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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate the use of German as a foreign
language during written conversation in an intermediate German course. Specifically, the
study compared the language output of intermediate students of German in the context of
the innovative computer conferencing and the more traditional group joumals.. The
dissertation aimed to serve two purposes:

. to provide further insights into the role of computer-mediated interaction for
promoting the successful development of communicative competence in foreign
language pedagogy (both in theory and practice)

. to shed light on the quality of language that learners produce in the two writing
contexts, in terms of grammatical and lexical accuracy, sociolinguistic
appropriateness and communicative success.

For these purposes, the researcher analyzed the language output of 46 subjects at the
University of Arizona during the Fall semester of 1996. Learners’ language output was
examined using statistical analyses (matched t-tests and multiple regression analyses),
discourse analysis and the ethnography of writing.

The results indicated many differences of the language produced in the two writing
contexts. Although there was no difference between them in terms of lexical diversity,
learners’ language in computer conferencing reflects a higher level of grammatical
accuracy, richer lexicon and improved comprehensibility (as rated by native speaker
judges). Furthermore, leamers had a more positive attitude towards the computer
conferencing than towards the group journals. Leamers were also found to use the two
writing contexts for different communicative purposes (computer conferencing reflected
interaction among participants, while group journals were monologues). Finally, learners
managed conversations, and prevented or resolved instances of miscommunication,

differently in the two conversational contexts.
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In conclusion, it can be said that the results of this study concur with previous research
that supports the beneficial implementation of computer-mediated interaction in foreign
language pedagogical contexts (Healy Beauvois, 1995; Kern, 1995; Leppénen and Kalaja,
1995). This dissertation was also able to contribute to our understanding of the level and
quality of interlanguage of intermediate German learners, to our knowledge of how writing
context and purpose interact, and to our understanding of the process of pidginization in

foreign language learning contexts.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Degas, Monet and Second Language Acquisition

The process of second language acquisition can be best illustrated by an impressionistic
painting. One could conjure up the image of Claude Monet’s “Red Poppies” or of Edgar
Degas’ “Dancing Class” and grasp immediately the essence of language learning. These
pieces of art consist of tiny specks of color, each carrying importance in itself by virtue of
its shade and texture, making up the complete masterpiece. The complete image,
reciprocally, allows the viewer to appreciate more the quality and contributions of each
individual spot of color. The individual dots of color and the entire image, in dynamic
synergy provide an understanding of what the painting truly portrays.

In a sense, the processes involved in second language acquisition (SLLA) are resemblant
of such an impressionistic painting. The individual spots of color represent the various
personal, social, psychological, cultural, and cognitive factors that influence, - promote or
hinder, - the development of linguistic abilities. The more of these factors, or colored dots,
the observer (i.e. researcher) can identify for its texture, shade and relationship to other
flecks, the deeper and more complete her understanding will be for the image portrayed in
the overall painting. However, the power of comprehension is not solely provided by the
individual colored dots. Looking at the entire picture or at groups of color also helps
understand better the role and characteristics of individual spots, which in turn, enhance
our understanding of the entire picture. This relationship is mutually enriching.

The purpose of this dissertation is to contribute further to our understanding of second
language processes (the entire picture), by closely examining a group of colors on the
canvas of second language acquisition. More specifically, this dissertation will investigate
the cognitive, psychological, social, cultural and pedagogical possibilities of using

computer mediated written conversation among students in four intermediate German as
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foreign language (FL) classrooms with the purpose of providing opportunities for
communicati ve student-to-student language practice. In order to achieve this goal,
students’ written output will be compared on two types of interactive learning tasks:
computer conferencing and group journals!.

This research study describes the findings from a semester long investigation of
students’ written output on the two tasks, their attitudes towards each of these tasks, their
attitudes towards writing, the relationship between various demographic data and the
students’ output and attitudes, as well as the relationship between the students’ proficiency
levels, learning style preferences and their output. The subjects were 46 students in four
sections of a third semester German class at the University of Arizona.

The following section of Chapter 1, as well as Chapter 2 will introduce and present the
justification for such a research endeavor from the perspective of relevant prior research
and theory. However, this investigation will attempt to go beyond the separate demands of
various SLA theories to combine these theories to explain social, cognitive and cultural
variables that effect the outcome of students’ written conversations. Furthermore, by
borrowing knowledge from a wide array of sociolinguistic, cultural, psycholinguistic and
pedagogical findings, this research will explore multiple facets of complex phenomena that
occur in a foreign language classroom during two writing tasks.

It can be argued that in order to improve the quality of second language pedagogy, and
to observe the appropriateness of SLA theories in foreign or second language acquisition
contexts, investigations where SLA theories are tested against complex classroom
phenomena without the control of isolated variables (as in experimental research) are
essential. Often, such applied research is not accepted as scholarly or “useful” by SLA

experts who claim that theory and practice have little to do with each other, and who claim

1 For a definition of these terms, see pages 17-18.
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that everyday teaching is not influenced or effected by SLA theories, as these only aim to
contribute to a more complete understanding of the mind (Eubanks, 1996). However, it can
be argued that applied research is able to contribute to our understanding of the mind in the
context of second language acquisition processes, as well as to allow scholars to investigate
the multitude of variables that, - influencing each other as well as the learning outcome, -
affect the way learners learn or acquire a foreign language in complex collaboration.

In order to introduce the complex issues investigated for this study, and to present the
connections between theory and practice, a sample of SLA theories will be discussed in the
following pages. A more complete critique of these theories and the review of relevant

literature will be provided in Chapter 2 to foreground the findings of this research study.

Summons for Research

Considering the indicated multidisciplinary nature of the field of second language
acquisition, it is important to view language learning processes from a multitude of social,
psychological, anthropological, pedagogical and cognitive perspectives. The investigation
of the research questions defined in this dissertation (Chapter 3) will be conducted utilizing
information from several of these source disciplines in order to furnish a complex and
multi-dimensional understanding of the processes involved in using computer-mediated
written conversation for communicative practice in the foreign language classroom.

The invitation for studying the role of computer-mediated interaction for the purposes of
improving students’ communicative skills through peer-interaction is supported by
literature and previous research in many domains of second language acquisition. Relevant
literature will be discussed comprehensively in the following chapter, however, it seems
appropriate to establish briefly the theoretical context in which this dissertation study was
conducted. In addition, it is important to present the justification of such a research

endeavor, which the following pages will attempt to accomplish.
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The first piece of supporting evidence from second language acquisition theories
mentioned here will be borrowed from the field of sociolinguistics, more specifically, from
studies pertaining to the role of interaction between non-native speakers of a language in the
development of communicative competence of language learners. Student to student
interaction has been valued for its ability to increase significantly the practice time by
individual students compared to traditional, teacher-centered and teacher-directed classroom
discourse patterns (Gass and Varonis, 1985; Kramsch, 1985). Furthermore, this type of
interaction has been shown as a rich source of non-native speaker to non-native speaker
negotiation of meaning, which enhances students’ ability to acquire vocabulary, discourse
and interactional patterns necessary for a functional knowledge of the foreign language
(Emst, 1994; Gass and Madden, 1985; Wong-Filmore, 1985). However, experts in this
field propose that pedagogical activities still need to be identified which allow an optimal
incorporation of such negotiation of meaning into the curriculum, as often students with
less outgoing learning styles receive fewer opportunities for practice than students who are
more gregarious (Brown, 1987).

Not only the amount of negotiation of input but also the type of negotiation students
engage in can affect the way they relate to the FL, to the classroom activities and to the
learning process itself. According to Saville-Troike (1989), the fluid nature of patterns of
interaction require that people use a large repertoire of discourse roles in order to function
successfully in society. In the FL classroom, students are able to practice only very few
such interactional roles (asking limited types of questions and responding to teacher
initiated questions), which does not prepare them adequately for authentic interaction with
native speakers of the language (Hatch, 1992; Schiffrin, 1994). Therefore, considering
that the pedagogical goal of many FL. educators is to help students develop communicative
competence (Omaggio-Hadley, 1993), investigating learning activities which provide for

practice in the FL using a multitude of discourse roles is of utmost importance.
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Another facet of SLA inquiry, research on the use of technological materials in the
domain of education, also strongly urges further investigations into the appropriate and
optimal ways of incorporating tools such as electronic mail systems, the Internet, computer
conference systems and other cyber-optic media into language teaching. Despite the ever-
growing body of literature available on this subject, the role of technology in foreign
language acquisition remains nebulous. Findings from previous research in this area
provide inconclusive responses to questions regarding the incorporation of what is
considered an omnipresent tool in everyday life into the classroom context (Kreeft-Peyton
and Mackinson, 1989; Lian, 1992; Pennington and Stevens, 1992).

Research on the use of computer-assisted instruction, however, suggests that the
benefits of such teaching approaches are many: computers can provide individualized
language learning practice, the educational software appeals to students of various learning
style preferences, and computer-based learning tasks advocate learner autonomy (Ariew,
1987; Armstrong et al., 1995; Mohan, 1992). Therefore, the issue to be investigated
seems not to be whether to take advantage of computer technology to improve foreign
language pedagogical approaches, but rather how to incorporate new technology into this
pedagogy optimally (Hubbard, 1992).

As of yet, research pertaining to the computer’s ability to promote communicative
language practice appears to have focused on the power of technology to improve
communication by providing leamers with a “context to talk about ” [my emphasis], not a
medium to be communicated by, as can be evidenced by discussions in articles by Johnson
(1991), Mohan (1992) and Piper (1986). Current innovations in the capabilities of
computers and computer-mediated communication devices demand further investigations
into their use for enhancing FL learning; through these technological advances, computers

can be used as the medium of communication, not merely the subject thereof.
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Additional support for the necessity of researching the possibilities of interactive written
practice in the foreign language classroom is provided by the source disciplines of
sociology and anthropology. Researchers interested in the social, social-psychological,
and cultural facets of learner identity and leamning, promote the autonomy of students in
order to release the voices of more individuals when presenting information in the
classroom (Pennycook, 1994). These researchers also maintain that learning activities
which create an autonomy oriented learning environment, that allow students to
personalize, and allow them to create ownership of the material to be learned are not yet
well-defined (Strasma and Foster, 1992). Nunan (1992) suggests that by allowing the
multiple voices of the learners to guide the process and outcome of the language leaming,
students can create subjective, personal connections to the learning material, thus resulting
in a more complete understanding and knowledge of it (Beck, 1990; Gardner, 1985).
Research on collaborative (student to student) and learner-centered instruction, however,
has not yet provided unambiguous answers pertaining to the most successful (or sometimes
even appropriate) application of collaborative approaches to language pedagogy, therefore
further investigations are essential (Nunan, 1992).

The final domain of second language acquisition theory mentioned here to underline the
need for further examination of the role of computer-mediated written interaction in the FL.
classroom is writing theory. The appropriate exploitation of written text in the foreign
language classroom for the purposes of practicing communicative interaction is still in the
infant stage of development (Bishop, 1991). The opportunities interactive written texts
provide for the authors of these texts - in terms of social, socio-cognitive, linguistic and
pedagogical advancements - have been explored and found significant in quality in the
contexts of higher education, English literature and teacher training. These studies suggest
that student-centered and student-directed written language practice allows students to

develop personalized language, engage with the discussion topic(s) more in-depth and
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make choices on the topics to be discussed (Arredibi et al, 1994). Involving students in
making educational choices is promoted by researchers who consider the learner’s own
culture and knowledge essential components in the acquisition of the foreign language
(Kramsch, 1993; Strasma and Foster, 1992). Having the opportunity of mulitiple
discussions in writing (for example, by incorporating a computer-mediated written
conversation component into the foreign language classroom), would enable a larger
number of students to influence the direction and outcome of these discussions. Yet, the
number of investigations of using written communication for enhancing communicative
skills in the domain of foreign language education (especially at the lower proficiency
levels) is extremely limited (Leppéanen and Kalaja, 1995).

In a recent presentation, Leki (1996) pointed out that writing in second language classes
has served multiple purposes over the last few decades, such as helping to identify errors
students still needed to improve, and the types of overlaying errors (e.g. the lack or
inappropriate use of explicit connectors) students made that inhibited them from becoming
“good” writers. Writing has even been implemented in foreign language education just for
the sake of writing. In addition, a branch of current writing theory has assigned writing the
role of helping students develop critical thinking skills in order to advance their social
status, fight oppression and change their sociopolitical contexts (Leki, 1996).2

This last development clearly converges with suggestions from Kramsch (1993) and
Strasma and Foster (1992) to view language leamers as co-authors of knowledge, whose
prior experiences can and should aid the teaching and acquisition of a second language.
These suggestions are also commensurate with findings in cognitive and schema theories of

language learning (Carrell, 1983; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; McLaughlin, 1986).

2 Regarding this last point, Leki warns that it could be harmful for the students if they attempt to
bring about any changes in the socio-political system they are in, without understanding thoroughly the
implications (social, political, economical, etc.) of such actions.
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Although the sample of second language acquisition research areas presented here is by
no means an exhaustive representation of all factors influencing the success or failure of
language learning (for a more complete discussion see Chapter 2), it offers an overview of
the many avenues in which further research addressing the possibilities of using technology
in the FL classroom can improve our understanding of the social, cognitive, psychological,
and cultural (among many other) processes that transpire when a leamer embarks upon the

odyssey of learning a foreign language.

The Importance of this Investigation

After having presented briefly the numerous variables that influence foreign language
learning outcome in a formal setting (i.e. classroom), it is germane to mention why and
how the current study can 1) help contribute to SLA theory building, and 2) apply to and be
applied to classroom teaching practice (i.e. the connection of theory and practice).

In order to respond to these questions, it is important to state that this dissertation is
founded in the assumption that the relationship between theory and practice can be mutually
(i.e. bidirectionally) satisfying in the field of second language acquisition and theory. Itis
the ambition of this dissertation, consequently, to test existing second language acquisition
theories against the findings of this study, as well as adjust or reconfirm these theories
based on the findings. It is also anticipated that the analyses of the data collected for this
research will help reshape further SLA theories in connection with classroom-based foreign
language learning processes (cultural, psychological and sociolinguistic processes).

Examining complex language leamning phenomena that are present during interactive
writing in an intact FL classroom setting, it is expected that during this research study the
interaction of SLA variables (social, psychological, cultural) will become observable, as

well the effects of the individual variables. Thus, looking at a complex SLA context, a
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wide array of individual SLA theories can be tested against the data gathered for this study,
as well their interactive effect on the language learning outcome.

Technology seems to gain increasing importance as a learing and communicating tool
among the new generations of students at the University of Arizona. In order to exploit the
already leamed computer skills for the betterment of FL acquisition, it is fundamental that
the ways in which and the extent to which technology can be incorporated into a
theoretically-grounded (SLA) pedagogical repertoire be explored. It could also be argued,
that as technology influences the way individuals interact with each other, work, and view
the world around them3, it is unavoidable that technology will also influence the way
individuals will learn (languages as well as other subjects). Therefore, investigating how,
to what extent and with what outcome CALL shape SLA processes, is essential to ensure
that the role of technology will be that of enhancing and not debilitating these processes.

Finally, in response to these two questions, Dunkel (1991) urges second language
researchers to ensure that computers and FL learning software are not used indiscriminately
in FL classrooms, as it is not technology itself, but how it is utilized that will affect learning
outcomes. As computer-based innovations become available, it is important to look at
individual activities that are made possible by these innovations, that could improve foreign
language pedagogical practices. In a communicatively oriented FL classroom, where a
pedagogical objective is to prepare students for authentic interaction with native speakers of
the foreign language, it is indispensable that authentic communicative activities (e.g.
computer-mediated interaction) be tested against already existing SLA theories. This
critical examination of practice and theory can ensure that the learning activity is presented

and incorporated into the syllabus in the optimal manner.

3 For example, nowadays a dialog between strangers from two different countries or on two
different continents is only a matter of seconds away, changing the way people understand the concept of
distance and interpersonal relationships (Armstrong et al., 1995).
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The goal of this dissertation, therefore, is to contribute to our understanding of how
foreign language pedagogy can benefit from the use of modemn, sophisticated, interactive
technology in a communicatively oriented third-semester German course. It is a further
objective of this study to explore the applicability of existing SLA theories in the context of
technologically enhanced FL interaction, and to contribute to a potential adjustment of these
theories, reconfirm them or perhaps redirect them. Finally, and expanding on Leki’s
suggestion, this dissertation aims to look at yet another goal writing can serve, namely, to
help students in the second or foreign language learning context develop (authentic)
communicative skills through interactive writing with opportunities provided by innovative

interactive technological learning tools.

Definitions

As demonstrated, the issues at hand are not perspicuous; various facets of language
learning interact with each other, blending the individual aspects (somewhat more clearly
defined source disciplines and theories). To ensure that the already complex language
acquisition processes which will be discussed and investigated in this study are not further
complicated by the often amorphous terminology (many concepts have several possible
definitions, depending on the discipline or paradigm in which they are used at any given
time), a few salient technical terms will be defined in the following section, presenting the

meaning chosen for or assigned to them for the purposes of this dissertation.

computer-mediated interaction: In the literature on second language acquisition and
computer technology, computer-mediated interaction can refer to both synchronous and
delayed interaction (Kem, 1995; Leppinen and Kalaja, 1995). The first activity type allows
students to interact with each other immediately, where all students must be logged on to

the same network (students do not have to be in the same physical location necessarily).



The second activity indicates interaction among learners, whereby one person can send
written output to the other students (or even one other individual), and the other
interlocutor(s) can respond at a later point in time (students do not have to be logged on to
the network at the same time or even at the same location) (Fast, 1995; Healy Beauvois,
1995; Kern, 1995; Leppinen and Kalaja, 1995).

Thus, computer-mediated interaction refers to communication among participants in a
dialogue where the medium of verbal (and information) exchange is the computer (Kern,
1995). For the purposes of this dissertation, this term refers to an activity which allows
language learners to practice the foreign language with other non-native speaking learners
of the same foreign language, employing software that enables them to use a computer
terminal to send and receive messages from their fellow classmates (here, the other non-
native speakers of German). Furthermore, in this dissertation the interaction took place
synchronously - also termed as real-time - where the students were in the same room at the
same time to complete the task using an interconnected network of computer stations. In
other words, the data was collected in part from a synchronous computer-mediated

discussion by students in third-semester German classes.

computer-conferencing: This is a type of computer-mediated interaction which is defined
above. Generally, it too can refer to simultaneous or delayed-time interaction, where more
than one computer and more than one participant share and exchange information using an
interconnected computer system. For the purposes of this dissertation, the term will refer
to one of the writing tasks the learners had to participate in as part of their third-semester
language course requirements. For this task, students interacted with each cther
simultaneously in a computer laboratory at the University of Arizona. Each student was
seated at a separate IBM computer, typing in responses to five discussion questions in

German. Students participated in this activity twice during the semester.
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roup journals: This type of writing activity is popular in several academic fields (e.g.
English literature and teacher education). The purpose of these group journals is to provide
students with an opportunity to exchange ideas with their classmates in a written format.
During the Fall semester of 1996, each subject of this research study had to write four
group journal entries, into regular spiral notebooks. Each group journal was co-authored
by three to four students from the same class, who went to the University Library
individually to enter a 60 word minimum entry. In other words, the group of students did
not write each entry together, rather individual students wrote separate entries. One group,
thus, produced six to eight 60-word entries, written by individual students in response to
the entries of the other group members (or the main discussion questions). The topics for
these entries were similar (but not identical) to those of the computer conferencing
activities. Students were asked to write only in German, responding to the original
discussion questions as well as to the comments of their peers. Each entry was supposed to
be a minimum of 60 words in length. The same student was not supposed to write two

entries consecutively to ensure an interaction among the participants.

second / foreign language acquisition / learning: The terms second language acquisition

and foreign language learning will be used interchangeably in this dissertation. In relevant
literature, generally, both “second” and “foreign” are differentiated, as well as the pair
“acquisition” and “learning.” However, the distinctions are somewhat unclear in many
instances. To take the first pair of expressions, the expression “second” is immediately
questionable, as many language learners already speak two or three other languages,
therefore “second” only refers to a language other than the student’s first, native language.
Furthermore, there is considerable data identifying the differences of the terms “learning”
and “acquisition,” (Krashen and Terrell, 1983). However, in this dissertation they will be

used interchangeably to refer to the processes involved in students’ language development
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in accordance with the cognitive theory of second language acquisition, conceived of as a
part of the learning continuum, where language features are accessible first with great
conscious effort then later automatized (requiring very little cognitive energy,

subconsciously accessible by the speaker) (Larsen-Freeman, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987).

interlanguage: This term - used with different definitions in the fields of sociolinguistics,
linguistics, pragmatics, etc. - will in this dissertation refer to the level of linguistic ability
students possess at various stages of their language learning endeavor. “Interlanguage(s)”
represents the variety of language a learner can produce at any given moment of
development (Kachru and Nelson, 1996), and which incorporates features from both the
learner’s native language and the “target” language (Tarone, 1983). Interlanguages, often
envisioned as a set of “interim grammars” (Selinker, 1972), utilize “different psychological
mechanisms than native languages” (McLaughlin, 1986). Other researchers observed that
there is systematicity in leamners’ use of interlanguages regardless of their native languages
or the target language, which can be interpreted as proof for natural processes influencing
the development of such systems (Andersen, 1978; Brown, 1987).

This last theoretical approach creates the main supporting framework for the use of the
term “interlanguage” in this dissertation. Adapting Kramsch’s (1993) concept of “third
culture” to a linguistic perspective, it can be argued that there is no one “target” language
towards which students can or should work. Rather, the goal of communicative language
learning can be seen as helping students develop skills by which they can interact
increasingly successfully with a variety of native speakers of the language (German in this
context), while allowing them to incorporate their individual identities and idiosyncratic
linguistic choices into their language output.

To summarize, in this dissertation, the term “interlanguage” will be used to refer to the

language variety individual students produce while participating in the two sets of writing



tasks, including the lexical, syntactic and functional choices they make, observing the

success of these choices.

Outline of the Dissertation

Having presented the rationale supporting the importance of investigating the role of
computer-mediated written conversation to enhance learners’ opportunities for practicing
the foreign language communicatively, and having defined the most basic terminology in
order to create a skeleton theoretical framework for this study, it is now appropriate to
delineate the further organization of this dissertation.

The report of this study will be divided into four further chapters. In order to provide a
comprehensive theoretical foundation for the investigation of the research questions,
Chapter 2 will discuss relevant theoretical frameworks from a variety of academic domains
contributing to the understanding of second language acquisition processes. For this
purpose, salient research studies will be reviewed, and the literature pertinent to the
thorough exploration of the research questions will be critiqued.

In Chapter 3 the major research questions will be presented, followed by a discussion
and justification of the methodology used to gather and analyze the information necessary
for answering the research questions. This chapter will describe in detail the methods of
data collection, and the types of data collected, as well as why these types of data were
relevant to the investigation. Furthermore, the analytical and statistical measures used for
the interpretation of the data will be presented.

Chapter 4 will present the results of the research, providing answers to the research
questions based on the data collected, and on discussions from prior research in the

relevant fields of SLA theory. In order to illustrate the results of the study, sample writing
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from the subjects will be presented. Several tables and charts will be provided4 to facilitate
the interpretation of the findings.

The final chapter in this dissertation will be Chapter 5, which presents the interpretation
of the results and findings of this study both from a theoretical perspective and regarding
the implications they bear on foreign language pedagogy (where the pedagogical goal is the
development of communicative competence, Omaggio-Hadley, 1993; Saville-Troike,
1989). This chapter will also suggest further research possibilities for investigating the role
of computer-mediated written conversation for communicative language practice among

non-native speakers of foreign language, based on the findings of this research study.

4 Some charts and tables will be presented in the Appendix section, following Chapter 5.
Complete transcripts of the writing tasks will not be provided due to space limitations, but are available
from the author upon request.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature

As Chapter 1 indicated, a thorough discussion exploring the role of technology for
improving communicative language practice in the foreign language classroom would, by
necessity, need to address a multitude of complex issues from various theoretical domains
of second language acquisition (SLA), including foreign language pedagogy. The goal of
the two writing tasks (computer conferencing and group journals) is to help learners
develop appropriate interactional and communicative strategies in the foreign language that
will enable them to manage interactions with other learners of this language as well as with
native speakers thereof. Therefore, in order to determine which type of writing task lends
itself better to this communicatively oriented preparation, many aspects of second language
acquisition processes need to be discussed, first separately, then in synthesis to illustrate
the complexity of language learning.

To achieve this objective, this chapter will provide a thorough examination of the most
salient aspects of relevant SLA theories by reviewing pertinent literature and current
theoretical frameworks. This review of literature will lay the groundwork for the analysis
and discussion of the research findings from this study. However, to facilitate the
presentation of the substantial pertinent research that has been conducted in the field of
SLA, arbitrary categories will be superimposed on related theories and studies. However,
itis necessary to disclaim concurrently, that any clear separation of the various tenets of
SLA theories is truly feasible; these categories will only be provided for the sake of clarity.

The following overview demonstrates the various tenets of SLA theory that influence or
contribute to our understanding of the role of technology in foreign language education, of
the development of communicative skills of students in the foreign language learning
context, and of the role that writing plays in enhancing language pedagogy. This list is also

an outline of the subsequent discussion of pertinent theories and previous research:



. communication theory and interlanguage pragmatics (Goffman, 1981; Kachru,
1994; Kasper, 1985; Melrose, 1989; Saville-Troike, 1993, 1996; Schiffrin, 1994,
1996; Thomas 1984; Tyler, 1990, 1995; Tyler & Bro, 1992; Wildner-Bassett, 1991)

. interactive language learning (Doughty and Pica, 1986; Nunan, 1990; Pica, 1991)

. cognitive and social variables (Brown 1990; Ehrmann and Oxford, 1995; Freeman
and McElhinny, 1996; Gardner, 1985; Gass & Varonis, 1986; Larsen-Freeman
and Long, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987; Oxford, 1990)

. computer assisted language learning (Dunkel, 1991; Doughty, 1989; Venezky et
al., 1991) and computer mediated interaction (Kern, 1995; Leppinen et al., 1995)

. writing theory (Connor and Johns, 1990; Kroll, 1990; Leeds, 1996; Silva, 1993)

As can be seen from this list, the issues being discussed are complex. To reiterate, the
sub-headings are provided only for facilitating the overview of this complex literature; the
boundaries between the various realms of SLA theory are by no means as easily definable,

rather, they overlap with each other to various degrees.

C ication Tl i Interl
Successful communication between interlocutors requires the convergence of several
linguistic, paralinguistic and cultural systems on the part of each individual. While it can be
argued that each individual is a mosaic of cultural (thus personal) identities that influences
and defines the way in which she interprets the world - a unique way that does not match

anybody else’s interpretations completely - systems of understanding can and do
approximate each other well enough to allow successful interaction to take place. When
learners of a foreign language begin to internalize the often radically different belief,
linguistic and inferential systems (Bach and Harnish, 1979; Grice, 1957), successful

interaction with speakers of the other language can occur as soon as the learners’
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“proficiency” in the linguistic, paralinguistic, sociolinguistic and cultural systems
converges enough with those of other speakers of this language.

Although communication between individuals can take place without a shared linguistic
system (Saville-Troike, 1987), for example in routine activities such as greetings, or in
very contextualized instances, such as at customs where your passport is asked for, a more
sophisticated linguistic and sociolinguistic repertoire is needed to allow interaction among
speakers about abstract, complex and non-contextual ideas. On the other hand, knowing
one linguistic system (e.g. English) does not guarantee in itself successful communication.
Dialectic variation in pronunciation, word choice, syntactic preferences and idiomatic
expressions can frustrate communicative efforts, in addition to personal language variation
(idiosyncratic language use), attitudes and beliefs about the other speakers or even the state
of mind of the speakers at the time of the interaction.

Considering the possibility of successful communication without a common language
system, and the lack of success in instances when the participants of the interaction share a
common language, it can be seen that the ability to communicate is a complex skill that goes
beyond surface level lexical and syntactic knowledge. When language leamners begin the
adventure of acquiring a new language system, they need to be able to navigate among
numerous variables of language use. Becoming more proficient means, perhaps, that the
speaker is able to control more and more of the variables that determine the success of
interactions. As the next step, we must determine what these variables are, and what
learners can do to develop the necessary skills to manipulate these variables to accomplish
their communicative objectives.

There is ample theoretical support spanning several decades identifying one goal of
communicative foreign language education as helping students develop linguistic and
sociolinguistic skills that allow them to participate in meaningful interactions with speakers

of the other language (Bacon, 1990; Ommagio-Hadley, 1992; Savignon, 1990; Wildner-
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Bassett, 1990). Allwright (1984) states that communicative learning activities in foreign
language education are important because they facilitate

« transfer of language skills to the real world (i.e. authentic contexts)

« involvement in learning, and are, therefore, an effective instructional strategy

* learning through peer interaction (essential for developing important cognitive abilities)

To understand the role of communication in the foreign language classroom, it is
important to define what the objective “commaunicative competence” truly signifies.
Communicative competence refers to a speaker’s ability to manipulate a language system to
express intended meaning with correct linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic features
(Canale and Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972). This ability is founded in the speaker’s
background knowledge of how interactions are formulated, in her knowledge of the
language system, and in her ability to employ appropriately metalinguistic features of
communication (gestures, posture, etc.). In other words, the accessibility of appropriate
communicative strategies can be seen as part of the learner’s communicative competence.
Van Patten (1990) suggests that communication is “the negotiation of meanings intended
and interpreted within an interactional context” between interlocutors (30). This last point
is especially important because it suggests that communicative competence, while referring
to one individual’s linguistic, sociolinguistic, cultural and cognitive repertoire, only exists
in light of this individual’s ability to interact successfully with other interlocutors using
these various resources of knowledge.

Halliday (1970) states that communicative competence “involves interpersonal,
ideational, and textual functions.” This also suggests that the success of communication
depends on a speaker’s ability to interpret correctly the immediate context in which the
interaction takes place and the message of the other participants in an interaction, and to
respond appropriately, using the same rules for interaction that the other interlocutor(s) are

abiding by. In other words, in order to interact successfully with other interlocutors, an
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individual must have the same or at least similar enough interpretations of what is
appropriate linguistic and paralinguistic behavior (choice of register, rules of turn-taking,
gestures, posture, etc.) as the other interactants. In this framework speakers need to share
with each other a common reference system (what words refer to), in order to convey the
meaning they intend, and have the other interlocutors interpret that meaning appropriately.

In Kachru’s and Nelson’s (1995) interpretation, communicative competence refers to the
leamer’s ability to achieve intended communicative goals, where she is able to create
“recognizable and situationally appropriate discourse” (89). Therefore, even though it
might be impossible for two interlocutors to share the exact same linguistic and referential
systems, successful communication is feasible if the systems of each individual converge
enough, to the point of recognizability by the other interactant. What is considered to be
“convergent enough,” and recognizable depends on a multitude of personal, social and
cognitive factors of the interlocutors, such as attitude towards each other, each individual’s
age, gender, the speech variety they employ, status (in relation to the other speakers), even
the time of day and physical location of the speech event.

To restate, Kachru and Nelson (1995) claim that the key element in successful
communication is “appropriateness in all facets of language, including rate of speech and
level or register of lexis” [emphasis in original] (90), where values of “appropriateness” are
culturally determined. Saville-Troike (1989, 1996) supports this understanding of
communicative competence. She defines communicative competence as the information
speakers need to control and use, which allows them to “communicate appropriately within
a particular speech community,” applying simultaneously the appropriate linguistic,
sociolinguistic rules, “shared rules for interaction [and] cultural rules” (1989: 2-3).

To summarize these studies from the perspective of SLA, communicative competence
refers to the ability of FL learners to identify the interactive context, access and apply the

necessary linguistic, paralinguistic, sociolinguistic, and cultural rules for interaction (e.g.
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participant roles, registers, appropriate gestures, etc.) to achieve desired interactional goals.
Besides knowing the appropriate ways to interpret and react to interactions, being able to
determine what language to use when, and being able to approximate or diverge from this
expected (linguistic and / or non-verbal) behavior as one wishes is also a part of
communicative competence, if these decisions are based on informed choice (Wildner-
Bassett, 1990). It must be kept in mind, however, that successful interaction does not
solely depend on the communicative competence of the language learner, but also on the
reciprocal desire of all interlocutors to interact, to understand, and to be understood.

The question then arises, how language educators can help students develop the skills
necessary to “tackle” complex communicative demands. What is the “convergent enough”
or “similar enough” language use that will enable them to succeed in their interactions with
other speakers of the foreign language? The answer to this question is also not simple. As
mentioned above, the success of an interaction depends on more than merely the matching
of linguistic features. It involves knowing linguistic elements of a language (e.g. verbs,
patterns of elements, “range of possible variants”), the rules of interaction (e.g. appropriate
roles, rules for language choice, discourse patterns, “norms of interaction and
interpretation”) and relevant cultural information (e.g. social roles, value systems, beliefs)
(Saville-Troike, 1989: 24). However, each individual speaker uses these features in a
unique manner. How can educators then define “a native speaker” style of language use,
towards which the learners can converge? Is it even possible to identify one acceptable
native speaker style? The answer is both “yes” and “no.”

The term “native speaker” is present in SLA literature, yet the concept is not clearly
defined; there is often just negative evidence what a native speaker is not. Pearson and Lee
(1992) seem to assume that the difference between a “native speaker” and a “non-native
speaker” of English is that the latter group “spoke with a discernible foreign accent’ (115).

From a more general perspective, Gass and Varonis (1994) suggest that “nonnative
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speakers™ produce language that does not replicate “a correct target language form” in terms
of syntactic, lexical and functional choices (288). From Thomas’ article (1984) it appears
that a “non-native speaker” is a user of a language who misapplies pragmalinguistic
features of a language (226).

Therefore, although there is no clear definition of a “native speaker,” it seems that this
“target” can still be identified by her appropriate use of certain syntactic features, of
pronunciation (accent), of lexical items, of functional and pragmatic features of the
language. It could be argued perhaps, that despite strong individual preferences for
language use, there are certain linguistic, sociolinguistic and cultural features that determine

whether the speaker is a native speaker or not. Figure 1. attempts to illustrate the concept

of “native speaker language.”

Each white circle represents the language
of individual native speakers (NS 14) of a
language. There are language features that
each speaker shares with certain other native
speakers (shown by the intersection of two
circles), while not with others.

The shaded square in the middle of the
drawing represents the “native speaker
language” (NS - L): linguistic, sociolinguis-
tic and cultural features of a given language,
that are known and shared by all native
speakers of this language.

Figure 1. - Model of Native Speaker Language

As an example for Figure 1., one could think of four native speakers of English (NS 1 -
4). NS 1 is an artist who has certain language use preferences that are shaped by her
individual experiences, and which are not shared by any other of the four speakers (e.g. the
concept of the color “rose”). However, this same artist shares a wide range of expressions
and lexical items with NS 2 a member of an art school (e.g. a specialized meaning of the
word “blending”), which neither of them shares with either NS 3, who is an architect or

NS 4 from the linguistics department of the local university. Yet, all of these individuals
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are able to communicate about a wide variety of topics, due to the many linguistic features
they have in common, and the cultural references that they share. For example, they would
all be able to tell weather certain syntactic combinations are permissible or not in the
English language. They would also know the pronunciation, stress and intonation patterns
of basic English words. They would also know, probably, that informal clothing is
appropriate for dining at McDonald's (unless there is a five-star restaurant with the same
name as the fasi food chain).

According to this understanding of “native speaker, " it is feasible to provide language
learners with some syntactic, lexical, pragmatic and cultural rules towards which to strive.
Furthermore, in this paradigm learners need to converge the shared wealth of knowledge
to a high enough degree to allow for similar understandings of these linguistic,
sociolinguistic and cultural features of language.

Kramsch (1993) presents another perspective of the notion of “native” in her discussion
of cultural identity, which can also be adapted to the linguistic self-realization of language
learners. She states that it is a mistake to consider the goal of FL classes to be teaching
students a “target culture.” (9). She explains that the term “target” is overly simplistic as it
implies the existence of a single possible, ultimate goal of cultural attainment towards
which students need to strive. She claims that instead of considering the complete cultural
understanding of the foreign society to be the one acceptable and desired goal of FL
curriculum, the recognition of a “third culture” should be encouraged.

The idea of a “third culture” refers to the process of becoming aware of the thought
patterns and behavioral expectations of the myriad sub-cultures of one’s own culture, as
well as those of the society whose language one is learning. Kramsch claims, furthermore,
that a complete understanding of all sub-cultures is an unattainable goal for a FL classroom,
since such a global understanding is not possible even by native members of a society.

Instead, the goal of FL education should be to help students develop skills to recognize
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diversity in both their own and the other cultural contexts. Kramsch believes that becoming
aware of such cross-cultural complexities should allow students to become more able to
navigate in unexpected situations, by virtue of expanding their repertoire of possible
outcomes and consequences of their own thinking and behavior.

Expanding this notion to the linguistic sphere of language learning, it can be said that
“target language” similarly excludes the validity of the leamers’ existing interlanguage for
communicative purposes by implying that successful communication in the given language
is not possible until all requirements of one (unspecified) norm of native-speaker language
are met. Yet, foreign language learners could transfer rules for communication from their
native language(s), applying these rules successfully to interactive situations in the foreign
languageS. Nemser (1971) considered interlanguages to be “approximative systems”
which are themselves capable of communicating ideas, and which gradually approach
native speaker levels (claims have been made that only five percent of all adult second
language learners ever reach native speaker proficiency successfuily — Cook, 1993: 18).

To summarize the above two perspectives on the existence of “native speaker language,”
it could be said that one objective of communicatively oriented FL pedagogy should be to
“target the interlanguage.” In other words, there is an identifiable, although not clearly
definable, style of language use that is representative of and shared by native speakers.
However, a complete convergence by a non-native speaker to native speaker levels of
proficiency is highly unlikely. Therefore, it would be desirable to help language learners
develop ways of utilizing the knowledge and level of communicative competence they are
able to control at any given time for the purpose of participating in successful interactions

with other speakers of the foreign language at any stage of their interlanguage development.

5 the notion of transfer of rules from the speaker’s first language has been supported in terms of
syntactic and lexical features; transfer of patterns of interaction has not yet been addressed to the best
knowledge of this researcher.
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As the term “development” implies, interlanguage is not a static linguistic system, rather
one that constantly shifts and converges to either the speaker’s native or the foreign
language she is learning (Adjemian, 1976; Brown, 1987). Based on either learned rules or
by observing naturally occurring language, learners can constantly refine their
interlanguage, or the level of communicative competence they have. These refinements can
occur in any of the three sub-components of communicative competence identified by
Saville-Troike: “linguistic knowledge”, “cultural knowledge”, and “interaction skills”.

This indicates that a way communicatively oriented FL courses can help students
develop communicative competence is to provide opportunities for these students in the
classroom to improve their control over all three of these sub-components. Necessary
practice can be provided by learning syntactic rules, reading to improve vocabulary and
other linguistic knowledge (Swaffar, 1986), incorporating authentic materials into the
lessons (to gain cultural knowledge from muitiple perspectives), and practicing interactive
language use with as many other interlocutors as possible (to enhance interaction skills
using a diverse linguistic and sociolinguistic repertoire from a multitude of discourse roles).

Interactive language learning tasks, such as group and partner work or information gap
activities have been described in literature as being excellent devices (if designed well) for
providing students with opportunities to develop an acceptable level of communicative
competence (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Nunan, 1990; Pica, 1991). Well-designed interactive
classroom activities encourage students to use the FL in communicative and authentic
contexts, where they have the opportunity to use the language creatively (i.e. not merely
manipulate isolated lexical items or grammatical features mechanically), employing a variety
of discourse functions, such as giving and taking directions, problem solving with a peer
or eliciting and providing factual information. However, well-designed activities can be
difficult to create, and might provide only limited ranges of interactional features, instead of

a truly integrative authentic forum of interaction.
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In order to create a variety of opportunities for authentic communicative FL practice, it is
important to ensure that students are not limited in the type of interactional roles they can
practice. For example, if students in a FL class are only seldom given the opportunity to
direct the course of discussions (because the teacher mostly initiates, controls and
terminates interactions), they will not be able to manage communications when they are
outside the classroom context interacting with other speakers of the FL. Thus, to assist the
development of communicative competence, interactive instructional activities need to be
designed that allow learners to use the FL in a multitude of participant roles, using a variety
of discourse functions, not only traditionally expected ones.

Hatch (1992) identifies traditional student roles in the American classroom as teacher
controlled and defined, where students act only as “reactors” to teacher prompts. She
illustrates her claim by several statements: “teachers are in charge”, “teacher determines”,
“teacher signals topic shift” (92-97). Therefore, it seems, students are generally limited to
the role of respondent; they must follow and wait for the instructor’s lead when shifting
topics or maneuvering interactions. In this framework, students are also not scripted to
control nomination (either topic or turn-taking), and must use signals (either verbal or non-
verbal) to indicate a wish to participate in the interaction (Which permission might or might
not be granted them). Teachers are also almost exclusively responsible for “evaluating”
student performance, giving feedback and controlling the amount of clarification
{occasionally even negotiation of meaning) that can develop (Hatch, 1994: 100).

Although Hatch’s discussion of these classroom roles is over-simplified, as she does
not provide the sociocultural context or the detailed individual participant roles by which
she analyzes the discussions, there seem to be rather traditional roles, both perceived and
real, on the part of students and instructors for themselves as well as for each other. These
roles are defined and determined by cultural, personal and institutional factors that interact

when identifying the appropriate behavior in the classroom for both both the instructor and
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students. Often, due to the culturally diverse backgrounds of the participants present in the
FL classroom, these expected roles of individual members do not match the expectations of
the other participants. Either these roles or the pedagogical content of FL classrooms, or a
combination of these forces, limit the types of interaction that students can practice, and
leam during the course of their studies. These interactions, consequently, do not prepare
the students well for interaction in the FL with native members of that society / culture, due
to the sometimes unauthentic script of classroom cultures.

This does not by any means imply that there is one definitive possibility of interactional
scripts and styles students can memorize to guarantee successful communication with
German-speaking individuals. Discourse or participant identities and roles simuitaneously
direct and are directed by various contextual, social and personal variables that influence the
way an individual takes part in communicative interaction (Schiffrin, 1994). These
variables can be influenced by the physical setting of the interaction, as well as a myriad of
other contextual determinants, as was pointed out earlier (e.g. socio-economic status of the
interlocutors; time of day, the language of interaction, the other participants present, etc.).
“...[the] terms ‘individual,’ ‘self,” and ‘person’ reflect different ways of conceptualizing
human beings, e.g. as a member of the human kind, as a locus of experience, and as an
agent-in-society respectively” (Harris, 1989; Schiffrin, 1994: 387). Participant identities
“are relevant to, and displayed through, what is being said” (Schiffrin, 1994: 388).

As this section suggests, the concept of communicative competence is founded in the
learner’s level of interlanguage (linguistic, sociolinguistic and cultural knowledge). Thus,
in order to facilitate the communicative development of learners, it is important to create
activities that are equipped to provide many opportunities for refining their knowledge of
these sub-components. In other words, they must be allowed to develop skills needed for
identifying, using and manipulating appropriate linguistic and sociolinguistic features of the

FL from a wide range of interactant roles in a wide range of interactional contexts.
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Several second language acquisition models (cognitive theory, schema theory, monitor
model, interlanguage theory) support the usefulness of meaningful interactive language
leaming activities for the development of communicative competence and cognitive abilities
needed for second language acquisition. These theories suggest that both meaningful
language input and output are necessary to create interconnected highways of information
in the mind that allow the development of communication skills, as well as the development
of various types of linguistic, sociolinguistic, cultural and other factual knowledge.

Although there is little agreement on the type and amount of necessary input for
successful language acquisition, researchers in general do not deny the fact that input is
essential for FL learning. For this context, input refers to linguistic data that learners (both
first and foreign language) must be exposed to in order to develop proficiency in this
language6 (Krashen, 1985). Leamers’ level of proficiency at any given time was indicated
by ‘i ‘. He suggested that only by providing leamers with linguistic data at a slightly
higher level of sophistication than they were at at any given moment (‘i + 1°, only slightly
above the learner’s current level of proficiency to prevent anxiety and frustration) enabled
them to improve their proficiency in the FL. Later both Krashen and other researchers
realized that not only meaningful input, but also meaningful output (production, not only
reception of linguistic data) was necessary to advance language proficiency.

Krashen (1982) promoted meaningful output as a way for practicing the FL. while
simultaneously providing fellow language learners with further meaningful input.
McLaughlin (1987) and Bialystok (1981) also consider output and practice an essential

component of FL acquisition. Research exploring the role, type and success of interactive

6 Considerable literature is available on critiquing Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (Cook, 1993;
Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987). However, for the purpose of this dissertation, only
his definition of “input” will be adapted, therefore pre-preempting the need for a more thorough discussion.
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leaming practices is abundant, and supports the benefit of learner-to-learner interaction for
the development of communicative competence in the foreign language.

The following pages will be dedicated to a more thorough review of this literature,
addressing various issues of interactive language learning, such as the nature of non-native
speaker to non-native speaker language, negotiation of meaning, cultural and psychological
factors in communication and possible causes for lack of success of communication.

Tke first important aspect of non-native speaker to non-native speaker interaction was
discussed by Kramsch (1985). She suggests that the FL learners use in classroom is an
authentic mode of communication and not merely an attempt at mimicking the interactional
situations with native speakers of a language. She adds that accepting students’ language as
an authentic mode of communication does not mean that “the classroom is similar to the
natural environment;” such an interpretation of classroom discourse would be “both
deceiving and threatening” to the students (182). Leamners have several tasks of language
learning, which include learning how to “identify words and attribute meanings, make
relevant contributions, form grammaticaily and lexically acceptable utterances” (Kramsch,
1985: 171), and learning how to use these new words appropriately when communicating
with other speakers of the language. One underlying objective of learning and practicing
with other non-native speakers of a language is to develop interactive skills that can be
transferred to interactions with native speakers of the language as well.

In order to prepare learners for interactions in the foreign language, they need to be
provided with opportunities to practice the language and control the interaction from a
variety of discourse roles. To become flexible participants in interactions with other
speakers of the foreign language, they also need to be able to manipulate the language and
the interaction with a wide range of discourse functions. In interactive situations, learners
must “initiate turns, seek and give opinions, seek and give information, clarify, comment,

elaborate on others’ ideas, summarize, [and] review what has been said” (Kramsch, 1985:
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172). In addition, they need to learn how to maintain focus in the discussion, how to
initiate, challenge previous ideas or how to take over a turn at talk. As part of the
pedagogical orientation towards developing communicative competence, learers need to
learn “how to acquire control over the discourse of the classroom...” which is “at least as
important as what is said and learned” (Kramsch, 1985: 172).

As part of successful interaction, learners also need to be able to avoid communicative
mishaps or catastrophes. They need to acquire the skills necessary to rephrase or ask for
help when communication breaks down. Being able to manipulate interactions to avoid
face-losing errors (e.g. using hedges to gain time) is important in the FL classroom as well,
where peer pressure is strong and can inhibit learners from participating in conversations if
they are “painfully aware of their lack of social skills in the foreign language” (Kramsch,
1985: 175). Furthermore, in addition to learning productive skills for controlling
interactions, learners need to interpret the information (linguistic, pragmatic and cultural)
they receive from the other interlocutors as well.

Allwright (1984) suggests that learners can prepare for interactions with native speakers
of a language by practicing interactions in the classroom. By allowing learners to interact
with their peers in small group or pair activities, each individual will receive more
opportunities for communicative practice (Kramsch, 1985). However, it seems that these
authors assume that language classes consist of highly motivated learners who do not share
a native language. While it is important to create many opportunities for learner-to-learner
interactions, in many situations more reluctant individuals will remain silent if their
motivation level is low, or learners will revert to their shared native language instead of
struggling through the unfamiliar maze of a different language system. Some further
factors resulting in reduced participation can be a real or perceived lack of proficiency in the
language, personality types or cultural preferences (Ehrman and Oxford, 1995; Gardner,
1985; Kramsch, 1985; Philips, 1983).
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As part of the development of communicative competence, students need to be made
aware of several non-linguistic factors that influence the outcome of interactions. Some of
these factors are, for example, the perceived role and status of interactants within one
specific interactional context (Pearson and Lee, 1992; Tyler, 1995). Learners need to learn
how to interpret information they are provided with, and develop an awareness of how
their behavior might be interpreted by other speakers of the language’. Not being aware of
the possibilities for mismatches of interactional expectations, and not being willing to
investigate and repair these mismatches, can have dire consequences.

Tyler (1994) investigated an interaction between a Korean tutor and his American
student, who both judged their interaction to be a failure. Tyler found that both participants
had vastly different schemata for their roles as student and tutor, and had different rules for
directing interactions (e.g. order of turn-taking, turn length, etc.). Tyler and Davies (1990)
suggest that it is essential that such instances of “communication missteps” in cross-cultural
interactions be made “explicit... in order to allow [their] demystification.” (385). Thomas
(1983) categorizes such incidents as “sociopragmatic failures”, as they “involve the
student’s system of beliefs as much as his / her knowledge of the language” (91).

Not only linguistic and pragmatic mismatches can cause problems in interaction,
however. Students need to be made aware of cultural expectations and attitudes as well to
be able to interpret correctly the linguistic data they receive from native speakers. Gass and
Varonis (1985) observed that both native and non-native speakers of English were given
information in “foreigner talk” (a language variety with reduced lexical and syntactic
complexity) at a Michigan university if they appeared physically to be non-English

speakers (one of their subjects was an Asian-American, the other was an Asian student),

7 Although it is not suggested here that learners learn all possible reactions to their linguistic and
paralinguistic behavior, being aware of a range of possibie reactions and developing a tolerance for
ambiguity and negotiation of cultural expectations can improve their success in interactions with other

speakers of a language.
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suggesting that physical perception effects the outcome of interactions even before
linguistic information is exchanged. This finding was contradicted by Pearson’s and Lee’s
study (1992), however, which found that non-native speakers had to make explicit their
lack of comprehension before any linguistic adjustments were made by the native speakers.
In order to facilitate the mental organization of cultural information about the foreign
society (and the FL), cultural stereotypes can be used to provide guiding frameworks for
categorizing input until they “assume negative aspects...and...cease to be just a mode of
socialization” (Saville-Troike, 1989: 195). While stereotyping is a useful and “in any case
inevitable process,” especially at the initial stages of SLA, it is important to emphasize the
existence of individual preferences and influences for communicative styles when helping
learners develop interactive skills in the FL (preferences for directing or terminating
conversations). The notion of personal variation must be made explicit (which can be
achieved by presenting more than one authentic language sample pertaining to the same
idea), to prepare learners for the flexibility of adapting to diverse interactional requirements.
An additional component of communicative competence is the learner’s ability to choose
among interactional styles, and make informed decisions when to converge with or diverge
from the interactional styles of native speakers. Students should be allowed to express
their own identities through the language they use (in order to make their interlanguage
more authentically communicative), yet they should be aware of the social or personal
implications of their language choice (Wildner-Bassett, 1990). One aspect of language
choice and awareness is that students might learn the language style of their main source of
native speaker input, namely the instructor. Therefore, instructors must be aware of their

own language styles to be able to inform their students (e.g. dialect or gender variation8).

8 Many researchers claim that gender is not an adequate determinant of language variation by itself
(Freeman and McElhinney, 1996; Tannen, 1992), others, however, found systematic differences in gender-
based language use (Pearson & Lee, 1992; Scotton & Bernsten, 1988).



Pearson and Lee (1992) recommend that informing students about the gender-based
language differences is a double-edged sword. This statement can be adapted to other
causes of language use variation. On the one hand, making sociolinguistic differences
explicit allows students to make informed choices; on the other hand, this might “perpetuate
certain gender {and other types of sociolinguistic] differences that might otherwise even
collapse” (125). These authors promote learner to learner interactional activities as these
help develop awareness for a large variety of interactional styles, and “sensitivities to
linguistic choice” with data from their immediate environment (125).

Students occasionally complain that interacting with their peers limits the type of input
they receive, as it is syntactically and lexically not as sophisticated or error-free as input
from native speakers. Yet, it has been found on many occasions that even native speakers
often alter their level of linguistic output when interacting with non-native speakers
(Pearson and Lee, 1988). Furthermore, Gass and Varonis (1994) state that the relationship
between lexical and syntactic development and interaction is mutually complementary,
whereby interaction provides the context and opportunities for more sophisticated language
output, which retroactively enhances the success of communication.

Gass and Varonis (1994) state that the connection between “linguistic adjustments” and
second language “acquisition” is logical (285). They claim that linguistic adjustments allow
learners to comprehend better and more completely the information the other speaker
wishes to convey, and “comprehension promotes acquisition. Therefore, adjustments
facilitate acquisition” (285). Again, developing skills to negotiate meaning successfully
allows the learner to approach interactions as a live process, which is co-constructed by all
interlocutors, and which is affected by a variety of static (age, gender, socioeconomic
status) and dynamic (time of day, role in conversation) contextual factors.

Gass and Varonis (1989) also found that through negotiation of meaning between non-

native speakers of a language, the linguistic output of each interlocutor increasingly
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approximated the norms of the target language. This convergence might be explained by the
fact that the process of negotiation of meaning “focus[es] the learner’s attention on the parts
of discourse that are problematic, either from a productive or a receptive point of view.”
(Gass and Varonis, 1994: 299). Therefore, by focusing on the problem areas, students are
more able to repair them, thus enhancing the quality of their output both syntactically and
lexically. Schmidt (1990) argues that the active involvement of interactants in the
negotiation of meaning raises the processes of language comprehension and production to a
higher level of awareness, which makes learning possible.

Besides raising awareness, interactions between non-native speakers can also lower the
learners’ affective filter. When interacting with native speakers, a lack of comprehension
(perceived or real), a high level of input, and possible personal preferences for interaction
might hinder the successful outcome of communication on the part of the language learner.

In addition to the two previous positive effects of interactions between nonnative
speakers of a language, such learning activities enhance the development of communicative
competence by forcing students to express themselves more carefully. When students are
involved in exchanging (requesting and giving) information, negotiation of meaning will
ensue by necessity. Language learners, unlike language teachers, might not be familiar
with “learner language,” where teachers can identify and guess successfully the intended
meaning of student utterances by virtue of experience. Instead, when interacting with each
other, students are forced to attempt more carefully, with cooperation from the other
interlocutors, to produce language that is more effective communicatively (e.g. syntax,
word choice, etc.). Doughty and Pica (1984) found, furthermore, that language learners
were more likely to partake in negotiation of meaning and in repairing mistakes when their

interlocutors were other language learners, as opposed to the instructor.

9 The question and role of the affective filter in second language acquisition will be discussed in
further detail in the section on motivation and attitudes.



However, as mentioned earlier, the success of native speaker - nonnative speaker
communication depends not only on the type or amount of practice learners receive.
Rather, a wide array of cognitive and social variables also assist or hinder attempts at
interaction. These variables can affect learning outcomes individually as well as in
combination with one another. Understanding the role these personal factors in the context

of SLA and FL pedagogy can enhance the leaming opportunities students are given.

Learning activities have to appeal to learners on both social and cognitive grounds, in
order to enhance the students’ opportunities to acquire a FL.. Although learners are not
always aware of how such factors influence their success in a FL, research has shown that
a multitude of personal and cognitive variables can promote or hinder SLA processes.

Among these variables are several cognitive factors such as learners’ prior knowledge
(of the FL as well as of general information about the world), learning style preferences,
experience with learning languages, proficiency in the FL and experience with using
computers (in the context of computer-assisted language learning). Cognitive factors are
further enhanced or limited by certain social variables including attitude, motivation, social
status, gender, and belief systems (e.g. about the importance of learning) among others.

To ensure a well-founded discussion of findings, research on the development of
communicative competence in a FL must address these social and cognitive variables as
they help define the participants whose communicative competence is investigated.
Furthermore, it is beneficial for the improvement of communicatively oriented teaching
practices to be informed and guided by theoretical findings in the field of SLA. The
purpose of the following section is to discuss various social and cognitive learning
variables, and present findings from SLA research that explain how understanding the role

of these variables in language learning processes can augment foreign language pedagogy.
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Cognitive Variables:

A cognitive view of SLA is relevant for this dissertation in two ways: first, it explains
how linguistic (and other) information is represented in the mind; and second, it recognizes
the importance of linguistic practice by means of producing meaningful output.

According to cognitive SLA theories, linguistic information is stored in the mind on
nodes and synapses as interconnected networks (Larsen-Freeman & Long; 1991;
McLaughlin, 1986). With the help of this continually adjusting and restructuring network
of information, learners internalize FL input, moving from being able to activate this
network only consciously to a more automatic level of accessibility (Brown, 1987;
MclLaughlin, 1986). McLaughlin proposes that linguistic knowledge is initially activated
one node or small units at a time (result of conscious learning). Paths that develop by
activating certain groups of nodes in the same order repeatedly, form networks of know-
ledge that through adequate practice will be activated together (automatized, thus acquired).

Another tenet of this theory claims that language learning is a skill, developed through
practice of lower level sub-skills (e.g. selecting the correct lexical item or pragmatic
conventions), which are restructured based on further linguistic evidence, and which
eventually become automatized (McLaughlin, 1987). The purpose of automaticity,
refinement and restructuring is to allow more efficient processing and production of
language (Cheng, 1985). Automatization can be accomplished through practice, rehearsal
or drill (Doughty, 1987: 150), where learned, analyzed information becomes acquired
knowledge. “Cognitive theory treats the acquisition of linguistic systems as it does the
acquisition of any complex cognitive skills... The acquisition of a cognitive skill is seen to
result form the automatization of routines or units of activity” (McLaughlin, 1987: 148-9).
Pieces of information, as well as linguistic sub-skills are gradually integrated into the
language learner’s automatic repertoire through practice, drill and by applying conscious

rules to knowledge already available (McLaughlin, 1987: 139).
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According to some researchers, linguistic sub-skills are organized hierarchically in the
mind, and lower-level sub-tasks must be mastered before the information can be processed
automatically (Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Levelt, 1978). Karmiloff-Smith (1986) suggests
three phases explaining how linguistic sub-skills are internalized. At the first stage, stimuli
from the environment are received and processed consciously from smaller (individual and
isolated) units to create overall meaning (bottom-up processes). In the next phase,
previously learned information provides an overall framework for language analysis, which
aids in processing new input (top-down processes). At the final stage, the stimulus from
the environment benefits from and enhances (readjusts, refines) already available internal
representations. At this level of automatization, incoming information is analyzed critically
by previously existing cognitive networks in an interactive top-down and bottom-up
process, both as isolated pieces of information and as overall groups of knowledge.

Similarly, McLaughlin (1987) also suggests a three-tiered structure for SLA processes.
First, the sub-components of a task are mastered. The next step is to simplify and unify the
knowledge gained from learning the sub-components of the task, and to internalize this
knowledge. The last phase of comprehension occurs when the learner can apply top-down
and bottom-up processes simultaneously to analyze incoming linguistic input; she must
“link previously isolated procedures into a unified representational framework™ (137).

However, it could be argued that no adult second language learner is a tabula rasa; each
individual is already able to manipulate one or more language systems. Learners can then
adapt many of the sub-skills already available to them from prior languages to any
consecutive ones, as knowing a language means more than knowing the lexical items and
syntactic rules thereof; it is also “understanding facts, expression, word knowledge and
general information” (Reutzel and Hollingsworth, 1991: 33). If the learner utilizes
knowledge (metalinguistic, sociolinguistic or world reference) from a first language,which

process has been observed by studies on interlanguage, then the models of automatization
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suggested by Karmiloff-Smith and McLaughlin are not supported. Instead of cognitive
development consisting of three linearly consecutive phases, all three “levels” can occur
simultaneously at all stages of adult second language acquisition.

Schema theory is similarly founded in the notion that information is stored in
interconnected networks in the mind. First identified by Bartlett in 1932, this model
presents a reader centered, psycholinguistic processing model of SLA (Carrell, 1988).
This theory suggests that incoming information either gets attached to already existing
frameworks of knowledge, or it creates new frameworks (Carrell and Eisterhold, 1988).

In the context of SLA, the knowledge available to the learners prior to and during SLA
processes can be either formal or content. The former refers to the learner’s knowledge of
the writing system of a language, its vocabulary and syntactic structures. The latter refers
to background information learners have about the foreign culture, members of the foreign
society, and the belief systems of individuals from that society. Both types of knowledge
are necessary for an improved comprehension of language, as they interactively allow for a
more efficient way of interpreting and storing incoming information: “most people now
accept [the fact] that the two processes interact” (Bock, 1988: 319).

While familiarity with content materials does not make up for lack of knowledge of the
linguistic code, it facilitates comprehension greatly even if FL proficiency were not enough
for understanding language input of equal difficulty about an unfamiliar topic (Carrell,
Devine and Eskey, 1988). Already existing networks allow new information to be
interpreted appropriately, while the novel input concurrently helps create new networks,
refine and adjust already available ones, and connect or restructure previously not
connected networks of knowledge (Huckin and Bloch, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987). Thus,
input is analyzed at several levels simultaneously, providing the language learner with an

ever increasing spiral of comprehension.
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It can be gathered from these two theories, that adequate practice in the foreign language
is essential for the development of communicative competence (Cook, 1993). Practice
allows leamners to activate helpful background knowledge, to connect new information to
these schemata, and to restructure more efficiently both old and new frameworks of
knowledge with the help of new information (Carrell and Eisterhold, 1983; Swaffar,
1986). Furthermore, practice is essential for establishing strong links between
interconnected networks of information to ensure a more efficient processing of both
linguistic input and linguistic output. Given this information, it can be said that the more
opportunities learners have for practice, the more efficiently they will be able to interact in
the foreign language.

Kem (1989) suggests that relevant schemata can be activated, and be made even more
useful, by making the FL readers aware of the reading skills they possess in their first
languages to avoid frustration and lack of success in FL reading. His suggestion can be
transferred to language learning in general, though. Allwright (1980), Kramsch (1985),
and Tyler and Bro (1992) all point out that awareness is a key component of language
learning processes. Awareness allows learners to anticipate, overcome or avoid pragmatic
missteps in interactions with other speakers of a language (Tyler and Davies, 1990).

Jones (1995) and Nunan (1995) wam, however, that insistent focus on autonomous
learning and individual responsibility for learning might not be appropriate in all cultural
contexts. In some cultures a social orientation to foreign language pedagogy might appeal
more to the culturally influenced learning style preferences of learners. Although, it is also
important to go beyond cultural stereotypes and attempt to accommodate individual learning
styles as much as possible. For example, Nunan (1995) mentions the Japanese preference
for collaborative learning, whereby individual work enjoys a lower level of respect than
activities that support cooperation between individuals. Saville-Troike (1989) suggests that

such stereotypes can facilitate initial interactions between cultures or individuals from
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different cultures. However, it could be argued that even within cultures that are
stereotypically individually focused or cultures that are socially oriented, there are
individual variations that could be addressed in the FL learning context.

Despite the warning of Jones (1995) and Nunan (1995) that many cultures might not
value learner autonomyi, in the sense of individualized attention, perhaps students from all
cultural backgrounds can benefit from autonomous practice. For example, computer-
conferencing in FL classrooms can provide opportunities for improved FL learning by
allowing more conversations to take place simultaneously, thus increasing the types of
topics discussed, thus possibly appealing to a larger number of language learners.
Furthermore, computer-conferencing also allows each individual to have the amount of
practice she or he needs in the foreign language. With computer-conferencing, students are
not limited to the few minutes of practice time they might receive in traditional classroom
situations (Kern, 1995).

The final set of cognitive variables to be mentioned here is learning style preference and
language leaming strategies. According to Ehrman and Oxford (1995), “Language learning
styles are the general approaches students are predominantly disposed to use in order to
learn a new language” (69). There are language learners who gain the most knowledge
when information is presented to them visually (i.e. visual learners). Others can learn best
by listening to the information (i.e. auditory learners). The final grouping of this very
basic distinction represents those students who need to sense physically the material that is
to be learned; these are kinesthetic learners, who benefit from acting out or performing
plays, manipulating realia, etc. (Oxford, 1991; Ehrmann and Oxford, 1995).

A more sophisticated description of language learning strategies is available from
Oxford (1990), who suggests that there are six main types of strategies language learners
might be predisposed to prefer: memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive,

affective and social strategies (17). The author suggests (1990; Ehrman and Oxford, 1995)
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that these categories of learning strategies and learning style preferences are arbitrarily
separated, and most learners use a combination of these strategies, and cannot be labeled as
purely visual or auditory learers. Identifying pedagogical tools to be appealing to several
of these learning preferences can be one goal of pedagogical research. Despite much
research investigating learning style preferences and learning strategies since Oxford
suggested that this research was “in its infancy,” (1990: 16), our understanding of these
cognitive variables still requires refinement and clarification (Ehrman and Oxford, 1995).
Another four characteristics of learner types are provided by the Myers-Briggs Type

Indicator (MBTT). This psychological measurement characterizes learners as:

1. being either introverted or extroverted,
2. preferring to learn by either factual presentation of information (sensing)
or by a more abstract presentation (intuitive),
3. desiring either a logical approach to language learning (thinking) or
one guided by personal attitudes (feeling), and
4. being either a judging (needing structure and closure) or perceiving (being able
to tolerate ambiguity and open-ended activities) learner
(Myers and McCaulley, 1985).

When practicing interaction in classroom discussions, ideally, all students would receive
the same opportunities for language practice. However, in reality, students who prefer to
learn the language through interaction, and who are not afraid of making mistakes, will
create for themselves the opportunities for interaction that the other shier students, or the
ones who prefer to plan will thus lose. Although there is evidence to the contrary (Busch,
1982; Ehrmann, 1989; Ehrmann and Oxford, 1990), Brown (1987) claims that extroverted
students will be more likely to succeed because they receive more practice, and interaction

with others also enhances the acquisition of foreign languages (Pica et al, 1991).



53

Pulling together the previous three areas of SLA investigations, it could be said that
learning style preferences determine also the manner in which language learners are best
able to process input in the foreign language, create new networks of knowledge, and
activate and restructure both formal and content schemata. As both the creation of
interconnected networks and the proper activation and readjusting of schemata have been
found essential for successful language acquisition processes, it is also logical, therefore
that all learning styles must be accommodated in FL pedagogy to ensure that all students
receive optimal opportunities for internalizing foreign language input.

With ever increasing numbers of students in various language classes, the allotted time
for individual and individualized language practice has been drastically reduced. Therefore,
innovative teaching practices must be developed that allow more students 1) to activate
necessary background knowledge (drawing upon both formal and content schemata),

2) to practice using the foreign language communicatively often enough, whereby they
develop sophisticated cognitive structures they are able to access automatically, and 3) to

accommodate the widest possible variety of learning style preferences.

Social Variables

As mentioned above, the successful development of communicative competence depends
on several cognitive and social variables of language learners. Some cognitive variables
were presented in the previous section, and a thorough discussion of social variables that
influence language learning outcomes is also necessary. Many social variables have been
found to affect SLA processes, such as the leamer’s age (can also be related to cognitive
factors), gender, language learning anxiety, self-esteem, experience with other languages,
educational background, support from the environment (e.g. parents, peers), motivation
for leaming a FL, and attitude towards the learning environment and other speakers of the

FL (Ehrman & Oxford, 1995; Oxford, 1990). In order to present a clearer overview of



these variables, information on these will be organized by the following sub-headings:

personal characteristics (age, gender), language learning anxiety, motivation and attitude.

personal characteristics (age, gender)

Personal variables such as age, gender and educational background can affect
communication either individually or in interaction with other personal variables. Age has
been identified by many researchers as a physiological factor which influences the degree
of proficiency one can attain in a FL, although there is still disagreement as to what age can
be considered the threshold for accomplishing native-speaker fluency (Cook, 1993;
Ehrman and Oxford, 1995; Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991). Besides the influence of a
speaker’s age on her ability to develop fluency in the FL, age is also a determining factor in
many cultures for the type or organization of interaction (Saville-Troike, 1989).

One characteristic of age-related language variation is the syntactic or lexical changes
certain age groups, such as teenagers, share to express in-group identity (Foster, 1986;
Labov, 1992; Rickford, 1996). Tarone (1996) suggested that often teenage learners in FL
contexts disengage from the learning process because their teachers cannot provide them
with language data that they could use to create in-group identities with their peers (which
is a key component of their socialization process in their native language context).

Interaction with one’s peers or other interactants can also be determined by the gender of
the interlocutors. Studies from the 1970’s found that in typical interactions between men
and women, men controlled the floor, the order and length of turns, the topic of the
conversation and they usually nominated the next speaker (Cameron, 1992; Fishman,
1983; Lakoff, 1975). Itis still supported that differences between men’s and women'’s
language exist (e.g. lexical and syntactic variation). However, it has been found that such a
one-dimensional perspective of gendered language and interaction is insufficient for

analyzing patterns of interaction. Investigations concerning the differences between men’s
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and women'’s language use must take into account other social variables, such as political
and socioeconomic status, age, the cultural context and the gender of the other interactants
(Freeman & McElhinny, 1996; Maltz & Borker, 1982; Pica et al, 1991; Tannen, 1994).
Very little research is available on the process of establishing gender-identities in the FL.
context. It still needs to be investigated whether patterns of gender-based interactions
transfer from the first culture (including issues of power, self-esteem, in-group identity,
etc.) or whether there is a “third culture of gender” that learners adapt as they attempt to
create their own language identity in the foreign language. This could be an interaction of
the gender of the instructor, the gender of the leamer, the language variety either or both

speak, and the learner’s perception of the language variety of authority10.

leaming anxiety

Learning anxiety is another personal variable that affects cognitive development as well;
in Brown's (1987) words “It is associated with feelings of uneasiness, self-doubt,
apprehension, or worry.” However, he states that there are so many facets to this concept
that a simple definition “is almost impossible” (105-106). Macintyre and Gardner (1991)
claim that an individual’s fear of either language learning or of interaction with others can
be debilitating, as it can prohibit “psycholinguistic processing through which language data
enters into storage in memory” (Doughty, 1987: 140). Krashen supports this notion by
saying that in order to be able to benefit from input they receive, or to produce language

themselves, learners must be in a positive affective state (1982).

10 A preliminary study conducted by the researcher indicated that during small-group interactive
learning activities in an intermediate German classroom, males provided females as well as other males with
most of the interaction maintenance feedback and backchanneling signals that the female instructor used
during regular classroom interaction. It was hypothesized that the significant difference between the male
and female leamners’ language was attributable to the instructor’s language as the variety of “authority,”
which the male learners in turn adopted to maintain interactions. In other words, the hypothesis is that the
male learners adopted the teacher’s role of authority, and with it the female teacher’s characteristic use of
language and interaction maintenance.



56

Discussions concerning whether language learning anxiety can be helpful in any amount
have not yet presented conclusive answers. Some research found that learning anxiety can
only be negative, as it inhibits both emotional and cognitive attachment with the material to
be learmed (Horowitz and Young, 1991). Daly (1991) suggests that in FL classroom
contexts, where students are encouraged to practice with the language from the initial stages
of linguistic development and proficiency, “communication apprehension” can prevent
them from benefitting from such practice (8).

Negative learner anxiety can be manifested by various emotional, physiological or
cognitive behaviors (e.g. self-doubt, depression, headaches, silence) (Ganschow et al.,
1994; Oxford, 1990), and be caused by a multitude of social, personal or cultural
experiences including expectations or reactions to the type of feedback offered (Garrett,
1987; Robinson, 1991), the fear of being critiqued by peers and teachers, and the types of
learning tasks that are required of the learners (Ganschow et al., 1994). One study found
that productive tasks, especially “impromptu speaking” caused the level of anxiety to rise
drastically, although this level of anxiety has been found to decrease with the level of
language proficiency the learner has (Horowitz et al. 1986: 129).

Other findings suggest, however, that a low level of anxiety can enhance production due
to increased attention, a positive adrenalin flow or more discipline (Brown, 1987). Oxford
(1990) supports the notion that there might be a fine distinction between “good” and “bad”
anxiety : “A certain amount of anxiety sometimes helps learners to reach their peak
performance levels, but too much anxiety blocks language learning” (142), This dichotomy
has also been suggested by Gardner (1985), who proposed that there is “facilitating”, and
there is “debilitating” anxiety; the former motivates the learner to “fight” and perform
better, while the latter causes the learner to “flee” (33).

New explorations into the relationships of learning activities and language learning

anxiety have indicated that student-centered interactive tasks allowing meaningful
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negotiations lowered the anxiety of language learners (Schinke-Llano and Vicars, 1993).
This finding supports the positive results of research on tasks based on learner-to-learner
interactions which proposed that such learning activities enhance the sociolinguistic and
cognitive development of language learners (Gass & Varonis, 1994; Pica et al., 1991).
Therefore, as writing has been found to result in lower affective states, and learner to
learner interaction further reduces anxiety, learning activities need to be designed that
combine these characteristics to enhance communicative development. One such activity,
with the ultimate educational objective of preparing students for spontaneous interaction
with other speakers of a FL, could be “impromptu writing” (leamers practice meaningful
output with each other in writing, in the FL in a real-time, synchronous fashion). Such
activities need to be developed from the perspective of SLA theories to identify how they

can be applied to benefit learners’ cognitive and communicative development optimally.

motivation

Drawing from social, cognitive, educational and general psychology, researchers in the
field of SLA found that it was essential to incorporate this personal variable in research
investigating language learing outcomes (Domyei, 1994; Ehrman and Oxford, 1995).
However, motivation can only shed light on SLA processes if examined in combination
with other personal and cognitive characteristics (Gardner, 1985). Recognizing the
importance of motivation for learning success has not yet resulted in a unified definition of
this concept (Oxford and Shearin, 1994). One reason for a lack of clear definition of
“motivation”, says Dornyei (1994), is that the unquestioning acceptance of Gardner’s
(1985) early work in this field limited a wider range of investigations of this variable.

Gardner (1985), in his salient work on the role of motivation and attitudes in SLA,
indicated that motivation can be measured by the combined level of 1) desire to achieve the

goal of leamning the FL (“want”) , 2) positive attitudes towards learning the language
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(“affect™), 3) the extent to which individuals strive to learn the FL (“effort”), which factors
can be enhanced by “satisfaction” (i.e. success) in leamning the language (10-11).

Research has found, furthermore, that there are subtle nuances within motivation which
have further implications for language learning. Most scholars present a dichotomy of
motivation types, where one type represents affective reasons for language learning, the
other more objective reasons. The initial dichotomy was developed by Gardner (1985),
defining “integrative motivation” as the strong desire to leam a foreign language due to
positive attitudes towards either the language or the culture where it is spoken (54). At the
other end of his bipolar division is “instrumental motivation,” which represents the
leamer’s goal of learning a foreign language in order to improve employment conditions or
to fulfill institutional requirements (53). In certain contexts (if learner is living in target
society), continues Gardner (1985), learners can have “assimilative” motivation, which is
the desire of the learner to become completely like one of the members of this society (51).
The first two types of motivation in Gardner’s paradigm are comparable with the “intrinsic /
extrinsic” motivation polarized distinction (Bailey, 1986; McGroarty, 1996).

In this dichotomy, the difference is still partially attributed to personal versus objective
reasons for leaming a FL. However, in this framework, it is the source of the reason which
determines really whether the motivation is extrinsic (e.g. a company requires employees to
learn the FL to have better qualified workers) or intrinsic (e.g. the worker wants to learn
the FL because she wishes to be qualified for a promotion) (Bailey, 1986; Brown, 1987).

Domyei (1994) mentions further attempts at identifying subtle differences between types
of motivation based on “intellectual curiosity, attribution about past successes and failures,
need for achievement, self-confidence, and classroom goal structures,” but that in general,
either the instrumental / integrative or the more complex extrinsic / intrinsic dichotomies

provide the framework for most investigations in the field of SLA (275).
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Several comments need to be made at this point. First, researchers must be aware of
their own cultural norms when analyzing data. It is easy to mis-categorize a leamer’s
motivation due to the restricting world-view of the researcher (e.g. what is an instrumental
reason for one learner can be an integrative one for another). Second, as mentioned above,
the type of motivation one has can be influenced by success or failure in language learning,
thus, it can change over time, making data analysis even more complex. Finally,
identifying learners as having gither this or that type of motivation is a crude analysis, as
individuals might learn a language for more than one reason. Moreover, the same reason
for learning a FL can simultaneously be instrumental and integrative.

In light of these comments, and the emphatic suggestions of Démyei (1994), Ehrman
and Oxford (1995) and Oxford and Shearin (1994), further research in the field of SLA
needs to be conducted to enhance, crystallize and clarify scholars’ understanding of the

“parameters” of the role motivation plays in SLA processes (Oxford and Shearin, 1994).

attitude

Attitudes in FL learning present another complex personal variable, defined as “the
stance one adopts towards oneself, the activity of learning, and the teachers... [is an]
interplay of externally oriented behavior, actions, and perceptions on the one hand, and
internal intrapersonal dynamic, feelings, and reaction on the other. [It is] a sort of bridge
that influences the effective functioning of the individual...in particular circumstances”
(Freeman, 1989: 32). SLA processes can be hindered or assisted by attitudes towards
one’s self, towards another culture, towards native speakers of a language, towards FL.
learning in general, or towards individual language learning tasks (Brown, 1987; Mantle-
Bromley and Miller, 1991). Brown (1987) argues that negative attitudes (which can
manifest themselves in or be caused by becoming aware of culturally defined negative

stereotypes) can prevent language learners from developing communicative competence.



He claims, furthermore, that negative attitudes are usually “taught, consciously or
unconsciously, by parents, other adults, and peers” around and after the time children
begin school (51).

Taught attitudes, in combination with other personal and cognitive factors, can also
influence the way learners perceive the value, usefulness, appropriateness or validity of
certain language learning activities (Green, 1993). A study investigating the attitudes of
learners in a university-level beginning FL class towards communicative language learning
activities revealed the mismatch between teachers’ and leamers’ attitudes towards these
(Horowitz, 1988). Students considered activities practicing syntax and building vocabulary
the most “useful” and “appropriate” for language learning, and found “translating from
English” an excellent method of attaining this goal (Horowitz, 1988: 288-289). Such a
mismatch may result in frustrations for both the instructor and the learner, further
contributing to the re-establishing of negative attitudes.

Even when learners have positive attitudes towards a language learning activity from
one perspective, it does not necessarily guarantee an overall acceptance of this activity as
“helpful” or “useful” (Green, 1993). Green (1993) found that his 263 non-native English
speaker subjects at a Puerto Rican university considered communicative activities to be
significantly more enjoyable than non-communicative language practice, yet they rated non-
communicative activities as being more “helpful” for achieving proficiency in English (6).

Attitudes towards leamning activities, however, have been found to vary according to
experience with learning other languages, and the native language of learners (perhaps
cultural preference or expectations for certain learning tasks) (Yorio, 1986). Furthermore,
attitudes, like motivation, are not static, and can be “un-taught.” Mantle-Bromiey and
Milier (1991) suggest that gaining more proficiency and increasing the level of achievement
in a FL improves the leamer’s self-esteem and thus improves their attitude towards that

language. Reciprocally, the more positive attitudes will make an even higher level of
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accomplishment possible. These authors emphasize that “att::udes, unlike aptitude and IQ,
can be changed,” therefore must be explored in the context of second language acquisition
and teaching as avenues for enhancing language learning outcomes (424).

Norton Peirce (1995) calls attention to the “ongoing production of a language learner’s
social identity,” as this influences strongly the attitudes the learner has towards the
importance of the FL language for her needs (20). She considers a learner’s “ability to
claim the right to speak™ not only an integral part of communicative competence, but also as
a dynamic component of the process of developing positive attitudes towards a culture and
towards language learning (23). She suggests, furthermore, that by allowing learners to
direct their learning helps them to “invest” in their leaming process, educators can enhance
this process of developing positive attitudes towards language leamning (18).

Students’ attitudes towards language learning can be improved by involving them in
decision-making processes in the FL classroom. For example, they could be given the
authority to control and direct discussions used for communicative language practice. Such

a pedagogical tactic could result in a positive change in attitudes in four ways, as learners:

1. are able to lead discussions on topics that are interesting to them, therefore they
can establish a personal connection to the FL (increasing motivation);

2. can select discussion-topics whose vocabulary is familiar to them, raising their
self-esteem due to increased successful communication while lowering their anxiety
level (activating relevant schemata, using helpful FL learning strategies)

3. can co-construct the activities that they participate in, ensuring a closer match
between teacher - student expectations of “useful” learning tasks, and

4. are given the opportunity to invest in their language learning process by being

able to develop the communicative skill of establishing their right to participate.
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In addition to presenting various ways in which learners’ attitudes towards the FL and
learning activities can be improved, these points also illustrate that personal and cognitive
variables interactively affect the outcome of learning processes. However, as has also been
mentioned in the previous discussions, further investigations are needed to expand our
understanding of how and to what extent these personal and cognitive variables can
influence learning outcomes either individually or in combination with one another.

To summarize, this last section presented an overview of various social and cognitive
variables that affect language learning outcomes. It has been demonstrated how, among
other factors, a learner’s background knowledge, prior experiences, cultural identity,
motivation for learning the FL, attitude towards the FL and the context in which the
language is learned can contribute to her success or failure when learning this foreign
language. Furthermore, learner’s personality types and proficiency levels have been found
by previous research to contribute significantly to differences in language use. These
variables and characteristics can individually and interactively affect learners’ language use
on different types of interactive tasks, as well as on different types of media for interaction.

Considering the limitations of traditional teacher-centered classroom practices (strict
roles hindering investment in SLA), the interest of students in computers at this point in
time (improving motivation and attitudes), the recent developments in technology for
making real-time interaction possible (providing adequate individualized practice in the FL),
and the advantages of using networked computers for successful, interactive language
practice (advocating negotiation of meaning), it is reasonable to investigate CALL materials
for their possibilities to help students develop communicative competence.

However, before any claim can be made about the benefits of using computers (which
can be costly and not easily available) for developing the desirable communicative skills
through learner-to-learner interactive practice, it is essential to research rigorously the

theoretical and practical advantages of such innovative pedagogical practices.
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When investigating the incorporation of computer-mediated interaction into the FL
curriculum in order to provide more opportunities for students to practice communicative
language use, the actual usefulness of such teaching approaches must be made explicit,
since software, hardware and the creation of educational materials are both time consuming
and financially demanding (Cerniglia, et al., 1988; Dunkel, 1991).

Literature in computer-assisted language leaming and teaching provides rather
conflicting views on the appropriateness of technology in foreign language education. As
reported by Maddux (1988), two decades ago, computers were introduced into the FL
curriculum, and reports were written singing the praises of this technological advancement,
often indiscriminately applied to the educational context. Not all FL teachers, however,
supported these positive claims, as some considered the use of computers not to be in
agreement with the goals of communicative classrooms: “they will isolate students and
deprive them of the kind of communicative interaction they need for second language
learning” (Johnson, 1991: 62, Strasma & Foster, 1992: 120).

Most researchers, however, realize that CALL does not replace other types of teaching
(Dunkel, 1991). These researchers are also aware that “it is not the computer, rather what
you do with it,” that determines the effective use of technology in foreign language classes.
As Pederson (1994) points out, “the design of computer software to cause adjustments in
cognitive processing, not the medium used to deliver instruction, stands the best chance of
affecting learner outcomes” (100). Fast (1995) warns that the “integration of technology
into pedagogical enterprise requires a thorough, unbiased examination of various factors,
as technological changes are not free of serious dangers” (6).

Despite warnings from various fronts, encouraging support from research for the use of
computers in FL education has indicated that CALL saves learning time for individual

students in many contexts (Dunkel, 1991); students generally have a positive attitude
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towards the use of computers (Kulik and Kulik, 1987); and it allows individualized practice
that is otherwise often impossible in the regular FL classroom (Curtin and Shinall, 1994).
Additionally, networked fiber-optic systems can enable universities to offer lectures to,
facilitate administrative duties and enhance intellectual exchange with remotely located
“geographically dispersed sites,” where without the use of such equipment, learners would
lack many educational opportunities (Fast, 1995: 2).

One possible cause for such a divided reaction to the use of CALL software in
communicatively oriented FL classrooms is the fact that most studies in this area of SLA
inquiry draw their conclusions on false data. Many studies analyze students’ interaction
and language performance using linguistic data where the computer provides only “an
excuse” to interact. In one study, the subjects composed essays on the computer (Daiute,
1986; Piper, 1986); the language that was analyzed, however, was the interaction where
students talked about writing with the computer, rather than the interaction where students
talked with each other, using the computer as the medium for interaction.

As a result of her findings from this study, Piper (1986) claims that the ability of
" computers to provide opportunities for developing communicative competence is dubious,
as students’ language consisted of “holophrastic utterances and repetitions with
‘impoverished’ lexical and syntactic variation, [with] little negotiation of meaning among
learners, and no self-correction of error” in her study (192). However, this author
compared the language produced by students while performing a language learning task on
the computer (the meta-discussion was then analyzed, not the actual output of the language
task) with the language produced in small-group discussions in a traditional, non-
computer-assisted task in an ESL context. Piper’s research design, which compares the
use of computers versus the lack thereof in a foreign language classroom, has been shown
to be a weak method for investigating the effectiveness of computers in language education

(Dunkel, 1991). Dunkel suggests that the goal should be to investigate how a computer
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can facilitate certain aspects of language learning and to “identify effective and ineffective
uses of computer technology for instruction for the L2 teacher” (6).

Although there are strong voices to the contrary (Piper, 1986), the positive aspects of
using computers in language pedagogy are frequently addressed and verified. Several
studies on incorporating computer-mediated interaction (e.g. e-mail systems, local area
networks) are available (Esling, 1991; Kreeft Peyton, 1987). Recently, studies on real-
time interaction on networked computers have been gaining prominence. One such study
was conducted by Kemn (1995), who compared students’ performance on oral classroom
language production with their output during synchronous computer-conferencing. He
found that students produced almost twice as much language during the computer
conference session (measured in clauses and number of words), and that they took more
turns at “talk” than during oral communication.

Since students need not wait for another student to finish her utterance when interacting
with the assistance of the computer, it makes sense that the language produced by each
individual student depends only on her ability to write during the 50 minute session. In
contrast, each individual in oral communication must wait for the previous interlocutor to
finish her utterance before she can claim the floor herself. This distribution of time, if there
are 25 students in the classroom, and each student gets an equal chance at talk, would mean
that each person gets 2 minutes during a regular 50 minute class period with no interaction
from the teacher, while during computer mediated interaction, this time span is raised to the
entire 50 minutes for each student. An expanded opportunity for production should also
expand the amount of linguistic output, therefore the opportunity to practice and improve
one’s communicative competence (McLaughlin, 1987; Pica et al. 1991).

While some of the claims in Kern’s study appeal to common sense, his research has
several weaknesses as well. These need to be taken into account when adapting his claims

and research methodology to further experiments. First, the issue of identical topics for
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computer and oral discussion is not addressed by the author; the discussion topics for both
types of discussions were the same, which could either have had a practice effect on the
student, thus skewing the amount of vocabulary used, or could have resulted in negative
affective reactions on the part of the students, who may have been bored with discussing
the same topic again. Second, the relatively small sample sizes of his two subject groups
(altogether 32 students) may weaken the statistical claims he makes. Third, there were
unequal numbers of students present for the computer conference writing and the oral
discussion, therefore, the time allotment per student may have skewed the compared output
even more. Finally, although the students participated in both the computer and oral
discussions bi-weekly, only one instance of each activity was used for the statistical
analyses; therefore, the results might not be of a representative linguistic occurrence.

Despite these methodological concerns, Kem provides a thorough qualitative analysis of
the findings, an approach which is strongly encouraged by Computer-Assisted Language
Learning (CALL) researchers. The need for such process versus product oriented
investigations was already present a decade ago (Dunkel, 1991; Pederson, 1987), to
explore the social implications of CALL in foreign language education, as well as the way
social factors influence the appropriateness and effectiveness of CALL tools. Taking an
“exploratory-interpretative” approach (Dunkel, 1991: 23), Kemn’s data analysis revealed
that students do indeed perform more discourse functions during computer mediated
interaction sessions than in the traditional oral discussion setting.

Students greeted each other, requested information, scaffolded on each other’s ideas,
and offered personal comments more freely during computer conferencing than in the oral
face-to-face discussion. Furthermore, students produced language using a higher level of
vocabulary and more sophisticated morphosyntactic features during computer discussions.
The improvement in these discourse features might be due to the increased time available to

students for self-expression and self-correction when interacting via the computer.
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Although the instances of correct usage (versus overall usage) of various syntactic and
pragmatic features is not available in Kern’s study, the data indicates that students used
more idea and sentence connectors (conjunctions, relative pronouns, interjections, etc.)
than in oral production, which indicates pragmatically more sophisticated language use.
However, depending on the instructor’s attitude towards requiring grammatically accurate
language, it needs to be noted that during oral discussions, students performed with a
higher percentage of syntactically correct output. A reason for this may be that learners
considered making mistakes in the oral discussion more face-threatening than in computer-
mediated interaction, where linguistic rules are not always strictly observed.

The final claim of Kem’s study is that students (based on a post-activity reaction
questionnaire) regarded the computer-mediated communication activity favorably, because
it “reduced communication anxiety” (470); this notion is supported by several other
discussions on students’ attitudes towards FL practice on networked computers (Conner,
1992; Healy Beauvois, 1995; Winkelmann, 1995).

Both Kern (1995) and Leppéanen & Kalaja (1995) state that computer-mediated
discussion is not an appropriate practice tool if the purpose of instruction is “formal
accuracy, stylistic improvement, global coherence, consensus, and reinforcement of
canonical discourse conventions.” (Kern: 470). Leppinen and Kalaja suggest the use of
computer interaction for improved student-to-student interaction, with the explicit purpose
of creating a forum where students can practice a multitude of discourse functions in an
unconventional, therefore non-limiting, and more authentic fashion than oral classroom
discussions. Fast (1995) suggests that the most optimal use of networked computers lies
in a context where “interaction is at one the goal, the medium, and the content of 1.2
acquisition.” (2). None of these researchers devalue the role of either classroom or other
types of oral discussion by any means, rather, they recommend the use of computer

mediated interaction as a useful addendum to traditional classroom activities, because of
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the opportunities it provides students for developing necessary knowledge for manipulating
language using various discourse roles.

In conclusion of this section, four suggestions by Dunkel (1991) regarding focus of
further research on the beneficial application of computer-assisted educational materials to
the communicative foreign language curriculum should be mentioned: 1) identifying the
effectiveness of CALL for certain skill areas in language learning, 2) identifying more
clearly the role of students’ proficiency levels for the optimal use of computer-assisted
instruction, 3) identifying the role of feedback for providing improved learning
opportunities, and finally 4) identifying the relationship between the degree of learner
control and effective CALL designs (p. 25). This dissertation aims to find answers to all of
these questions to various degrees.

The first suggestion implies that instead of selecting a research design which compares
the use of CALL tools, studies should aim to shed light on how the use of a computer-
assisted task can enhance the learning opportunities students are provided with in a FL
classroom. This dissertation will address this question by exploring the way in which
computer-mediated written conversation can be beneficial for offering students increased
opportunities for communicative language practice. The data will also be used to reveal the
communicative and interactive nature of the language students produce when “conversing”
with each other via the interconnected networked computers. In other words, this study
will answer the question whether computer-mediated interaction can help provide a good
opportunity for students to develop skills for authentic interaction in the foreign language.

The second question proposes that students’ proficiency levels can affect the type of
linguistic output they produce while using a CALL tool. This dissertation will examine the
linguistic data from the computer conferences and the somewhat more traditional group
Jjournals, both quantitatively and qualitatively, to find the strength of relationship between

the level of proficiency students have and the type of linguistic output they produce.
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In response to the third question, which invites an analysis of the role of feedback for
improving the opportunity for communicative language practice, the two interactive writing
tasks will be analyzed for the presence of comprehension checks, negotiation of meaning,
and markers for non-comprehension, which are authentic feedback signals. Since the type
of feedback is different in the two writing tasks, it will be useful to investigate how
immediate versus delayed feedback assists interaction. Furthermore, producing longer
texts at once (group journals) as opposed to shorter “turns at talk” (computer-mediated
interaction) might promote the development of different types of interactional pattern.

Finally, in order to address question four, regarding the participant roles students take in
the two writing tasks (asking questions, giving advice to other students, etc.), their
interaction patterns will be analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. These analyses
will reveal how students take advantage of the expanded opportunities for communicative
language practice from a larger variety of participant roles, where the instructor is no longer
“the figure of authority,” and the students themselves are responsible for maintaining,
directing and terminating interactions.

Although CALL materials have been shown to be beneficial for language learning due to
various affective and cognitive factors, a word of caution must be added against their
universal appropriateness. Most CALL-based research has been conducted with subjects
of Western backgrounds in Western settings. Jones (1995) reports that according to SLA
research, autonomous learners have been found to be better able to take responsibility for
their own development, resulting in improved learning. However, such research findings
may not apply in all cultures, where autonomy is not valued (Nunan, 1995). In this case,
CALL would have to be adapted to accommodate a more socially-based learning system.

Nevertheless, much research supports the benefits of incorporating CALL tools in FL

classrooms. Further investigations must be conducted, however, to identify how social
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and cognitive learner variables influence the effectiveness of CALL materials! . It must
also be established for which language learning activities the use of computers is especially
appropriate. As technological innovations occur, inquiries into how these innovations can
enhance FL education need to be made, combining SLA theories and pedagogical practice.
For example, considering the popularity of using computers for interaction in the first
language (e.g. e-mail, Internet), it is very apropos to investigate the role of computer-
mediated written conversations in the FL context as well. In order to understand the
possibilities of such activities, however, further research needs to be conducted on both the

theoretical and practical implication of this possible language learning activity.

Writing T - Writi Social P

There are many ways we use writing and written communication in our everyday lives.
We leave notes, compose letters, memos, and more frequently (at least in many countries)
take advantage of computer technology to communicate with each other quickly via
electronic mail. According to Vihipassi (1988), the role of the last medium of written
communication (e-mail) plays in second language education is growing: “In [some]
countries..., where the telecommunication via computers will probably be an omnipresent
activity, the acquisition of writing is a condition of survival” (70). Therefore, preparing
students for adequate communicative competence involves teaching how to communicate in
a written form using computer technology as well.

Many aspects of second language acquisition processes need to be taken into
consideration in order to make informed pedagogical decisions regarding the use of

11 Social and cognitive variables, for example attitude towards computers, learners’ experience
with computer technology, the subject matter computers are used for, learners’ proficiency levels, age,
motivation, and the amount of time spent with CALL software, have been shown to affect the successful
implementation of computer-assisted instructional materials in foreign language pedagogy (Chapelle and
Jamieson, 1991; Dunkel, 1991; Roblyer, et al. 1988).
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computer-assisted writing activities in the FL classroom for developing communicative
competence. Several SLA theories have already been discussed in the previous sections of
this chapter. In order to complete the theoretical foundation for a thorough analysis of the
research findings of this study, in the following final section of this chapter, the nature of
writing, and more specifically, the nature of writing in a FL will be discussed.

Writing is a social process that requires formal education and patient practice; it does not
develop naturally like oral or sign language (Purvis, 1988). Yet, writing is also an
authentic activity (both for learning and in every day life), that permeates our daily
interactions with others. Thus, Kddar-Fiilop (1988) states, writing education has the dual
responsibility of helping foreign language leamers develop literacy skills (being able to read
and write for further learning) and pragmatic skills (using the foreign language for
everyday practical tasks, such as writing a check).

In the domain of second language education, writing can enhance the learning process in
many ways. It can provide opportunities for meaningful language practice, through which
networks of information in the mind can become automatically accessible (Enkvist, 1991).
Writing can also help leamers develop and investigate their own learner identities and
become socialized into the foreign culture (K4d4r-Fiilop, 1988). Finally, and most
importantly for the purposes of this dissertation, writing can help learners develop
communicative competence in written and oral forms (Biber, 1988; Lautamatti, 1991).
Therefore, writing in the FL learning context is supported by cognitive theories, socio-
psychological theories and communication theories.

The role of practice for the creation of networks of information has been discussed at
length in previous sections. Therefore, the way writing can enhance cognitive development
will be presented here only briefly. Information received through the mode of writing can
appeal to learners with visual learning preferences or ones who like to plan linguistic output

they produce (Oxford, 1990; Purves, 1988). The extended time writers receive for
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producing language or well-planned pre-writing activities allow them to activate already
existing or create new schemata for the vocabulary, syntactic or cultural content of the
writing task (Carrell, 1983; Kroll, 1990; Swaffar, 1986). Moreover, written production of
language can increase the amount of practice leamers receive when leammer-authored texts
are used as further meaningful input by the other students (Krashen, 1985).

In addition to providing language learners with ample opportunities for cognitive
development, writing can assist them with various socialization skills. The assumption is
made that writing is basically a social activity (Johnson, 1989; Murray, 1992; Silva, 1990).
The concept that writing is a social activity should not be surprising, considering that
writing is language-based and language learning itself is a social process as well (Halliday,
1985). Strasma and Foster (1992) explain further that writing is inherently a collaborative
process, “a social activity [that] should be approached with an emphasis on the social”
(114). A social view of writing presents several positive outcomes as supported by Norton
Peirce’s (1995) discussion: learner’s voice must be established as an essential part of
communicative competence; interactive learner-to-learner writing can aid students in both
creating their own learner identities in the FL and practice important communicative skills
with their fellow learners in a low-anxiety, at least somewhat self-directed environment.

Group writing activities as practice of communicative language use has been explored in
numerous studies (Arredondo et al, 1994; Strasma & Foster, 1992; Reinertsen & Wells,
1993; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; O’Sullivan, 1987). These studies generally support the
notion that student-centered and student-directed language practice enhances the students’:
. learning processes by allowing students to make choices on discussion topics,

. ability to perform more roles than the traditional “teacher-question //
student-response // teacher- feedback™ pattern of classroom interaction,
. ability to participate more extensively as individual students,

. ability to engage with the topic more in-depth,
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. ability to practice using more discourse structures,
. ability to use the other language in a more personalized manner
(Strasma and Foster, 1992; Leppdnen and Kalaja, 1995).

Strasma and Foster found in their ethnographic research in three college English writing
classes (for American students; native speakers of English), that instead of considering
students to be recipients of “teacher depositing knowledge in the empty vessel of the
student body,” they developed critical thinking skills and a deeper understanding of
writing: “collaborative activities help to legitimize students’ knowledge, increase students’
engagement in reading and writing, and develop students’ authority over their own texts”
(1992: 113-118). These authors also suggest that students who learn in a positive
environment where they are encouraged to enhance their leaming through collaborative
writing activities, “inevitably learn to write more effectively” (118). Such activities help the
students take charge of their learning and of their knowledge by allowing them to become
more engaged in the learning process.

Johnson (1989) states similarly that reducing the teacher-centered quality of language
classrooms helps leamers develop critical thinking skills, as information is not handed to
them by the instructor to be accepted unquestioningly. Creating a learner-centered
environment allows individuals to invest more in their own leaming processes by having
the opportunity to direct and control the educational context. This self-definition is a key
element in Norton Peirce’s (1995) understanding of development of communicative
competence, without which learners do not invest in the FL, and will either develop
negative attitudes towards the foreign culture (inhibiting the acquisition process) or
abandon efforts to learn the FL.

In addition, Kurtz Allei and Connor (1990) suggest that written collaboration can
remove the unequal distribution of time for communicative practice due to cultural factors

or personality types (i.e. less outspoken students receive less time by virtue of lack of
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willingness to initiate talk). Moser (1992) describes teacher-learner dialog journals as
“closed activities,” in which the teacher is viewed as the sole transmitter of information and
has the main responsibility of judging the student’s work (14), without much opportunity
for the learner to receive information in an interactive exchange of ideas and development of
self-concept. In collaborative writing, on the other hand, not limiting learners to a teacher-
student pairing for activities can ensure that leamers interact with a variety of sub-groups
and social constellations, which prepares them for a wide “array of discourse communities”
(Johnson, 1989).

Writing as a group activity can improve the type of knowledge learners receive, and help
create. Supporting Strasma’s and Foster’s (1992) claim that learners are not a tabula rasa,
Johnson suggests that even before entering the FL classroom, students possess a rich
repertoire of “linguistic and cultural resources” (22). By encouraging learners to contribute
to the classroom their own views of the world and their wealth of linguistic knowledge,
information regarding the foreign language and culture will be presented from a much
richer range of perspectives. This would improve the learners’ chances for developing
their own “third-cultures” (Kramsch, 1993).

Logically developing from a learner-centered approach to writing, learner-authored texts
in a student-centered educational framework will be more appealing to leamners. If learners’
opinions and knowledge are respected and valued, students will be more likely to feel an
ownership of and investment in the language learning processes (Norton Peirce, 1995).

Considering that the goal of many basic foreign language programs is to help learners
develop communicative competence, it is essential that besides the development of social
identity, leamners also have the opportunity to develop linguistic communicative skills. One
interactive written task that has been used extensively in the fields of teacher training and
English (both ESL and English literature) is group journals. However, little information is

available on the possible benefits of such assignments in the context of FL learning.



Bishop (1993) found that teacher-trainees had positive attitudes towards the group
journals, as they could reflect on their own leamning, and they could leamn also from their
peers with whom they co-authored the journals. Another aspect Bishop considered
important was teacher-involvement in these journals. Several subjects reported that they
would have rated the group journals more helpful if there had been more feedback from the
professor throughout the learning process. Further analysis of the journals revealed that
unbalanced group dynamics were occasionally present, where one author’s entry
dominated the discussion, either because of topic nomination or because of the tone of
voice used (which limited the type of response the other participants could provide).

Although not disclaiming the positive affects of group writing, it must be mentioned that
an emphasis on the collaborative and social dimensions of writing must be applied with
caution. A preference for, and possibly the potential benefits of such learning tasks for
improving communicative skills in the FL context might be influenced by the interaction of
a variety of cultural, personality and gender variables. Although Freeman and McElhinny
(1996) point out that a simple gender-based dichotomy is too simplistic when studying or
analyzing language data, it is nevertheless a rather powerful influence on linguistic and
communication preferences of interactants, covarying with age, sexual preference, the
social and situational context and the power structure of the participants (242-247).

So far, writing has been shown to be a useful leaming activity to assist the development
of cognitive skills. As another component of developing communicative competence,
collaborative writing can assist by allowing learners to create with the FL. without the
restrictions imposed upon traditional teacher-centered FL classrooms. The remainder of
this section will be dedicated to a third way in which learners can benefit from written
practice in the FL, namely, how interactive written language practice can help development
of oral communicative competence. It is germane to discuss how writing, and especially

collaborative writing, can be the stepping-stone for the development of oral proficiency.
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Kreeft-Peyton and Mackinson-Smyth (1989) suggest that instead of considering writing
and speaking as “mutually exclusive abilities,” they should be exploited for their similarities
to enhance practice with one to improve the other ability (104). Heath (1984) is also of the
opinion that the key to the development of both oral and written proficiency is “a rich
responsive context.” (30). Biber (1988) presents a set of seven continua that describe the
relationship between spoken and written language (Figure 2.). He states that the difference
of style, structure and register lies not so much in the dichotomy of speaking and writing

but rather of the formality of the language that needs to be produced.

formal - informal

specialized topic - common topic :

p?:gned - unplanned topic and Fi 2

non-interactive - interactive context lgure 2.

abstract - self-reflective Characteristics of
] — Written and

nominal - verbal | linguistic Spoken Language

structurally complex - simple characteristics

This figure (based on Biber, 1988: 10-13) suggests that there are linguistic, topic and
content features of language that exist in both writing and reading, and leaming or
practicing these features in one mode of communication can be transferred to another mode
(e.g. from writing to speaking). Both formal writing and formal speech are planned, non-
interactive, more abstract in content, using more specialized vocabulary, and a larger
percentage of nouns and complex syntactic structures. At the same time, informal writing
and speech would both share the qualities of having an immediate and more contextualized
content, expecting a high level of interaction from other participants, being spontaneous
(i.e. unplanned), using common vocabulary, especially verbs with a simpler syntactic

structure than formal speech or writing.



Informal computer-mediated interaction has been found to have similar linguistic and
content features as informal speech (Biber, 1988; Fast, 1995; Laab, 1994; Sayers, 1989).
These features included a large percentage of first and second person pronouns,
contractions of pronouns and auxiliary verbs, contractions of modal verbs and the particle
“not,” and a general relaxing of syntactic rules (Fast, 1995). Furthermore, Laab (1994)
found that the interactional patterns of administrators who conducted business over
networked computers for one semester matched more closely the patterns of interactions
Biber (1988) suggests is characteristic of informal speech. Instead of a unidirectional
transmittance of information from the “group leader” to the other participants, all
participants interacted with each other equally, accofding to Laab’s findings (1994).

As there were only 12 administrators in Laab’s research and yet he already found that
the direction of communication was much more interactive and democratic, it can be
hypothesized that using interactive written communication would enable students in a FL.
classroom as well to participate in interactions on a more equal footing, with more evenly
distributed participant structures.

Biber (1988) states further that informal speech and writing are heavily dependent on the
context in which they are produced, on shared time, spatial and background information.
They also generally require support from other interactants and can have a special meaning
to these interactants (even determined by in-group identity). Connecting these findings to
previous discussions in this review of literature, there are several points that can be made.

First of all, the language produced by informal speech and writing (due to social
expectations as much as genre specification) is heavily context-based and requires a
considerable amount of background information from the participants. As the ACTFL
guidelines suggest, the proficiency requirements of foreign language learners at the
intermediate level (e.g. third-semester) is to be able to discuss “topics related primarily to

self and immediate environment,” and the syntactic requirements are simple questions and
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answers (Omaggio-Hadley, 1993), a computer-mediated informal interactive situation
seems ideal practice for intermediate language learners. Being able to discuss familiar
topics, without having to pay taxing attention to linguistic form, allows the learners to
practice the FL in an interactive format with their peers without raising their anxiety levels
and creating negative attitudes (Dornyei, 1994; Young, 1991). Language differences in FL
writing manifest themselves at various levels of discourse, in “morphosyntactic and
lexicosemantic” mismatches (Silva, 1993: 657), and even in the decision-making processes
for lexical and syntactic selections (Leki, 1996). One of the greatest struggles for FL
writers is the progression from almost exclusive attention of lexical choices and painstaking
care of syntactic appropriateness to a more global attention to overall meaning of the
message they compose (Leki, 1996). However, without focusing on the message content,
the language output cannot become meaningful to the learner, thus it limits their
opportunities for FL. practice that can result in acquisition of the material.

Second, as learners can direct their discussions (due to the informal context), they are
able to introduce new topics that they are familiar with. This has three further implications:
1) learners can develop ownership with their language learning processes as it is their
interest that controls the flow of conversation (Lautamatti; 1991); 2) learners can benefit
cognitively from this practice, as discussing topics familiar to them ensures that they are
employing already existing networks of information in the mind, which allows for more
efficient processing of new input (Cook, 1993; Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991) and finally
3) the output learners produce can provide for further input for the other interactants at a
level that is neither too high nor too low (i + 1), as each leamer has a different domain of
knowledge, thus always being able to provide at least some information that is new to the
other leamers (Gass & Varonis, 1994; Krashen, 1985).

Third, as Laab (1994) found, interactants using computer-mediated communication

developed a much better balanced, and more evenly distributed interactional pattern. Each
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individual provided input, each person offered feedback and each person contributed to
decision-making tasks. In a foreign language classroom, it is desirable to create
opportunities where all learners with different interactional styles (possibly due to
differences in gender, age, language learning preference or other socio-cognitive variables)
are given the same opportunity to practice communicatively with the foreign language.
Finally, as further evidence promoting the enhanced opportunities group-writing or
learner to leamer writing provides is the fact that traditional writing (e.g. student-teacher
Jjournals, personal letters, etc.) does not provide the writer with immediate feedback, which
is an integral part of actual face-to-face interactions. Therefore, synchronous learner-to-
learner interactive informal writing can provide better opportunities for developing
communicative skills that can be transferred to face-to-face interactions. Practicing such

spontaneous real-time communication in the written form, therefore, can prepare learners to
adjust to the required differences in oral communication as well (Lautamatti, 1991), to

maintain or terminate turns at talk, or to infer additional information for the interaction from
contextual clues (physical and linguistic - Lautamatti, 1991).

Further discussions regarding similarities and differences between writing processes in
learners’ first and other languages are available in Silva (1993), in an excellent collection of
essays by Kroll (1994) and by Leeds (1996). However, these discussions focus on the
process of rhetorical writing of longer compositions, which is not the focus of the present
study. While most discussions regarding FL writing seem to be heavily “error-focused,”
this dissertation aims to view learners’ interlanguage (“interwriting”) not mainly as being
deficient compared to native speaker language, but rather as a valid linguistic system in its

own right, able to serve communicative purposes (i.e. focus is on ability, not deficiency).
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nclusi t vi f Literatur

This review of literature has demonstrated how complex second language acquisition
processes are. The goal of the preceding discussions was to portray effectively the current
theoretical frameworks that compete for researchers’ attention. The content, design and
purpose of this dissertation study was inspired, influenced and guided by the various
complementary theories that explain second language acquisition processes. The purpose
of this study is twofold: 1) to investigate how these second language acquisition theories
can explain the linguistic and sociolinguistic phenomena in the communicative
(conversational) writing processes and products of students in a third-semester intermediate
German as a foreign language course, and 2) to investigate how these phenomena can
reciprocally contribute to a further definition, refinement and readjustment of the SLA
theories discussed in this chapter. This reciprocally beneficial and enlightening relationship
of theory, practice and research adopted in this dissertation is illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Relationship of SLA Theory, Research and Pedagogy

Illustrated by this figure, it can be
SLA FL
Theory ¢ ) Pedagogy concluded then, that the various second
N f language acquisition theories (see page 23)
SL and research findings discussed in this
Research
chapter, simultaneously support and are
supported by each other. Furthermore, these theories and previous research findings will
support and will be reconfirmed or restructured (in a bidirectional, reciprocally interactive
relationship) by this new investigation of second language acquisition processes involved

in using educational technology for the purposes of developing communicative competence

through synchronous written conversation in an intermediate foreign language course.
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Chapter 3

Procedures and Analyses

Chapter 2 has presented theoretical and research findings relevant to investigating the
role educational technology plays in the development of communicative competence
through synchronous written interaction in a foreign language. These findings have
indicated that further research is essential and very appropriate at this point in time for
identifying the optimal application of networked computers in FL education. The call from
prior research and a personal interest in communication and technology led to the design of
this research project as well. The research questions of this study were both generated and
supported by previous research and theory as discussed in Chapter 2.

Chapter 3 presents the foundation and the details of the research procedures and the
methodology of data analysis. The chapter will begin with a discussion of the research
questions, presented with hypotheses where appropriate. The subsequent sections will
describe the participants in the study, the types of data collected, the methods of data
collection, and the methodology for the statistical and qualitative analyses used for

investigating the research questions.

I. Research Questions to be Investigated

One of the fundamental questions regarding the development of communicative
competence is the role of learner-to-leamer interaction (Gass and Varonis, 1985). With the
ever-increasing presence of technology in our everyday lives, the utilization of networked
computers for improved leamner-to-learner interaction needs to be explored in particular.
The specific research questions delineated below will provide a framework for a discussion

intended to improve our understanding of this issue.
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Research Question #1:

Is computer conference writing able to elicit more successful leaner-to-learner interaction
in the foreign language than traditional group journal entries? In this research the phrase
“successful student to student interaction” will be defined as follows:

Students use a variety of discourse functions in the foreign language (e.g. posing /
answering questions, agreeing / disagreeing, negotiating meaning, expressing
opinions, etc.) as found in natural communication contexts (Kem, 1995; Schiffrin,
1994), with rich lexical diversity and an appropriate level of grammatical accuracy

expected from students in an intermediate German as a FL class.

H,: group journals and computer conference writing are equally useful activities for

eliciting successful leaner-to-learner interaction

Hy: computer conference writing will yield more successful leaner-to-learner interaction

than group journals

In order to respond to research question #1, five sub-questions will be investigated:
a) Is the quantity of production significantly different in either writing activity?
b) Do students have the opportunity to practice the FL using more discourse
functions in the computer conference writing sessions than in group journals?
¢) Do students perform with a higher level of grammatical accuracy in the computer
conference writing than in group journals?
d) Do students perform with higher levels of lexical diversity in computer
conference writing than in group journals?
e) Do students perform with higher levels of lexical density in computer

conference writing than in group journals?
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Research Question #2:

To what extent do demographic and personal background variables of subjects
contribute to the difference in performance on these two writing activities? The
demographic variables analyzed will be: 1) gender, 2) age, 3) previous computer
experience, 4) attitude towards the two writing activities, 5) attitude towards writing,

5) proficiency levels in German, 6) previous foreign language experience, 7) attitudes
towards learning German, 8) motivation for learning German, 9) the results on the MBTI

personality test (4 variables), 10) academic major, and 11) overall grade point average.

Research Question #3.

Which writing activity results in a language product that is closer to the German side of
the interlanguage matrix in terms of lexical use, syntax, discourse features and pragmatic
markers? The temptation to rely too much on relexified language forms in this learning
context is quite high, since learners share a common native language (English). Therefore,
they can successfully communicate with each other by employing English sentence

structures, discourse features and pragmatic markers only disguised with German words.

Research Question #4.
Are the two writing activities used for different communicative purposes by the students

(i.e. interaction vs. “monologue™), as reflected in the use of different participant roles?

Research Question #5.
What seems to contribute to miscommunication in interactive writing: lack of
grammatical accuracy; misuse of vocabulary; reference (knowledge of the world); or

pragmatic and sociopragmatic mismatches in students’ communicative frameworks?



Research Question #6.
What are the students’ affective reactions to using each of the types of writing activities

for developing communicative abilities in the foreign language?

II. Assumptions:

At this juncture, it is important to state the basic assumptions that are made for the
discussion of these research questions in the context of this investigation.
estudents’ communicative ability will develop at the same rate for group journal writing
(between journal #1 and #2) as for computer conference writing (between #1 and #2). In
other words, learners are assumed to have access to the same linguistic repertoire for
Group Journal #1 as for Computer Conference #1, and the same linguistic repertoire for
Group Journal #2 and Computer Conference #2; thus, the data is comparable with each
other at both samples.
othe topics and subtopics for the group journal and for the computer conference writing are
able to elicit the same level output (in terms of lexical density and diversity, grammatical
accuracy, amount of output, and number of discourse functions, ) from students. In other
words, any difference in the output is due to the nature of the activity and not to the prompt
questions that were asked (for a detailed discussion, see Ruth and Murphy, 1988)

eliciting ability of questions for = eliciting ability of questions for

Group Journal Writing Computer Conference Writing

II1. Subjects
The subjects for this study are 46 learners from four sections of an intermediate German
course at the University of Arizona during the Fall semester of 1996 academic year. These

students are native speakers of English (with the exception of one student, who is a native
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Spanish speaker of Mexican origin, but speaks fluent, accent-free English). The subjects
were not selected randomly. The researcher chose an intact group and an ex post facto
research design, whereby an already existing learning event is observed for the purpose of
investigating ‘’what is going on’ rather than ‘what caused’ this” (Hatch and Lazaraton,
1991: 99-100). These authors state that this research design is especially appropriate for
studies in applied linguistics, where creating retroactive control groups is not always
possible, and where the research questions aim to identify the strength and type of
relationships between independent and dependent variables, not a cause and effect
relationship between them.

Although the subjects can be considered an intact group (i.e. not selected randomly for
the research), these 46 individuals do not represent the entire third semester population. At
the beginning of data collection, 113 German 201 students qualified as candidates for the
study, but five elected not to participate in this study. From the remaining 108 subjects,
only the language data of those 46 students, from whom all nine types of data gathered was
available at the end of the semester, was examined!2. Learners from the first section of
German 201 were excluded for two reasons: they were students taught by the researcher,
and their inclusion in the study could have weakened the validity of research findings (due
to a lower level of objectivity and researcher bias), and these students also did not
participate in the second computer conference writing, as the computer system
malfunctioned half way into the conference session. The 46 individuals included in the
study gave the researcher explicit written permission to use their data in any analyses for

and presentation of this dissertation.

12 The nine types of data are: 1-2) written data from the first and second group journals; 3-4)
written data from the first and second computer conference sessions, 5) MBTI personality test, 6) G-CAPE
placement exam, 7) attitude questionnaire, 8) personal background questionnaire, and 9) the final exam.
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Subjects were informed at the beginning of the research project that the information used
for this study would in no manner influence their grades in their German 201 course, and
that only material normally required for the course would be analyzed. Furthermore,
students were advised that all information gathered would be used anonymously, and only
by the researcher herself. Finally, students were informed that they could withdraw from
participating in this study at any point in time prior to its completion, if they so elected.
Table 1. presents some basic demographic characteristics of the subjects (N = 46):

Table 1.
Basic Demographic Characteristics of Subjects

gender distribution 22 females 24 males

grade point average mean 3.079 on a 4.0 scale

average age 22.28 years

number of foreign languages | 25 learners only German; 15 learners one other FL
known or studied (FL 3 learners two other FLs; 2 leamners three other FLs;
experience) 1 learner five other FLs

distribution of academic German (2); Humanities (6); Social Sciences (10); Natural
majors Sciences (10); Undecided (6); Business / Accounting (6);

Engineering / Computer Science (4); Performance Arts (2);

IV. Data Collection Procedures

Several types of data (illustrated in Table 2.) were collected during the course of this
study to provide the information necessary for investigating the six main research questions
stated at the beginning of this chapter. These data were used for the discourse and
ethnomethodological analyses, and as the independent and dependent variables of the
statistical analyses. A detailed description of data collection procedures, types of data and
data collection materials follows after Table 2.

The detailed discussion of these data and collection procedures will begin with the two

main data collection methods: the computer conference sessions and the group journals,

which provide the written language output used in all ethnomethodological, discourse and
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statistical analyses. This discussion will be followed by the description of other tools and

methods of data collection: the personal background questionnaire, the post-activity attitude

questionnaire, the personality type indicator assessment instrument (MBT]I), the Brigham

Young University computer adaptive placement exam in German (G-CAPE), and the final

exam administered to all third-semester German students at the University of Arizona.

Table 2.
Data Types and Collection Methods
Types of data gathered Method of data collection Dates
* two samples of group journal e group journals (three weeks each; | *10-22&
Discourse | entries per student dates indicate STARTING date) 11-24
Analysis | * two samples of computer conference | e computer conference sessionson | *10-1 &
and Ethno- | writing output per student IBM computers (GroupSystems 12-5
graphic for Windows by Ventana Corp.®)
Data * students’ affective reactions towards | e post-activity attitude questionnaire | *12-9
these two writing activities open-ended questions
* lexical density and diversity e from group journals and computer | *10-1&
 grammatical accuracy conference writing samples *10-22&
Statistical | « number of discourse functions used *11-24&
Analysis « number of idea (or communicative) *]12-5
data - units used per writing sample
Dependent | e difference between the two means for
variables each of these dependent variables used
for multiple regression analyses
« amount of non-German language
features in the two writing contexts
* demographic information (age, GPA, | ¢ self-reported information froma | ¢9-24
major, gender, foreign language personal background questionnaire
Statistical | learning experience, motivation for
Analysis learning German, and experience with
data computers)
Indepen- | «students’ attitude towards these two | ¢ Likert-type measurement scale *129
dent writing activities for interaction identifying students’ attitudes
variables | ¢ personality types and preferences * MBTI measurement - the four trait | *12-3
pairs used as eight continuous
variables
* proficiency level in German * G-CAPE computer placement test | 12-3
e departmental common final exam | ¢12-18

computer conference writing: The first primary source of written language output was the

computer conference activity. During the course of this research study (Fall semester,
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1996), all third-semester German students participated in two computer conference writing
sessions, during two regular 50 minute class periods (October 1 and December 5). The
computer copference writing sessions were held in a special computer room!3 at the
University of Arizona, where 26 [IBM-compatible computers are connected to each other
for synchronous interaction using software developed by the Center for the Management of
Information at the U of A (GroupSystems for Windows by Ventana Corporation ®).

As the computer keyboards were not equipped for the German writing system, students
were informed at the beginning of each computer conferencing session how to compensate
for the lack of Umlaut letters and the special letter ‘B’ in German!4; this information
remained on the board throughout the computer conference sessions. Students indicated no
difficulties with this writing system, as at this proficiency level they are familiar with the
concept of these letters (even if they occasionally misspell words that contain them).

After presenting the initial guidelines (spelling rules and request for using only German)
which lasted 3-5 minutes per class, students signed in with a code name they had selected
for themselves to ensure anonymity during interaction; their names or code names were
requested by a dialogue box on the computer screen. Students were allowed to use their
own names if they wished; the code names were suggested by the instructors and the
researcher to allow students a greater degree of freedom for expression, where errors were
not attributed to anybody specifically. After signing in on the computer, students were able
to access five discussion topics (see Appendix A) in an argument / discussion eliciting

format as suggested for interactive writing by Ruth and Murphy (1988).

13 This room was available to the researcher as a courtesy of the Center for Management of
Information.

14 The letter ‘B’ was represented by ‘ss.’ The Umlaut letters were represented by the letter without
an Umlaut combined with the letter ‘e’: thus, “4” was typed as “ae,” “ii” was “ve,” and “6" was “oe.”
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The five questions showed up on the screen as five boxes under each other. Learners
were able to click on any of the five topics they wanted to respond to. Learners stated their
opinions about these discussion topics provided by the researcher, or could respond to
other students’ input in relation to these questions. They were required to write their ideas,
comments and responses only in German. They could return to the original topics-page any
time during their computer session, and were able to respond to any or all questions they
were interested in. Comments for each question were stored in different “envelopes,” and
only those comments were visible at any given time, that pertained to the discussion topic
the student most currently selected. For example, if learner A was interested in discussion
question #1, she could click on that question, and the question as well as all the comments
given in response to that question appeared on her screen. When she was finished reading
the other comments and typing in her own comment to that question if she so elected, she
was able to “close” the screen by selecting “close screen” from the command menu, and
move on to another discussion question. No learner demonstrated any difficulty in
manipulating the computer software (open or close discussion screens, use the command
menu, use the built-in word processor, or post and retrieve comments, etc.).

To facilitate interaction, each comment was given a number by the computer, whereby
students could respond directly to an earlier comment by typing “RE #22” (i.e. in response
to comment #22) at the beginning of their own comment. In addition to the comment
number, leamers’ code names also appeared in brackets at the end of their message,
automatically provided by the computer (e.g. “RE #13 Ich bin mit deiner Meinung gar
nicht einverstanden!!! {#22, grinch}” [I do not agree with you at ali!!!]).

All language output from the computer conference sessions was stored by the computer;
both a 3.5 inch disk and a print out of the data were available to the researcher. The
transfer from an IBM compatible to a Macintosh word-processing format was successful

and maintained all the spacing, capitalization and font specifications the students had used.
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group journals: The second main source of language data were the group journals students
wrote. During the course of this research study, students in the third semester German
classes had to write four journal entries, two for each group journal assignment. The first
set of entries were due on October 20, 1996, the second set on December 1, 1996. For
each set of entries, students had three weeks in which to complete the assignment.

Before each group journal assignment, students were given a sheet of paper with five
discussion questions (see Appendix A) they used as guidelines for writing their journal
entries. Group journal entries were written in regular spiral notebooks, provided by the
researcher. For this assignment, the notebooks for the group journals were kept at the
reserve desk of the main university library. Students were divided into groups of three or
four by their instructors (within each section of German 201). Within each group of three
or four, students took turns writing 60-word entries (the minimum requirement), in
German only. They were allowed to check out the notebook for two hours, but according
to student reports, they spent an average of 23 minutes writing each journal entry.

Learners were asked to write non-consecutive journal entries to ensure interaction
between group members. For example, if learner A wrote entry #1 in a group, she should
not have written entry #2. Ultimately, each group should have produced six to eight
entries. However, several learners forgot the deadline for the journal entries and wrote two
consecutive entries at the end of the group journal. Furthermore, several students failed to
complete this assignment (resulting in the loss of approximately 15 subjects).

Several students suggested writing the group journals as an in-class activity. This
arrangement would have made the two writing activities in this study more comparable by
creating two writing tasks for which equal amounts of time were available, but such a
design would have resulted in reduced writing time per student (since groups did not write
together at the same time, rather, members took turns individually at creating a multi-author

text) which did not converge with the pedagogical underpinnings of this course. An
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extended individual in-class writing activity (where some leamers wait while others finish
their entries) did not fit in the syllabus of this course.

Another suggestion to eliminate learner frustration was to hand out group journal note-
books to a member of each group (instead of keeping the notebooks at the library), and
when each leamer was finished writing her journal entry, she could pass the notebook on
to the next group member. This method, however, had proven to be impractical in the past
in other contexts, as some learners dropped the class while they were in possession of the
group journal, thus making other participants in the group lose credit for their work also.
Furthermore, students sometimes did not respect due dates, thus reducing the available time
for other group members for writing, or leaving them no time to write an entry at all.

The written data from both group journals were collected directly from the journals,
typed into a computer including all the original expressions and mistakes produced by
leamers. Capitalization, italics, underlining, and other affective symbols, such as smiley
faces or exclamation points were also preserved in the transcription.

For both writing activities, topics were selected to accommodate the themes of the
leaners’ textbook. These topics were also based on, or taken directly from suggestions
made by the leamers themselves regarding their interests (as the result of an informal
classroom-survey). The discussion topics for both writing tasks were chosen carefully to
match the lexical and syntactic content students would need to employ when responding to
them, as recommended by Ruth and Murphy (1988). However, although the same
overlying topics are given as discussion prompts for the computer conference writing as for
the group joumals, each pair of prompt questions focused on a slightly different aspect of
a superposing issue to avoid redundancy, boredom with the topic from the perspective of
the students, and possible practice effects that could weaken the reliability and validity of
this research project (Hammersley, 1987; Bachman, 1990). For example, for one set of
questions, the overlying topic was family and cultural diversity. Within this topic,



however, two questions were provided from various perspectives. Each discussion
question, in addition, attempted to combine learners’ background knowledge with some
aspect of the German-speaking countries and cultures to expand their understanding of
these countries while being able to relate to the information at some level (Larsen-Freeman,

1991; McLaughlin, 1987). An example of a matched-pair-discussion-question is provided:

Computer Conference writing Group Journal writing

Should it be allowed for parents with What are the most important “qualities”

different skin colors to adopt children? of a good mother or father? Why do you
Why or why not? consider these personal traits most important?

For both the group journals and the computer conference writing, students could suggest
their own avenues of discussions or explore relevant tangents. To aid interaction, students
were provided with a list of expressions in German (at the onset of each of the four writing
task instances), that provided them with ways to express agreement, disagreement,
sympathy, disbelief, etc. Students were allowed to use dictionaries for both journal
writing tasks and computer conference sessions, although the latter activity, - due to the
real-time interaction and the 50-minute time limit, - did not lend itself well to the use of
such language aids. Instructors were available to help students with needed vocabulary

during the two computer conference writing sessions.

personal background questionnaire: The subjects were asked at the beginning of the

semester, - after having signed a written consent form to participate in the research study, -
to fill out a questionnaire requesting information about various personal and demographic
characteristics. This questionnaire consisted of 15 items (some multiple choice, some short

answer-questions) designed to elicit information regarding the learners’ age, native
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language, area of study (academic major and minor), grade point average, experience with
learning foreign languages, motivation for learning German as a FL, experience with
writing, and experience with computers (see Appendix B).

These characteristics were chosen because they were found to have an influence on
foreign language learning outcomes (Brown, 1987; Cook, 1993; Domyei, 1994; Ehrmann
and Oxford, 1995; Gardner, 1985). Gender, native language, motivation for taking
German, experience with German, and attitude towards writing were classified as nominal
variables, where “the numbers assigned to represent levels...have no arithmetic value.”
(Hatch and Lazaraton, 1991). Age, overall grade point average and the number of foreign
languages spoken were classified as numerical variables. These variables were used as
independent variables in the statistical analyses for this research study.

The format of this personal questionnaire was influenced by Borrds and Lafayette
(1994), Cadierno-Lopez (1994), McGarrell (1996), Saito (1995, 1996), Stone and
Rubenfeld (1989) who used a variety of multiple-choice and open-ended question designs
to elicit personal and demographic information from their subjects. These two types of
prompts were used in this study because open-ended questions were able to elicit
information not limited by multiple choice options, and the multiple choice questions were

appropriate for information where only a limited number of answers could be given.

post-activity attitude questionnaire: This questionnaire was filled out by the subjects at the
end of the semester, after they have completed both group journal assignments and

participated in both computer conference sessions. Its purpose was to identify learners’
attitudes towards each of the writing tasks. This information is important, as it has been
shown that negative attitudes towards learning, towards the language or towards certain
activities can affect the learning outcomes of FL leamers (Brown, 1987; Green, 1993;

Horowitz, 1988; Mantle-Bromley and Miller, 1991; Norton Peirce, 1995; Yorio, 1986).
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The post-activity attitude questionnaire consisted of 20 Likert-type scale questions with
a seven-point scale, and of seven open-ended questions (see Appendix C). On the Likert-
type questions, the number 1 represents “strongly disagree”, while the number 7 represents
“strongly agree.” This range was chosen to provide a more precise discrimination by the
students towards their attitudes (Hatch and Lazaraton, 1991). These items alternately
address concerns and issues regarding computer conference sessions and group journals.
Several of these items replicate themselves in a disguised match design to validate further
the responses students give regarding one or the other writing activity (Weir, 1990). The
following is an example of a replicated pair of questions identifying learners’ attitudes

towards group journal activities by eliciting the same information twice:

#5. I was not comfortable expressing my opinions in group journals: 1 2 3 45 6 7

#16. I was able to state my opinions openly in the group journals: 123456 7

These two questions ask for the same information, yet learners had to answer each with
a different number. For example, if learner A marked number 2 for question #5 (i.e.
“disagree”), then she should have marked number 6 for question #16 (i.e. “agree”). One
of each of these pairs of questions will be given the inverse numeric value to make up the
total number of points for attitude towards group journal and computer conference writing.
For example, in the previous set of questions, #5 will be counted as SIX points, as it
indicates the lack of negative attitudes towards group journal writing. The value for #16
remains six points. Thus, based on these two items, the total attitude points for learner A
towards group journal writing is 12 points out of 14 possible points, where a total score of
seven-eight indicates a neutral attitude towards the writing task. Someone who marked the
number 7 for question #5, and number 2 for question #16 would total three points,
indicating a negative attitude towards group journal writing. A total score of 7-8 on these

two questions would signify a neutral attitude towards the group journal writing task.
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Questions numbers 4, 9, 10 and 17 also need to be inverted for scoring, as a mark of
number two actually represents a positive attitude towards either activity on these questions;
these questions contain a negative statement, therefore disagreeing with these indicates a
positive attitude. The total scores these numeric values provide were used as independent
variables in the multivariate analyses of variance to identify to what extent (if at all) attitudes
towards these writing activities could account for the learners’ success or lack thereof on
these two tasks. The maximum score for each group journal and computer conference
writing is 70 points; a total score of 35 points indicates a neutral attitude for each activity.

Statement #2 was excluded from the analysis, as there was no match for it for the group
journal task. Statement #11, on the other hand, provided information regarding both
writing activities, therefore, was included in the analysis of both attitude variables. Thus,
for each group journal writing and computer conference writing ten statements elicited the
necessary relevant information (CC: numbers 1, 3, 4, 8,9, 13, 15, 18, 19 and 11;

GJ: numbers 5, 6, 7, 10, 12, 14, 16, 17, 20 and 11).

The attitude questionnaire consisted of an additional seven open-ended questions. The
learners’ answers to these questions will be used for a qualitative analysis of their attitudes
towards the two writing activities to help understand further the relationship between
leamers’ attitudes and their performance on these communicative tasks. At the same time,
these answers can provide further pedagogical suggestions for improving how and to what

extent these two writing tasks can be incorporated into intermediate language classes.

Muyers-Briggs Type Indicator: Several previous research studies support the notion that
personal psychological preferences influence learning outcomes by influencing attitudes
towards learning activities or preference towards certain types of presentation of materials
(Ehrman and Oxford, 1989, 1995; Moody, 1988; Oxford and Crookall, 1989). Based on

this research, the present study also incorporated a personality type measurement as a



research tool, investigating the relationship between the personality types of learners and
the language output on the two writing activities. In order to elicit the necessary personality
type information, the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) measurement was used in this
studyl5. This test consists of 126 items, each of which offers forced multiple-choice (two
or three choices) answers. It is a self-reported survey, and several students indicated
having taken this test before and that they were able to manipulate the resulits of this
measurement. Nevertheless, this test was found to be an overall reliable and valid
indicator of personality types in previous research (Ehrmann and Oxford, 1989).

The MBTI measurement was given to the learners at the end of the semester during a
regular class period in a paper and pencil format. The four personality trait pairs provide

information about learners’ type preference for:

1) extraversion or introversion, “whether the person obtains energy externally or
internally,” in other words, do learners need to interact with others or work alone in

order to obtain optimal learning resulits.

2) sensing or intuitive, whether the learner prefers “concrete / sequential or abstract /
random” presentation of information and questions; this also includes a preference for -

handling practical, immediate matters or for thinking of possibilities for the future.

3) thinking or feeling, whether the learner “makes decisions based on objective or
subjective values,” i.e. preferring to decide logically, in a detached fashion or in a

fashion that is “person-centered”

15 An on-line version of the MBTI measurement exists, however, no validity or reliability
information was available for this instrument at the time of data collection. Therefore, this shorter,
computer-adapted version was not considered acceptable by the researcher.

(see:  hup://www.ccinet.ab.ca/psychometrics/mbtihome.htm)


http://www.ccineLab.ca/psychometrics/mbtihome.htm
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4) judging or perceiving, whether the leamer prefers structure and closure of an activity
before beginning another or prefers to work without much structure, keeping options

open for new developments (Ehrman & Oxford, 1995; Tiberio & Hammer, 1993).

Each student’s scores on the MBTI measurement were tallied to provide the researcher
with eight continuous variables describing extraversion (E) / introversion (I), sensing (S) /
intuition (N), thinking (T) / feeling (F), and judging (J) / perceiving (P). The raw scores
from each of the eight personality traits were converted to be used as independent variables
in the multiple regression analyses in response to Research Question #2. The scores used

in these statistical analyses were calculated in the following manner:

1) First, the maximum score for each trait was determined:

extraversion: 26 maximum points introversion: 28 maximum points
sensing: 34 maximum points intuitive: 25 maximum points

thinking: 33 maximum points feeling: 21 points women / 19 points men
judging: 20 maximum points perceiving: 32 maximum points

2) Second, from each character trait pair, a continuum was created (Figure 4), by
inverting the first trait in each pair (e.g. extraversion, sensing, thinking and judging). In
this system, each trait signals the extreme point on a continuum, for example, the maximum
value for extraversion (26 points) is at one end and the maximum value for introversion (28
points) is at the other end of the first continuum (the second continuum has the value of 34
for sensing at one end and 25 for intuition at the other end, etc.). On each continuum, the

value zero represents that the individual has a balance between the two traits.
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Figure 4. MBTI Characteristic Traits

26 0 ‘ 28
L— extraversion . | introversion,

34 0 5
L sensing l intuitive |

33 0 21 (f); 19 (m)
L— " thinking L feeling i

20 P 32
L—] judging perceiving f————

3) Next, the raw scores learners received on each character trait pair was converted into
one variable. From each trait pair, the lower value score was deducted from the higher
value score. Depending on which trait was the stronger, the new score was placed on the
left or right of the “balanced” point on each continuum as far from this point, as many
intervals the score represented. For example, learner #22 scored 10 points on the
extraversion and 12 on the introversion trait. That means that she is a little bit more
introverted than extraverted, by two interval points to be precise. Therefore, her
transferred score is two points away from “zero,” on the introverted side of the continuum,
resulting in a final score of “2” for the extraversion / introversion continuum. If the first
trait in each characteristic pair was “stronger”, the final score for that continuum was
negative, representing purely a mathematical value (as does the zero), not a qualitative one
(i.e. not that extraversion is “bad”).

The final scores for each trait pair for each learner was entered as the four personality
trait variables in the statistical analyses. Table 3. provides three examples of calculating the

raw scores from the MBTI measurement into the final score for the personality variables:



Table 3. Calculation of MBTI scores

raw score raw score difference & final score
trait A trait B direction for trait pair

thinking: 13 feeling: 7 6 (thinking) -6
sensing: 10 intuitive: 10 0 0

judging: 6 perceiving: 20 | 14 (perceiving) 14

In some research studies, learners are characterized as belonging to one of sixteen
personality types, based on the stronger of each of the character trait pairs (e.g. ESTP or
ISFJ). However, this researcher felt that such a categorization would hide the subtie
differences between learners who are very strongly extroverted and those who are almost
balanced on the extroverted / introverted continuum. Therefore, these four variables were

used as separate independent variables in the multiple regression analyses.

proficiency levels:

The final independent variable investigated for this research study provides information
about the learners’ proficiency levels, a hidden, directly not observable construct. In order
to analyze the relationship between leamers’ proficiency levels and the way they use the FL
in written communication is, results from two tests are included in the multivariate analyses
of variance in this study: 1) the G-CAPE (German computer-adaptive placement exam)
developed by the Brigham Young University, and 2) the common final exam taken by all
third-semester German students.

As of yet, there is no unified definition of second language proficiency (Larsen-Freeman
and Long, 1991). One commonly held view suggests that it is a hidden construct that
manifests itself in language “skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing), and
knowledge of language components (vocabulary, phonology and grammar)” (ibid: 38). In

addition to this definition, communicative competence in terms of sociolinguistically
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appropriate knowledge has also been considered to be an essential component of FL
proficiency (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; Spolsky, 1989; Swain, 1983). Higgs (1986)
claims that proficiency refers to a leamer’s ability to manipulate appropriately the FL in “the
triad of [constructs] of function, content, and accuracy,” where none of these constructs are
less important and essential than the other two (7). The level of proficiency, furthermore,
reflects what the learner “can...do with the language” (7). Byrnes (1986) equates
proficiency with “the behavioral manifestations of an underlying communicative
competence” which can be observed by analyzing the learner’s ability to use the language
“correctly” in terms of grammatical, sociolinguistic, and strategic accuracy (10).

Despite a lack of a unanimous definition of FL proficiency, studies investigating the
relationship between this proficiency construct and learners’ linguistic output and SLA
processes do exist. Although some research indicates that transfer of writing strategies
from the learner’s first language into the FL. was not dependent on the learner’s proficiency
(Friedlander, 1990; Jones & Tetroe, 1987), others agree that learers’ proficiency levels
influence a variety of FL learning processes and FL performance, including the level of
language learning anxiety (Ganschow et al., 1994), choice of leaming strategies (Larsen-
Freeman and Long, 1991), and use of communication strategies (Liskin-Gasparro, 1996). -

Based on this assumption (that the level of FL proficiency does influence learning
outcome and language output), it was considered prudent to incorporate into the analyses a
measurement that elicits information about leamers’ proficiency levels. In this dissertation
study, the working definition of FL proficiency will be based on the definitions discussed
above, as well as the discussion of communicative competence discussed in the previous
chapter. In summary, it can be said, that FL proficiency refers to the leamers’ ability to
manipulate grammatical, functional and contextual constructs of the foreign language in a
sociolinguistically appropriate manner. Therefore, it can be argued that a measurement

which examines the learners’ ability to manipulate the FL in a sociolinguistically
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appropriate manner, using correct grammatical, functional and contextual features, can be
considered to shed light on the underlying construct of learners’ proficiency in the FL.

In order to establish the subjects’ proficiency levels, two tests were chosen which
indeed examine the learners’ ability to manipulate (recognize, as well as produce) various
lexical, syntactic, functional and sociolinguistic features of German. Although neither
exam is specifically designed to be a proficiency exam (measuring overall contextualized
linguistic knowledge, independent of the learning environment - Bachman, 1990), both
measurements reflect some aspect of language use that can be considered the “behavioral
manifestation” of portions of the underlying hidden construct of FL proficiency.

The first score indicating the students’ proficiency level was the German computer-
adaptive placement exam developed by the Brigham Young University (G-CAPE). This
measurement was originally designed as a proficiency (not placement) exam for identifying
the level of English proficiency of incoming non-native speakers of English students at the
University (BY U computer adaptive proficiency test). Soon it became a tool for placing
students of English as a Second Language into appropriate class levels; later it was adapted
to fit the placement needs of Spanish (S-CAPE), French (F-CAPE) and German (G-CAPE)
as a foreign language programs (Madsen, 1991).

Despite its use for placement purposes, this measurement tests learners’ knowledge of
the FL independent of the leaming context in which they acquired that language. Therefore,
this test can be considered a proficiency exam, as the definition of a proficiency exam is to:
“[test] knowledge, competence, or ability in the use of a language, irrespective of how,
where, or under what conditions {the FL] has been acquired” (Bachman, 1990).

This computer-adaptive placement exam consisted of an 800 multiple-choice-question
item bank testing learners’ knowledge of syntax, vocabulary, idiomatic expressions, basic
reading skills (summarizing, identifying main ideas, etc.), and some sociolinguistic

concepts (e.g. the use of formal / infqrmal address) (Larson et al., 1996).
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The G-CAPE was administered to German 201 students December 3, 1996 in the
language laboratory of the University of Arizona on Apple Macintosh® computers (one
student per computer) during leamers’ regular class periods. Students completed the exam
in 28 to 43 minutes. Dictionaries could not be used, and instructors were allowed to assist
only with test-taking questions (e.g. how to progress from one screen to the next, etc.), not
with content questions (e.g. accuracy, correct answers, etc.).

Although this test does not examine authentic or communicative language knowledge, it
does indicate the learners’ general language knowledge. Some validity and reliability issues
regarding the use of this score in this research study must be mentioned, however. First,
students did not all receive the same questions, therefore some difference in scores might
mistakenly indicate lower or higher proficiency levels of individuals, whose knowledge is
much more similar in reality. Such differences signify that at another point in time the same
test could result in different scores for the same individual, weakening (not necessarily
destroying) the test’s reliability (Weir, 1990). Another aspect of this issue is that several
students reported guessing on questions. Therefore, if they had received another set of
questions, where their guesses had not been equally successful, their scores could have
shown a possibly significantly different level of proficiency. The third issue to be
mentioned could have weakened the validity of this exam. Learners at that point in time
had not yet taken any computer-adaptive tests, thus, this test may have measured not only
their language knowledge, but also their ability to cope with a new testing format (i.e. the
computer-adaptive test), resulting in a lower level of construct validity (Weir, 1990).

Nevertheless, this researcher considered the score from the G-CAPE appropriate as
these weaknesses are only possible weaknesses. G-SCAPE has been correlated with
another already established placement exam (MAPS), and the correlation between the two
measurements was .89 (Larson et al., 1996). Furthermore, the “coefficient of equivalence

(reliability) between two administrations of the G-CAPE to forty-six students was .80.”
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(ibid: 2). Therefore, G-CAPE was considered to be an objective measure of learners’
language knowledge, thus a good measurement of FL proficiency.

In order to shed light further on the learners’ proficiency levels, it was considered useful
to incorporate yet another measurement into the research study. Learners’ raw score on
their semester final exam is used as an additional indicator of their language knowledge at
the end of this study. All students in German 201 were required to take the common final
exam, designed by the 201 instructors, and independent of any goals or influence of this
research project. The exam consists of test items that elicit learners’ knowledge of the
lexical, syntactic and sociolinguistic material learners are responsible for by the end of third
semester German courses. This achievement test is based on a four-skills approach to FL
teaching that emphasizes equally reading, writing, speaking and listening skills. The test
was administered to all German 201 students on December 18, 1996. The format was the
same as that of all previous chapter exams throughout the semester, and as those, this exam
too was comprehensive in content of all materials taught up to that point in time. The exam
was a criterion-referenced measurement, whereby learners’ responses were “interpreted
with reference to a specific content domain” (Bachman, 1990).

The reading segment of the exam consisted of a short detective story with short-answer
comprehension questions. The texts, the questions and the students’ answers were in
German. The listening comprehension section was read in German, based on which
students had to answer five short-answer comprehension questions in German. Students
also had to write a 200-word essay prior to the exam, in a rough draft and revised version
format, as fitting with the department’s view of writing as a process (Raimes, 1996; Silva,
1990; Sommers, 1996). The final component of the exam was an integrated grammar-
analysis exercise (i.e. not isolated grammar points), where students had to identify and
correct 25 out of 40 possible mistakes in an essay designed very carefully to contain

spelling, verb, noun and adjective morphological, lexical and global sociolinguistic errors.
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Only the first twenty-five marks and corrections made by students were considered for
analysis by the researcher.

All exams were graded by the researcher for the purposes of this dissertation study.
The maximum score was 200 points, divided evenly among three skills (reading, writing,
and listening). Sociolinguistic competence was measured in all sections, by requiring that
learners recognize forms of address (as an indication of level of acquaintance) and different
semantic domains for lexical items in the FL (e.g. the reading comprehension example
below), recognize the meaning of speech acts (e.g. the listening comprehension example

below), and recognize contextual cues (e.g. the example from the grammar section below).

* Reading comprehension: How do Bea and Frau Schonfled know each other? — answer:
they lived in the same apartment building. For the correct answer to this question, learners
needed to be able to interpret the appropriate meaning of “Wohnhaus” [apartment building]
where they both live, and yet not be deterred from recognizing their friendship by the
formal address Bea and Frau Schonfeld use with each other (i.e. long-term acquaintances

can very well be using a formal address with each other).

* Listening comprehension: Wen hat die Frau um Hilfe gebeten? /whom did the woman ask for
belp? - answer: two soldiers and some students, some strangers in the street. In order to
answer this listening comprehension question appropriately, learners had to recognize the

speech act of requesting help and the response (lack thereof) of the soldiers and students in

the street, separating both request and response from the narrative in the text.

e Grammar: Die echte Elisabeth ist vor einem Jahr im Unfall gestorben. Nachher haben
Ingeborg und der Krankenpfleger die Unterlagen gestohlen. Er hat spiter... /the real

Elisabeth died in the accident a year ago. Afterwards, Ingeborg and the male nurse stole the documents.
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Later, he.../ In this activity, students had to correct grammatical, lexical and sociolinguistic
mistakes, and only by knowing and interpreting correctly the contextualization cues were
they able to identify the appropriate verb tenses, personal pronouns, forms of greeting,

etc., and make the necessary corrections.

In the entire exam, answers written in English were not given credit. For the listening
and reading comprehension sections, only grammatical mistakes that interfered with
comprehension resulted in receiving less credit. This score was used to provide additional
information regarding the learners’ knowledge of authentic language use. The scores from
this test also indicate the learners’ proficiency by presenting their performance on reading,
writing, speaking and listening, even though this test is not a validated proficiency exam.
Intrarater reliability was established by re-grading the same three exams on two different
occasions two days apart (test-retest reliability measurement, Shavelson, 1988). The

correlation between the two ratings was +0.9997.

V. Data Analysis

In the previous section, various linguistic, sociolinguistic, psychometric, personal and
attitude data have been presented, which will be used to investigate the research questions
stated at the beginning of this chapter. The data analyses performed in this dissertation can
be divided into two main categories: statistical and discourse / ethnographic investigations.
In the remainder of this chapter, these analyses will be addressed in detail, illustrated by
examples from the actual data collected; their results will be discussed in Chapter 4.

Statistical Analyses:
For the statistical investigation, there will be fourteen dependent variables: 1) amount

of written output, 2-10) grammatical accuracy (verb, adjective and noun morphology;
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incorrect, omitted, unnecessary lexical items; word order; case errors; and mechanical
errors), 11) number of discourse functions, 12) lexical diversity, 13) lexical density,

14) number of “learner” (i.e. “non-native™) expressions (grammar, lexical items, idiomatic
expressions) produced by students in each of the two writing contexts. Each of these
variables will be identified for both the computer-conference and the group journal writing
tasks. To receive the score for each of these dependent variables for the computer
conference and group journal writing tasks, each iearner’s scores from both instances of
the computer conference writing task and both instances of the group journal writing task

will be averaged as shown in Figure 5. below:

Figure 5. Formulae for Calculation of Dependent Variables

(CC#1 amount of output + CC#2 amount of output) __ dependent variable for amount of written
2 ™ output for computer conferencing

(GJ#1 amouat of output + GJ#2 amount of output) _ __ dependent variable for amount of written
2 - output for group journals

These six variables, identified and quantified from all subjects’ output, will be used in
two types of statistical tests: 1) a set of matched t-tests (the level of a is set at .05 for each
t-test) and 2) a set of multiple regression analyses.

In response to the first research question (and partially in response to research question
#3 regarding the amount of non-German expressions), one-tailed16 matched t-tests will be
performed to identify if the difference in production on the two writing tasks on the six
dependent variables is significant or whether the two writing activities really result in the
same kind of linguistic output (Hatch and Lazaraton, 1991). A matched t-test design is

needed as the subjects in both writing tasks are the same 46 students, and the results of the

16 one-tailed matched t-tests will be used, as the alternate hypothesis is directional, proposing that
the scores will be higher for the computer conferencing activity than for the group journal writing task.



107

t-tests can only be used for descriptive purposes, as the subjects were not selected
randomly and are the same in the two writing tasks (ibid.)

For the purposes of the multiple regression analyses, in response to research question
#2, the scores from each dependent variable (1-14) will be analyzed in relation to all of the
independent variables (demographic, personal and proficiency data), to identify the
relationship of these variables and the variance in students’ production within each of the
two writing activities. The independent variables will be organized into three categories:

a) demographic and personal variables (age, gender, GPA, major, experience with
foreign languages, experience with computers and experience with writing)
b) cognitive variables (scores on the MBTI measurement: four variables)

c) proficiency levels (G-CAPE and common final exam).

Thus, for each dependent variable, three multiple regression analyses will be performed,
to identify ways in which, if at all, the independent variables help explain the variation of
performance within the dependent variable. Table 4. illustrates the design framework of
these analyses.

Table 4. Model of Multiple Regression Analyses

Personal and | Difference in Variance on the | Difference in Variance on the
Demographic: . | Computer Conference task Group Journal Writing task
variables: | (each of the six variables) (each of the six variables)

moti\_ration for How motivation contributes | How motivation contributes to
learning German | to variance on CC task output | variance on GJ task output

attitude towards How attitude contributes to How attitude contributes to
writing task variance on CC task output | variance on GJ task output

To provide further patterns of interaction within variables, the relationship between the
difference between scores on the two writing tasks and the independent variables will also

be investigated to examine whether the observed difference is due to the ability of one task



108

to elicit a higher level of language production, or to (some) cognitive, demographic or
personal variables. The difference between scores of each leamner for each dependent
variable (1-14) will be calculated for this analysis, providing the new dependent variable
for a set of multiple regression analyses (e.g. CCllexical diversity] - GJ [lexical diversity] =
Diff.[lexical diversity]: these new variables will be used as the dependent variables for this set
of multiple regression analyses).

In the next section, each dependent variable will be discussed in further detail. For
reference, Table 5. provides an overview of the classification of dependent (D) and

independent (I) variables.

Table S. List of Dependent and Independent Variables

| B Vrables o

number of idea units /c-units/ (D

| Classification |

interval

|| grammatical accuracy (D) interval

I[number of discourse functions (D) interval

nlexical diversity (D) interval

f1exical density (D) interval

I[amount of non-native-like language used (D) interval

Hage ()] interval

ﬁgender ¢y nominal - 2 levels
nacademic major (I) nominal - 8 levels
Ilovcrall grade point average (I) interval

native language (I) nominal - 2 levels
" motivation for learning German (I) nominal - 4 levels
experience with computer use (I) interval

Ilattitude towards each writing task (I) [two variables]

personality type (I) [four variables]
scores from the G-CAPE placement exam (I)
scores from the common final exam ()
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First, the amount of written output will be determined by the number of c-units
(communicative units) students produce in each of the four writing samples (two instances
of computer conferencing and two instances of group journals). Although in literature the
most frequent type of analysis for amount of output is the “t-unit” (Bardovi-Harlig, 1992),
in this study preference is given to the “c-unit”, because it lends itself well to both types of
writing tasks. Since “t-units” require the presence of a verb, it may have been appropriate
for the group journal writing, where students have enough time to formulate syntactically
complex sentences (Crookes, 1990).

However, during the computer conference writing, students often do not formulate
syntactically complete sentences, as this synchronous interactive format more closely
resembles oral, face-to-face conversation including the production of one word responses
and sentence fragments (Kern, 1995; Schiffrin, 1996). Crookes (1990) and Duff (1986)
define c-units as “isolated phrases not [necessarily] accompanied by a verb, but which have
a communicative value” (Crookes, 1990: 184); this definition will be applicable for this
study as well. The following segment illustrates the c-units from a learner’s output in the
first computer conference session (the c-units are marked by brackets):

BZ: {Richtig} {Es macht keine Untershied, was Hautfarbe man ist}. {Wenn zwei
Leute gute Eltern sind, dann sie natuerlich vershiedenen koennen}.

/{correct / true} {it makes no difference, what skin color one has}. {If two people are good parents,

then they can differ, naturally}./

Intrarater reliability was established by re-analyzing ten output samples on two different
occasions two days apart (test-retest reliability measurement, Shavelson, 1988). The
correlation between the two ratings was +0.9011.

Second, students’ output form the two writing activities will be analyzed to identify the

numbers and types of errors students make in grammatical sub-categories. Using matched
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t-tests, it will be determined in which writing activity they produce grammatically more
correct language. The grammatical sub-categories of errors are: 1) noun morphology -
derivations, pluralization, noun-pronoun agreement; 2) verb morphology - verb endings,
subject / verb agreement, tense, voice, mood; 3) adjective morphology - comparative and
superiative forms, case endings specifically on adjectives; 4) case endings - prepositions,
confusing accusative, dative and nominative (articles, pronouns, relative pronouns); 5)
omission - missing lexical elements; 6) lexical errors - word choice, idiomatic expression,
wrong preposition (not its case); 7) mechanics - spelling, gender of nouns, punctuation;
8) unnecessary lexical items - superfluous lexical elements; 9) word order; (adapted from
Guntermann, 1978; Kroll, 1990; Politzer, 1978). Intrarater reliability was established by
re-analyzing five output samples on two different occasions two days apart (test-retest
reliability, Shavelson, 1988); the correlation between the two ratings was +0.8896.

The scores of grammatical accuracy will also be analyzed from the perspective of a
native speaker error gravity perception as discussed by Politzer (1978). He found that
native German speakers (age 13) considered different types of errors as interfering to
various degrees with comprehension, and established different levels of “acceptable
errors.” (257). The following list indicates his findings, beginning with the “worst” error,

as identified by his native speaker subjects:

{ lexical choice > verb morphology > word order > noun morphology > cases }

Grammatical errors will be counted from a 50-word language output (between word #5
and #53, thus excluding formulaic opening expressions) to ensure equal error source length
for an appropriate comparison between the writing tasks. English words (except proper
names of classmates, drinks, food items, musical groups, etc.) will be counted in the 50-

word sample, as they represent incorrect lexical choices.



noun mor-
phology

Table 6. Calculation of Error Types

verb mor-
phology

omission

# of errors
50 words

# of errors

# of errors

# of errors

50
words

Next, the types of discourse functions will be counted, which process requires
simultaneous or preceding discourse analysis. Several possible types of discourse
functions are established by the literature such as posing and responding to questions,
making requests, requesting or offering advice, directing others to do something,
establishing group-identity or solidarity, describing an event, person or object, etc. (Higgs,
1986: 6-7; Schiffrin, 1994: 86-87). There is no pre-determined number of categories; the
possible range will be identified by the types of discourse functions present in the data.
Several sample functions that were identified in the data are:

1) agreeing: Ja, magie, das ist richtig! /yes, Maggie, that’s right/

2) disagreeing: Es ist ein unbekuemmert Antwort! /that is an inconsiderate answer!/

3) challenging an opinion: Was ist los mit du?? /what is wrong with you??/

4) apology: Es tut mir leid, Neuseeland. /I'm sorry, New Zealand [formerly misspelled)/

5) request for clarification: Mein Freund Jocko ist ein Affe? Was?? /my friend J. is
an ape? what??/

6) narration: Ja, ich bin letztes Sommer in Neuseeland gegangen. /yes, I went to New

Zealand last summer./
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Intrarater reliability was established at +0.9132 by re-analyzing ten output samples on
two different occasions a day apart (test-retest reliability measurement, Shavelson, 1988).

Next, the lexical diversity and lexical density of learners’ written output will be
determined. The formulae for identifying these scores are presented in Figure 6. (based on

Laufer and Nation, 1995; Saville-Troike, personal communication).

Figure 6. Formulae for Lexical Density and Diversity

lexi ity = # of lexical items (N,V,Adj, Adv.)
/ 50 German tokens (including function words)
lexical diversity = # of different words (open and closed category words)

/ 50 German tokens

For determining lexical diversity, the number of different words (both function and
content words) will be established. This number will then be divided by 50 (i.e. 50
German words, both content and function words). The lexical density of students’ writing
will be defined to identify more fully the type of language students produce under the
different writing conditions. Lexical density will be determined by counting the number of
open-class words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs), which will be divided again by 50
(50 German words, including both function and content words) used by the writers.

For both the numerator and denominator sample of the formulae presented in Figure 5.,
the same base morpheme was counted twice, if it appeared as a different word category
(part of speech); for example the word ‘meinen’ and ‘Meinung’ were counted as two
words, as they have different meanings and uses in speech. Similarly, masculine and
feminine versions of professions were counted as separate items, while plural forms of

nouns were not, as illustrated by the following example from the second group journal:
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...einige drgern sich dariiber Sportler eine Menge bezahit werden. Der Sportler
und die Sportlerin sich auch anstrengen miissen um erfolgreich zu sein...
/...some are angry that sport players get paid a lot. The (male) player and the (female)

player have to exert themselves too in order to become successful.../

In this sample, for lexical density, the following words are included in the numerator:
argem, Sportler, Menge, bezahit, werden, anstrengen, miissen, erfolgreich, sein (9);
for the calculation of lexical diversity, the following words are included: einige, drgem,
sich, dariiber, Sportler, eine Menge, bezahlt, werden, und, auch, anstrengen, miissen,
erfolgreich, (um) zu sein (14)17. Verbs were counted as separate items from the modal and
auxiliary words they appeared with; for example, “ist ggkommen” is counted as two
different verbs, and “hat kommen miissen” is counted as three different verbs.

Possessive adjectives are counted as adjectives, not as articles, but only one is counted
for calculating the lexical diversity of language output. Therefore, in the sentence: “Mein
Vater muBte meine Mutter anrufen, um das Auto nochmal abzuholen...”, the lexical density
will be determined as eight content words (mein, Vater, muite, meine, Mutter, anrufen,
das Auto, abzuholen, and lexical diversity will be counted as nine different words (mein,
Vater, muBlite, Mutter, anrufen, um, das Auto, nochmal, abzuholen). Both definite and
indefinite articles were considered a part of the noun, and were not counted separately.

English words, as well as all proper names (except for “Amerika”, “Deutschland”, and
other names of countries) will be excluded from the analyses that determine lexical diversity
and lexical density, as such words do not reflect accurately the students’ performance

competence of vocabulary use in the German language. This exclusion ensures that long

17 the particle “zu” is not counted separately in this example, as it is a part of the “um...zu”
construction, meaning “in order to.” When “zu” is used separately (e.g. “too much” or as a preposition), it
is counted as a separate item. It is not counted a separate item, however, when it is a part of the main verb,
i.e. with separable prefix verbs (having the meaning of “to go out™, [auszugehen] for example).



114

lists of proper names or English words (possibly a strategy employed by leamers to fulfill
the perceived or explicit requirements for length on both types of writing activities) do not
skew the data positively, showing a higher level of lexical diversity or density than the
vocabulary of which students are truly in command. Furthermore, the 50 lexical tokens
will be selected after the first five German lexical items (i.e. analyses will be performed on
the text between the sixth and the fifty-sixth German word) to exclude repeated greetings
and address forms. The 50-word sample was chosen for all these analyses to ensure that
the same source length of language output provides a basis for appropriate comparisons.

Intrarater reliability was established by re-analyzing six learners’ samples on two
different occasions two days apart (test-retest reliability measurement, Shavelson, 1988).
The correlation between the two ratings was +0.8862.

Finally, the non-native expressions, words, phrases, and idiomatic expressions
produced by the learners will be counted to determine which of the writing tasks results in a
language output that is closer to native speaker use. For this purpose, two native speakers
of German at the University of Arizona were asked to cooperate. They were trained for
approximately an hour to ensure an understanding of what kind of analysis was asked of
them, without being told the specific purposes of the result of these analyses or the
researcher’s hypotheses to the research questions. These native speakers of German
analyzed independently the written output of all subjects on all four writing instances. As it
has been mentioned in the discussion on native speakers in the previous chapter, a sense of
native speaker language can be presumed to exist based on language items (words,
phrases, expressions, etc.) that many native speakers would consider to be appropriate.

The expressions that both of native speakers accept as “non-native language use” are
included for this statistical analysis. One judge was male the other female, both were from
central Germany. They were asked to identify as non-native expressions only those which,

to the best of their knowledge, could not have been uttered by any native speaker of



German under any circumstances (for example expressions transferred directly from
English to German: “Das war SpaB8” which is a literal translation of the English expression
“that was fun” but is not meaningful in German). Cognates of English words were
accepted as German words, giving the subjects the benefit of the doubt that they indeed
used these expression intentionally.

The native speakers were asked to identify each “nonnative” usage as 1) grammatically
incorrect, 2) inaccurate word selection, or 3) “odd” in some other respect. These judges
were not linguistically naive. A follow-up interview followed the native speakers’ analysis
to examine the sources and causes of their decisions (methodology based on Saville-
Troike, personal communication).

To summarize, it can be said that the results of the statistical analyses mentioned above
will be used 1) to identify the differences in production by the research subjects on the two
types of writing tasks using matched one-tailed t-test s18, 2) as dependent variables in
multiple regression analyses with the independent variables discussed earlier, and 3) to
determine the amount of non-German language produced by students in both writing
contexts as indicated in a two-tail t-test. In conclusion, Figure 7. presents an overview of
the two types of statistical analyses performed, and of the dependent and independent

variables that provide the necessary information for these analyses.

18 A within-subjects, repeated-measures 7 - test will be used, since the dependent variables are all
interval variables, and the same subjects will produce the writing samples under different circumstances. A
one - way t-test will be used, since the applicable research hypothesis (# 1) is directional, suggesting a
higher quality of production for computer conference writing. The level of significance was determined at
a =.05 level, the conventional significance level chosen in applied linguistics (Hatch and Lazaraton, 1991).
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Figure 7. Design of Statistical Analyses

I.
/ ‘ gqs \ r .o \
Computer Conference_Writing Group Journal Writing
amount of writing X amount of writing X
grammatical accuracy X grammatical accuracy X
number of discourse functions X > number of discourse functions X
lexical diversity X lexical diversity X
lexical density X - lexical density X ) -
2.
demographic variables

(independent)

variation in performance difference
on the dependent variables in the
Group Journal and Computer
Conference Writing contexts.

Multiple
Regression
Analysis

[ personal varables |
(independent) ‘

proﬁciency variables
(independent)

Discourse and Ethnographic Analyses

The discourse and ethnographic analyses in this study provide additional information
regarding the role of using technology in FL learning, and improve our understanding of
the interlanguage of intermediate learners of German, their styles and strategies of
interaction, and their level of communicative competence as defined in the previous chapter.

Three research questions (see pages 81-82) require discourse analysis. In order to
identify which writing activity is more beneficial for eliciting an interlanguage closer to
native speaker German (in response to Research Question #3), students’ output will be
analyzed for successful communicative events in addition to the statistical t-test described in
the previous section. To this end, two native speakers of German (with the sociocultural
limitations that two persons can provide, from their own individual standpoints) will

identify language use inappropriate for German, with the understanding that language
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(vocabulary, grammar, pragmatic features, etc.), that could possibly be uttered by any
native speaker of German to the best knowledge of these native speakers, will be acceptable
as “German” output. Based on this information, the researcher will analyze the level of
interlanguage students use for communicating with other non-native speaker learners.

If students do indeed succeed in communicating with “non-native German” structures,
and the language they produce merely wears the mask of German words, then the activity
where this relexification is more likely to occur needs to be reevaluated for its usefulness
for communicative language practice. Extreme instances of relexification might be the
result of time-pressure, of a decision to ignore form, of lack of availability of production
aids (e.g. dictionary, textbook), or of a lack of face validity for the students!9.

Leamners’ interlanguage will also be analyzed to observe how and to what extent various
interlanguage phenomena are present in the learners’ linguistic output, for example 1)
language transfer - transferring words, phrases, syntactic structures from the first language
(English) systematically; 2) overgeneralization of L2 rules - certain plural nouns or verb
tenses are formed by overextending a leaed syntactic rule; 3) transfer of training - where
learners use certain language features they may have learned from their instructor, which is
in fact an idiosyncratic language feature20; 4) strategies of L2 learning - for example, the
simplification of language forms to avoid manipulating language with which the learners
are not yet comfortable, e.g. avoiding the subjunctive mood; 5) communication strategies -
e.g. answer solicitation routines (Cook, 1993; Saville-Troike, 1989).

In response to research question #4, students’ written production will be coded to show

the choice of various participant roles they employ to identify the possibly different

19 In computer conference writing, there is no definite structure, and the instructor is not an active
participant in this on-line discussion; these facts, or the novelty of this activity (thus no schemata for such
an activity) might lead to some students’ not taking this task as seriously as they would a quiz or an exam.

20 If such expressions are present, an interview with the instructor of the leamners using these
phrases will also be useful.
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communicative purposes of the two writing tasks. The underlying assumption of this
researcher is that the more participant roles (perspectives) from which learners are able to
practice the language, the better they will be able to perform with these discourse and
participant roles in future authentic interactional situations using German, thus, the larger
their repertoire for managing interactions will be. Therefore, whether a task is able to elicit
monologue or actual successful interaction is very important from the perspective of
developing communicative competence in the foreign language.

In Goffman’s (1974) framework, roles of speakers in a discussion are simultaneously
determined and directed by the language these individuals speak, and reciprocally, their
interactant roles determine the way their discourse can be created. Schiffrin (1994) calls
this phenomenon the “codependency between self and context” which provides an
“interpretive frame for talk.” (129). Being able to take on different participant roles in
interaction, - which in the in the formal FL learning setting are that of “hearer”, “speaker,”
questioner, respondent, informant, controller of the flow of interaction, outsider - insider,
and person of different / equal status, - therefore, is an essential part of a learner’s
communicative competence.

These roles can be manifested in a variety of discourse patterns, expressions, and lexical
or syntactic choices (Tannen, 1989). Wardaugh (1985) claims that these roles are created
and co-created by all participants, and a collaborative effort of maintenance of these roles
and through them the interaction, is one of the social bases of talk. Therefore, one aspect
of the examination of subjects’ interlanguage is to identify to what extent this social basis of
talk is present in their written production, and to what extent they are able to “play along”
with other learners’ self-selected or co-created roles.

To investigate the cause of miscommunication in interactive writing (research question
#5), students’ output will be analyzed for communication breakdowns, providing

information in several ways. First, these interactions can improve our understanding of the
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processes involved in maintaining and controlling communication in a FL leaming context.
Second, they can unveil linguistic tools by which learners attempt, and fail or succeed to
recapture communication with their peers. Third, these instances of miscommunication can
help improve the utilization of writing tasks for interaction in FL pedagogical contexts.
Finally, analyzing these language features can identify linguistic areas where FL learners
need special attention in order to accomplish their communicative goals.

As discussed in the review of literature (see Chapter 2), several linguistic and pragmatic
features can contribute to the breakdown of communication, for example syntactic
mismatch, mismatch of lexical choices, faulty cohesion markers, reference indications,
speech acts, different understanding of participant roles and possibly a learner’s attitude
towards the other interlocutors. The misuse of these linguistic and pragmatic features might
be due to a lack of proficiency on the part of either or both the writer or the reader of a text.
Several interesting sub-questions will be explored during this data analysis, which will be
analyzed within each writing context, and compared between the two tasks:

* What types of miscommunication can be repaired and which cannot?

* Do leamers recognize incidents of miscommunication (or do they attribute them to their
own or another leamer’s lack of proficiency)?

* If an event of miscommunication is identified, how is it repaired (i.e. who initiates repair,
is it repaired collaboratively or individually)?

* What communication strategies do leamers use to signal communication breakdown?

As part of this analysis, several subjects will be interviewed to provide their
interpretation of the communicative (intent and outcome) event. This methodology could
be referred to as an “ethnography of writing” (i.e. asking the subjects themselves to
provide their own interpretation of the language output, the communicative events, etc.).

These interviews will provide further insights into the success of communicative
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interactions, or failure thereof, among non-native speakers of German at the intermediate
level. Such an analytical methodology will ensure that the researcher’s understanding of
the data more accurately reflects the actual process and patterns of the students’ interaction.

This methodology is borrowed from the domain of anthropology and the ethnography
of communication, whose specific goal is “[describing] and understanding...
communicative behavior in specific cultural settings...” to identify systems of interaction
and “role identity...” (Saville-Troike, 1989: 1-2). Johnson (1992) suggests that “the most
important goal of ethnographic inquiry is to discover the insider’s view of reality, the emic
view” italics from the original] (142). By asking the source of information, in this case the
learners themselves, about the meaning and interpretation of written communicative events,
the researcher’s possible bias or understanding due to personal experiences can be reduced
(Spindler & Spindler, 1987).

For the final research question, students’ attitudes towards writing in both activities will
be analyzed. The first 20 Likert-type ordinal scale questions will be used in the statistical
analyses as discussed above. However, the information for a qualitative analysis is
provided by the seven sentence-completion items of the post-activity attitude questionnaire
(methodology based on LeMon, 1989). These items elicit information from the students
about what they liked best and least about both writing tasks, and why they feel this way.

Attitude has been shown to be an important factor in both foreign language leaming and
acculturation studies (Coupland et al. 1991; Ehrman & Oxford, 1995; Gardner, 1985).
Identifying not only a numerical score representing the leamners’ attitudes, but also their
unlimited (i.e. not a forced-choice of statements already provided) comments should clarify
further the perceived appropriateness of these two writing activities for communicative
practice in the foreign language context. Responses to these prompts can also inform
researchers about what learners consider important educational goals, and what they

perceive as valuable activities for achieving these objectives.
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VI. Conclusion

To prepare for the discussion of the findings in the next chapter, this chapter set forth
the types of data collected, the tools used for data-collection, and the procedures for data
analysis used in this dissertation study. In summary, it can be said that this study can
provide information regarding the ability of computer conference writing tasks to evoke a
more substantial amount of language output, using a larger variety of discourse functions
(e.g. posing / answering questions, etc.), with a higher degree of grammatical accuracy,
with more sophisticated vocabulary, at a level more appropriate for German students in an
intermediate course than group journal tasks. At the same time, this study wishes to
improve our understanding of linguistic and sociolinguistic SLA processes involved in
written conversation, and the development of communicative competence througk non-
native speaker to non-native speaker interaction. In other words, this study intends to
inform the researcher simultaneously about the theoretical and pedagogical implications of
such tasks for second language acquisition, FL. learning and classroom teaching.

Table 7. presents a review of the six research questions, the measurement instruments
and the data analysis procedures, discussed in this chapter to providing quick reference

guide for the discussion of research results in the following chapter.
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Table 7. Overview of Research Questions and Methodology

Research Questions

easurement Instruments

a Analys _

o difference in grammatical accuracy

» lexical diversity and density

» number of discourse functions used
* total amount of writing

2. To what extent are demographic,
. .
mmmmwml e f . [
l l. ﬁ[ P I i I E l7

» demographic and personal
characteristics

¢ personality differences

» ability of proficiency level to pre-
dict variation in dependent variables
3 Wi he of istics of
the interlanguage used for the two

> P

* numbers of errors per 50 words
of various grammatical items

s lexical diversity = # of different
words / 50 German words (tokens);
lexical density = # of lexical items /
50 German tokens

e count types of discourse functions

= c-unit analysis (adapted from
Crookes, 1990 and Duff, 1986)

« personal background questionnaire

« MBTI personality test - 4 trait pairs
used as 4 independent variables

* post-activity attitude questionnaire

e scores from common final exam

* G-CAPE computer placement exam

* native speaker identifies non-
German language use - analyze
successful communicative events

 number of English phrases of words
per fifty tokens (Germané& English)

» typology analysis of discourse roles
taken on / performed by students

* analysis of discourse functions used
by learners in the two contexts

« identify indications of non-compre-
hension and pragmatic malfunctions

« answers from post-activity attitude
questionnaire (adapted from M.
Ehrman & R. Oxford, 1995)

» matched t-tests
comparing group means
on all dependent variables
in computer conference
writing and group
journals (a =.05)

|
i
\"

* Multiple Regression
Analyses (show relation-
ship between independent
and dependent variables)

e discourse analysis

« ethnography of writing

* post-analysis interview
with native speaker judges

* two-tail matched t-tests

« discourse analysis

« discourse analysis
e ethnography of writing

e coding into qualitative
categories, summary of
findings



123

Chapter 4
Results and Analyses

In chapter 2, theoretical and empirical findings from previous research studies have been
presented to lay the theoretical foundations for this investigation. The research questions
and the methodological choices presented in Chapter 3 provide a framework for the data
analyses and research findings discussed in this chapter. By analyzing the data from
various perspectives, this chapter will contribute to the understanding of second language
acquisition processes and the pedagogical usefulness of computer-mediated communication
through interactive learner - to - learner language practice.

To investigate the six research questions, several statistical and qualitative analyses were
conducted2!. To present the results of these analyses in a clear and cogent manner, the

discussion in Chapter 4 follows an outline provided by the six research questions.

Research Question #1: Differences between Results

The first research question investigates whether computer conference or group journal
writing is better able to elicit more successful learner to learner interaction (i.e. producing
more language output, using a variety of discourse functions, with rich lexical diversity and
density, and an appropriate level of grammatical accuracy expected from students in an
intermediate German FL class). It is the hypothesis of this researcher that computer
conferences yield more successful student-to-student interaction than group journals. To
find the answer to the first research question, several matched t-tests were conducted on the
dependent variables in the two writing contexts.

To begin, Table 8 presents the results from the t-tests investigating lexical diversity,

lexical density, amount of writing and the number of different types of discourse functions

21 In this chapter, only significant and almost significant statistical findings will be presented in
the ables. The complete tables (including non-significant relationships) are presented in Appendix D.
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for which language was used. The scores of lexical diversity and lexical density represent
percentages (i.e. what percentage of a 50-word sample from the written output consisted of
different words, and of what percentage of the same sample were content words).
Discourse functions and the amount of writing are represented by the raw scores of the
actual number of different types of discourse functions and the total number of c-units
produced in the entire written output.

Table 8.
Matched t-tests for the Dependent Variables

lexical lexical | discourse
diversity | density | functions

Computer Conference
maximum 1
minimum 2
mean 6

0.5
.5
41

Groug Journal
maximum )
minimum )

0
0
7

mean 4
t (observed) 96
p - value 0.0064° . 0.0001* }0.0001°

* the level of a is set at .05; N =46; df =45; t (critical) for one-tailed t-tests is: 1.684
* * signifies that difference is significant at the o = .05 level

The results of the matched t-tests for these four dependent variables reflect that there are
significant differences between the computer conference and group journal writing tasks in
the categories of lexical diversity, number of different types of discourse functions, and the
total amount of writing produced by students. These numbers indicate that learners
produced significantly more of these language features in the computer conference than in
the group journal context. However, there was no significant difference between the levels

of lexical density produced by learners in the two writing contexts.
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The fifth dependent variable is the level of grammatical accuracy of the leamers’s written
output. Since including all grammatical errors (e.g. errors of morphology, lexical choice or
mechanics) in one independent variable would have obscured important differences
between the quality of grammatical accuracy in the two writing contexts, the various types
of grammatical errors were compared individually between these tasks. Matched t-tests
were performed on the individual error types. These results are presented in Table 9.

Table 9.
Results of Matched t-tests for Grammatical Accuracy

ESESEEEESSuter p-value
adjective morphology 0.88 0.8 0.33
noun morphology 1.17 1.45 0.92
verb morphology 1.82 1.96 0.76
word order 1.99 2.71 0.0002*
case endings 1.57 1.5 0.35
lexical omissions 1.27 2.23 0.0001*
incorrect lexical item 3.1 4.45 0.0002*
unnecessary lexical items 0.9 0.86 0.0001*
mechanics 49 4.47 0.17

e the level of a is set at .05; N =46; df =4S5; t(critical) for one-tailed t-tests = 1.684
* * signifies that difference is significant at the « = .05 level

The results in Table 9 indicate that while on some types of errors there is no significant
difference between the means of the two writing tasks, each of these activities shows
advantages in specific types of grammatical accuracy.

First, there is no significant difference between the two writing tasks in the number of
errors in adjective, noun and verb morphology, case endings or the mechanics of writing.

Second, in computer conferencing, subjects produced significantly fewer errors with word
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order, significantly fewer errors of omission (of necessary lexical items), and made
significantly fewer incorrect lexical choices than in the group journal context. These three
types are errors of a) word order, such as the incorrect placing of a verb (e.g. the learner
does not place the verb at the end of a relative clause); b) omission (of necessary lexical
items), such as articles, verbs or nouns which are not included in the sentence despite a
mandatory context (e.g. ‘the’ Best qualities of a parent are...); and c) incorrect lexical
items, which learners use incorrectly in a particular semantic context (e.g. “wissen” /to
know a fact/ is instead used in connection with a person or a place).

Finally, in the group journal context, learners included significantly fewer unnecessary
lexical items than in computer conference sessions. Unnecessary lexical items were, for
example, prepositions that were superfluous as the case ending on an article already
indicated syntactic relationships between various words (e.g. “Ich habe es zu meiner Mutter
gegeben.” /1 gave that to my mother/, where ‘zu’ /to/ is unnecessary, as “meiner” /to my/
already signals that “mother” is the indirect object of this sentence).

The data presented in Table 8 indicates that morphological errors of all kinds (case
ending, adjective, noun and verb morphology) are not significantly different in either
writing context, while all lexical type errors are (omissions, unnecessary lexical items and
incorrect lexical choices). Based on these findings, these grammatical errors were grouped
into four new categories for the multiple regression analyses in research question #2:

* group A: errors of adjective, noun and verb morphology, and case ending
* group B: errors of word order
« group C: errors of incorrect lexical choice, omissions, unnecessary lexical items

e group D: mechanical errors

To summarize the results, it can be said that computer conferencing was able to elicit

more successful learner-to-learner interaction than group journal writing. In computer
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conferencing, learners produced language with a higher level of lexical diversity, used
more discourse functions, and produced more c-units than they did in the group journals.
The difference between the two writing contexts was not significant in terms of lexical
density. Concomitantly, students made fewer word order errors, omitted fewer necessary
lexical items and chose fewer incorrect lexical items in computer conferences; while in the
group journals, they made fewer errors due to using unnecessary lexical items. In the other

grammatical categories, there was no significant difference between the two activities.

Research Question #2: Prediction of Variance of the Dependent Variables
To investigate the contribution of demographic, personal and cognitive variables to the
difference in performance on the computer conference and group journal tasks, several
multiple regression analyses (MRA)22 were conducted. To avoid taxing the power of the
MRA (i.e. by using a large number of independent variables), the independent variables
were grouped, used in three MRAs for each dependent variable:
e group A: demographic variables (experience with writing, computers and FLs,
major, gender, motive, grade point average, age)
e group B: scores from the MBTI measurement (extraverted / introverted;
sensing / intuitive; thinking / feeling; judging / perceiving)
» group C: proficiency level (G-CAPE and final exam) and attitude scores

In order to present clearly the results of the multiple regression analyses, findings from

computer conference writing (Table 10) and from group journals (Table 11) are presented

22 Multiple Regression Analyses were used to “investigate the relationship of many different
independent variables with the dependent variable.” (Hatch and Lazaraton, 1991). The MRA will shed light
on the question to what extent the various independent variables can explain the variation in each dependent
variable. For example, the less the independent variables are able to predict the variation within the
differential scores on computer conference writing and group journals, the more assuredly we can claim that
these differences in scores are due to the difference between the two writing task (i.e. not due to learning

style preferences, age or gender.).
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separately. To investigate how these independent variables can explain the variation of the
difference between the means on computer conference writing and group journals, Table 12
presents further multiple regression analyses performed on the differential scores between
these two writing tasks (used as new dependent variables).
Table 10.
Computer Conference Writing - Multiple Regression Analaysis

Language Features| Demographic MBTI scores Proficiency
& Error Types Variables & Attitude
lexical diversity - -— -—
lexical density foreign languages t | -— -—
p=0.07
number of c-units motivation® - attitude t
p=0.01 p=0.08
number of discourse | gender t -— G-CAPE*
functions p=0.07 p=0.05
errors of morphology | —- extraversion® final exam*
p=0.03 p=0.03
errors of word order | —- -— -—
lexical errors motivation* extraversion® -
p=0.04 p = 0.0037
mechanical errors writing experience® | extraversion t
p=0.03 p =0.06

¢ level of a =.05; N =46; df =45; t (critical) for one-tailed t-tests = 1.684

* *signifies that independent variable has the power to predict variation of the
dependent variable significantly at the @ = .05 level

* } signifies p-values at the .05 <p <.10 level

e — indicates a non-significant relationship between any of the sub-variables in a

particular group of independent variables and the dependent variable at a < .10 level
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As Table 10 suggests, several independent variables contribute significantly to the
variation of several dependent variables: number of c-units, number of discourse
functions, errors of morphology 23, lexical errors and mechanical errors. None of the
independent variables contribute significantly to the variation of lexical diversity, lexical
density and errors of word order.

The number of c-units a learner produced in the computer conference task can be
predicted by her motivation to learn German. As the variable “motivation” is a nominal
variable, the parameter estimates were analyzed to identify which type of motivation is a
significant predictor of variation of total amount of writing. The results showed that there
was an inverse relationship between amount of total output and learning German as a
requirement, and a direct relationship between amount of written output and taking German
because it was “considered useful for further studies or a job” (i.e. instrumental / external
motivation). In other words, subjects who studied German 201 mainly to fulfill a
university requirement tended to produce fewer c-units than learners with any other type of
motivation; at the same time, learners who studied German for other instrumental reasons
were more likely to produce a larger number of c-units.

Although having a positive attitude towards computer conferencing is not able to predict
significantly the total amount of written output at the a= .05 level, a higher score on the
attitude questionnaire would result in a higher number of c-units produced, with this
prediction being mistaken only 8 times in 100. Thus, an interaction between attitude and
motivation could also result in fewer c-units produced. For example, a learner studying
German mainly to fulfill a requirement could score lower on the attitude questionnaire. Due

to an interaction of these two variables, she also contributes less in computer conferencing.

23 As mentioned before, all morphological errors were complied into one comprehensive category
for the MRAs as they showed no significant difference in the matched t-tests discussed earlier. Lexical errors
were also compiled into one category, but because they all showed significance in these matched t-tests.



130

A significant predictor of the number of different types of discourse functions used by
learners is their score on the G-CAPE placement exam (i.e. the higher a learner’s score was
on the G-CAPE measurement, the more discourse functions she was likely to use).

Although there is no significant relationship between any of the other independent
variables and the number of discourse functions produced, a learner’s gender is able to
predict almost significantly the number of this dependent variable. The data suggests (with
a chance of only 7 in 100 of being mistaken in this prediction) that women will most often
produce more discourse functions than men in the computer conference writing task.

The number of errors committed on morphology can be explained significantly by the
learner’s score on the extraversion (negative numbers) - introversion (positive numbers)
continuum of the MBTI measurement. The results of this analysis show that the higher
score a learner receives for extraversion, the more likely she is to commit morphological
errors. It is possible that more extraverted students paid more attention to the content of
their messages, ignoring occasionally the form of these comments. A more complete
discussion of the possible reasons for such findings will be presented in Chapter 5.

One multiple regression analysis revealed that learners who achieved a higher score on
the final exam at the end of the semester made fewer morphological errors on the computer
conference task. This result makes sense intuitively as well, as knowing more German
overall in the written form suggests being able to use its sub-components (i.e. morphology)
better as well.

Next, the data brings to light that making more lexical errors (incorrect lexical choice,
omission of necessary lexical items and inclusion of unnecessary lexical items) is
predictable from the learner’s motivation and her score on the extraversion - introversion
continuum of the MBTT measurement.

As with c-units, motivation and extraversion are significant predictors of variation in the

number of lexical errors produced. Parameter estimates reveal that learners who studied
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German as a requirement or for instrumental purposes produced fewer lexical errors than
those who studied German for integrative purposes. More extraverted leamers, on the
other hand, were more likely to make more lexical errors than introverted leamers.

Finally, there seems to be an inverse relationship between the amount of experience
learners had with writing and the amount of mechanical errors they produced (i.e. learners
who had more experience with writing produced fewer mechanical errors).

Besides the significant relationship between the number of mechanical errors and
experience with writing, being more extraverted is able to predict almost significantly the
variation within this grammatical error type, where extraverted learners would be more
likely to commit mechanical errors (this prediction would be mistaken only 6 in 100 times).
This would make sense intuitively, since extraverted learners might be more likely to focus
on the content of the message rather than the details of the mechanics of writing.

Although according to the classic definition of significance there is no significant
relationship between receiving higher scores on the final exam and having fewer mechani-
cal errors, the MRA showed that with an error margin of 7 %, receiving a higher score on
the final exam is able to predict making fewer mechanical errors in the computer sessions.

Lastly, although there is no significant relationship between lexical density and the
independent variables, there is a nearly significant relationship between learners’ experience
with foreign languages and their receiving a higher score on this language feature. The data
indicate, - with a chance of 7 in 100 of being mistaken in this prediction, - that the more FL
experience a learner has, the higher percentage of lexical density she is likely to produce on
the computer conference activity.

Thus, variation within the different dependent variables can, to a certain extent, be
predicted by several independent variables in the computer conference writing task.

Table 11 presents the same independent variables, to illustrate the extent to which these can

help explain variation within the dependent variables in the group journal context. Only
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those independent variables are indicated in this table, which are able to predict significantly

or almost significantly the variation of the dependent variables in the group journal task.

Table 11.

Group Journal Writing - Multiple Regression Analysis

Language Features| Demographic MBTI scores Proficiency &
and Error Types variables Attitude
lexical diversity -~ judging t -
p=0.06
lexical density writing experience” | introversion t -
p=0.04 p=0.09
number of c-units - — attitude t
p = 0.06
number of discourse | gender* p=0.03 |-— attitude *
functions foreign languages* p=0.07
p=0.01
errors of morphology | —- extraversion® G-CAPE*
p=0.04 p=0.03
errors of word order | — -— G-CAPE*
p = 0.01
lexical errors — intuitive® G-CAPE*
p=0.05 p = 0.001
mechanical errors

o level of a = .05; N =46; df =45; t (critical) for one-tailed t-tests = 1.684

* * signifies that independent variable has the power to predict variation of the

dependent variable significantly at the o = .05 level

¢ 1 signifies p-values at the .05 <p <.10 level

¢ — indicates a non-significant relationship between any of the sub-variables in the

particular group of independent variables and the dependent variable at a < .10
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As the results suggest, the variation of scores on several of the language features and
error types in the group journal context can be predicted from several independent
variables.

First, although receiving a higher score of “judging” on the MBTI measurement is not
significantly able to predict variation in the score learners achieve on lexical density at the
a = .05 level, it is able to predict correctly 94 times in 100 that learners with a higher score
on the judging continuum will have a higher score on the dependent variable as well.

A significant relationship exists between experience with writing and lexical density in
the group journals. In other words, having more experience with writing predicts that a
learner is more likely to use more content words in the group journal entries (i.e. higher
lexical density) than leamers with less experience in this mode of communication.
Although not significant at the .05 level, being more introverted than extraverted is also
able to predict , - with a chance of only 9 in 100 times of being mistaken in this prediction,
- that learners produce a higher level of lexical density.

It is possible, that at the .05 < p < .10 level there is an interaction between these two
independent variables (experience with writing and introversion) in their ability to predict
variation in the level of lexical density. In other words, an introverted learner in this group
of students might also have more experience with writing, due to learning style preferences
that match her personality “type” better (e.g. individual work in the written mode).

None of the independent variables were able to predict significantly the variation in
amount of output produced. Yet, having a more positive attitude towards group journals is
almost significantly able to predict the variation in this dependent variable with an error
margin of only 7%. Thus, at the a < .10 level, having a more positive attitude towards group
journals suggests producing more written output than a learner with a less positive attitude.

The number of discourse functions produced by the learners can be predicted from two

independent variables significantly. The MRA indicates that a learner’s gender and
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experience with foreign languages contribute significantly to the variation in the dependent
variable “number of discourse functions” produced on the group journal task.

As gender is a nominal category variable, the MRA also presented its parameter
estimates, which revealed that receiving a “lower score” (i.e. women were “1”” men were
“2”) on this variable indicated using fewer discourse functions in the group journal task.
Furthermore, the more foreign languages one knew, the fewer discourse functions she was
likely to use in this writing context. However, there is also an almost significant relation-
ship between this dependent variable and a learners’ scores on the attitude questionnaire.
With being mistaken in this prediction only 7 in 100 times, learners with more positive
attitudes towards this task tended to use a higher number of discourse functions.

At the a < .05 level, there may be an interaction between a learner’s gender and
experience with FLs in predicting variation in the number of discourse functions they used.
Additionally, at the « < .10 level, these two independent variables may have interacted
further in predicting variation of this language feature with the learner’s attitude towards.

Being more extraverted and having a higher score on the G-CAPE test were found to be
significant indicators of the number of morphological errors committed. Parameter
estimates revealed that more extraverted learners were more likely to commit more
morphological than did less extraverted learners. Receiving a higher score on the computer
adaptive test, however, predicts making fewer errors of morphology in group journals.

A learner’s score on the computer-adaptive test is also a significant predictor of the
number of word order errors she produced. More specifically, the higher a learner’s score
is on this test, the fewer word order errors she was likely to produce in the group journals).

Furthermore, a learner’s score on this computer-adaptive test is also significantly related
to committing lexical errors. This relationship predicts that the higher one’s score on this
test was, the fewer lexical errors (incorrect choice, omission, unnecessary inclusions) one

was likely to commit. Making fewer lexical errors can also be predicted significantly from
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a learner’s being more intuitive than sensing (from the MBTI measurement). As both of
these independent variables can predict at a significant level the variation in the dependent
variable, it is possible that they predict this variation in interaction with each other (i.e.
more intuitive learners scored higher on the G-CAPE than did more sensing learners).

Finally, Table 11 indicates that the G-CAPE test was also able to predict significantly
the number of mechanical errors one was likely to commit (e.g. a higher score on the G-
CAPE predicts fewer mechanical errors).

Therefore, as Tables 10 and 11 indicate, much of the variation in language output within
the computer conference and within the group journal contexts can be explained by several
demographic, personal and cognitive (i.e. proficiency) variables. At this point, it is
important to examine to what extent the demographic, personal and cognitive independent

variables can explain the differences in language output between the two writing tasks.

Table 12 presents the results from the MRA performed to answer this question.

Table 12.
Differences between Means of Two Writing Tasks -
Multiple Regression Analysis
Language Features | Demographic MBTI scores | Proficiency &
& Error Types variables Attitude
|| lexical diversity - -— -—
lexical density foreign languages t | -— -—

p=0.08
number of c-units motivation * — attitude *

p =0.01 p=0.02
number of discourse | — -— G-CAPE*
functions p=0.01
errors of morphology | —- — -—
errors of word order | —- - G-CAPE*

p=0.02
lexical errors writing experience* | extraversion * -

p=0.04 p =005
mechanical errors - -— -
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e level of a =.05; N =46; df =45; t(critical) for one-tailed t-tests = 1.684

* *signifies that independent variable has the power to predict variation of the
dependent variable significantly at the o = .05 level

* 1 signifies p-values at the .05 <p < .10 level

» — indicates a non-significant relationship between any of the subvariables in the

particular group of independent variables and the dependent variable at @ < .10

In order to investigate the differences in scores between the two writing tasks, eight new
dependent variables were calculated by deducting the group journal scores from the in the
computer conference scores. Therefore, a “positive” score indicated a higher score in the
computer conference, while a “negative” score indicates a higher score on group journal24.
These MRA, thus, examined the relationship between a) the difference in scores of the
dependent variables in the two writing contexts, and b) the independent variables (demo-
graphic variables, MBTI scores, proficiency and attitude scores). Therefore, a significant
relationship between having a higher score of extraversion and making a larger difference
of errors of morphology in this context means that extroverted learners were more likely to
make more different numbers of errors in the two writing tasks than introverted learners25.

Table 12 reveals several significant relationships between the dependent and indepen-
dent variables. First, the difference in the number of c-units produced on the two tasks is

significantly predictable by the learners’ motivation for learning German and their attitudes

4 For example, a learner who produced 27 c-units on computer conferencing (the average of the
two computer sessions) and 24 c-units on the group journal task (average of the two instances) received a
differential score of +3, while a leamer who produced 27 c-units on the group journal but only 24 on the
computer conference session received a differential score of -3.

25 An “effects test” investigating the relationship between individual independent variables and the
dependent variable revealed that extraverted learners were more likely to make more errors on the computer
conference sessions than they did on the group journal tasks.
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towards the two activities. Since motivation is a nominal variable, the parameter estimates
were analyzed for each type of motivation, which indicate that learners who studied
German as a requirement or had integrative motivation produced more similar total amounts
of language on both writing activities than those who studied German for instrumental
purposes. Furthermore, learners who studied German for instrumental purposes were
more likely to produce more language in computer conferencing than in group journals.

Next, learners who had a higher score on the attitude questionnaire26, also produced
more different amounts of language in the two writing contexts than those students who
scored lower on this questionnaire. In other words, learners with a more positive attitude
towards computer conferencing than towards group journals produced a significantly
higher of amount of total language output on the former than on the latter activity.

Second, the results also indicate that performing different amounts of discourse functions
in the two writing tasks can be predicted significantly by a higher score on the G-CAPE
(e.g. having a higher level of overall knowledge of German predicts that learners will
produce more discourse functions on the computer writing than on the group journal task).

Leamners’ score on the G-CAPE can also explain significantly the different amounts of
word order errors produced in the two writing tasks. Learners who had a higher score on
the G-CAPE also had a significantly larger difference between the amount or word order
errors they produced on the two writing tasks.

Finally, the difference in numbers of lexical errors between the two writing tasks can be
explained partially by the learners’ experience with writing and their score on the extra-
verted - introverted continuum of the MBTI measurement. It seems that having more

experience with writing indicates a larger difference of lexical errors between the two

26 The attitude score used in this MRA was a differential score between learners’ attitude scores on
computer conferencing and the group journals: CC [attitude] - GJ [attitude] = Difference [attitude]. Thus, a
positive score reflects a more positive attitude towards computer conferencing than towards group journals.
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writing tasks (i.e. producing more of these errors in the computer conference writing task
than in the group journal entries). The more extraverted learners also made more lexical
errors on the computer conference session than on the group journal task.

In summary of the discussions pertaining to research question #2, it has been found that
the MRAs, which examine the power of independent variables to predict variation within
dependent variables, revealed several significant relationships between these variables:

« in the context of computer conferencing, there was a significant relationship between:
- the number of c-units produced and a learner’s motivation for leaming German
- the number of discourse functions produced and leamers’ score on the G-CAPE
- number of errors of morphology and a) extraversion and b) scores on the final exam
- number of lexical errors and a) extraversion, and b) integrative motivation

- number of mechanical errors and learners’ experience with writing

* in the context of group journal writing, there was a significant relationship between:
- the level of lexical density and learners’ experience with writing
- the number of discourse functions and a) gender and b) foreign language experience
- the number of morphological errors and a) extraversion and b) scores on the G-CAPE
- the number of errors of word order and scores on the G-CAPE
- the number of lexical errors and a) intuitiveness and b) scores on the G-CAPE

- the number of mechanical errors and scores on the G-CAPE

« in the context of differential scores between computer conferencing and group journals,
w igni t relationship between

- the number of c-units produced and a) motivation for learning German, and b) attitude
- the number of discourse functions and scores on the G-CAPE
- the numbers of word order errors and scores on the G-CAPE

- the numbers of lexical errors and a) experience with writing, and b) extraversion
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The findings in the multiple regression analyses, therefore, indicate that while some of
the variation of scores on various language features and error types can be explained by a
few of the independent variables, some of the differential variation between leamers’
performance on the two tasks is indeed due to their ability to elicit different types of

interaction (i.e. quality of language features and level of grammatical accuracy).

Research Question #3: Learners’ Interlanguage

In order to investigate this research question, subjects’ language output was analyzed to
determine which writing activity results in a language product that is closer to the German
side of the German-English interlanguage matrix in terms of lexical use, syntax, discourse
features and pragmatic markers. The temptation to rely too much on native language forms
and lexical items in this FL learning context is quite high, since learners share a common
native language (English). Therefore, they can successfully communicate with each other
by employing English sentence structures, discourse features and pragmatic markers only
disguised with German words. Thus, it is important to examine these two activities of
written conversation in terms of quality and level of German produced in them.

Leamers’ interlanguage is discussed here from the perspective of a variety of language -
features and error types. Two native speaker judges were asked to identify “non-native”
uses of language in the two writing contexts. They were asked to categorize non-native
language usage as a) grammatically incorrect, b) the lexical items were selected inaccu-
rately or c) the language was non-native sounding for some other reason. The errors these
native speaker judges identified were quantified for the statistical matched t-tests, and were
analyzed qualitatively as well to examine why some samples of the written output were
judged to be closer to native speaker German than other samples.

In order to present clearly the results of this investigation, the discussion is divided into

two main components:



140

o Statistical Analyses: which compare learners’ output in terms of grammatical

accuracy on the two writing tasks (both overall quality and individual error types)

 Qualitative Analyses: which examine the qualitative differences between the
learmers’ written output in the two activities in order to identify possible reasons

for the “non-native” quality of learners’ interlanguage.

Statistical Analyses

As mentioned above, learners’ language output was judged by native speakers of
German to identify various non-native instances of language use: a) as being
grammatically incorrect, b) when the lexical items were selected inaccurately or c) when the
segment was non-native sounding for some other reason (which the native speakers could
not identify as belonging in either of the previous two error categories). These errors were
quantified and used as dependent variables in matched t-tests, in order to determine in
which of the two writing tasks learners used an interlanguage that was closer to native
speaker German. The resuits of the first t-test are shown in Table 13.

Table 13. “Non-native” Language Use

Non-native language use | Computer Conference | Group Journals

t (observed) 1.94
p - value 0.06

o the level of a is set at .05; N =46; df=45
This analysis shows that the average number of non-native instances of language use
from all three categories was 11.36 in computer conference writing and 12.36 in the group

journals. The difference between the two means is not significant at the .05 alpha level.
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However, it could be argued that counting all the different types of “non-native”
language use as one dependent variable can obscure subtle differences between their
presence in the two writing tasks, as well as their contribution to a more “non-native” type
of interlanguage production. Therefore, further t-tests were performed to compare the
different types of errors in the two writing tasks. The distribution of these errors is
presented in Table 14. The percentage of each category of errors per writing task is shown

in the parentheses after each number. The results of the t-tests are shown in Table 15.

Table 14. Distribution of Interlanguage Errors

Computer Conference Group Journal
1 2 1 2
grammar error | 266 (51%) | 302 (59%) | 281 (51%) |284 (48%)
lexical choice | 181 (34%) 135 26%) | 191 (35%) |212 (36%)
“other reason” | 78 (15%) 74 (15%) 78 (14%) 94 (16%)
Total 525 511 550 590

Table 15. Differences in Interlanguage Error Distribution

grammatical
erTors

incorrect lexical
choices

“other reason
errors”

Computer Conference (mean)

6.28

3.44

0.42

6.11

438

0.66129

t (observed)

0.45713

3.28907

2.051397

p - value

0.6498

0.002

0.049

As Table 15 indicates, there was no significant difference between the two writing tasks

in the amount of grammatical errors committed. However, there were significantly more
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lexical choice and “other reason’27 errors counted in the group journal context than in
computer conferencing. The possible reasons why learners’ output was considered non-

native will be discussed in the following section.

Qualitative Analyses

To examine the quality of learners’ interlanguage, - and possibly to unveil why native
speakers considered a learner’s interlanguage non-native, - each of these three categories of
non-native language use is investigated in detail in the following section. These instances
of non-native language use are also examined from the perspective of reflecting the
following interlanguage phenomena:

1) language transfer - of words, phrases, syntactic structures from English;
2) overgeneralization of L2 rules - word order, lexical use, morphology;
3) transfer of training - idiosyncratic language features learned from their instructor;
4) strategies of .2 learning - simplification, circumlocution; and
5) communication strategies
(Cook, 1993; Oxford, 1990; Saville-Troike, 1989).

To facilitate the presentation of fairly complex language data, each type of non-native
language use will be discussed under a separate subheading. For the same purpose, each
of these subheadings will be divided into further sub-topics. The three sub-headings will
be ordered according to an outline presented by the non-native language use types: a)

grammatical inaccuracy, b) errors of lexical selection, and c) “other reason” errors.

27 “Other reason” errors are ones which the native speakers could not identify as belonging to
either of the previous categories, nor could they determine precisely why an expression sounded “foreign,”
but it did not match native speaker language patterns.
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Grammatical Inaccuracy

Several systematic grammatical errors can be observed in the subjects’ language output
concerning word order after relative pronouns and subordinating conjunctions, verb tense
formation (including pidginization), case endings and noun morphology. However, the
types of grammatical inaccuracies are somewhat different in the two writing tasks. In the
examples provided, the group journal is indicated as ‘gj’ and the computer conference as
‘cc’; the numbers refer to the first or second instance of either writing activity; learners’

initials are used to preserve their anonymity; and the incorrect items are underlined.

1. Word Order

Word order errors are present in both writing tasks, although with more frequency in
the group journal context than in computer conferencing (see matched t-tests; research
question #1). Learners seemed to use two types of word order in their writing: a) syntax
reflected an interlanguage structure that did not meet the requirements of either German or

English, b) syntax conformed to the syntactic requirements of the native language.

(MN; gj1) Aber, weil sie unverdiente Beforderung bekommen, wie groBe Musiker bemerkt sie werden.
/But, because they receive undeserved support, “like great musicians ‘recognized’ they are/

Clearly, this sentence structure is not borrowed from the native language. However, the
German word order system requires that the second subordinate clause begin with the
conjugated verb (i.e. werden), followed by the subject pronoun ‘sie’: “..., werden sie wie
groBe Musiker ‘bemerkt’.” (in this instance, the verb ‘anerkennen’ /to recognize/ would be
more appropriate but lexical choices will be discussed separately). Therefore, the leamer
recognized that the subordinate clause required a restructuring of regular German word

order (subject - verb - object), but was unable to identify the appropriate syntactic structure.
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Similarly, the following three sentences produced in the second group journal also
recognize the need for adapting the regular word order. The word order is not similar to

English but does not entirely conform to a German syntax either:

Ich versuche zu nicht Deutsche in den Klasse sprechen. Es ist gut fiir mich zu Deutsche horen...
.-.Es ist die menschlich Natur zu Geld machen. /I try to not German in the class speak. Itis

good for me to German hear... ... It is the human nature to money make./ (AC;gj2)

It seems that this learner was able to begin the sentences with the required ‘subject -
verb’ syntactic pattern, then was unable to follow the word order required in a special
clause initiated by the “zu...”, “um...zu” structure (‘to’; ‘in order to’). In English, one of
these phrases would state: “I try not to speak German in class.” The German equivalent
should be: “Ich versuche in der Klasse kein Deutsch zu sprechen.” Thus, the syntax
actually used by the student is appropriate for neither English nor German. In the computer

conferencing, this type of interlanguage use of the “zu...” and “um...zu” was not found:

Das ist fiir sich zu entscheiden! [That is for ‘you’ to decide!/ (MS; cc2)
Man muss studieren, studieren, studieren um ein gutes Job zu haben.
/One has to study, study, study, in order to get a good job/ (DH; cc2)

Hast du ehe versucht, ein neunzig Meilen pro Stunde Fastball zy schlagen?
/Have you ever tried to hit a fastball?/  (MN; cc2)

The other type of word order errors found both in group journals and computer
conferencing were more similar to the English syntactic structure. These were observed
after subordinating conjunctions (example 1), relative pronouns (example 2) and sentence
initial prepositional phrases (example 3) which all require inverted word order:

1. Ich denke, daB Computern machen leben leichter.

/1 think that the computers make life easier./  (VR,; gj2)
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2. Du konntest viele mehr machen, als die Person, das kennt iiber eine Sache.

/You could do much more than the person who knows about one thing/ (EC; gj1)

3. In Kriegzeit viele Minner degke, daB...  /in war many men think that.../ (DA:cc2)

These examples indicate that the interlanguage of many learners is shaped by borrowing
syntactic patterns from their native language. In each of these sentences, German word
order requires the verb to be in the last position of the subordinate clause (examples 1 and
2), or to follow immediately after the prepositional phrase expressing time (example 3).
The position of the verbs in these examples matches the English syntactic requirements
(i.e. “I think (introductory clause) that (subordinating conjunction) computers (subject)
make (verb) life (direct object) easier (predicate adjective).”

It is worth mentioning that relative clauses were used infrequently in group journals and
seldom in computer conferences. Learners seemed to prefer to avoid this construction by

forming two sentences or by re-introducing the subject in a second clause:

...plotzlich deinen Freund krachen mit ein Baum. Deinen Freund ist verletzen.
/...all of a sudden, your friend ‘crashes’ with a tree. Your friend is injured./ (RW; gj1)
Mein Vater ist einer gute Mench und Er hat Waffen. /My father is 2 good man
and he has weapons./ (JS;cc2)

2. Adjective Morphology

Another systematic error that differed in quality in the two writing contexts is inaccurate
adjective morphology. While case errors of adjectives (accusative, dative, genitive) were
present in both writing contexts, the inaccurate formation of comparative and superlative
forms was noticed only in group journals, and inaccurate endings for predicate adjectives

were only a concern in the computer conferences. The first three examples below show
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case ending errors; examples 4-5 present the formation of inaccurate predicated adjectives,

and examples 6-7 show incorrect comparative and superlative forms.

1. (SB; cc2) dieselbe Moglichkeiten /the same opportunities/

2. (CK;gjl) einer gutgr Erziehung haben  /to have a good upbringing/

}.a)

(gi2; BB) in dem offentlich__ Leben /in the public life/

&

(CG:; ccl) Das Kind, wenn es kleing ist  /the child, when it is young/

5. (MP; cc2) Politiker sind schmutzigen /politicians are dirty/

6. (KW; gj2) ...sind mehr einfach in Deutschland /they are more simple in Germany/
7. (DA; gj1) Sie brauchen die am wichtigsten ‘Qualitiiten’. /they need many of the

most important qualities/

The first two examples indicate that learners know that there needs to be a different
ending in German on the adjective when it is used in a noun phrase. Learners experiment
with the adjective endings, but do not manage to attach the correct adjective ending
systematically (as required by case, gender and noun). Nevertheless, the awareness of
difference is there, and attempts are made that indicate this awareness. In the third
example, there is no adjective ending, even though the article indicates that the leamer
knows the correct gender and case of the noun which the adjective modifies.

These examples suggest that learners in both writing tasks have mostly left behind the
purely native language patterns of adjective morphology regarding case determined
adjective endings. The author of example #3 avoids the issue of adjective endings in the
computer conference session by using only predicate adjectives, which do not take endings:
“Es ist wichtig... Sie ist ausgezeichnet... Angst ist nicht immer schlecht...” /Itis

important... She is excellent... Fear is not always bad.../ (BB; ccl & 2).
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Examples 4 and 5 also reflect learners’ overgeneralization of adjective ending rules.
They know intuitively perhaps that adjectives take endings, but they overgeneralize the rule
by applying endings to predicate adjectives which should be left in the base form.

Example 6 presents an interesting phenomenon; the learner overgeneralized a native
language rule (i.e. in English most comparative adjectives are formed by adding the adverb
“more” if the adjective is two syllables or longer) and then transferred it to the foreign
language. In German, the correct form of the comparative adjective would be “einfacher”,
regardless of the length of the word. In this instance, however, using the word “simple”
would require the same suffix (i.e. ‘-er’) in English as well, therefore, this example cannot
be considered to be a straightforward language transfer.

Example 7 reflects language transfer or transfer of training. The learner translated the
English noun phrase “the most important qualities” as “die /the/ am wichtigsten /most
important/ Qualititen.” This translation might be due to the learner’s knowing that the
particle “am” forms the predicate superiative forms of adjectives in German. It might also
be due to transfer of training; textbooks often present this form of the adjective to a larger
extent than they cover the forms of superlative adjectives in a noun phrase (i.e. the particle
“am” is dropped, and appropriate endings are attached based on the gender, number and
case of nouns), and the learner is more familiar with this form of superlative adjective.

Errors of the type seen in examples 6 and 7 were very rarely noticed in the computer
conference sessions, where predicate adjectives were more frequent, possibly used as a
strategy to avoid using structures with which learners are uncomfortable. The use of this
avoidance strategy might be due to the pressures of real-time communication, where there
is little time to think, and learners have to manipulate effectively the language structures

immediately available to them.
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3. Noun Morphology
Learmners committed two main types of errors with noun morphology: plural forms and
the dative case ending of plural nouns. In both writing contexts, learners sometimes
formed plural nouns by attaching to the base the most common plural noun suffix “-en”
even though the plural form of some nouns is formed irregularly (examples 1 - 3). This
phenomenon indicates that learners overgeneralize a foreign language rule, where
exceptions to this rule are not yet immediately accessible to them. The plural form of nouns
was sometimes formed incorrectly by applying English plural noun suffixes to German
words (examples 4 and 5), indicating the transfer of rules from learners’ native language to
the FL. This language transfer occurred more frequently in the computer conference than
in the group journal context, possibly because study aids (e.g. dictionary) were available to
the learners in the latter activity, and they were not forced so much by time to rely on their
own knowledge and intuition.
1. (KC; ccl) Ich habe zwei guten Freunden. /I have two good friends/
2. (SB; cc2) -Alle Spieleren sollen... /All players should.../
3.(DT; gj2) Ich bin der Meinung, daB Kindereg ... /I think that children .../
4. (BB; cc2) Politiker sind Dummkopfs... Baseballspielers verdienen zu viel Geld.
/Politicians are fools... Baseball players earn too much money./

5. (KC; gj1) Sangers und Sangerins machen sehr viel Geld. /singers earn very much/

The other systematic error in this group is the confusion of plural and gender suffixes.
Many German nouns have a grammatical male and female form, the former referring to a
male the latter to a female person. The noun referring to a female is formed by attaching the
suffix “-in” to the male noun (e.g. Freund /male friend/ - Freundin /female friend/), and
sometimes also altering the main vowel of the base (e.g. Arzt /male doctor/ - Arztin /female

doctor/). While female persons were not referred to with the plural form of nouns, the
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plural suffixes were often confused with the female suffix, as shown in examples 6 - 9
below. It is clear from the context of these examples that the nouns have plural references.
This phenomenon can also be viewed as overgeneralization of L2 rules, in cases where the
appropriate application of either the plural suffix or the female suffix is not yet automatized.
There seems to be no system as to where the female suffix is incorrectly applied instead of
the plural suffix. This type of error was present in both writing contexts, although more
frequently in the group journal task (i.e. three instances in the computer conference

sessions and 12 in the two group journal assignments).

6. (CT; gj1) Ich weiB nicht, wo meine Pantnerjp sind... /I don’t know where my partners are)
7. (ML; gj1) Es ist wichtig zu helfen unsere Freundjp. /It is imponant to helip our friends./
8. JK; ccl) Meine Freundjn sind Leute, dass ... /My friends are people who.../

9. (KW; ccl) Mit einer Bekanterip kann man ... /With an acquaintance you can.../

Thus, as these examples illustrate, errors in noun morphology seem to be the result of
transferring constructs from the learners’ native language, transferring training from
previous learning experience or overgeneralizing rules of noun morphology in German.

These errors of noun morphology are distributed differently between the two writing tasks.

4. Verb Morphology

Similarly, some errors in verb morphology are qualitatively different in these two
contexts: the formation of verb tenses, subject-verb agreement, the passive voice and the
use of modal verbs.

In the case of verb tenses, learners often overgeneralize the rules of the formation of the
conversational past, creating incorrect participle forms. In both written contexts, learners

select the incorrect auxiliary verb (transitive verbs use ‘haben’ — intransitive verbs use
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‘sein’). Similarly, learners sometimes form the participles of verbs incorrectly in both
contexts: “Ich habe in vielen Linder geleben.” /I have lived in many countries./. This type
of overgeneralization error can be present in either the direction of forming the participle of
irregular verbs as if they were regular verbs, and vice versa. However, learners incorpo-
rated these two grammatical items (auxiliary verbs and participles) for indicating the
conversational past tense differently in the two writing tasks.

In the context of group journals, leamners often used the narrative past to convey past
events. They also often used incorrect participle forms with the correct conjugation of the

auxiliary verb (i.e. subject-verb agreement), shown in these examples:

(IL; gj2) Die Amerikanische Leute haben keine Abgabe bezahlen. /Americans did not pay any

taxes./

(EC; gj1) Die Medien haben Kinder beeingeflussen. /The media influenced the children/

These errors seem to be caused by the overgeneralization of participle structures, adding
the “ge-” prefix (as used for forming regular verbs), yet also adding the “-en” suffix (used
for the formation of irregular verbs) to all verbs, not discriminating between types of verbs.
In the context of computer conferencing, mostly the conversational past tense was used,
with few errors of incorrectly formed participles. However, a few times the auxiliary verb
“sein” was used (for transitive and intransitive verbs) to form a continuous present tense

(transferred from English), which is grammatically not acceptable in German:

(CL;cc2) Die Sportler sind zu viel Geld verdienen. /Baseball players are earning too much money./

(CT; cc2) Wenn alle Leute gind reicher wenden, ... /When everyone is getting richer.../

While the computer conferencing sessions contained this unacceptable form of the

continuous present tense, group journals showed a different type of error caused by the
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transfer of grammatical rules from the learners’ native language. In the group journal
context, learners produced language with incorrect modal verb phrases. In both German
and English, modal verbs require that the foliowing verb remain in the infinitive form (in
English with ‘to’; e.g. He wanted to go). In English, other forms than the infinitive are
acceptable as well (I must be going), especially in the past tense where the modal verb is
followed by a participial phrase (She must have left aiready). In the group journals, modal
verbs were used in conjunction with participles or a conjugated form of the main verb (not

necessarily conjugated as appropriate for the subject of the sentence:

(CL; gj2) Frauen sind unabhiingig und kann die Minner gespracht... /women are
independent and can talk to men.../
(EC; gi1) Du hast mehr Spa8, weil du mehr Hobbies, Jobs, und soweiter konnen
macht. /You have more fun because you can do more hobbies./
(PR;gj2) Man mii spricht zu einander... /People must speak with each other.../
(FS; gj2) Entdecken was deine Kind will zu tune. /Find out what your child wants to do/

In the first example, the modal “kann /to be able to/” is followed by the participle
“gespracht,” while examples 2 and 3 show the use of the main verb conjugated for the third
person singular in the present tense (“macht” and “spricht” form the verbs ‘to do’ and ‘to
speak’). This phenomenon might be explained by the leamers’ expecting the FL to be
different from their native language, and thus overcompensate for difference. In other
words, since they feel that German is a foreign language, they might override the structures
suggested by their own language (which in this case matched those of German), and try to
create more of a difference than what really exists between the two languages.

The last example above presents transfer from the learners’ native language, where after

certain modal verbs the infinitive of a verb with “to” is required. A transposition of the
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English syntactic structure is clearly recognizable in this learner’s German sentence:
“...was (what) deine (your) Kind (child) will (wants) zu (to) tune (do).” The correct
German phrase is “...was dein Kind tun will.” The word order should be inverted after the
relative pronoun “was”, and “zu” is a superfluous grammatical and lexical item.

There seem to be different formations of the passive voice in the two contexts as well.
In the group journal context, learners use more passive constructions, than in the computer
conference sessions. For the passive, they correctly use the auxiliary verb “werden,”
which also requires the presence of the participle form of a main verb. Frequently,

however, instead of this participle, learners simply use the infinitive form of the main verb:

(CK; gj2) Es ist unfair, wenn Sportler so viel bezahlen werden. /It is not fair that sports
players get paid so much./.
(TC; gj2) Unsere Problem werden mit der Wahlen nicht [Gsen. /Our problems are not

solved with the election./

This could be an interlanguage phenomenon that conforms to neither the native nor the
FL norms for forming the passive voice. Similarly non-conforming are the following

passive forms produced in the computer conference sessions:

(CK; cc2) Die Sportler bezahlt zu viel. /the players “are paid” too much/
(CT; cc2) Die Sportler haben zu viel bezahlt und sie sollen nicht mehr verlangen /The sports

players “are paid” too much, and they should not demand any more {money)./

Although these two forms of the passive appear seldom in the computer sessions, they
are not used correctly by any of the leamers who attempt them. In the first example, the
passive is formed without the auxiliary verb, while the participle form of the main verb is

correctly stated. In the second example, the passive is formed with the incorrect auxiliary
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verb (i.e. with “haben,” the helping verb for the conversational past tense) and the correct
participle form of the main verb. The first in each of the last two sets of examples was
produced by the same student in the two different writing tasks, underscoring the fact that
these activities resulted in qualitatively different formations of the passive voice.

The last systematic error pertaining to verbs is pidginization28, - the simplification of
language, - possibly used as a FL learning strategy. By using pidginized language,
learners avoid the use of complex verb forms and problems with word order. Surprising-
ly, it was present in both group journals and the computer conference sessions; a differen-
tial distribution was expected in the computer session due to time-constraints for commu-
nication (relexified language use as a coping strategy), but not in the group journal context.
Pidgin verb forms were present in various syntactic contexts, replacing different verb

tenses, and used with all persons and numbers:

1. (SS; gj1) Ich hoffe, dass meine Mutter sorgen sich nicht. /I hope that my mother
does not worry./
2. (RN;gj2) Es ist das Ende, wenn ein Sportler erfolgreich nicht seip. /It is the end,
when a player cannot be successful./
3. (DG; cc2) Wenn die Regierung nicht sich ginmischen, das Problem... /If the
govemment die not get “involved”, the problem.../
4. (DG;gj2) Als meinem Mann und ich unsere Beziehung beginnen, versprechen wir...

/When my husband and I “started” our relationship, we “promised” [to].../

The first three examples present present tense statements, where the pidginized verb is

also in the incorrect position, not at the end of the subordinate clause. Example 4 is in the

28 Schumann (1978) uses this term to refer to learners’ interlanguage, both from the perspective
of SLA and socialization. In this study it refers to the systematic language simplification processes learners
use as a language leamning strategy to avoid syntactic structures with which they are not yet familiar or
comfortable (e.g. case endings, verb tense and aspect markers, etc.).
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past tense based on context, but both verbs (in each clause) are in a pidginized infinitive
form, in syntactically correct positions (“beginnen” is correctly at the end of the subordinate
clause, while “versprechen” is placed correctly immediately after the initial clause).
Pidginization also involves relexifying person and number agreement of verbs (i.e. lack of
conjugation), which is also observable here. The first three examples have third person
singular referents, while the fourth example has a first person plural referent.

While in these examples the verbs are not conjugated according to person and number,
nor do they conform to the appropriate tense, these sentence fragments indicate that the
learners are not just randomly placing strings of words together. Native language word
order structure is no longer evident in these sentences, yet, neither is German word order.
This pattern is similar to the process of pidginization (Andersen, 1983), whereby learners
create their own syntax, independent of both the native and the foreign languages, moving

further away from the structures of the native language as they learn the FL better.

5. Case Errors

Next, as the final grammatical error type, case errors will be described briefly, which
were present in both writing contexts. The examples indicate that learners are aware of the -
need for using different cases (nominative, accusative, dative and genitive), yet they are not
always able to assign the correct case to articles. There seems to be no systematic pattern in

the use of cases across grammatical gender or number:

1. (MS; ccl) “wenn ein man liebt ein_ Mann” /when a man loves a man/
2. (SS;ccl) Viglen Leute haben... Vielen Kinder leben... /Many people have... Many children live.../
3. (CK; ccl) Mit eine__ Freunde kann ich meinep Problemen sagen... Eingm Bekannten ist nicht

so wertvoll... /To a friend, I can tell my problems... An acquaintance is not so valuable.../
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4. (SS; gj1) Sie macht nichts, weil sie meingr Bruder zu Sport miissen nehmen. /She does not
do anything because she has to take my brother to sport./
5. (CK; gjl) ...sie eingr guter Erziehung verdienen... /they “have” a good upbringing/
6. (SB; gj2) Mitteilung ist sehr wichtig in meine_ Familie. /communication is very important in

my family./

The first three examples are from the computer conference sessions, the last three from
the group journals. In both contexts, there are case errors which occur after prepositions
(example 3 - “mit” /with/, and example 6 - “in” /in/ require the dative case). Some errors
are caused by attaching a syntactically inappropriate suffix on the articles preceding nouns
in the subject or direct object positions. In examples 1 and 4, the articles “ein” and “mein”
need the “-en” suffix to indicate “Mann” and “Bruder” as the masculine direct objects.

Similarly, example 5 requires that “einer” be changed to “eine,” indicating that the
feminine noun “Erziehung” is the direct object. Finally, in example 2, the suffix “-¢” is
missing from the article “Viel-" to indicate the nominative plural referent of the nouns
“people” and “children.” Finally, in example 3, the article “ein” has the suffix “-em”,
mistakenly identifying the masculine subject of the sentence as an indirect object.

As these examples indicate, there seems to be no qualitative difference between errors in
the two writing contexts. Yet, these examples indicate not a system of simplification (as in
the case of verbs), but rather an obvious awareness of the need for case endings that are not
yet acquired properly (since there are no null endings, but rather alternate, incorrect article
case markers). Therefore, articles and case endings at this point in the learners’ SLA
processes may already have passed the phase of pidginization, and are in a following stage
(denativization), slowly adapting to the external “norms of the target language.”, i.e. to the

native speaker norms of German (McLaughlin, 1986).
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Incorrect Lexical Choices

There were three main types of errors in this category: a) incorrect literal translations
from English, b) incorrect German word selection (not translated from English), and
c) lexical omissions. While some grammatical error types were more frequent in the
computer conference sessions, lexical errors were significantly more frequent in the group
journal context (see Table 14). Besides the numerical significance, there are also qualitative

differences between the lexical errors made in the two writing activities.

1. Incorrect Literal Translations from English

Incorrect literal translations can be found in both writing tasks, although there are more
actual dictionary translations in the group journals than in computer conferencing. There
are two types of literal translations, occurring to different extent in the two writing
contexts. In the first case, learners translate verbatim a word or idiomatic expression from
English into German, using a lexical item with which they are already familiar (e.g. high
frequency words they have already learned). In the second case, learners misuse lexical
items they have not yet encountered in the first three semesters of German; they looked
these up in the dictionary to translate an expression for which they did not know the
German equivalent.

In both these cases of translation errors, students often selected German words which
were semantically or syntactically inappropriate. The first type of translation error occurs
in both computer conference writing and group journals (examples 1-4), while the second
type seems to be restricted to the context of group journals (examples 5-6).

1. (MK; gj2) ...Sportler nicht zu viel Geld machen.  /Sports players do not make too much
money/ -- correct lexical item would be “verdienen™ /to earn/
2. (JK; cc2) ...meisten Leute machen nicht so viel Geld. /most people do not make that

much money/ -- correct lexical item: “verdienen” /to eam/
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3. (MB; gj2) Die Frau mu8 grste mit der Mann sprechen. /The woman has to hlk 0

the man first./ -- correct lexical item: “zuerst” /first, adverb of time/
4. (CL; ccl) Du wisst Ken, er ist meine Freunde. / You know Ken; he is my friend/

- correct lexical item: “kennen™ /to know a person or place/
5. (JL; gj1) Stipendiumen helfen viele Leute begleiten. /Scholarships help many

people to attend [college)/ — correct lexical item: “studieren™ /to study/
6. (BZ; gj1) Aufwenden genuge Zeit mit seiner Kinder ist... /To “spend” more time with

one’s children is.../ - correct lexical item: “verbringen” /to spend time/

In the first and second examples, the learners translated the English idiomatic expression
“to make money,” which is not appropriate in German, where the verb used with money
must be “to eam” (verdienen). The verb “machen,” a high frequency verb29 with which
students in German 201 are familiar, is a literal translation of the verb “to make, " used
inappropriately in the German context. Influenced by idiomatic expressions used in their
first language, learners transferred the structure and literal lexical items into the FL.

In the third and fourth examples, learners wished to use the German equivalents of the
English words “first” (as in “first, we went to the movies”) and “to know” (i.e. “you know
my friend”). Once having identified the necessary lexical items, learners apparently
accessed their memories for the German translations of these items, and matched the
referents with the words “erst” (first; ordinal number) and “wissen” (to know a fact), both
known to them. These German equivalents seem to be the first matches students found in
their memory, - which in fact are not semantically appropriate in German for the meaning
students wished to produce. Itis possible that these “first choices” are more readily

available to the students (i.e. more automatized) than the correct lexical items “zuerst” (an

29 The degree of frequency is based on Ortmann’s listing of the most frequent German words
(Ortmann, 1975), and on the accurate usage of these words by the subjects in the two writing contexts.
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adverb of time) and “kennen” (to know a person / place). This phenomena could be the
result of a combination of language transfer (i.e. the structure of an idiomatic expression)
and overgeneralization of foreign language rules (i.e. not discriminating among the
semantic differences of word usage).

The native speaker judges could not even guess the meaning of examples 5 and 6, as the
words selected are not related to the correct lexical items. In example 5, “begleiten” means
primarily “to accompany,” but cannot be used to mean “to attend school.” “Begleiten” is a
low frequency word students do not normally encounter (it was used only once in the entire
language output). In this case, the student seemed to have looked up the word “attend” in
the dictionary, and selected an incorrect German equivalent for this context. Similarly, the
learner in the last example selected an inappropriate translation for the English word “to
spend.” Although “aufwenden” can mean “to spend time”, it has the connotation of “using
up time for hard work,” which was clearly not the students’ intended message.

The first four examples seem to reflect the level of semantic sensitivity students possess,
while the last two indicate a leaming strategy which results in reduced comprehensibility to
native speakers. In an interview, one native speaker repeatedly judged the type of lexical
error committed in the last two examples as the least comprehensible, while she was able to
decipher with little difficulty the intended meaning of sentences containing the type of error

found in the first four examples.

2. Incorrect German Word Selection

In computer conference writing, unlike in the group joumnal context, there were few
literal translation errors. Instead, many lexical errors were due to the a transposition of
syntactic categories (i.e. a noun form a word is used instead of the verb, and vice versa),

resulting in errors due to incorrect German word selection:
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(VR; ccl) Die Drogenabhingigen solien felfen finden. /Drug addicts should find help/

(EK; cc2) Junge Leute haben mehr Problems als die Europa junge Leute. /Young people

kave more problems than the European young people./

It seems that in these two examples, learners are able to access the correct lexical item,
but are not able to select the appropriate syntactic categories. In the first sentence, the verb
“helfen” (to help) is used instead of the correct noun form “Hilfe” (help). In the second
sentence, the noun “Europa” (Europe) is mistakenly used instead of the correct adjective
form “europdischen” (European). Such exchanges of syntactic elements are also described
by Schumann (1978) as part of “reduced differentiation,” - in the pidginiziation process, -
whereby different lexical categories are all represented with one lexical type.

Prepositions formed another group of incorrect lexical items, which were occasionally
transferred directly from English (although sometimes they match neither English nor
German expectations). These lexical errors occur under both writing conditions, and there
seems to be no systematic pattern of error in either context. The correct preposition is

indicated in parentheses after each example.

(MN; cc1) Aus welchem Planet kommst du? /From which planet are you?/ (von)
(JH; gj1) In Meiner Meinung... /in my opinion.../ (nach)

(JC; cc2) Auf dieses Land wir ... /In this country, we.../ (in)

These incorrectly selected prepositions reflect that the level of interlanguage learners use
is not static. While learners often use the prepositions required in German appropriately
(with or without the appropriate case markers), occasionally, they overgeneralize German
rules. In the first example above, the learner uses the preposition “aus” which indeed

means “from” in German, and can be used to inquire about someone’s origins. However,
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asking someone from which planet they come requires the preposition “von.” In other
instances, learners transfer the preposition used in their native language (example 2). In
English, stating someone’s opinion is expressed by the preposition “in,” while in German
this idiomatic expression requires the preposition “nach” (“’according to’ my opinion”).
Finally, leamners often deviate from the requirements of both languages and select an
incorrect preposition, as presented in example 3. In this example, the learner uses the
preposition “auf” which can mean “on top of”’ or “on,” neither of which meanings would
be used in either English or German in this specific context. It is possible that the learner
assumes that the FL needs to be different from the native language, and over-accommo-

dates to meet the sense of “foreign-ness” in cases of overt similarity30,

2. Lexical Omissions
Omitted words form the final category of lexical errors. It seems that omissions (of

articles, relative pronouns and prepositions) are caused by the transfer of language patterns
from the learners’ native language. Lexical omissions were present in both writing tasks.
The words in the German sentences were omitted when there was no such word required in
the English expression (marked XX):

(MB; gjl) Kinder lernen in XX Schule,... /Children learn jn_school/

(VR; ccl) Bekannten sind Leute, XX mann sehen... /acquaintances are people vou see/

(CS; gj2) ...hat gezeigt, was XX ein Arschioch er ist. /showed what an Asshole he is./

In the first example, the leamer left out the definite article “der” (feminine, dative), as is
dictated by the expression in English (underlined). In Example 2, the learner omitted the

relative pronoun “die” (plural accusative), which is always required in German, but is

30 Students at this proficiency level have been observed to write a correct word on exams, then
“correct” themselves and change the correct answer to an incorrect one. When asked, they have reported
repeatedly that “it just sounded too much like English, so [they] though it must be wrong for sure.”
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omissible in English. In the last example, the learner left out the preposition “fiir” from an
idiomatic expression, which except for this preposition has a parallel construction with its
English equivalent.

Since these omission errors occur only in contexts where an English expression requires
a null lexical item (i.e. no item), it can be said that these errors are due to language transfer
from English, and not to a possible pidginization process (although Pidgin languages often
simplify syntax by eliminating definite articles, relative pronouns and certain prepositions;
but these eliminations must occur in all contexts).

In summary of the discussion pertaining to lexical errors, it can be noted that there were
several qualitative differences in the types of lexical errors produced by students in the two
writing contexts. First, literal translations of lexical items were found much more
frequently in the group journal context than in computer writing. Second, in computer
conferences, learners were more likely to use transposed syntactic categories to cope with
communication difficulties. Finally, lexical errors due to the omission of necessary items

were found in both writing tasks without any apparent qualitative differences.

“Other Reason” Errors

The final error category is called “other reasons,” referring to all language errors
learners committed that the native speaker judges could not categorize as belonging to either
of the previous two error categories3 1. As stated at the beginning of this research question,
there was a significant difference between the frequency of occurrence of type-c errors in
the two writing activities. Besides the numerical difference, there are also qualitative

differences between the language output in the two writing contexts.

31 A complete listing of c-units containing type c errors is provided in Appendix E.
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To identify these qualitative differences between the two writing contexts, all c-units
containing this error type were compiled from the four writing instances (2 group journals,
2 computer conferences). Next, 20 c-units containing “other reason” errors were randomly
selected from each writing context. A native speaker was asked to judge these 40 c-units as
sounding “very non-native” (1), “non-native, yet comprehensible” (3), and “only slightly
non-native sounding™ (5)32. The scores were analyzed in a two-tailed t-test (as hypothesis
was non-directional) to identify in which writing context learners produced less “non-

native” sounding language. The results of this t-test are shown in Table 16.

Table 16.

Comprehensibility of Non-Native Language Use

Computer Conference Group Journals
3.3 2.35
2.68842
0.0145

It can be seen from the results of the t-test, that based on the c-units containing “other
reason” errors, the native speaker judge considered the language output from the group
journals to be of a significantly lower quality than that from the computer conference
sessions. To examine what may have caused this significant difference in quality, the 40 c-
units containing “other reason” errors were analyzed qualitatively as well, resulting in the
following six error categories (the numbers in parentheses indicate the number of instances

a particular type of error occurred in each writing context in the sample 40 c-units):

32 The c-units from the two writing tasks were intermixed; the native speaker was not told which
language output was from which writing context, and was unaware of the researcher’s hypotheses.
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1. phrase translated literally from English, including English word order (cc - 6; gj - 8)
(MS; cc2) Esiist fiir sie zu entscheiden. /It is for them to decide/

(JT; gj1) Ein gute Qualitit fiir Eltern zu haben, ist .../A good quality for parents to have is/

2. phrase translated literally from English, adapted to German word order (cc - 5; gj-5)
(JC: cc2) So was ob America zu gross ist. /So what if America is too big/
(MK; gj1) In Amerika muss man bezahlen um an eine Universitit zu gehen.
/In America you have to pay to go to a university./
3. completely incomprehensible construction (cc - 1; gj-4)
(DO; ccl) Leute wurden sie Stiefmutter, aber ihr nicht sie helfen wurden. /meaning?/

(CL.; gj2) Wie doch etwas Minner haben Frau nicht sprachen mogen. /meaning?/

4. literal translation from English, with German derivations and inflections (cc - 1; gj - 0)
(CS; ccl) Du hast den Durchfall der Mund und die Urstepfung des Verstand! /You have

diarrhea of the mouth and a constipation of understanding./

5. translation from English, using pidginized German words (cc-2; gj-0)
(MK; cc2) Baseball bringen Unterhaltung, aber dieser ist es. /Baseball brings entertainment,

but that’s it./

6. construction differs from both German and English structures (cc - 5; gj - 3)
(RN; cc2) Sie mehr Geld nicht nehmen. /They do not [reed] more money./

(DO; gj1) Ein Kinder braucht zwei Eltern zu Spa8 sein. /A child needs two parents two have fun./

Based on these categories and examples, it seems that there are no real differences in
frequency of occurrence between the two writing contexts in error categories 2 and 4.
There are more errors in computer conference writing in categories 5 and 6, and more

errors in the group journals in categories 1 and 3. Although further research needs to be
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conducted that specifically investigates the types of errors committed by learners and their
effect on comprehension by pative speakers, it is possible that the reason the group journal
sounded more non-native lies in the differences of errors in categories 1 and 3.

One difference between the c-units produced in the two different writing tasks that were
categorized as types 1 or 3, is the extent to which the lexical items were translated from
English. In computer conferencing, the original English sentence consisted of individual
words, therefore when translated into German, they also form a related string of words. In
the group journals, on the other hand, many of the expressions translated into German are

entire idiomatic units, which are not words randomly put together:

(KW; cc2) Das ist zuviel fiir mich zu lesen... /That is too much for me to read.../
(AR; gj1) Kinder sind eine volle Zeit Verantwortung.  /Children are a full-time responsibility./

(CT; gi2) Es ist nicht fiir die Minner zu ersten Bewegung immer machen. /It is not for men

always to make the first more./

In the first example, each English word is translated into German word for word. The
native speaker judge commented that although she would not say this sentence like this, it
is understandable and grammatically correct. In the second example, the English idiomatic
expression “full-time” is taken apart into its sub-components, which are individually
translated into German. However, an idiomatic expression does not mean the sum of its
parts; thus, when the parts are individually translated into another language, they lose their
meaning in the selection of lexical items.

Error category 3 in the above list refers to c-units that are completely incomprehensible
to both the researcher and the native speaker judges (even within context). Besides there

being more of these sentences in the group journals, there is also a qualitative difference
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between the c-units produced in the two writing contexts. In computer conferencing, the
two phrases that were judged incomprehensible contain pidgin-like infinitives, no articles,

no grammatical cases and no adjectives (i.e. they consist only of verbs, nouns, pronouns).

1. (DO; ccl) Leute wurden sie Stiefmutter, aber ihr nicht sie helfen wurden. /People
become[?] they / she step-mother, but you / her not she help [passive]./

2. (AC;ccl) Viele Freundin kommen von die Leute trinken. /Many friends / girifriend [?]33
come from the people drink./

3. (RN; gjl) Ich meine, man miifite eigentlich betrachten iiber die Computers lernen.
/T thipk, one should simply “regard™ about [?] the computers learn./

4. (CL, gj2) Wie doch etwas Ménner haben Frau nicht sprachen mogen. /As yet [?] some

men [past tense marker?] women not want to speak./

On the other hand, in the group journal context, - as the examples illustrate above, -
learners used modal verbs, the subjunctive mood, participle and inflected forms of verbs,
case endings on articles and nouns, adverbs and adjectives. Therefore, the sentences are
more complex (as could be expected from this proficiency level), yet, possibly for this
exact reason, they were judged as being more “non-native” than the sentences produced in
the computer conference context. The more complex the incorrect sentence was, the lower
score it received from the native speaker, who stated that “If they use just the infinitives,
then I can still piece the original sentence back together, but when they change to the
subjunctive and the past tense, then it throws the listener off, and they cannot re-create the
original message. It’s easier with they have simple language, because then the recipient of

the message can still redo the sentence, but otherwise you just don’t have a clue.”

33 The symbol [?) indicates in these examples that there was not enough context to determine
completely accurately, what the leamer had attempted to communicate.
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Based on these discussions, it can be concluded that learners’ interlanguage is different
in the two writing contexts. The statistical analyses indicate that learners produce different
types and different amounts of errors in computer conferencing than in group journals.
Learners’ writing contained more grammatical errors in computer sessions than in the
group journals. However, the latter activity resulted in more incorrect lexical choices and
more “other reason errors.” The qualitative analyses revealed that learners’ interlanguage
contained simplified language, errors of language transfer from English and errors caused
by the overgeneralization of German syntactic and lexical rules in both writing contexts.
The quality of non-native expressions was different in the two activities, as judged by the

native speakers as well, supporting the findings of the statistical tests performed.

Research Question #4: Participant Roles

In interactions, each participant takes on a variety of participant roles which are
determined by cultural, personal (e.g. age, gender) and situational variables (physical
location, the event in which one participates). Participant roles enable interactants to
interpret non-verbal and verbal signals of communication appropriately (e.g. whether it is
polite to ask a question or make a joke). These participant roles are manifested in a variety
of discourse patterns (Tannen, 1989), and are created and co-created by all participants
(Wardaugh, 1985). Thus, a collaborative effort of maintenance of these roles and through
them the interaction, is one of the social bases of talk (Schiffrin, 1994).

The fourth research question investigates whether the two writing activities are used for
different communicative purposes by the students (i.e. interaction vs. “monologue™), as
reflected in the participant roles they take on. Both group journals and computer
conferencing are interactive in nature. In both contexts, the discussion topics were similar,
and the explicit goal of the task was the same (i.e. written conversation). The difference

between these activities was that the group journals were co-authored by three - four
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learners, and the interaction in computer sessions was shared by up to 24 individuals (i.e.
the largest class size). Thus, the focus of this discussion is to investigate that given similar
discussions topics, the same explicit goals of activity, and different grouping arrangements,
how are these writing contexts similar or different in the quality of interaction they provide
by allowing the interactants to practice German from a variety of participant roles.

In the next sections, the similarities and differences between the two writing tasks in
terms of participant roles will be presented. Participant roles were not always easy to
identify, since many comments could have been interpreted as presenting various
interactional roles. Also, none of these roles exist in isolation; they are, by necessity,
created by all interactants, whereby a joke does not become a joke unless other interlocutors
react appropriately. Similarly, an apparent challenge might in fact represent a learner’s
attempt to create shared in-group identity with his classmates. It is important to mention,
therefore, that these roles were identified from one researcher’s perspective, and can be
interpreted differently by different readers who have different interpretations of interactions

(e.g. culturally influenced expectations of interactional patterns —- Tyler, 1995).

1. Similarities between Writing Tasks
In this section, different participant roles students performed in both writing tasks will
be discussed: speaker, scolder, respondent, commenter, informant, questioner, creator of

in-group identity and knower. Each discussion will be illustrated by examples as well.

r, “Scolder, "Respondent mmenter
A typical interaction in both writing tasks began with a subject’s comment as “speaker”

(or “respondent” to a main discussion topic). The participant role of “speaker” refers to a
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basic statement made by an interactant to initiate a discussion, for example. A learner’s
output was considered to reflect the role of “speaker” if it presented her opinion on a
subject matter without asking questions, and without providing others with any factual
information (i.e. informant, e.g. explaining that New Zealand is an island near Australia).
The initial comment by a “speaker” was typically acknowledged by a “respondent,”
who incorporated the comments of the previous interlocutor either explicitly (“I agree with
..; RE #22, etc.) or implicitly (by continuing the same train of thought, scaffolding an
entire phrase, etc.). The following example from the first computer conference session

presents a leamner’s comment from this participant role:

1. CH: Ich finde homosexuellen Ehen sehr schlect. Die Ehe sollt zwischen einen Mann und eine
Frau sein.
/T think same-sex marriages are wrong. Marriage should be between a man and a woman./
2. CT: re #19: Es ist ein unbekiimmert Antwort.
[That is an inconsiderate answer./
3. JK: CH, ich kann sich nicht verstehen. Lieber ist wichtig...das ist alles. Ich denke das, Gott
Lieber haben muss, nicht Hass.
/T can’t understand you. Love is important...that is everything. I think that God must
have love, not hate./
4. MN: Re #19: Kennst du irgendjemand, wer ist homosexuell?
/Do you know anybody who is homosexual?/
5. CH: Re MN: Ja, ich kenne homosexuellen Leute. Ich hasse nicht homosexuellen Leute.
Homosexuellen Leute sind nett und freundlich. Aber sie sollen nicht heiraten.
/Yes, I know homosexual people. I don’t hate homosexual people. Homosexual people

are nice and friendly. But, they should not marry./
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In the first example, the speaker states his opinion about same-sex marriages without
including a question to involve the other interlocutors in the interaction. The learner in the
second example has taken on the role of “scolder.” He disagrees with the speaker explicitly
by scolding him for making such a comment. The scolder seems to consider himself being
in a higher status of authority, who is allowed to make such meta-comments (about a
previous comment, not in response o it) judging the contributions of other interlocutors.
The third person takes on the role of commenter by commenting on the speaker’s opinion.
As the speaker did not ask a question, the learner’s reaction to it in example 3 cannot reflect
the role of respondent (i.e. in response to a question).

The role performed by the fourth interlocutor can be seen as either that of respondent or
that of challenger; he either intended to pose a question as a response to the speaker’s
claims or he challenged the speaker’s opinion by his question (possibly implying that it was
not an informed comment). The fifth contribution suggests that MN’s question (example
4) may have been interpreted as a challenge by the original speaker, who reacted to it

defensively (i.e. through defensiveness, indicating that he interpreted it as a challenge).

Infi t tigner

As mentioned above, the typical pattern of interaction in these writing tasks began when
a “speaker” stated her opinion, to which a “respondent” provided acknowledgement and
possibly presented his opinion in response. Through this pattern, learners co-authored a
discussion on a variety of topics, sharing their opinions and insights. In many cases,
however, an interactant did not merely present her opinion pertaining to a topic. Rather,
she provided factual information to the subject, performing the role of informant by making
a statement or by responding to a question stated by another interactant (i.e. performing the

dual participant role of respondent and informant).
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(RW) Ich lese die Journal von [EC]. Ich glaube daB sie ist richtig aber falsch mit einige Dinges...
Meine Familien, zum beispiel, ist jetzt gut aber in den letzten paar Jahren, Leben war nicht sehr
gut... /1 am reading EC’s journal. I think that she is right about some things but wrong with

others... My family, for example, is fine now but in the last few years, life was not very good./

This learner began his journal entry by acknowledging the previous statement regarding
the decline of quality of families (i.e. respondent). He then provided the other group
members with information about his family to underscore his message, taking on the role
of “informant” in the second half of his journal entry.

Besides providing information, interlocutors could also take on the role of “questioner”
in response to a previous contribution. In this role, learners posed a question pertaining to
a previous comment, possibly to clarify its content or to indicate an interest in the
continuation of the discussion.

(BB) [CS] hat ein interessant Idee... Aberich verwundere, “Wie alt sind die Kinder?”

/CS has an interesting idea... But I wonder, how old are the children?/

BB first acknowledged the contribution made by CS, then posed his own opinion about
the topic. He closed his journal entry by asking a question, possibly to clarify at what age
children were already aware of the future (previous comment stated that children were

indeed aware of the future, with which BB did not agree).

r of In- Identi Knower
In a sense, these two participant roles are very similar in terms of communicative
purposes. However, there are subtle differences between them. Learners take the role of
creator of in-group identity to establish their belonging to an exclusive group of individuals

who share some aspect of life that is not shared by people in general.
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(PS; gj2) Diese Woche ist sehr fleilig fiir mich. Ich bin Homecoming Chair fiir meinen Fraternity.
[This week is very busy for me. [ am the Homecoming Chair for my fraternity./

(DC; gjl1) Ich bin einen Republican so habe ich viele Diskutieren iiber Bob Dole und Prisident
Clinton.

/1 am a Republican, so I have a lot to discuss about Bob Dole and President Clinton./

The first learner established his in-group identity by informing the other interactants that
he belongs to a fraternity. The second learner established himself as belonging to the
Republican political party, providing the other interlocutors with a framework with which
they can differentiate between his sarcastic and serious statements.

A knower also establishes the fact that she belongs to an exclusive group, but explicitly
states knowing a fact the other participants do not know (e.g. a mother explaining from the
perspective of a parent what “time sacrifice” means, knowing that the other interactants are
not parents yet). This role is different from that of an informant, who presents factual
information about things and ideas without belonging to a special group of people (e.g.
informing others that the capital of Austria is Vienna). A knower, on the other hand knows

something because she has insider information about this concept (e.g. motherhood).

(DG) Wir haben zwei TOchter (neun und zehn Jahre alt)... Mit guten Eltern du nie wiBit da8 Zeit
ist ein Opfer. Manchmal Zeit ist ein Opfer. Meine Tochter hat gesagt, “Mutter ist nie
selbststichtig (selfish).” Glaubst du das nicht! Aber sie kann nicht sehen wie miide ich bin.

/We have two daughters (9 and 10 years old)... With good parents, you don’t know that time

is a sacrifice. Sometimes time is a sacrifice. My daughter said: “Mother is never selfish.”

Don’t believe that! But she cannot see how tired I am./

This learner established her role as knower (of parenting) immediately at the beginning

of her journal entry. She shared insights with the other interlocutors pertaining to the issue
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of sacrificing time for your children from the perspective of a mother. She does not only
establish in-group identity (i.e. being a mother), she also provides the others with factual

information based on her experience.

2. Differences between Writing Tasks

There were several differences between the participant roles learners took on in the
computer conference sessions and group journals. First, there were four participant roles
learners took on in computer conferencing which they did not in the group journal context:
attacker, challenger, etablisher of out-of-group identity and supporter. Second, the
participant role of “controller of interaction” was performed qualitatively differently in the
two contexts. Third, there were gender differences in the way participant roles were co-

created in the two tasks. In the following section, these three concepts will be discussed.

Attacker, lenger t-of-Group Identi

These three participant roles were only found in the computer conference sessions. The
first of these, attacker, was taken on by learners who made very personal, insulting
comments directed at another interactant. The second example presents the role of
“challenger,” in which a leamner explicitly questions the authority of another interactant’s

claim to having the correct information about something:

1. (DC; cc2) Ist deine Mutter ein Teil davon! /Your mother is one of them!/

2. (MW; ccl) B. Wen kummert’s was denkst du!! /Who cares what you think!!/

The first comment was made during a discussion on good gift ideas, to which one of the
students responded that he wanted a prostitute. To this response, the learner in the first

example attacked another person, possibly meant as a “joke.” The second example was
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made during a discussion about religion and homosexuality, in which “B” expressed the
opinion that she did not believe in the existence of God. After a brief exchange, MW's
participation ended with this “attack” on “B,” attacking her beliefs and flippant comment. It
was difficult to identify how these contributions were interpreted by the other interactants,
as npeither of the “attackers™ were recognized explicitly.

The role of establishing out-of-group identity is very similar to that of establishing in-
group identity. However, this role is defined more by the use of an explicit negative

statement establishing the fact that the interlocutor does not belong to a certain social group:

(JH; cc1) Ich habe keine frage das ich habe Minner besser gern, aber was die Leute
mdéchten ist ganz gut mit mir.
/T have no doubt that I prefer men, but what people want is fine with me./
(RH; cc2) Es ist mir ganz egal ob Frauen und Ménner fur diesen Stellen gleichberichtigt
sind oder nicht. Ich will sowieso keine Polizistin werden.
/Mt does not matter to me whether women and men have equal rights for these jobs.
I don’t want to be a policewoman anyway./

In the first example, JH wants to make clear that she is not a lesbian; possibly to ensure
that her consequent defense of homosexual marriages does not identify her as belonging to
that social group. RH does not want to concern herself with equal rights for women in the
police. Possibly to prevent comments about her not supporting equal rights, she makes it
explicit that this question did not interest her because she did not wish to become a police-
woman anyway. Thus, the difference between establishing in- and out-of-group identity is

merely the focus interactants indicated (i.e. a positive or negative group affiliation).

Controller of Interaction - Joking

Another difference in participant roles in the two writing contexts is the manner of

controlling interactions. Although questions controlling interaction were asked in both
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task, in the computer conference writing, a different method of controlling interaction was
noted several times which was not present in the group journal task.

An interaction typically began with a response, as stated earlier. In several instances,
however, instead of an interactant performing the typical role of respondent, a student took
on the role of controller of interaction by interjecting a “joking” comment (e.g. a question, a
statement or an opinion). In this role (controller of interaction) a learner attempts to change
the flow of interaction, the focus and the mood of the discussion (i.e. from a more serious
to a joking atmosphere). In both computer conference sessions (and only in this context),
in each of the four sections of German 201, and for each of the discussion topics, the flow
of interaction was disrupted by an interjection that attempted to direct the conversation to a

different topic. The following is an example from computer session #1:

DH Ich weiss nicht, ich habe viele Bekanmén, aber nur ein bisschen Freunde. Mr. Rogers war
mein nachbar.

/T don’t know, I have many acquaintances, but only a few friends. Mr. Rogers was my neighbor/

This comment was made at the beginning of the discussion pertaining to the importance
of friends. The previous comments related experiences with friends. This interjection (Mr.
Rogers was my neighbor) was not a response to any of the previous comments. Possibly,
the learner did indeed have a neighbor called Mr. Rogers; however, this same person made
two more attempts during this discussion to make the interaction more light-hearted. Thus,
this comment may have been intended to create camaraderie with the other interlocutors or
to control the interaction by re-directing the topic to one that was more interesting to him.

This interactional pattern of “joke-initiation” occurred 34 times in the two computer
sessions, followed by four possible interactional events : a) interlocutors co-created the
joke, b) the initiator failed to recruit other learners to co-create joke, c) the joke became a

part of the main discussion, maintaining the focus of the discussion, or d) another interlo-
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cutor acknowledges the joke, but responds by explicitly scolding the initiator of the joke.

These four possible patterns are illustrated by the examples below:

a) leamers co-create a joke, which does not follow the main discussion topic

(CS) Ich kann ein Freund vertrauen aber ich muss ein Bekannten besser kennen.  (speaker)
/1 can trust a friend but an acquaintance I have to get to know better./

(MB) Ich habe kein Freund. Ich Leibe mein hund. (controller of interaction)
T have no friends. I love my dog./

(MP) Re#22 ich liebe mein Hund auch.  (respondent to the joke, not the discussion topic)
/Response to #22 1love my dog also./

(JS) Ich habe viele freunden. Meine hund, meine mutter, und meine schwester!!!

(continues joke) /1 have many friends. My dog, my mother and my sister!!!/

After these comments, the original discussion never refocused on the main topic. The
other interactants co-constructed the joke with its initiator, “granting” him control of the

interaction. Thus, the “joke” is created together by many leamers, creating solidarity.

b) initiator fail i rinterl ¢ the jok

(DH) Wenn ich viel Geld haben, werde ich auch viele Freunde haben. Ich werde ein Auto fiir alles

(controller of interaction, tries to direct flow of conversation, after failed first attempt)
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(CH) Ich kenne meine Freunde. Aber kenne ich meine Bekannten nicht so gut. Manchmal, man
kann den Unterschied zwischen Freunde und Bekannten nicht sehen.
T know my friends. But I don’t know my acquaintances so well. Sometimes one can't see the
difference between friends and acquaintances./

(ignores the joke and responds to original topic)

For learner 1 in this example, this joking comment was the second failed attempt to elicit
a humorous response. The next interlocutor did not respond to the prompt as the first

student expected, at which point he aborted his attempts at re-directing the discussion.

c) co-created joke is incorporated into the discussion
(DO) Ich habe viele guten Freunden. Danke!!! /T have many friends, thank you!!!/
(initiates joke, keeping topic relevant to the discussion)
(SS) Ich habe viele gute Freundin auch, weil ich musste mit anderen Leute getroffen. Ich habe mehr
Spass mit vielen Freundin und ich finde weniger Freundin oder eine gute Freunde langweilig.
/T also have many good friends, because I have to meet other people. I have more fun
with more friends, and I find a few friends or one good friend boring/

(respondent, helps co-create joke, incorporating it into the main discussion)

In this example, the joke is co-created by the initial speaker and the respondent, who

incorporate the joke into the discussion, thus controlling but not re-directing the interaction.

d) joke initiator i 1 1 \{
(JS) Re#52 Es ist mir lieber haben den Durchfall der Mund, als den Durchfall von die Ass haben.

fIt is better for me to have verbal diarrhea than diarrhea from the ass./ (initiates joke)
(BW) Wen geben ein Scheize! /Who gives a shit!/

(continues joke by vulgar language, follows new direction of interaction)
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(WB) Ich finde homosexualitat nicht gut. Es ist nicht gesund. Ich habe keine hasse fur
homosexuellen. Sie erleidt einer Unordnung. /l do not find homosexuality good. It is not
healthy. I do not hate homosexuals. They suffer from a disorder./

(makes effort possibly to control interaction back to main topic)

(AR) Retoall: Ach wirklich!'!!  /Oh, really!!t¥ (scolds other interactants)

In this example, one learner initiates a2 new direction in the conversation, in which
endeavor he is successful. The next interlocutor matches the register, the vocabulary and
topic of the joke’s initiator. There is an effort (possibly, unless he too was commenting on
homosexuality in jest or sarcastically) on WB’s part to re-direct the conversation to a more
serious register, more relevant to the main discussion topic. Finally, AR’s last contribution
to this discussion question was an exasperated scolding exclamation about the discussion
that had veered off tangent. With this participant role, AR also establishes herself as not
being in the in-group of the co-authors of the joke. Concurrently, she establishes herself as

being in a different status by commenting about the interaction, not contributing to it.

supporter

The final participant role unique to the computer conferencing is that of supporter. This
role indicates a special relationship between two interlocutors, in which learners comment
about the emotional content of other learners’ contributions, providing emotional support

(e.g. sympathy or encouragement).

(CG: cc2) Herr Kappellmeister, du sollst sehr priviligiert fiillen.
/Mr. Kappellmeister [a code name), you should feel privileged./
(DG: cc2) re #22 Es tut mir leid; es ist traurig, wenn du hast Heimweh und vermisst deiner Familie.

/T am sorry; it is sad when you are homesick and you miss your family./
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In the first example, (in response to “Herr Kappellmeister” who stated that he had
several cousins who were bom to interracial parents) the supporter acknowledges his
emotional claim, by telling him that he should feel privileged. In the second example, a
previous interlocutor wrote that she missed her family and was homesick. DG responded

to this by showing her support, acknowiedging the first woman’s emotional concerns.

nder differences in computer conferencin

Interestingly, all of the initial jokes (present only in computer sessions) were interjected
by male students. Although present in all four sections, this phenomenon was especially
prominent in section four of German 201, which had 16 male and only 2 female students.
This seems to indicate that for the age group, a joking rapport is essential for creating in-
group identity. Female students often established themselves as part of this “in-group,”
once the joke was on the forum, but they never initiated such a discourse pattern.

The other gender-based interactional pattern was cooperation. This difference was most
noticeable between the third (12 women, 4 men) and the fourth (16 men, 2 women)
sections of German 201. In the third section, the type of feedback and the type of
questions produced by interlocutors were especially noticeably different from those of other
sections (i.e. information eliciting as opposed to display questions, to which the questioner
does not yet know the answer - Schiffrin, 1994). While these learners’ discussions also
contained aggressive attacks, jokes and challenges, the overall cooperative nature of the
creation of discourse seemed different.

For example, previous comments were always recognized explicitly, thus re-confirming
the sense of jnteraction (e.g. “re #18 Stimmt!” and “Re #54 Ja ich habe Tiere auch gem!”).
Second, learners posed frequent questions to each other based on previous comments.
These questions contained second person pronouns, increasing cohesion with earlier

statements, expressing a personal interest in the other interactants’ comments:
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(AH) re #98 Wie alt warst Dy als Deine Eltern Dein Bruder adoptiert haben?
How old were you when your parents adopted your brother?/
(RH) Findet [ nicht dass das Kind viele Problemen haben wurde? Ich weiss auch nicht,
weil keine meine Freunde soliche Eltern haben.
/Don’t you find that children would have many problems? I also don’t know,

because none of my friends bave such parents./

As this example from the second computer conferencing illustrates, personal questions
ensured that other learners were given the opportunity to co-author the discussion, creating
solidarity as well. The interactions of section three indicate a high level of collaboration in
creating interaction in both the computer conference sessions and the group joumnals.

While section four did not show such collaboration in the computer sessions, they
created interactions much more collaboratively in the group journal context. Whereas in the
computer conference context they interacted in a2 mostly joking, challenging fashion, they
were able to co-author discussions about politics, school and other personal interests in the
group journals. While the other sections of this course interpreted the group journal as a
more formal writing task (indicated by fewer different types of participant roles per-
formed), section four was able to blossom in this context in terms of interaction. When
their instructor was asked about the different interactional patterns in the two contexts, he
stated that the groups for the journals were carefully selected “to avoid [the] disaster” due to
group dynamics he had found problematic in the classroom as well.

3. Conclusion
As the data revealed, computer conferencing and group journals were indeed used for

different types of interaction as indicated by the participant roles performed by the learners.
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The first group journal entries were limited to the role of “speaker,” as there were no
previous comments to which the first person could have responded. No learner in the data
played the role of “questioner” on a last journal entry in any group either (perhaps because
she knew that nobody would be responding to her comments). The length of journal
entries did not lend itself well to the co-creation of interaction (the typical pattern of
interaction in a set of journal entries was: ¢ntry 1. speaker (possibly informant, questioner)
- 2 -5 [or 7] respondent - (again, possibly informant, questioner) — 6 [or 8] respondent)

In the context of computer conference writing, learners exchanged ideas and comments
with more speed, therefore nobody knew whose comment would be the last one. In the
computer sessions, learners also had more opportunity to negotiate participant roles (e.g.
who controls the interaction, who requests or provides information, etc.).

In summary, based on the differences between the group journals and the computer
sessions, it is evident that the two contexts are used for different interactional patterns in
terms of participant roles (see Table 17). More specifically, computer conferencing elicited
leamer participation from more types of participant roles than did group journal writing.
As the ability to take on different participant roles in interaction is an essential part of
communicative competence, the writing task in which learners are able to practice better
“playing along™ with other learners’ self-selected or co-created roles can be considered
more conducive to the development of communicative competence (Schiffrin, 1994;

Tannen, 1989; Wardaugh, 1985).
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Table 17. Participant Roles

[ Group Journals |

Computr Confecng

speaker speaker
respondent respondent
scolder scolder
commenter commenter
informant informant
questioner questioner
creator of in-group identity creator of in-group identity
knower knower
attacker

challenger

creator of out-of-group identity

supporter

In conclusion, it can be said that computer conference sessions were more able to elicit
patterns of interaction in which learners could participate using a larger variety of partici-
pant roles than group journals did. Furthermore, in computer conferencing, learners were

better able to negotiate the participant roles they “played” than in the group journal context.

Research Question #5: Patterns of (Mis-)Communciation

A frequent response by native speakers to earlier analyses in this dissertation is “I don’t
understand at all what they are trying to say.” To some degree, idea units learners
produced have already been analyzed for the possible causes of their incomprehensibility.
In this section, the focus of lack of successful communication will be investigated from a
somewhat different perspective. Instead of analyzing individual c-units, entire segments of
interaction will be examined to shed light on the cause of communication break-down.

Several types of miscommunication are found in both writing contexts; these are a) due
to one lexical item, b) misspelling of correct lexical items, ¢) inaccurate grammar, and d)
reader’s focus on one aspect of previous comment, ignoring further ideas presented. Each

of these types are discussed below, illustrated by examples from the two writing contexts.
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This discussion will be concluded by the description of communication strategies leamners

used to prevent and repair communication mishaps.

1. Miscommunication Due to One Lexical Item
(MB; ccl) Ich hab’ viele Bekannten, aber ich ein Freund bab’. /1 have many acquaintances,
but I have one “boyfriend.”/

(BB; ccl) re #188: Es tut mire leid!!! /I am sorry {for you)./

The first interlocutor correctly expressed the concept that she has one “boyfriend” with
the German equivalent “Freund.” The respondent, however, interpreted her statement from
the American perspective, in which “friend” refers not only to a romantic partner; he did not
understand that the referent of this word in German can be “boyfriend.” This example can
be considered an instance of miscommunication, as the intention of the young woman was
to provide information, not to elicit sympathy (or sarcasm). Thus, the mistaken interpreta-
tion of this lexical item’s semantic domain in the two languages caused a pragmatic break-

down. The communication broke down as neither interlocutor re-addressed this comment.

2. Misspelling of Correct Lexical Item
(KC; cc2) Ja, 1. Amerika ist sehr, sehr konsegvativ. Aber wir haben Algohol und Ziggaretten.
/Yes, 1. America is very, very conservative. But we have alcohol and cigarettes./
(GW; cc2) Re KC: Wasin die Holle ist ‘konsesvativ’? Und wen brauchen ‘Alcohol’ und
‘Ziggaretten’?
/What in the hell is “conservative”™? And who [?] needs ‘alcohol’ and ‘cigarettes’?/

The second interlocutor did not recognize the misspelled lexical item written by the first

“speaker.” There are two possible interpretations for his response, both of them indicating
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a different type of miscommunication. First, his question might indeed be a request for
clarification for lexical item he misunderstood (although the lexical choices he made would
have made this request for clarification rude) This request was not acknowledged; and
clarification was not provided. Therefore, this communication breakdown may have been
due to the second interlocutor’s not understanding KC’s incorrect lexical use.

However, it is also possible that the second interactant did understand the word
correctly, and responded the way he did to create humor or express sarcasm. Even then,
this is still a case of failed interaction, as the first interlocutor did not acknowledge the
communicative intent of “speaker” 2, who also did not respond appropriately to match the
communicative intent of the first interactant. If this is the case, the communication break-
down seems to reflect a sociopragmatic mismatch of the two interlocutors’ expectations of

acceptable register, style of interaction and handling of the topic being discussed.

3. Imaccurate Grammar
(AR; ccl) Einem Freund woll ein Bier fiir mir gekaufen, aber einem Bekannten woll
néichste mir gekaufen.
/A friend wants to buy me a beer, but for [?] an acquaintance wants to buy me nothing {?)/
(DC; cc1) Ob was du sagst ist richtig, ich will dein Freund sein!

{If what you say is true, I want to be your friend!/

In this interaction, the first interactant possibly tried to express the idea that her friends
are willing to treat her to a beer, while acquaintances will not. However, she made several
grammatical errors in her statement. Her incorrect position of words compounded the
previous errors, influencing the way the second interlocutor could interpret her comment.
He may not have understood her comment even if her grammar had been accurate.
Nevertheless, his incorrect interpretation of her inaccurate grammar lead to his comment,

which is neither appropriate for what we must assume is his communicative intent, nor is it
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coherent with her statement. He may have misunderstood the first interlocutor as implying

that she usually buys beers for her friends but not for acquaintances.

4. Reader’s Focus on One Aspect of Previous Comment
(CH; gj1) Studenten lernen besser wenn sie haben viele Interessen. Aber ob man ist kein
Fachman, seine viele Interessen sind nicht niitzlich. Da ist eine Harmonie zwischen eins
Interesse und viele Interessen. Man muB eine Harmonie haben.
/Students learn the best, when they have many interests. But when one is not a
specialist, many interests are not useful. There is a harmony between one

interest and many interests. One must have harmony./

(BB; gj1) Mit [CH]’s Meinung, finde das ich nicht richtig. Heute, sind meiste Jobs sehr
unsicher. Es ist wichtig daB, mann einige Erfahrung mit viele Ficher...
M do not agree with CH’s opinion. I find it incorrect. Today, most jobs are

insecure. It is important to have experience with many things./

The first interlocutor indicated that he believed having both one specialized interest and
many interests is important in today’s society. The second interlocutor seems to have
focussed on the sentence beginning with “but,” stating that if one does not have specialized
knowledge, many interests are not useful. Somehow, he did not follow the message of the
first interlocutor any further, missing his modification of the first two sentences, since the
next c-unit contained the interlocutor’s real opinion.

This miscommunication (which was not repaired, as neither interlocutors requested or
provided clarification) was possibly the result of a mismatch in selection and interpretation
of pragmatic markers by the two interlocutors. It is possible that the second learner viewed

the journal entry from a more formal perspective, expecting the first sentence and the
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consecutive “but” (altering the meaning of the previous comment slightly) to be the topic
sentences of the entire writing, containing the main message. The coordinating conjunction
also juxtaposes the two sentences, which may have been interpreted as CH’s acknowledg-
ing the very first journal entry (which stated that it was better to have many interests), while
expressing his own disagreement with its message.

A different mismatch of pragmatic markers caused an inappropriate exchange sequence

in the following example from the first computer conference session:

1 (NS) Ich habe wenige gute Freunde... eine Freund heisst Jocko...
M have few friends... one is called Jocko.../
2 (DB) Re #10 Dein Freund Jocko, er hat ein Name wie ein Name einer Affe. Ach ich habe
eine Witze gemacht!
Your friend, Jocko, he has a name like a monkey’s name. Ah, I made a joke!/
3 (NS) Re #34 Mein Freund Jocko ist ein Affe? Was??
/What, my friend is a monkey? What??/
4 (DB) Re # 47 Nein. Er hat EIN NAME wie EIN NAME einer Affe.
/No. He has A NAME like A NAME of a monkey./
5. (NS) re #48 Welche Affe? /Which monkey?/
6. (DB) Re #69 Ich weiss nicht “welche Affe.” Die Affen wohnen in den Zoo. Oder die Affen
die spielen in den Kamnavals.
M don’t know “which monkeys.” The monkeys [that] live in the z00. Or the monkeys
that play in carnivals./

(End of Exchange)

In this example, the speaker begins with informing the others that she has a friend in
New York, whose name is Jocko (line 1). In line 2, the respondent makes a joking

comment pertaining to NS’s friend’s name, then states explicitly that she wants to make a
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joke by commenting on the name of NS’s friend. Possibly, NS then wants to continue this
joke (line 3), by pretending to take offense to DB’s comment. It is possible that she truly
took offense because she misinterpreted the word “name” to mean “your friend, named
Jocko...”, missed the cohesive marker “wie” /like, in comparisons/ (indicating that an
analogy was drawn between a monkey’s name and Joseph’s name), and that the noun
“Affe” /monkey/ after the marker “wie” is not a predicate noun. In this case, her reaction
could have been the point of miscommunication (misinterpretation of cohesive markers or
of DB’s pragmatic intent from line 2). If she had been insulted, the multiple exclamation
points and the exclamation “What???” (in some contexts may signify a challenge) would
have signalled her heightened emotional state. However, the next contributions by these
interactants reveal that NS did not misunderstand DB’s pragmatic intent, and actually
wished to continue the joke.

The miscommunication occurred when DB (line 4) clarified her previous message,
possibly extending this clarification as an apology. It seems that she misinterpreted NS's
continuation of the joke as a reflection of being offended. This is made evident by her
continuing the interaction with an explanation and not a further continuation of the joke.

In line 5, NS apparently correctly recognizes that DB had misunderstood her continua-
tion of the joke. She also recognizes, it seems, that DB wants to apologize with her
clarification. In line 5, NS appears to want to reassure DB that the original joke was not
taken as an offense. With further continuing the joke, she clarifies the pragmatic intent34

(sharing a joke) of her previous comment (line 2).

34 pragmatic intent is grounded in the notion that language consists of “situated acts,” in which
superficial discourse functions and messages may have different meanings dependent upon the interactants,
the situation in which interact as well as other social and physical variables (Green, 1996). If the
superficial message of an utterance is misleading, the underlying pragmatic intent can still be recognized by
the hearer with the aid of Grice’s maxims (e.g. noting what is relevant, how much of it, in which way it is
presented and what its truth value is) (Grice, 1975).
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The miscommunication is repaired in line 6, where DB closes this interaction by
taking NS’s lead in continuing the joke. She, however, includes the hedge “I don’t know”
in her comment to soften the joke, possibly in order to avoid further miscommunication

(she also makes no direct reference to the friend or his name anymore).

S. Preventative Measures and Repair

The four types of miscommunication discussed above occurred to an equal extent in the
two writing contexts. However, while there are no significant qualitative differences
between the types of miscommunication that occur in the two writing tasks, there are two
instantly apparent differences in the way learners prevent miscommunication or attempt to
repair instances of communication break-down.

The first one, a preventative communication strategy, is present more in the group
journal context (it occurs only 5 times in both computer sessions together). Learners in
group journals often included in parentheses the English translation of words they
themselves may have not been familiar with (supporting once again the notion of preference
for dictionary translations in this writing task). Once one interlocutor in the group of
journal writers included one of these parenthetical clarifications, the other interlocutors

were likely to follow, scaffolding this communication strategy from each other.

(DG; gj1) ...Ich finde diese Eigenschaften (qualities) am wichtigsten... Sie sind Schatze
(treasures), aber sie sind sehr schmackhaft (delicate).
/.1 find these qualities the most important... They are treasures, but they are “delicate”./
(DA; gj1) ...Esist auch Disziplin das Kinder lernen Selbstbeherrschung (self control).

/...1t is also discipline that the children leamn self-control./

In the first interlocutor’s case, the last word she clarified was incorrectly selected from

German, and may have confused the other interactants. The word “schmackhaft” is delicate
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in the sense of ‘tasteful delicacy’ and cannot be used to refer to a person with a delicate ego
or tender feelings.

The second avoidance strategy for alleviating communication break-down is in effect a
repair strategy. Possibly due to the type of interaction the two writing contexts promote,
this repair was not evident in the group journal task. In the computer conference sessions,
however, instances of miscommunication (when recognized) were frequently repaired
through negotiation of meaning. With negotiating a commonly created meaning, learners
asked for and received clarification, corrected their own comments, and on occasion

explicitly addressed having made a mistake.

(AH; ccl) Ich glaube es ist ok, weil alle Kinder brauchen Liebe. Es ist besser, ein Kind zu
adoptieren (warum macht Hautfarbe ein Unterschied?), als ein Kind einsam zu bleiben?
/1 think that it is ok [for interracial children to adopt children], because all children need
love. It is better to adopt a child (why should skin color make a difference?) than for a
child to be alone?/

(GW; ccl) Re #23: Warum wiirde ein Kind einsam sein? Die Mutter konnt andere Kinder trigt, ja?
/Why would children be alone? The mother could have some more, couldn’t she?/

(AH; cc1) Re Beethoven: Das Kind soll nicht in ein Waisenhaus wohnen, wann eine Familie mit

Liebe das Kind adoptieren woll. Wird das Kind nicht einsam in ein Waisenhaus sein? Ich glaube ja.
[The child should not live in an orphanage when a loving family wants to adopt it.

Wouldn’t the child be lonely in the orphanage? I think it would./

The first interlocutor states her opinion that a child should not remain in an orphanage
feeling lonely if a loving family wants to adopt it. The second interlocutor (GW) seems to
have misinterpreted the meaning of this message (e.g. that the child the family already has
would be lonely if they did not adopt another child); he asks the first student for clarifica-

tion. The first interlocutor responds to the request for clarification, paraphrasing and
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contextualizing her previous statement. Her second to last statement seems to be a
question, which could be considered a communication strategy. With it she indicates
having acknowledged the second person’s question, and she paraphrases it to show that
she has indeed responded to it (possible also intended as a politeness strategy). In a sense,
this interaction was not an instance of miscommunication, as the cause of conflicting
interpretations was identified and clarified. It was merely a possible communication break-
down, which the two interlocutors collaboratively prevented from happening.

While the two avoidance strategies discussed above openly indicate that learners were
aware of instances of miscommunication or of instances of possible communication break -
down, often, it is impossible to identify the point in interaction where communication fails.
Leamers frequently avoided “confronting” the other interlocutors by not making explicit
their not having understood the other person’s language output. Learners employed this
avoidance strategy in both writing contexts.

In order to avoid having to make explicit that a learner did not understand the comments
of a previous interactant, two communication strategies were employed: a) abort topic of
previous statement(s), and b) continue topic but avoid referring to vocabulary or ideas of
previous interlocutor35. Often, an instance of miscommunication is merely suggested by
the fact that the native speaker judges, the researcher, and students who were interviewed
expressed a complete lack of comprehension of the output of the previous interlocutor.

There are also instances of successful communication that succeed because the learners
share a common native language, whereas the native German speaker judges were not able
to comprehend immediately what the learners had tried to convey. The native English
speaker interlocutors, however, understood these ideas, scaffolded them, incorporated

them into their own comments, accepting their meaning and usage. For example, the third

35 This is not to exclude the possibility, that even when previous comments are comprehensible,
the second interlocutor might not comment directly on them (i.e. not really a case of miscommunication).
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interlocutor in the following excerpt uses the incorrect German word without knowing its

meaning, it seems, as later he selects another (incorrect) translation for the word (gj 1):

(CG) Ich glaube, dass in Amerika gibt es mehr Druck fiir junge Leute in Universititen zu gehen.
/1 think that in America, there is “more pressure” for young people to go to a university./
(CK) Du hast recht {CG], dass in Amerika gibt es zu yiel Dryck fiir junge Leute in Universitat
zu gehen.
/You are right that in America, there is more pressure./
(NH) Ich denke (CK) ist stimmt, dass in Amerika gibt es zu vejl Dryck fur Junge Leute zu
Universitat gehen. Ich denke dass Amerikanen Eltern und Gesellschaft geben mehr Schnelikochtopf
auf Junge Leute.
/T think that [CK] is right, that in America there is too much “pressure” for young people
10 go to the university. I think that American parents and society “place” too much

“pressure-cooker” on young people./

Similar instances of successful communication in English, happened in both computer
conferencing and group journals, making it difficult to interpret what really constitutes an
instance of miscommunication.

In summary of this discussion, it can be said that several patterns of possible causes of
miscommunication were evident. Instances of communication break-down were identified
as having been caused by a) a misinterpreted lexical item, b) the misspelling of correct
lexical items, c) the use of inaccurate grammar, and d) the reader’s having focussed on one
aspect of a previous comment, ignoring pragmatic markers. Finally, it was established that
although there seemed to be no difference between the types (and their causes) of
miscommunication in the two writing contexts, learners’ way of preventing or repairing
possible communication break-downs did differ (i.e. including English translations of

words in group journals and negotiation of meaning in computer conferencing).
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Research Question #6: Attitudes Towards the Two Activities

The sixth research question investigates the students’ affective reactions to using
computer conferences and group journals for developing communicative ability in German
through interactive language practice. The quantitative scores from the learners’ attitude
questionnaires have been analyzed earlier in relation to the multiple regression analyses.
For this research question, a matched t-test was performed on learners’ attitude scores:
a) for computer conference writing and b) for group journal writing. The results revealed
that students had a more positive attitude towards computer conferencing than towards
group journals. The results of this t-test are presented in Table 18.

Table 18. Attitude scores

Computer Conference Group Journals “
maximum 66 63
minimum 36 23
mean 54.37 51.26
t (observed) df =45 2.17 i

p-value (a =.05) 0.04 Il

According to these numbers, learners had a more positive attitude towards computer
conferencing than towards group journals. Since students’ attitudes were often found to be
significant in predicting performance on a variety of language functions in both writing
tasks (see discussion on MRA'’s, pp. 128-140), it is important to investigate the types of
attitudes learners have towards these activities. To this end, six short answer prompts were

also included in the post-activity attitude questionnaire, three for each writing task:

1. What I liked most about the computer conference writing session was...
2. What I liked least about the computer conference writing session was...
3. The way computer conference writing could be improved, in my opinion, is...

4. What I liked the most about the group journals was...
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5. What I liked least about the group journals was...

6. The way the group journal writing activities could be improved, in my opinion, is...

The responses to these prompts reveal that students also have qualitatively different
attitudes towards the two writing tasks, not only in terms of numeric values. A complete
listing of the types of responses to these prompts is available in Appendix F; a brief
overview of these is provided in Figure 8. The first number in the parentheses following
each statement indicates how many types of answers were in this response category, while
the second number indicates the tokens of that type of response for the particular prompt.

For example, three different comments could be categorized as “group work” for

prompt #1: a) “we could understand each other and communicate even with mistakes,”
b) “I liked to interact with my classmates,”and c) “good way to interact without having to
speak”. The first number in the parentheses reflects these three types of answers in this
category. The second number indicates how many times these three types of answers
appeared in response to the prompt (total number of tokens = 22).

The most prominent emphases for each category of comments are included in brackets.

In Figure 8, computer conferencing is abbreviated as “CC,” and group journal as “GJ.”

Figure 8.

Responses to the Attitude Questionnaire

Prompt #1 (CC) total number of types: 11 total number of tokens: 71

group work {interactional ability / immediate responses} (3 /22)
individuality {self-expression} (2/20)

good practice {“real-life German”} (1/11)

purpose {“fun activity”} (1/8)

organization {computer room} 2/7

topics {current issues in German} (1/2)

did not like anything about computer conference writing (1/ 1)
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Prompt #2 (CC) total number of types: 16  total number of tokens: 45

did not find anything wrong with computer conference writing (1 /9)
organization {different building, no study aids, CC not more often} (6/ 15)
time {limited} (2/5)

topics {uninteresting} (1/5)

self-"problem” {unable to think in German, no opinion} (3/7)

group work {some learners did not take CC seriously} 2/3)
purpose {“not a real measure of my skill”} (1/1)

Prompt #3 (CC) total number of types: 12 total number of tokens: 40
no improvement needed {“it was great,” “do it more often”} (2/21)
topics {have more, more interesting, fewer} (3/8)

organization {computer interface, include an instructor} (7/11)

Prompt #4 (GJ) total number of types: 10  total number of tokens: 43

time {could write at “own pace”} (1/17)

group work {writing with a group} (1/14)

individuality {“sitting by yourself} (1/3)

did not like anything about group journal writing (1 /4)
topics {discuss current interests} (2/5)

organization {feedback, study aids} (2/4)

purpose {free writing, prepare for essay writing} (2/6)

Prompt #5 (GJ) total number of types: 16 total number of tokens: 47

organization {different building, “having to take the time out to do them”} (3 /20)
group work {depend on and try to understand others, read handwriting} (6/13)

time {not enough, too long response delay} (2/2)
topic {uninteresting} (1/5)
self-“problem” {forget student identification, forget to write entry} 2/5)

purpose {does not see one} (2/2)
Prompt #6 (GJ) total number of types: 12 total number of tokens: 40
organization {inconvenience of library, amount assigned} (8/24)
topic {improve them} (1/8)
nothing needs to be done to improve group journal task (1/6)
group work {learners must take it more seriously, write more interactively} (2/2)
As stated above, the data in Figure 8 seems to support the findings from the statistical
analyses. In the following section each pair of prompts (i.e. Prompt #1 and #4, Prompts

#2 and #5, and Prompts #3 and #6 were intended to elicit the same kinds of information






