However, they demonstrated several problems.  For the 

most part, students’ errors can be attributed to L1 interference.  In English, would and 

should are both attached to a base verb.  However, in French, different rules govern these 

two conditional expressions: 

English French Grammar Notes 
I would buy a new 
computer if I had the 
money. 

J’achèterais … Add the conditional ending “ais” to 
the base verb, [acheter] 

I should buy a new 
computer. 

Je devrais acheter … Use [devoir] with the conditional 
ending “ais” and add an infinitive 

One should buy a new 
computer.  (A new 
computer should be 
bought). 

Il faudrait acheter … Use [falloir] with the conditional 
ending “ais” and add an infinitive. 
*The use of [falloir] is impersonal.  
This verb cannot be used with subject 
pronouns I/you/he … 

 
In examining the students’ usage of the conditional, they indeed demonstrated 

confusion with the verb construction.  They showed uncertainty about affixing a future 

ending to a main verb or adding an additional verb (devoir or falloir) and keeping the 

main verb in the infinitive form.  Students’ errors also revealed that they weren’t at a 

stage developmentally to accurately grasp the difference in the use of the personal 

(devoir) and impersonal (falloir) forms of should.  Finally, students also made 

conjugation errors, including mixing up the imparfait inflection with that of the 

conditionnel (e.g. Je devais aller [imparfait] / Je devrais aller [conditionnel]). 
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Erroneous structure Translation and Correction 
<Elizabeth> oui, les parents 
regarderaient quel leur enfants voir 

<Elizabeth> Parents would watch what their 
children are watching (on T.V.)  
 
[use of the wrong verb; should be:  Les parents 
devraient regarder …] 
 
 correct form:  Parents should watch      

<Katie> Oui, je pense les jeunes 
faudrait aller à regarder les films 
violent avec les parents 

<Katie> Yes, I think that young people should go 
see violent movies with their parents. 
 
[use of the impersonal form of should rather than 
the personal form; also incorrect conjugation; 
should be:  …les jeunes devraient aller …] 
 
 correct form:  Young people should (personal 
form) go see     

 
It must be noted that one very commonly employed conditional expression in the 

synchronous discussions was the polite form, je voudrais (I would like).  This stock 

phrase was learned early on in the students’ French courses and was always conjugated 

correctly in the transcripts.  This expression consisted of 14 of the 35 correct instances. 

The conditional was used explicitly in just one discussion prompt, 

Quelle est votre opinion de la phrase suivante?  Dès l'âge de 6 mois les enfants devraient 
assister à la crèche). 
What is your opinion regarding the following statement:  Beginning at 6 months of age, children should go 
to a daycare center.   
 
However, the conditional was found in all 5 chat sessions.  Here are a few examples.  

Discussion Question/Prompt Excerpt from transcripts 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Que pensez-vous de la législation que 
propose Rep. McGrath en ce qui concerne 
(a) la censure de l'Internet à l'Université 
d'Arizona, et (b) la visite de personnes du 

 
[Chat 1]  
<Briana> Je ne pense pas la legislation 
serais passer. 
I don’t think that the legislation will pass. 
<Eric> Ça commencerait une emeute. 
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sexe opposé dans les dortoirs? 
 
What is your opinion of the legislation proposed by 
State Representative (Jean) McGrath regarding (a) 
censure of the Internet at the University of Arizona 
and (b) dorm room visits by members of the 
opposite sex? 

It would start a riot. 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Que pensez-vous des gens qui se mettent 
aux coins des carrefours avec des 
pancartes qui dissent, "Will Work for 
Food?”  Est-ce que vous leur donnez de 
l’argent?  Pourquoi oui, ou pourquoi non? 
 
What do you think about people who stand at 
intersections with signs that say “Will Work for 
Food?”  Do you give them money?  Why or why 
not?  
 

 
[Chat 3] 
<Katie> Que penses-tu des gens qui se 
mettent aux coins des carrefours avec des 
pancartes? 
What do you think about people who stand at 
intersections with signs?  
<Katie> je n'ai pas donné d'argent. 
I didn’t give money. 
<Katie> parce que des gens ne sont pas 
honnête. 
Because some people are not honest. 
<Teresa> Je penses des gens qui se 
mettent aux coins, ils devraient essayer de 
chercher un job 
I think that people who stand on street corners 
should try to find a job 
<Teresa> mais je leur donne d'argent 
but I give them money 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Que pensez-vous des gens qui se mettent 
aux coins des carrefours avec des 
pancartes qui disent "Will Work For 
Food?”  Est-ce que vous leur donnez de 
l’argent?  Pourquoi oui, ou pourquoi non? 
 
What do you think about people who stand at 
intersections with signs that say “Will Work for 
Food?”  Do you give them money?  Why or why 
not?  
 

 
[Chat 3] 
<Dani> Je ne donne pas l'argent à les 
gens. 
I don’t give money to the people. 
<Dani> Ils ont besoin de travails 
They need jobs 
<Vladimir> Ce n'est pas cette facile. 
It’s not so easy. 
<Dani> Je sais....mais si ils voudraient un 
travail, ils auraient un travail. 
I know … but if they wanted a job, they would have 
a job. 
<Vladimir> Certains personnes sont 
malades dans la tête. 
Some people are mentally ill. 
<Vladimir> Ils ne pouvez pas travailler. 
They can’t work. 
<Dani> Je leur donnerais des nourriture,  
mais Je ne donnerais pas l'argent pour 
biere. 
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I would give them food, but I wouldn’t give them 
money for beer. 
<Vladimir> Je danserais pour de la 
norriture.    
I would dance for food.   
 

 
The futur proche was used 49 times.  While the students were right more often 

than not (69% accuracy), it is interesting that this particular form caused them more 

trouble than the other forms of conjugated verb + infinitive, which were employed with 

much more success (89% accuracy).  In analyzing the errors, these fell into 3 different 

categories.  Students mis-conjugated the verb aller; they did not make the subsequent 

verb an infinitive; or they used the verb être as the first conjugated verb, rather than aller.  

This last error points to the fact that students were confusing the passé composé 

construction with the futur proche construction.  

Three discussion prompts referred to the future, and these generated the highest 

use of the futur proche: 

• Qu'est-ce que vous pensez de la fête de Saint Valentin?  Est-ce que vous allez 
faire quelque chose de special pour célébrer? (Chat 2) 

• What do you think of Valentine’s Day?  Are you going to do something special to celebrate?  
• Qu’est-ce que vous allez faire pour les vacances de printemps?(Chat 2) 
• What are you going to do for Spring Break? 
• Qu’est-ce que vous comptez faire pendant les vacances d’été? (Chat 5) 
• What do you plan on doing during summer vacation? 
 

Nonetheless, as with the other tenses and moods, students also applied the futur proche in 

many other instances.  For example:  

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Que pensez-vous de la législation que 
propose Rep. McGrath en ce qui concerne 
(a) la censure de l'Internet à l'Université 
d'Arizona, et (b) la visite de personnes du 

 
[Chat 1] 
<Elizabeth> J'adore ma vie dans la 
dortoir. Elle va la ruiner  
I love my dorm life.  She’s going to ruin it 



 217 

sexe opposé dans les dortoirs?  
 
What is your opinion of the legislation proposed by 
State Representative (Jean) McGrath regarding (a) 
censure of the Internet at the University of Arizona 
and (b) dorm room visits by members of the 
opposite sex?   
 
Prompt in simple present:  
Quel mode de transport utilisez-vous pour 
venir au campus tous les jours?  Venez-
vous à pied, en vélo, en bus, ou en voiture? 
 
What type of transportation do you use to get to 
campus every day?  Do you walk, bike, take the 
bus, or drive? 

 
[Chat 4] 
<Eric> Quel mode de transport utilisez-
vous pour venir au campus tous les jours? 
What type of transportation do you use to get to 
campus every day?   
<Eric> J'utilise ma voiture. 
I take my car. 
<Annie> J'amierais avoir une voiture, je 
veins à l'ecole à pieds. 
I would like to have a car, I walk to school. 
<Courtney> Je n'ai pas un voiture 
I don’t have a car 
<Courtney> il faut que je marche. 
I have to walk. 
<Annie> Qulle type de voiture as-tu, Eric? 
What kind of car do you have, Eric? 
<Eric> J'ai un '87 Honda Prelude. 
I have an ’87 Honda Prelude. 
<Courtney> Je vais achéter une voiture 
prochain année 
I’m going to buy a car next year 

 
As for the futur, 33 instances were counted, of which 21 were correct (64% 

accuracy).  Here, too, students showed some proficiency in the use of this tense, but 

many errors were documented.  In examining the errors, the predominant problem was 

the use of inflections from other tenses; confusion with the imparfait and conditionnel 

endings were quite common, as they are very similar.  

Futur simple Je mangerai Nous mangerons Ils mangeront 
Conditionnel Je mangerais Nous mangerions Ils mangeraient 
Imparfait  Je mangeais Nous mangions Ils mangeaient 
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The next most salient error was remaining in the present tense rather than adding the 

future inflection to the verb.  The simple future was never directly used in a weekly 

prompt.  The future constructions were either written with the futur proche or the 

infinitive.  However, students used this tense within their discussions about a variety of 

topics.   

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Etes-vous d'accord que la violence à la télé 
et dans les films sont nuisibles aux jeunes? 
 
Do you agree that violence on television and in 
movies is harmful to young people? 

 
[Chat 1] 
<Dani> Je pense que il y a beaucoup de 
violence dans vie, alors le télé et les films 
le montrera  
I think that there is a lot of violence in life, so T.V. 
and movies will reflect this 

 
Prompt in simple present:  
Quel mode de transport utilisez-vous pour 
venir au campus tous les jours?  Venez-
vous à pied, en vélo, en bus, ou en voiture? 

 
[Chat 4]   
<Katie> Est-ce que avez-vous un voiture? 
Do you have a car? 
<Dani> J'aurai une voiture bientôt. 
I’ll have one soon. 

 
Prompt in simple present:   
Quelle est votre opinion au sujet de la 
décision des femmes de prendre le nom de 
leur mari ou de garder leur nom de jeune 
fille quand elles se marient? 

 
[Chat 5] 
<Sklyer> J'aime mon nom. je ne veux pas 
prendre le nom de mon mari, mais je 
prendrai le nom de mon mari. 
I like my (last) name.  I don’t want to take my 
husband’s name, but I’ll take my husband’s name. 

 
Based on all of the findings above, it is evident that students did in fact naturally 

move from tense to tense according to the direction of the conversation.  Yet, compared 

to the present tense, they did not readily use the other verbal constructions learned in 

class.  As noted above, the findings suggest that students were not yet very comfortable 

with many of the tenses and moods they were exposed to in their third semester of 

French, as their interlanguages were still developing.  We are aptly reminded by Doughty 

& Williams (1998b) that second language acquisition takes time: 
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It is well known to teachers and researchers alike that language acquisition takes 
time; restructuring is not instantaneous.  Although a single encounter with a form 
may lead to an acquisition breakthrough, we do not know whether it is the tenth, 
fiftieth, or thousandth encounter that will be the crucial one, or alternatively, 
whether it is simply that the thousandth came at just the right time.  Until we 
know more, we can assume that multiple encounters are required for engaging 
learning processes, such as noticing, hypothesis formation and testing, 
comparison, and restructuring (p. 253).   
 
The difficulties students had in using the L2 accurately was undoubtedly also 

exacerbated by the high cognitive demands of the CMCD task.  As reported in the 

literature (deBot, 1996; Foster & Skehan, 1996; Robinson, 2003; VanPatten, 1989, 2003), 

learners have a limited ability to process both form and content.  Thus, it is possible that 

the cognitive load of the task was too great for the students.  Indeed, they had to 

simultaneously comprehend what their peers were posting, think of the correct way to 

express a relevant comment, transfer their thoughts to an electronic medium, and judge 

their time appropriately so as to keep up with the discussion, all in their second language.  

Certainly, expressing themselves in a variety of tenses with a high degree of accuracy 

presented a significant challenge.  

Agreement in number and gender:  Levels of accuracy 

In contrast to the data on accurate usage of tenses and moods, students were quite 

accurate in their agreement in number (93%).  This can almost certainly be explained by 

the fact that the grammatical notion of singular and plural exists in English, at least in 

part.  Like in English, nouns inflect to mark the plural (car/cars), as do indefinite articles 

(a/some) and demonstrative adjectives (this/these).  Unlike English, however, French 

definite articles (the) and possessive adjectives (my, your) also inflect for singular and 

plural.  Thus, while students were charged with paying increased attention to number in 
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certain cases, it was a concept with which they were familiar, so it appears that it didn’t 

pose too great of a problem.  Their high rate of accuracy overall may also have been due 

to the fact that agreement in number was one of the students’ most often cited pre-chat 

language goals, along with agreement in gender.  Either the students had a strong desire 

to master these basics in French, or they felt that agreement in number and gender were 

small enough to concentrate on while engaging in the on-line discussions. 

% of accurate agreement in number and gender 
 Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 Average 

Number 90 95 95 95 90 93.0 

Gender 56 69 76 80 70 70.2 

  
Even though agreement in gender was a common language goal in the students’ weekly 

chat sessions, focus on this kind of grammatical agreement did not yield the same degree 

of accuracy as did agreement in number although students did perform higher than 

average (70.2% compared to 93%).  This was, in some ways, to be expected, however, 

given that gender assignment to such forms as articles, nouns, adjectives, demonstratives 

pronouns, and possessive adjectives does not exist in English.55  Indeed, one of the 

“greatest learning difficulties [in language acquisition]… is predicted when the L2 

contains forms that are typologically marked and the corresponding L1 forms are 

unmarked” (Doughty & Williams, 1998b, p. 226).  Additionally, there is no logic, 

generally-speaking, behind gender assignment.  How is one to know that the noun sac 

(purse) is masculine in French and that table (table) is feminine?  Students could only 

                                                 
55 All of the students in French 201 were native English speakers  
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rely on memorization from previous study or on resources such as their textbooks or 

dictionaries.  Each discussion also brought forth a need to use a wide range of 

vocabulary, including many new words.  Given these circumstances, it was not always 

desirable to hold up the conversation to look up the gender of a word, especially since 

gender assignment is “of minimal import for the expression of meaning” (Harley, 1998, 

p. 159).  The latter point may have influenced students to focus more on grammatical 

aspects of their posting that would affect overall meaning, such as tense and lexicon.   

The results of Research Question 1, part c, lead one to believe that CMCD would 

perhaps be more effective at higher levels of second language instruction.  Once students 

can control most of the grammar of a language, communicating under the time pressures 

inherent in synchronous CMC would likely not be as difficult to manage.  With more 

practice, students could refine and incorporate the grammatical rules so that they could 

focus more attention on the ideational aspect of the task without being as consumed by 

the linguistic aspect.   

Research Question 1d: Interactional Moves 
 

In each chat session, students engaged in a wide variety of interactional moves, 

characteristic of face-to-face conversation.  They routinely began each conversation with 

a series of greetings (Opening moves).  Then, someone would start the conversation by 

proposing a topic for discussion (Topic Initiation).  Subsequently, but in no particular 

order, students would expand on the given topic (Expansion), ask questions of each other 

(Question), answer each other’s questions (Reply), express agreement or disagreement 

with each other (Agreement), engage in negotiation routines through appeals for 
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assistance, requests for clarification, confirmation checks, and indications of non-

understanding (Negotiation), and draw attention to form through either self-correction or 

other-correction (Self/Other Correction).  Other-correction consisted of both explicit and 

implicit feedback types.  At the end of each conversation, the students posted a series of 

leave-taking expressions (Closing moves).  Students were also found using written 

paralinguistic cues, or emoticons, as mentioned in the previous chapter.  Furthermore, 

additional social uses of language were observed.  These served the function of 

establishing social cohesiveness and group belonging. 

Upon examining the data on interactional moves, one can see that the students 

were actively involved in a rich discussion in which they used a wide range of 

interactional acts to express themselves, to respond to each other, and to create a sense of 

community.  This is critical according to Stevick (1980), who claims that in order for 

communication to be successful, there must be attentiveness and involvement in the 

discourse itself by all participants.  Such active involvement “is a facilitator of acquisition 

in that it ‘charges’ the input and allows it to ‘penetrate’ deeply” (Stevick, as cited in 

Varonis & Gass, 1985, p. 82).   

Not surprisingly, the students spent the bulk of their time expressing their 

thoughts (Expansions) in statement form.  Expansions averaged 40% of the total number 

of interactional acts used over the course of the semester.  Questions and answers 

constituted the next most frequent interactional acts: 15% Questions and 12% Replies, 

indicating that students were interested in each other’s thoughts and opinions.  Students 

agreed or disagreed with others’ comments 8% of the time. This often took the form of 
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Moi aussi (Me too), Je suis d’accord avec X (I agree with X), or a simple Oui! (Yes!).  

On only two occasions did students openly express disagreement: Je ne suis pas d’accord 

(I disagree) and Non! (No!).  Indeed, as with face-to-face conversation, people often shy 

away from open disagreement in order to preserve face.  

Initiating a topic was an interactional act that was generally found several times 

within a single chat session.  As such, it accounted for an average of 7% of the total 

interactional acts during the five chat sessions.  A high number would not have been 

desirable, as that would indicate that, within the limited time span of 40 minutes, students 

shifted very quickly from one topic to another rather than covering a few topics in an in-

depth manner.  An examination of the transcripts themselves shows that, indeed, students 

spent quite a bit of time developing their thoughts on each topic before continuing on to a 

new one.  When the students did suggest a new topic, it’s often clear, from their 

comments, that the students (a) felt that a particular topic had been exhausted, (b) were 

bored or tired of talking about a topic, or (c) felt a sudden desire to talk about something 

else.   

Negotiation work amounted to 1.7% of the total number of interactional moves.  

This low figure indicates that, in the majority of cases, students understood each other 

and experienced little communication breakdown.  This may have been due to the written 

nature of CMCD, as students could benefit from the visual representation of their 

partner’s comments and scroll backward to view them a second or third time, if 

necessary.  Furthermore, the additional processing time afforded through the electronic 

medium may have positively affected comprehension.  Lastly, this finding could be 
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attributed to the fact that the participants were all native English speakers studying 

French in an English-dominant setting.  As such, their shared external context was high.  

Additionally, they may have been able to successfully decode each other’s utterances, 

even if these were somewhat erroneous, as their interlanguages were likely very similar 

to each other (c.f. Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2003).   

Another important point to consider is that, although much current research has 

focused on the benefits of creating tasks that promote the greatest number of negotiation 

routines (e.g. jigsaw and information gap), too much time spent trying to repair non-

understandings can lead to a raised affective filter and abandonment of the topic in favor 

of a new one.  Aston (1986), in his article questioning the theoretical claim that maximal 

negotiation provides optimal conditions for acquisition, concurs that an excessive amount 

of the overall discourse should not be spent on negotiation:  “Where these procedures are 

very frequent, interactions may be frustrating and hence pedagogically undesirable for 

learners” (p. 130).  He continues by opining that interaction studies have largely ignored 

“the social aspects of language as a means of establishing and maintaining rapport” (p. 

131).  Certainly, opportunities for negotiation are of great merit, as they do result in 

pushed output toward the target language.  In natural conversation, however, frequent or 

extended negotiations would undoubtedly be de-motivating to learners.  A more in-depth 

treatment of students’ negotiation moves will be presented further below.    

As for students focusing on form, the data reveal that they engaged in Self- and 

Other-Correction on average 4% of the time.  If this percentage is broken down into Self- 

versus Other-Correction, the self-monitoring far superseded corrections of the students’ 
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peers.  Correcting one’s own postings occurred 88 times across the five chat sessions.  

This figure can be compared to 26 counts of other-correction.  Within the category of 

Other-Correction, only 4 of the 26 instances were explicit corrective feedback moves, 

meaning that students brought direct attention to an error made by their peers.  This low 

number is not surprising, given the culturally delicate nature and emotional charge 

associated with being corrected.  The remaining 22 Other-Corrections were implicit and 

mainly consisted of recasts embedded within a fellow group member’s subsequent 

posting.   

This manner of other-correcting was much more subtle, and often, it appeared that 

the other students in the chat room did not necessarily pick up on the correction (c.f. 

Lyster & Ranta, 1997, p. 57).  This may have been due to the fast-paced nature of CMCD 

or could be attributed to the students’ proficiency level.  Often, a response to a recast was 

either not possible (no opportunity to take the floor), not necessary (as meaning had not 

been hindered), or inappropriate (would have been an interruption), given the manner in 

which the conversation was unfolding.  As such, uptake was a rare result of recasting, 

occurring only 6 times.  As previously mentioned, it is impossible to prove that the 

students who appear to have been making recasts were actually doing so in a conscious 

way.  On the contrary, they may simply have been using the correct form based on their 

own knowledge of the language, not as a response to a peer’s erroneous usage.  

Nevertheless, in the oral interviews, several students commented that recasting was a 

common reaction they had to seeing errors made by their peers, thus validating the 

hypothesis that recasting was used as a conscious form of Other-Correction. 
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On the other hand, the high number of Self-Corrections can be explained by the 

fact that students wanted to be as accurate as possible, since a portion of their grade was 

based on the well-formedness of their output.  Self- and Other-Correction will be 

addressed more thoroughly later in this chapter.  

Openings and Closings constituted an average of 10% of the total interactional 

acts, with the Openings (7%) outnumbering the Closings (3%).  This is due to the fact 

that, at the beginning of every session, the students usually greeted each member of the 

chat group and asked how each person was doing.  This small talk of Bonjour.  Ça va?  

Ça va bien, merci (Hello.  How are you?  I’m fine, thanks) became an important ritual 

and always took place prior to a formal initiation of the discussion topic.  On certain 

occasions, when a group member arrived late, students would interrupt their conversation 

momentarily to welcome him or her into the discussion.  In the latter cases, the greeting 

sequence was much more abbreviated.  Although some greetings took the form of 

questions and replies, they were not categorized as such.  Instead, they fell under 

Opening moves.  An additional reason for the higher number of Openings as opposed to 

Closings was that the students weren’t rushed at the beginning of each session, as they 

sometimes were at the end of class.  Therefore, they were able to spend some time 

welcoming their peers into their group and establishing a sense of belonging, both very 

important in creating a comfortable environment for a richer, more enjoyable chat 

session.   

Closing moves commonly featured the following types of expressions:  Salut!  Au 

revoir (tout le monde)! A bientot! C’est l’heure de partir.  (Bye!  Goodbye [everyone].  
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See you later.  It’s time to go).  As with the greetings, this leave-taking sequence could be 

found in every chat.  Although students were sometimes pressed for time, they found it 

very important to bring their conversation to a proper end.  As such, all chats were 

marked with some kind of sign-off. 

As I delved through the transcripts, I noticed that the students felt the occasional 

need to express themselves with more than just words.  Thus, they used a variety of 

emoticons (smile, laugh, goofy face, sad face)--symbols which a majority of the students 

were likely very comfortable with, being avid e-mail users prior to taking the course. 

Since the students often sat apart from each other, the use of emoticons to compensate for 

the lack of paralinguistic cues in CMCD was an appropriate addition to the written text, 

serving to enhance what was typed on the screen, to clarify how a particular comment 

was to be received, or as a sign of solidarity.  The use of these symbols was limited, 

however, representing 1% of the total number of interactional acts, indicating that 

students were generally able to rely on purely linguistic output to express themselves.  

Students also showed further evidence of using French for the affective purpose 

of establishing and maintaining a sense of community.  For example, when students were 

late to class, left early, or wished to excuse themselves momentarily, they often politely 

explained themselves to their group members in French:  

<Nikki> J'ai besoin du toilette.  Au revoir. 
I have to go to the bathroom.  Bye.  (The student returned after a few minutes).  
 
<Teresa> Je suis désolée.  Je suis malade. 
I’m sorry.  I feel sick.  (The student left early to go home). 
 
<Jacques> Je suis en retard.  Je suis desolé.  
I’m late.  Sorry. 
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Similarly, when students were absent or left without explaining themselves, others 

inquired in French as to their whereabouts: 

<Nikki> Où est Ali?  
Where is Ali? 
 
<Elizabeth> Briana, où vas-tu? 
Briana, where are you going?  
 

In their use of French to appropriately express the reasons for or questions about each 

other’s presence or absence from the chat—all asides to the main line of conversation—

students were in essence employing the L2 sociolinguistically and were thus displaying 

evidence of the development of their sociolinguistic competence (as also found in 

Darhower, 2000, 2002).   

Many other instances can also be found in the transcripts of students using French 

to maintain and nourish their sense of community.  Three examples are reproduced 

below: 

• Katie, after asking for more information about a topic, responded to her group, 
Merci pour l’explication!  
Thanks for the explanation.   
 

• As part of the traditional greeting exchanges, one student, Wanda, informed her 
peers that she was very sore from running in a race and was flooded with words of 
compassion and admiration (e.g. Je suis désolé Wanda j'éspere tu sens meillure 
/Alors!  C'est très difficile). 
I’m sorry, Wanda.  I hope you feel better. / Wow!  That’s [Running such a distance] really hard. 

 
• In signing off for the day, Annie typed, “C'était se amuser parler avec toi, Faris! 

It was nice talking to you, Faris! 
 
Several students also used French for humorous interactions.  In the example below, there 

is also a little playful flirting and teasing going on.  It should be noted that Vladimir is 

male and Lori and Skyler are female:  
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<Vladimir> Je ferai du camping [pendant 
l’été].  
<Lori> Je veux aller camping. 
<Vladimir> J'ai une grande tente, Lori. 
<Lori> Chouette Vladimir. 
<Skyler> Pourquoi est-ce que tu n'invites 
pas moi campingVladimir? 
<Vladimir> Parce que je ne t'aime pas. Je 
fais marcher! Je fais marcher! 

<Vladimir> I’m going camping [in the 
summer]. 
<Lori> I want to go camping. 
<Vladimir> I have a big tent, Lori. 
<Lori> Cool, Vladimir. 
<Skyler> Why aren’t you inviting me to go 
camping Vladimir? 
<Vladimir> Because I don’t like (love) 
you.  Just kidding!  Just kidding! 

In the example below, the same students engage again in a humorous interchange, in 

which they express their opinions about the lottery.  Interestingly, Skyler translates a 

familiar advertising slogan rather than quoting the original English, and Vladimir plays 

on those words.  
 
<Vladimir> La lotterie est horrible. 
<Skyler> Tu ne gagne pas si tu ne joue 
pas. 
<Lori> Je n'ai pas l'argent jouer. 
<Skyler> Il est un dollar, Lori. 
<Lori> oui, Skyler :) 
<Vladimir> Tu ne perd d'argent si tu ne 
joue pas. 

<Vladimir>  The lottery is horrible. 
<Skyler>  You don’t win if you don’t play. 
<Lori>  I don’t have any money to play. 
<Skyler>  It’s one dollar, Lori. 
<Lori>  Yes, Skyler :) 
<Vladimir> You don’t lose money if you 
don’t play. 

 
The above examples illustrate how the students in this study used their L2 for solidarity 

and enjoyment, while, at the same time, developing their sociolinguistic competence.  

In summary, the students’ use of a wide range of interactional moves reveals that 

CMCD is an excellent site for the development of communicative competence, notably 

interactional, strategic, and sociolinguistic.  Within CMCD, students interacted directly 

with each other through questions and replies; constructed and expanded upon topics; 

managed the direction of the discourse; provided each other with negotiated and corrective 

feedback; used effective strategies to ensure mutual comprehension; and exhibited 
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appropriate use of the language for greeting, leave taking, (dis)agreeing, apologizing, and 

expressing politeness, compassion, satisfaction, appreciation, playful teasing, and humor, 

all in French.  Students’ roles were therefore greatly expanded, particularly when 

compared to the rather limited role students often play in the traditional classroom.  

Negotiation of meaning 

Responding to the second part of Research Question 1d, in the present data, the 

messages that were categorized as “Negotiation” consisted of direct appeals for 

assistance, requests for clarification/confirmation, and indications of non-understanding.  

Direct appeals for assistance were often manifested as queries for a translation or a re-

wording of the information.  These took the form of the stock phrases, Qu’est-ce que 

c’est que __? (What is __ [French word]?) and Comment dit-on __? (How do you say __ 

[English word]?).  Another example of a direct appeal for assistance was noted with the 

expression, Expliquez, s’il vous plait (Please explain).  In the example below, Dani’s use 

of the noun, essence (gasoline) functions as the trigger for Katie’s appeal for assistance.  

She explicitly asks for the translation, and upon receiving it, reacts to the response with 

the sociolinguistically appropriate, merci (thank you).  Subsequently, she uses the term to 

contribute to her group’s discussion, representing an initial step toward acquisition 

(Plough & Gass, 1993). 

<Dani> Le prix d’essence est très mal. 
<Katie> Qu’est-que c’est que “d’essence”? 
<Dani> gas 
<Katie> merci : ) 
<Emma> Pour moi, je fais le plein une fois 
par semaine. 
<Katie> Le prix d’essence est très mal en 
Californie. 

<Dani> The price of gas is really bad. 
<Katie> What is d’essence? 
<Dani> gas 
<Katie> thank you : ) 
<Emma> As for me, I fill up once a 
week. 
<Katie> The price of gas is really bad 
in California. 
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<Emma> Oui 
<Katie> C’est deux “dollars”. 

<Emma> yes 
<Katie> It’s two dollars. 

 
In a similar example in which a student explicitly asked for a translation and 

received it, the student did not use the form in a subsequent posting.  In the latter case, 

the conversation had already moved on.  Nonetheless, the research on interaction posits 

that immediate uptake is not necessary for learning (Gass, 2003).  Rather, the interaction 

alone may have been helpful in activating the student’s awareness. 

As for clarification requests and confirmation checks, students repeated the word 

or phrase that they didn’t understand and used such tags as n’est-ce pas (Right? Isn’t that 

right?) to seek confirmation.  In the first of the two examples that follow, Ali asks Teresa 

if she likes to run (albeit incorrectly using a conjugated form of the verb [court] instead 

of the infinitive [courir]).  The conjugated verb, court serves as the trigger for Teresa’s 

clarification request in which she repeats (echoes) the problematic item.  Ali responds 

with a direct translation (interestingly not as a separate turn, but attached to another 

utterance intended for Vladimir,56 likely because Teresa’s question appeared on the 

screen while Ali was typing her answer to Vladimir), to which Teresa reacts with an 

acknowledgement, half in French, half in English.  Subsequently, Ali, Lori, and Teresa 

herself use the verb, indicating the positive influence the negotiation episode had on all of 

the group members.   

<Teresa> Je fais track. 
<Ali> tu aime de court? 
<Lori> Je joué au volley. 
<Vladimir> Je joue croquet, et c'est tout!  
<Vladimir> Croquet, c’est un sport des 

<Teresa> I run track.  
<Ali> do you like to run? 
<Lori> I play volleyball. 
<Vladimir> I play croquet, and that’s 
it! 

                                                 
56 One will again note the playful use of language in the exchange between Vladimir and Ali. 
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hommes. 
<Teresa> court? 
<Ali> je ne suis pas surprise de cet fait 
vladimir!  court=run 
<Teresa> oui ....silly me! 
<Ali> ma camarade de chambre et moi, nous 
courons aussi 
<Lori> Qu’est-ce que tu cours, Teresa? 
<Teresa> Je cour le 800 meters et le 4x4 

<Vladimir> Croquet is a man’s sport. 
<Teresa> court? 
<Ali> I am not surprised by this fact, 
vladimir!  court = run 
<Teresa> yes … silly me! 
<Ali> My roommate and I run too 
<Lori> What do you run, Teresa? 
<Teresa> I run the 800 meters and the 
4x4 

 
This second example is an appropriate illustration of both a clarification request and a 

confirmation check occurring within the same exchange: 

<Madgelo> Quand j'étais petite, je 
regardais Le Smurfs tous les Samedi 
matins. 
<Skyler> le Smurfs?? 
<Faris> les smurfs sont bleus, n'est ce 
pas? 
<Madgelo> oui 

<Madgelo> When I was little, I used 
to watch the Smurfs every Saturday 
morning. 
<Skyler> the Smurfs?? 
<Faris> the smurfs are blue, right? 
<Madgelo> yes 

    
In this example, the trigger is Madgelo’s mention of the Smurfs, (referring to an animated 

television show popular in the early 1980s that featured blue elves).  Skyler’s response 

serves as the indicator.  Her echo functions as a clarification request and has the effect of 

prompting yet another student, Faris, to respond with a confirmation check.  Madgelo 

then “ties up” the routine, signaling readiness to “pop up” to the main line of 

conversation with her response to Faris’ confirmation check (Varonis & Gass, 1985).  

Indications of non-understanding, in turn, were evidenced by explicit utterances 

such as:  Je ne comprends pas (I don’t understand), Quoi? (What?) or ??? (as in What are 

you trying to say?).  One such example involves a discussion between Faris, Madgelo, 

and Skyler regarding their college status.  In this exchange, Faris uses the English verb 

“graduate” to ask a question, but she uses the incorrect interrogative (what instead of 
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when), thus causing a breakdown.  Madgelo’s indicator, Quoi? pushes Faris to modify 

her output in order to make it more clear.  Interestingly, Faris doesn’t repeat her question 

with the correct question word; instead, her communication strategy is to answer her own 

question.  It is noteworthy that, in so doing, she Frenchifies her conjugation of the verb 

“graduate,” in an attempt to approach the target form (pushed output).  Following this 

clarification, Faris’ chat partners are able to continue the conversation.   

<Faris> Qu’est ce que tu graduates? 
<Madgelo> Quoi? 
<Faris> je vais graduer à decembre 
<Skyler> Je suis ètudiante de première 
annèe. 
<Madgelo> Moi aussi, Skyler 
<Skyler> J’ai quatre annèes. 
<Madgelo> Qu’est-ce que vous voulez 
faire après? 

<Faris> What do you graduate? 
<Madgelo> What? [Huh?] 
<Faris> I’m going to graduate in 
December 
<Skyler> I’m a freshman. 
<Madgelo> Me too, Skyler 
<Skyler> I have 4 years. 
<Madgelo> What do you all want to do 
after [you graduate]? 

 
In most cases, negotiations were completed to the satisfaction of all parties 

involved.  These routines generally followed the pattern of trigger, indicator, response, 

and reaction to the response, proposed by Varonis and Gass (1985).  In terms of students’ 

reactions, sometimes students used the newly understood TL item in a subsequent 

posting, but not always.  This seems to have been the case because the opportunity for 

uptake didn’t always present itself.  Indeed, at times, the conversation didn’t lend itself to 

uptake.  Or, in other cases, another group member took the floor. 

Attention to form: Self- and other-corrections 

Turning to the issue of focus on form, students were indeed found paying 

attention to linguistic accuracy, either in repairing or clarifying their own utterances 

(Self-Correction) or giving explicit or implicit corrective feedback to their peers (Other-
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Correction).  In analyzing the transcripts for attention to form, all errors were categorized 

by type (self/other) and subsequently by purpose (to correct a lexical, syntactic, 

orthographic, or discourse error; to clarify one’s own meaning or form).  With regard to 

Other-Correction, this category was further broken down into explicit and implicit 

corrective feedback.    

Self-corrections 

By far, the largest percentage of Self-Corrections were mechanical (52 instances), 

which does not come as a surprise given that students needed to communicate rather 

quickly by transferring their thoughts via keyboard strokes.  Certainly, typos involving 

letters, accent marks, punctuation, and spacing were common; however students also 

made other, more significant spelling errors, which were often corrected after consulting 

their dictionary or textbook.57  Grammatical and structural errors made up the next largest 

category of Self-Corrections (24 instances).  These consisted primarily of verb 

conjugations, word order, idiomatic expressions, and agreement in number and gender.  

The correction of lexical errors represented another purpose of Self Corrections, totaling 

9 instances.  Errors included the use of similar words with different meanings (e.g. 

voir/regarder [to see/to watch]), the use of the wrong word entirely, and the use of an 

English word rather than its French equivalent.  The final category of Self-Corrections 

consisted of clarifications (4 instances).  Interestingly, there was a different quality about 

these particular corrections in that they affected the comprehensibility of the discourse, 

both in terms of text cohesion and text coherence (Canale & Swain, 1980).  Had these 

                                                 
57 This statement is based solely on my observations during COHlab sessions. 
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corrections not been addressed, they could have caused confusion. 

Line 78 <Katie> C’est très triste. 
Line 79 <Katie> Le film. 
 
 

<Katie> It’s very sad. 
<Katie> The film 
 
The pronoun referent, ce (it) might have been 
unclear since the students were talking about two 
different topics simultaneously. 

Line 18 <Ali> Mais, j'ai deux 
camarades de chambre prochaine 
 Line 27 <Ali> Pardon, mais j'ai 
deux camarades de chambre dans 
la chambre prochaine. 
 
 

<Ali> but I have two roommates next 
<Ali> Sorry, but I have two roommates in the room 
next door.  
 
The students were talking about living situations 
both in the present and in the future.  Thus, the use 
of prochaine could have had two meanings:  next 
year (l’année prochaine) or next door (la prochaine 
chambre) 

Line 34 <Emma> Je habite sur 
Euclid et First 
Line 35 <Emma> Correction: Je 
habite sur Euclid et First Street 
 

<Emma> I live on Euclid and First 
<Emma> I live on Euclid and First Street 
 
The student most likely wanted to clarify that 
“First” was referring to “First Street” as opposed to 
“First Avenue.” 

Line 9 <Lori> comment sont tes 
camarades de chambre? 
Line 10 <Lori> question pour Deja 
 
 

<Lori> How are your roommates? 
<Lori> question for Deja 
 
The student wanted this comment to be directed to a 
particular chat member, as opposed to another.  
Therefore, she added the name of the person to 
whom her comment was intended. 

Upon examining the corrective data, it was interesting to note how often students 

were accurate in their self- monitoring.  Of the 88 Self-Corrections, 75 were correct. 

Examples of accurate self-corrections 
Syntax 
Line 46 <Ali> J'ai beaucoup des amies 
dans la dortoire 
Line 47 <Ali> d'amies, pardon 

<Ali> I have a lot of friends in the dorm. 
<Ali> friends, sorry 
[initially used the incorrect structure 
beaucoup des rather than beaucoup de (or 
d’)] 
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Spelling 
Line 9 <Teresa> bojour! 
Line 11 <Teresa> oops … bonjour 

<Teresa> hello! 
<Teresa> oops . . . hello  
[misspelling] 

Lexicon 
Line 61 <Madgelo> J'aime toutes les 
music, mais je n'aime pas "country music". 
Line 63 <Madgelo> (musique)- pardon 

<Madgelo> I like all [kinds] of music, but 
I don’t like country music. 
<Madgelo> music, sorry 
[use of the English word, “music” vs. the 
French equivalent, musique]. 

Even the “inaccurate” corrections showed signs of conscientious self-monitoring, 

which has been found to aid second language acquisition (Krashen, 1982).  Many of the 

13 inaccurate Self-Corrections were “almost accurate.”  For example, students would 

realize that they had forgotten to include accent marks, so they would add accents, just 

not the appropriate ones.  Or, students would try to correct a verbal expression and 

successfully change one or more, but not all necessary aspects (e.g. gender agreement, 

inflection, helping verb, word order).  In each of the above-mentioned instances, the 

students were clearly on the right track, but still incorrect. 
 

Examples of inaccurate self-corrections 
Line 21:  <Deja> le vistor est tres bete 
Line 22:  <Deja> le vistor est tres bètè 

Line 21:  the visitor is very stupid (no 
accent marks) 
Line 22:  the visitor is very stupid (incorrect 
accents added; in neither case was the word, 
visitor changed to the French form, visiteur 
or invité)  

Line 162:  <Nikki> j'ai jamais a Rocky 
point 
Line 163: <Nikki> j'ai jamais suis allée a 
RP. 

Line 162:  I have never been to Rocky 
Point (incorrect helping verb in past tense) 
Line 163:  I have never been to RP (added 
the correct helping verb but also left the 
incorrect helping verb).  In both cases, the 
word order was never corrected. 
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As with any writing task, students, on several occasions, were also found making 

accurate corrections of a prior error, but making a new error in the process.  For instance, 

one student incorrectly translated, word-for-word from English, the expression “to have a 

good time” (Vous aurez un bon temps); yet the incorrect verb carried the necessary future 

tense conjugation.  Unfortunately, in re-typing the correct French expression in a 

subsequent line, the student omitted the future tense marker.  Thus, while the lexical error 

was fixed, a new grammatical error was made.  All in all, the frequency of such “new 

errors” was low, occurring only 5 times in the data. 

It was usually very clear when the students were correcting themselves, as they 

would often dedicate a conversational turn to re-typing the word(s) that were erroneous, 

often prefacing their correction with an expression such as: oops, pardon, correction, or 

je suis désolé(e).  The corrective turn was usually taken immediately after the one 

containing the error if the student noticed the problem right away.  In such cases, the two 

turns appeared side-by-side in the transcript.  Or, if the student didn’t catch his/her error 

until a few turns later, the self-corrective turn would appear out-of-context.  Students in 

this case weren’t intentionally disrupting the flow of the conversation.  Rather, they just 

wanted to get their correction into the transcript “for the record.”  This was another effect 

of my grading of the transcripts.  In the final oral interviews, students commented:   

• “If I caught the mistake, I would re-write it [the word/phrase].” (Wanda) 
 
• “Sometimes, I would realize that I used it [a form] wrong and then I would try to 

correct it in the next sentence.” (Joe) 
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Pierre offered a similar comment while also noting that decisions needed to be made as 

to whether or not to self-correct: 
 

• Sometimes I realized the mistake before posting it, and sometimes, I’d notice a 
split second after and so I’d write the correction in the next line.  But, taking that 
all into account, there wasn’t much time to—Some errors just went without 
correction.    

Only once in the data was it apparent that a student’s “misplaced” self-corrective 

turn confused her peers, as the others in her group signaled a communication breakdown.  

Aside from this single instance, the students didn’t overtly acknowledge their peers’ self-

corrections; the conversation just continued.  It is highly likely that students simply read 

their classmates’ self-correction, made a mental note of it, and moved on.  Since, in the 

majority of cases, students’ errors did not interfere with comprehension, they probably 

felt that the corrective moves were, in actuality, more directed at me, their instructor, than 

at them.  Nonetheless, the significance of the self-corrections remains the same.  That is, 

in re-typing a part or all of a previous utterance, students showed that they were thinking 

about form and meaning and had noticed a problem in their use of the L2 that needed to 

be repaired. 

Other-correction 
 

In contrast to students’ Self-Corrections, Other-Corrections were not as easily 

counted due to the fact that only 4 were explicit.  Correcting in an implicit manner 

constituted 22 of the 26 instances of Other-Correction.  The purposes of Other-Correction 

were similar to those classified under Self-Correction.   
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Purpose of other-correction: 
 # of 

instances 
Explicit Implicit 

(a) to correct a mechanical error 
(typographical, spelling—including diacritics, 
punctuation, spacing) 

5 2 3 

(b) to correct a lexical error 7 1 6 
(c) to correct a grammatical or structural error  13 0 13 
(d) to correct a (meta-linguistic) error 1 1 0 

TOTAL 26 4 22 
 

Interestingly, the largest category of all Other-Corrections consisted of correcting a 

grammatical or structural error.  There is a strong probability that the emphasis placed on 

form heightened students’ awareness to grammatical accuracy.  It is also possible that 

these errors were easiest to spot, as the rules regarding verb tenses and structures are 

objective and finite.  More noteworthy is the fact that these grammatical corrections only 

occurred as recasts.  This would lead one to believe that while accurate form was a high 

priority, students didn’t feel comfortable correcting their peers explicitly.  Chaudron 

(1988) confirms the latter notion:  “If correction of another is to be done, it is done 

discreetly, with deference, since there is a strong preference to allow speakers to correct 

themselves” (p. 132).  Likewise, Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks (1977) argue that for 

adults, self-correction is more preferable to other-correction, probably due to the fact that 

if an interlocutor understands a speaker's utterance well enough to correct it, s/he is just 

as capable of continuing the conversation without correcting it.  Indeed, “other-correction 

is seen as embarrassing to interlocutors who are supposedly on equal footing in the 

conversation” (Varonis & Gass, 1985, p. 71).  In the current study, the students were all 

intermediate learners of French as a second language.  As such, the dynamic was not one 
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of competent speaker (e.g. teacher or native speaker) and “not yet competent” speaker 

(e.g. learner), but rather one in which both interlocutors shared equal status (Varonis & 

Gass, 1985, p. 71).      

In the final oral interviews, students’ perceptions became helpful in shedding 

some light on the latter issue.  One question asked students whether they noticed errors 

that appeared on the screen, and what they did about them.  The majority of students 

commented that they were often aware of their own errors as well as those of their peers.  

However, when it came to a peer’s error, they claimed either not to do anything or to 

make an effort to use the correct form in their response.  As one student put it, “Yeah [I 

noticed others’ errors], but I didn’t correct them, cuz that would have been belittling.  I 

think it would have been rude to correct them.  But mentally, I just noted it” (Sabine).  

Joe echoed Sabine’s sentiment in affirming, 

I’m not real good with criticism, so if someone would have corrected me, I would 
have probably been like, ‘Shut up!’  So, [when I saw others’ mistakes on the 
screen], I just mentally noted in my head that they said it wrong, and if I was 
replying, I tried to fix the person’s mistake in my answer by using the correct 
spelling, verb tense, vocab ... 
 

Katie likewise commented, “So, if they were supposed to be in présent or passé composé 

and they messed up, then I would say something about MYSELF, but use it in the right 

tense or how I thought it was supposed to be.”   The following example serves as an 

illustration of implicit feedback through recasting. 

Line 31 <Ali> Ma 
camarade de chambre est 
s'appelle Krisie. 
 
Line 37 <Deja> je n'est 
parle pas beaucoup avec 

Line 31 <Ali> My roommate is her name is Krisie 
 
Line 37 <Deja> I don’t talk to her [my roommate] 
a lot.  She watches TV a lot and I want to do my 
homework.  Her name is Alex.  
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elle.  Elle regarde la tèlè 
beaucoup et moi je veux 
faire mes devoirs.  Elle 
s’appelle Alex. 

In the above example, Ali incorrectly translated the 
expression “to be named/called” word for word.  
Deja recast the correct form in her subsequent 
posting. 

The next category of Other-Corrections was lexical, of which 6 of the 7 were 

implicit.  Students either realized that the correct word in French was not known by their 

classmate, or they picked up on the fact that the word used was not the appropriate one.  
 

Line 64 <Emma> 
Mon frère est 
handicapé. Il ne 
peux pas chasser. 
 
Line 68  <Annie> Tu 
est sympa conduire 
ton frère.  
 
 
 

Line 64 <Emma> My brother is disabled.  He can’t (be 
driven out of a place). 
 
Line 68 <Annie> You are so sweet to drive your brother. 
 
In this case, Emma must have used her dictionary to look 
up “drive” and instead found the verb, “chasser,” which 
most commonly means “to hunt” but can also have the 
meaning, “to be driven out of.”  Annie must have figured 
out, with contextual clues, what Emma was trying to say 
and recast the correct word, conduire (to drive) in her 
response. 
 

The third category of Other-Corrections was mechanical, of which 3 of the 5 instances 

were implicit.  All five errors involved spelling; one specifically corrected accent marks. 
 
Line 46 <Wanda> Je veux 
deux enfants, une fil et un 
garçon  
 
Line 50 <Vladimir> Je 
veux une fille et un garçon, 
aussi. 
 

Line 46 <Wanda> I would like two children, a girl 
and a boy. 
 
Line 50 <Vladimir> I would like a girl and a boy, 
too. 
 
In this case, Wanda misspelled the noun “fille” 
(girl).  In responding, Vladimir recast the correct 
spelling.   

 
The final type of Other-Correction was metalinguistic, only occurring as an explicit 

correction.  It will be discussed under explicit corrective feedback below.  
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As for the accuracy of the students’ Other-Corrections, 22 of all 26 corrections 

were target-like.  All 4 explicit Other-Corrections were accurate; thus the 4 errors fell 

under the implicit type of Other-Correction.  This, in and of itself, is interesting, as it 

would appear that students only corrected in an explicit manner when they were certain 

that they were correct, themselves.  The latter is merely an observation, however, due to 

the low number of instances recorded.  As for the inaccurate Other-Corrections, similar to 

the self-corrective data, they were “almost correct,” and one accurate Other-Correction 

led to the making of a new error.  The above description detailed the nature of all Other-

Corrections as well as how accurate such corrections were.  The next section will look 

more closely at the sub-category of explicit corrective feedback. 

Unlike the subtle nature of implicit Other-Correction, the four explicit corrections 

were clearly signaled by additional wording that made the error more salient.  

Additionally, in 2 of the 4 cases, the students who were making the corrections typed 

their partner’s name as a way of gaining their attention.  In contrast to recasts, uptake 

almost always took place in response to explicit feedback.  The categories of explicit 

correction were similar to those of implicit corrections (mechanical, 2 instances; lexical; 

1 instance) except that no explicit corrections were grammatical and one was 

metalinguistic.     

The first explicit correction related to the spelling of a fellow group member’s 

name.   

<Lori> Est-ce que tu aimes le 
appartement, Vladimi? 

<Lori> Do you like your apartment, 
[name with typo] 

<Vladimir> J’adore mon appartement, 
mais je ne m’appelle pas [Vladimi]. 

<Vladimir> I love my apartment, but my 
name isn’t [name with typo]. 



 243 

<Lori> Je regrette, Vladimir.  <Lori> I’m sorry, [name spelled 
correctly]. 

 
As one’s name is a very personal matter, and there is a tendency to want to distinguish 

oneself from others through one’s name, it was not surprising that the student in question 

felt the need to correct his partner.  In this case, there was immediate uptake, as 

maintaining group cohesion was a high priority.  It must be noted that a majority of 

Vladimir’s interactions across all 5 chat sessions were playful and humorous in nature.  

Thus, I would gather that, while there was some underlying desire to have his peers type 

his name correctly, he was not seriously upset with Lori for her obvious typo.  

Unfortunately, situational data was not systematically gathered in this study.  Thus, I do 

not know if any smiles or laughter occurred after this Other-Correction and uptake.  Since 

all students were physically located in the same space, the COHLab, paralinguistic 

aspects of communication certainly took place.  Sadly, these were not captured (For a 

discussion of this important aspect of CMCD, refer to Goertler, 2006). 

The second explicit correction was related to a typographical error involving the 

misplacement of the plural “s” on the relative pronoun qui rather than on the noun, signe.  

It is clear from Elizabeth’s reaction that there were no hard feelings when her chat 

partner, Briana, overtly corrected her.  From the conversation, and because I knew the 

students and their close relationship to each other outside of class, it looks like Briana 

was actually trying to help Elizabeth get a better transcript grade by correcting her.  In the 

following example, uptake did not consist of a correctly-formulated repetition of the 

previous error, but rather took the form of an acknowledgement (Varonis & Gass, 1985)  
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<Elizabeth> J’aime des signe quis disent 
“travailleraient pour biere” 

<Elizabeth> I like the sign thats say “Will 
work for beer.” 

<Briana> Elizabeth--signes qui <Briana> Elizabeth--signs that 
<Elizabeth> Oops.  Je suis retarde!! <Elizabeth> Oops.  I’m retarded. 

 
The third explicit correction was the most explicit in all of the data.  The lexical 

error involved some confusion between the words “sheik” and “chic.”  

<Wanda> J'aime ma voiture, il est tres 
shiek. 

<Wanda> I like my car, it is very shiek. 

<Deja> Wanda, c'est comme ca= chic <Deja> Wanda, it’s like this = chic  

Unfortunately, it remains unclear how the correction was perceived, as Wanda did not 

directly address the correction.  It is possible that she didn’t find it necessary to respond.  

However, it is more likely that she never saw the correction, as it was made at the very 

end of the chat session.  Thus, Wanda might have been in the process of logging off when 

the correction was made.  

The final explicit correction was metalinguistic in nature, involving a general 

warning to everyone in the group.  All members were lapsing into English rather than 

paraphrasing in French or using an English-French dictionary.  Therefore, one of the 

members assumed the role of the teacher and imitated my mantra:  “EN FRANCAIS!” 

(Say it IN FRENCH!).  In all likelihood, this admonishment was taken lightly because the 

person who corrected everybody had been one of the main perpetrators of the “crime.”   

It appears, rather, to have been a playful way of saying, “Uh oh.  We’ve strayed a bit too 

far, so let’s get back on track.”  It might also have been a personal admission of “guilt” or 

a signal to me that some self-monitoring was going on.  After this metalinguistic 
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correction, the students did heed the advice to some extent although English still 

appeared, notably in instances where the students didn’t have the requisite proficiency to 

retrieve the lexical item (e.g. “He is a loser” and “to get a clue”).    

Returning to the topic of attention to form in general, some students made 

additional comments in the oral interviews, which are important to consider.  Courtney 

stated that when she saw her classmates’ errors, the first thing that she thought about was 

her own production:  “I hoped I wasn’t making mistakes like that, because sometimes 

they were really stupid mistakes, really silly errors.”  Seeing others’ ill-formed utterances 

therefore had the positive result of increasing her self-monitoring.  Another student, 

Sabine, mentioned that her awareness of others’ errors caused her to modify her own 

output.  She perceived her group’s weaknesses and adapted in order to prevent her peers 

from receiving a low grade:  “And then, someone left a verb unconjugated, so I was 

thinking, ‘O.k. … maybe we shouldn’t go into difficult tenses if we’re having trouble 

with the basics.  So, I didn’t try to make things complicated by adding to it.  And I didn’t 

ever try to use any vocab over anyone’s head because I hated it when they did that to 

me.”  Unfortunately, in Sabine’s case, her self-monitoring had the adverse effect of 

limiting her own ability to show off her more advanced linguistic capabilities.   

A different but equally significant point was raised by Pierre.  In certain cases, he 

didn’t recognize that his classmates had made an error until after he had incorporated the 

erroneous structure into his own posting(s).  In such cases, after having utilized the 
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incorrect form, students reported either realizing their error during the chat itself, by 

checking their dictionary, notes, or textbook, or discovering the error after the chat 

session, often times only after receiving their printed transcripts with highlighted errors 

(Annie).  The following is a prime example of students mistakenly using and repeating an 

incorrect form.  Interestingly, the students extended Faris’ verbal conjugation to the 3rd 

person plural, 1st person plural, and 2nd person plural, respectively. 
 
<Faris> Est ce que vous avez 
conflicts? 
 
<Annie> Non!  Nous nous 
amusons! 
 
<Faris> Quand j'ai eu une 
commarade de chambre, nous ne 
nous tirons pas. 
 
<Annie> Oui. nous nous 
demandons si les autre 
commarades se tirent? 
 
<Faris> ma commarade de 
chambre et moi nous tirent 
quelquefois.... 
 
<Annie> Pourquoi ne vous tirez 
pas? 
 
<Faris> Nous avons occupè. Elle 
est "pre-med" 
 

<Faris> Do you have a lot of conflicts [you 
and your roommate]? 
<Annie> No! We have a lot of fun! 
<Faris> When I had a roommate, we didn’t [go 
out] (It is unclear which verb Faris was trying 
to use, as tirer means “to pull” or “to throw 
away” and the reflexive form se tirer is slang 
for “to get out of here.”  From the context, it 
seems to be “hang out” or “go out”). 
<Annie> Yes, we wonder if other roommates 
[go out]. 
<Faris> My roommate and I, we [go out] 
sometimes… 
<Annie> Why didn’t you [go out]? (This 
comment was probably typed before Faris 
posted the previous comment). 
<Faris> We were busy.  She was "pre-med." 
 
*Both students also copied each other’s 
erroneous spelling of camarades.  Additionally, 
they should have used the imperfect in many 
instances rather than the present tense.   

Certainly, the issue of error transfer is a critical one.  Instructors must be aware that this 

can happen.  While students also pick up on each other’s errors in spoken interactions, 
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the visual medium of CMCD does raise additional concerns.  As aptly stated by Pierre: 
 
One of the criticisms I have about IRC Français is this proliferation of mistakes.  
Sometimes, there’s a tendency--I know I was doing it, and other people were 
doing it—when somebody uses a phrase, you just take your conversation partner’s 
words for granted.  So, if it’s wrong, and nobody knows it’s wrong, this phrase 
gets repeated over and over again.  Apart from something like [real-time] 
monitoring of conversations by you [the instructor], I don’t think there’s much 
that can be done about it.  It’s just a risk. So, if they use the wrong word, you may 
sometimes follow their usage, and it may imprint – for those who remember 
things visually (Interview).   

However, as seen in the literature, error uptake overall has been documented as 

infrequent.  In this study, error uptake occurred a total of 28 times out of all 31 

conversations (across 5 chat sessions).  Fourteen of the twenty-eight instances were 

syntactic, indicating that students’ knowledge was the weakest in this area, and thus, 

students were more prone to copying incorrect forms from their peers.  Seven instances 

were lexical, and seven were orthographic.  On three occasions, the erroneous uptake was 

followed by a recast, although the recast was not entirely accurate in one case.   
 
(1) 
<Eric> J’adore le comedy 
films. 
<Jacques> Le comedy est 
tres bien 
<Briana> Quel comedies? 

<Eric> I love comedies. 
[use of the English term, comedy] 
 
<Jacques> Comedies are great 
[repetition of the English term] 
 
<Briana> Which comedies [do you like]? 
[correct usage of the French term] 
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(2) 
<Briana> je me dormi à 10 
heures. 
<Elizabeth> pas moi, je me 
dormi à 1 heure. 
<Briana> pourquoi, Elizabeth? 
<Courtney> Je me suis dormi à 
2h30 

<Briana> I went to bed at 10pm. 
[incorrect verb conjugation] 
 
<Elizabeth> Not me, I went to bed at 1 o’clock in the 
morning. 
[repetition of incorrect verb conjugation] 
 
<Briana> Why, Elizabeth? 
 
<Courtney> I went to bed at 2:30 in the morning. 
[usage of the correct reflexive form of the verb; yet, 
the verb is actually s’endormir versus se dormir, and 
since the interlocutors are women, the verb ending 
must include the feminine inflection (e):  je me suis 
endormie.  Still, this recast is a laudable attempt at 
correcting the erroneous conjugation]. 
 
The conversation moved on; as such, no one used the 
reflexive construction after Courtney’s recast. 

(3) 
<Erica> Ma mére ne travaille pas quand 
j’etias jeune 
<Wanda> Ma mére travaille beaucoup 
quand j’etias jeune. 
<Vladimir> Mes parents travaillaient 
quand j’étais jeune, mais ils passaient plus 
des temps avec mon frère et moi. 
 

<Erica> My mother didn’t work when I 
was young. 
[incorrect accent on mère, incorrect verb 
tense for the verb [travailler], and incorrect 
spelling of étais] 
 
<Wanda> My mother worked a lot when I 
was young. 
[same problems as above] 
 
<Vladimir> My parents worked when I 
was young, but they spent a lot of time 
with my brother and me. 
[correction of verb tense and spelling of 
étais] 

When error uptake was not caught by the participants, the manner in which the problem 

was handled was through transcript corrections.  Students may have utilized an improper 
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form provided by a peer, but their error was pointed out to them a few days later on the 

printed copies of their transcripts, and they had the responsibility to correct it prior to the 

next chat session.  At stake, then, is the length of time between the incorrect usage and 

the corrective feedback.  

On the other hand, students also reported learning in a positive way from their 

classmates.  In their post-chat comments, in response to the question, “Did you learn 

anything today … from your peers’ usage?” students overwhelmingly reported picking 

up new structures and vocabulary from each other.  Annie stated that she benefited from 

seeing others’ accurate use of accents, question formation, and spelling.  Pierre likewise 

commented that his peer group was a valuable resource:   
 
When someone didn’t know how to say something, they got a lot of help.  When 
somebody knew how to structure the phrase, they would share that information.  
And, on another positive note, I also remembered words that I had not seen in 
ages, but from [my peers’ use of the words in] the conversation, I knew what they 
meant. 

Emma also felt that her fellow students provided something beneficial that the 

instructor couldn’t.   
 
[Seeing the group transcripts] helped me a lot in my own writing the next time 
because I saw how things were phrased by someone else in the class and that 
made an impression on my mind.  You know, you’re a good teacher, but seeing 
your peers, how they do something, sort of clicks because they’re in the same boat 
as you are, so you tend to remember it more. 

In analyzing the transcripts, 27 instances of positive uptake were found across all 

31 conversations.  Interestingly, while also low overall, error uptake was essentially no 
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more frequent than positive uptake (28 compared to 27), thus corroborating the finding 

that, on the one hand, the frequency of error uptake in CMCD is not worrisome, and on 

the other hand, error uptake can be matched by just as many instances of positive uptake.  

In comparing the two, however, the distribution of uptake was quite different for the 

positive uptake, compared to the error uptake.  The highest category was lexical (16 

instances); the next most frequent was orthographic (6 instances); and lastly, there were 

five instances of students copying each other’s syntax.  These results imply that students 

often lacked vocabulary, and when a peer used a word that seemed correct, they 

incorporated it into their own utterance. 
 

The following examples demonstrate students benefiting from each other 

linguistically.  The first involves a discussion about a legislative proposal made by 

Representative McGrath to restrict co-ed access in dorm rooms at the University of 

Arizona.  Lori used the term for babysitter, gardienne d’enfant, which she must have 

looked up, as it was not provided as part of the discussion prompt nor had it been 

presented in the textbook.  My guess is that is was new word for Jacques, who correctly 

used this lexical item in his subsequent posting.   

Line 15 <Vladimir> Je pense la legislation de Rep. Mcgrath est très ridicule. 
I think the legislation of Rep. McGrath is really ridiculous. 
Line 17 <Jacques> Je suis d’accord. 
I agree. 
Line 18 <Vladimir> Les étudiants de l'université ne sont pas des enfants. 
University students are not children. 
Line 23  <Lori> Elle pense les étudiants besoin de une gardienne d'enfant. 
She thinks that students need a babysitter. 
Line 26  <Jacques> Oui, les étudiants ne une gardienne d'enfant pas. 
Right, students don’t need a babysitter. 
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The second example involves two students sharing their opinion regarding a poem 

by Jacques Prévert.  Briana uses the phrase, Je ne l’aime pas (I don’t like it) with the 

direct object pronoun correctly positioned before the verb.  In his ensuing comment, 

Jacques copies Briana’s construction.  Based on Jacques’ work throughout the semester, 

I would venture to say that this structure was not one that he would have naturally used 

on his own.  

Line 9 <Briana> Lis-tu le poèm de Prévert? 
Did you read the poem by Prévert? 
Line 10 <Briana> Je ne l’aime pas. 
I don’t like it. (I didn’t like it). 
Line 11 <Jacques> Je ne l’aime pas aussi. 
I don’t like it either. 
Line 12 <Briana> C’est difficile pour moi, et je ne le comprend pas. 
It’s (It was) hard for me, and I don’t understand it. 
 
A final example involves a group of 3 students consistently using the appropriate 

accent marks on the following words/phrases throughout their chat:  ça va (How are you), 

étudiants (students), université (university), and idée (idea).  While students were 

encouraged to use diacritics during all of their chats, they often did not, probably due to 

their proficiency level as well as the fast-pace of the CMCD exchanges.  Therefore, the 

fact that these students (Vladimir, Lori, Erica) used accent marks consistently and 

accurately in their conversation strikes me as a noteworthy example of students 

influencing each other’s output in a positive way.  

Clearly, collaborative work among non-native speakers has its advantages and 

disadvantages.  Students can learn a great deal from each other; yet, what they learn may 

not always be accurate.  Still, the benefits of students working through a task together 

outweigh the potential drawbacks in my opinion.  Additionally, in this study, the 
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continual feedback loop (Monday morning corrections, transcript corrections) between 

the students and instructor helped to ensure that errors produced in the context of the chat 

sessions didn’t fossilize.  Moreover, it has been found that students learn a great deal 

from having been allowed to make errors and then being subsequently corrected, as 

opposed to not being given this opportunity (Tomasello & Herron, 1989).  In the former 

case, learners’ engagement in the form-function-meaning relationship is high, and 

through the presentation of negative evidence, students can compare and note the 

discrepancies between their interlanguage hypotheses and the target language (Doughty 

& Williams, 1998a).  Furthermore, this situation should not raise students’ affective 

filters as long as the corrective feedback is accomplished “in the context of an accepting 

social environment in which errors are viewed as a logical, and indeed inevitable, 

outcome of active student learning” (Tomasello & Herron, 1989, p. 393).    

By way of some concluding remarks to this last section on negotiation of meaning 

and attention to form, it was found that students did engage in negotiation routines in this 

unstructured communicative task, although not very frequently, as they experienced little 

communication breakdown.  This result is attributed to several factors:  the visual 

representation of utterances in CMCD, the additional processing time available in this 

mode, and the relative homogeneity in the background of the conversational participants.  

The students used direct appeals for assistance when needing a translation or a re-

wording of the information; clarification requests were drawn upon to indicate particular 

terms that students didn’t understand; students made use of confirmation checks to verify 

that they were following their peer’s line of thought; and explicit indications of non-
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understanding were found in the chat transcripts when a group member was clearly at a 

loss and couldn’t pop back up to the main line of discussion.  The negotiations, for the 

most part, were successful in that there was some form of resolution.  Additionally, 

students were found using the new information in later postings (uptake) although not 

consistently.  Regardless, the negotiation routines were likely of significant value to the 

language learning process. 

With respect to whether attention to form occurred in this open-ended, divergent 

task, students did report being conscious of their own and others’ non-target-like 

utterances although some admitted that they were too busy formulating their own 

comments and trying to follow the conversation to pay attention to errors.  If time 

permitted, they didn’t hesitate to make self-corrections, as there was no risk of offending 

anyone.  Students explained how they engaged in self-correction by devoting a turn to re-

type the target form or clarify their previous utterance.  Yet, they were far more resistant 

to correcting each other.  Thus, it became more commonplace for students to make a 

mental note of others’ errors, subtly recast others’ errors, or use their classmates’ errors 

as a monitor of their own language use, for better or for worse.  When Other Corrections 

were explicit, they were generally characterized as friendly, helpful, and/or humorous.  In 

none of the cases was there any “flaming” (Abrams, 2003a).   

Flaming, defined as the use of provocative, incendiary, and/or vulgar language, 

has been found to occur in electronic conversations when students are anonymous to each 

other and when the interaction is perceived as fleeting, or non-permanent.  In contrast, 

such aggressive use of language is less likely to manifest itself when students’ identities 
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are not masked, when a strong sense of community has been established among the 

learners, and when exchanges remain visible, through for example, a scrolling function 

enabling a re-tracing of the conversation, or via the record yielded from printed 

transcripts.    

Returning to the notion of optimum tasks (as used in Pica et al., 1993) for second 

language acquisition, this study found, akin to Nakahama, Tyler, and Van Lier (2001), 

that students did indeed engage in negotiation of meaning as part of this unstructured, 

conversational task.  However, they did not do so to the extent that has been found in 

convergent, controlled task types.  Nevertheless, as discussed earlier, too much 

negotiation can result in frustration.  Furthermore, the open-ended communicative task in 

the current study was practical, resembling what students would likely encounter in the 

TL setting.  This stands in opposition to the rather artificial situations contrived in certain 

task-based studies (e.g. Crookes & Rulon, 1985; Doughty & Pica, 1986; Gass & Varonis, 

1989, 1994; Mackey, Gass, & McDonough, 2000; Pelletieri, 2000; Pica et al., 1996; 

Smith, 2003a). 

In Pelletieri (2000), for example, one of the tasks required the students to describe 

a series of pictures to their partner to determine which were the same and which were 

different.  Subsequently, they had to determine the nature of any differences.  Not only is 

it difficult to imagine the usefulness and routine-nature of such a task; it was also highly 

unnatural in that the pictures consisted of “a collection of items that were not logically 

related (one picture, for example displayed a man jumping up and down wearing party 

hats, and facing him was a bow and arrow), thereby reducing the possibility of learners’ 
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guessing based on ‘real-world’ or contextual knowledge” (p. 74).  The latter aspect of this 

closed task draws it even farther away from anything students would typically encounter.  

That is, in an authentic situation, learners would most probably be able to rely on real-

world and contextual knowledge and would use such strategies to facilitate 

communication and comprehension.  Stripping them of such an ability almost seems 

cruel. 

Additionally, the prompts in the current study challenged students to use all of 

their linguistic resources in co-constructing a personally interesting and coherent 

conversation, rather than focusing primarily on discrete lexical items, as Nakahama et al. 

(2001) found to be the case in information gap tasks.  Similar to Nakahama et al., 

participants in the current study used their French to (a) create shared frames of 

reference, paying particular attention to their conversational partners in order to match 

their comments to those of their interlocutors; (b) maintain face and build rapport; (c) 

exchange meaningful information involving content beyond the simple here and now 

(versus exchange mechanical information, as in many jigsaw and decision-making tasks), 

(d) manage the flow of discourse, and (e) indicate and repair communication problems, 

among other functions. Thus, I take a similar position to Nakahama et al. in calling for a 

re-examination of the types of tasks that can not only further language acquisition but 

also simultaneously afford students the freedom to use the TL creatively, purposefully, 

spontaneously, and interpersonally. 

 Thus far, the content of this chapter has pertained to Research Question 1.  Each 

sub-question was discussed and the results, analyzed.  The remainder of this chapter will 
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address Research Question 2, which will highlight the students’ qualitative experience 

with synchronous computer-mediated communication.  They will have an opportunity to 

share, in their own words, what they thought about integrating chat software into their 3rd 

semester French class, whether they felt that any of their French skills had improved, and 

how they perceived the Focus-on-Form activities associated with IRC Français.  Their 

suggestions to make the experience more useful and productive will also be discussed. 

 To refresh the reader’s memory, Research Question 2 asked about students’ 

overall experience:  

Research Question 2:  How do intermediate French students evaluate the activity of 
on-line synchronous communication, especially with regard to its efficacy for their 
target language learning (writing, reading, thinking, speaking, overall confidence 
level)?  
 
In order to answer this question, comments were drawn from the students’ Reflections (1-

5), Pre-Chat Goals and Post-Chat Comments, Final evaluations, and Interviews.  The data 

were then categorized according to the constant-comparison method.  What emerged was 

a series of benefits, drawbacks, and issues to consider within 2 categories:  affective 

aspects and linguistic aspects of IRC. 

Affective Aspects of Chat 

Students were overwhelmingly positive in their evaluation of their experience 

with IRC Français.  All 32 students but one affirmed that they would enroll in another 

class that used IRC or a similar program, as the software provided a fun, different, and 

refreshing environment in which to learn:   

• Yeah, I would definitely do it again [take a class that used chat] …I had a really 
good time with it.  Like when I missed one [session], I was really upset (Joe, 
Interview). 



 257 

 
• The lab is a good change of scenery.  It feels more relaxed than in a classroom 

(Nikki, R2).58 
 

• I think it is a very helpful, entertaining, and unique way to learn (Final evaluation, 
9).59 

 
• I would strongly recommend it [IRC Français). I believe it was vital to my 

learning this year.  It helped to utilize French in relaxed conditions without being 
put on the spot (Final evaluation, 10). 
 

•  I thought it was fun and it helped to break up the week too.  So, we had two days 
of work and then one day, it was kind of fun, you know.  It was nice; I liked that, 
and I think it helped us to learn French in a new way (Annie, Interview). 

In addition to the welcomed change of pace, one of the most commonly 

mentioned benefits of using IRC Français was its social aspect.  Time and time again, 

students commented on how much they enjoyed meeting and getting to know each other 

through this electronic medium.  It also allowed them to make stronger connections with 

one another, as opposed to knowing one’s classmates on a superficial level.  
 

• I got the opportunity to really converse with other students . . . . It also helped me 
to get to know other people in the class (Final evaluation, 17). 

 
• We got to know each other at the same time and that’s what I liked about it--when 

like, you actually could get to know somebody through French.  I’ve never done 
that before. . . . I met Ali last semester, but French was just a class we were in.  
But now it’s like, we were “talking” in French.  We got to know each other 
through the language (Courtney, Interview). 

 
• Another good thing is that it allows us to get to know each other better.  Too 

many times, we make assumptions about someone and never talk to them.  
Through IRC Français, people can act normal and learn a little about the people 
they are talking with (Sarah, R2). 

                                                 
58 R2 = Reflection #2 
59 As the Final evaluation was anonymous, each one was coded with a number ranging from 1 to 32.   
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They further stated that learning about each other on a social level enabled them 

to feel more comfortable using French.  Additionally, they enjoyed exchanging ideas in 

their second language, as well as helping and learning from each other: 
 

• I got to know some personal things about the people in my class, which made it 
easier to make mistakes in their presence (Final evaluation, 27). 

 
• I got to meet people.  I also made a lot of funny comments IN FRENCH that I 

usually wouldn’t have made in class (Final evaluation, 1). 
 

• It was a way of getting to know each other and helping each other out with French 
(Final evaluation, 25) 

 
• I enjoyed sharing my views with others and hearing the opinions of others.  Plus, 

it was a good learning experience to observe the language of my peers (Final 
evaluation, 13). 

 
• I learned a lot by viewing the comments from my peers on the computer screen.  

When I would see them use verb constructions and vocabulary, it tended to stick 
more in my memory than just learning a new word from the book (Final 
evaluation, 24). 
 
IRC Français was indeed a social medium in which students felt relaxed enough 

to enjoy their interactions with their peers.  Several noted how reassuring it was to see 

that they weren’t the only ones making mistakes; that they were all in it together (Final 

evaluation, 1).  Additionally, the chat rooms gave students a sense of community in 

which they not only shared their opinions and thoughts in French, but also requested and 

offered each other help, as well as expressed concern and empathy regarding each other’s 

personal lives.   

One of the reasons that students felt relaxed was due to the reduced anxiety 

involved in communication in CMCD.  Students reported feeling very uncomfortable 

speaking French, but not nearly as shy about writing.  As one student put it, “I feel much 
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more comfortable writing in French than I do with speaking.  I make frequent errors in 

my French pronunciation, which are covered up when I type.  This general comfort likely 

placed me in a mindset that enabled me to learn better” (Final evaluation, 13).  This 

sentiment was echoed by most students in this study, in one form or another: 

• I think the thing that intimidates me the most about speaking French is that some 
people sound beautiful when they speak.  I definitely sound like an American 
trying to speak French (Final evaluation, 12).   
 

• I don’t feel so stupid making a mistake while writing, but I hate making mistakes 
while speaking” (Final evaluation, 27).   

 
With IRC Français, it felt much “safer” for the students to sit behind a computer without 

everyone staring at them while they composed their thoughts.  Indeed, while there existed 

a time pressure to get one’s ideas out, IRC afforded the students some additional time to 

read (and re-read) their peers’ postings, think about what they wanted to say, and edit 

their ideas.  Furthermore, pronunciation and accent were no longer issues of concern. 

• I am more comfortable writing in French because I can actually see my ideas on 
the paper.  Sometimes, it can be confusing when I am trying to speak.  I feel like 
the words are sometimes just floating around in the air and I forget what I’ve said 
and what I’m trying to say.  Speaking adds a certain pressure on me that makes 
me nervous (Final evaluation, 26). 
 

• I feel more comfortable writing because I am given more time to think about what 
I want to say.  I am also given the chance to proofread what I wrote and make 
sure it looks correct (Final evaluation, 2) 

 
• [In IRC] I can review and re-read the conversation if I get lost (Final evaluation, 

28). 
 

• I definitely feel more relaxed and apt to use harder words because it is a lot easier 
in French to write the words than to speak the words (Final evaluation, 30).    
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Students also wrote about feeling less anxious using IRC because they could draw 

upon several resources:  their course textbook, class notes, dictionary, each other, and 

their instructor: 
   

• It is hard to try to just speak to someone in French, but if I can write it down and 
use a dictionary for help, then it is a lot easier and less intimidating (Lori, R2). 
 

• I like the fact that if I don’t know a word, I can either look it up or someone can 
help me (Annie, R2).     

Although the majority of students appreciated being able to consult resources 

such as their textbook and dictionaries, it did slow the conversation down (Refer to the 

section below on participation).  Additionally, the resources ended up being somewhat of 

a crutch.  This became quite apparent at the end of the semester when, in Chat 11, 

students were challenged not to use any resources whatsoever.  (The reader may recall 

that dictionaries were not permitted at all in Chat 12, as this session served as part of the 

students’ final exam).  Their initial reactions, taken from their final “Post-Chat 

Comments” (PCC 3) on April 12, demonstrate their uneasiness: 
    

• Without a dictionary, I wasn’t able to say everything that I wanted to (Sarah). 
 
• I don’t think that I did very well without a dictionary, but I tried (Devon). 
 
• It was tricky, so I guessed a lot and used some English words in quotation marks 

(Kristin). 

Nonetheless, many compensated by asking each other for help and simplifying their 

ideas:  “I relied on my chat partners and neighbors when I wasn’t sure” (Emma) / “I tried 

to find different ways of saying what I wanted to say” (Sarah) / “I used words and 

phrases that I knew and kept things simple” (Ilana).  Some students, on the other hand, 

had already stopped using most outside resources.  Thus, for them, this particular chat 

session was like any other.  In one of the final evaluations, Student 24 made a 

recommendation regarding the use of resources:  
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I think you should eliminate dictionaries and verb books earlier in the semester.... 
I felt that I had a better conversation with my peers the time when we were not 
allowed to use such resources because everyone was chatting.  There were no 
lapses of time when we had to wait for someone to look up a word. 
 
On the other hand, as Pierre commented in his interview, “With dictionaries, you 

sort of build vocabulary, so ruling out dictionaries entirely, I don’t think would be a good 

idea.”  Clearly, a balance must be sought.  At first, having access to various print 

resources is a source of comfort.  However, gradually weaning students from these and 

training them to rely on their knowledge and to rephrase their ideas would be a healthy 

compromise between complete access and prohibited access to external resources.   

As for students relying on each other, this, too, has its advantages and drawbacks.  

Certainly, in this study, it was important to see whether and how often students would 

request and provide assistance to one another.  However, as in all collaborative work 

among non-native speakers of a language, some “help” will be correct while other “help” 

may contain errors. 

Aside from reduced anxiety, IRC Français instilled a great deal of confidence in 

students’ usage of French.  In their final evaluations and interviews, they made such 

comments as:   

• I was nervous that I wouldn’t know how to say anything [when first introduced to 
IRC], but it was nice to know that I could do a lot more with the French that I 
learned than I ever thought possible (Final evaluation, 22).  

 
• I learned that I actually knew more French than I thought I did (Final evaluation, 

29). 
 
More specifically, students made reference to feeling more comfortable with their spoken 

French, as the medium of CMCD resembles oral discourse in so many ways.  Indeed, as 



 262 

will also be seen later under Linguistic aspects of CMCD, students found that the written 

practice they had each week with IRC Français indirectly transferred to their speech.   

• I had horrible communication skills in French before.  I was kind of terrified, even 
like last semester, my teacher had us—She would start a conversation—ask us 
about our weekend.  And, I would be like, “I don’t know what I’m talking about.”  
And, now I feel a lot more comfortable with that, just because I’ve been able to 
practice so much.  So, when people ask me, I’m like, “Oh, I can say it this way” 
(Emma, Interview) 

 
• The IRC program has instilled in me more confidence in terms of speaking 

French (Final evaluation, 2). 
 
A key issue affecting students’ perception of confidence was the frequency and regularity 

of the IRC activity and extended nature of the electronic discussions.  Additionally, it was 

very rewarding for students to receive immediate feedback from their peers.  This proved 

to them that they could communicate with each other and be understood.  Moreover, in 

many cases, students’ utterances provoked affective reactions.  Thus, their words were 

not merely letters strung together, but meaningful messages with a power to influence 

others.  As stated by several students, in their oral interviews,  

• I’ve been in French since my sophomore year in high school, and we’ve never 
really done communicative things like IRC.  And, it was really good, because I’ve 
never gone back and forth, back and forth, just like that.  So, it was really good, 
knowing how to ask other people questions and then being able to talk about so 
many things.  I had never done that before, and so I think that was the best part … 
just being able to do that faster and getting more comfortable with that— 
communicating with other people (Katie). 

 
• The most positive aspect of IRC was getting into some great discussions and 

being able to communicate my ideas in French so that they made sense not just to 
me but to others, too (Joe). 

 
• My favorite discussions were the ones that were interesting but not always 

serious.  Those were my favorite ones—when they were kind of funny 
conversations (Heather). 
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• At one point, my group got into a debate, and we were actually fighting in French 
on it [IRC], which was, like, fun to do, and we were doing it correctly (Courtney). 
 
Another advantage cited was the authenticity of CMCD.  Students felt that IRC 

Français provided them with a chance to practice French in a “somewhat real-life 

situation” (Jane, R2):  “I like talking on IRC because it is conversational French.  If we 

kept on using examples from the book, all I could talk about is giving directions and 

describing my room” (S7, R3)60.  Similarly, as stated in a student’s Final evaluation, “I 

learned so much through the use of these chat sessions.  It gave me the opportunity to 

communicate with other students informally, and it developed my ‘every day’ French 

language skills, which is often hard to do in the classroom” (21).  Several other 

classmates also commented on the fact that, “living in Tucson, there’s very little 

opportunity to speak French” (April, R2).  So the IRC chats allowed them to have the 

experience of “authentic” conversations in French (c.f. next paragraph).  The latter is a 

critical point because, as Omaggio-Hadley (1993) remarked, “Unfortunately, many of our 

classrooms today still do not foster the use of ‘real language,’ despite the consensus of 

many in the profession that this is an important and appropriate goal” (p. 125).  

Certainly, communicating directly with native speakers is truly authentic whereas 

classroom activities can only simulate this authenticity to a greater or lesser degree.  

However, with regard to the idea of chatting electronically with native speakers, students 

were divided in their opinions.  Some thought it would be nice to branch out and talk with 

native French speakers because they would learn how natives use the language while also 

                                                 
60 Student Reflection #3 was anonymous.  Therefore, all reflections were coded with a number, ranging 
from 1 to 27. 
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acquiring new vocabulary, especially slang.  On the other hand, some students felt that it 

would be intimidating and that the French would not necessarily be helpful to their 

learning, as it would probably be full of chat-specific abbreviations in the L2.    

One critical issue to consider under the affective category of CMCD is grouping.  

When asked to comment on the benefits of instructor-selected groups versus self-selected 

groups, the students were divided.  Some felt that being able to choose one’s own 

partners enhanced the quality and dynamism of the conversation while others preferred 

changing partners frequently. 

• I find it easier to talk to someone I know rather than a stranger (Briana, R2). 

• It’s good to work with different people because you get to know other people and 
you repeat particular phrases/introductory small talk that are helpful in face-to-
face conversations” (Annie, R2). 

 
Several also mentioned that instructor-selected groups were good but requested that 

students be matched according to the same proficiency level.  As explained in chapter 3, 

the literature in SLA indicates that students of mixed proficiency benefit the most from 

group work.  Nonetheless, by alternating the grouping arrangements each week, students 

were able, during half of the sessions, to exercise their own discretion in choosing their 

chat partners, whether this was based on proficiency, gender, common interests, similar 

work ethic, friendship, or other variables. 

Another issue raised in the discussion of student-selected versus instructor-

selected groups was level of participation.  For some, it didn’t matter if they knew or 

didn’t know their chat partners.  Instead, what made a difference was how much the 

individual group members participated and were engaged with the topics:   
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• A negative encounter was when my partner had very little to say to me.  I felt like 
the conversation was very one-sided and I couldn’t have a good conversation 
because I felt like I was talking alone.  IRC doesn’t work if everyone doesn’t 
participate (Final evaluation, 10). 
 

• There were a couple of conversations when we talked really well and then this last 
one, it was good.  We were able to talk about things more in-depth.  Cuz, there 
were times when you couldn’t get in depth at all with people. Like, sometimes, 
I’d have discussions where you’d have to start a new topic every 5 minutes . . . I 
was like, “O.k., this is annoying” (Joe, Interview). 
 

Although all of the students in this study participated in CMCD, which anecdotally, was 

not the case in the traditional classroom, certain students didn’t participate as fully as 

others.  This could have been due to slower keyboarding skills, a lack of interest in the 

subject, or unfamiliarity with the topic at hand.  Of course, the students’ proficiency level 

and their struggle to balance content and form in a synchronous environment certainly 

also played an important role. 

Indeed, in relating their experiences with IRC Français, the issues of processing 

speed and keyboarding skills, as they related to participation, were raised at various 

points during the semester.  Due to the time pressures inherent in synchronous computer-

mediated-communication, students had to think and type fast in order to communicate 

their ideas and keep up with the conversation.  For some students, IRC helped them to 

more quickly process their thoughts in French, and several also mentioned becoming 

become more proficient typists, although most had indicated having excellent 

keyboarding skills prior to the beginning of this study.  For others, however, thinking and 

typing under time constraints were frustrating aspects of the chat activity, as they 

impacted the students’ ability to fully participate in their group’s discussion. 
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Pros Cons 
• My general thinking skills in French 

were improved because I had to 
actually think of what I wanted to say 
and how I wanted to say it.  I didn’t 
exactly have a lot of time to do it in 
either.  So, IRC made me think faster 
so I could get it out faster (Final 
evaluation, 22). 

• The only thing that is difficult is the 
time it takes to respond to a question or 
comment.  By the time you figure out 
how to say what you wanted to say, 
someone has already changed the 
subject (Joe, Interview). 

• I wish I was able to quickly process the 
language better.  I’m slow and 
methodical – that’s not an advantage 
here (S1, R3) 

• I think that my overall French skills 
have improved as well as an added 
bonus of faster typing skills (Final 
evaluation, 12). 

• I think my only concern [about IRC] is 
that some people can’t type that fast, 
and that can be difficult (Katie, 
Interview). 

 
Numerous students also expressed their frustration regarding classmates who 

didn’t contribute equally because they were overly concerned with accuracy:  “The only 

thing I don’t like [about IRC] is that sometimes the other people in the group spend way 

too much time getting their sentence perfect, so everyone else is just waiting” (Faris, 

R2).  The latter dilemma was briefly touched upon in the discussion of external resources 

and will be revisited in the discussion on balancing content and form.  

Besides students not participating as actively as others, another negative factor 

involved students forming cliques and ignoring others in the chat group, as well as not 

respecting each other’s differences in opinions.  While only mentioned by two students, 

these are certainly drawbacks to be aware of.  To remedy this type of problem, Abrams 

(2003a) and Kung (2004) both recommend discussing rules of etiquette so that all 

students are able to participate in a supportive environment.  In my French 201 class, I 

only observed or was told of exclusionary or offensive behavior on two occasions, and on 

the following Monday morning, these situations were discussed with the whole class. 
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Another issue related to grouping and participation concerned students’ proximity 

to one another.  As mentioned previously, while generally students in the same chat 

group were seated randomly throughout the COHLab, it wasn’t always possible to 

physically separate each group member, notably if a student arrived late and the seating 

at that point was limited.  At times, two group members would find themselves at the 

same pod.  Furthermore, even if students in the same chat group were sitting at different 

pods, they were sometimes seated back to back and could use their swivel chairs to move 

toward each other.  In these cases, students didn’t always type their comments to each 

other.  Instead, they would sometimes speak to each other directly, as it was rather 

artificial to communicate by means of a keyboard when face-to-face interaction was so 

much more efficient.  As this study did not make use of video cameras to capture external 

data, my observations are the only source of information regarding such interactions.  

According to my notes, students did engage in some face-to-face communication; yet, 

this was not generally detrimental to their participation online.   

On the other hand, even if students in the same chat group were not in close 

enough proximity to speak to each other, they would sometimes end up sitting next to 

friends, and at times, the friends distracted the students from engaging in their group 

discussion.  The following quotes illustrate the latter two points: 

• Well, if we were at the same pod, we’d cheat.  We’d talk and ask each other for 
help and then, “O.k. Let me type that.”  That didn’t happen very often, but in the 
beginning weeks, we’d like lean over and say, “How do you say X?” but we’d say 
it instead of typing it because we were sitting there anyway (Sabine, Interview). 
 

• Sometimes, when people sat by their friends, they would talk to each other instead 
of chatting.  When that happened to me, I usually just said “Oh well,” and took a 
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break and then I started typing again, and they would eventually come back to the 
discussion (Wanda, Interview). 
   

The above analysis of proximity shows that the seating arrangement can affect students’ 

participation.  However, if the choice is between seating students in the same chat group 

at the same pod or at different pods, the better solution in my opinion is to have them sit 

apart; otherwise, it is too unnatural of a situation.  With regard to talking to one’s friends, 

students were not forbidden from speaking to one another.  Nonetheless, they were 

advised to keep such interactions to a minimum, as their participation would be based 

upon what appeared in their transcripts.  As a result, if they chose to engage in many side 

conversations, their transcripts would be shorter and their participation grade would be 

affected.   

Grouping not only entailed the selection of members, but also the number of 

participants.  When asked for their opinion regarding the ideal number of students in a 

chat group, most felt that the maximum size of a chat room should not exceed three 

people, as the larger the discussion group became, the more unwieldy the conversation 

became (e.g. trying to decipher who was talking to whom).  This recommendation 

regarding small group size is consonant with findings in Beauvois (1992), Bump (1990), 

and Kitade (2000).  Restricting the size to two people sometimes worked wonders, as 

students thoroughly enjoyed the richness of their dialogue and were pleased at how much 

they were able to communicate within the time allotted.  Nonetheless, as with any size 

group, when the partners didn’t “click” (e.g. One person was talkative while the other 

was shy, or one person was excited about the topic whereas the other was not 

knowledgeable or uninterested in the topic) the conversation was more strained and 
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unpleasant.  This was especially true in groups of two.  The following reflections are 

representative of the class’s general sentiment with regard to group size.     

• If there’s only 2, it can get boring. Three people makes it a little easier because it 
gives us so much more input and more to think about (S12, R3). 
 

• I think smaller groups are better because the conversation is easier to maintain.  3 
is good.  Once you get to 4 or larger, you run into problems with side 
conversations [online] and it’s harder to follow (S24, R3). 
 
A further area affecting students’ participation level involved the procedures and 

requirements surrounding the weekly discussion prompts.  As explained in chapter 3, 

students were provided with a number of topics and were given the freedom to choose 

which ones to address.  According to the students’ reflections, evaluations, and 

interviews, the vast majority enjoyed the ability to choose what to talk about and for how 

long.  They also appreciated being able to discuss something off-topic if their 

conversation and mutual interests led them elsewhere: 

• Sometimes a subject we get isn’t something the group wants to discuss, so it’s 
good to have a variety of options (S9, R3). 
 

• And that [the ability to manage our conversation]’s what I think made the stress 
level go down a little bit more.  Because we always just went off on our own little 
tangents and never stuck to the questions.  I mean, nothing against the questions, 
but you just start finding out, through the questions, “O.k. you live here”, “Do you 
have a car?” dah dah dah, “What do you do?” dah dah dah.  When you start 
asking more personal questions, you find out more about each other.  And I think 
that’s good (Emma, Interview). 
 

• That’s what I liked about it [being able to move freely among topics], because it 
wasn’t stiff.  It wasn’t like, “Well, let’s discuss Topic #2”  -“I think that Topic #2 
is …”  “O.k., let’s discuss Topic #3 now.”  I think that was one of the good things 
about this activity.  The conversations were just incredibly interesting (Pierre, 
Interview). 
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It should be noted that although students enjoyed a great deal of autonomy and 

flexibility with regard to the prompts, they did not completely disregard the topics 

provided.  Rather, all groups addressed several of the prompts each week.  Given the time 

frame, it was neither possible nor desirable for the students to tackle all of the discussion 

topics in one class session.  Furthermore, their “digressions” were, in a majority of cases, 

closely tied to the original questions.  As such, they were not viewed in a negative light.  

On the contrary, the prompts were merely intended to be starting points, from which the 

students could branch out in many directions.   

For example, in Session 2, one of the prompts asked students what they thought 

about single parenting.  In one group, the members started off by voicing their opinions 

on the topic; they then spoke of their own experience growing up.  This was followed by 

projections of their future family plans.  In another group, the members answered the 

same question by first talking about how the topic related to the film they had just seen in 

class, Trois Hommes et un Couffin.  Subsequently, they talked about the effect of single 

parenting on children.  They also related their own experiences in dual or single parent 

homes.  This then led to a side discussion about having nannies in the home and working 

as a nanny.  The latter was followed by a few comments about children at different stages 

and how difficult it is to raise children.  Finally, the students spoke of good role models 

in the home, again relating their discussion to the characters in the movie.   The different 

ways in which these two groups approached the same topic serve as excellent illustrations 

of the open-ended and authentically-communicative nature of the chat discussions in this 

study.  The above examples are representative of the kinds of conversations that took 

place throughout the semester, supporting the use of unstructured tasks in facilitating the 

holistic use of students’ linguistic resources. 



 271 

In analyzing the content of each chat group’s discussions, I found that, out of the 

31 total group discussions (over 5 sessions), in only three did groups propose and discuss 

entirely new topics.  Yet, these were always in addition to the ones provided.  No group 

completely ignored the Questions du Jour, as there seemed to always be at least one 

theme that resonated with everyone.  Nonetheless, one student remarked, “Sometimes I 

felt that we got off topic and IRC became ‘social hour’” (Final evaluation, 25).  Similarly, 

another student noted that her peers sometimes avoided certain topics:  “My group didn’t 

really talk about the serious topics.  I don’t know if they just didn’t want to talk about 

them or maybe it was just too complicated to talk about them in French.  So, most of the 

time, we just stuck to the simple stuff” (Wanda, Interview).  As mentioned in the first 

half of this chapter, the issue of avoiding the use of more difficult vocabulary, tenses, and 

grammatical constructions was a factor that likely impacted the linguistic data in this 

study.  Certainly, it is an important issue to weigh in the set-up of any CMCD activity. 

Nonetheless, as suggested by Beauvois (1998b), questions or topics that are not addressed 

by the students could be taken up during a follow-up session if considered pedagogically 

important by the instructor.  

When asked, in an anonymous reflection (Reflection 3), to comment upon the 

topics themselves, students held differing opinions.  Some felt that the subjects were 

relevant and engaging; others stated that the topics were interesting, but not always easily 

sustainable and thus resulted in more tangents.  Still others claimed that certain topics 

were too difficult given their limited vocabulary.  It should be noted that vocabulary 

support was provided alongside a particular question when it was deemed to be more 

challenging than usual (See the prompt from Chat Session 2 regarding a local hate 

crime).  However, pilot-testing the discussion topics might be one way to ensure that they 

are level-appropriate.  
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• I think the topics are well picked, and we have a lot of opportunities to write 

about other things as well (S8, R3).   
 

• The topics are interesting but we usually run out of things to say.  It is more fun to 
diverge from the topic and talk about everyday things going on in our lives (S16, 
R3). 
 

• The “Questions du Jour” are a great way to start out a conversation and discuss 
current issues in our society.  Sometimes they are difficult to write about since my 
French vocabulary is limited, but it is improving (S12, R3). 
 
Students were also asked to make suggestions regarding the topics.  In their 

responses, students requested (a) that they be allowed to choose the discussion questions 

more often; (b) that the prompts be “broad enough to allow for a lot of discussion; 

otherwise, people tend to stray from the questions” (Final evaluation, 23); and (c) that the 

prompts include a simple question or two, in which students could discuss their personal 

lives.  In my view, the latter was not perceived as a sign of laziness.  Rather, since 

students had rarely discussed their personal lives in the way that they did in IRC, typing 

about themselves was considered quite challenging for the majority. 

The previous section addressed the affective factors involved in the use of IRC 

Français.  To summarize, the synchronous activity offered a welcomed change of pace, a 

chance to make connections with peers, a comfortable, low-anxiety environment, and an 

authentic experience that boosted students’ confidence.  The drawbacks included less 

active participation by some, occasional personal mismatches, as well as the avoidance of 

particular topics.  As for issues to consider, these consisted of the design and 

requirements surrounding the discussion topics, including the use of external resources, 

as well as grouping factors:  the selection of members, the proximity of members, and 
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group size.  The next section will address the linguistic factors that emerged in the 

students’ usage of IRC Français.  

Linguistic Aspects of Chat 

 When the students were asked to examine what they learned, overall, from 

chatting every week in French, they cited many benefits, both general and specific.  The 

following consist of some representative comments concerning general learning.  

• Learning happens most effectively when a person is an active participant and the 
best way to do that is by having something that interests the students enough to 
learn more. … I always had something to look forward to on Wednesdays.  
COHlab made it fun (Final evaluation, 1). 

 
• I feel I have learned a tremendous amount of French in this class.  I can see how 

this course has tied [together] what I have learned in previous courses.  These 
skills were further reinforced with the IRC conversations we had every week 
where we would use what we were learning in the classroom (Final evaluation, 
24). 

 
The reflections above illustrate the sense of satisfaction that the students felt with regard 

to their overall learning.  More specifically, they mentioned perceived improvements in 

the skills of writing, reading, and speaking, including grammar, vocabulary, and spelling.  

Furthermore, they confirmed the effectiveness of the various focus on form activities 

integrated into the class:  receiving copies of their transcripts, correcting errors found in 

their transcripts, formulating a pre-chat goal, and reflecting on meeting/not meeting their 

goal (post-chat comments).  The issues cited above will now be treated in detail and will 

include a broader picture of the advantages, disadvantages and issues to consider. 

Writing 

Not surprisingly, students felt that their written French had improved.  They cited 

specific linguistic acquisition, such as how to form questions, create complex sentences, 
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conjugate verbs in many tenses, and use a wide range of vocabulary.  Spelling and correct 

placement of accents were also mentioned.  Sample comments are featured below:  

 
Grammar / Structure 
 

• I definitely improved my grammar, especially knowing which tense to use (Final 
evaluation, 29)  

 
• At the beginning of the semester, I thought, “Oh crud, this is going to be hard.  

I’m never going to get through this, and I’m going to get an F this semester” 
because I was going to be put on the spot, and I wasn’t used to that, and writing 
was very difficult for me.  I didn’t know where to place things.  I knew how to 
spell things, but writing was very very difficult.  But, as IRC has gone on through 
the semester, it’s gotten a lot easier.  I’ve learned about direct and indirect objects, 
and that’s really easy for me now.  A year ago, I couldn’t have done it, but my 
attitude now is that I love IRC and it has helped my writing tremendously 
compared with what I used to write like.  I mean, I remember last semester on my 
papers, everything would be marked up, but now only little pieces [of my writing] 
are marked up, like where I use a wrong verb or something, but not the structure.  
Before the semester started, my structure stank, and now, I can see the 
improvement because of the weekly “having to talk to someone” (Emma, 
Interview). 

 
Vocabulary 

 
• I learned a lot of vocabulary from viewing the comments of my peers.  When I 

would see them use verb constructions and vocabulary, it tended to stick more in 
my memory than just learning a new word from the book (Final evaluation, 24). 

  
• I learned a lot of new words from my conversations with everyone, but actually, 

the most vocabulary I learned was from the Questions du Jour.  It was a very 
good base for the conversation because whenever I didn’t know how to say 
something, I would just go back to the questions and there was this big portion of 
material there that you could use in the conversation.  And, this gets imprinted 
and this adds to your vocabulary (Pierre, Interview). 
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Spelling / Grammar 
 

• I see direct influence of IRC on my spelling and use of accents and attention to 
grammar (Final evaluation, 6). 

 
• When you’re writing, you’ve got to really think about if there’s an “s” at the end, 

if there’s an “e” at the end, where the accent goes, which accent it is …IRC 
helped me focus on some of the smaller details that go unnoticed in speech 
(Courtney, Interview). 
 
In addition, the students reported learning how to use a dictionary more 

effectively, as well as how to express their ideas through circumlocution.  The 

development of these skills can be attributed to the emphasis placed on them during 

several of the Monday morning correction sessions.  Appropriate dictionary use was 

practiced because it had become clear, by re-reading students’ transcripts, that they were 

simply typing the first word that appeared in the dictionary entry rather than paying 

attention to part of speech and usage.  Similarly, in order to help students wean 

themselves of excessive use of their dictionaries, circumlocution was also practiced.  This 

entailed teaching the students that even if they lacked particular vocabulary, they could 

find other means to state the same idea.  Circumlocution also became an important skill 

as the semester neared its end because, for their final chat, the students knew that no 

dictionaries would be permitted.  Aside from helping them in their final chat, 

circumlocution was also perceived by the students as a critical skill that could be 

transferred to speech: 

• IRC taught me the use of a dictionary, paraphrasing, and helped to overcome the 
barrier between knowing the structure and using it (Final evaluation, 6). 

 
• Sometimes in the fast conversations, there was a total misunderstanding.  And, 

explaining what you originally meant, it’s really a hard thing to do in French.  
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This was the hardest part, I think.  You know, “What were you saying?  “Uh, ‘il 
s’agit de …’”  and just re-writing, rephrasing—I think there were two methods of 
doing that—just totally rephrase everything, repeat it, or the other method was 
just to use single words:  “Il s’agit de ...”  --“De quoi?”  And then, “Ah, o.k. I 
understand.”  So, IRC gave us some good practice in explaining ourselves in 
various ways” (Pierre, Interview). 

 
• I learned that when you’re conversing, even if you don’t know how to say exactly 

what you want to say, more often than not, you know of another way to say it 
(Final evaluation, 12). 

 
Another important benefit cited by the students was the fact that IRC challenged 

them, on a weekly basis, to integrate and apply all of their French as opposed to isolated 

facets of the language.  As explained by two individuals, 

• Sometimes, when you’re in a French class, you’re only working with words and 
phrases that you’re studying at that particular time, but in IRC you get to use all 
the things that you’ve learned in your conversations.  In this way, IRC is a helpful 
tool because we’re using all the different kinds of sentence structures and verb 
tenses all the time (Final evaluation, 29). 

 
• In any other writing situation I have had in French classes, I may not have always 

known the topic that we [were] going to write on, but I … always [knew] what 
aspect of French we [were] going to work on (e.g. the passé composé).  By doing 
IRC this semester, we are writing on a variety of different topics which test my 
writing skills in all areas of French, not just one particular tense or construction 
(Final evaluation, 26). 

 
A final, yet significant benefit, was that using IRC helped the students think 

directly in French: 

• Before working with IRC, I would try to translate before I did anything.  Now, I 
don’t translate as much (Final evaluation, 1). 

 
• IRC helped me realize, “O.k. French doesn’t say it this way.  It’s said this way, 

which is totally opposite of English.  And, I have to start thinking this way when 
I’m writing in French (Emma, Interview). 
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Indeed, by actively producing French over the course of one semester and receiving 

weekly feedback on their output, students realized that they could not translate word-for-

word from English.  Thus, with practice, they became more comfortable with the way 

that sentences are structured in French, in terms of word order, for example, while also 

becoming more cognizant of idiomatic expressions and phrases.      

Reading 

In addition to perceived improvements in their L2 writing, students felt that their 

reading skills benefited from working with IRC Français:  

• IRC helped develop my reading skills because we were constantly interpreting 
our classmates’ statements and then having to respond to them (Final evaluation, 
25). 

 
• Because we had to read the prompts in French, it forced my reading skills to 

develop (Final evaluation, 18). 
 

• IRC helped me develop speed in my writing and my reading skills because I 
seldom had a great deal of time to keep up with the conversation (Final 
evaluation, 13). 

 
As detailed in the above comments, students had to read and understand the Questions du 

Jour, as well as comprehend what their peers had posted so that they could follow the 

group discussion in a timely fashion.  The continuous cycle of reading and writing for 40 

minutes, in real-time, was certainly a benefit noted by the students.  Often, improved 

reading skills were discussed along with increased processing speed.  

Speaking 

Several studies have linked synchronous chatting to improvement in speaking 

(Abrams, 2003b; Beauvois, 1998b; Blake, 2000; Payne & Whitney, 2002; Warschauer, 

1996a).  While this study did not include an oral component, students could see a 
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connection, from the very beginning to the end of the semester, between the use of IRC 

Français and their ability to and/or comfort in expressing themselves orally. 

January 

• I like working with IRC.  I’m not fluent in speaking in French and IRC gives me 
practice.  I think it will improve my speaking skills (Devon, R1). 

 
• I think that by trying to speak with other students [on the computer], we will all 

be better at talking in [oral] conversations …I think that as we continue to go to 
the computer lab, my French speaking ability will improve greatly (Ali, R1). 
 

February-March 

• I think that the IRC Français program will be very beneficial for everyone.  
Personally, I feel more comfortable speaking through a computer right now than I 
do speaking out loud.  I think that after a while, it will definitely lead to everyone 
feeling more comfortable speaking out loud (S20, R3). 

 
• I believe that the computer sessions are helping my French.  I am learning from 

my mistakes and trying each time to make my sentences better.  In turn, I am 
speaking better in class (S13, R3). 

 
• IRC Français is helping me to improve my everyday French language.  In all my 

other French classes that I have previously taken, I have not gotten the feeling that 
I can really speak the language, and actually carry on an informal conversation.  
This is helping (S12, R3). 

May 

• My speaking has also improved; learning to type fast has made me learn to speak 
faster too (Final evaluation, 14). 

 
• I started to use French phrases in conversation [in class].  These phrases were 

ones which I had learned through IRC (Final evaluation, 24). 
 

• Although I wasn’t speaking during the chat sessions, I have gained more 
confidence to speak French.  For example, I’d be more apt to speak to a 
Francophone now than before (Final evaluation, 28). 

 
One can conclude, from the latter statements, that engaging in written conversation over 

the course of one semester provided students with a comfortable space in which to 



 279 

practice the language and allowed them to interact in a manner similar to face-to-face 

discussions, processing input and producing output under time constraints.  Moreover, the 

language skills gained via the online chats could be applied to the spoken realm; and the 

overall experience boosted students’ self-confidence with regard to speaking in a foreign 

language (c.f. Abrams, 2003b and Warschauer, 1996a regarding the use of CMCD as a 

prelude to speech).  

Indeed, IRC Français was looked upon as a favorable means by which to 

indirectly develop speaking skills.  It was even lauded as more efficient than face-to-face 

exchanges with regard to codeswitching.  As Sabine explained:  “I think it’s [IRC is] a 

really good idea because it’s been hopeless in all of my French classes to try to get people 

to actually talk to each other in French.  It’s never worked.  We always break into English 

when we can’t think of the right word” (Interview).  Joe echoed Sabine’s sentiment, 

adding, “The program forced me to stay on my toes … Oftentimes, in person, it is easy to 

give in to the urges of using English.  On the computer, it was definitly not as easy (R1).  

Nonetheless, the tendency to lapse into the L1 in a traditional classroom 

environment might not have occurred had IRC been coupled with a similar oral 

component.  Several students, in fact, recommended that there be an increased emphasis 

on speaking as a complement to IRC:  “I think this could be paired with a speaking 

portion as well to encourage us to speak more often” (Final evaluation, 1) / “If speaking 

was incorporated, then it would be a more complete experience (Final evaluation, 7).  

Pierre concurred and made the concrete suggestion to “have a discussion on IRC 

followed by a discussion on the same subject orally” (Interview).  The latter would have 
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enabled students to become familiar with the topic in a non-stressful environment prior to 

discussing it face-to-face.  It would have also allowed the students to acquire necessary 

and useful vocabulary, which would have been helpful in the oral mode. 

Certainly, the addition of a similar oral component would have been extremely 

beneficial to the students, as it would have given them the opportunity to regularly 

practice in a mode in which they expressed having less confidence.  Indeed, in their Final 

Evaluations, when asked to comment on their writing and speaking skills, the majority 

reported personal growth in their writing, especially due to the practice gained through 

IRC.  And, while many sensed that they had made improvements in both areas, their 

spoken French was still deemed the weaker of the two.  In a few cases, students did not 

feel as though their speaking ability had improved. 

• I think that my writing skills got better, but my speaking skills, I am still a little 
conscious about because I am afraid to make a mistake (Final evaluation, 1). 

 
• I feel more comfortable writing in French than I do speaking in French.  I get so 

nervous trying to speak that I just get frustrated and quit.  This is the case because 
I have not yet learned how to hear everything (Final evaluation, 10). 
 

• I definitely feel more comfortable writing in French because my pronunciation is 
still terrible and I get tripped up when I don’t know how to say a certain word 
(Final evaluation, 25). 
 
For these students, it would have been especially helpful to practice the spoken 

skill directly. 

Focus on form: Transcript copies 

As explained in chapter 3, students participated in the synchronous discussions on 

Wednesday of each week.  The following Monday, they received hard copies of their 

transcripts in which their errors were highlighted.  Editing marks were also used to 
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facilitate future corrections.  In their anonymous in-class Reflection #3, students 

commented on the usefulness of receiving copies of their chat transcripts.  Of the 27 

students who responded, all affirmed that receiving their transcripts was helpful. 

Additionally, the transcripts enabled students to review their comments in context.   

• The transcript copies are very helpful!  How else would I know when I make 
errors?  They really help me to see my mistakes and improve upon them—so that 
hopefully I won’t make the same mistake twice (S12, R3)   

 
• They are pretty helpful because some of the mistakes I’ve been making for a long 

time and no one has corrected me (S4, R3).   
 

• The transcript copies are quite helpful.  I like to read over the transcripts several 
times and see how my comments fit into the conversation.  The corrections are 
also very helpful in showing me how I can improve (S11, R3). 

 
Indeed, receiving copies of their chat transcripts containing corrective feedback 

allowed the students to notice their errors, modify their IL hypotheses, and begin the 

process of restructuring their internal language system (Plough & Gass, 1993, p. 53).  

Focus on form: Transcript corrections 

Aside from receiving copies of their transcripts and being able to review their 

errors, students were also responsible for correcting a minimum of 10 errors of their 

choice and turning these corrections in for a grade.  Most students felt that the transcript 

corrections were helpful and important because they completed the learning cycle, 

allowing them to (a) become aware of their errors, (b) consult resources in order to 

determine what they did wrong, and (c) imprint the correct form through the active task 

of re-writing it: 

• The transcripts are good because I use them as a sort of reference guide.  I can 
look over them to see the mistakes I’ve made both as I correct them and later to 
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help prevent making the same mistakes twice.  The same principle applies to 
actually doing the corrections (S24, R3). 

 
• Corrections of transcripts are helpful because I’m able to correct what I did wrong 

(S15, R3). 
 
• I think that the corrections are vital for me to learn from my mistakes (S6, R3). 

 
• The copies help out to see my mistakes and to re-look at what I’ve written.  I 

remember my mistakes more if I correct them (S8, R3). 
 

• Corrections of transcripts are helpful because for me, writing something down 
helps solidify it (S3, R3). 

 
Two of the twenty-seven students, on the other hand, felt that this FonF task was rather 

tedious and not very useful.  It’s also possible that these students were able to internalize 

their errors visually and didn’t need the additional reinforcement through writing.   

• I like to see my errors, but I really don’t like having to write them [the corrected 
forms].  The only reason why I do it is to gain extra points (S7, R3).  

 
• Having the teacher highlight the transcripts is helpful but having to rewrite the 

corrections really doesn’t help a lot.  I think it’s a waste of time (S9, R3). 
 

In the oral interviews the students discussed the procedure they followed when 

correcting their transcripts, as well as what they did (or didn’t do) to try to prevent the 

repetition of their errors in future chat sessions.  First, students either re-read the whole 

conversation, in order to see their comments in context, or went directly to their 

highlighted errors without reading the entire transcript.  Second, they would try to figure 

out what they had done wrong.  If the error was one which they recognized at first glance, 

they would correct it from memory.  If not, they would consult various resources, such as 

the course textbook, class notes, dictionaries, verb books, classmates, or me, as a last 

resort.  Following this, they would re-write the correct form (or what they thought was 



 283 

the correct form).  Finally, some made a conscious effort to assimilate their errors from 

week to week while others didn’t necessarily take the time to do so: 

• I read through the whole discussion, to get a sense of where I made mistakes and 
where I didn’t (Pierre). 

 
• I looked at the things that you highlighted as mistakes, and I tried to correct them 

right away and see if, “Oh, that was just a silly mistake” or if I really didn’t know 
it.  And, if I really didn’t know, I looked it up and saw how to do it and why—cuz 
sometimes it’s hard for me to remember unless I know why (Katie).  

 
• Maybe I’d look in my notes or if I thought it was the spelling, I’d look through a 

dictionary.  I’d also look up different chapters in the textbook or my verb book to 
see maybe if it was verb agreement or I wasn’t conjugating something right 
(Courtney). 

 
• [Regarding assimilating errors from one session to the next] Mmmm.  I don’t 

think so.  Not consciously.  Probably subconsciously, I would think about it, but I 
didn’t … not consciously (Annie). 

 
• [Regarding assimilating errors from one session to the next] Yeah, I had problems 

with “Qu’est-ce que” and “Est-ce que” and it’s really simple, but I’d always get 
the hyphen in the wrong place or I’d put “est” in the wrong place.  So, I started 
writing those down in my little notebook and then I wrote down all the class 
corrections [Monday morning corrections]; I also started writing down some 
corrections of mistakes that I made a lot because I didn’t want to make them 
again.  And, so, I had my own little dictionary in the back of my notebook that I 
added to from week to week (Sabine). 

 
On March 9, mid-way through the semester, the transcripts were returned 

unmarked, and the students were charged with finding their own errors.  This task proved 

rather difficult for the students overall: 

I thought it was very hard to find my mistakes.  If I made the mistake in the first 
place, I obviously thought it was correct when I wrote it, and 2 or 3 days probably 
didn’t teach me enough to know everything that was wrong.   I tried going 
through and looking first at the verbs, then the nouns, vocab, etc.  By taking them 
one by one, it was easier to focus on the possible problems (Annie, Interview). 
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Several suggested that the instructor at least indicate the line where an error was present.  

Otherwise, it was quite overwhelming.  In trying to locate their errors, students reported 

reading through their transcripts, often more than once.  Many began by checking for 

simple errors such as spelling, accent marks, and vocabulary.  Subject-verb agreement 

and agreement in gender and number were other elements that many students mentioned, 

as these were easy to verify in a dictionary.  Additionally, students who had doubted the 

accuracy of a particular structure, word, or spelling, at the time they had typed it, claimed 

that they had verified their usage by looking in their textbook, class notes, or dictionary.  

Without being prompted, several also consulted their previous transcript corrections as 

references.  While this particular FonF task of finding one’s own errors proved 

challenging, the students had a favorable opinion of it overall: 

• Finding our own corrections was a little bit more difficult because it involved 
more time and effort.  I looked at the old transcriptions and went through each 
sentence carefully.  Although it was more tedious, I think it was all beneficial 
(Madgelo, R4). 

 
• It was frustrating because the unnoticeable mistakes were obviously hard to find.  

But I also think that it was good practice because we weren’t pampered by having 
[the instructor] point out our mistakes for us (Deja, R4). 

 
In mid-April, the students’ transcript-correction-assignment took a new twist.  Instead of 

correcting their own errors, they were given copies of another group’s chat and were 

asked to correct a specific member’s postings.  Finding another person’s errors also 

proved challenging.  The majority of students claimed that it was difficult to correct 

someone else’s transcript because the errors were not always obvious at first glance.  

Additionally, as several students noted, “at least when you’re correcting your own paper, 

you know what you are saying or trying to say” (Casper, PCC 3).  However, many stated 
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that correcting someone else’s transcript wasn’t as hard as correcting their own because 

(as indicated above), most of the time, students thought that what they, themselves had 

typed was correct in the first place.  One of the side benefits that emerged from correcting 

another group’s transcript was the opportunity to read the conversation of a different 

group.   

• I learned about my classmates’ opinions on the same topic.  It was interesting 
(Courtney, PCC 3). 

 
• It was cool to see what another group talked about (Madgelo, PCC 3). 

 
Interestingly, correcting one’s peers in a delayed writing task didn’t carry the 

same face threat as in the emotionally charged, interactive chat.  As seen above, there are 

many ways that chat transcripts can be used to further students’ practice with the 

language.  In this study, transcript corrections took one of three forms:  (1) correcting 

one’s own errors with the help of instructor feedback (2) correcting one’s own errors 

without instructor feedback, and (3) correcting a classmate’s errors without instructor 

feedback.  Other variations could include (a) marking the lines where errors exist, 

without indicating the actual errors, (b) highlighting the actual errors without also 

providing editing marks, and (c) correcting a classmate’s errors with instructor feedback, 

among other possibilities.  Regardless of the format, it appears, from the students’ 

comments, that the work of correcting and re-writing grammatical errors was helpful in 

their overall learning, namely in drawing their attention to mismatches between their IL 

and the TL. 
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Focus on form:  Pre-chat goals and post-chat comments 

In addition to reviewing and correcting their chat transcripts, students set personal 

language goals for the day, and afterwards, reflected on their achievement of that goal.  

The following is a sample of students’ pre-chat goals. 

• My goal for the day is to have an interesting conversation with my group.  I 
will try to agree all of my adjectives. 

 
• I want to work on direct and indirect objects.  I want to participate as much as 

possible. 
 
• My goal is to say more complex things, ending up with longer sentences. 

 
• My goal for today is to rely less on my French/English dictionary.  I hope to 

draw upon my own vocabulary knowledge more, while also continuing to 
work on subject-verb agreement. 

 
• My goal is to make use of material that we have recently learned in class, such 

as adverbs. 
 
• I want to work at using passé composé and imparfait, and knowing when to 

use them.  I also want to appropriately use the future and the conditional 
tenses. 

 
One can observe that students’ goals were wide-ranging.  Some concentrated 

solely on grammatical/ structural elements, while others also sought to focus on their 

overall contributions to the discussion.  Students were not prompted to write such 

comments as “make use of material learned in class” or “rely less on a dictionary,” so it 

was refreshing to see them making such goals for themselves.  What is most interesting is 

comparing what students wrote as their initial goal with their account of what actually 

transpired.  For a sampling of students’ pre-chat goals and matching post-chat comments, 

see the table below. 
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Pre-chat goal Post-chat comments 
to pay attention to conjugations Yes, I met my goal.  I looked up all the 

verbs I was unsure about. 
I want to work on agreement of nouns and 
adjectives. 

I focused mostly on getting the agreement 
correct.  I know that I messed up in a few 
places, but overall I think I did well. 

My goal is to rely less on my 
French/English dictionary during 
conversation.   

I came closer to my goal of limiting my 
dictionary use today.  I settled for some 
misspellings and tried to find other ways to 
say what I wanted with grammar and 
vocabulary that I already know. 

Today, I will try to incorporate more 
complex structures and vocabulary. 

I played it safe if the content of the 
discussion was interesting and required a 
prompt answer or question; when the 
conversation was slow, I tried to structure 
sentences with some new words and use 
“si” clauses. 

My goal is to remember the difference 
between “sur” and “en” when referring to 
“on” in different sentences. 

I did not specifically use a sentence in 
order to apply my language goal, but 
because I made a note to distinguish 
between “sur” and “en,” I will remember 
the rules. 

To try using some new vocabulary I was hoping to try new things, but in 
trying to keep up with the conversation, 
I tended to stick to things I know. 

To use different tenses depending on how 
the conversation goes 

I tried, but I don’t know if I was correct in 
my tenses.  Sometimes, I was confused on 
which tense to use.  I would say that my 
goal was only partially met today. 

 
In examining all of the post-chat comments, it became apparent that the students 

who made broad goals for themselves (e.g. rely less on the dictionary; focus on 

conjugations; focus on adjective agreement) were often able to meet them because 

their goal could fit into most conversations.  Nevertheless, when the goals were very 

specific (e.g. use comparatives and superlatives; use si clauses, not mix up the verbs 

écouter and entendre), it was not always possible for the students to achieve their 

objectives.  This was likely due to the free-flowing nature of the computerized 
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conversations.  Sometimes, the particular form simply wasn’t necessary or didn’t fit in 

that day’s interaction:  “I actually never had the opportunity to use my language goal” 

(Jacques, PCC 1).   

In certain cases, students weren’t able to meet their goal because it was difficult 

for them to pay attention to form while also trying to convey their ideas and keep up with 

the speed of the conversation:  “Sometimes, when the conversation was fast, I didn’t 

reach for the French verbs and phrase dictionary in order to check the proper usage.  I just 

let it go” (Pierre, Interview).  Additionally, students reported not meeting their language 

goal because they became so involved in the content of the discussion: “I concentrated on 

content today and didn’t really pay attention to my goal because the conversation was 

cool, and I had a lot to say (Jane, PCC 1).  Or, students were not yet comfortable with the 

aspect of the language they chose to focus on.  Certainly, the students in French 201 were 

still grappling with new tenses and structures.  Therefore it is understandable that they 

would not be able to use everything with accuracy.  

As for the effectiveness of writing a pre-chat language goal, the students held 

mostly positive impressions of the task, as it helped them to focus on something tangible. 

• Yeah, I think so [that the pre-chat goal was helpful], cuz a lot of times, I would 
mess up and I’d go, “Oh no!  That was my goal.”  When gender was my goal, I 
would be like, “That’s my goal, so I have to look it up to see if it’s feminine or 
masculine.”  So, yeah, it did help a lot (Annie, Interview).  

 
• Yeah, it did help.  Before, I just said to myself, “I’m going to try this.”  But then I 

forgot to think about it.  With the goal, I was better able to think about it.  It 
brought it to my attention (Joe, Interview). 
 

• When we started doing the goals, that’s when I really started to realize that I was 
making the same kinds of mistakes.  Before, I was going through and “O.k.  Fix 
those and then turn them in.”  But then, when you go [into the chat session] with 
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the mindset of “I normally miss these things and I don’t want to repeat that,” then 
you know that and you’re more aware of it when you go back to the COHLab 
(Katie, Interview). 

 
In contrast, a few students stated that the pre-chat goals weren’t very useful.  However 

they did not feel that the concept itself was unhelpful; rather, it was the notion of having 

to write a pre-chat goal week after week.  Often, these students had the same pre-chat 

goals; therefore, it became unnecessary for them to re-write them. 

• In the back of my head, I kind of always had the same goal.  So, I would kind of 
write something just to please you and have something on paper, but I don’t know 
if I was really thinking about it the whole period (Courtney, Interview). 

 
• It [writing a pre-chat language goal] was so-so [in its effectiveness].  I mean, I 

had goals already that I wanted to make sure that I did well—making sure that I 
used articles and that everything agreed—my nouns, my adjectives—and that 
everything was in the right place, like my direct objects—Those things were what 
I worked on ALL THE TIME (Emma, Interview). 

 
• I had the same goal over and over because I committed the same mistakes.  But, I 

think eventually, I think in the long run, I think it DID help (Pierre, Interview). 
 
Overall, the students felt that the pre-chat goals heightened their awareness of the 

language and its usage during their synchronous discussions, even if the students didn’t 

always achieve what they had set out to do.  For the most part, the pre-chat goals had the 

intended effect of keeping form in the background instead of completely out of sight.  As 

aptly stated by one student, “Today I focused on content, but I kept grammar usage in 

mind.”  As mentioned in chapter 2, studies have shown that CMCD tends to yield a lot of 

student output; yet, this output is usually fraught with error, in part because there has 

been no or very little grammatical accountability during the actual chat.  Likewise, in 

these studies, there have been few tasks that challenge students to balance content with 

form. 
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While this very issue of balance has come up in previous sections, it is important 

enough to consider again briefly.  In commenting upon the success of their synchronous 

conversations, the participants in this study often explained that this depended upon their 

and their classmates’ ability to balance communication with accuracy. 

• I think that IRC is helpful because it forces you to think in French.  It is kind of 
fun also.  I think in time we will be able to write more and better.  It is hard 
though to have a conversation when you are concerned about making mistakes 
(Lori, R2). 
 

• The IRC program is very helpful … Sometimes, the conversations don’t move 
very fast, though, because everyone is looking things up in the dictionary (Katie, 
R2). 
 

• It [The success of the chat session] depended on who I was talking to cuz if 
people were typing really slow or sticking to what’s really safe so that they can’t 
make grammatical errors, then that’s not very challenging, but then again, trying 
to have a really fast and furious conversation about something you’re really 
interested in and just screwing up all over the place along the way isn’t quite the 
goal either (Sabine, Interview). 

 
Certainly, it was difficult to juggle the various pressures simultaneously:  having to think 

of valuable comments to make in the second language, in a short time frame, while 

monitoring accuracy.  However, when there was no accountability with regard to form in 

CMCD, studies show that students tended not to perform well grammatically.  Therefore, 

in this study, a happy medium was sought in which students’ transcripts were evaluated 

both on form and on content.   

While being graded motivated the students to try to make their contributions as 

accurate as possible, the evaluative aspect of the chat sessions negatively affected a few 

students, as mentioned earlier.  For instance, if students’ language skills were particularly 

weak, and their high number of errors affected their overall grade in the activity, they 
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sometimes backed off from freely expressing themselves in favor of posting simpler 

sentences, typing more slowly, and checking their sentences for accuracy.  The question 

that surfaces, therefore, is whether form should be graded in a synchronous environment, 

or whether this puts an undue and unrealistic pressure on the students, who are already 

trying to simply get their ideas out in a timely fashion.  In this regard, Omaggio (2001) 

notes that anxiety can come from engaging in genuine communication when one’s 

linguistic skills are limited; on the other hand, too low of an affective filter may also be 

harmful, as it may result in a de-motivation to learn.  She continues by stating, therefore, 

that anxiety can be both debilitative as well as facilitative (p. 103).  Based on the 

students’ final evaluations, it appears that the pressures related to accurate form were 

more facilitative than debilitative.   

Indeed, drawing on the above data, as well as the students’ responses to questions 

in their final evaluation,61 it seems that students found it difficult, but not unreasonable to 

focus on content and form under a time constraint.  Certainly, it presented a significant 

challenge.  Yet, not a single student indicated in his/her anonymous, typewritten final 

evaluation, that balancing everything was simply too much to ask.  Likewise, no one 

wrote about doing away with the focus-on-form tasks.  No one stated that it would be a 

better activity if they weren’t graded or if they didn’t have to worry about grammar.  

Instead, they struggled with how best to juggle it all--how to make sure that they and 

their partners were participating actively, yet also paying attention to their language use, 

                                                 
61 Question 1.  How would you evaluate the use of IRC Français this semester?  Was it worth it? /  
Question 7.  Would you recommend the use of IRC Français (or a similar software program) in future 
French 201 courses?  Why?  Why not? 
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to some extent.  Sabine stated the problem well, as cited above, in reflecting on 

communication and accuracy, noting the conflict between trying to have an engaging 

discussion, yet not “screwing up all over the place along the way.”   

In most cases, the students were taking 3rd semester French in order to learn how 

to use the language correctly.  As such, it seemed reasonable that there be a form-related 

component to the weekly chats.  Undoubtedly, had there not been any focus on accuracy, 

the students may have come to consider the class sessions devoted to synchronous 

discussions as “play days.”  Instead, they overwhelmingly raved about all that they had 

learned through the use of IRC, which included attention to form: 

• In the beginning, I thought it was going to be like a day off of French class—You 
know what I mean?  Like, not having to have a lecture.  But now, it’s like I was 
actually learning a lot during it, like learning how to use vocab and how to use the 
right verb forms.  I kept on making the same mistakes in the beginning, so by the 
end, I finally learned how to NOT make those mistakes—like how to agree 
feminine, masculine, plural, singular.  So, it became more serious, but fun at the 
same time because we were talking with our classmates the whole time 
(Courtney, Interview).  

 
• I think the reason why I learned so much was because I continuously used French 

[in IRC].  I had to think about it, write it, and read it.  Like the saying goes … 
“Practice makes perfect,” and I think that is what IRC does (Final evaluation, 15). 

 
• I don’t feel that I have ever walked out of a French class retaining so much 

information as I do now.  I have always gotten good grades in French with 
minimal effort on my part.  This semester has been much more challenging and 
has forced me to really examine how I use French ... The IRC chat has exposed 
some of my weak points in French and forced me to really try to do better (Final 
evaluation, 17). 

 
• If I were to evaluate using IRC Français on a ten point system, I would give it a 

ten.  It gave me the chance to communicate in French with my classmates, so I 
learned how to talk to other people in French effectively.  I also learned how to 
understand others.  I improved my French writing and reading skills.  And, I 
learned where was going wrong grammatically and generally.  Picking up on 
these errors allowed for me to advance to the next level in French, so to speak.  
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Instead of making the same mistakes over again, I was given the chance to correct 
them before allowing them to become a part of the way I talk and write and 
understand French (Final evaluation, 2). 

 
Since this study incorporated the use of synchronous CMC, it is not possible to 

comment directly on what students’ experiences may have been in an asynchronous 

environment with regard to the above-mentioned balancing act.  Of course, without the 

same time pressures, dealing with content and form together would not have been as 

daunting.  However, the dynamic would have been completely different, and a set of 

entirely separate issues would have arisen.  To mention but one example, Arnold (2007) 

found that while ACMC can provide an environment that is more relaxed and has less of 

a sense of urgency, the lag time, on the other hand, can also “act as a barrier,” and to 

some students, “the lag, sometimes days, makes the chats … boring, fake, and un-

involved” (p. 479).  

The preceding section addressed the linguistic aspects of using IRC.  In summary, 

the students felt that they learned a great deal of French, overall.  Specifically, they 

expressed having improved in their writing and reading, including grammar, spelling, and 

vocabulary.  Additionally, some commented that IRC had indirectly influenced their 

spoken French in that they were either more confident and effective speakers or that they 

felt more at ease about the idea of speaking due to the practice they had received in 

“written conversation.”  Nonetheless, other students noted that their speaking skills were 

still lacking and thought that adding an oral component to the synchronous chat activity 

would have been extremely helpful.  Another issue that surfaced was the use of resources 

such as dictionaries.  Students felt more secure, on the one hand, because they could 



 294 

consult outside resources; however, it also became a crutch for some, slowing down their 

contributions to the group’s discussion.   

As for the focus-on-form activities, the students indicated that receiving copies of 

their transcripts was beneficial to their learning.  The majority also stated that they gained 

a lot from having to correct their and others’ errors.  The difficulty of the latter task 

depended, however, on the level of explicitness and degree of guidance (e.g. use of a 

highlighter, editing marks) provided by the teacher.  One issue to consider, with regard to 

chat transcripts, therefore, is how best to make use of them in order to ensure that the 

students not only learn from their errors, but also integrate the corrections over time into 

their developing interlanguages.  The writing of a pre-chat language goal was useful to 

many students, as it helped them to focus on a tangible aspect of the language while 

simultaneously engaging in a discussion with their peers.  For others, though, the task 

was not deemed necessary because their goal remained the same throughout the semester. 

The greatest challenge posed by asking the students to focus on form while also 

actively participating in a synchronous discussion was the ability to balance the 

concurrent pressures of form, content, and time.  Thus, one must consider this reality in 

deciding whether and how to hold students’ accountable for form.  Nevertheless, 

according to the students’ numerous comments, overall, the integration of form within the 

chat activity was viewed in a highly positive manner.  Additionally, as gleaned from the 

students’ transcripts, focusing on form did not detract, for the most part, in students’ 

ability to engage in meaning-making.  Even though students were challenged to pay 

attention to accuracy, they experimented with the language, used their French holistically, 
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and helped each other co-construct knowledge; they took on conversational management 

roles and used the language for humor and in building rapport; and they genuinely 

enjoyed their interactions, profiting from the motivational and highly engaging 

discussions with their classmates.  Therefore, adding accountability for accuracy within 

synchronous chat is a worthy effort and should certainly be considered in further 

research. 

The latter part of this chapter has sought to answer the question of students’ 

overall experience with IRC Français in the voices of the students.  Their impressions and 

perceptions related to the program’s benefits and drawbacks have been documented, as 

have several issues which anyone considering the use of chat software should consider.  

The next chapter will summarize the findings from both Research Questions 1 and 2, as 

well as discuss the conclusions that can be drawn from this study.  Furthermore, the 

study’s limitations, implications for second language pedagogy, and recommendations 

for future research will be presented. 
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   CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
 

Rationale  

The goal of this dissertation is to contribute to existing research in the area of 

computer-mediated communication, examining in particular how an emphasis on 

accuracy can be integrated into online synchronous classroom discussion while also 

promoting extended, meaningful, and authentic interaction.  Foreign language 

practitioners resoundingly support the use of language as a vehicle for communication, as 

opposed to simply an object of study, and argue that more opportunities are needed for 

students to actively practice the language in context for real communicative purposes 

(Larsen-Freeman, 1986; National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 

1999; Omaggio-Hadley, 2001; Shrum & Glisan, 2000, VanPatten, 2003).  At the same 

time, research shows that meaning-based instruction benefits from the integration of a 

focus on form, which, according to Long (1991) is characterized by “overtly draw[ing] 

students’ attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose 

overriding focus is on meaning or communication” (pp. 45–46).  In CMCD, the balancing 

of expressivity and accuracy, however, has been considered quite difficult (Abdul-Ghani 

& Mat-Daud, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002; Pérez, 2003; 

Sotillo, 2000). 

Previous research has shown that integrating CMCD in foreign language 

classrooms is beneficial on many planes (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Abrams, 

2003a, b; Arnold, 2007; Beauvois, 1994/5, 1998b; Bump, 1990; Chun, 1994; Darhower, 
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2000, 2002; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002, 2003; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 

1995; Kitade, 2000; Meunier, 1998; Pelletieri, 2000; Warschauer, 1995, 1996a, b, 1997):  

Students participate more equally while remaining in the target language; they feel less 

anxious and more confident about using the foreign language (FL); they enjoy and feel 

empowered by the opportunity to use the FL holistically and personally in extended 

communication.  Furthermore, by conversing with their peers, they are able to develop 

their linguistic, interactive, sociocultural, and strategic competencies.  Learners also find 

their interactions beneficial in terms of improving their ability to think more quickly in 

formulating their thoughts in the L2 comprehensively.  Additionally, they report that 

CMCD positively impacts their reading, writing, and speaking skills.  Students’ ability to 

notice gaps between their interlanguage and target norms is also heightened by their 

exposure to input, their production of output, their participation in collaborative 

scaffolding and negotiation routines, and their active engagement in self-and other-

correction.  

 Nonetheless, many studies have commented upon the high level of inaccuracy of 

students’ output in CMCD (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995; 

Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002; Loewen & Erlam, 2006; Sotillo, 2000).  While research has not 

proven that ill-formed utterances are any greater in number in CMCD than in FTF 

communication, they appear to be extensive due to their visual permanence.  Regardless, 

various features of the electronic mode seem to make focusing on form an especially 

conducive goal.  For instance, CMCD affords students a slight time lag, which facilitates 

the decoding and encoding of messages; the textual aspect of all utterances has the 
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potential of making salient certain features of the L2 and drawing learners’ attention to 

them; and the ability to scroll back and forth during the chat as well as view the 

automatically-generated transcripts of their chat sessions allows students to recursively 

review and edit their own and other’s postings (Beauvois, 1997; Fernández-García & 

Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002, 2003; Goertler, 2006; Kern, 1995; Kitade, 2000; Pelletieri, 

2000; Smith, 2003a).   

On the other hand, research has also revealed that processing form and content 

simultaneously is difficult at best, especially in open-ended tasks such as free 

conversation (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Robinson, 2003; VanPatten, 1989, 1990, 2003). 

However, no studies in CMCD that I am aware of, tackle the latter issue directly.  

Additionally, the specific issue of error correction and focus on form in CMCD has not 

been widely treated in the literature.  In some studies, nothing has been proposed to 

counter the phenomenon of incorrect language; rather, it has merely been noted and 

dismissed as a fact of CMCD (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 

1995; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002, Pérez, 2003; Sotillo, 2000).  In other studies, researchers 

have mentioned the problem of inaccuracy and have sought to address it by using the 

hard copies of the transcripts generated after each chat session as resources for personal 

or whole class feedback.  However, this treatment has been explored rather superficially 

(Beauvois, 1998a; Kelm, 1992).  Other suggestions such as providing grammatical 

support in the discussion prompts and incorporating the use of a grammatical goal (aide-

memoire) into the chat activity, while valuable, have only been made in one study each, 

and to my knowledge, there have been no follow-up studies that integrate these 
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techniques (Coniam & Wong, 2004; Darhower, 2000).  Finally, some studies have 

investigated whether CMCD facilitates the negotiation of meaning and error correction 

(Blake, 2000; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002, 2003; Goertler, 2006; 

Kitade, 2000; Lee, 2002; Pelletieri, 2000; Smith, 2003a).  However, results show that 

while students do engage in these, they are not numerous when compared to the overall 

discourse, thus implying that multiple measures may be needed to push students to notice 

their inaccurate usage of the TL, to re-evaluate their faulty hypotheses, and to restructure 

their interlanguage.  The latter argument was adopted in the current study.  

Overview of this Study 

In this study, students were encouraged to use their French holistically and 

meaningfully to communicate with each other.  Yet they were also challenged to pay 

attention to the accuracy of their output.  As a way of motivating students to keep form in 

mind during the free-flowing exchanges, their transcripts were graded on both content 

and accuracy.  Additionally, the use of correct language was promoted by two forms of 

weekly feedback based solely on the students’ output in their chats:  whole-class 

feedback was presented on the Monday after each chat session, and personalized 

feedback was provided to each student in the form of a hard copy of their chat transcript.  

Furthermore, students were assigned to correct a percentage of their transcript errors prior 

to the next chat session.  Finally, students drafted a personal language goal (pre-chat 

goal) whose purpose was to target 1 or 2 features of the language which they wanted to 

specifically work on during each session.  The multiple measures listed above made 

accuracy an integral part of these students’ use of CMCD.  Couched within a heavily 
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meaning-oriented task, the focus on form component was intended to complement the 

students’ use of language to authentically exchange ideas. 

This study documents the linguistic and interactional features present in the 

computer mediated classroom discussion (CMCD) transcripts of intermediate French 

students over the course of one semester.  Specifically, measures of students’ output 

(word count, line length, lexical richness, L1 usage, sentence complexity, tense variety, 

grammatical accuracy, and interactional moves including conversation management, 

negotiation, and error correction) are presented in order to document the nature of 

students’ language production in light of the focus on form component that permeated all 

facets of the chat activity.  Furthermore, this study reports upon the students’ perceptions 

regarding the experience of communicating synchronously while focusing on form.  

Specifically, students’ opinions were sought by means of written reflections, pre-chat 

goals, post-chat comments, final evaluations, and interviews, in evaluating CMCD as it 

related to their target language learning, including writing, reading thinking, speaking, 

and overall confidence level.  The following section summarizes the results of my 

research. 

Summary of Findings and Pedagogical Implications 

Research Question 1a: What are the patterns of students' total production? 

 Results from this study reveal that when engaged in synchronous discussions in 

French during a 40-minute period, these 3rd semester students posted an average of 25 

comments (lines) each, averaging 5.6 words per line.  The average number of words 

typed per student was 136, which roughly translates to 3.4 words per minute if one 



 301 

divides the number of words by the average length of the chat sessions.  As for English 

usage, this was very low, consisting of 9 words per chat group, per session, and averaging 

2.4% of students’ total production.  While the students’ output in the current study is 

lower in quantity than in Kern (1995) and Goertler (2006), impressionistically, these 

figures still seem high given that, (a) traditionally, students in FL classrooms don’t 

generally engage in extended conversation for 40 minutes while remaining primarily in 

the TL and (b) the students were actively trying to balance content and form.  Indeed, the 

lower figure may be a result of the added cognitive pressure to focus on accuracy.  Thus, 

while a numerical comparison with other studies may point to less output, CMCD 

appears, nonetheless, to be a site in which students produce a lot of target language.   

Some differences were noted in the 5 chats analyzed with regard to the number of 

lines and words typed per session.  These may have resulted due to changes in grouping 

(dyads versus groups of 3-4), changes in conversational dynamic based on group size 

(more or less adherence to turn-taking rules), topic selection (the more engaged the 

students were in the topic, the more they produced), and comfort with keyboarding (the 

faster students can type, the more they can produce in a given amount of time).  Thus, all 

of these factors are important to consider in implementing CMCD in the FL classroom. 

As for students’ range of vocabulary, it was found that 61% of the students’ 

words were unique (non-repeated).  This measure of lexical richness remained steady 

over the course of the semester, indicating that the students’ level of sophistication in 

terms of vocabulary was at an intermediate level.  Lending further credence to this 

finding, results reveal that one of the main reasons for students’ engagement in code-
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switching was their lack of French vocabulary.  The primary implication of these data is 

that students could certainly benefit from further vocabulary support and development.  

However, the free-flowing nature of communicative exchanges in CMCD makes it 

difficult to anticipate students’ lexical needs.  Looking at this dilemma from another 

vantage point, the fact that students find themselves in need of a good deal of unfamiliar 

vocabulary may in fact motivate and push them to learn and retain a wide range of terms, 

as these would be triggered by personal need and interest.   

Further investigating the use of English in students’ chat transcripts, as noted 

earlier, the percentage overall was minimal (2.4% of all words typed in all 5 sessions).  

However, when students did rely on their L1, they did so for very specific purposes: due 

to gaps in their vocabulary base, as a response to direct appeals for assistance in 

negotiation routines, and as a way of building community by directly quoting lines from 

popular movies.  Students also used English when no French equivalent existed and when 

commenting metalinguistically upon their own errors.  Interestingly, in addition to 

students’ use of English as an expedient way of continuing the conversation when a 

French lexical item was not known, students also resorted to their L1 to translate a word 

they used in French, indicating that students were monitoring their language and 

anticipating which words their peers might be unfamiliar with.  This pre-emptive 

technique appears to have been applied in order to prevent subsequent communication 

break-down, as exchanging their ideas was perceived as primary. 
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Research Question 1b: What are the patterns of students' usage of sentence structure? 
 

In analyzing students’ sentence structures, I found that students largely used 

simple sentences, averaging 78.7% of all sentence types used over the course of the 

semester.  This was followed by complex sentences using que (that) + a noun clause 

(5.6%); compound sentences using a coordinating conjunction (5.4%); complex 

sentences using adverbial clauses (4.7%); dependent clause fragments that included a 

verb (3.2%); and complex sentences using adjectival clauses (1.8%).   

No clear change was observed over time that would indicate gains in this domain.  

Reasons for this point to the reality of students’ proficiency level in that they were not 

ready to use more advanced structures.  The overuse of simple sentences could also be 

attributed to the relatively fast-paced medium, in which long complex postings cause a 

lag in the interaction.  Indeed, with regard to the latter, students were often found 

breaking up their thoughts into smaller chunks.  Certainly, students could just as 

efficiently express the same complex idea with 2-3 simple sentences as they could with 

coordinating conjunctions and adjective clauses, for example.  In this way, fellow 

classmates didn’t have to wait for their lengthy comment to be typed out in its entirety; 

rather, their peers could read bits and pieces of their idea as it appeared on the screen.  

This is indeed an intriguing strategy that seems to demonstrate the importance of 

maintaining immediacy in the conversation.  Additionally, as there was very little 

evidence of communication breakdown in the chats, this norm did not appear to affect 

comprehension.  One must also remember that students could scroll backward to 

facilitate comprehension; thus, even if short chunks from one student did not appear side 
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by side on the screen, students could still follow that person’s train of thought by piecing 

the postings together.   

Students’ use of dependent clause fragments was also likely due to the desire to 

communicate as efficiently as possible.  Furthermore, fragmented discourse is frequently 

found in natural speech, and since CMCD shares features of the oral medium, this finding 

is not unexpected.  As noted in chapter 4, the percentage of fragments would have 

certainly been higher had all short clauses been counted; however, only those containing 

a verb were categorized as fragments.  

Another non-surprising result is that complex sentences consisting of que + a 

noun clause figured second in frequency, as many discussion prompts asked students for 

their opinion, which requires this kind of construction (Je pense que … [I think that …]).  

Consonant with Darhower (2000), one can conclude that the structures present in the 

discussion prompts can naturally elicit students’ usage of more advanced structures.  

Nonetheless, in the current study, in elaborating upon their opinions, students often 

reverted back to the use of simple sentences.  Thus, while the prompts may increase 

students’ application of more formal constructions, this may be short-lived.   

 The implications of the above findings are that CMCD is not particularly 

conducive to lengthy complex utterances at the 3rd semester level, especially if students 

are enrolled in a general language course.  Perhaps higher-level students or students 

enrolled in a more formal course such as a composition course, would more naturally and 

comfortably use advanced structures.  Alternatively, the usage of different sentence types 

could be emphasized during whole class feedback or suggested as a pre-chat language 
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goal, for instance.  Such an effort could push students to consciously think about 

expressing themselves using more of a mixture of simple, compound, and complex 

sentences.  Nonetheless, caution should be taken not to become too prescriptive, as 

research has noted negative effects when students feel overly constrained by the tasks in 

chat (Darhower, 2000; Meunier, 1998; Peyton, 1990).  A final suggestion is to couple 

CMCD with an asynchronous task in which more complex structures may more naturally 

emerge. 

Research Question 1c: What patterns emerge regarding students’ use of tenses and their 
levels of accuracy across several grammatical variables? 
 

An analysis of the transcripts points to students’ overwhelming usage of the 

present tense (76.8%).  While other tenses and moods were used much more limitedly, 

when students did branch out, they did so fluidly, interweaving multiple tenses within 

their discussions.  For instance, students used the passé composé (simple past tense) a 

total of 10 times in response to the only discussion prompt that naturally called for it; the 

other 102 instances of the passé composé were integrated into a variety of comments in 

response to prompts which did not specifically elicit the past.  This finding indicates that 

allowing students to freely respond to discussion prompts facilitates their holistic use of 

the language, enabling them to move from tense to tense, as determined by the 

unpredictable and dynamic nature of the conversation.  In their anonymous final 

evaluations, students commented upon the fact that in IRC Français, their writing was not 

limited to one particular tense or construction; rather IRC was “a helpful tool because 

we’re using all the different kinds of sentence structures and verb tenses all the time” 

(Final evaluation, 29).   
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Students’ high usage of the present tense, similar to the findings regarding simple 

sentence structures, shows that students were probably most comfortable with this tense 

as this form had likely been automatized by the 3rd semester.  Furthermore, many of the 

discussion prompts were written in the present, thus it was natural for students to use this 

tense in their comments.  However, with respect to the latter point, most of the instances 

in which students moved beyond the present tense were triggered by discussion questions 

that were in fact written in the present.  Thus, formulating discussion prompts with 

present tense verbal constructions did not limit the students’ responses to this tense.  

Another possible reason for the high percentage of present tense is that students preferred 

to use a form that they knew they could use with relative accuracy (the accuracy of 

present tense usage was 89%), as they were aware that the well-formedness of their 

utterances was being evaluated.  Interestingly, the second most frequently used structure 

(infinitive) was also used with 89% accuracy, thus indicating a possible trend of students 

primarily employing structures that they were most confident in being able to apply 

accurately.   

While many students claimed to have taken risks by trying out new structures and 

vocabulary in their online discussions, they also reported consciously choosing at times 

to play it safe, sticking to language they knew.  The latter behavior was likely influenced 

by the students’ proficiency level, which limited how much they experimented with the 

L2, as well as by the fact that their chats were being graded on linguistic accuracy, which 

constrained their willingness to take too many risks.   
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As noted by Wanda in her oral interview, at times the students in her group 

purposely avoided certain topics, presumably because they were not proficient enough to 

address them.  Additionally, one of Annie’s utterances in Chat 4 stated that she didn’t 

know how to talk about her favorite childhood memory in French.  Therefore, she didn’t 

want to discuss that topic.  It should be noted, however, that in both Annie’s and Wanda’s 

cases, is unclear as to whether the students avoided the topic due to a lack of lexical or 

structural knowledge.  Taking risks was also an issue with regard to receiving a grade, as 

evidenced by two students’ comments: One stated in a post-chat comment that she 

couldn’t afford to take many risks with the language because she wanted to receive a 

good grade on her transcript; yet another noted in her oral interview that during one 

session, she purposely didn’t use more advanced structures even though she was capable 

of doing so, because her partners didn’t seem to be at the same proficiency level, and she 

was worried about her fellow classmates’ grades.  Anecdotally, the students whose grades 

were a point of concern were on the lower end of the proficiency scale compared to the 

rest of the class.  Thus, the effect of grading transcripts was potentially debilitative to the 

less proficient students.   

Based on the anonymous final evaluations, however, the accountability for 

accuracy was, on the whole, very positively received.  Therefore, for most students, 

receiving a grade on their chat transcripts was likely more facilitative than debilitative.  

As no question asked students to comment specifically on the grading aspect of the 

activity, these interpretations cannot be directly confirmed.  A follow-up study could 
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more carefully address whether the low usage of other tenses was a result of students’ 

level on the interlanguage continuum or the pressure of receiving a grade, or both. 

 Turning to the students’ accuracy rate with respect to tense and mood, as 

mentioned earlier, the present tense and infinitive construction yielded the highest 

accuracy (both at 89%).  As for the other tenses, students’ accuracy was variable, and due 

to the low number of tokens, it is difficult to make strong claims.  Suffice it to say that 

students’ errors show that they had not yet attained the proficiency level that would have 

allowed them to use the structures accurately.  They were most accurate in their usage of 

non-present tense forms when these consisted of using common phrases, such as je 

voudrais (I would like – conditional) and c’était + adjective (It was … - imperfect).  One 

must also acknowledge that the correct usage of particular constructions that require a 

great deal of focused attention, such as the passé composé, may have been exacerbated by 

the pace of the synchronous medium.  Again, higher-level students may be more capable 

of using a variety of tenses and moods with greater accuracy because they wouldn’t have 

to consciously attend as much to the linguistic medium. 

 With respect to students’ accuracy in number and gender, the participants in this 

study were rather accurate in their agreement in number (93%), which is likely due to 

positive L1 transfer of this grammatical concept.  Additionally, agreement in number was 

one of the students’ most frequently cited pre-chat goals.  Thus, students were monitoring 

this aspect of their language quite a bit.  As for agreement in gender, this too was often 

noted as a pre-chat goal; yet, it did not yield the same degree of accuracy (70.2%).  Still, 

considering the following two points, students’ gender accuracy rate is relatively good:   
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(1) The concept of gender is quite limited in English as compared to French.  Hence, it 

stands to reason that students would have difficulty with it.  (2) Gender assignment 

doesn’t significantly affect the meaning of students’ utterances; therefore, it is 

understandable that students sometimes chose not to worry about the correct gender when 

trying to get their ideas out.  In sum, the developmental readiness of the students, the 

degree of similarity between students’ L1 and the TL, the processing limitations of lower-

level students, the pace of synchronous interaction, and the emphasis on form likely all 

played a role in students’ accuracy as related to verb conjugations, agreement in number, 

and agreement in gender.    

 One important issue tied to accuracy concerns the transmission of erroneous 

forms to fellow students.  While not found extensively in students’ transcripts, this 

certainly was a reality of the chat experience given the fact that all participants were non-

native speakers of French at the intermediate level.  The way that error uptake was 

addressed in this study was through whole-class and personalized feedback, in keeping 

with the goal of correcting students unobtrusively.  A valid question, then, is whether 

delayed feedback is effective in modifying students’ erroneous interlanguage hypotheses.  

An interesting future study might look at the effects of delayed versus immediate 

corrective feedback with particular regard to error uptake.   

However, it is important to keep in mind that although the copying of incorrect 

forms was found in the data, so was the passing along of correct forms.  Indeed, students 

reported and were also observed benefiting from each other in a positive way, by 

repeating structures, spelling, and vocabulary that they saw used by their peers.  As such, 
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the transfer of forms goes both ways.  Instructors considering the use of CMCD should 

therefore weigh error uptake in light of the fact that students also influence each other’s 

L2 development in a positive manner.        

Research Question 1d: What patterns emerge regarding the students' production of 
interactional moves?  In particular, what patterns emerge regarding negotiation of 
meaning and attention to form? 
  

In each chat session, the students used a wide range of interactional moves, 

pointing to the great benefits of open-ended, learner-learner synchronous discussion in 

expanding students’ traditional classroom roles and in promoting communicative 

competence.  For instance, they were able to practice developing their linguistic 

competence by using French to express themselves in real and meaningful ways, to 

negotiate toward mutual comprehension in instances of communication breakdown, to 

repair their own errors, and to provide feedback to each other.  Students’ linguistic 

competence was also furthered by the whole-class feedback, personalized chat transcript 

feedback, delayed self-correction, pre-chat goals, and evaluative aspect of the chat 

activity.  The students’ appropriate use of language for the functions of greeting, leave-

taking, apologizing, expressing humor, agreement, open but playful disagreement, 

compassion, satisfaction, politeness, and humor represent areas in which students were 

able to practice developing their sociolinguistic competence.  They were likewise able to 

build their strategic competence by using French to indicate non-understanding and to 

request assistance, clarification, and confirmation in order to successfully continue their 

conversations with their classmates. 
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 In order of their frequency, students expressed themselves through expansions 

(representing 40% of the total interactional moves made over the course of the 5 chats); 

questions and answers (15% and 12% respectively); agreement (8%); topic initiation 

(7%); greetings (7%); self-/other-corection (4%); leave-takings (3%); and negotiation 

work (1.7%).  These percentages reveal that students spent the bulk of their time sharing 

their ideas and opinions in statement form.  They also showed attentiveness and 

involvement in the discussion as evidenced by asking and answering each other’s 

questions, agreeing and disagreeing, and using the language to establish and maintain 

social cohesiveness (Students’ use of French to establish a sense of community was 

observed but not directly counted).  Initiating topics was found several times within a 

single chat session, indicating that students actively influenced the direction of the 

conversation.  From the transcripts, it was determined that students didn’t overuse this 

function in that they treated a few topics in-depth rather than covering topics 

superficially.  Greetings were a part of every conversation and became an important ritual 

not only at the beginning of each session but also when latecomers joined the 

conversation, pointing to the students’ perception of the importance of creating a 

welcoming and supportive environment.  Similarly, closing moves were found in each 

chat although these were less elaborate due to time constraints at the end of class.   

Self- and other-correction were present but infrequent overall, with self-repair far 

outnumbering corrective feedback to peers (88 instances versus 26, respectively).  The 

high number of self-corrections can be explained by the visual record of students’ output, 

which was highly facilitative of student self-monitoring and editing.  Likewise, students 
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were conscious of the need to keep accuracy in mind as they typed.  Finally, students 

corrected themselves to clarify their own utterance for their peers’ benefit.  In modifying 

their output, students were often found dedicating a conversational turn to re-typing the 

incorrect form, often prefacing their self-repair with phrases such as Oops! or Pardon.  

Whenever possible, such corrections appeared in that student’s next turn.  If the student 

didn’t notice the error right away, sometimes a few turns separated the error from the 

correction.  Yet, overall, such asides to the conversation did not seem to interrupt the 

flow of the interaction.  An analysis of students’ self-corrections shows that most were 

mechanical (52 instances).  This was followed by grammatical and structural errors (24 

instances), lexical errors (9 instances), and self-clarifications (4 instances).  Interestingly, 

of the 88 self-corrections, 75 were correct, thus indicating that the act of self-repair was 

successful in pushing students toward more accurate output, which facilitates second 

language acquisition.  Even the inaccurate corrections showed signs of conscious self-

monitoring.   

With regard to students’ corrections of each other (corrective feedback moves), 22 

tokens were counted as implicit while only 4 were explicit, revealing that, due to the 

delicate nature and emotional charge associated with being corrected, students largely 

preferred to be unobtrusive in highlighting their peers’ errors (as supported by Schegloff, 

Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977).  When students corrected their classmates implicitly, they 

used recasts; yet only 6 of the 22 recasts resulted in uptake.  The latter may be attributed 

to students’ not having realized that the recast was intended as corrective feedback but 

instead having viewed it as a topic continuation move (Lyster & Ranta, 1997).  
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Additionally, this could have been due to the fact that a response to a recast was not 

possible, not necessary, or inappropriate (Long, 2007, Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Panova & 

Lyster, 2002).  Implicit correction most often targeted grammatical or structural errors 

(13 tokens).  Lexical errors (6 tokens) and mechanical errors (3 tokens) followed.  It is 

interesting to note that grammatical corrections were the most frequent, thus pointing to 

students’ conscious focus on syntax during the chat activity; yet, it is also important to 

note that this feedback only occurred as implicit, never explicit, leading one to believe 

that while accurate form was a priority, students were less inclined to correct a peer’s 

grammar compared to vocabulary and spelling.  As for the accuracy of the students’ 

corrective feedback, 18 of the 22 implicit corrections were well-formed, with the 4 that 

remained, being “almost correct” just as with the self-corrective data.   

 Turning to the students’ use of explicit correction, the 4 instances were clearly 

signaled by directly mentioning the problem and/or by using the addressee’s name as a 

way of gaining their attention.  As such, it was harder to miss such feedback as corrective 

in nature, and thus uptake or acknowledgment occurred in all but 1 case.  As there were 

only 4 tokens of explicit corrective feedback, no strong claims can be made.  The break-

down of explicit other correction consisted of 2 mechanical, 1 lexical, and 1 

metalinguistic.  All of the tokens were accurate, revealing a trend (albeit difficult to 

firmly establish due to the low number of instances recorded) that students only corrected 

in an explicit manner when they were fairly confident in their feedback.      

As with error correction, negotiation routines also occurred in the course of 

students’ interactions; yet this represented the least applied interactional move overall, 



 314 

indicating that students did not experience a great deal of communication breakdown.  

Additional processing time available in CMCD, the ability to scroll back and forth, 

students’ shared external context, and their common interlanguages all contributed, 

undoubtedly to the high level of comprehensibility of students’ interactions, consonant 

with Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz’ findings (2003).  When students did 

encounter a problem, they asked for direct assistance, often in the form of queries for a 

translation or for a re-wording of the information; requested clarification, usually by 

repeating the word or phrase with which they were unfamiliar; requested confirmation, 

by using such tags as n’est-ce pas? (right?); or explicitly indicated that they didn’t 

understand their partner, by typing such explicit statements as Je ne comprends pas (I 

don’t understand) or by using multiple question mark symbols.  In most cases, the 

negotiations were successful in that there was some form of resolution.  Students 

acknowledged the help they received (e.g. merci! (thank you) and oui! (yes)) and 

sometimes made use of their peers’ negotiated feedback in subsequent postings (uptake).  

Regardless of whether students engaged in uptake, the process of negotiating meaning 

was of significant value to the students, as it provided them with the assistance they 

needed in order to pop back up to the main line of conversation while also potentially 

adding to their linguistic repertoire (Varonis & Gass, 1985).            

To summarize, the visual saliency of students’ language in CMCD surely 

facilitated noticing, promoting cognitive comparisons between students’ interlanguage 

and the target language, and leading to pushed output as well as potential integration 

(Gass, 1997; Schmidt, 1990).  However, open-ended conversation in this study did not 
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lead to much error correction and negotiation, relatively speaking.  I would argue that this 

is not a negative feature because too much error correction can detract from the flow of 

communication.  Likewise, too much communication breakdown is not conducive to 

interaction, as it can lead to a raised affective filter and decreased motivation (Aston, 

1986).  However, if one of the goals of using CMCD in the FL classroom is to draw 

attention to and assist students in curbing their interlanguage errors, a more active focus 

on form is necessary.  Thus, in addition to the natural attention to form that occurs as part 

of students’ chat interactions, I suggest that other measures also be included in the chat 

activity such as whole-class and personalized feedback based on students’ generated 

language errors, pre-chat goals in which students can focus on improving one linguistic 

feature at a time, and regular self-correction of students’ language output based on the 

transcripts of their interactions.   

Certainly, other tasks could also be integrated such as having students track their 

own errors over time.  This kind of consciousness-raising task would consist of students 

using their instructor’s error codes to tally the number of errors occurring in the same 

category (e.g. 3 adjective agreement errors, 2 word-order errors, and 6 incorrect tense 

errors in chat session #2).  These totals would then be recorded in a grid form as an 

individualized profile suitable for analysis and self-monitoring from week to week.  

Ideally, the number of errors in each category would slowly decrease over time, with 

increased participation in subsequent chats (c.f. Lalande, 1982 and Appendix C in 

Omaggio, 2001).  Another suggestion, mentioned in chapter 2, is to include grammar 

support in the form of brief reminders and examples about how to appropriately use 
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particular tenses and structures (Darhower, 2000).  Lexical support would also be helpful, 

even though students would likely find themselves in need of vocabulary not listed, as 

such support could still be noticed in the context of the meaning-based activity and 

potentially used at a later date.  Regardless of what activities are chosen, caution should 

be taken in maintaining an appropriate balance between the communicative goals of 

CMCD and an emphasis on accuracy.  As Long (1991, 2007; Long & Robinson, 1998) 

asserts, attempts to draw students’ attention to particular linguistic features should not 

interrupt a lesson’s predominant focus on meaning.  Form-focused tasks that are added to 

CMCD should therefore fit this criterion.    

Research Question 2:  How do intermediate French students evaluate the activity of 
on-line synchronous communication, especially with regard to its efficacy for their 
target language learning (writing, reading, thinking, speaking, overall confidence 
level)?  
 
 In analyzing the large amount of qualitative data needed to answer Research 

Question 2, a series of benefits, drawbacks, and issues for further consideration emerged 

with respect to two main categories: affective and linguistic aspects of chat.  Regarding 

the former, students were overwhelmingly positive in evaluating their chat experience, as 

the use of IRC Français had provided a fun, different, and refreshing environment in 

which to learn.  Additionally, students got to know each other through the electronic 

medium and claimed that the extended synchronous discussions had enabled them to 

make stronger connections with each other, as opposed to the more superficial 

friendliness usually encountered in a typical classroom.  Indeed, the community built 

through chat was often cited as an enjoyable aspect of the experience.  Through their 

interactions, they expressed concern and empathy regarding each other’s personal lives, 
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made funny comments that they wouldn’t have made in class, as well as helped and 

learned from one another.  Additionally, they were reassured in seeing that they were “all 

in it together” in terms of common errors and limited lexical knowledge (Final 

evaluation, 1).   

 Students also commented that using IRC Français was more relaxing and less 

stressful than speaking FTF, even though chat closely resembled oral interaction.  Not 

having to worry about pronunciation was an often-cited issue, and the fact that this was 

absent allowed students to “learn better” (Final evaluation, 13).  Furthermore, the text-

based nature of chat was seen as helpful because students could edit their own 

contributions and review the conversation if they got lost, and the additional time 

afforded to students eased the pressure to get their ideas out.  Nonetheless, the time lag 

was also noted as a drawback.  That is, students sometimes spent too much time 

composing their message, and this led to lapses of time in which the rest of the group was 

waiting.  The latter point is also related to that of being able to consult external resources.  

On the one hand, this greatly reduced students’ anxiety, as they could quickly look 

something up or ask a fellow classmate if they were unsure of how to say something.  

The use of such resources also contributed to students’ vocabulary base.  However, the 

reliance on dictionaries, verb books, class notes, and the textbook similarly slowed the 

conversation down, and some students who were at a low proficiency level or were 

overly concerned with accuracy tended to use these resources as a crutch.  Some 

suggestions that are worthy of consideration in addressing the issue of time lag include 

changing partners each session; making sure that the proficiency levels of the students are 
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mixed, but are not drastically different; and alternating students’ access to resources each 

week.  With respect to the latter recommendation, students could still benefit from the 

external help on certain occasions, but on others, they could more regularly practice 

circumlocution and engage in negotiation of meaning with their peers. 

 An increase in confidence was another aspect mentioned by students in relating 

their experience with IRC Français.  Students realized that they knew a lot more than they 

were aware, and found that they could express themselves in French more than they “ever 

thought possible” (Final evaluation, 22).  Indeed, it proved very rewarding to students to 

receive immediate feedback from their peers, as this confirmed that they could in fact be 

understood despite their less-than-perfect French.  Students’ thoughts and ideas were also 

met with affective reactions such as empathy, (dis)agreement, and laughter (audible or by 

way of emoticons).  Additionally, in looking at the richness of their exchanges, their 

interactional moves, and their sociolinguistic uses of French, this realization that students 

could in fact do a lot with their L2 rings particularly true.   

Students’ confidence also increased due to the authenticity of the interactions and 

the fact that students felt that they were able to practice their “every day” French (Final 

evaluation, 21) in “a somewhat real situation” (Jane, R2), which is perceived as difficult 

and less natural in the traditional classroom.  The above findings related to the rewarding, 

real, meaningful, and purposeful use of language point to the great benefit that CMCD 

holds not only in supporting the profession’s goal of promoting authentic and creative 

uses of the L2, but also in fostering self-confidence and motivation to learn.  Not 

surprisingly, given the hybrid nature of synchronous CMC, students also made reference 
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to feeling more confident in their spoken and written French as a result of having 

engaged in chat on a weekly basis.  More discussion of the latter topic follows in the 

summary on linguistic aspects of IRC Français. 

 The issue of grouping arose as an important one in students’ affective comments.  

With regard to the composition of the groups, students were divided, with some 

preferring to choose their partners, as this enhanced the quality and dynamism of the 

conversation.  Other students, however, found that rotating partners allowed them to 

work with a variety of people and gave them the opportunity to repeat and refine their 

usage of particular introductory phrases.  I would maintain that alternating between 

instructor- and student-selected groups represents a healthy balance, ensuring that the 

instructors’ pedagogical goals and the students’ affective needs can both be met.  Group 

size was also an issue, with most agreeing that the maximum size of a chat room should 

not exceed three people.  The more members in a chat room, the more complicated it was 

to follow the interleaved multiple discussion threads.  With dyadic interaction, students’ 

feelings were mixed.  Some thoroughly enjoyed the richness of their dialogue while 

others found it to be slower-moving and more boring.   

 As for the level of participation by group members, students voiced their 

frustration with the chat experience when everyone didn’t participate fully and when 

classmates weren’t engaged in the topic.  Once again, changing chat partners frequently 

should prevent such participation problems from festering.  This would also apply if the 

issue were one of students forming cliques and ignoring others in the chat group or one of 

students being distracted from their chat because they were seated next to and talking 
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FTF with a friend; discussing rules of interaction could help promote a supportive 

working environment.  Matching students by personality type could also be beneficial, as 

found in Bump (1990).  Additionally, one way of making sure that students are able to 

find at least one personally appealing topic is to provide a variety of topics and give 

students agency in deciding which topics to address.  Issues of processing speed and 

keyboarding skills were also cited as factors that negatively impacted group participation.  

These concerns are linked to that of time lag mentioned earlier.  That is, when students 

took too long to respond, either because it was hard for them to keep up with the 

conversation, or because they couldn’t type their thoughts out quickly enough, their 

fellow students became impatient.   

Perhaps, then, another factor to consider in grouping is keyboarding skill, 

although frequently, students’ proficiency level is also at stake in how rapidly they are 

able to encode and decode messages in chat (VanPatten, 2003).  Thus, we are brought 

back to the topic of grouping students according to similar proficiency levels.  As can be 

gleaned from the above discussion on group participation, the problems are complex and 

not so easily resolved, as one cannot control the fact that each grouping of students yields 

a different dynamic based on such factors as age, gender, personality, proficiency level, 

keyboarding skill, background, attitude, and work ethic.  

 The final point that was categorized under affective variables in IRC Français was 

that of the discussion prompts.  Students held differing opinions related to the topics 

themselves.  Some found the subjects relevant and had a lot of say about them; others 

noted that certain topics were hard to sustain or too difficult given their limited 
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vocabulary, even though lexical support was provided when a particular topic was 

deemed more challenging than usual.  They suggested making the topics “broad enough 

to allow for a lot of discussion” (Final evaluation, 23), including a few questions that 

gave students the chance to discuss their personal lives, and being able to contribute 

topics of their choice.  All of these recommendations had in fact been included in this 

study, and I would recommend that they be strongly considered in instructors’ use of chat 

in their classrooms.  As apparent from their self-initiated topics (Appendix B), students’ 

suggestions ranged greatly in theme, from hobbies to politics, and even when the context 

surrounding the proposal of student prompts was more guided (e.g. when suggesting 

topics for the 3rd time, students were required to relate their prompt to their in-class oral 

presentation), students’ interests were still able to shine.  The ability to affect the 

direction of the chat activity likely led to a heightened sense of empowerment while also 

increasing students’ motivation.   

 In line with the recommendations above, the majority of the students in this study 

praised the freedom surrounding the selection of topics and appreciated being able to 

digress from the prompts if their conversation and mutual interests led them elsewhere.  

As evidenced by their transcripts, students’ responses reflected a richness in content that, 

as others have noted, is rarely observed in the traditional classroom (Beauvois, 1997; 

Bump, 1990; Darhower, 2002; Kelm, 1992).  The latter, in my opinion, far outweighs the 

“risk” that students will avoid certain proposed topics.   

Still, the issue of avoiding the use of more difficult vocabulary, tenses, and 

grammatical constructions is a factor that likely impacted the linguistic data in this study 
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and is an issue that must be considered in using CMCD.  Interestingly, while students 

probably chose topics that they knew they could handle (from a linguistic perspective), 

the freedom they were afforded did not result in rampant off-topic discussion.  Only 3 

group discussions out of a total of 31 across all 5 sessions included completely new 

themes.  This finding is likely due to the fact that students always seemed to find at least 

one engaging prompt to address.  Additionally, the questions were not constraining and 

were mainly catalysts for discussion; hence students had to have completely veered from 

the prompts in order to be counted as off-topic.  All in all, extending students the agency 

to select their topics yielded positive affective feelings toward the activity and gave 

students ample opportunity to engage in meaning-making in which they were challenged 

to use many facets of their L2.  While it is surely possible to create prompts that are more 

directed and focused, care should be taken to include opportunities for unfettered 

expression as well (c.f. Darhower’s (2000, 2002) findings in this regard).   

 As for the linguistic issues raised in the qualitative data, students claimed that 

conversing on a weekly basis using IRC Français and participating in the multiple form-

focused activities integrated into the chat task enhanced their overall French learning.  

Specifically, they cited the helpfulness of being challenged to use the language in a 

holistic (versus discrete) manner as well as being given the opportunity to apply what 

they were learning in the classroom to authentic communication—helping to “overcome 

the barrier between knowing the structure and using it” (Final evaluation, 6).  Several 

students also commented upon the fact that in IRC Français, codeswitching was minimal, 

which they reported was not the case in their prior experiences in FL classes.  
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Additionally, students noted more specific improvements in the areas of writing, reading, 

and speaking, including grammar, vocabulary, and spelling.  Furthermore, they 

mentioned having increased their processing speed in that they found themselves needing 

less time to decode and encode meaning.  However, as with all self-reported data, it is 

important to consider students’ statements as perceptions only.  Moreover, given the 

small sample size of this study, caution should be taken in applying these (and the 

affective findings above) to other situations.  Nonetheless, when compared with the 

CMCD studies presented in chapter 2, many of the results in this dissertation corroborate 

the findings of others (Abdul-Ghani & Mat-Daud, 2006; Abrams, 2003a, b; Arnold, 

2007; Beauvois, 1992, 1995/6, 1997, 1998a; Blake, 2000; Bump, 1990; Chan, 1997; 

Chun, 1994; Darhower, 2000, 2002; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002, 2003; 

Goertler, 2006; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995, 1998; Kitade, 2000; Kost, 2004; Kroonenberg, 

1994/5; Kung, 2004; Lee, 2002; Meunier, 1998; Payne & Whitney, 2002; Pelletieri, 

2000; Pérez, 2003; Sotillo, 2000; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1995, 1997; 

Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996). 

With respect to reading, students reported perceived improvements due to the fact 

that they had to read and understand the discussion prompts as well as “constantly 

interpret [their] classmates’ statements” in a timely manner (Final evaluation, 25).  

Undoubtedly, the continuous cycle of reading and writing for 40 minutes, in real-time, 

was of benefit to students’ visual processing speed.   

 As for writing and speaking, it was expected that students would cite some 

perceived transfer of skill from IRC Français.  Regarding writing, they reported a great 
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deal of personal growth and mentioned specifically having gained knowledge in such 

areas as question formation, placement of (in)direct objects, sentence complexity, correct 

choice of tense, vocabulary development, and the use of diacritics.  They also reported 

learning how to use a dictionary more efficiently and how to express what they wished 

using circumlocution when lacking particular vocabulary.   

 Regarding speaking, early in the semester, students hypothesized that IRC would 

improve their speaking skills as it closely resembled oral discourse.  As the semester 

went on, some noted that they were speaking more easily, more quickly, and more 

assuredly in class, while others projected their newfound confidence in stating that they 

would be “more apt to speak to a Francophone now than before” (Final evaluation, 28).  

The need to process input and produce output under time constraints, in a manner similar 

to FTF discussions, likely helped the students become more comfortable in the oral 

realm; yet the slight delay of CMCD also afforded the students some extra time to encode 

and decode meaning.  Certainly, CMCD can be used in the FL classroom as a prelude to 

speech and writing, as noted by Abrams (2003b) and Warschauer (1996a).  Indeed, online 

discussions can be used for brainstorming prior to in-class spoken activities such as 

debates or group presentations, and writing assignments such as essays or written 

projects.    

 However, chat cannot replace spoken interaction or formal writing practice; these 

must also be practiced directly.  Regarding the former point, the students in the current 

study felt that IRC Français would have been greatly enriched by opportunities to also 

practice speaking, as listening and pronunciation are not directly tapped in the electronic 
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medium.  In their anonymous final evaluations, several participants commented that their 

spoken skills were still weak (even though speaking was a component of the traditional 

classroom contact hours), that they still felt anxious about their pronunciation and about 

saying things incorrectly, and that they needed additional listening practice, as French 

was sometimes difficult to parse.  Clearly, in order to become competent users of the 

language, students must be given opportunities to directly practice all skills. 

 Turning to the focus on form treatments, the first of which consisted of receiving 

hard copies of their chat transcripts containing corrective feedback, all 27 students who 

responded affirmed that this practice was helpful, as it enabled them to view their 

comments in context and take note of their errors.  Making self-corrections was also well-

received by most (25 of 27) students, as it allowed them to complete the loop by taking 

an active role in determining what they had done wrong.  The re-writing of target forms 

likewise helped to solidify these in students’ memory, according to self-report.  In their 

oral interviews, students reported consulting such resources as their textbook, the 

dictionary, their class notes, verb books, classmates, and me, in an effort to make their 

corrections.  As for making a conscious effort to assimilate their errors from week to 

week, this was practiced by some but not by others.  In retrospect, more could have been 

done to assist students in tracking their errors over time (c.f. Lalande, 1982).  Two 

students, without any prompting, created their own resource notebook in which they 

jotted down the feedback provided during the Monday morning corrections as well as 

grammar rules and vocabulary that they had gained from their chat transcripts or from 

traditional class lectures.  Both students added to these notebooks from week to week and 
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used them consistently during the chat sessions as a tailor-made resource.  The latter 

represents a fruitful idea, one that I would highly recommend for future implementation. 

 An examination of students’ pre-chat goals shows that these varied widely in 

scope, with some being very broad and others quite focused.  Some students kept to 

specific grammatical points (verb conjugations, prepositions) while others branched out 

and set more global goals for themselves (participate more, rely less on my dictionary).  

In their interviews, the students all had favorable opinions about the task itself, as it 

helped them pay attention to something tangible and motivated them to work toward their 

goal during that session.  However, writing out a goal week after week was not deemed 

useful for half of the students interviewed, notably because these students chose the same 

goal every session.   

 When placing students’ pre-chat goals alongside their post-chat comments, it was 

noted that students were variably able to achieve what they had set out to do.  Sometimes, 

when a goal was able to fit into most conversations, it was more successfully met; on the 

other hand, when a goal was too narrow, the opportunity to realize their goal didn’t 

necessarily present itself due to the nature and direction of the conversation.  Also, 

students acknowledged that, at times, it was too challenging to focus on their goal while 

also keeping up with the pace of the conversation, and others admitted forgetting about 

their language goal because they had become so involved in their discussions.  Since one 

of the objectives of using chat in my French class was to give students an extended 

opportunity to communicate about real and interesting topics, not being able to achieve 

their goal because they were enjoying their conversation too much or because the 
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direction of the conversation had taken them elsewhere, was as much a sign of success 

for me as meeting their language goal.  Certainly, given the processing constraints 

involved in the task of focusing on content and form, it was understandable that students 

at the 3rd semester level would not necessarily reach their goal every time.  Overall, 

however, the pre-chat goal had its intended effect:  to heighten students’ awareness of 

their language usage during the synchronous discussions.  In the future, guiding students 

to set somewhat broader goals might be more beneficial and would potentially lead to 

greater personal satisfaction each week.  

 In summary, students genuinely enjoyed communicating synchronously and 

found the experience not only motivating and rewarding, but also beneficial to their 

language learning on multiple levels.  This is important considering that many studies 

have found the same affective results; yet these studies did not include an emphasis on 

form.  Hence, students’ positive feelings toward CMCD were not dampened by the 

additional task of focusing on accuracy.  Students did acknowledge that balancing the 

concurrent pressures of form, content, and time was challenging; nonetheless, the 

emphasis on accuracy was still favorably perceived.  It pushed them to pay attention to 

the formal aspects of the target language and enabled them to notice and correct their 

recurring errors.  Most importantly, focusing on form proved to be compatible with the 

goal of promoting authentic communication and developing students’ communicative 

competence.    



 328 

Limitations of this Study & Suggestions for Future Research 

This study sought to document the nature of students’ language in an open-ended 

synchronous CMC setting in which attention to accuracy was emphasized.  The current 

study did not attempt to investigate whether focus on form contributes to improved short-

term knowledge or long-term language acquisition.  This is an obvious limitation.  

Another limitation is the lack of a control group, which would have made it possible to 

compare effects of the focus on form treatment.  Moreover, the conclusions made with 

regard to the efficacy of the form-based aspects of this study are, for the most part, based 

solely on student report.  Also, the small sample size does not allow for generalization of 

the research results.  A further limitation is the absence of inter-rater reliability in coding 

and interpreting the data.  While I reviewed my own coding one year after the first “pass” 

and made a number of changes, such as tightening the criteria for categorization, this 

does not replace the coding and scoring by a second trained rater.  

This study lasted one semester; however, no clear trends were found from the 1st 

chat to the 5th in terms of grammatical accuracy even though a majority of students 

reported that the use of IRC Français had improved their language abilities.  Nonetheless, 

selecting several students as case study subjects in order to more closely follow their 

progression may have yielded extremely informative data.  For instance, in a follow-up 

study to this dissertation, it would be interesting to track a few students with regard to 

their pre-chat language goals and whether or not these appeared to impact students’ 

accuracy over time.  It would also be interesting to examine the chat transcript feedback 

these students received as well as their subsequent corrections in order to determine 
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whether or not progress was made based on having been cognitively engaged to notice 

and actively participate in self-repair.   

Furthermore, I did not systematically capture students’ face-to-face or 

paralinguistic interactions in the lab environment.  This would have enabled me to 

connect particular electronic episodes with concurrent events in the physical space; yet 

the use of videocameras in this study was not feasible.  Based on my informal notes, non-

chat interactions did occur, but not very frequently.  Nonetheless, a more careful 

reporting of such behavior would have painted a fuller picture of students’ language 

usage in the computer lab.  For instance, was the content of students’ FTF interactions 

largely social, or did they use each other mainly to ask for linguistic help?  As each of 

these possibilities was mentioned once in the oral interviews, it is not clear how pervasive 

these behaviors were during the semester.  Future studies should thus consider the 

collection of such external data. 

Final Remarks 

 A snapshot of the semester reveals that, while simultaneously attending to form, 

students shared their opinions, thoughts, interests, and aspects of their personal lives 

using their limited French.  Likewise, with nearly exclusive use of the target language, 

they expanded their repertoires by using French for a range of social, strategic and 

interactional functions.  Additionally, although students’ overall level of accuracy, 

structural complexity, and lexical richness did not show evidence of being directly 

affected by the focus on form treatments, the emphasis on correct use of French was 
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perceived as important and helpful in the development of students’ linguistic competence.  

Finally, students found the experience highly engaging and rewarding.   

Given these findings, it is clear that the integration of measures to promote 

accuracy is not incompatible with students’ ability to engage in rich, meaningful, and 

enjoyable communication.  Furthermore, attending to form holds great promise in this 

medium.  First, the visual record that is generated both during and after students’ 

interactions facilitates noticing.  Second, the students’ motivation to curb their own errors 

is high due to the personal investment they have in the expression of their ideas as well as 

their ongoing desire to improve in their ability to successfully communicate in the target 

language.   

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the research base in synchronous 

CMC, notably in the area of accuracy of L2 use, as the latter is still very much in its 

infancy.  While certainly, there remains much to discover regarding the integration of 

form in L2 chat, this study serves as a contribution to this line of inquiry.  More research 

is necessary to expand upon the issues explored in the current study and to extend our 

understanding of the dynamic interplay between a focus on meaning and a focus on form 

in second language acquisition, as mediated by synchronous computer-mediated 

classroom discussion.  
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Appendix A 

Survey on Students’ Background and  
Attitudes Toward Technology and Collaborative Learning62 

 
Thank you in advance for filling out this survey.  It will provide me with background information regarding 
your experience and attitudes toward technology and collaborative work.  Please be honest in your 
responses, as this survey is anonymous and will not affect your grade in any way. 
 
Age _______ Sex ________  Year in college ___________    Major 
________________ 
 
Circle your native language category:  [English     Spanish/Italian/Portuguese  Other] 
 
*Optional:  If you circled “other,” what is your native language? _________________________ 
 
1.  Please indicate your experience and comfort level in using the following computer technology: 
 
1=a lot of experience 2=some experience   3=a little experience    4=no experience 
 
1=very comfortable    2=moderately comfortable    3=not comfortable 
 
Technology Experience Comfort Level 
Email   
Listservs   
Computer conferencing   
MOOs / MUDs   
Word processing software   
Collaborative writing software   
Spreadsheets   
Graphical applications   
Power point (presentation software)   
Simulation programs   
Hypermedia   
Web page design   
 
2.  My writing skills in English (e.g. essays) are: 
 
excellent good fair not so great 
 
3.  My writing skills in French (e.g. short compositions) are: 
 
excellent good fair not so great 
 

                                                 
62 This survey was adapted from a survey used by the College of Humanities COHLab for all students 
enrolled in courses delivered in part in the COHLab (students of foreign language courses and college 
English courses). 
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4.  My keyboarding skills are: 
 
a.  excellent (10 fingers; relatively fast) 
b.  good (10 fingers; medium fast) 
c.  fair (2 fingers; fast) 
d.  poor (hunt and peck) 
 
5.  What basic hardware do you use (Check all that apply): 
 
____ PC  ____Mac ____CD-Rom  ____zip drive  ____modem 
 
6.  How convenient is your access to a computer this semester? 
 
____ quite convenient ____ somewhat convenient ____rather inconvenient 
 
7.  How convenient is your access to the Internet / WWW this semester? 
 
____ quite convenient ____ somewhat convenient ____rather inconvenient 
 
 
For each of the following statements, circle your degree of agreement / disagreement: 
 
8.  Working in groups is a good way to 
gain different perspectives on an issue. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

9.  Using a computer gives me more 
chances to read and write. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

10.  Group members should not be given 
the same grade on a project. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

11.  Email helps people learn from each 
other. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

12.  Feedback from my peers is usually 
helpful. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

13.  I enjoy writing my papers by hand 
more than on computer. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

14.  I enjoy using the computer to 
communicate with my peers. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

15.  Computers keep people isolated from 
each other. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

16.  Learning how to use a computer is 
important to my career. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

17.  The quality of work produced by a 
group is usually better than what I can 
produce on my own. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

18.  I am more comfortable speaking to 
people in person than through a computer. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 

19.  Using a computer is not worth the 
time and effort. 

Strongly agree Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Disagree 
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Appendix B 
 

Student-Initiated Topics for IRC Français Chat Sessions 
 

 
Student-initiated topics - #1 
 
• I would like to talk about television 

shows or movies. 
• I would like to discuss things that are 

going on in the news (current events). 
• Maybe talk about movies we have seen 

or social plans we may have 
• Hobbies, books, and movies are topics 

that might be able to start solid 
conversations 

• Two topics could be favorite movies 
and talking about our 
friends/roommates  

• rape on campus article in the Daily 
Wildcat [University of Arizona’s 
newspaper] 

• A couple ideas:  fashion today, Spring 
Break, classes 

• politics, hobbies 
• topic suggestion:  Where would you 

want to live? 
 

Student-initiated topics - #2 
 
• Oscars 
• Anything fun about yourself 
• What you like to do in your free time 
• Summer vacation (past or present) 
• Most embarrassing moments 
• Women’s / Men’s roles in today’s 

society 
• Traffic/parking 
• Working and being a student 
• Family 
• Music – what you listen to, what it 

means to you 
• Spring Break 
• Favorite TV shows/movies 
• What classes are you taking this 

semester?  Do you like them?  
Why/why not?  What are they about? 

• Presidential race 
• UA experience so far 
• Sports 
• Construction on UA campus 
• What you want to do when you 

graduate 
• Why did you come to the UA? 
• Future plans—marriage, kids, grad 

school, etc. 
• Favorite childhood memory 
• Plans for this weekend 
• Favorite trip/vacation 
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Student-initiated topics - #3 
 
French 201 students proposed a chat topic related to their in-class oral presentations from 
that same week.  These presentations were based on an article they had chosen from a 
French newspaper/magazine.  Students’ prompts were edited so as to be grammatically 
correct.  They functioned as a source of input + 1 (Krashen, 1985).  
 
(1) Est-ce que tu penses que les “hacker” sont dangereux ou simplement des enfants qui 
s’amusent?  (Vladimir) 
Do you think that hackers are dangerous or just children who are having fun? 
 
(2) Qu’est-ce que vous pensez à propos du changement de la fête de Mardi Gras – d’une 
fête religieuse à une fête laïque (secular—non-religious).  (Emma) 
What do you think about Mardi Gras shifting from a religious to a secular holiday? 
 
(3) Est-ce que vous pensez que la célébration de fêtes diminue l’importance du sens des 
fêtes mêmes?  (Teresa) 
Do you think that the celebration of holidays diminishes the importance of the holidays themselves? 
 
(4) Qu’est-ce que vous pensez du fait que les acteurs reçoivent des millions de dollars 
pour leurs films?  (Ali) 
What do you think about the fact that actors receive millions of dollars for their movies? 
 
(5) Qu’est-ce que tu penses de l’accident avec Lady Diana et Dodi Al Fayed?  Qui est 
responsible?  (Faris) 
What do you think about Lady Diana and Dodi Al Fayed’s accident?  Who is responsible? 
 
(6) Est-ce que tu penses que ça vaut le coup (it’s worth it) de quitter ton emploi pour faire 
quelque chose que tu aimes?  (Nikki) 
Do you think that it’s worth leaving your job to do something you love? 
 
(7) Est-ce que les portraits des mannequins nus sont de l’art ou de la pornographie?  
(Briana)   
Are pictures of naked models art or pornographie? 
 
(8) Est-ce que le gouvernement français a réussi dans l’intégration des Musulmans?  
(Dani) 
Has the French government succeeded in the integration of its Muslim population? 
 
(9) Les Français, sont-ils plus romantiques que les Américains?  (Lori)  
Are the French more romantic than Americans? 
 
(10) Quel pays a le plus de violence?  La France ou les Etats-Unis?  (Elizabeth) 
Whose country has more violence?  France or the United States?  
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(11) Aimeriez-vous faire de la randonnée (hiking) au Grand Canyon?  Pourquoi ou 
pourquoi pas? Est-ce que vous pensez que le Grand Canyon est sûr (safe)? (Skyler) 
Would you like to go hiking in the Grand Canyon?  Why or why not?  Do you think the Grand Canyon is 
safe? 
 
(12) Pourquoi pensez-vous qu’il a plus de maladies mentales maintenant, qu’il y a cent 
ans (100 years ago)?  (Annie) 
Why do you think that there is more mental illness today than 100 years ago? 
 
(13) Qu’est-ce que vous pensez des assassins en série (serial killers).  Est-ce qu’ils sont 
sains (sane) ou maniaques?  (Courtney) 
What do you think about serial killers?  Are they sane or mad? 
 
(14) Est-ce que vous êtes allés à Chinatown?  Que savez-vous de la culture et des 
traditions de Chinatown?  (Katie) 
Have you gone to Chinatown?  What do you know about the culture and traditions of Chinatown? 
 
(15) Est-ce que le problème des sans-abri est seulement un problème économique et 
social, ou aussi un problème psychologique?  (Madgelo) 
Is the homeless problem an economic, social, or also a psychological problem? 
 
(16) Qu’est-ce que tu penses d’Anna Kournikova?  Est-ce que tu penses qu’elle est belle?  
(Jacques) 
What do you think of Anna Kournikova?  Do you think she is beautiful? 
 
(17) Qu’est-ce que tu penses de la qualité de l’eau à l’école?  Est-ce que tu penses qu’elle 
est potable (o.k. to drink)?  (Deja) 
What do you think about the quality of the water on campus?  Do you think it’s alright to drink? 
 
(18) Quels services à l’université sont les plus utiles pour les étudiants? (Wanda) 
What university services/resources are the most useful to students?  
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Appendix C 

COHLab Weekly Discussion Prompts 
Questions du Jour – FRENCH 201 

 
 
Chat 1:  January 26 

Choisissez une question ou deux pour votre discussion.  N'hésitez pas à prendre position 
opposée (I challenge you to argue both sides of the issue to get a debate going).  Amusez-
vous bien!  
Choose a question or two for your discussion.  Don’t hesitate to take opposite viewpoints (I challenge you 
to argue both sides of the issue to get a debate going).  Have fun! 
 
(1) Que pensez-vous de la législation que propose Rep. McGrath en ce qui concerne (a) 
la censure de l'Internet à l'Université d'Arizona, et (b) la visite de personnes du sexe 
opposé dans les dortoirs?  
(1) What is your opinion of the legislation proposed by State Representative (Jean) McGrath regarding (a) 
censure of the Internet at the University of Arizona and (b) dormitory room visits by members of the 
opposite sex?  
 
(2) Qu'est-ce que vous avez pensé du poème, La fleuriste, de Jacques Prévert?  Quel est 
le symbolisme des fleurs, de l'homme, de l'argent?  Quel est le message général?  Autres 
commentaires?  
(2) What did you think of the poem, La fleuriste, by Jacques Prévert?  What is the symbolism of the 
flowers, the man, the money?  What is the general message?  Other comments? 
 
(3) Etes-vous d'accord que la violence à la télé et dans les films sont nuisibles (harmful) 
aux jeunes? 
(3) Do you agree that violence on television and in movies is harmful to young people?  
 
Chat 2:  February 9 

Voici du vocabulaire utile pour la première question: 
Here is some useful vocabulary for the first question (Students were given the translations below): 
 
se marier     
cohabiter     
avoir des enfants    
ne pas avoir d'enfants    
embaucher une nourrice   
rester a la maison    
gagner de l'argent    
la crèche     
un foyer monoparental   
 

to get married  
to live together  
to have children  
not to have children 
to hire a nanny 
to stay at home 
to make (earn) money 
daycare center 
a single parent family 
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(1a)  Qu'est-ce que vous avez pensé du film, Trois Hommes et un Couffin (votre réaction 
générale)?  
(1a) What was your opinion of the movie, Trois Hommes et un Couffin (your general reaction)?  
 
(1b)  Qu'est-ce que vous avez pensé des rôles des hommes et des femmes dans le film 
(rôle positif/négatif) et pourquoi?  
(1b) What did you think about the roles of the men and women in the film (positive/negative roles) and 
why? 
 
(1c)   Qu'est-ce que vous pensez des foyers monoparentals, des parents qui ont des 
enfants et qui travaillent tous les deux, des nourrices qui s'occupent des enfants, etc.? 
Quel est l'effet sur les enfants?  
(1c) What is your opinion regarding single-parent families, families where both parents work, nannies who 
take care of children?  What is the effect on the children? 
 
(1d)  Quelle est votre opinion des phrases suivantes (the following statements).  Etes-vous 
d'accord ou pas d'accord?  
(1d)  What do you think of the following statements (from the textbook)?  Do you agree or disagree? 
 
• Dès l'âge de 6 mois, les enfants devraient assister à la crêche.  
• Beginning at 6 months of age, children should go to a daycare center.   
• Il ne faut pas divorcer si on a des enfants. 
• Parents shouldn’t divorce if they have children.   
• Un mari n'est pas content si sa femme gagne plus d'argent que lui.  
• A husband is not happy if his wife earns more than he does. 
• Il ne faut pas se marier avant d'obtenir son diplôme.  
• You shouldn’t get married until you have a college degree. 
 
(2)  Quelle est votre réaction à l'attaque (stabbing) de l'étudiant homosexuel qui a paru 
dans le Wildcat hier-- mardi le 8 fevrier?  Vous pouvez lire l'article en-ligne. 
(2) What is your reaction to the attack (stabbing) of the homosexuel student that was in the Arizona Daily 
Wildcat (newspaper) yesterday – Tuesday, February 8th?  You can read the article on-line. 
 
Vocabulaire utile: 
Useful vocabulary (Students were given the translations below) 
 
une crime de haine     
haïr       
l'intolérance (f)     
une victime   
la discrimination contre  
discriminer 
une agression      
arrêter (une personne)    
la prison      

hate crime 
to hate  
intolerance 
a victim 
discrimination against 
to discriminate 
an assault 
to arrest a person 
prison 
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être inculpé de (Il a été inculpé 
d'agression)   
Ca ne me concerne pas 
immoral/moral 
être  pour ou contre 
les droits 

to be charged with (He was charged with 
assault) 
It’s none of my business 
immoral / moral 
to be for or against 
rights (legal) 
 

  
(3) Qu'est-ce que vous pensez de la fête de Saint Valentin?  Est-ce que vous allez faire 

quelque chose de spécial pour célébrer? 
(3) What do you think of Valentine’s Day?  Are you going to do something special to celebrate?  
(4) Qu’est-ce que vous allez faire pour les vacances de printemps? 
(4) What are you going to do for Spring Break? 
 
Chat 3:  February 23 

(1)  Que pensez-vous des gens qui se mettent aux coins des carrefours (intersections) 
avec des pancartes (signs) qui disent "Will Work For Food"?  Est-ce que vous leur 
donnez de l’argent?  Pourquoi oui, ou pourquoi non?  
(1) What do you think about people who stand at intersections with signs that say, “Will Work for Food?”  
Do you give them money?  Why or why not?  
 
(2) Est-ce que vous êtes d’accord ou pas d’accord à propos de l’idée d’avoir les 10 
Commandements affichés (posted) dans les salles de classe?  
(2) Do you agree or disagree with the idea of posting the Ten Commandments in classrooms? 
 
(3) Vivez-vous seul, avec votre famille, avec un(e) camarade de chambre (roommate)?  
Quels sont les avantages et désavantages? 
(3) Do you live alone, with your family, with a roommate?  What are the advantages and disadvantages?  
 
(4) Quels sont vos passe-temps (hobbies)? 
(4)  What are your hobbies? 
 
Chat 4:  March 22 

(1) Quel mode de transport utilisez-vous pour venir au campus tous les jours?  Venez-
vous à pied, en vélo, en bus, ou en voiture?  Si vous venez en voiture, est-ce que vous êtes 
affectés par le coût élevé de l’essence (gasoline)?  Est-ce que vous faites du covoiturage? 
(vocabulaire ch. 4) 
(1) What type of transportation do you use to get to campus every day?  Do you walk, bike, take the bus, or 
drive?  If you come by car, are you affected by the high cost of gasoline?  Do you carpool? (See your 
vocabulary list from chapter 4). 
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(2) Est-ce que nous faisons assez aux Etats-Unis pour protéger notre environnement?  
Est-ce qu’il y a des possibilités de recycler où vous habitez?   
(2) Are we doing enough in the United States to protect our environment?  Is there a recycling program 
where you live?  
  
Vocabulaire utile 
Useful vocabulary (Students were given the translations below) 
 
le verre  
les journaux  
les boîtes de conserve  
les bouteilles en plastique  

glass 
newspapers 
aluminum cans 
plastic bottles/containers 

 
(3) Racontez un souvenir d’enfance . . . (votre préféré) 
(3) Share a childhood memory (your favorite).   
 
(4) Que pensez-vous de la loi qui interdit aux gens de fumer dans les restaurants à 
Tucson? 
(4) What is your opinion regarding the law prohibiting smoking in Tucson restaurants? 
 
(5) Comment se passe le semestre pour vous (bien / mal), et pourquoi? 
(5) How is your semester going (well / not well), and why? 
 
Chat 5:  April 5 

(1) Est-ce que vos études vous préparent pour la vie après l’université?  
(1) Are your studies preparing you for life after the university? 
 
(2) Quels sont vos groupes musicaux (bands)/musiciens préférés?  
(2) What are your favorite bands / musicians? 
 
(3) Qu’est-ce que vous comptez faire (plan on doing) pendant les vacances d’été?  
(3) What do you plan on doing during summer vacation? 
 
(4) Qu’est-ce que vous avez fait le weekend dernier?  
(4) What did you do last weekend? 
 
(5) Que pensez-vous de la lotterie?  Achetez-vous des billets de lotterie?  
(5) What do you think of the lottery?  Do you buy lottery tickets? 
 
(6) Quelle est votre opinion au sujet de la décision des femmes de prendre le nom de leur 
mari ou de garder leur nom de jeune fille (maiden name) quand elles se marient? 
(6) What is your opinion regarding a woman’s decision to take her husband’s name or to keep her maiden 
name when she gets married? 
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Appendix D 

Sampling of Monday Morning Whole-Class Feedback 
 
Bonjour à tous!  /  Bonjour tout le monde.  
ways of saying, “Hello everyone” (not Bonjour les gens) 
 
Discutons sujet #(2) 
Let’s discuss topic #(2) 
Discutons un autre sujet. 
Let’s talk about another topic. 
De quoi voulez-vous parler? 
What do you want to talk about/discuss? 
Quelle question veux-tu traîter? 
What question do you want to talk about/address? 
Je ne sais pas de quoi je veux parler. 
I don’t know that I want to discuss. 
 
déjà vs. encore 
already vs. yet/still 
 
une spécialization 
major (in college) 
 
faire des études supérieures 
go to graduate school 
 
Review of the formation of “si” clauses 
if clauses (conditional) 
 
Je plaisante. 
just kidding /just joking. 
 
Mon chien me manque. / Mes parents me manquent. 
I miss my friend/dog/parents.  
Je leur manque. /  Je lui manque. 
They miss me.  / My boyfriend misses me. 
 
Pronoms toniques  
et / pour / avec  + moi, toi, lui, vous … 
Stress pronouns 
 
beaucoup de vs. beaucoup des 
a lot of vs. a lot of the 
 
C’est l’heure de partir. 
It’s time to go (leave). 
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l’année prochaine / le mois prochain / le semestre prochain 
next year / next month / next semester 
l’année dernière / le mois dernier / le semestre dernier 
last year / last month / last semester 
 
Qu’est-ce que c’est que “XX”?  or  “C’est quoi, “XX”?  or Qu’est-ce que “XX” veut 
dire?   
ways to request clarification:  What is XX? / What does XX mean? 
 
Qu’est-ce que tu penses de … ?   / Qu’est-ce que tu penses au sujet de …? / Qu’est-ce que 
tu penses à propos de …? / --Je pense que … 
different ways to ask for someone’s opinion:  What do you think about …?  --I think that … 
 
parce que + phrase complète vs.  à cause de + un nom 
because + clause with subject/verb  vs. 
because of + noun 
 
S’intéresser à quelque chose 
to be interested in something 
 
Je ne se marierais pas pour l’argent.   Je ne me marierais pas … 
reflective pronouns review 
 
connaître vs. savoir 
to know someone vs. to know something 
 
Après être / Après avoir + participe passé 
Avant d’être / Avant d’avoir + participe passé  
Review of expressions of time with past participles  
 
mal vs. mauvais  --   bien vs. bon 
badly vs. bad     --    well vs. good 
 
Tu ne sembles pas … contente aujourd’hui / avoir 18 ans 
You don’t seem / You don’t look … happy today / You don’t look 18 (years old). 
 
J’aimerais (NOT je désire – too formal) 
I would like 
 
Ca va. 
It’s o.k. / It’s alright. 
Je vais bien.  
I’m o.k. / I’m doing alright. 
D’accord (Je suis d’accord) or D’accord (Je comprends.  Je vois). 
O.k. (I agree) OR Oh, I see. (I understand) 
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Appendix E 

Editing Abbreviations Used on Transcripts 
 
Error type Abbreviation 

used 
English translation 

Verbe incorrect V/inc. Incorrect verb (lexical choice) 
Mot incorrect M/inc. Incorrect word (lexical choice) 
Temps Tps. Incorrect tense 
Accord Acc.  Agreement (gender and/or number) 
Ordre Ordre Word order 
Article Art. Indefinite or definite article missing 
Conjugaison Conj. Conjugation 
Orthographe Orth. Spelling 
Préposition  Prep. Preposition missing 
Contraction Contr. Contraction (between articles or between articles 

and nouns) 
Sens  ?? Unclear meaning 
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Appendix F 
 

Reflective Paragraph Protocol 
 
 
Reflection #1 (January 20)  
 What are your first impressions of IRC Français? 
 
Reflection #2 (January 27) 
What are the pros and cons of working with IRC Français thus far? 
 
Reflection #3 (February 17) - Anonymous  
1. General comments:  Is IRC Français helping to improve your French in your opinion?  

Pros, cons, suggestions 
 
2. Are the copies of your transcripts helpful/not helpful to you?  Why? 
 
3. Is making corrections of your transcript errors helpful/not helpful to you?  Why? 
 
4. The “Questions du Jour,” are they interesting/not interesting, easy/difficult to write 

about?  List a topic or two you’d like to discuss next week. 
 
5. What is your opinion regarding the number of people that should be in a chat group?  
 
6. How would you rate the quality of your contributions in IRC Français discussions?  

Are your comments thoughtful/add to the discussion versus superficial comments?  
Are you using appropriate grammar and vocabulary? 

 
7. How is your comprehension of your peers’ comments?  Do you understand most of 

the time, sometimes? 
 
Reflection #4 (February 23) 
Reflect, in general terms, on your French production in IRC Français.  Are there 
particular things you feel you need to work on?  Is there anything you’d like me to review 
as part of our Monday morning IRC feedback?   
  
Reflection #5 (March 9) 
Was it easy/difficult to correct your own errors last week?  What were your strategies for 
figuring out what you did wrong (e.g. what kinds of things did you do/what did you look 
for in the transcripts)? 
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Appendix G 
 

Excerpt of JAVA File 
 
adorable (1)(L.30)  adore (1)(L.23)  aller (1)(L.7)  allés (1)(L.26)  amies (2)(L.13, 14)  
amis (2)(L.24, 26)  au (2)(L.7, 26)  au revoir (1)(L.32)  aussi (2)(L.9, 28)  avait (1)(L.24)   
 
beaucoup (1)(L.24)  bon (2)(L.19, 22)  bonjour (1)(L.1)  boom (3)(L.25, 26, 27)  booms 
(1)(L.24)  business (1)(L.11) 
 
c (5)(L.2, 7, 11, 22, 30)  cette (1)(L.3)  choissis (1)(L.12)  chose (1)(L.14)  correcte 
(1)(L.3)  cour (1)(L.13)  cours (2)(L.5, 10) 
 
d'accord (3)(L.4, 29, 31)  de (2)(L.21, 24)  difficile (1)(L.13)  disent (1)(L.14)  dors 
(1)(L.20)  du (1)(L.7)  désolée (1)(L.8) 
 
egal (1)(L.2)  elles (1)(L.13)  en (1)(L.27)  ennuyeux (2)(L.10, 28)  est (8)(L.2, 3, 7, 11, 
12, 13, 22, 30)  et (5)(L.1, 6, 13, 24, 26) 
 
favorite (1)(L.21)  formidable (1)(L.27)  froid (1)(L.23) 
 
génerals (1)(L.10)  générals (1)(L.5) 
 
il (1)(L.24)  intéressant (1)(L.7) 
 
j (2)(L.5, 23)  jamais (1)(L.20)  je (7)(L.3, 7, 8, 8, 20, 29, 31) 
 
la (1)(L.21)  le (7)(L.13, 14, 19, 20, 23, 27, 28)  les (3)(L.5, 10, 21)  loi (1)(L.7)  
 
xteresa (3)(L.1, 8, 18)  xfaris (3)(L.1, 12, 22)  xmtlemmon (1)(L.22) 
 
zfrat (1)(L.26)  zfrats (1)(L.28)  zfreshman (1)(L.8)  zlaw (1)(L.7)  zparty (1)(L.25)  
zschool (1)(L.7)  zundecided (1)(L.11) 
 
Words that contain hyphens/apostrophes: 
- (2)(L.15, 29)  c'est (5)(L.2, 7, 11, 22, 30)  d'accord (3)(L.4, 29, 31)  j'adore (1)(L.23)  
j'étudie (1)(L.5)  m'egal (1)(L.2)   
 
Ali's analysis: 
Number of lines = 32 
Number of words = 185 
Number of unique words = 109 
Lexical quotient = 0.59 
Average words per line = 5.78
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