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ABSTRACT 
 

 Contemporary notions of literacy understand communication as a culturally, 
historically, and socially situated practice of using and interpreting a variety of linguistic and 
semiotic resources as they combine within oral and written textual genres to fulfill particular 
social goals within a given cultural context (Gee, 1998, 2012; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kern, 
2000; Kramsch, 1993, 1995; New London Group, 1996). These more recent views of literacy 
have important implications for foreign language (FL) teaching, and call for pedagogies 
which promote language learning as a socially and culturally situated practice. 
 Despite this, lower level FL teaching in the US continues to feature instructional 
practices that promote decontextualized, transactional language usage with attention skewed 
toward oral communication (Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Kern & Schultz, 2005; Schulz, 
2006) through materials that locate conversations in students’ own contexts rather than in 
target language discourse contexts (Liddicoat, 2000; Magnan, 2008b). Further, foreign 
language (FL) departments contain bifurcated curricula where lower-level (LL) courses 
rooted in instrumental views of language focus on skills of communication, and upper-level 
(UL) courses primarily center around the study of canonical literature. In 2007 an Ad Hoc 
Committee of the Modern Language Association (MLA) problematized these divisions, 
calling upon departments to transform traditional structures toward a more coherent 
curriculum where language, culture, and discourse are taught holistically (MLA, 2007). 
 This dissertation responds to this call with a curricular design project for intermediate 
collegiate-level French through a Global Simulation (GS) carried out through a genre-based 
approach and a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996). For the duration of 
the course, students adopted character roles through which they enacted contextually- and 
identity-bound discourse styles within a culturally-grounded fictitious world. Informed by 
sociocultural theory, this research took a socio-constructivist qualitative approach to analysis 
of data from learner artifacts, participant written reflections, semi-structured interviews, and 
questionnaires to explore learners’ responses to this fusion of pedagogies from three 
perspectives: 1) how prior experiences combined with goals and beliefs about language 
shaped learners’ engagement and learning outcomes, 2) how the characters, context, tasks, 
and textual genres worked in combination to evoke situated language use, and 3) how 
character-adoption and reflective engagement with LC2 textual meanings invited cross-
cultural perspective-taking in the discussion of contemporary social issues.  
 Findings from these three inquiries demonstrate that despite the prevalence of 
traditional beliefs about language, culture, and FL study, learners are indeed inclined to adapt 
to new instructional contexts. Further, the combination of pedagogical activities—character, 
texts, tasks, and critical reflection—can foster second language learners’ abilities to recognize 
culture, context, and identity in communication, and to appropriate language and other 
symbolic forms selectively for communication of particular meanings across different 
discourse contexts. These findings point to both the viability and the need to continue 
ongoing efforts to shape FL curricula and materials in ways which recognize the integral 
links between language, culture and discourse. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary views of language, literacy, and culture 

 The last few decades have witnessed significant paradigm shifts in views of language, 

culture, literacy, and learning, all of which have important implications for foreign language 

(FL) teaching. Traditional views of language as code have historically paved the way to FL 

teaching and learning methods prioritizing the teaching of grammar and vocabulary, and 

emphasizing mastery of structures (Howatt, 1988) measured against native speaker norms 

(Firth & Wagner, 1997; Kern, 2003; Kramsch, 2006; Spada, 2007; Swaffar, 2006). 

Historically culture has been taught as separate and distinct from language, often with a view 

of literary works as carriers of culture (c.f. Liddicoat, 2004; LoBianco, 2003). More recent 

views see language use as contextual, situated, and inextricably linked to culture, the latter of 

which is neither a separate skill nor body of knowledge. 

 Literacy in its traditional sense has been understood as reading and writing exercises 

involving encoding and decoding, with the purpose of accessing fixed meanings in a text. 

Such a view aligns with notions of knowledge as information transfer and construes literacy 

as a one-way and individual activity primarily involving the linguistic mode of 

communication. Recent views of literacy are grounded in an understanding of language as 

discourse (Byrnes, 2006; Gee, 2002; Kramsch, 2006; 2009), of meaning-making as 

contextually based and accomplished through social interaction (Gee, 2001), where form and 

function work together to create meaning (Kern, 2000), and the symbolic tools for doing so 

extend beyond linguistic systems (Kress, 2010; New London Group (NLG), 1996). Being 

literate involves recognizing the sociocultural and historical contexts of production and 
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dissemination of texts, the individual and situated interpretations of texts, and the ways in 

which meanings are expressed through multiple communication modes. 

In recent years, scholars in applied linguistics and FL education have sought to bring 

these nuances to light, calling for increased attention in the foreign language classroom to the 

ways in which culture and language are bound together and expressed through discourse 

(Kern, 2000; Kramsch, 1993), and attention to development of L2 language and literacy 

through text-centered curricula and critical reflection on language in use (Allen, 2009; Allen 

& Paesani, 2010; Byrnes, 2008; Byrnes, Crane, Maxim, & Sprang, 2006; Byrnes, Maxim, & 

Norris, 2010; Maxim, 2002; Maxim, Höyng, Lancaster, Schaumann, & Aue, 2013; Swaffar 

& Arens, 2005). Such projects have aimed to move beyond what many have articulated as 

limitations to the three-decade long predominant approach of communicative language 

teaching (CLT) (Byrnes et al., 2010; Kern, 2000; Kramsch, 2006; Magnan, 2008b; Schulz, 

2006; Swaffar, 2006). 

Statement of the Problem 

 Despite emerging scholarship on new and multiliteracies, lower level FL teaching in 

the US continues to feature instructional practices that promote decontextualized, 

transactional language usage with attention skewed toward oral communication (Byrnes, 

Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Kern & Schultz, 2005; Schulz, 2006) through materials that locate 

conversations in students’ own contexts rather than in target language discourse contexts 

(Liddicoat, 2000; Magnan, 2008b). Further, foreign language departments contain bifurcated 

curricula where lower level (LL) courses focus on skills of communication, and upper level 

(UL) courses primarily center around the study of canonical literature (c.f. Allen & Paesani, 
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2010; Byrnes, 2008; Maxim, 2004; 2006; 2009; Maxim, Höyng, Lancaster, Schaumann, & 

Aue, 2013; Paesani & Allen, 2012; Redmann, 2005; Swaffar, 2006). 

 This problem has been widely cited in the literature on foreign language teaching, 

including in a 2007 report written by an Ad Hoc Committee of the Modern Language 

Association (MLA, 2007). In this report, authors urged the profession to rethink the goals of 

foreign language study, away from instrumental, transactional language use, toward language 

study which takes into account culture, history, and identities, and works in concert with the 

broader goals of humanities education. The Report called for a rethinking of pedagogical 

goals, and also curricular reform through a “more coherent curriculum in which language, 

culture, and literature are taught as a continuous whole, supported by alliances with other 

departments and expressed through interdisciplinary courses” (p. 3), in order to advance a 

goal of developing transcultural and translingual competence among students.  

 The position taken in the Report represents a major paradigm shift in the views of 

language and culture that underlie curricular decisions in FL instruction. Rather than being 

viewed as fixed and stable object associated with a particular target language and/or national 

context, addressed as an addendum in the classroom, or saved for the teaching of literature 

(Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000), culture is seen as an “interpersonal process of meaning 

construction” (Kramsch, 2003, p. 21). This latter perspective on culture implies dynamic and 

ongoing negotiated interactions between interlocutors or as Kramsch (ibid.) has stated: “a 

dialogic process of coming to terms with the often conflictive encounter between two of 

more cultures” (ibid.). 
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Responding to the call: A new curriculum for fourth semester 

French 

 This dissertation research responds to these calls for new visions of language, literacy, 

and culture in FL teaching and learning with a curricular design project for fourth semester 

(intermediate) collegiate-level French. The project consists of the development of a Global 

Simulation (GS) framed in a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (NLG, 1996), and a genre-based 

approach, and research into the perspectives and practices among students enrolled in the 

course. In the sections that follow, I present an overview of the pedagogical frameworks 

which informed the curriculum, followed by an overview of the three distinct inquiries which 

sought to understand students’ responses to this curriculum through what they did and how 

they construed their learning experiences. The curriculum consists of a fusion of three 

pedagogical frameworks: a Global Simulation (GS) pedagogy, a genre-based curriculum, and 

a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies. Each of these frameworks is discussed below in turn. 

Global Simulation 

 GS began in France as an approach to teaching L1 French and has been widely used in 

L2 teaching contexts. GS involves learners taking on the roles of characters in a carefully 

selected context, working together toward the elaboration of a story or completion of a 

project. Core elements of a GS are the adoption of roles, a small community in which 

members are likely to know and interact with one another, and resources for familiarizing 

learners with the context. At its core, GS is an experiential learning framework that is 

“global” in that it typically involves sustained interaction through characters, rather than brief 

role play sequences. 
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 Many GS projects have been carried out from various theoretical perspectives and 

pedagogical approaches around the world. GS became popular in the US in the 2000s, a trend 

that (Levine & Morse, 2004) attributed to the influence of task-based approaches in FL 

education. Earlier published works on GS projects in the US tended to take a task-based 

approach with the goal of fostering meaningful communication, such as (Levine & Morse, 

2004) internet-based retail company for intermediate German. (Magnin, 2002) hotel project 

took place in concurrently taught French and business courses, and demonstrated the viability 

and potential of a GS to promote interdisciplinarity through the project’s incorporation of 

guest speakers from the law school (learning aspects of hotel management), geography 

(learning the region), history (learning about the simulation context from a past perspective), 

cooking school (selecting local cuisine for the hotel restaurant), and computer science 

(developing a website for hosting of resources). Levine, Eppelsheimer, Kuzay, Moti, & 

Wilby’s (2004) museum for intermediate-level German demonstrated that GS could be used 

as a way to instantiate interactionist and sociocultural perspectives in the language classroom 

through task-based activities, where the discourse that emerged in goal-planning constituted 

scaffolds between and among learners as they work toward the project goals. Several projects 

have drawn upon the original immeuble framework, for example Dupuy (2006a) who 

demonstrated how GS can serve as a preparatory course for students preparing to study 

abroad, Mills & Péron (2009) who examined the role of GS as a goal-directed framework for 

fostering self-efficacy around writing, and Mills’ (2011) immeuble elaborated through 

Facebook, in which she demonstrated the affordances of social networking combined with 

GS to foster situated learning through the development of communities of practice. Around 

the world, GS has continued to have currency. Irizarry & Malaret (2009) implemented a GS 
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for FLE in Puerto Rico based on an action-oriented approach1. In Latvia, Svilpe (2014) used 

GS in L2 French as a means of developing communicative competence fostering initiative 

and autonomy through a task-based, action-oriented approach. Thus in the context of foreign 

language teaching, GS is an established pedagogical model with various instantiations and 

theoretical frameworks. 

 The current project extends previous GS models through application within a new and 

multiliteracies framework. From this perspective, the adoption of characters makes salient 

varying social roles and identities. The character role mediates language choice for the 

individual student; different characters illuminate the diversity of ways in which meanings 

can be made around a particular issue. Further, the story and characters serve to mediate 

imagined participation in social practices and activities particular to various LC2 discourse 

communities. Thus, a GS approach affords great potential for cultural and linguistic diversity 

among the community of “characters”. As the NLG (1996) state: “When learners juxtapose 

different languages, discourses, styles, and approaches, they gain substantively in meta-

cognitive and meta-linguistic abilities and in their ability to reflect critically on complex 

systems and their interactions” (p. 69). Finally as a simulated space for imagination of social 

actors engaging in and talking about cultural practices and current events, GS provides a 

framework for organizing goal-oriented activity. 

A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

 The New London Group’s Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (NLG, 1996) was 

foundational to this GS curriculum both for its conception of literacy and meaning design and 

                                                 
1 The action-oriented approach is linked to Council of Europe projects around plurilingualism, and is similar to communicative language 
teaching in its emphasis on learner-centeredness, extra-linguistic competencies such as information synthesis, analysis, team-work, and 
creativity. An action-oriented approach sees language users as social actors carrying out tasks in a specific context, and can be compared to 
task-based teaching. 



18 
 

its specific approach to textual engagement. For the NLG, literacies are multiple with respect 

to: 1) the different (multi-)modal resources for meaning-making, 2) the multiple ways in 

which meanings can be made, and 3) the multitude of backgrounds and social histories that 

individuals, and specifically learners, bring to the communication situation. Meanings are 

exchanged through a process of design that involves drawing upon Available Design 

resources (knowledge, experiences, material resources of language and other modal signs) 

from one’s social, cultural, historical context and engaging in the active and dynamic process 

of selecting, repurposing, and interpreting material forms of communication in order to create 

specific meanings (Designing) in both interpretive and productive communication contexts, 

resulting in a Redesigned complex of signs (text, utterance, thoughts, etc.). Available Designs 

encompass a range of modes: Linguistic, Visual, Audio, Gestural, Spatial, and Multimodal, 

the latter of which refer to interconnections between multiple modes (p. 78). The notion of 

Design simultaneously informed the overarching curriculum, the engagement with texts, and 

the way in which students’ meaning-making processes were assessed. 

 For the NLG, multiliteracies is about “negotiating a multiplicity of discourses” (NLG, 

1996, p. 61). One way to understand discourse is as “socially constructed knowledges” 

(Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 4), constructed through the mechanisms of language and 

other communicative sign systems, or as Hodge & Kress (1988) have stated: “the site where 

social forms of organization engage with systems of signs in the production of texts, these 

reproducing or changing the sets of meanings and values which make up a culture” (p. 6). 

Fairclough and Wodak (1997) have further referred to discourse as “socially constitutive as 

well as socially conditioned - it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social 

identities of and relationships between people and groups of people” (p. 258, as cited in 
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Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 6). Thus discourses are socially constructed knowledges sustained 

through language and other symbolic systems, including social practices and communicative 

events, which take place within specific contexts and are imbued with the values and beliefs 

of particular communities. Gee (2012) has referred to discourses as “ways of behaving, 

interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and writing, that are 

accepted as instantiation of particular identities” (p. 3). 

 Understanding particular discourses is key to meaning-making: 

“Meaning-making draws on knowledge of Discourses and insider perspectives, which often goes 
beyond what is ‘literally’ in the sign. In other words, ‘outsiders’ to a Discourse will make different 
sense of something important within that Discourse when compared with the meaning that discourse 
‘insiders’ can make (e.g. different groups’ interpretations of religious texts). Part of the importance of 
defining literacies explicitly in relation to Discourses, then, is that it speaks to the meanings that 
insiders and outsiders to particular practices can and cannot make respectively. It reminds us that texts 
evoke interpretation on all kinds of levels that may only partially be ‘tappable’ or ‘accessible’ 
linguistically” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007, p. 225). 

Discourse participation through textual engagement with genres 

 In this GS, students were socialized into LC2 discourses centered around private and 

public life topics within the local simulation context. Topics were: Language and 

Communication, Stereotypes and Identities, The Portrait and the Self-Portrait; The Building 

and Its Apartments; The Building Caretakers: the concierge and the gardien; Work Life and 

Leisure Time; Daily Life in the Building; Family Life, Routines, and Meals; Political Parties 

and the Media; Immigration; Secularism in France (La laïcité); and The Environment. Each 

topic was approached through a specific cultural practice or controversial issue of 

contemporary and/or historical importance in France. Topics were introduced through 

authentic texts following a genre-based approach. The notion of genre from a multiliteracies 

perspective understands texts as cultural products which contain an ensemble of material 

resources (linguistic and/or other multimodal signs) that combine in patterned ways for a 
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particular social purpose. Text and genre are not just about form, but they are to be 

understood within their broader contexts of production and interpretation. A genre-based 

approach engages students in close reading of texts and critical reflection on the way 

lexicogrammatical choices and other modes interconnect based on authorial interest, 

audience, and social purpose. Understanding the way that textual design choices (form) 

construe certain meanings and not others (function) is best achieved through analysis of the 

contrasts and differences between textual genres. 

 A genre-based approach resides in placing texts at the center of the curriculum, in 

using a range of textual genres for oral and written discourse, formal and informal 

communication situations, and organizing these genres in a meaningful way. In this GS, 

genres were organized according to discourse continua from primary to secondary (Byrnes, 

2008; Gee, 1998; Maxim, 2004; 2009), and from private to public (Byrnes, 2006). Primary 

discourses are those learned at home in one’s initial socialization context (Gee, 1998) and 

tend to be primarily oral in nature (Byrnes, 2006); for example: personal narratives, journal 

entries, autobiographical accounts, and everyday conversation. Secondary discourses are the 

discourses of public life and institutions, and are primarily learned in school (Gee, 1998). 

Examples could be film reviews, newspaper articles, historical accounts, political speeches, 

and so on. Another way these have been described is discourses of the life-world and 

discourses of organizations and institutions. 

 Linguistically, these discourse continua align with a continuum of communication 

functions from narrative to expository (Maxim, 2009). The narrative style associated with 

private, primary discourses tends to focus on experience, on things, and is expressed in 

congruent forms of semiosis (i.e. things are nouns, actions are verbs, time is adverbs, etc.) 
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(Byrnes, 2006, p. 50); while expository forms of expression linked with public, secondary 

discourse styles are expressed through more synoptic forms such as nominalizations (Byrnes, 

2008; Byrnes, Crane, Maxim, & Sprang, 2006; Maxim, 2009) and more complex syntactical 

patterns. This progression naturally mirrors developmental trajectories of FL learners from 

beginning to more advanced stages, the latter of which are “characterized by…the cognitive 

move of restructuring the iconic, interactively-driven, experiential expression into a 

metaphorical and objective one” (Byrnes et al., 2006, p. 90). 

 As both a broad-scale curricular project and a way to guide individual course 

instruction, a genre-based approach allows for language and culture to be integrated 

holistically. As Byrnes, (2006) asserts: “Inasmuch as language learners gain access, through 

an awareness of genre, to how societies construe social action and interaction, social 

influence and social power, learners are able to gain access to certain realms of real or 

imagined action, as they gain greater awareness of how valued knowledge is constructed in a 

particular culture in particular cultural contexts” (p. 45). 

 In a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies, students are called upon to reflect critically on texts as 

socially constructed and purposeful, asking questions such as who has produced the text, for 

whom, and for what social or political purpose. The NLG’s (1996) Four Curricular 

Components offered a way to approach texts critically from different angles. Situated 

Practice involves hands-on, immersion in a text in an interpretive capacity such as reading, 

listening, or viewing. Overt Instruction consists in instructor-guided reflections on how a 

text’s form carries specific meanings. Critical Framing brings in critical reflection on a text’s 

genre, discourse context, broader social purpose, and underlying ideologies. Finally, 

Transformed Practice engages learners in a re-designing of various ideas, and language into 
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different modes and genres from the perspective of specific identities (NLG, 1996; Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2009). Put another way, “In Transformed Practice, in one activity we try to re-

create a discourse by engaging in it for our own real purpose” (NLG, p. 87).  

 In summary, the rationale for this fusion of pedagogies was that the adoption of 

characters could mediate conscious awareness of language forms and simulate linguistically 

mediated membership in discourse communities. The use of different multimodal textual 

genres allowed for different takes on LC2 discourses through a progression of texts and 

topics from primary to secondary discourses. The Four Curricular Components offered a 

heuristic for engaging with texts from various angles. Finally, the notion of design provided a 

lens for evaluating meaning making practices. 

The Current Study 

 The research agenda associated with this multi-year curricular design project sought 

to explore how students responded to this learning context, directly and indirectly, through: 

1) what they did (their meaning designs), and 2) how they construed their learning 

experiences. Students’ responses to the curriculum and learning outcomes were investigated 

through three inquiries informed by a social constructivist2 perspective. Specifically, these 

three inquiries examine: 1) how prior experiences combined with goals and beliefs about 

language shaped learners’ engagement and learning outcomes, 2) how the characters, context, 

tasks, and textual genres worked in combination to evoke situated language use, and 3) how 

culture and culture-learning were construed by students. Each inquiry will be discussed 

below. 

                                                 
2 “A social constructivist view of knowledge and learning implies that learning occurs in situated sociocultural contexts and that knowledge 
is apprehended and appropriated in and through social interaction, dialogue, negotiation, and contestation” (Luke, 2003, p. 398). 
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Participants 

 Participants were recruited and consented from their classes over two semesters in 

Spring 2014 and Fall 2015, from two course sections each semester. Both instructors co-

developed the curriculum. In two of the four course sections the course instructor was also 

the researcher. Thirty-seven (37) students consented to participate in the study. Each inquiry 

draws upon a subset of the data and the larger participant pool. 

Data 

 All data comes from learner artifacts, a pre- and post-course questionnaire, learner 

reflections, and semi-structured interviews. Learner artifacts include writing and speaking 

tasks performed as characters; reflections include weekly reflections in English on culture, 

and a portfolio completed at the end of the semester in which students selected assignments 

to showcase, and wrote reflections on how their choices met certain learning outcomes. 

Inquiry 1: Beliefs about language and the self as a language learner 

Inquiry 1 explores students beliefs about language, contexts and processes of language 

learning, about themselves as learners, and how other contextual factors combine with beliefs 

to influence learning outcomes. 

Why Study Beliefs? 

 The interest in studying beliefs resides in the fact that they are related to our prior 

experiences, and impact our thoughts, feelings, and actions. The kind of learning called for in 

the multiliteracies-informed GS curriculum demands a vastly different kind of activity than 

in a communicative language classroom. Rather than rote activities of vocabulary and 
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grammar practice or drills or fill-in-the blank exercises, this type of curriculum requires 

active engagement in thinking critically about language forms, the meanings intended, and 

the social identities of the interlocutors and/or audiences involved. It treats grammar and 

vocabulary as design resources, rather than as sets of lists and rules to be learned and 

practiced.  

 Learner beliefs have been shown to be related to learner attitudes toward certain 

learning activities (Benson & Lor, 1999), are tied to affect (Borg, 2001) and are important in 

regulating learning behaviors (Gremmo & Riley, 1995). Beliefs are tied to our experiences in 

the world (Cortazzi & Jin, 2013) and can be reinforced by the teaching and learning context 

(Al-Osaimi & Wedell, 2014) or changed by it (Amuzie & Winke, 2009; Ellis, 2008; Fisher, 

2013; Peng, 2011; Riley, 2009). Several studies around beliefs about language and culture 

among students in French and German in the US context include Chavez (2009; 2011) and 

Drewelow (2012), who have found that students believe language and culture ought to be 

taught separately. 

Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this inquiry: 

1. What are the views of language, of language learning activities, and of 

themselves as learners of French held by students in this course both before and 

after one semester of enrollment in the GS? 

2. What are the relationships between students’ language backgrounds, views of 

language and of learning, of themselves as language learners, evolving beliefs 

about language, and their resulting engagement and performances in the course? 
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Participants 

 All students who initially consented (n=37) were considered for the study; however, 

only students who completed both the pre- and post-course questionnaire were included. This 

resulted in 27 remaining participants. 

Data 

 Data included a pre- and post-course questionnaire, semi-structured interviews, 

learning elements from the course (global assessments, speaking and writing tasks, social 

media posts, quizzes) and reflections from the learning portfolio. The pre- and post-course 

questionnaire included a language background survey, a self-assessment instrument (CEFR3), 

language activity inventory, and the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI4) 

(Horwitz, 1988). Portfolio sections included: a language learning history (LLH), goals and 

strategies (G&S), language and culture showcase (LS, CS), and the final portfolio reflection 

(FPR). 

Analysis 

 Data for RQ1 was extracted from the BALLI questions related to beliefs about: 1) 

language, 2) contexts and processes of language learning, and 3) the self as a learner. (See 

Appendix B for questions and analytical groupings used in this study.) Analysis took a 

normative approach to examining aggregate changes in beliefs among all participants (n=27) 

and individual changes by participant. These analyses allowed for a view of general group 

trends, which are necessary to understand in order to address the needs of a class of students. 

                                                 
3 The Self-assessment Grid contains six can-do statements for each of five skills of Listening, Reading, Spoken Interaction, Spoken 
Production, and Writing; levels range from A1, A2… C2 to correspond with the Common European Framework of Reference. See: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/elp/elp-reg/ELP_passport_EN.asp#TopOfPage 
4 The BALLI is a Likert-scale questionnaire developed by Horwitz (1987; 1988) that contains 32 questions related to beliefs about the 
object of study in the FL classroom, processes and contexts of learning, and beliefs about the self as a language learner. 
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RQ2 was answered through a contextual, case-study approach examining three learners who 

differed in terms of their goals for language study, prior learning experiences, self-concepts 

as learners, and beliefs about language. Data for these case studies came from the BALLI and 

were triangulated with reflections on language and learning in the students’ portfolios. 

Inquiry 2: Situated language use through task, genre, and character 

Language as social signifying practice 

 Resting on the foundational perspective within new and multiliteracies studies that all 

language is situated, Inquiry 2 looks at the mediating role of characters, genres, and tasks on 

students’ designs of meaning. The adoption of character roles and voices mediates awareness 

of language as social signifying practice, and has the potential to allow learners to begin to 

understand and appropriate distinct social languages as well as practice perspective-taking 

through adopted social identities. If participation in discourses involves “ways of behaving, 

interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and writing, that are 

accepted as instantiations of particular identities” (Gee, 2012, p. 3), then the GS invites the 

development of these fictitious but culturally-based social identities, thus creating a 

meaningful context for language use and other representational practices. 

Research Questions 

 The research questions for this particular inquiry focus on students’ designs as 

mediated by their characters (with respect to contexts), and by genre (as called for by tasks). 

These are: 
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1. How does the combination of texts, task structure, genre, and character contribute 

to students’ awareness of language, culture, and discourse through situated 

language use, and specifically, the following sub-questions: 

a. How does the adoption of characters with distinct social identities mediate 

students’ design choices across tasks? 

b. What evidence of knowledge of LC2 discourse communities can be drawn 

from student-characters’ designs across tasks? 

c. How does the combination of task and genre mediate language designs? 

2. How do task, genre, texts, and characters help advance the developing story 

context? 

Participants 

 All students who initially consented to participate in the research study (n=37) were 

considered for this inquiry; students who had completed the following assignments were 

included: 1) either the character sketch or the self-portrait assignment; 2) at least 15 or more 

of the relevant tasks; and 3) the portfolio. Seventeen (17) participants remained. 

Data and Analysis 

All data came from student performances across eighteen different tasks and were 

analyzed for the way designs indexed characters and their social contexts and how they 

responded to particular tasks construed by genre and context. 
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Inquiry 3: Discourses of culture and culture learning 

Textbooks and discourses 

 Inquiry 3 explores the affordances of the multiliteracies-GS in teaching culture as a 

relational process. It begins by examining students’ multimodal representations of French 

culture, presented at the beginning of the course, and proceeds with a look at students’ 

discursive construction of culture and culture-learning. This final inquiry seeks to understand 

whether students’ specific understandings of French culture extend beyond stereotyped 

images, and the affordances of a multiliteracies-based GS for fostering cross-cultural 

perspective-taking. 

 The view of culture adopted in this inquiry is that culture and language are inextricably 

connected, that culture is dynamic, and culture ought be taught through a relational process 

that involves learners locating themselves within LC1 and LC2 discourses. Culture-teaching 

in the FL classroom is often treated as an add-on, separate from language. Further, textbooks 

and other materials have been shown to promote ideologies about language (Etienne & Sax, 

2009) and/or target language speakers (Shardakova & Pavlenko, 2004), or ignore important 

aspects of culture important to particular language communities (Chapelle, 2010). Textbooks 

also often construe engagement with cultural content as fact-gathering activities. Further, 

culture-specific notions are often informed by stereotypes from popular media, and are not 

easily counteracted (Drewelow, 2011b). Understanding students’ views and stereotypes of 

French language and culture is important because as Sercu (1998) has suggested, “…it is 

crucial for teaching materials to take account of pupils’ already acquired categories, 

perceptions, attitudes and motivation, since these are likely to affect the way in which pupils 

attend to and process new information” (p. 280).  
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Culture as a dynamic and relational process of discovery 

 The curriculum aimed to bring out the relational, dynamic nature of culture through 

specific instructional activities such as: exposure to discourses through a variety of texts, 

adoption of a character, and a weekly Critical Framing task relating to students’ L1. These 

reflections, also completed in English, asked students to consider both what they understood 

about a particular cultural reality (i.e. the 35-hour work week, the role and function of a 

concierge) as well as what they saw as the underlying values and perspectives giving rise to 

this practice. In some cases, students were asked to reflect on the differences between the US 

and France, for example to consider why the profession of the concierge exists in France and 

not in the US as such, or, in the case of environmentalism, questions addressed how the 

particulars differ in each context, such as who participates, in what ways, and how these 

practices are talked about in everyday discourse.  

Research Questions 

This inquiry seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do students understand and represent French culture at the beginning of 

fourth semester French? 

2. How do students understand and represent culture-learning at the end of the 

semester-long Multiliteracies-based GS? 

Participants and Data 

 All 37 participants were considered in this inquiry provided they submitted one or both 

of the relevant data sources. These were a “What is culture?” VoiceThread (VT) assignment 

(n=31) in which students selected one image representing their understanding of French 
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culture, recorded a voiceover explaining their choice, and viewed and commented on each 

other’s’ VTs; and reflections from the Portfolio-Culture Showcase (CS) and Final Portfolio 

Reflections (FPR) (n=33). 

Analysis 

 Images and accompanying narrations from the VTs were analyzed thematically 

according to the ACTFL5 heuristic for describing culture as products, practices, and 

perspectives. Portfolio reflections were analyzed discursively looking first for any statement 

that reflected: 1) new learnings, or 2) views of culture. Following initial coding, sub-codes 

were created (i.e. “skills outcome - writing”, “view of culture - perspectives”). In a third 

round of coding, data were re-read without any a priori categories through an iterative 

process that generated six salient themes. 

Conclusions and Implications 

 The closing chapter provides a synthesis of overarching themes from across all 

inquiries, suggests curricular and research extensions of the current project, and argues for 

curricular reform through assessment practice. The ensemble of inquiries presents a range of 

learner experiences that simultaneously demonstrate the ability of students to adapt to new 

pedagogies and the profound impact of prior discourses and cultures of learning on students’ 

beliefs and how they approach the learning situation. Together these findings point to both 

the viability of new FL pedagogies and the ongoing need to continue efforts to shape FL 

curricula and materials in ways that recognize the integral links between language, culture, 

and discourse. 

                                                 
5 In the ACTFL Guidelines, practices are described as patterns of social interactions; examples of products are books, foods tools, laws, 
music, games; perspectives are described as meanings, attitudes, values, ideas (Cutshall, 2012). 
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CHAPTER 2: BEYOND BELIEFS: MEDIATING FACTORS FOR 
SUCCESSFUL ENGAGEMENT IN A MULTILITERACIES-BASED FL 

CLASSROOM 

Evolving views of language, culture, and literacy 

 The last three decades have witnessed significant paradigm shifts in views of language, 

culture, and literacy, all of which have had important implications for foreign language (FL) 

teaching. Traditional views of language as code have historically paved the way to FL 

teaching and learning methods prioritizing the teaching of grammar and vocabulary, and 

emphasizing mastery of structures (Howatt, 1988) measured against native speaker norms 

(Firth & Wagner, 1997; Kern, 2003; Kramsch, 2006; Spada, 2007; Swaffar, 2006). 

Historically culture has been taught as separate and distinct from language, often with a view 

of literary works as carriers of culture (c.f. Liddicoat, 2004; LoBianco, 2003). More recent 

views see language use as contextual, situated, and inextricably linked to culture, the latter of 

which is neither a separate skill nor body of knowledge. Literacy in its traditional sense has 

been understood as reading and writing exercises involving encoding and decoding, with the 

purpose of accessing fixed meanings in a text. Such a view aligns with notions of knowledge 

as information transfer and construes literacy as a one-way and individual activity primarily 

involving the linguistic mode of communication. Recent views of literacy are grounded in an 

understanding of language as discourse (Byrnes, 2006; Gee, 2002; Kramsch, 2006; 2009), of 

meaning-making as contextually based and accomplished through social interaction (Gee, 

2001), where form and function work together to create meaning (Kern, 2000), and the 

symbolic tools for doing so extend beyond linguistic systems (Kress, 2010; New London 

Group, 1996). Being literate involves recognizing the sociocultural and historical contexts of 
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production and dissemination of texts, the individual and situated interpretations of texts, and 

the ways in which meanings are expressed through multiple communication modes. 

In recent years scholars in applied linguistics and FL education have sought to bring 

these nuances to light, calling for increased attention in the foreign language classroom to the 

ways in which culture and language are bound together and expressed through discourse 

(Kern, 2000; Kramsch, 1993), and attention to development of L2 language and literacy 

through text-centered curricula and critical reflection on language in use (Allen, 2009; Allen 

& Paesani, 2010; Byrnes, 2008; Byrnes, Crane, Maxim, & Sprang, 2006; Byrnes, Maxim, & 

Norris, 2010; Maxim, 2002; Maxim, Höyng, Lancaster, Schaumann, & Aue, 2013; Swaffar 

& Arens, 2005). Against this backdrop of evolving views of language, culture, and literacy, 

an Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign Languages of the Modern Language Association authored 

a report on the state of foreign language instruction in US higher education (MLA, 2007). In 

this report authors problematized the historical divide between lower-level (LL) and upper-

level (UL) courses, where the former have traditionally focused on language skill 

development, and the latter have involved the study of canonical literature. The Report called 

for a rethinking of the pedagogical goals of FL education toward the goal of developing 

transcultural and translingual competence among learners, with a “more coherent curriculum 

in which language, culture, and literature are taught as a continuous whole, supported by 

alliances with other departments and expressed through interdisciplinary courses” (p. 3). 

Despite a growing number of literacy-based approaches in the FL classroom, 

traditional views of language, culture and literacy prevail in contemporary FL curricula, with 

classroom activities built around decontextualized language use, and attention skewed toward 

the oral mode (Byrnes et al., 2010; Kern & Schultz, 2005; Schulz, 2006) through materials 
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that locate conversations and communicative functions in students’ own contexts rather than 

in a foreign context (Liddicoat, 2000; Magnan, 2008b). Speaking and writing in a 

communicative classroom are often used as means to practice forms and vocabulary (Kern, 

2003); reading and listening tend to focus on comprehension activities that rely upon 

vocabulary and phonetic knowledge, where the goals of interpretation are to gain information 

from a text. A literacy-based curriculum, by contrast, places texts at the center of the 

curriculum and views the development of speaking, writing, reading, and listening as 

symbiotic activities that also go hand in hand with thinking (Kern, 2000, emphasis mine). 

Reading and listening involve consideration of authorship, purpose, audience, and the 

choices that have been made in the production of texts. Speaking and writing involve learners 

in appropriating linguistic forms as resources in their own unique expressions of meaning. 

Indeed, new literacies approaches in FL education represent a major paradigm shift 

from the three-decades long predominant approach of communicative language teaching 

(CLT) (Byrnes et al., 2010; Kern, 2000; Kramsch, 2006; Magnan, 2008b; Schulz, 2006; 

Swaffar, 2006). Successful paradigm shift takes time and must be holistic, integrated (Jacobs 

& Farrell, 2001), and sensitive to the ways in which beliefs about language learning can 

foster or hinder change. This article describes a fourth semester French course that was 

redesigned around principles of new literacies and investigates how students’ beliefs about 

language combined with other factors mediated their response to this new learning context. 

Part one describes the curriculum and its foundational principles; part two presents an 

aggregate view of the beliefs about language and learning of students enrolled in the course 

during two semesters of implementation, followed by a closer look at the particular 

experience of three students. 
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A new curriculum 

A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

The literacy perspective adopted in this course was the New London Group’s 

Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (New London Group (NLG), 1996). For the NLG, literacies are 

multiple with respect to: 1) the different (multi-)modal resources for meaning-making, 2) the 

multiple ways in which meanings can be made, and 3) the multitude of backgrounds and 

social histories that individuals, and specifically learners, bring to the communication 

situation. Meanings are exchanged through a process of design that involves drawing upon 

Available Design resources (knowledge, experiences, material resources of language and 

other modal signs) in the active and dynamic process of selecting, repurposing, and 

interpreting material forms of communication in order to create specific meanings 

(Designing) in both interpretive and productive communication contexts, resulting in a 

Redesigned complex of signs (text, utterance, thoughts, etc.). The notion of Design 

simultaneously informed the overarching curriculum, the engagement with texts, and the way 

in which students’ meaning-making processes were assessed. As the NLG (1996) state: 

“When learners juxtapose different languages, discourses, styles, and approaches, they gain 

substantively in meta-cognitive and meta-linguistic abilities and in their ability to reflect 

critically on complex systems and their interactions” (p. 69). A juxtaposition of languages, 

discourses, and styles was carried out through a Global Simulation pedagogy (GS) and a 

genre-based approach. 
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Global Simulation 

 Global Simulation (GS) is a pedagogical model in which students adopt the role of a 

character in a fictitious but culturally realistic world, and collaborate together to advance a 

story line or complete a project. GS dates back to the mid-80s where it was used for French 

L1, and has established itself in the context of foreign language teaching through projects 

centered around the original (Debyser, 1980) apartment building framework (l’Immeuble) 

(Dupuy, 2006a; Kearney, 2008; Mills, 2011; Mills & Péron, 2009; Péron, 2010); a museum 

exhibit (Levine, Eppelsheimer, Kuzay, Moti, & Wilby, 2004); and a German film festival 

(Levine, 2004). While specific GS contexts may vary, a GS generally has at its core three 

principle components: character, context, and creativity (Lehuen & Kitlinska, 2006), and 

typically includes clearly identifiable characters who interact within a specific community, a 

balance of strategically placed incidents and room for spontaneity, and resources for 

familiarizing learners with the social and communication conventions of the community. 

 The context for the current GS was based on l’Immeuble (the apartment building) 

(Debyser, 1980), where students took on the roles of residents. Students chose their 

characters at the beginning of the semester from a set of constraints such as age range, 

employment sector, gender, and marital status, and developed these same characters 

throughout the course within the simulated context of neighbors living together in an 

apartment building in the 17th district of Paris. 

Genre-based approach 

 The purposeful selection of everyday texts of various genres served as a basis for 

socializing students into the discourse world of the simulation context, providing a cultural 
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framework from within which students could narrate their characters’ identities and stories. 

The notion of genre from a multiliteracies perspective understands texts as cultural products 

that contain an ensemble of material resources (linguistic and/or other multimodal signs) that 

combine in patterned ways for a particular social purpose. A genre-based approach engages 

students in close reading of texts and critical reflection on the way lexicogrammatical and 

other representational choices interconnect based on authorial interest6, audience, and social 

purpose. Understanding the way that textual design choices (form) construe certain meanings 

and not others (function) is best achieved through analysis of the contrasts and differences 

between textual genres. To that end, texts selected for the curriculum included videos (from 

YouTube, Vimeo, online news reports), social media sites (i.e. for recipe sharing), literary 

texts, online news articles, feature stories, and so forth. Weekly modules were built around 

topics of contemporary relevance to both private and public life within the local simulation 

culture; these were: Language and Communication, Stereotypes and Identities, The Portrait 

and the Self-Portrait; The Building and Its Apartments; The Building Caretakers: the 

concierge and the gardien; Work Life and Leisure Time; Daily Life in the Building; Family 

Life, Routines, and Meals; Political Parties and the Media; Immigration; Secularism in 

France (La laïcité); and The Environment. Each topic was approached through a specific 

cultural practice or controversial issue of contemporary and/or historical importance in 

France. For example, in the module on immigration, texts centered around the controversial 

deportation of Leonarda Dibrani, a 15-year old Roma student in France who was arrested 

while on a school field trip and deported back to Kosovo. The choice of this topic was 

initially motivated by a desire to use the most current of events as a point of access to broader 

                                                 
6 I am using this term in the Kressian sense (Kress, 2010) where ‘interest’ always relates to a sign-maker’s identity, the social purpose of the 
meanings s/he wants to convey, and the audience and contexts (individual, institutional, private, public) within which these meanings are 
conveyed. 
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social issues; the decision to keep this module in the curriculum up to one year after the 

initial events was motivated by the profound affective impact on students in the course as a 

result of their imaginings of how their character would respond to Leonarda’s situation. Texts 

for this module included: an online news article that appeared one week after the initial event 

summarizing the highly polemical reactions in four acts, and which included a written text 

summary with embedded video and audio clips of Leonarda responding to an interview, 

students demonstrating in the streets, and President Hollande’s public address inviting 

Leonarda to return to France, noting that “un accueil lui sera réservé” (“a welcome will be 

reserved for her”). This collection of texts represented various voices and their reactions to 

the events, different situation- and identity-dependent ways of speaking about these events, 

carried out through different modes of communication and design choices. Texts were 

organized along a primary-secondary discourse continuum7 (Byrnes, 2008; Gee, 1998; 

Maxim, 2004; 2009). Linguistically, these discourse continua align with specific forms of 

expression, for example, the narrative style associated with private, primary discourses tends 

to focus on experience, on things, and is expressed in congruent forms of semiosis (i.e. things 

are nouns, actions are verbs, time is adverbs, etc.) (Byrnes, 2006, p. 50); while expository 

forms of expression linked with public, secondary discourse styles are expressed through 

more synoptic forms such as nominalizations (Maxim, 2009). The result of structuring course 

content in terms of genre types and their respective lexicogrammatical patternings along 

these discourse continua is that the teaching of specific language forms is purposeful 

(Maxim, 2009, p. 186). 

                                                 
7 Primary discourses are those learned at home in one’s initial socialization context and secondary discourses are the discourses of public 
life, institutions, and are primarily learned in school (Gee, 1998).  
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Textual engagement through the Four Curricular Components 

 A potential carry-over from traditional views of language and literacy is to view texts 

as vehicles for delivering static and/or factual knowledge, and engagement with texts as a 

way to practice language forms. Engagement with texts from a multiliteracies perspective, 

however, is not about merely interacting through the linguistic mode alone as a way to access 

imagined “truths”, but rather involves bringing in sociocultural knowledge and cognitive 

skills to interpret linguistic and other semiotic modes and to understand their use by 

considering such questions as authorship, purpose, audience, context of production, and the 

diverse ways in which different readers with unique histories and backgrounds make 

different meanings from texts. Moreover, engagement with a text is neither about providing a 

context for skills-based communication. As Kern (2003) so aptly describes: 

“The point is not simply to give (students) something to talk about (content for the sake of 
practicing language) but to engage them in the thoughtful and creative act of making connections 
between grammar, discourse, meaning, between language and content, between language and 
culture, between another culture and their own--in short, making them aware of the webs, rather 
than strands, of meaning in human communication” (p. 42).  

 

In keeping with these principles, the paradigm of the Four Curricular Components of the 

NLG’s Pedagogy of Multiliteracies informed the way texts and instructional tasks8 were 

approached. These components (Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and 

Transformed Practice) involve interpretive and productive engagement with texts, and 

metacognitive reflections on how meaning is made through activities of experiencing, 

conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; NLG, 1996). Sample 

forms of textual engagement as guided by the Four Curricular Components are outlined in 

the table below. 

                                                 
8 The notion of task used here is in line with (Byrnes, 2002) and the nuances of a literacy-based framework wherein tasks are seen as a way 
to focus on—and engage in—situated language use, rather than as a way to practice language for transactional “skill-using” (Schulz, 2006) 
communicative purposes. 
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Table 1: Sample forms of textual engagement 

Curricular component Focus Textual engagement 

Situated Practice immersion in the text with 
focus on form 

identify author, publication venue; identify major 
sections of article; predict content from 
subheadings; match subheadings with appropriate 
section; identify keywords to match content; 
summary writing 

Overt Instruction attention to form-meaning 
connections 

stylistic reformulation, e.g. from formal to 
informal language   

Critical Framing critical analyses of how and 
why meanings are made, i.e. 
author purpose, ideologies in 
texts 

critical focus questions; textual comparisons 

Transformed Practice application; discourse and 
language repurposed 

story re-telling across different modes 
 

 

 Throughout each module, students engaged with texts in the interpretive mode 

(reading, listening) both as themselves and as their characters; and performed speaking and 

writing tasks as their characters. For example, in the module on the concierge and the 

gardien, students wrote a journal entry from the voice of their character in which they 

imagined they were leaning over the balcony of their apartment, looking into the courtyard 

below, and saw the concierge. Within the module on work and leisure time in which texts 

centered around the 35-hour work week, students wrote their character’s opinion on this law 

in social media posts. The module on immigration included tasks such as writing a letter to 

Leonarda from their characters’ perspectives, calling a friend or neighbor on the phone to 

recap (i.e. narrate) the events of her deportation, and journaling about their feelings and 

opinions surrounding the events. 

 In summary, the foundational perspective of the current project was that the adoption of 

character roles and voices would mediate awareness of language as social signifying practice, 
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and would allow learners to begin to understand how language and other systems are used 

differentially based on identity factors. Diversity of voices, opinions, identities, and 

discourses were brought into the course both through a broad array of multimodal texts and a 

range of identities represented by the characters in the simulation. The kind of learning called 

for in this multiliteracies-informed GS curriculum demanded a vastly different kind of 

activity from learners than a traditional language-learning classroom. Rather than engage in 

decontextualized, rote activities which prioritize practice of vocabulary or grammar forms 

through drills or fill-in-the blank exercises—often with one and only one correct response—

or situational tasks centered around transactional language use, this curriculum required 

active engagement in thinking critically about language forms, the meanings intended, and 

the social identities of the interlocutors and/or audiences involved. It treated grammar and 

vocabulary as design resources, rather than as sets of lists and rules to be learned and 

practiced. It invited students to engage with a range of communication modes beyond mere 

linguistic designs to include visual, audio, and gestural designs (NLG, 1996). Further, it 

required students to take action in their learning, to collaborate with each other around the 

advancement of the story, to synthesize and integrate knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, 

to critically reflect upon how context influences language and other design choices. Rather 

than language as primary or sole object of study, this curriculum treated as its object of study 

texts in specific cultural contexts, and used language as a means of interpreting discourses 

and meanings in texts. Instead of focusing primarily on development of oral proficiency, this 

course called upon students to engage with a range of print and digital texts involving 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking, where oral communication took place around the 

imagined, yet realistic, life-worlds set up by exposure to and engagement with authentic texts 
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involving a range of communication modes. Finally, we asked students to engage in these 

activities through the perspective of an imagined character who would likely be a member of 

the discourse communities from which, and within which, these texts were created and 

circulated. 

New literacies, old beliefs 

 For some learners, a shift into this new culture of learning could present significant 

challenges in adjustment, present a disorienting kind of learning experience and/or 

potentially negatively impact learning outcomes, as new pedagogies may collide with 

students’ prior ‘cultures of learning’:  

“By the term ‘culture of learning’ we mean that much behaviour in language classrooms is set within 
taken-for-granted frameworks of expectations, attitudes, values and beliefs about what constitutes good 
learning, about how to teach or learn...and how language teaching relates to broader issues of the 
nature and purpose of education. . . In many language classrooms. . . it is possible that there may be 
largely unnoticed gaps between the expectations of the teacher and students, or between different 
groups of students” (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996, p. 169). 

 

Understanding learners’ readiness for new pedagogies is critical so that new instructional 

approaches may be adjusted to bridge any gaps between learners’ prior experiences and 

expectations (Chavez, 2011; Horwitz, 2007; Polat, 2013) and bring them along slowly so as 

to foster positive engagement with the course. The current inquiry thus sought to understand 

students’ beliefs about language and language learning in order to discern their readiness for 

multiliteracies pedagogies. 

Studies of beliefs from normative, metacognitive, and contextual 
approaches 
 
 Borg (2001) states that: “a belief is a proposition which may be consciously or 

unconsciously held, is evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual, and is 
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therefore imbued with emotive commitment; further, it serves as a guide to thought and 

behaviour” (p. 186). Learner beliefs are related to attitudes toward certain learning activities 

(Benson & Lor, 1999), are tied to affect (Borg, 2001) and are important in regulating learning 

behaviors (Gremmo & Riley, 1995). Beliefs are tied to our experiences in the world (Cortazzi 

& Jin, 2013) and can be reinforced by the teaching and learning context (Al-Osaimi & 

Wedell, 2014) or changed by it (Amuzie & Winke, 2009; Ellis, 2008; Fisher, 2013; Peng, 

2011; Riley, 2009). 

 Beliefs studies draw primarily from educational psychology, second language 

acquisition (SLA), and cognitive studies, and have been categorized into three predominant 

approaches: normative, meta-cognitive, and contextual (Barcelos, 2003). Normative studies 

seek to uncover general trends across a large number of learners; metacognitive studies focus 

on the relationship between beliefs and resulting actions or attitudes toward learning; finally, 

contextual approaches take into account a broad range of dynamic factors impacting the 

learning experience. Studies in SLA have addressed beliefs about language, culture, and 

learning through all three approaches, and have taken into account both learner and teacher 

perspectives. For example, metacognitive studies have focused on the overlap between 

beliefs about language learning and their impact on achievement (Mori, 1999); the 

relationship between beliefs and strategy use (Yang, 1999); between beliefs, strategy use, and 

individual responsibility (Cotterall, 1999); and beliefs about self-efficacy in language 

learning and their relationship to achievement (Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 2007). (See 

Wenden, 1999, for an overview of metacognitive studies in language learning.) 
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Normative studies 

Beliefs about language 

 Working from the fields of FL teaching and applied linguistics, Chavez (2009, 2011) 

has undertaken several normative studies looking at learners’ beliefs about the German 

language in relation to preconceived notions of grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation; 

whether these notions influenced their decision to study German; and any perceived 

differences between English and German. Chavez (2009) used a questionnaire consisting of 

both closed- and open-ended questions asking students to describe their notions of language. 

Results from the open-ended questions revealed that students at all levels of study framed 

grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation largely in terms of rules, rather than in terms that 

might relate to function, register, or variation; in other words, language in use. She relates 

this finding to the fact that explicit attention to language as structure may well still be in 

currency in contemporary communicative classrooms. Chavez (2011) further reports on 

findings from this study in terms of students’ conceptions of German grammar and their 

perceived comparisons with English through analysis of their open-ended responses to the 

question: “How would you describe German grammar to a friend who is interested but does 

not know anything about German?” Findings included evaluative statements that Othered 

German grammar with respect to English grammar, essentialized features of German as rule-

bound (grammatically), yet free and flexible, and omitted any discussion of the relationship 

between grammar and pragmatic language use. As Chavez noted, there seemed to be “echoes 

of teacher or textbook explanations, which learners seemed fond to regurgitate” (p. 91), 

noting that “learners evidently mistook the intentionally heuristic nature of these 

(grammatical) explanations for a comprehensive rendition of language in use” (ibid.).  
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Beliefs about the object and processes of learning in the FL classroom 

 Loewen, Li, Fei, Thompson, Nakatsukasa, Ahn, & Chen (2009) reported on a 

normative study investigating beliefs about the role of grammar instruction and error 

correction among foreign language learners in the US studying one of 14 languages using a 

questionnaire containing Likert-scale beliefs’ statements and open-ended questions. Among 

themes that emerged in this data were that students preferred clear and detailed explanations, 

did not like to be left on their own to learn grammar, and expressed a preference for learning 

grammar in terms of how it is used in real life. Chavez (2002) has also explored students’ 

beliefs about what constitutes the object of study in the FL classroom through investigating 

beliefs about the nature and place of culture in the FL classroom. Students in this study 

primarily defined culture as history, customs, traditions, and holidays; values, beliefs, and 

attitudes; social issues; and the way people interact; and saw culture-teaching to compete 

with language-teaching. Chavez (2005) further found that many students thought culture 

should not necessarily be taught in lower-level German language courses, but reserved 

instead for majors in upper-level courses. Where the importance of culture learning was 

indeed acknowledged, it was believed that instruction of culture was the responsibility of the 

teacher. This fragmented view of language and culture has also been found by Drewelow 

(2012) whose participants from first-semester French believed by and large that language and 

culture are separate. 

 Finally, Rifkin (2000) conducted a normative study using a modified version of the 

Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (Horwitz, 1988) to study beliefs about language 

and about the nature of learning among 1004 students of 10 different languages at three 

different universities (large public research and small private) and across different language 
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course levels. Among the findings were differences in beliefs between learners of commonly 

and less-commonly taught languages, and differences by language level. One-third of the 

items differed between first-year and third-year students, with lower-level learners more 

likely to believe that language learning is a matter of translation between the FL and the L1, 

and being less inclined to accept guessing than upper level students. 

Contextual studies 

Beliefs about language 

 Beliefs about language have also been explored through contextual approaches. For 

example, Kramsch (2003) took a discursive approach to uncovering beliefs through an 

analysis of metaphors arising from eliciting responses to open ended questions such as 

“learning language is like…”, and found a range of associations from engaging in an artistic 

process, to learning a cognitive skill, to learning to think differently, to being in a new place, 

among many others. Findings led her to conclude that learners often “construct belief spaces 

that match to varying degrees the dominant narratives of their environment” (p. 125). 

 Although not necessarily self-described as a beliefs study per se, Polat (2013) took a 

phenomenographic 9 approach to understanding the experiences of four second language 

learners from whom she elicited personal accounts of language learning histories, opinions 

on language learning, students’ feelings about various learning experiences and contexts, and 

their perceptions on how this impacted strategies and achievement. Findings demonstrated 

unique construals of what language is, ranging from views of language as consisting of 

individual parts, i.e. words to be memorized and categorized, verbs whose forms were to be 

                                                 
9 Polat (2013) explains phenomenography as a research approach that “allows the researcher to tap into the ways that human experience 
leads to differing conceptualisations of a phenomenon” (p. 111). 
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learned (what she described as an “atomistic” view of language), or views that saw language 

as systems of meaning, and word meanings as a function of use in context (so-called 

“systemic” view), and different views of the reason for language learning (as skill needed to 

function in a particular context) or as a complex lens into other ways of thinking. 

Beliefs about the self in FL learning 

 Beliefs about the self and about learning have primarily been studied from contextual 

approaches. For example, Kalaja (2003) combined the lens of attribution theory with a 

discursive approach to studying beliefs about expectations of success of a Finnish L1 learner 

of English L2 as he was preparing to take a high-stakes English exam. Data was collected via 

interviews and a series of oral diaries which were tape-recorded by participants over the 

course of one semester, later transcribed by researchers, and interpreted discursively to 

examine how learners constructed their views of themselves discursively as they expressed 

thoughts and feelings about their potential for success on the exam. Findings demonstrated 

the dynamic and situated nature of beliefs for one particular participant, whose “repertoires” 

(Mr. Hard-Worker, Mr. Skilled, Mr. Chance, etc.) framed how he saw his potential for 

success. At times the participant construed himself as a hard-worker, at others as someone 

with high abilities, with success or failure being located internally; while at other times the 

locus of control was external and related to having good or bad luck as a test-taker. These 

various “repertoires” of constructions of the self interwove themselves throughout the 

semester’s accounts, and often within single diary entry accounts related to a single situation. 

The interest in this study lies in its ability to demonstrate the dynamic, situated and 

sometimes contradictory nature of beliefs, and the way that these might be used to assign 

responsibility for success, thereby motivating greater or lesser personal engagement.  
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 Aragão (2011) also took a contextual approach to exploring the mediating role of 

reflection in altering beliefs, and ultimately the activities that learners take up in the 

classroom. Data included written language narratives, students’ visual drawings of their 

emotions in relation to FL learning, stimulated-recall interviews, video-taped classrooms 

sessions, and participant observation notes. Analysis honed in on three college-aged English 

L2 learners in Brazil, revealing strong feelings of embarrassment about speaking up in class 

among all three participants, primarily related to fears of not speaking correctly and/or being 

laughed at in class. In some cases, these beliefs were modulated after a stimulated recall 

interview in which students were presented with video evidence of their performances in 

class, which were simultaneously positively appraised by the researcher. Further, reflection 

activities of journaling raised awareness of the need to change beliefs by one participant, who 

ultimately did so by the end of the class, and which resulted in increased interactions with 

classmates by the end of the semester. 

 Al-Osaimi & Wedell’s (2014) beliefs study explored the role of various contextual 

factors relating beliefs and language learning practices among non-Arab Muslim male 

learners of Arabic in Saudi Arabia. The study was interested in understanding how beliefs 

evolved over time and how multiple factors influenced learning: goals and objectives, beliefs 

about the self as learner, about what constitutes successful Arabic learning, evaluation of ease 

or difficulty of Arabic, and learners’ view of the learning context of the language school. 

Data was collected both quantitatively (a questionnaire of beliefs statements tailored to the 

study), and qualitatively (semi-structured interviews). Findings revealed a core mediating 

belief in the inseparability of Arabic and Islam, and revealed that this belief, as well as the 

motivation and purposes for learning (primarily to read religious texts and interact in 
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religious contexts) seemed to indicate a preference for standard Arabic over the local variety 

and also motivated students’ lack of participation in the local context of Riyadh. Finally, the 

influence of the social practice of memorizing religious texts impacted participants’ view that 

memorization is a key activity in language learning. 

 As the above studies demonstrate, students come to the classroom with a range of 

ideologies about language and about the object of learning in the FL classroom, with their 

own unique motivations for learning particular language forms, and ideas about themselves 

as learners that impact the ways in which they approach to the learning situation. They bring 

pre-formed ideas about how languages are learned and, consequently, how they should be 

taught. A normative approach to studying beliefs uncovers general trends while a contextual 

approach allows for more fine-grained views from individual participants, recognizing that 

views of language and learning are affected by a broad range of factors from discourses about 

language and culture, to beliefs about the self, to prior learning experiences. 

The current study 

 In light of the literature on beliefs in SLA and the well-documented merits of studying 

learner beliefs from different perspectives, this study combines both a normative and a 

contextual approach to studying the beliefs and experiences of learners enrolled in a GS 

curriculum. This inquiry is part of a larger study examining the outcomes of the 

multiliteracies-based GS curriculum from multiple perspectives. The two research questions 

and subsequent analyses described below reflect the reality that teachers must attend to 

general trends of groups of learners on a day-to-day basis (Horwitz, 1999) and thus be able to 

appropriately direct and tailor new approaches, as well as the fact that individuals approach 
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the learning context from unique positions, and thus a closer look at individual experiences 

may offer insights into a range of particular factors mediating learning. 

Research questions 

 The following research questions guided this inquiry: 1) What are the views of 

language, of language learning activities, and of themselves as learners of French held by 

students in this course both before and after one semester of enrollment in the GS?, 2) What 

are the relationships between students’ language backgrounds, views of language and of 

learning, of themselves as language learners, evolving beliefs about language, and their 

resulting engagement and performances in the course? 

Participants 

 Students were recruited across four course sections of fourth semester French over two 

semesters and asked that they give consent for their course assignments to be used by the 

researcher10, and to participate in a post-semester interview. The identities of all consenting 

participants were concealed to instructors until after the completion of the semester when all 

final grades had been submitted. All students who initially consented (n=37) were considered 

for the study; however, students who did not complete both the pre- and post-course 

questionnaire were excluded. This resulted in 27 remaining participants. 

 Of the 27 total participants, ten (10) were taking the course to fulfill a language 

requirement; seven (7) indicated they were majors; five (5) were minors; three (3) were 

taking the class as a pure elective and one (1) was enrolled in a non-degree status. A majority 

of participants were either sophomores (52%) or juniors (27%); a smaller yet still important 

                                                 
10 In two sections, the researcher was also the course instructor. 
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number were freshmen (15%). Of the 10 participants who were fulfilling a requirement, three 

(3) indicated future intentions to continue learning French. 

 

Figure 1: Profile of participants’ reasons for enrolling (n=27) 

 

 

Figure 2: Profile of participants’ year in school (n=27) 

  

Data sources 

  Data sources included a pre- and post-course questionnaire, semi-structured interviews 

conducted within one week of the end of the semester, reflections from the learning portfolio, 

and other selected learning elements from the course, such as speaking and writing 

assignments, social media posts, quizzes, and exams.  

 

Table 2: Overview of data sources 
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Data source When collected 

pre- and post-course questionnaire (Appendix A) 
• language background 
• language self-assessment (CEFR) 
• activity inventory 
• Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) (Horwitz, 

1988) (Appendix B) 

Weeks 1 and 15 

semi-structured interviews One week after semester completion 

reflections from the learning portfolio (Appendix C) 
• language learning history (LLH) 
• goals and strategies (G&S)  
• language and culture showcase (first collection) (LS, CS) 
• language and culture showcase (second collection)  
• final portfolio reflection (FPR) 

 

 
End of Week 1 
End of Week 1 
Week 10 
Week 13 
Week 15 

learning elements from the course 
• speaking and writing tasks (Appendices D, E) 
• quizzes 
• exams (midterm and final) 

Ongoing during semester 

 

 The pre-semester questionnaire contained four sections. Part one solicited background 

information about students’ reasons for enrolling in the course, the level and institutional 

context of their most recent French course, previous travel to a French-speaking country, 

reasons for learning French, whether French was their major or minor, and other languages 

they knew. Part two consisted of a self-evaluation of current and desired levels of French in 

terms of listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken production, and writing, using the can-

do statements of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) Self-assessment 

Grid11 (See also Little, 2007, p. 647 for discussion and an overview of the six levels). Part 

three asked about engagement frequency with the French language through radio, movies, 

social media, French-speaking friends and so on. Finally, in part four, students responded to 

                                                 
11 The Self-assessment Grid contains six can-do statements for each of five skills of Listening, Reading, Spoken Interaction, Spoken 
Production, and Writing; levels range from A1, A2… C2 to correspond with the Common European Framework of Reference. See: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/elp/elp-reg/ELP_passport_EN.asp#TopOfPage 
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questions from the Beliefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI)12, a Likert-scale 

questionnaire developed by Horwitz (1987; 1988), which contains 32 questions related to 

beliefs about the object of study in the FL classroom, processes and contexts of learning, and 

beliefs about the self as a language learner. This questionnaire was given at the beginning and 

end of the semester in the exact same format, with the omission of the background questions 

in the post-semester questionnaire. 

 The learning portfolios were modeled after the European Language Portfolio (see 

Byram, 2000; Little, 2012) and were created online through Google Sites following a 

structured template that included five sections (Language Learning History, Goals and 

Strategies, Language Showcase, Culture Showcase, and Final Reflections), each with a set of 

detailed prompts (see Appendix C.) The language learning history was completed in the first 

week of the semester, and asked students to describe any languages they knew, when and in 

what contexts they learned these, when and where they started learning French, how they 

have best learned languages, what language learning experiences have brought the most 

pleasure and sense of accomplishment and/or have been demotivating, and, finally, what they 

have learned about themselves through learning other languages. The next section of the 

portfolio asked students to describe their goals for learning French in general, and their 

specific goals for this course. It also presented a list of learning strategies and asked students 

to state whether they used these strategies usually, sometimes, or never, and to select two 

specific strategies they would like to develop in the course, noting how they planned to go 

about doing so. The culture and language showcase sections contained four and six 

                                                 
12 The BALLI emerged from Horwitz’ first instrument (TBALLI) designed to study teacher beliefs about language teaching and learning 
and continues to be widely used in SLA and FL education research (See Horwitz, 2007, for an autobiographical account of the development 
of the BALLI). 
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categories respectively, asking students to select from the broad range of assignments in the 

course and to fill at least two of three different sections for the culture showcase, and four of 

six sections for the language showcase. For each artifact selected, students were asked to 

write a 300-word reflection in English on why they chose to showcase that particular 

assignment, how it reflected that particular category of language or culture learning, what 

they learned from the assignment, what factors helped or hindered their success, and what 

they would do differently in a similar assignment in the future. The final reflection asked 

students to synthesize and summarize their learning in the course with respect to their 

achievement of their goals, their thoughts and feelings on the course structure, the adoption 

of characters, and their overall learning. 

 Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted within one week following the 

conclusion of the course and asked students to reflect on their understanding of what 

language learning is and/or should be, their choices and awareness of particular forms of 

expression on specific tasks, and their previous language learning experiences. 

Findings 

 Details about the analyses and participant sets will be described with each set of 

findings in the following section, beginning with an aggregate picture of general trends of all 

participants under study (n=27) (RQ1), then taking a closer look at individual participants 

through unique learner cases (n=3) (RQ2). 

Analysis and findings – RQ1 

RQ1: What are the views of language, of language learning activities, and of themselves as 

learners of French held by students in this course both before and after the course? 
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 To answer RQ1, two data sources were considered from all participants (n=27): the 

pre and post BALLI and the pre-semester language self-assessment (CEFR); multiple 

analyses were conducted for each data source. First, select questions from the BALLI were 

extracted and grouped together according to the dimensions of interest to this study (Beliefs 

about: 1) language, 2) contexts and processes of language learning, and 3) the self as a 

learner. See Appendix B for questions and groupings used in this study.) Responses on the 

five-point Likert scale for all participants (n=27) were collapsed into three levels: 

disagree/strongly disagree, neutral, and agree/strongly agree. The percentage of participants 

who agreed/disagreed with each statement was then calculated for both the pre- and post-

BALLI. The language self-assessment data (CEFR) was used to supplement BALLI 

responses on those questions related to views of self as language learner. The CEFR allowed 

for a more fine-grained look at overall self-concept along specific communication skills.  

Pre-and post-semester aggregate views 

 By and large, results from the BALLI survey revealed a group with differing beliefs 

about language, but similar beliefs about, the contexts and processes of FL learning, and of 

the self as language learner. Among this group were a range of views about the most 

important aspect of language and language learning. Regarding the importance of 

vocabulary, students were about equally divided between disagreement (33%), agreement 

(37%), and not having an opinion (20). In terms of grammar, responses skewed slightly more 

toward agreement (41%) than with vocabulary. The most convergence was around the 

question of accuracy with 89% of students disagreeing with the statement, “You shouldn’t 

say anything in French until you can say it correctly”. 
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Table 3: Beliefs about language 

Beliefs about language   D/SD N A/SA   D/SD N A/SA 

Q5 excellent pronunciation important   4% 48% 48%   15% 33% 52% 

Q7 shouldn't speak unless correctly   89% 7% 4%   93% 7% 0% 

Q14 vocabulary is most important   33% 30% 37%   33% 22% 44% 

Q20 grammar is most important   19% 41% 41%   26% 33% 41% 

Q25 translating most important   37% 37% 26%   44% 26% 30% 
 D/SD = Disagree/Strongly Disagree; N = Neutral; A/SA = Agree/Strongly Agree 

 

As for the nature of learning activities in a foreign language classroom, an overwhelming 

majority (93%) agreed with the importance of repetition and practice. A slightly, but still 

noteworthy, percentage of students agreed with the importance of memorization (70%). Most 

students also agreed with the statement that it is best to learn French in a French-speaking 

country (78%). Responses were more dispersed around whether it was okay to guess 

unknown words, whether allowing beginning learners to make errors would be detrimental to 

later learning, and the importance of practicing with authentic audio recordings.  

 

Table 4: Beliefs about contexts and processes 

Beliefs about contexts and processes   D/SD N A/SA   D/SD N A/SA 

Q6 French-speaking cultures important   7% 26% 67%   0% 26% 74% 

Q10 best to learn in French-speaking country   7% 15% 78%   4% 22% 74% 

Q12 okay to guess words 22% 26% 52%   11% 22% 67% 

Q15 repetition and practice important 0% 7% 93%   4% 11% 85% 

Q19 errors by beginners not okay   56% 19% 26%   41% 30% 30% 

Q23 practice with authentic audio   4% 33% 63%   11% 33% 56% 

Q32 FL learning involves memorization   11% 19% 70%   0% 33% 67% 
 D/SD = Disagree/Strongly Disagree; N = Neutral; A/SA = Agree/Strongly Agree 
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In terms of beliefs about the self as a language learner, most responses converged around the 

belief that some people have a special ability (93% agreed/strongly agreed) and that everyone 

can learn (85% agreed/strongly agreed). Only 11% felt they had a special ability, and 48% 

reported feeling timid speaking with other people.  

  

Table 5: Beliefs about the self as learner 

Beliefs about self as learner   D/SD N A/SA   D/SD N A/SA 
Q1 some have special ability   0% 7% 93%   0% 19% 81% 
Q3 I will learn to speak French very well   7% 26% 67%   11% 26% 63% 

Q13 I have a special ability    63% 26% 11%   48% 33% 19% 
Q18 I feel timid speaking French    37% 15% 48%   19% 26% 56% 
Q30 everyone can learn an FL 4% 11% 85% 4% 15% 81% 

D/SD = Disagree/Strongly Disagree; N = Neutral; A/SA = Agree/Strongly Agree 

 To further supplement participants’ views of themselves as learners, responses to 

students’ self-reports on the language self-evaluation were compared for degree of difference 

between students’ current French levels and aspirational levels. This degree of difference 

was determined by converting each can-do statement from the language self-evaluation into 

its corresponding CEFR level (A1, A2…C2), then converting the levels numerically from 1 

to 6, where A1=1 and C2=6. The mathematical mode was calculated on the differences 

across the five communication modes of listening, reading, spoken interaction, spoken 

production, and writing. Labels were assigned as follows: low self-concept (mode of 0); 

normal self-concept (mode of 1); optimistic self-concept (mode of 2); highly optimistic self-

concept (mode of 3). In other words, if students generally aspired to competencies one level 

above their current level, their self-concept as a learner was described as normal; if they 

aspired to competencies two levels above their current level, they were described as 

optimistic, and so on. 
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 Overall, results from the language self-evaluations yielded a picture of a group of 

learners with normal (as defined here) or optimistic views of their potential progress in the 

course, with most participants listing aspirational skills that fell either one (37%) or two 

(44%) levels above their current self-assessed level (i.e. from A2 to B1 or B2). A small 

percentage of students (19%) indicated aspirational levels three levels above their pre-

semester level. 

Figure 3: Aggregate views of self as learner (from CEFR data) (n=27) 

 

Interestingly, across all participants and among all the five skills, the skill where students had 

the greatest aspirations (i.e. highest number of level increases) was on spoken production, 

with twelve (12) participants selecting abilities which fell as many as three levels up from 

their current abilities, and thus earning them a label for that skill category of “very highly 

optimistic”, a label that had to be added after initial analyses were conducted.  

 

Figure 4: Aggregate views of self as learner, by skill (from CEFR data) (n=27) 
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 As the above tables show, changes across the entire group from pre- to post-semester 

were small on most dimensions. One notable exception was around the issue of whether 

language learning is different from other academic subjects: pre-semester, 88% of 

participants agreed/strongly agreed, while 4% disagreed/strongly disagreed, and 15% were 

neutral. Post-semester, however, only 67% agreed/strongly agreed, 11% disagreed/strongly 

disagreed, and 22% were neutral. 

 

Table 6: Pre- and post-semester comparison of general views of the language class as 

compared to other disciplines 

pre post 
Beliefs about FL classroom   D/SD N A/SA   D/SD N A/SA 

Q24 FL class different from other subjects 4% 15% 81% 11% 22% 67% 

Individual shifts in beliefs 

 As Kern (1995) demonstrated, limiting findings to aggregate scores obscures the extent 

of changes made by individual participants, as some changes in opposite directions can 

cancel each other out. In order to ascertain whether individual beliefs shifted between the 
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beginning and end of the semester, and among how many participants, a subsequent analysis 

was conducted in which individual change was analyzed for each participant along each of 

the dimensions of interest from the BALLI questions. Change was recorded if a participant’s 

response between pre- and post- semester moved between the collapsed categories of 

agree/strongly agree, neutral, or disagree/strongly disagree. For example, if a participant 

agreed/strongly agreed with a statement at the beginning of the semester and was neutral or 

disagreed/strongly at the end, this was considered to represent change; if the difference in 

responses was between agree and strongly agree, or disagree and strongly disagree, for 

example, this was not counted as change. This analysis revealed quite a bit of movement, in 

fact, which was not evident in the aggregated analysis of all participant beliefs, as is to be 

expected.  

 Of the 18 questions of interest selected for analysis (out of 32 BALLI questions), an 

average number of 9 participants per question changed their responses from pre- to post-

semester, with the greatest numbers of changes on any single question being 14 shifts (in 

response to the appropriateness of guessing, allowing beginning students to make errors, and 

the importance of practicing with authentic audio recordings). In other words, these three 

aspects of language learning were the most called into question between the beginning and 

end of the semester. Additionally, whether the most important aspect of language learning 

was grammar, vocabulary, or translating between L1 and L2 was also called into question. 

On views of grammar, vocabulary, and translation, movement occurred in both directions: by 

the end of the course, 6 participants saw vocabulary as less important, but another 6 

participants saw vocabulary as more important. Similarly the importance of grammar was 

devalued by 7 participants, but considered more important for 4 participants. Finally, as to 
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whether translation was the most important aspect of language learning, 6 participants moved 

towards disagreement while 6 participants moved toward agreement. 

 

Table 7: Shifts in individual participant beliefs pre- and post-semester 

Beliefs about language 

# and %  
toward 

agreement   

# and % 
toward 

disagreement  Total number of shifts 

Q05 
excellent 
pronunciation 5 19%   6 22%  11 

Q07 say it correctly 2 7%   3 11%  5 

Q14 vocabulary 6 22%   6 22%  12 

Q20 grammar 4 15%   7 26%  11 

Q25 translation 6 22%   6 22%  12 

                 

Beliefs about contexts 

# and %  
toward 

agreement   

# and % 
toward 

disagreement  Total number of shifts 

Q06 cultures 5 19%   3 11%  8 

Q10 in country 2 7%   2 7%  4 

Q12 guessing okay 10 37%   4 15%  14 

Q15 repetition 1 4%   4 15%  5 

Q19 errors not okay 8 22%   6 30%  14 

Q23 
authentic audio 
recordings 6 22%   8 30%  14 

Q32 memorization 4 15%   2 7%  6 

                 

Beliefs about self 

# and %  
toward 

agreement   

# and % 
toward 

disagreement  Total number of shifts 

Q01 some special ability 1 4%   4 15%  5 

Q03 I will learn 3 11%   5 19%  8 

Q13 special ability 8 30%   2 7%  10 

Q18 timid 7 26%   2 7%  9 

Beliefs about FL classroom 

# and %  
toward 

agreement   

# and % 
toward 

disagreement  Total number of shifts 

Q24 
different other 
subjects 3 11%   7 26%  10 
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In order to discern more closely the ways in which the course format may have resonated 

with learners, a smaller set of participants was selected for in-depth study of how personal 

factors interacted with beliefs, the learning context, and outcomes.  

Analysis and findings – RQ2 

RQ2: What are the relationships between students’ language backgrounds, views of language 

and of language learning, views of themselves as language learners, evolving beliefs about 

language, and their resulting engagement with the course? 

Participant selection and analysis 

 To answer RQ2, a subset of three participants was selected, and all data sources 

described above were used in the analyses. The participant selection process involved first 

narrowing from the original set of n=27, which was done using the following criteria: 

students who completed at least four or more of the five required portfolio sections were 

included (n=27); all others were excluded. From this smaller set of participants (n=24) all 

data sources described above were examined. Portfolios and interview transcripts were 

reviewed and coded recursively for themes through an inductive coding approach that sought 

to uncover how students’ views of language, learning, of themselves, and their learning 

outcomes were reflected in their narratives. This allowed for triangulation of views of 

language through more indirect means versus the direct elicitation of beliefs through the 

BALLI inventory. Each participant’s data from this set (n=24) was then analyzed and 

categorized according to each participant’s view of language and language learning activities 

(quantitative/analytic or qualitative/experiential) (Benson & Lor, 1999; Ellis, 2008); view of 

self as learner (low, normal, optimistic, or highly optimistic self-concept); language 
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background (monolingual or multilingual); attitude toward the GS (positive or negative); and 

engagement with the course (high, mid, or low). The criteria and data used for sorting along 

the above dimensions are summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 8: Participant factors and orientation to learning 

Dimension Determining data Orientation 
View of 
language and 
language 
learning 
activities 

 BALLI questions related to grammar, vocabulary, 
memorization, practice, potential of self to learn 
French, etc. (Qs 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 19, 20, 21, 
23, 25, 32) 

 portfolio reflections 

quantitative/analytic or 
qualitative/experiential13 
 

View of self as 
learner 

 Degree of difference between actual and 
aspirational CEFR scores (self-reported) 

 BALLI questions: 1, 3, 13, 18;  
 portfolio reflections 

low, normal, optimistic, or 
highly optimistic; AND 
positive, negative, or mixed 

Language 
background 

 background questionnaire 
 language history narratives from portfolio 

monolingual or multilingual

Attitude 
toward the GS 

 final portfolio reflection positive or negative 

Engagement 
with the course 

 number of core assignments completed high, mid, low 
 

 

 Determination of participant orientation around views of language and language 

learning activities was based on responses to BALLI questions 14, 20, 25, 32 which address 

vocabulary, grammar, translation, and memorization; and questions 10, 11, 12, 21 which 

address the importance of learning in a French-speaking country, enjoyment practicing with 

native French-speakers, the appropriateness of guessing, and desire to learn French in order 

to get to know French speakers and cultures. Agreement with statements addressing the 

importance of vocabulary, grammar, translation and memorization led to a label of 

quantitative/analytic. Agreement with statements related to more interactive contexts of 

                                                 
13 This taxonomy was borrowed from Ellis’ (2008) adaptation of Benson & Lor’s (1999) conception of types of learner beliefs, and 
describes learners’ beliefs about the nature of language and nature of language learning. Generally, a quantitative-analytic orientation 
implies a learner who believes that the object of learning is grammar, rules, and vocabulary, and that learning takes place through activities 
such as translation and memorization. A qualitative/experiential orientation indicates a view of language learning as listening and speaking 
and attending to how language is used, and prioritizes authentic interaction and guessing about meanings as means of learning (Ellis, 2008, 
p. 10). 
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learning was labeled experiential. In some cases, the most appropriate label was a 

combination of these orientations, i.e. quantitative/ experiential. As has also been noted 

elsewhere (Polat, 2013) it is important to note that these labels sought to describe orientations 

toward learning, and not the participants themselves. 

 View of the self as a learner was determined using the same criteria mentioned in the 

previous section in order to answer RQ1, that is, through a combination of BALLI data, and 

by comparing actual and desired self-reported proficiency levels from the pre-semester 

language self-assessment.  

 Determining the orientations along the dimensions of language background and attitude 

toward the GS was a straightforward process of reviewing both the background questionnaire 

responses and narrative data from the portfolio. Finally, in order to determine engagement, a 

core set of assignments was identified (speaking and writing production tasks and quizzes) 

and overall number of submissions was counted. For some participants, where available, 

course attendance data was also used to contribute to a holistic rating of high, mid, or low. 

 Finally, in order to arrive at the unique cases described in the following section, 

maximum variation sampling14 (Patton, 2002) was applied to the (n = 24) and three 

participants were selected for their representation of a different combination of the 

dimensions of interest. This led to selection of the following three cases.  

Table 9: Three learner cases 

Pseudonym View of language and 
language learning 
activities 

View of 
self as 
learner

Language background Attitude 
toward the 
GS 

Engagement 
with the 
course

Karla qualitative/experiential Highly 
optimistic

Multilingual (Spanish L1, 
English L2)

Mixed High

Paula quantitative/experiential Low Monolingual (English L1) Positive Mid
Kathleen qualitative/analytic Optimistic Monolingual (English L1) Positive High

                                                 
14 This is a purposeful sampling strategy typically used for small numbers of cases and with the intent to yield as many unique cases as 
possible. 
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 The cases described below represent three learners’ unique combinations of language 

learning histories, goals and reasons for learning French, varying levels of self-confidence for 

learning, different views of language and language learning activities, varying degrees of 

engagement, their learning outcomes and reflections thereof.  

Findings – RQ2 

Karla 

 Karla was a freshman when she was enrolled in this course, bilingual in Spanish and 

English, and a self-reported French minor. Her reasons for enrolling in the course were to 

become trilingual, and eventually put her language skills to use in an international business 

career. As to why she had chosen to learn French (already in high school), she mentioned that 

she had only had the choice between French, Spanish, and Latin, and that Latin was not 

practical for her career. She also stated that she had traveled frequently to Mexico with her 

family, and had lived in Guadalajara up until the age of nine. As a language learner, Karla’s 

motivations were strong, and she was well aware, as she stated in her language background 

narrative, that her knowledge of Spanish would be helpful to her in learning French, 

especially grammar. Karla had a very positive image of herself as a language learner which 

had been externally validated through a newspaper feature story that highlighted her rapid 

learning of English as a 9-year-old in the United States. She set her goals high and said that 

“the best comes to those who do more” (portfolio). She had already had one successful 

second language learning experience and was determined to make her learning of French 
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equally successful, including using the same strategy that had worked for her for English-

speaking: hearing French as much as possible, and watching authentic TV shows. 

 Her positive image of herself as a learner was reflected in her language self-assessment 

(CEFR) where she rated her pre-semester skills of listening, spoken interaction, and writing 

at the B1 level, while rating her reading at B2 and her spoken production at A2. In this same 

survey she indicated her desired levels of proficiency on all five communication modes to be 

C1 or C2; in all cases this represented a jump of at least two or more levels above her self-

assessed level. She was thus characterized as a “highly optimistic” learner15. 

 

Figure 5: Karla’s actual and desired language levels, self-assessed through CEFR 

 

In the above figure, the x-axis represents the CEFR levels, where A1 = 1, A2 = 2, B1 =3, B2 = 4, C1 = 5, C2 = 
6.  
 

In her goals statement in her portfolio Karla mentioned that she was quite good at reading 

and grammar, and that she wanted to work on her oral communication skills primarily, 

including vocabulary development. Finally in terms of learning strategies, she noted that she 

                                                 
15 In its original context of use in Europe, the six scales of the CEFR describe the range of L2 competences that might normally develop 
from about 7th grade all the way through and beyond college, i.e. over a period of about 10 years (Little, 2007). Thus, it might be expected 
that it would take approximately two years to advance by one level of competence. 
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always used instructor and/or peer feedback, stating that improvement “can only happen 

from corrections from the teacher” (portfolio).  

 On the BALLI questions about language and learning activities, Karla believed in the 

importance of error correction and accuracy both before and after the course. She was neutral 

on grammar, vocabulary, translation, and memorization at the beginning of the semester, but 

by semester’s end she took a position on whether vocabulary was most important (disagreed) 

and whether grammar was most important (agreed). Her views of language, as elicited 

indirectly through the portfolio reflection questions, also indicated notions of language 

largely framed around grammar and vocabulary. For example: 

“From the start of the semester to now as I approach the end, I believe I have learned quite a bit in the 
French language and culture. I actually noticed a big change in my grammar and conjugation of verbs 
and sentences in general, for the better. It comes more natural to write correctly now. Regarding 
speaking, I also noticed a huge improvement in my pronunciation skills, especially with the raspy “r” 
sound in most words (such as “regarder”, “travailler”, etc.)” (portfolio final reflection.) 
 

In this reflection, Karla was focused on discrete aspects of language, and on accuracy of 

writing and pronunciation. Further she noted that she was happy to have achieved her goals 

of improving her speaking, but this was despite not having “perfect pronunciation and 

vocabulary” (final reflection). In a separate reflection on her performance in a writing task, 

she said: “the writing is not perfect of course, and I would want to later improve my 

vocabulary in order to use different registers when needed” (language showcase). Karla’s 

summative reflections on her learning in these two instances were centered on discrete 

language elements and accuracy, and construed register differences as a function of 

vocabulary differences. The foundational course module on language and communication in 

week 1 introduced register differences as a function of lexical and grammatical differences, 

however students kept a class glossary in which they noted registers and contexts of use of 
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newly acquired language, and this belief may have been reinforced by the way the glossary 

was constructed. 

 Karla demonstrated sustained engagement throughout the course, including posting and 

interacting regularly on the social media platform that was set up for the residents of the 

immeuble, and taking an active role in the planning of an out-of-class neighborhood party. 

She demonstrated quite well the kind of varied meaning-making that this course was 

designed to foster through the use of different Available Designs for different purposes. For 

example, the final exam contained two different writing tasks in which students were asked 

to write through the voices of their characters: 1) a personal, private journal entry, and 2) a 

letter to the chief of police. In the first task, students were given the prompt that their 

concierge had become ill; the new concierge assigned by the property manager was a Muslim 

woman who wore a hijab. In the second task, students were asked to write to the chief of 

police to advocate for a neighboring international student who was facing deportation as a 

result of an expired visa. Karla’s written performance on these tasks demonstrated her keen 

ability to use language forms selectively for different purposes. For example, in her journal 

entry, sentences tended toward subject-verb-object forms of expression (i.e. congruent 

semiosis) (Byrnes, 2008) characteristic of the narrative style elicited by the prompt and the 

writing task, and included periodic interjections, for example: “Elle n’est pas une mauvaise 

concierge, mais oui, je comprendre que notre dernière concierge était plus agréable.” (She 

isn’t a bad concierge, of course, I understand that our last concierge was more pleasant.) In 

the second task, Karla demonstrated sensitivity to formal stylistic conventions for a letter to 

the authorities, primarily through certain lexical choices. For example, she wrote: “J’écrit ce 

lettre avec respete, pour parler de la jeune femme que vous souhaitez expulser de Paris” (I 
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am respectfully writing this letter to discuss the young woman whom you wish to deport 

from Paris”), using “souhaiter” rather than a more colloquial “vouloir” (Final exam).  

 Surprisingly, Karla did not feel the Global Simulation contributed to her success in this 

course, as she stated:  

“Personally, I think the incorporation of having a character role did not help any more than if it was 
just regular assignments from my own personal point of view. Since I want to be able to build my own 
French language identity and practice it in the ways I personally would utilize the language, I believe 
having a character was not necessary. Either way, I enjoyed learning and putting into practice what I 
learned through writing and speaking” (Final Portfolio Reflection). 
 

In other reflections, however, she demonstrated her awareness of the mediating role of her 

character in designing certain meanings, for example:  

“I had to always take into account the tone and register based on the personality of my character. With 
doing this, I had to take into account several of the characterizations signified above such as age, 
professional status, and gender-among many others” (Language Showcase). 

 

Elsewhere she reflected: “It was easier for me to achieve this assignment because I was 

describing the type of woman I would like to be when I get older…” (Language Showcase). 

Even if she was not convinced at the end of the semester that adopting the role of a character 

helped in her learning, Karla responded well to the activities in the GS, and ultimately 

demonstrated an understanding of languages as social, and an ability to use different 

language forms selectively according to identity, context, and genre. 

Paula 

 Paula was a monolingual English speaker who had a prior history of learning Spanish 

and who had started learning French in college. She did so, as she stated, to fulfill her 

language requirement, but had opted for French over Spanish because she thought: “French 

was a pretty language. It is fairly widely spoken. I'm also interested in potentially working in 

Africa and/or the Middle East so it seemed practical to learn”. She had both an aesthetic 
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resonance with French and an instrumental reason for studying it. She had never traveled to a 

French-speaking country although she thought that learning French through immersion was 

the best way to learn a foreign language. Paula shared her previous language learning 

experiences: 

“I have always struggled with memorizing conjugation rules for verbs, both in Spanish and in French. I 
just haven't seem to have found an effective way for them to stick in my mind. That has always been 
something I have struggled with and I should probably set aside time each week to work on that, but it 
is difficult to do. That has been something that has been a bit demotivating” (portfolio).  

 

 Paula’s prior experiences left her with little confidence as a language-learner. She was 

neutral on the point about whether she believed she would learn to speak well but strongly 

disagreed with the statement that she had a special ability for learning foreign languages. On 

the language self-assessment, she rated listening, reading, spoken production, and writing at 

the A2 level; and spoken interaction at the A1 level. Her desired levels of competency in all 

areas fell at the B1 level for listening, spoken interaction, spoken production, and writing, 

and B2 for reading, thus representing aspirational gains of either one or two levels.  

 

Figure 6: Paula’s actual and desired language levels, self-assessed through CEFR 

 



70 
 

In the above figure, the x-axis represents the CEFR levels, where A1 = 1, A2 = 2, B1 =3, B2 = 4, C1 = 5, C2 = 
6.  
 

Paula indicated in a portfolio reflection that she did not enter the semester with any particular 

goals in mind, but later stated that she did want to be able to read more fluently, especially 

news articles on more complex topics. She also expressed: “I've learned through learning 

other languages that I am very much interested in the cultural aspects of learning a language. 

I enjoy learning about customs and social norms. It offers an insight into people and 

societies” (portfolio).  

 Paula’s engagement in the course could be described as moderate. While she 

participated actively in the social media interactions and the virtual book clubs as her 

character, she omitted several writing and speaking assignments and quizzes throughout the 

semester and she did not demonstrate much evidence of going beyond the classroom in order 

to enrich her character’s identity or life in Paris. Yet, when Paula did participate, she carried 

out the tasks of the GS well. Her character was a maternal, 63-year-old woman who was 

married to another character in the class and whose 40-year-old daughter also lived in the 

building. She managed to bring out this maternal trait in language, in gesture, and throughout 

the topics she chose to discuss, for example in using terms of endearment in her social media 

posts, through the gestures in the film, and carefully selected address forms with other 

residents. 

 Paula described her character as follows: 

“…she is a housewife but I didn't wanna make her like... I felt like I kept thinking she was really old... 
she's only 63 which isn't really that old so um I tried to make her have other interests besides just being 
a housewife so she's really into gardening and her husband was pretty conservative so I kind of tried to 
make her the exact opposite and so she's pretty I think left leaning on a lot of the things we talked 
about in class and then since she had a daughter and she just kind of stayed home didn't really have a 
job or anything to talk about I decided that her full time job would be to find her daughter a husband… 
I guess I tried to give layers to my character that I could talk about other than just like superficial 
things like oh she stays home and gardens and cooks... I said that she went to university for history... so 
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that she could go to book clubs and then I feel like she grew up in the 60s maybe she was like a 
teenager... but... so I tried to kind of put like some 60s hippie in her a little bit…” (Interview). 
 

At one point, Paula said that she had developed her character to be a bit like a future version 

of herself, as that was the only way that she could imagine playing another role. But her 

character development process was not merely motivated by her own individual interests; she 

was also sensitive to the dynamic of the group, saying: “Yeah... I tried to make her a loving 

person but I felt like…I don't know…out of all the characters there wasn't really like a 

mother hen, so I made her a mother hen” (Interview).  

 Paula’s views of language as reflected in her BALLI indicated a belief that language 

and language learning were about vocabulary, grammar, and memorization. Although she 

was neutral on the former two points at the beginning of the semester, she agreed that these 

were the most important aspects of language learning in her end of semester BALLI. The 

predominant role she ascribed to grammar and vocabulary was also reflected throughout her 

portfolio, for example in stating her strengths in French, she said: “I am good at writing when 

I have the time to sit down and sort out conjugations and look up vocabulary” (Portfolio, 

Goals). Later, in reflecting on her performance on the task in which characters extended 

written invitations to their neighbors, she said: 

 “I think the activity helped me toward becoming better at writing. I had mistakes with subject-verb 
agreement and conjugations, but assignments like this really help me recognize my weak spots…. 
Subject-verb agreement and conjugations are still something that I struggle with. Next time, I would 
probably take more time to ensure that everything is correct, double check with an online reference 
source, or have a classmate look over what I read and see if it makes sense or seems appropriate to 
them”.  
 

Despite a predominant focus on correctness of form, however, in this same reflection on the 

assignment, Paula wrote more broadly about overall meaning design: 
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“I felt like I did a pretty good job at this activity. The voice of my character was really present. She is 
an overbearingly maternal person and her inviting the entire family and asking ‘tout le monde’ 
(everyone) if they had any food allergies was an example of her character”.   

 

Paula’s views of language as a meaning-making resource were further evident in her 

reflection on a letter to the mayor in which she said:  

“In the letter we are writing to public officials and chose to write the letter with the use of formal 
language. We included formal sentences used when talking to someone you wish to please, like the 
phrase ‘Veuillez agréer, Messieurs-dames, l'expression de nous profond respect’”. 
 

 She further evaluated her group’s performance on this assignment by writing: “All the 

conjugations in the sentences make sense and the letter as a whole reads well.” 

 In addition to indexing a broader view of language as meaning design, Paula’s 

reflections also demonstrated that she construed the object of language learning to be not 

only about language, but also about culture and about development of skills beyond reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening exercises. In reflecting on her overall learnings in the course, 

she wrote:  

 “I feel like overall I learned more about the French language this semester than I have any other 
semester. Doing exercises in which we apply sentences in a practical and useful way really enforced 
concepts and helped me understand how to apply concepts. I can speak much more confidently than I 
ever have before, even though I still may not be that confident. The thing that I really learned this 
semester was how to articulate my thoughts and express my opinions. Learning about French culture 
also helped me in being able to effectively express my opinions. It is one thing to learn the language, 
but it gives you a deeper understanding to learn about the culture. It made learning French much more 
interesting and helped put things in a context. It seemed much more practical to learn about expressing 
your thoughts on secularism or immigration as opposed to just learning vocabulary and grammar. 
Adopting the role of a character made the language and culture learning process more interesting. I 
think it required a deeper level of thinking and understanding. As opposed to just stating your thoughts 
on what we were learning, you had to understand an issue and the language enough to be able to apply 
it to another person.” 

 

She demonstrated her value of activities of expressing thoughts on secularism or immigration 

through juxtaposition with “just learning vocabulary and grammar”, although she still also 

valued “doing exercises in which we apply sentences in a practical and useful way”.  
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 In terms of language learning outcomes, Paula’s language development in the 

productive modes could be described as moderate, which was evident in areas of basic 

sentence structure by omission of obligatory subject pronouns, relative pronouns, and 

determiners (“…parce que (je) pense (que) (la) laïcité est plus importante que l’identité” 

(because (I) think (that) (article) secularism is more important than identity)); in the choice 

of subject/object prepositions (“avec il” (with he) rather than “avec lui” (with him); or in 

conventional forms of negation (“Hassna n’ porte pas une hijab” rather than “…ne porte 

pas…”). Yet Paula’s engagement in interpretive activities was strong and she found relevance 

in what she learned in the class:  

“Studying political science and journalism, knowing the cultural values of France as well as political 
institutions and current events will help me have a better understanding of France whenever we talk 
about it in classes. It also enforced the idea that different countries just have inherently different ways 
of thinking sometimes and although you may not agree or it’s difficult to understand, you need to try, 
which is a very useful skill to possess as a journalist.” 

 

She enjoyed the literacy-based GS learning format, saying: “I liked the global simulation. It 

was probably the most natural language acquisition experiences I have had so far.” 

Kathleen 

 Kathleen grew up as an Anglophone in Canada where she had taken twelve years of 

compulsory French starting in kindergarten. She described her early language learning 

experiences as consisting of a curriculum focused on grammar and reading, to which she 

attributed her lack of oral proficiency. In junior high school, she transferred to another 

province in Canada and continued to learn French, however, she shared that she had very low 

confidence during this time because she had previously learned what she described as a 

stigmatized variety of French, and had to adapt to a context where a more dominant variety 

was spoken. She further shared experiences of having her confidence shattered when being 
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called upon in class to translate difficult texts. Kathleen’s language learning history of French 

encompassed a range of experiences from immersion with friends in Canada to classroom 

instruction, where grammar, reading, and textual translation were prioritized. She made 

several mentions of her lack of confidence, which may have come from the fact she was 

measuring herself up to broader societal standards. “This being said, one might think I would 

be fluent because of my 12 years in the French immersion program, however this is not the 

case” (portfolio). 

 Kathleen reported that she was taking the course to fulfill her language requirement, 

but that she also intended to minor in French; by semester’s end she reported that she was 

planning to enroll in the next French course level. Her goals at the beginning of the course 

were to “be able to carry a conversation with someone else who speaks French without being 

self concious (sic)”, “to be able to understand French spoken within multiple registers and 

potentially a fast spoken radio or tv show,” and “be able to understand written texts with a 

more 'flowery' style of writing and to not get hung up on the words that I don't hear every 

day” (portfolio, goals). She did not make any explicit goals for writing. 

 As for her view of herself as a learner, Kathleen’s BALLI responses at the beginning of 

the semester indicated that she believed that some people have a special ability for foreign 

languages, but that she did not, and that she was very timid speaking French with others. She 

did, however, indicate that everyone can learn to speak a foreign language, and she believed 

she would learn to speak French well. Her stated language learning goals on the CEFR self-

report were characterized as “optimistic”. She rated her reading, spoken interaction, and 

writing at B1, her listening at C1, and her spoken production at B2. Her aspirational 

competences fell at the C1 and C2 levels on all skills, representing aspirational gains of two 
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levels for all skills, and a very active goal to develop oral proficiency, as evidenced by a 

difference between three levels (from B1 to C2) for spoken interaction. 

 

Figure 7: Kathleen’s actual and desired language levels, self-assessed through CEFR 

 

In the above figure, the x-axis represents the CEFR levels, where A1 = 1, A2 = 2, B1 =3, B2 = 4, C1 = 5, C2 = 
6.  
 

 Kathleen’s BALLI responses reflected disagreement with the importance of vocabulary, 

and strong disagreement with the importance of grammar, the latter view only being shared 

by one other participant in the study. She agreed that language learning was about 

memorization and repetition and practice, and held onto these views by semester’s end. Like 

many other participants, she agreed with the statement that the importance of language 

learning was about translating between her native language and French. She also indicated 

that she would like to have friends who speak French, but that she did not enjoy practicing 

with the native speakers she met. 

 Kathleen’s participation and engagement in the course could be described as high. 

Although she was not as active on the social network site used by the class for the residents 
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of the immeuble, and she was one of the more timid students in the class, she completed all 

course assignments, and had 97% attendance. She also demonstrated her engagement by 

researching beyond the confines of the course in order to complete assignments and/or 

contribute to her character’s identity. For example, in the “activités en ville” (activities 

around town) assignment in which students were asked to plan out a weekend of leisure time 

activities for their characters, she drew upon her existing knowledge of the Vélib bike share 

in Paris, and conducted extensive additional research in order to detail a series of activities 

for her character (Pascal Lambert, 43) and his daughter. 

 In terms of learning outcomes, throughout her reflections, Kathleen frequently 

referenced the way in which the different texts allowed her to gain multiple opinions and 

perspectives on a topic, to reflect on these and then decide how her character would respond. 

For example: 

“In class we perused many news websites and looked at many different types of media with regards to 
the Léonarda affaire. I feel that this activity went well for me; I was really interested in the different 
perspectives on the case and especially how the president reacted to the whole ordeal. I did achieve my 
goals regarding this homework, which was to make a post on our immeuble virtuel16 site… stating our 
characters opinion on the occurrences in their voice. I also felt that I was well equipped to answers 
these questions after reading the different written news articles that we looked at in class, as well as the 
video of new coverage of a student led protest in France.” 
 

Her attention to the importance of multiple perspectives was also reflected in her recognition 

of the limitations of certain texts, as evidenced in her reflection on the module on work life 

and leisure time: “I believe that the previous news and videos watched in class helped but 

they also only focused on people at a health club and people at a travel agency, they didn't 

interview any people that didn't use those two services” (portfolio, culture showcase, 

emphasis mine).  

                                                 
16 The “immeuble virtuel” (the virtual apartment) was the name adopted by the class for the private, closed social networking site used by 
the residents of the apartment building as another interactive space in which to communicate with each other as a supplement to the 
activities in class. 
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 Kathleen demonstrated a keen ability to synthesize from different chapters and topics. 

For example, in reflecting back on an assignment from in which the primary texts were 

portraits from the website  “Portraits d’immigrants”17, she noted: “There were families 

looking for a safer place to live, similar to Léonarda’s family”, independently linking course 

themes from weeks 2 and 11. This ability to synthesize also was evident in her acquisition 

and use of new language. In the listening portion of the final exam, students watched videos 

about the garbage collectors of Paris (les éboueurs). In a subsequent speaking assessment, 

students were given a prompt with the scenario that high-school students from the 

neighborhood were protesting Leonarda’s case - blocking streets, making noise, littering, 

hanging around with friends, and so on. They were asked to make a recording in which their 

character was having a phone conversation with a friend, neighbor, or family member, 

describe what was happening, explain the character’s reaction to the protests, and his or her 

opinion about the controversy in general. Kathleen’s character was a 43-year-old single father 

of a 16-year old daughter; she chose to complete this task with a phone call to Pascal’s 

daughter in which he ordered her home immediately, forbade her from taking part in the 

protests, and further recounted that the streets were so dirty that “les éboueurs vont être 

fachés” (the garbage collectors are going to be angry). The story themes and associated 

lexicon became part of the world that Kathleen’s character inhabited. In her final portfolio 

reflection on learning in the course, she said: 

“My personal goal by completing french 202 was to revise and refresh my previous french knowledge 
but the course ended up evolving into much more than that. Not only did I expand my overall 
knowledge of french vocabulary but I learned to feel comfortable speaking french again….The way in 
which this course was taught is like no other I have been apart of before, all my other courses mainly 
focused on reading and grammar which I myself do not value as much as spoken and understanding of 
spoken french. I believe that adopting a character when learning sounds a little strange at first but 
allows you to be much more creative and in hand with this expand not only your vocabulary but also 

                                                 
17 This website featured stories of immigrants in France from around the world (e.g. China, Morocco, Turkey, Vietnam, Chile, among many 
others) through written language narratives, photos, life timelines, and audio clips. 
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expand your cultural viewpoints. By adopting a character we were allowed to explore different aspects 
of French culture and investigate into these aspects we never thought of before!” (portfolio final 
reflection).  

 

Although Kathleen’s BALLI responses both pre and post semester indicated that she did not 

find vocabulary to be the most important aspect of language learning, her reflection twice 

made mention of expanding her overall knowledge of vocabulary. As noted above in the case 

of Karla, the weekly glossary may have served to reinforce vocabulary as a distinct category 

of language. At the same time, Kathleen’s reflection demonstrates her view of language and 

culture as interconnected, where expansion of cultural viewpoints are as important as 

expansion of vocabulary. 

Discussion 

Trends among learners’ views of language and language learning 

 Views of language learning activities as reported by this group of learners favored 

activities of repetition and practice (93% pre; 85% post) and memorization (70% pre; 67% 

post), findings which recall participant views from Horwitz’ (1988) and Kern’s (1995) 

studies in which 99% and 96% participants agreed/strongly agreed with the importance of 

repetition and practice. The lasting importance afforded to repetition and practice in this and 

other studies suggests the enduring nature of these kinds of activities in the language 

classroom and in the discourses about FL learning that are perpetuated by curricular 

materials, by teachers, by students, and in the way in which teachers interact with materials 

and students in classroom practice. Much research has suggested that teachers, despite 

pedagogical training, tend to teach how they themselves were taught (c.f. Vélez-Rendón, 

2002). In this light, such habits would seem hard to break. What is more, however, often 
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teacher training is about development of content knowledge without the link to pedagogical 

practice (Watzke, 2007). Once in the classroom, teachers may find it challenging to 

implement content knowledge about research-based best practices in teaching when faced 

with the realities of the classroom context, such as a lack of enthusiastic response from 

students with whom particular strategies may not resonate (ibid.). The desire to make an 

impact on student learning—often measured by novice teachers in terms of students’ 

satisfaction and enthusiasm for the course (rather than learning outcomes)—pushes back 

against any learned pedagogical content-knowledge, as teachers attempt to adjust to subtle 

yet powerful collective interests of a class of students. Students bring with them their own 

ideas about the content and practices of FL instruction, both from their own prior learning 

experiences but also, as Brown (2009) has suggested, from their experiences in other 

disciplines where discrete point assessments such as multiple choice tests serve to reinforce 

ideas about learning as a black-and-white, objective endeavor. This view, applied to the FL 

context, would then, not surprisingly, look for the objective and knowable in language: 

grammar and vocabulary as discrete objects, carried out through rote tasks like 

memorization, translation, drills, or reading aloud, which help instructors maintain classroom 

control (Watzke, 2007). 

 Students’ general disagreement (89% pre; 93% post) with the statement that you should 

not say anything until you can say it correctly is a reflection of CLT’s focus on fluency over 

accuracy and reduction in error correction in order to encourage oral language production. 

The somewhat less homogenous responses to the question of the appropriateness of guessing 

may be understood in light of Rifkin’s (2000) finding that first-year students were less 

inclined to think guessing was appropriate, and suggest that this particular belief might be a 
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function of proficiency level and/or level of experience with the FL. This question item 

generated the greatest number of shifts toward agreement (10) between pre- and post-

semester, which could be indicative of students becoming more comfortable in their 

languaging activities by the end of the semester. Another plausible factor is that the 

speculative, interpretive approach to “reading” texts inherent in a pedagogy of multiliteracies 

may have played a role in demonstrating the ambiguous nature of language learning. 

Students were constantly encouraged to speculate on author purpose, meanings, positions, 

audience, and relate this to authorial design choices, where their responses were validated not 

from a standpoint of factual accuracy, but rather from the standpoint of how well their text-

based justifications supported their interpretations. Put simply, well-justified guesses were 

constantly encouraged and positively appraised in the classroom.  

 The general pre-semester view that FL class is different from other academic subjects 

was also found by Horwitz (1988) and Kern (1995), where over 75% of participants agreed 

with this statement. The global shift in the current data set from the pre-semester view that 

FL class is different from other academic subjects (81% SA/A; 15% N; 4% SD/D) to the 

post-semester view (67% SA/A; 22% N; 11% SD/D) suggests that the way the course was 

constructed may have contributed in some ways to demonstrating that this French course was 

not so different after all from other subjects. Indeed, one of the objectives of the curriculum 

was to engage students in critical reflection, interpretive work around texts, discussion of 

contemporary socio-cultural issues; in other words, activities that one might experience in 

any other discipline across the humanities and social sciences. 

 The fact that as many as nine (9) participants had highly optimistic goals for spoken 

interaction (determined by their CEFR self-evaluation), and that ten (10) had highly or even 



81 
 

very highly optimistic goals for spoken production, while having more moderate goals for the 

other skills, is reflective of a bias toward the historically predominant focus on oral language 

proficiency in the lower-level FL sequence (Swaffar, 2006), and prior discourses about 

language learning that equate FL learning with being able to speak it well, which has long 

been a hallmark of CLT.  

Beyond beliefs: three learner cases 

 The three individual learner cases represent a diverse array of factors contributing 

differentially to each student’s learning. All three participants brought with them to the 

learning context different views of language, different aspirations for their learning, different 

levels of confidence around their abilities to learn, and their respective outcomes were 

mediated by various factors: achievement-oriented goals (Karla), or a particular learning goal 

and purpose they found for themselves within the course, such as Paula’s engagement with 

her character, and the importance placed on culture-learning through textual interpretation 

(Paula and Kathleen).  

 Karla brought to the course a view of language learning as consisting in practicing, a 

high attention to vocabulary and grammar as objects of learning in the FL classroom, and a 

keen focus on development of accuracy of pronunciation and precision of verb conjugations. 

The literacy-based GS format with its more implicit approach to grammar and vocabulary 

instruction may not have been in alignment with Karla’s views of what language learning 

should be, yet this did not derail her learning. Two factors in particular appear to have played 

an important role in her engagement in the course: achievement-driven goals for learning 

French, and her multilingual background. Karla’s abilities as a second language learner had 

already been validated once through prior experience, and her knowledge of Spanish as a 
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first language further facilitated her language development and presumably also her 

confidence. As Dewaele (2010) has suggested: “…if structures in the [target languages] (TL) 

share many similarities with another typologically related language in the multilingual’s 

mind… there may also be a sense of familiarity with the new language, which can boost the 

learner’s confidence that a good level in that TL can be reached eventually and that the 

learning process will be enjoyable” (p. 107). Indeed findings from this same study confirm 

this very notion, i.e. that prior knowledge of typologically similar languages (to French) 

afforded higher levels of perceived communicative competence and lower levels of foreign 

language anxiety particularly when French was the L3, as in the case of Karla. Because of 

her multilingual language background, prior experience learning a second language in a 

naturalistic setting, and her strong goals and drive to learn French, Karla successfully adapted 

her own learning goals and behaviors to the format of the course. 

 Unlike Karla, Paula was merely fulfilling a language requirement and came to the 

course with very few goals, a relatively low proficiency, somewhat contradictory views of 

language, and an unfavorable view of herself as a French learner. Such a combination of 

affordances might initially signal lack of engagement or success; yet Paula expressed 

enjoyment in the course as well as what she considered important learnings. Paula’s 

maintained a low level of linguistic proficiency by the end of the course, but demonstrated a 

keen awareness of language, and the sense that language learning was much more than 

learning discrete forms and vocabulary. At times Paula construed language learning as 

“conjugations” and “memorization”, but at other times she was aware that language learning 

was about knowing and using specific forms, such as in the closing of a formal letter. In her 

analyses of her writing, she brought together notions of overall coherence and conjugations, 
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juxtaposing considerations of meaning and form, even if not yet reflecting on the 

interrelationship between meaning and form. She demonstrated an awareness of the role of 

language choice in meaning design with her analyses of language forms and formal style, but 

still saw the activity as being about the production of accurate forms. This suspension 

between an intuitive sense of situated language use and a lack of a metalanguage to talk 

about this led her to express conceptions of language through prior discourses or ‘folk 

beliefs’ (Pasquale, 2011) about language learning. 

 Also unlike Karla, Paula’s overall engagement in the course was minimal, but like 

Karla, she found a purpose for herself within the course. Whereas for Karla this purpose was 

achievement-driven, for Paula, the character became a ‘leading activity’ (Vygotsky, 1978) 

that motivated her conversations and interactions within the course. Paula also understood, as 

evidenced in her character interactions, that in fact the purpose of the characters was to 

mediate meaning design, and not necessarily to practice language, contrary to the way Karla 

saw the role of her character. In addition to the developing awareness of language, Paula’s 

success in the course can be summed up in terms of the confidence she gained in speaking, as 

well as the insights she expressed around the importance of interpreting and considering 

multiple viewpoints and cultural values carried in texts. These latter outcomes give credence 

to Schulz’ (2006) call to “reexamine and rebalance our instructional goals and approaches in 

language requirement sequences so that we actually accomplish the objectives of general 

education. Our students must develop and be able to demonstrate an understanding of the 

nature of language and intercultural communication” (p. 254), particularly for students 

enrolled in language courses for the purpose of completing a requirement. 
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 Of all three participants profiled, Kathleen’s views of language aligned best with the 

approach taken in the course, in that she de-emphasized the importance of grammar and 

vocabulary (in her BALLI data and narratives) and favored learning activities focused on 

meaningful interactions. However, the fact that Kathleen held onto beliefs in the importance 

of repetition, practice, and memorization even at the end of the course was initially surprising 

given that many of the tasks emphasized language in use. Her own performances of 

repurposing expressions such as “les éboueurs” is hardly a matter of having memorized a list 

of words, but rather a case of acquisition where a particular lexical item that had emerged 

within in a meaningful story context was redesigned for a different story context. Yet, as 

much as weekly speaking and writing tasks encouraged this kind of language use, course 

activities also included weekly discrete-point quizzes around grammar and vocabulary and, 

as has been widely acknowledged, assessments can have an important influence on beliefs 

about language learning (Drewelow, 2012; Horwitz, 1988; Kern, 1995). 

 The failure of Kathleen’s previous language learning experiences (which focused on 

grammar and reading) to help her achieve her oral proficiency goals may be one factor that 

led her to reject grammar as an object of language learning. More plausible however is the 

influence of her prior experiences in Francophone communities and her long history of 

learning French compared to other students in the course. Interestingly, Karla had also been 

exposed to naturalistic language acquisition in learning English as a second language, 

however, when asked to reflect on her learning in French, these were reported back in terms 

that mirror typical classroom discourse about learning other languages (i.e. expanding 

vocabulary), recalling Chavez’ (2011) suggestion that learners tend to echo textbook 

explanations. The task and context in which Karla was asked to consider her learning appear 



85 
 

to have conjured up all the discourses associated with “learning French”, whether echoes of 

previous instructors, course materials or otherwise. 

 Kathleen’s indication that she did not enjoy interaction with native speakers in French 

may well have been more of a function of self-conscious emotions (Aragão, 2011) caused by 

prior language learning experiences than of disagreement with the usefulness of course 

activities. And, while Kathleen’s timidity in class may have otherwise obscured her abilities 

for creative languaging, the online nature of many of the tasks may have mitigated some of 

these insecurities, and indeed in these spaces she demonstrated an ability to synthesize a 

range of forms in redesigning her own meanings for her character. 

Limitations 

 This study aimed to understand the broad range of views of language and of language 

learning held by learners in the particular context in which a new curriculum was 

implemented in a fourth semester language class, to observe changes in beliefs among these 

learners, and to explore how contextual factors combine with beliefs about language learning 

to influence learner engagement and outcomes. The methodology used in the first inquiry 

(normative approach, questionnaire data) yielded an aggregate view of learner beliefs, but did 

not afford measured analysis of why these changes occurred. Although post-semester 

interviews were designed to triangulate these beliefs statements, very few participants (n=5) 

followed up with the post-semester interview. Interview data from a larger number of 

participants would have allowed for further probing—directly and indirectly—of factors that 

might have contributed to changes in beliefs between the beginning and end of the course. 

 In-depth understanding of the diverse factors mediating learning is necessarily limited 

to a small number of participants and ignores many of the students who participated in the 
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study, and more broadly, in the course. The cases profiled here were all drawn from a subset 

(n=24) of the original 27 participants, a subset which was identified on the criterion that they 

had completed four or more of the five portfolio sections. This was a necessary decision in 

order to ensure availability of substantive data from all participants selected for individual 

case studies, but also necessarily biased the participant pool in that students who may not 

have engaged fully with this particular activity may also not have chosen to engage with 

other aspects of the course.  

 While the range and type of data collected and analyzed for each of the cases allowed 

for a more complete picture of particular learner experiences, understanding comprehensive 

factors was limited nonetheless by several issues. First, knowledge of the specific prior 

learning experiences of participants was not available. Although participants mentioned the 

context in which they had previously learned French (or other languages), a full description 

of how learning took place in those contexts was not always available. Second, although all 

participants followed the same curriculum, this was implemented by two different instructors 

who necessarily brought their own instructional style and beliefs to the course. As course 

observations were not part of the data collection process, the contextual factors of classroom 

dynamics and discourses and day-to-day activities were only considered in the experiences of 

those participants for whom the researcher was the course instructor. 

 Finally, language proficiency pre- and post-semester was only addressed indirectly 

through self-assessment (and used to operationalize self concept), but linguistic proficiency 

per se was not measured. This could be an important additional factor mediating engagement 

and/or successful learning and would be important to consider in future studies. 
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Conclusion and implications 

 Recalling research which affirms the interrelationship between beliefs, experiences, 

affect, and subsequent orientation to action, the primary interest of this study was to explore 

student beliefs about language and language learning activities in order to discern the 

viability of a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies for FL teaching; in this particular case, carried out 

through a Global Simulation. A typical evaluation of curricular reform in an FL course might 

consist of looking at linguistic outcomes, course grades, or soliciting students’ opinions or 

satisfaction. This study aimed to go beyond these unitary constructs to look at a diverse array 

of factors—beliefs about language, learner goals, views of the self, and other personal and 

curricular factors—that contributed to the learning experiences of participants in the 

multiliteracies-based GS. 

 These findings reveal several insights with important implications for FL teaching. 

First, students are responsive to the pedagogies we put before them. Aggregate beliefs of the 

27 participants in this study overwhelmingly aligned with typical communicative classroom 

practices, valuing activities of repetition and practice, devaluing accuracy, and generally 

seeing the FL class as different from other academic disciplines. The trickle down effect of 

classroom practices on student beliefs was further evidenced in students’ own narrative 

reflections on their learning: when asked to talk about their language learning, they talked of 

grammar, vocabulary, correctness, fluency, and in terms of the four skills. In so doing, they 

demonstrated that they have come to value the very practices that we have been promoting. 

They set their goals in the same terms that FL curricula have used in laying out objectives 

and in instructional content, and evaluated their learning outcomes in ways they themselves 

have been evaluated by prior course instructors. They talked of language learning in this way 
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because this is how we, as a profession—through our textbooks, classroom approaches, 

evaluation practices, and so on—have taught students to think about and talk about FL 

learning. 

 Second, students are adaptive to the pedagogies we put before them. For Karla and 

Paula, the course format did not align with their stated beliefs about what a language course 

ought to be, however, contrary to suggestions that mismatches between beliefs and practice 

can lead to negative views of the FL classroom, and possibly attrition (c.f. Brown, 2009; 

Horwitz, 1988), these findings suggest that other learner affordances have important 

moderating potential and can lead to positive learning outcomes. Karla’s experience 

demonstrates that even if students say they value grammar and vocabulary as the most 

important aspects of FL learning, they may still find meaning in a course which takes an 

implicit approach to grammar and vocabulary, and can adapt their goals to the learning 

context. For Paula and Kathleen, foreign language-learning was made meaningful through 

the focus on cultural content, carried through texts of the discourse community, discovered 

through critical, analytical interpretative engagement with those texts, repurposed and 

redesigned through the voices of their characters. All three participants profiled demonstrated 

language use as careful meaning design; Paula and Kathleen went even one step further and 

demonstrated metacognitive ability to reflect on these designs. 

 Of these three participants, as a student with low linguistic proficiency, low self-

concept as a language learner, taking the course to fulfill a requirement, Paula represents the 

student who would have been most at risk of getting lost in the format of this course. Yet the 

mediating role of character, and the attention to culturally situated meaning design over 

grammar practice, afforded her creativity in deciding roles and goals, and subsequent 
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interactions with other characters in the simulation. Further, the integration of content—by 

way of critical discussions around contemporary social issues in France—would ultimately 

be an asset to her future studies and aspirational profession as a journalist.  

 The perennial nature of views of language learning occurring through practice and 

repetition of isolated linguistic structures suggests an ongoing need to change both the 

practices and the discourses about the nature and objectives of language—not as skill, but 

rather as a resource constitutive of personal and cultural meanings—if we are to begin to 

respond to the calls for new literacies and to re-assert the role of FL learning within 

humanities education. Ultimately such shifts can only occur through coordinated and holistic 

efforts that account for the role of curricular materials, standards, and teacher practices in 

maintaining traditional views and practices in the FL classroom. Our students, however, may 

be more ready for than we think. The last major paradigm shift in FL education is argued to 

have been brought about, in part, in response to learners’ communicative needs. By focusing 

on language and linguistic proficiency alone in the FL classroom, we miss out on other 

important goals; goals which students like those in this study embrace as meaningful to their 

general education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 This included: a lesson in English on different kinds of competences to demonstrate that foreign language learning is not just about 
linguistic competence, an entire week on language registers, an entire week on different identities in France and critical reflections on 
stereotypes and prejudices around French culture. 
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CHAPTER 3: GLOBAL SIMULATION AS A MEDIATING TOOL FOR 
TEACHING AND LEARNING LANGUAGE AND CULTURE AS 

DISCOURSE 

Introduction 

 Recent developments in new and multiliteracies scholarship have sought to bring to 

light the situated nature of language use and the diversity of ways that meanings are 

expressed, through nuanced views of literacy and language that involve understanding the 

social identities and purposes involved in every communication situation, and the forms of 

discourse—conventional or otherwise—chosen to communicate particular meanings in a 

particular context. Language use, from new and multiliteracies perspectives, is about the 

creative, agentive process of designing meanings using language and other signs as resources 

for particular communication purposes. While mainstream FL classroom practices based in 

communicative approaches are also anchored in meaning in language, meaning in this case 

typically implies negotiation of referential meanings within similar-aged peer groups. 

Language forms are taught as patterned structures, through series of exercises aimed to 

engage students in disciplined practice of such forms during conversations rife with “over-

personalized” (Krueger, 2008) content, primarily only relevant within the learners’ own 

lifeworlds. Further, where LC2 contexts and cultures are part of curricular content, they are 

typically treated as separate entities in curricular materials and are often not tied explicitly to 

language use. 

 The notion of Discourses as: “ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, 

believing, speaking, and often reading and writing, that are accepted as instantiations of 

particular identities by specific groups….” (Gee, 2012, p. 3) offers a way to consider the link 
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between culture and language. By extension, cultural groups can be understood as discourse 

communities, where membership in a particular community is linguistically mediated 

(Kramsch, 1995). One way in which FL teaching can engage students in the discourse 

communities and social worlds in which the target language is used is through a Global 

Simulation (GS) pedagogy, where learners adopt the role of a fictitious character and interact 

with each other in the context of a carefully chosen simulated world. Such an approach can 

foster second language learners’ abilities to recognize culture, context, and identity in 

communication, and to appropriate and use language and other symbolic systems selectively 

for communication of particular meanings across different discourse contexts.  

 This article describes a GS curriculum that was developed in order to teach the social 

situatedness of language use based on identity, sociocultural context, and to help students 

understand culture as social practices embedded in discourse communities, thus teaching 

language and culture holistically. Part one describes the curriculum; part two discusses how 

students’ language use was mediated by the various elements of the curriculum: character, 

task, and genre. This inquiry builds on previous research which reports on the pilot study 

(Michelson & Dupuy, 2014) that served as a precursor to the development of the semester-

length curriculum. 

Global Simulation 

 The origins of GS can be traced back to France (Debyser, 1980) where it was first used 

in French L1 education. While specific GS contexts may vary, a GS generally has at its core 

three principle components: character, context, and creativity (Lehuen & Kitlinska, 2006), 

where students adopt the role of a character in a fictitious but culturally realistic world, and 

collaborate together to advance a story line or complete a project. Language is used to 
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mediate collaboration around projects or stories and, as such, shifts the focus of FL 

instruction from language-as-object to language-as-tool, opening up space for teaching and 

learning other content (Irizarry & Malaret, 2009). A typical GS includes recognizable 

characters who interact within a clearly defined community, a balance of strategically placed 

incidents and room for spontaneity, and resources for familiarizing learners with the social 

and communication conventions of the community.  

 To date there have multiple instantiations of GS in practice, many of which have 

involved L2 learners, each with its own rationale and point of departure and a common goal 

of providing a context for meaningful communication. Levine (2004), for example, whose 

project involves German students as curators of a museum exhibit, argues that “the GS 

format is an ideal context for a great deal of focus-on-form or consciousness-raising 

instruction…” (p. 32). Levine, Eppelsheimer, Kuzay, Moti, & Wilby (2004) for their part 

extend linguistic goals to include a focus on an L2 acquisition context which “accounts for, 

and indeed allows for, the inherent complexity of social, psychological, and linguistic factors 

as they relate to instructed adult L2 acquisition…” (p. 99). Dupuy’s (2006a) GS offers 

students a way to be socialized into actual LC2 discourse contexts through engagement with 

authentic texts, and presents GS as a potential preparation for students for study abroad. In 

Péron’s (2010) GS of a 1939 Parisian apartment building set during the Vichy regime, she 

demonstrates that beyond a context for creating meaningful communication and motivation 

for learning, GS can foster understanding from an empathic perspective, as demonstrated by 

one student who noted that: 

“it made [her] relate to the topic on a more personal level than can generally be achieved with classroom 

discussion/reading alone. You had to ask yourself, ‘How would I feel in this situation?’ rather than 

simply noting how terribly the people directly affected must have felt’ (p. 201). 
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Finally, Mills (2011) draws upon situated learning theory to explore how learners developed 

a community of practice through development of identities, advancement of a storyline, and 

development of cultural resources, all through their online social media interactions as 

characters. 

 These studies demonstrate, each from slightly varying epistemological positions, the 

ability of a GS to integrate language and culture teaching. The current project extends this 

model through application within a new and multiliteracies framework. From this 

perspective, a GS pedagogy can make salient varying social roles and identities and their 

respective language forms and choices as made by the students-as-characters. The character 

role mediates language choice for the individual student; different characters illuminate the 

diversity of ways in which meanings can be made around a particular issue. Further, the story 

and characters serve to mediate imagined participation in social practices and activities 

particular to various LC2 discourse communities. 

A multiliteracies-based Global Simulation 

L’immeuble 

 Like L1 language acquisition which takes place through socialization into discourse 

communities, the GS context affords possibilities—albeit imagined—for socialization into 

LC2 discourse communities with which learners otherwise do not have the possibility of 

direct contact. The context for the current GS was based on the original framework of 

L’Immeuble (the apartment building) (Debyser, 1980), where students took on the roles of 

residents of various identities. Students chose their characters at the beginning of the 
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semester from a set of constraints such as age range, employment sector, gender, and marital 

status, and developed these same characters throughout the course within the simulated 

context of neighbors living together in an apartment building in the 17th district of Paris. The 

GS context was established through the purposeful selection of everyday texts of various 

genres which served as a basis for socializing students into the discourse worlds of the target 

culture and providing a backdrop for students to narrate their characters’ identities and 

stories. 

Genre-based approach to authentic texts 

 The notion of genre is key to multiliteracies in that genre links language, text, and 

culture and acts as “a set of communication connections, encompassing specific knowledge 

about who can speak, write, or communicate using that form; with what status, how, and 

where; and about what topics” (Swaffar & Arens, 2005, p. 147). The attention to audience 

and context of production inherent in genre-based approaches call upon learners to examine 

cultural context as a factor in language choice (Arens, 2008, p. 40), a cultural context which 

refers as much to the immediate (social, temporal) context of production as to the historical 

factors at work in a particular situation (Kern, 2000). Byrnes (2008) states: 

 “Just as each text has its environment, the ‘context of situation’ in Malinowski’s terms, so the overall 
language system has its environment, Malinowki’s ‘context of culture’. The context of culture 
determines the nature of the code. As a language is manifested through its texts, a culture is manifested 
through its situations; so by attending to text-in-situation a child construes the code, and by using the 
code to interpret the text he construes the culture” (p. 110). 

 

Genre was used as a guiding principle for the selection of a range of texts which would 

contribute in different ways—through form, language, and other semiotic choices—to 

creating an understanding of various discourses around historical and contemporary issues in 

the LC2 context, and particularly in the local context relevant to the chosen GS. Genre links 
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culture, language, and discourse in that genres are embedded within social contexts and 

contain certain conventional forms of discourse.  

 While many genre-pedagogy projects in the ML tradition have focused on students’ 

reproduction of conventional genres through various stages of modeling (e.g. Allen, 2009), 

this project was less about teaching students to reproduce genres. Instead, the notion of genre 

was used to guide the inclusion of texts which would be used in interpretive activities. In the 

productive mode, we were interested in students’ meaning designs as characters; that is to 

say, their conscious choice of language that would befit the imagined social identity of their 

character and the social—and textual—context in which meanings were being 

communicated. 

 Textual genres used ranged from multimodal personal narratives of immigrants in 

France, literary texts, video-texts (documentaries, news reports, etc.), popular TV series, 

newspapers articles, news reports, and so on. The texts were organized along a primary-

secondary discourse continuum18 (Byrnes, 2008; Gee, 1998; Maxim, 2004; 2009) around 

topics of contemporary relevance related to both private and public life. Weekly modules 

were: Language and Communication; Stereotypes and Identities, The Portrait and the Self-

Portrait; The Building and Its Apartments; The Building Caretakers: the concierge and the 

gardien; Work Life and Leisure Time; Daily Life in the Building; Family Life, Routines, and 

Meals; Political Parties and the Media; Immigration; Secularism in France (La laïcité); and 

The Environment. Each theme was approached through a specific focus on an issue of 

contemporary or historical importance in France. For example, in the module on 

immigration, texts centered around the controversial deportation of Leonarda Dibrani, a 15-

                                                 
18 Primary discourses are those learned at home in one’s initial socialization context and secondary discourses are the discourses of public 
life, institutions, and are primarily learned in school (Gee, 1998). For more about how discourse continua organized language functions and 
textual genres, see Michelson & Dupuy (2014). 
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year old Roma student in France who was arrested while on a school field trip and deported 

back to Kosovo. The choice of this topic was initially motivated by a desire to use the most 

current of events as a point of access to broader social issues; the decision to keep this 

module in the curriculum up to one year after the initial events was motivated by the 

profound affective impact on students in the course as a result of their imaginings of how 

their character would respond to Leonarda’s situation. Texts for this module included: an 

online news article that appeared one week after the initial event summarizing the highly 

polemical reactions, and which included a written text summary, and embedded video and 

audio clips of Leonarda responding to an interview, students demonstrating in the streets, and 

President Hollande’s public address inviting Leonarda to return to France, noting that “un 

accueil lui sera réservé” (a welcome will be reserved for her). This collection of texts thus 

represented various voices and their reactions to the events, different ways of speaking about 

these events which were situation- and identity-dependent, carried out through different 

modes of communication. 

A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies 

 The GS curriculum was developed through a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (New London 

Group (NLG), 1996) whose proposal rests on notions of language as socially-situated, the 

importance of engaging learners’ multiple and unique backgrounds in learning processes, and 

critical reflection through multiple forms of textual engagement. The NLG’s paradigm of the 

Four Curricular Components informed the way texts and instructional tasks19 were 

approached. These components (Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, and 

                                                 
19 The notion of task used here is in line with Byrnes (2002) and the nuances of a literacy-based framework wherein tasks are seen as a way 
to focus on—and engage in—situated language use, rather than as a way to practice language for transactional “skill-using” (Schulz, 2006) 
communicative purposes. 
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Transformed Practice) involve interpretive and productive engagement with texts, and 

metacognitive reflections on how meaning is made through activities of experiencing, 

conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; New London Group, 

1996). Situated Practice involves hands-on, immersion in a text in an interpretive capacity 

such as reading, listening, or viewing. Overt Instruction consists in instructor-guided 

reflections on how a text’s form carries specific meanings. Critical Framing brings in critical 

reflection on a text’s genre, discourse context, broader social purpose, and underlying 

ideologies. Finally, Transformed Practice engages learners in a re-designing of ideas and 

language into different modes and genres from the perspective of specific identities (NLG, 

1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). Put another way, “In Transformed Practice, in one activity 

we try to re-create a discourse by engaging in it for our own real purpose” (NLG, 1996, p. 

87). 

 

Table 1: Sample activities for the Four Curricular Components 

Curricular component Focus Textual engagement 
Situated Practice immersion in the text with focus on 

form 
identify author, publication venue; 
identify major sections of article; 
predict content from subheadings; 
match subheadings with appropriate 
section; identify keywords to match 
content; summary writing 

Overt Instruction attention to form-meaning 
connections 

stylistic reformulation, e.g. from 
formal to informal language   

Critical Framing critical analyses of how and why 
meanings are made, i.e. author 
purpose, ideologies in texts 

critical focus questions; textual 
comparisons 

Transformed Practice application; discourse and language 
repurposed 

story re-telling across different 
modes 
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Throughout each module, students engaged with texts in the interpretive mode (reading, 

listening) both as themselves and as their characters, and performed presentational tasks20–

both spoken and written—as their characters. For example, in the module on the concierge 

and the gardien, students wrote a journal entry from the voice of their character in which 

they imagined they were leaning over the balcony of their apartment, looking into the 

courtyard below, and saw the concierge. Within the module on work and leisure time in 

which texts centered around the 35-hour work week, students wrote their character’s opinion 

on this law in social media posts. The module on immigration included tasks such as writing 

a letter to Leonarda from their characters’ perspective, calling a friend or neighbor on the 

phone to recap (i.e. narrate) the events of her deportation, and journaling about their feelings 

and opinions surrounding the events. 

  In addition to the Four Curricular Components, the contribution of a Pedagogy of 

Multiliteracies lies in its conception of meaning-making from the perspective of design,21 a 

view which acknowledges that all acts of meaning creation are unique, situated, variable, and 

based in individuals’ unique contexts and histories in response to their engagement with 

texts. The notion of creativity inherent in a GS framework is thus alive through a design-

perspective on meaning-making: it is not merely about what the characters do or think, but 

also about how they choose to speak and to write their characters and stories into being, and 

how others choose to respond to them. 

 In summary, the foundational perspective of the current project was that the adoption of 

character roles and voices would mediate awareness of language as social signifying practice, 

                                                 
20 All tasks served as formative assessments, and increasingly interwove situations from across multiple modules, for example, asking 
student-characters to say how they felt about the new concierge wearing her hijab while at work in the building. 
21 The New London Group proposed a paradigm of Design that consists of 1) the resources available to learners both in terms of forms of 
communication and understandings of a particular situation (Available Designs); 2) the act of selecting and repurposing material forms of 
communication in order to create specific meanings (Redesigning); and 3) the newly made sign (text, utterance, etc.) (the Redesigned). 
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and would allow learners to begin to understand how language and other systems are used 

differentially based on identity factors. Diversity of voices, opinions, identities, and 

discourses were brought into the course both through a broad array of multimodal texts and a 

range of identities represented by the characters in the simulation. As the NLG (1996) stated: 

“When learners juxtapose different languages, discourses, styles, and approaches, they gain 

substantively in meta-cognitive and meta-linguistic abilities and in their ability to reflect 

critically on complex systems and their interactions” (p. 69). Further, the attention to 

audience and context of production inherent in a multiliteracies-based approach calls upon 

learners to examine cultural context as a factor in language and other design choices (Arens, 

2008, p. 40), a cultural context which refers as much to the immediate (social, temporal) 

context of production as to the historical factors at work in a particular situation (Kern, 

2000). Thus, the fusion of these approaches—global simulation, genre-based curriculum, and 

a pedagogy of multiliteracies—aimed for the simultaneous and interwoven teaching of 

language, culture, and discourse. 

Methodology 

 This inquiry was guided by sociocultural theory and the notion that the pedagogical 

frameworks and approaches—characters, stories, texts, tasks, and genres—served as tools 

which mediated learning of language, culture, and discourse. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study:  
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1) How does the combination of texts, task structure, genre, and character contribute to 

students’ awareness of language, culture, and discourse through situated language use, and 

specifically, the following sub-questions: 

• 1a) How does the adoption of characters with distinct social identities mediate 

students’ design choices across tasks?  

• 1b) What evidence of knowledge of LC2 discourse communities can be drawn from 

student-characters’ designs across tasks? 

• 1c) How does the combination of task and genre mediate language designs? 

2) How do task, genre, texts, and characters help advance the developing story context? 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited and consented from their classes over two semesters, from a 

total of four course sections which were taught by the two instructors who developed the 

curriculum. In two course sections in Spring 2014 and Fall 2015 respectively, the course 

instructor was also the researcher. Thirty-seven (37) students consented to participate in the 

study. Only students who had completed the following assignments were included: 1) either 

the character sketch OR the self-portrait assignment; 2) at least 15 or more of the relevant 

tasks; and 3) the portfolio. The following 17 participants remained. 

Table 2: Participant overview 

Pseudonym Character name Character Years of 
French 

Adrienne Juliette Da Silva 40, female, married, housewife 2 
Briana Louis Brousseau 15, male, high school student 4 
Chelsea** Pierre Renault 36, male, in a civil union, lawyer 0 
Ellen* Élodie Letournel 20, female, single, student from St. Pierre et Miquelon 1.5 
Erin* Audrey Varache 25, female, married, elementary teacher 0 
Heather* Henri Baudin 65, male, married, retired mason 3 
Jessica Francis Fortier 38, male, divorced, father, former math teacher, unemployed 0 
Karla Monique Bernard 55, female, married, painter/gallery owner 4 
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Kathleen Pascal Lambert 43, male, widowed, works in fashion merchandising 12 
Michael Vincent Foucault 35, male, single, independently wealthy philosopher  8 
Monica Sofia Dupont 25, female, divorced, works at NGO, from Brussels 4 
Patricia Julie Peeters 26, female, single, medical student, from Belgium 4 
Samantha Patrick De Silva 62, male, married, retired 4 
Sara Aurélie Monet 27, female, in a civil union, legal assistant, from Martinique 3 
Stephanie Zoe Bisette 62, male, married, perfume shop owner 3 
Tami Julien Bixel 20, male, single, student from Canada 3 
Tracy Léon Fortier 16, male, high school student, son of Francois Fortier 3 
* Students who participated in the post-semester interview. 
**Student was unavailable for interview but submitted written responses to interview questions by e-mail. 
 

It is important to note several differences and similarities among these participants. First, 

although they were all enrolled in fourth semester French, all had different degrees of 

experience learning French prior to enrolling in the course. Second, all participants had a 

generally favorable attitude toward the course and the GS, with the exception of Adrienne 

who was mixed about the GS, but who participated actively in course activities nonetheless. 

In other words, the final participant group includes students who were all similarly invested 

and engaged in the course activities. 

Data sources  

 Data for the above RQs came from Transformed Practice tasks and students’ responses 

to those tasks and their prompts, and social media posts as characters. (See Appendix D for 

tasks, goals, and participation structure, and Appendix E for detailed prompts.) The tasks 

included in this study include spoken and written performances in the presentational and 

interactional modes; all were completed by students-as-characters. In only some cases did 

task prompts specify a linguistic focus; thus, students generally had free choice in deciding 

what language forms to use, a decision they had to make based on the genre, the context 

presented by the task, and their characters’ particular identities and stories. In some cases 

(e.g. self-portrait, apartment presentation, answering machine, formal letter) students were 
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presented with genre models by way of the texts that had been selected for the interpretive 

activities of reading and listening, while in other cases (e.g. private journals, social media 

posts), examples of these genres were not part of the planned curriculum, although students 

were encouraged to explore additional texts independently. Finally, these tasks have in 

common that they were planned tasks, which slowed down the process of consciously 

choosing language forms (Kern, 2003) as opposed to more spontaneous language use which 

often does not allow for the kind of conscious choice of language forms, and especially at 

earlier stages of L2 development. Analysis of task performance and students’ conscious 

design choices was triangulated through semi-structured interviews where available (n=5) 

and students’ portfolio reflections. 

Analysis 

 To answer RQs 1a, 1b, and 1c, all students’ textual productions for the 18 tasks were 

reviewed recursively from a design perspective (Kern, 2000; Kress, 2010) which looks for 

signs of learning (Kress, 2010) manifest in textual productions, and places focus on the 

semiotic engagement of the learner and his or her processes of engaging with his or her 

Available Designs (ibid.). Analysis of data looked for signs of students: 1) indexing their 

character identity through content or language, with a particular focus on register as 

instantiated through lexicogrammatical choices and/or use of colloquial expressions; 2) re-

appropriating language and/or cultural practices from the discourse context presented through 

the combination of authentic LC2 texts; and 3) conforming or diverging from genre 

conventions. In the first phase of analysis, data was reviewed task by task (i.e. all 17 

students’ productions for the self-portrait task were reviewed, then all 17 students’ 

productions for the apartment presentation, and so on.) This afforded a view of the diversity 
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of productions made by individual students, with the intention of identifying relationships 

between student-as-character (i.e. imagined social identity) and language choice, by way of 

contrast with other students. Following these analyses, textual productions were then 

reviewed student by student, looking at the ways in which individual students completed 

each task, with the goal of identifying relationships between language choice and 

genre/context by looking for variations and/or similarities in language choices made by 

individual students-as-characters across tasks. 

 To answer RQ2, students’ social media posts made as characters were analyzed 

discursively for evidence of story development, including references to other characters and 

their happenings in the GS. 

Findings 

RQ1a: How does the adoption of characters with distinct social identities 
mediate students’ design choices across tasks?  
 
 The degree to which students portrayed their characters’ social identities through 

language was varied; in the case of some students, clear examples of specific “identity-kits” 

(Gee, 2012) were not discernable. For others, however, language use clearly indexed 

particular memberships in generational, professional, and social class discourse communities 

through language use (colloquial expressions, register, and style) as well as through topic 

choice and reference to specific social and cultural practices. 
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Generational discourse 

Louis Brousseau 

 Briana, a traditional-aged female college student in real life, played a 15-year old male 

high school student named Louis Brousseau. She chose to represent him through a photo of a 

cool looking guy wearing sunglasses and a cigarette hanging out of his mouth; a cool and 

tough-looking kid, although she described him as being “sweet”. Although the language that 

she used for him eluded both of these traits, her way of speaking through him as well as the 

ideas and experiences represented continually indexed him as a member of a teenager 

discourse community. For example in the self-portrait, she wrote that Louis treated his potes 

(buddies) with respect; in a social media exchange about where to go for burritos, a neighbor 

suggested a locale, to which Louis responded: “Ooo je devrai mater ça parfois” (Ooh, I 

should check that out sometime). The themes Briana chose to represent in her longer journals, 

such as trying to eavesdrop on the conversation between the concierge and another neighbor, 

finding money on the sidewalk, how he felt about his math teacher, are of relevance to a 15-

year old. Louis’ social media posts were shot through with short bursts of self-centered 

desires and interests: “je veux un chien” (I want a dog), “les devoirs de mon lycée prennent 

un temps très long faire/:” (the homework from my school takes a long time”), et “tous les 

personnes devraient lire mon “A propos de moi” puis vous pouvez apprendre plus de moi.(: 

Vous savez que vous voulez le faire!(;” (Everyone should read my “about me”, then you can 

learn more about me. You know you want to do it!). Later in the semester, in the written 

journal about the Leonarda affair, she wrote for Louis: “Il y a beaucoup de controverse parce 

que ça. Et les lycéens sont très fâchés au cours de ça. Il y a les lycéens qui protestent en les 

rues. Et il y a les lycéens qui barricadent les écoles parce qu'ils ne veulent pas avoir besoin 
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d'aller à l'école puis ils peuvent protester avec leurs camarades de classe. Il y a beaucoup 

beaucoup de publicité sur le sujet! Puis je joindrai la protestation à mon lycée!” (There is a 

lot of controversy about that. And the (high school) students are really mad about it. There 

are students who are protesting in the streets. And there are students who are barricading 

the schools because they don’t want to have to go to school… there is a lot a lot of publicity 

on the subject. And I’m going to join the protests at my school!”) Louis’ impassioned stance 

toward the affair is conveyed through run-on sentences beginning with “and”, which, 

although marked by punctuation, read like an unstoppable string of thoughts from someone 

who cannot contain his passion for the cause. Louis continues with the announcement that he 

will join in the protests, a theme which Briana later brought back into her final speaking task 

with an appeal from Louis to his similar-aged sister Sophie to join in the protests with him. 

Elodie Letournel 

 Ellen, a non-traditional-aged older female student played a 20-year old college student 

from St. Pierre et Miquelon, Elodie Letournel. Elodie’s discourse community memberships 

included belonging to the younger generation, and also to her home community, and were 

expressed both through language and cultural practices in which her character engaged. This 

is evident across genres including through her written journals, speaking tasks, and social 

media posts. Her outgoing answering machine message is youthful, informal, and me-

centered. She records: “Salut, c'est Elodie... je suis occupée et je ne peux pas venir au 

téléphone maintenant. Laissez votre message après le bip. Merci!” (Hi, this is Elodie. I’m 

busy and I can’t come to the phone right now. Leave your message after the tone. Thanks!) 

with an upbeat tone of voice. This is in stark contrast to some of the other older residents 

who adopt a more formal and subdued tone. For example, Heather, speaking for Henri 
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Baudin, aged 65, says in a very monotone voice: “Bonjour. Vous êtes bien sur le répondeur 

d'Henri et Anne-Marie Baudin. S'il vous plaît laissez-moi un message après le bip.” (Hello. 

You have reached the answering machine of Henri and Anne-Marie Baudin. Please leave me 

a message after the beep.)  Speaking from the voice of Francis Fortier, age 38, Jessica 

records: “Bonjour. Vous êtes bien chez la boîte vocale de Francis Fortier.” (Hello. You have 

reached the voicemail box of Francis Fortier). In these latter examples, the characters direct 

their message to their callers through a second person pronoun, in contrast with Elodie’s 

first-person announcement: je suis occupée (I’m busy), je ne peux pas venir au téléphone (I 

can’t come to the phone). 

 Elodie’s activities and wanderings in and around town as both as a visitor to Paris (e.g. 

visiting typical tourist sites) and as a student (e.g. finding free events), and her informal 

language choices were further clues to her identity as a young, foreign college student. In her 

self-portrait, she shared: “Depuis j’arrive à Paris, je vais aux musées dans mes heures de 

loisirs, j’aime l’art.” (Since I arrived in Paris I’ve been going to museums in my free time, I 

love art.). In her journal on daily activities, she talked of riding the metro to the university: 

“Enfin, je suis partie en retard pour le métro. le métro est toujours bondé et le vendredi 

n’était pas de différent. Au cours de mon voyage, j'ai pensé à ma journée à l'Université Paris 

Descartes.” (Then I left late for the metro. The metro is always packed and Friday was no 

different. During the trip, I though about my day at the University Paris Descartes.) Further, 

in this same journal, she described the lunchtime meal and conversation with friends, making 

specific reference to a film that was out during that time:  

“Il y a un restaurant universitaire où mes amies et moi aimons manger quand il fait beau. Nous prenons 
la bouffe en plein air et nous parlons de choses autres de l’école. Vendredi dernier, j’ai retrouvé mes 
amies à midi et nous avons parlé avec la excitation autour le nouvel film <<Arrête ou je continue>> 
une comédie nous voulons voir.” 
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(There’s a campus restaurant where my friends and I like to eat when it’s nice out. We take our food 
outside and talk about everything but school. Last Friday I met my friends at noon and we talked about 
the excitement around the new film “If you don’t, I will”, a comedy we want to see.) 
 

 In this journal she uses the more colloquial expression “la bouffe” rather than “le 

repas” to refer to the lunchtime meal. Ellen’s Facebook page for Elodie presents perhaps the 

best example of Gee’s (2012) speaking-being-doing combination. Ellen continually re-posted 

images and clips in French related to museum exhibits, pop culture, or Elodie’s activist 

interests. For example, Elodie talks with another younger character (age 16) about musicians 

they like, reads Marianne.net, and re-posts from this magazine, as well as many other popular 

social media sites. Following the municipal elections in Paris, she posted the election results 

and imagines that Elodie would have preferred another candidate (i.e. the one who had been 

supported by and endorsed by the green party.) She re-posted from greenetvert.fr an 

environmental site, and commented: “j’approve, c’est une idée super!” (I approve, it’s a 

great idea). Through her engagement with authentic social media sites via Elodie Letournel, 

Ellen constantly exposed herself to the informal language of internet culture, for example, as 

in a re-post made by Elodie of a photo of a cat sitting in the lap of a Buddha statue with the 

caption, “Un humain qui bouge pas, génial!” (A human who doesn’t move, cool!). In this 

instance, informal style typical of internet culture is marked through the deletion of “ne” and 

the omission of “c’est” in “c’est génial” which might otherwise be present in more formal 

communication. As a result of liking various pages, Elodie continued to received French 

content into her feed, often re-posting these with her own commentary, such as “Je voudrais 

acheter cette bagnole” (I would like to buy this car), using the colloquial expression 

“bagnole” rather than “voiture” for car. Her engagement in the real world through the virtual 

help of Facebook was rewarded by acceptance into this world at the end of the semester 
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when, upon liking the page of the Green Party in France, the Green Party “liked” her in 

return. 

 Elodie’s membership in a discourse community of the younger generation was 

portrayed both through her language choices as well as through the social activities in which 

Elodie engaged, not least of which were the causes that Elodie supported as evidenced in her 

social media posts. In addition to learning colloquial language registers and engaging her 

social activist bent, Ellen used Elodie to learn about place—about St. Pierre et Miquelon and 

about Paris—and described her experience in the GS at the end of the semester as having 

been on a journey together with Elodie. She fully engaged in the authenticity of place in 

developing Elodie’s story, suggesting that she did not like fish, although she was from a 

fishing village, and describing the tension of being expected to return home, but wanting to 

develop her professional future in Paris. 

Julien Bixel 

 Tami, a traditional-aged female college student, also played a 20-year old college 

student from Canada: this time a guy named Julien Bixel. Like Ellen, Tami gave Julien a 

youthful voice, indexing his identity through his actions and activities. Unlike the sweet 

Elodie, Julien was a bit rebellious, and even somewhat discourteous, holding loud parties at 

his host mother’s apartment while she was away, becoming defensive about the subsequent 

reproaches from the concierge. He also used informal and colloquial language to index his 

position as a member of the younger generation, for example in expressing his opinion about 

the Leonarda affair on social media: “Pouvez-vous croire qu'ils ont effectivement obtenu sur 

le bus et l'ont forcée à descendre? Pas cool!” (Can you believe they actually got the bus and 

force (Leonarda) off? Not cool!) Whereas Ellen anchored her character’s origins through 
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cultural references, Tami did so through language choices that anchored him in the Canadian 

context, by infusing into his regular conversations expressions from his hometown, such as 

“breuvage” (instead of “boisson”/drink), “un char” (instead of “voiture”/car), etc. 

 These choices served simultaneously for Julien, the character, to mark his origins, and 

for Tami, the student, to learn elements of another variety of French, something she 

described in her final portfolio as a goal. She worked toward this goal consistently 

throughout the semester by independently seeking out authentic texts and videos depicting 

language differences between standard French and Canadian French. Tami also reported that 

she had relied on French-speaking friends whom she had met through a previous stay in 

France to help her, as she said, “come up with a semi-believable character” (Tami, final 

portfolio reflection). 

Léon Fortier 

 Tina’s character was a 16-year-old high school student (Léon Fortier) who lived with 

his father (Francis Fortier) but whose mother had previously left them. His identity as a high 

school student was evidenced through hobbies and after school activities: “Je suis très sportif. 

J'aime le football et escrime beaucoup. J'ai un trophée pour l'escrime. Je suis très fierière. Je 

suis très déterminé et travailleureuse, mais je suis un homme normal....peut-être. Je joue à des 

jeux videos, le beacoup” (I’m very active. I like football and fencing a lot. I have a trophy for 

fencing. I’m very proud (of it). I’m very determined and a hard-worker, but I’m a normal 

man… maybe. I play video games a lot) (Task 4.5). This high schooler identity kit was 

intermixed with Léon’s identity as a son, with all its attendant roles and responsibilities as 

well as needs for parental support. In the the Day in the Life journal, Tina wrote for Léon: 

“Après l'école, je prends l'escrime pour deux heures. C’est chouette! De temps en temps, il y 
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a du tournoi, et mon papa vient moi voir. Après j'ai fini, je vais chez moi. Je prepare pour 

dîner pour mon papa et moi. Je finis mes devoirs après dîner. Si j'ai le temps, j'aime dessiner. 

J'espère devenir un dessinateur. Pendant le week-end, je dormis et jouer à des jeux vidéo 

avec mes amis.” (After school, I have fencing for two hours. It’s cool! Sometimes, there’s a 

tournament and my dad comes to watch me. After finishing, I go home. I make dinner for my 

dad and me. I finish my homework after dinner. If I have time, I like to draw. I want to 

become a designer. During the weekend, I sleep and play video games with my friends) (Task 

6.9). Léon uses a colloquial style “c’est chouette” to convey his enthusiasm for fencing, and 

refers to his “papa” for whom he must cook.  Léon’s relationship with the concierge is one of 

maternal support where the concierge plays the role of confidante for Léon: “J’aime la 

concierge. Elle est sympathiqe. De temps en temps, elle cuisine des nourritures pour mon 

père et moi. Je peux lui parler pour les conseils de temps en temps.” (I like the concierge. 

She’s nice. Sometimes she cooks for my dad and me. I can get her advice from time to time) 

(Task 5.2). 

Professional discourse communities 

Julie Peeters 

 Patricia’s character was a 26-year old medical student originally from Belgium (Julie 

Peeters). Although her age might suggest that she could belong to younger generational 

discourse communities, her language choices are consistently formal in nature, including in 

genres which might call for less formal language such as social media. Talking about her 

recent exams, Patricia wrote for Julie’s social media page: “Mais au moins ils [les examens] 

sont désormais achevés et je peux me détendre un peu pendant le weekend…” (But at least 
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[the exams] are over from now on and I can relax a bit on the weekend). The use of 

“désormais achevés” evokes a more formal style; this idea could alternatively be expressed 

through “c’est fini, les examens” (exams are done with). Throughout most of Patricia’s 

performances for Julie her language was formal. Talking about her life after medical school, 

she said in her self-portrait: “Après cela, je serai en mesure de se libérer de tous les livres…” 

(After that I will be able to free myself from all the books…), Here she used the expression 

“je serai en mesure de…” which she could also have expressed as “je serai capable de”, “je 

pourrai”, or any number of other less formal choices. 

 Julie’s identity as a medical student, and a serious one, also came through content as 

much as though language. For example in her answering machine message, she recorded for 

Julie: “Salut. Vous avez atteint le répondeur de Julie Peeters. Je ne peux pas répondre au 

téléphone en ce moment parce que je suis probablement assisté à des cours. S'il vous plaît 

laissez votre nom, numéro et pourquoi vous avez téléphoné et je vous rappellerai dès que j'ai 

un chance. Merci." (Hi. You have reached the answering machine of Julie Peeters. I can’t 

come to the phone at the moment because I’m probably in class. Please leave your name, 

number and the reason you called and I will return your call as soon as I have a chance) 

(Task 4.3). In showing her apartment, she explained of her kitchen: “Il semble très soigné dès 

maintenant, mais pendant les examens il est très en désordre avec des livres partout” (It looks 

clean now, but during exams it is in complete disorder with books everywhere) (Task 4.4). 

Although Patricia stated in her character sketch22 that her character was serious, though liked 

to have fun, she continuously positioned herself as someone who is studious. Julie’s balcony 

had “…quelques chaises et une table pour une lecture sur un dimanche matin tranquil” (a few 

chairs and a table for a quiet Sunday morning) (Task 4.4) and let her readers know that 

                                                 
22 In week 3, just prior to launching the GS, students described, as themselves, their visions for their characters. 
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“…vous êtes sûr de voir une fille travailleuse qui se consacre à atteindre ses objectifs dans la 

vie.” (… You are sure to see a hard-working girl who devotes herself to achieving her goals 

in life) (Task 4.5). Her medical school life takes precedence over all. For example in her 

invitation to dinner to her neighbor, she wrote for Julie: “Salut Loren, J'ai eu une semaine 

vraiment stressant avec tous mes examens médicaux. Mais maintenant qu'ils sont terminés et 

je voudrais passer du temps avec vous, parce que nous n'avons pas fait que dans un temps 

très long. Je tiens aussi à  entendre parler de votre fiançailles…. Chaleureusement, Julie” (Hi 

Loren, I had a really stressful week with all my medical exams. But now that they are over I 

would like to spend time with you, because we haven’t done that in a very long time. I would 

also like to hear about your engagement…. Warmly, Julie” (Task 8.1). 

 What these performances demonstrate are what Patricia imagines the life of a medical 

student to be, and how such an identity should and would be expressed, an identity that for 

Patricia is expressed through formal language. This link is so rigid for Patricia that she 

cannot make Julie be anyone else (i.e. laid back) in any other context, even when the context 

might call for more relaxed or informal language. Her sustained use of formal language 

throughout could be the possible effect of several concurrent realities. First, it is possible that 

Patricia was aware of genre differences but lacked the specific forms of discourse in French 

to carry out more conventional language use for certain genres. Or, perhaps Patricia’s own 

LC1 socialization included messages about what school language is and ought to be, and she 

simply was not comfortable using anything other than formal language in school 

assignments, even through the voice of an imagined character.  
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Pierre Renault 

 Like for Patricia, Chelsea’s character’s primary discourse community membership was 

that of belonging to a particular professional community; in Chelsea’s case, that of lawyers. 

Pierre Renault, 35, was, as Chelsea described him: 

“a successful corporate lawyer in Paris, and enjoys the intellectual stimulation of his job. He is very safe 
with his money, and goes to the same café every day for lunch because of its reasonable prices. (He) 
dresses only in black, white, and grey. His suits are always pressed and his shoes are always shined. 
Often times he can look uptight and uncomfortable, but this is as much due to his clothing as his 
disposition” (Task 2.3). 
 

She further described him as practical and cynical of institutional practices such as marriage. 

This imagining she had of Pierre was expressed both through the language Chelsea chose for 

him and through her rhetorical style. In the self-portrait, she wrote for Pierre: “Avocat. Je 

suis avocat. Je suis toujours avocat. Je me réveille comme avocat, je me couche comme 

avocat. Ma profession est la définition de moi.” (Lawyer. I’m a lawyer. I’m always a lawyer. 

I wake up as a lawyer, I go to bed as a lawyer. My profession defines me) (Task 4.5). She 

went on to describe how Pierre even looked like a lawyer: “Je ressemble à un avocat. Je suis 

grand et athlétique, donc j’ai un bon corps pour les costumes. Je porte un costume tous les 

jours, avec des chaussures noires et une cravate bleue. Je n’aime pas porter des couleurs 

vives - je pense que les couleurs vives ne sont pas professionnelles. J’ai des yeux bleus qui 

analysent le monde.” (I look like a lawyer. I’m tall and athletic, so I have a good body for 

suits. I wear a suit every day, with black shoes and a blue tie. I don’t like wearing bright 

colors - I find bright colors aren’t professional. I have blue eyes that analyze the world) 

(Task 4.5). Further, Pierre writes: “Je marche dans la couloir de mon immeuble avec un 

journal dans la main droite et ma serviette dans la main gauche. Mes voisins marchent autour 

de moi, mais je ne dis pas <<Bonjour>> à eux.” (I walk through the hall of the apartment 
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building with a newspaper in my right hand and a briefcase in my left hand. My neighbors 

walk past me but I don’t say hello to them) (Task 4.5). Chelsea construed the profession of a 

lawyer as practical, reasonable, analytic, rational, and in Pierre’s case, somewhat aloof and 

disdainful of society in general. Pierre’s literal monotony in dress is a figurative monotony of 

routine: “Je parle, j'écris, je travaille...je parle, j'écris, je travaille...parfois mon travaille peut 

être ennuyeux” (I talk, I write, I work… I talk, I write, I work… sometimes my work can be 

boring) (Task 6.9), captured through the stylistic device of repetition. Pierre’s rational and 

analytical approach to life was portrayed later in the semester around the Leonarda affair 

when Chelsea wrote for him: “Les lycéens manifestent contre la police et le gouvernement, 

s’exclament et marchent sur la rue. Leurs mots sont forts, mais leurs espirits sont faibles. De 

mon point de vue, les lycéens préfèrent être passionné qu’être raissonable.” (High schoolers 

are protesting against the police and the government, shouting and marching in the streets. 

Their words are strong, but their spirits are weak. From my point of view, they would rather 

be passionate than reasonable) (Task 11.9). This brief example is only one among Pierre’s 

many indications of his continual disdain for youth and “unthinking” people: “J’ai 

l’impression que toutes les manifestations sont viennent de l’émotion, pas la raison…. Oui, 

l’histoire de Leonarda est triste, mais je suis d’avis que nous devions respecter la loi. La loi 

est quelque chose qui a été créée avec raison.” (I get the impression that all these 

demonstrations come from emotion, not reason. Yes, Leonarda’s story is sad, but I am of the 

opinion that we should respect the law. The law is something that was created with reason) 

(Task 11.9). Pierre’s thoughts about the Leonarda affair are governed by his profession, as 

construed by Chelsea, as one that evaluates social situations based on rational thought alone. 

What’s “right” is what is legal. 
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 Chelsea consistently made intentional language design choices to portray Pierre, and 

seemed to use her character to provide coherence to her learning. Her language choices 

reflected her concept of Pierre as a straight-laced, aloof lawyer, whose daily life and 

conception of the world was filtered through reason. In her final interview, she was asked 

about the extent to which she considered voice and identity, and whether speaking as her 

character versus herself influenced her design choices. She responded: 

“I definitely considered voice more when I was using written language than when I was speaking. In the 
times where we had to orally speak from our character’s voice, I gave very little thought to voice since I 
was focusing more on grammatical correctness and comprehensibility. But when I was writing, I gave a 
lot of thought to voice. I imagined Pierre to have a strong command of the language, with a lot of artistic 
digressions. I always tried to put this into my work, to show Pierre’s pensive nature” (Chelsea, written 
interview). 
 

Interesting is her comment that the written mode facilitated her reflection, lending support to 

Kern’s (2003) note that writing slows down the process of reflection as opposed to more 

spontaneous (i.e. oral) tasks where attention may be split, such as focusing on accuracy and 

comprehensibility, as Chelsea shared. 

 Not only did Pierre provide coherence for Chelsea’s learning but also was a vehicle for 

her creativity, expressed through language. Chelsea clearly enjoyed the creative process of 

developing her character, and finding the most language forms and styles in which to portray 

this identity. In her portfolio, Chelsea reflected on her choice of language for the self-portrait 

(Task 4.5): 

“I very much enjoyed this activity, because I liked the opportunity to express the intricacies of Pierre 
both directly and indirectly. I also enjoyed being able to try a more artistic and stylistic voice in my 
French writing. I feel that I achieved my goals in portraying the subtleties of Pierre's identity quite well 
in this activity. The most crucial elements in this success were found in my decision to use small, 
seemingly insignificant details of Pierre's everyday life in order to indirectly reveal his true self. For 
example, by discussing how he does not say "hello" to anyone in his building, I was able to tap into his 
solitary nature. This solidarity was reinforced by the phrase "Qu’est-ce que c’est, le monde que nous 
habitons? Nous vivons à côté les uns des autres, mais je marche sur la terre seul." (What is this world in 
which we live? We live next to one another, but I walk along on this earth.) Through this activity, I feel I 
truly learned how to integrate both direct and indirect details into my writing, making it more complex” 
(Chelsea, portfolio reflection). 

 



116 
 

In the module on the portrait and the self-portrait, engagement with texts included Overt 

Instruction activities, which called attention to the use of language in literary texts to make 

direct and indirect characterizations, and Situated Practice activities where students mapped 

textual language with the character trait being portrayed. Chelsea undoubtedly drew upon 

language awareness from her own LC1 literacy practices, yet her ability to carry out direct 

and indirect characterizations in her writing in French, and to reflect on these, suggests the 

effectiveness for her of the attention afforded to analysis of form and meaning connections in 

text. 

Discourses of the well-educated, social elite 

Monique Bernard 

 Karla developed her character as a posh, well-educated, 55-year-old woman who has 

her own studio where she paints and shows art. Monique Bernard travels frequently, and has 

formal dinner parties which she announces via formal invitations written in italicized script.  

 Karla’s language and references to social practices throughout the tasks depicted what 

she imagined a member of an upper class community to do and say. In her answering 

machine message, she recorded for Monique: “Nous ne sommes pas disponibles” (We are not 

available), asking callers to leave “un petit message” (a little message) for “les fabuleuses 

Bernards” (the fabulous Bernards) (Task 4.3). The use of first person places the importance 

on herself and her household rather than the more outwardly directed messages seen above 

such as “vous êtes chez…”. “Nous ne sommes pas disponibles” comes with the unspoken 

subtext that “our busy social lives have us currently involved in something very important 

away from home”. Madame Bernard constantly speaks in diminutives, inviting her neighbors 
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for “un petit tour de mon appartement” (a little tour of my apartment) (Task 4.4); her 

comments about life and the world around her are often an evaluative and dramatic appraisal 

of situations. Of the concierge, she speaks of “la pauvre madame” (the poor woman), saying 

she nevertheless is a likable woman “malgré ses vêtements de pauvre goute et qualité” 

(despite her clothing of poor taste and quality) (Task 5.9). She later acknowledges that the 

concierge’s “cheveux ébouriffée” (messy hair) and her “chemisier un peu ridée” (slightly 

wrinkled shirt) are likely a result of long days of hard work around the apartment building. 

Madame Bernard’s daily activities consist of shopping and painting: “Chaque jour, je vais en 

bas de l’immeuble et je me promène pour les rues à faire des courses ou du shopping, et voir 

la belle ville dans laquelle j’habite. J’aime aller aux différents cafés, musées, restaurants-

entre beaucoup d’autres lieux-juste pour l’expérience et les nouvelles connaissances de mon 

ville.” (Every day I go downstairs and I go for a walk, doing errands or shopping, and seeing 

the beautiful city where I live. I love going to different cafes, museums, restaurants—among 

many other places—just for the experience and to get to know new places in town) (Task 

6.9). Madame Bernard’s life is full: “Je suis une femme qui est presque toujours occupée-et 

je vraiment aime ça style de vie.” (I’m a woman who is almost always busy—I really love this 

lifestyle) and she has “un mari extraordinaire qui me donne tous les choses que je veux” (an 

extraordinary husband who gives me everything I want).  

 Karla’s choice to have Madame Bernard Other the concierge as a member of a lesser 

class by calling out her clothing style is potentially disturbing until one considers that this 

power differential and these stereotyped representations were also reflected in other students’ 

expressions. Stephanie, speaking for Zoe Bisette, made a similar remark about the concierge: 

“Elle a mauvais style. Elle portait un chemisier rose et le pantalon rose et la veste rose. 
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Incroyable. Quelqu'un a besoin de lui montrer ses vêtements chic et organique sil vous plâit.” 

(She has poor style. She was wearing a pink shirt and pink pants and a pink vest. Incredible.) 

(Task 5.2). In this light, Karla’s comment seems to be less a demonstration of personal 

prejudice along class lines than an acknowledgment of a particular LC2 social reality of class 

differences between a typical concierge and a member of the social elite which inevitably 

came through the various texts presented. 

Vincent Foucault 

 Michael chose to create his character as an independently wealthy 35-year-old 

philosopher whose philosophical penchant came through in every task as character, and in 

the very name he chose for him: Vincent Foucault. Michael consistently indexed his 

character’s identity through language and content alike, and many task performances 

constituted some kind of genre transgression. From the very first assignment, Michael took 

the task (self-portrait) as a free-form creative writing assignment. His self-portrait for 

Vincent Foucault began as a philosophical treatise in abstract, general terms, and continued 

with a very brief appearance of the “je”: 

“La puissance, c'est la valeur de chaque société. On sort dans les rues de la ville et on voit partout la 
vie trépidante du travail. le travail donne à quelqu'un la puissance de la vie. Ce n'est pas seulement 
pour la capacité de survie, c'est aussi le potentiel du choix, le choix de la nourriture, d'une belle 
maison, des connaissances bénéfices, des amis, d'un compagnon ou compagne désiré(e). le travail est 
désigné pour le gain d'argent et le gain d'argent est la substance de la puissance. Dans cette manière j'ai 
la plus puissance du monde. J'habite dans un immeuble avec plusieurs de choses chères ; j'ai trop 
d'argent pour un seul homme. Mais je sens aussi les choses que les autres ne peuvent pas sentir. J'ai 
dans mon salon un tableau de Titian, mais j'ai là aussi les réponses des questions de l'univers. Dans le 
moment dont j'ouvre la fenêtre je vois de mon univers des pensées dans le monde des envies, d'épreuve 
pour la puissance, pour laquelle la guerre est saignante. les victimes sont les corps et les cervelles de 
l'humanité. Mais dans mon appartement dans lequel un homme, un homme seul, habite avec ses choses 
chères, ses chères choses, dans lequel aucun rend une visite, dans lequel je passe les heures avant la 
mort, avec mort de peur de l'amour, je sais ce que j'ai la puissance vraie.” 
(Power is a value of every society. One goes out into the streets of the city and sees everywhere the 
frenetic pace of work. Work gives one power. It is not only for survival, it is also for the possibility of 
choice, the choice to have food, a beautiful home, beneficial acquaintances, friends, a desired 
companion. Work is designed to earn money and earning money is the substance of power. In this way, 
I have the most power in the world. I live in an apartment building with many expensive things; I have 
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too much money for one man. But I also feel things that others cannot feel. I have in my living room a 
painting of Titian, but there I also have the answers to the questions of the universe. The moment I 
open the window I see from my universe thoughts in this world of desires, proof of power, for which 
war is bloody. The victims are the bodies and minds of humanity. But in my apartment in which a man, 
a solitary man, lives with his expensive things, things which are dear to him, in which no one visits, in 
which I spend hours before death, with fear of dying from love, I know that I have true power.) 
(Michael, Task 4.5).  
 

 Through Michael’s use of a range of indirect characterizations the reader comes to 

know the character as pensive, distant, and lonely. At no point does Michael include any 

physical description of the character, which was specified in the task prompt and was 

intended to facilitate vocabulary expansion of adjectives for describing people, their physical 

features and character traits, beyond such descriptors as “sympa” “aimable” “intelligent” and 

“gentil” which seem to constitute the range of readily Available Designs for many students at 

this level. Rather, the task specified that students should include both direct and indirect 

characterizations which had been studied extensively in class through Situated Practice and 

Overt Instruction activities related to two sample self-portraits in literature: the characters 

Paloma and Renee in Muriel Barbery’s L’élégence du hérisson (The Elegance of the 

Hedgehog). Yet, Michael’s writing nonetheless achieves the goal of presenting certain 

aspects of the character he is attempting to develop. 

 He continues to play with the character Vincent Foucault and his penchant for all things 

philosophical, by construing the dinner invitation task as an invitation to a party to celebrate 

Nietzsche’s birthday, and through Foucault’s answering machine message:  

“Allo. Vous avez appelez l'appartement de Monsieur Foucault. Non… pas Michel Foucault. Vincent 
Foucault. Alors, nous avons le même nom, la même profession, même… que c'est plus… et c'est que 
nous avons le même style de vie, la même passion pour connaissance. Pour les questions de vie, 
laissez-vous simplement une message. Se ce n'est pas le cas, je n'ai pas le temps pour répondre. Je suis 
désolé. Mon nom encore est Vincent Foucault. Merci et adieu." 
(Hello. You have called the apartment of Mr. Foucault. No, not Michel Foucault. Vincent Foucault. 
You see, we have the same name, the same profession, even… what is more… we have the same 
lifestyle, the same passion for knowledge. For questions about life, simply leave a message. If this is 
not the case, I do not have time to respond. I am sorry. My name again is Vincent Foucault. Thank you 
and adieu.) (Michael, Task 4.3) 
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A prototypical personalized answering machine message would generally call for a brief 

confirmation of the number and party dialed, followed by an invitation to leave a message, 

and indeed, most other students performed the task in this way. Foucault’s VM message, by 

contrast, is long-winded like a philosopher (in the way he construed his character to be), 

plays with his namesake, anticipating an imagined caller’s curiosity about potential kinship 

with the late Michel Foucault.  

 In his final portfolio reflection, Michael says of his performance on the self-portrait 

task:  

“In this activity I wanted to convey not only the superficial elements of my character's daily existence, 
but also the integral and meaningful ones. In order to convey an understanding of a character whose 
entire identity resides in his philosophical and mental capacities, one must convey reality as it exists to 
the character. To this end I chose to write a lot about society in this essay, even though an auto-portrait 
would normally be more personal. This essay is, contrary to initial presumptions, however, very 
personal, dealing with concepts of mortality, significance ordained to daily trivialities, and the values 
of society. A philosopher contemplates these things and identifies himself as an embodiment of these 
social phenomena. Thus, the auto-portrait of this character must delve into and explore these issues 
intensely. To do this in French and after not having used French in years was not easy, but it was 
entertaining. By giving myself a challenge and inviting myself to partake in that challenge actively and 
inventively, I received a sense of satisfaction from my work, which would not have otherwise been 
possible. I was forced to familiarize myself with words like "puissance", "sentir", "cervelle", 
"potentiel", and "saignant". All excellent additions to one's vernacular, these words helped me to create 
a character who doesn't just engage with the issues at surface value. Grammar I also had to use 
flexibly, as the construction of long, almost ranting, sentences were necessary to create the sensation of 
vehemence and intensity in this character.” 
 

Here Michael is keenly aware of the power of language and genre to convey certain 

meanings, and he chose to construe the task in a way that would allow his imagined character 

to express this personality, something that the self-portrait genre model as presented in class 

did not offer. 

RQ1b: What evidence of knowledge of LC2 discourse communities can be 
drawn from student-characters’ designs across tasks? 
 
 Texts used in the course were intended to socialize students into various discourse 

communities in the simulated context of contemporary Paris including exposing students to 
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cultural practices, ways of speaking and writing, and ways of speaking and writing about 

cultural practices. Many students re-appropriated these themes in their Transformed Practice 

assignments. Two of the most salient themes which recurred across students’ productions 

related to the modules on the concierge (Module 5) and on immigration (Module 11). The 

combination of texts presented in the module on the concierge presented the technical aspects 

of this profession from an official website, a video documentary about a specific concierge, 

and an excerpt from The Elegance of the Hedgehog where Renee, the concierge, describes 

herself, and the filmic adaptation of this novel. Task 5.9 asked students to describe the 

concierge as seen from their characters’ perspective leaning over the balcony one morning. 

Some students picked up on the social aspects of the profession (friendly, resolving 

conflicts), others on the technical duties, and with many references clearly influenced by the 

video-text, “Rencontre avec ma concierge” (Meet my concierge) (Laemmel, 2012). For 

example, several students made reference to the concierge taking care of the garden, 

specifically watering the plants: (Heather, Samantha, Ellen), a salient image in the video-text. 

Others made reference to the concierge with her cat (Monica, Tami, Jessica) which was also 

visually present in a multitude of ways in the video-text and described as a key “character” in 

the novel, The Elegance of the Hedgehog. Several others honed in on the social aspects of the 

profession and/or the fact that she was very hard-working (Patricia, Chelsea, Monica, 

Adrienne). Some students also made reference to the concierge distributing the mail. Finally, 

several students described her to be singing or whistling while she worked in the garden. 

Although singing and whistling was never addressed directly in any of the texts, it is 

surmised that this was influenced by the salience of audio mode of the video-text which 

featured a very happy and upbeat soundtrack. Monica, speaking for Sofia Dupont, re-
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designed what she construed from the audio mode, combining this with the notion of the 

concierge as a foreigner, as she was singing a song from where she is from: “Elle a balayé la 

rue avec plaisir et elle chantait une chanson de la ville où elle a née.” (She swept the street 

joyfully and was singing a song from the place where she was born) (Task 5.9). This 

suggestion, made by Monica, subtly acknowledges discourses of the immigrant who is often 

thinking about home, perhaps also with the hope of one day returning their country of origin. 

Monica’s “reading” of this video-text which features a foreign concierge, is very likely 

influenced by her own position in real life as an international student. In other words, this 

particular detail of the profiled concierge becomes meaningful for Monica because she 

herself is outside her home country, and demonstrates quite clearly how our own personal 

experiences are brought to the interpretive process and become part of our Available 

Designs. 

 From the module on immigration, a recurring theme in the students’ productions were 

the student protests. In a written task, Briana speaking from the voice of Louis Broussau, 

describes the entire affair, then goes on to talk about the students barricading the schools: “Et 

il y a les lycéens qui barricadent les écoles …” (and there are students who are barricading 

the schools), an idea which was undoubtedly influenced by the multimodal nature of the texts 

and the visual mode of communication, as this was not overtly discussed in class, nor in any 

of the written language texts studied. Tami says, for Julien Bixel: “Leonarda signifiait 

beaucoup pour ses amis à l'école ainsi que pour sa collectivité car ils sont tous allés en 

grève!” (Leonarda meant a lot for her friends at school because they all went on strike!). 

Adrienne, speaking for Juliette DaSilva exclaims: “C'est très impressionnant que deux 

syndicats peuvent appeler des milliers des lycéens pour cette cause” (It’s impressive that two 
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unions can summon thousands of high school students for the cause), this time speaking less 

about the protests per se, but invoking the collective, engaged action of the students. Finally, 

Ellen says for Elodie:  “Naturellement les lycéens faisaient très vite avec leurs reactions, le 

jeudi prochain ils ont marché dans les rues parce qu’ils ont protesté contre l’expulsion des 

immigrés.” (Naturally the high school students acted fast with their reactions, the following 

Thursday they marched in the streets protesting the deportation of immigrants). While Tami 

and Adrienne have re-appropriated both the practices and associated conventional language 

forms, Ellen has picked up on the cultural practice, but has not necessarily appropriated the 

typical language forms to talk about this (i.e. “ils ont fait la grève”, “ils ont manifesté”, etc.). 

Instead she uses strategies of circumlocution and cognates: “ils ont marché dans les rues…ils 

ont protesté…”, successfully communicating the idea, although not yet speaking about this 

practice in conventional ways. 

 Many students went beyond the course or relied upon prior knowledge of the local 

context and incorporated cultural practices into their oral and written tasks, in some cases 

with an understanding of actual practices, and in others testing a speculation or a hypothesis. 

Briana, for example in her journal on daily life, talks about her sister coming home from 

school for lunch during the day. Sara, Monica, Erin, and Ellen talk of taking the metro to 

work; Monica, speaking for Sofia Dupont, goes so far as to imagine her character to be in 

conversation with others on the metro although this would not be a typical practice. 

“Quelquefois, je parle avec les passagers (dans le métro), nous parlons de nôtres travails, 

c’est intéressante d’savoir comme une peut réunir le travail et la passion.” (Sometimes I talk 

to the other passengers, we talk about our work, it’s interesting to know how much passion 

and work can come together). Like language learners testing hypotheses about how language 
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works by speaking, she is testing hypotheses about cultural practices by voicing these. 

Regardless of whether authenticity is achieved on the first try, writing from an imagined 

character invites students to think about social practices, and like language hypotheses, these 

ideas can be revised. 

 In addition to re-appropriating certain cultural practices, students also picked up on 

linguistic Available Designs they had been exposed to through the texts. For example, in 

speaking about the concierge, Jessica says “La concierge correspondait bien aux exigences 

de l'immeuble” (The building caretaker corresponded well to the requirements of the 

building…), which constitutes a kind of textual borrowing from Renée’s self-portrait in 

Muriel Barbery’s novel L’élégance du hérisson (The Elegance of the Hedgehog): “Je 

correspond si bien à ce que la croyance sociale a aggloméré en paradigme de la concierge 

d’immeuble…” (I correspond so very well with what collective societal beliefs have amassed 

into a vision of the archetypical building caretaker…) (Barbery, p. 15). In the module on 

work life, Samantha says for her retired character: “Quand j'ai travaillé, il etait 45 heures par 

semaine. J'etait payée en heures sup.” (When I worked, it was 45 hours a week. I was paid in 

overtime.) This abbreviated expression for overtime (“heures supplementaires”) is also 

picked up by Karla who says: “Je sais que tout le monde ne pourra pas travailler moins que 

35 heures de tout façon, et ça ne blessera personne-ils seulement recevront des heures sup.” 

(I know that not everyone can work less than 35 hours, and in any case, that won’t harm 

anyone—they’ll just get their overtime). Although used perfectly correctly from the 

standpoint of form, this phrase, out of the mouth of a cultivated dame who typically speaks in 

formal language consisting of complex sentences sounds out of place. In this re-use, Karla 

understands referential meaning, but has not necessary registered the informality of this 
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language. In this same module, another unusual use of reappropriated language appears in a 

social media post by Adrienne where she says: “Je suis d'accord avec travailler les 35 heures. 

Je suis femme au foyer donc inactif, mais j'aime passer les temps avec ma famille. Travailler 

seulement 35 heures serait bon pour l'union de la famille.” (I agree with working 35 hours. 

I’m a housewife, thus inactive, but I like spending time with my family). Here she reuses 

“inactif” to mean that, as a housewife, she belongs to the “secteur inactif” (the inactive 

sector); however, where this would be used in a technical sense to describe a particular 

category of work, it would not necessarily be the way someone would describe him or herself 

and profession in a more colloquial and personal social media post. Had the communication 

situation in the task been different, such as a spontaneous interview on the street in which 

Juliette DaSilva had been asked by an interviewer at random who would not know her 

situation, this type of expression may have been perfectly appropriate. Once again, here we 

see evidence that it is not enough to know language forms, but rather we must know the 

appropriateness and conventional uses of such forms (Gee, 2012), whether we choose to 

conform to convention or not. 

 Finally, in the module on Leonarda, several students demonstrate a similar kind of 

textual borrowing as in the above examples, notably, Patricia who is speaking for Julie 

Peeters: “Je pense que Francois Hollande a su que Leonarda dirait non mais il l'offrit de toute 

façon afin d'apaiser le public français” (I think that Francois Hollande knew that Leonarda 

would say no but he offered it in any case in order to appease the public), borrowing “afin 

d’appaiser” from an article read in class, whereas Kathleen (Pascal Lambert) chose to express 

this same idea with “il seulement offrir Leonarda une passe de retourner pour rendre 

content le public et la médias” (he’s only offering Leonarda a pass to return in order to 
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make the public and the media happy) (Task 11.9). Heather (Henri Baudin) describes the 

actions of the police: “Les forces de l'ordre agissaient conformément à la loi” (The 

authorities acted according to law), while other students spoke of “la police” (Adrienne) and 

“les forces officielles” (Michael). In all cases students made these language forms part of 

their Available Designs which they were able to use in new, creative ways. 

RQ1c: How does the combination of task and genre mediate language 
designs? 
 
 Written genres included both informal and personal genres (private journals, Tasks 5.9, 

6.9) as well as formal public genres such as the letter to the organizing committee of the 

environmental awareness poster contest (Task 13.3). Spoken genres included conversations 

with neighbors, family members or friends. 

 Several students demonstrated awareness and flexibility across genres in terms of style 

and register. For example, more often than not Ellen’s forms of expression for Elodie tended 

to be informal, as befit her 20-year-old character, and as demonstrated above, yet when her 

group of three residents was tasked to write a letter to the organizing committee of the 

environmental poster contest (Task 13.3), they carried this out through a formal register 

typical of this genre. In the letter, they state: “En réponse à votre concours demandant nos 

idées à propos des éco-gestes de la vie quotidienne à rappeler à nos concitoyens afin 

d’améliorer l’environnement urbain et particulièrement dans la ville de Paris, nous attachons 

notre affiche.” (In response to your contest asking our ideas in terms of environmentally 

friendly actions in daily life to remind our fellow citizens to improve the urbain environment 

and especially the city of Paris, we are attaching our poster) They go on to describe the 

decisions of their poster, and add: “C'est bien volontiers que nous vous présentons notre 
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entrée, et nous espérons que d'être choisi comme l'affiche gagnante.” (We are pleased to 

present you with our entry, and we hope to be chosen as the winning poster) (Task 13.3) 

  Similarly, Patricia, Karla, and Stephanie, writing for Francis Fortier, Monique Bernard, 

and Zoe Bisette begin their letter as follows:  

“Mesdames, Messieurs, Nous sommes résidents de Paris et nous participons au concours “éco citoyen” 
parce que nous nous intéressons à l'écologie et à la préservation de la beauté de Paris. Nous avons créé 
ces trois éco-gestes pour informer le public de Paris de l'impact sur l’environnement. Les affiches 
proposent une prise de conscience des problèmes de la planète, et comment les appliquer dans la vie 
quotidienne.” (Ladies and Gentlemen, We are residents of Paris and we are participating in the “eco-
citizen” contest because we are interested in ecology and the preservation of the beauty of Paris. We 
have created these three actions to inform the public of Paris of the impact on the environment. The 
posters suggest an awareness of the problems of the planet, and how to apply [ecological actions] in 
every day life) (Task 13.3) 
 

This paragraph contains several nominalizations and long complex sentences which 

contribute to the formality of the letter. Once again, this point becomes even more relevant 

by contrast with what they could have said, such as: “Les affiches montrent que tout le 

monde doit faire attention à l’environnement.” (The posters show that everyone should pay 

attention to the environment).  

 In many instances, however, students’ performances seemed to be less about 

developing their character and their character’s identity through language and/or through the 

actions and thoughts taken on by the characters, and more about using the task as a means to 

practice language. This is not surprising given that the majority of GS participants in this 

larger study reported agreement or strong agreement that repetition and practice are the most 

important activities in foreign language learning (see Chapter 2), a belief which undoubtedly 

shaped their approach to tasks. Compounding this belief were problems in the task prompt 

itself which failed to specify a clear audience, and/or occasional misalignment between task 

and genre. For example, in the apartment assignment, while some students’ performances are 

clear evidence that they have imagined their audience (e.g., Michael, Ellen, and Jessica who 
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speak as if they are showing a visitor around their home, and Sara who has clearly construed 

the assignment as a formal tour of the home for the purposes of advertising or for an interior 

decorating show), most students’ language use is formulaic and impersonal, as if they are 

merely practicing the forms which have been put before them (e.g. “J’ai une salle de bains 

avec douche et lavabo” (I have a bathroom with a shower and a sink) (Chelsea, Task 4.5). 

Indeed, this interpretation of task as practice was very likely brought on by the prompt itself, 

which read, among other instructions: “Create a VoiceThread with 5 photos of rooms in your 

apartment …. After putting your photos in VT, record a voiceover in VT from the voice of 

your character(s) with one sentence describing the room or object(s) depicted in each photo. 

Pay attention to appropriate and correct use of “il y a” and “c’est”.” Neither setting, nor 

context, nor supposed audience was evoked in the prompt. The VoiceThreads that the 

students produced were created and shared in a closed digital network among classmates. At 

most, the audience was likely reduced to the instructor, and maybe 1-2 other classmates’ 

characters, however by this time in the GS (week 4), the characters were only just 

developing. In fact, this was one of the assignments through which the intention was for 

students to present their characters’ identities publicly for the first time, i.e. through how they 

chose to decorate their homes as an indicator of their identities. As the GS activities had only 

just begun the previous week, they did not necessarily know each other’s characters yet. Thus 

a combination of the way the task was written, as well as its production in a closed network 

digital space likely contributed to the way in which the majority of students approached this 

task. 

 Several weeks later, the midterm speaking task gave students the following prompt: 

“Your character was recently invited to a meal at the apartment of another neighbor from the 
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immeuble. Imagine he/she is retelling this event to his/her friend, spouse, family member” 

and to “Record a message in which your character: 1) says whom he/she visited, 2) describes 

the neighbor’s apartment, 3) describes the meal they ate, 4) describes any mealtime routines 

experienced, 5) makes a brief character judgment about the neighbor.” Although an anomaly 

for this particular task, the example bears mentioning. During an otherwise seemingly 

authentic account in which Chelsea’s character Pierre Renault is telling his partner Cecile 

about the dinner he attended, he inserts a phrase somewhat uncharacteristic for the genre. 

After an initial greeting to Cecile, he goes on to tell about the evening: “Il y avait Damien et 

ses filles Léa et Chloé. Le dîner était bon. J'aime bien leur appartement. Il y a une grande 

salle de bains avec douche et lavabo. C'est énorme, Cécile! Quoi d'autre. La salle à manger 

est très belle aussi. La table est longue et il y a six chaises comfortables, parfait pour un dîner 

avec famille, avec amis.” (Damien and his daughters were there, Lea and Chloe. Dinner was 

good. I like their apartment. There’s a big bathroom with shower and sink. It’s huge, Cecile! 

What else. The dining room is nice too. The table is long and there are six comfortable 

chairs, perfect for a dinner with family and friends) (Task 9.1). The mention of the bathroom 

and the dining room and their respective features are followed by judgments, and, as such, 

make sense in the context. Pierre goes on: “La cuisine est blanche avec éléctroménager 

moderne et un évier, je l'aime.” (The kitchen is white with modern appliances and a sink, I 

like it.) Although there may be something particular and noteworthy about having modern 

appliances, it is certainly not surprising that the kitchen would be home to a sink. The 

packaged nature of this linguistic phrase is reminiscent of a student trying to pack in all the 

kitchen vocabulary she possibly can, with no apparent greater purpose than to demonstrate 

knowledge of a large vocabulary or to practice pronouncing these forms. At best, this type of 
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language use might make sense in the context of a description of the apartment for 

advertising for potential rental purposes, but would not necessarily be something one would 

describe to one’s partner when recounting a story. Chelsea’s own reflection on this task is an 

interesting accompaniment to the performance itself. She reflects: 

“Pierre displays a range of communication styles and emotions based on the context of his close 
personal relationship with Cécile. He uses the "tu" form, sometimes speaks in incomplete sentences, 
and utilizes exclamations in his explanation. All of these elements are expressed rather informally, 
since he is not restricted to formal or restricted speaking to his girlfriend. I liked this activity, mostly 
because it allowed me to practice speaking about a wide range of topics. I discussed food, people, 
home decor, and personal judgements, allowing myself to review and practice speaking 
comprehensively with a natural flow to my conversation. I believe I achieved my goals of hitting all of 
the necessary points within my monologue, as well as choosing appropriate registers for my rather 
informal audience. This being said, an understanding of the different registers as well as a steady 
foundation in vocabulary aided my success in communicating my message. While I am happy with the 
end result of this activity, I would change some things if I was given another chance. First, I would 
review my use of the passé composé and the imparfait, since I now realize that some of my uses of 
those tenses is incorrect. Additionally, I would review even more informal and slang terms to inject 
into my conversation in order for it to seem more natural and authentic to the situation.” 

 

It is clear that although Chelsea is aware of the relationship between language use and social 

identities and situations, is learning how to reflect social context in French, and wanting to 

learn even more, she is also still conditioned by discourses of language as practice, and 

interested in achieving correct and accurate language forms. In a later overall reflection on 

learnings in the course and in response to the usefulness of the character for her learning, she 

states: “The character forced me to learn different language registers in order to speak 

authentically, and see language as a tool for self expression and thought,” thus demonstrating 

the emergence of a view of language learning activities beyond merely the repetition and 

production of forms.   

 Practicing language forms seemed to be a pattern in Task 6.9 as well (day in the life 

journal). This Transformed Practice task was conducted just following the module on work 

like and leisure activities, and intended to have students engage in narration as well as 

develop their identities through articulation and enumeration of a typical day’s activities. 
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Additionally, class time had been spent getting to know the neighborhood through a Situated 

Practice activity exploring local businesses using Google Earth in the real setting of the GS. 

Thus the goal was not only for students to imagine their work lives but also to take 

ownership over cultural practices that they would research on their own, and to use this 

particular activity as a way to get to know specific locales from the local context by thinking 

about places their characters might frequent. What emerged across at least four students’ 

productions, however, was a reproduction of textbook language for the daily morning 

routine, the prototypical “context” for teaching reflexive language forms. For example: 

• “Ensuite, je me brosse les dents et je prends une douche rapide. Après cela, je 

m’habille et je rassemble mes affaires.” (Patricia) 

(Then I brush my teeth and I take a fast shower.) 

• “Je commence le jour avec une douche à 6h, brosse mes dents; et brosse mes 

cheveux. Puis, je m'habille dans vêtements approprié et je mange les cereales.” (Erin) 

(I start the day with a shower at 6 am, brush my teeth, and brush my hair. Then I 

put on appropriate clothing and eat cereal.) 

• “Alors, je reveiller à six heures de matin et brosse mes dentiers, fais mon visage avec 

de maquiller organique, et lave mon visage avec les naturelle savon qui a 

ingrèdients.” (Stephanie) 

(Let’s see, I wake up at 6 am and brush my teeth, do my face with organic make-

up, and wash my face with soap made of natural ingredients.)  

• “Vendredi dernier, comme d’habitude, je me suis levée à sept heures, j’ai mangé une 

très petite dejeuner et j’ai douché. Ensuite, je m’ai habillé mais je ne pouvais pas 

décider (comme d’habitude) quoi porter.”(Ellen)  
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(Last Friday, as usual, I got up at 7am, I ate a small breakfast, and I showered.) 

• “Moi, je travaille constamment. Je me réveille à 6h30, je me douche, je bois un café 

et je sors au métro à 7h40” (Chelsea) 

(I work all the time. I wake up at 6:30am, I shower, I have a coffee and I leave for 

the metro at 7:40am.) 

 These come from five different students, across two different semesters, with two 

different instructors. Although most of these examples do go on to talk about life beyond the 

morning routine, the resemblance to textbook language—errors notwithstanding—is 

remarkable. This is not surprising: not only is the task unclear in its prompt, the combination 

of prompt and genre simply does not make sense. The prompt reads: 

“Think about where your character works or goes to school, what he/she does during the day, who 
his/her classmates or colleagues are, etc. Describe “a day in the life” for your character at work or 
school, describing what time he/she starts and finishes the work/school day, how he/she gets there, 
what he/she does at work or school, where he/she has lunch, with whom, what time, what he/she eats 
for lunch, etc. paying attention to using consistent verb tenses (especially present and past tenses). If 
you are retired or unemployed, write about your most recent job. Use this particular journal entry to 
talk about an aspect of your daily routine that you either really like or do not like.” 
 

The imagined audience for a personal journal is the self, and one would be unlikely to write a 

present tense account of one’s daily routine to oneself. In retrospect, and on review of the 

way that students responded to this task, a more apt task prompt might have been to have 

characters re-tell their day to their partners or friends or roommates through an oral 

production task rather than a personal journal. In such a case, audience would have been 

clear and students’ language choices could have been evaluated accordingly. Indeed some 

students interpreted this task more flexibly and re-created their own meaningful 

communication contexts from this prompt. Briana took this as an end-of-day private journal 

entry and wrote entirely in the past tense. Ellen took the same approach for Elodie, 

describing a series of events from the previous Friday, and including details about what 
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Elodie would have done on a typical Friday (gone to school by metro, had lunch with friends, 

etc.) Finally, Jessica chose to write about the time when her character was formerly 

employed, and married, and wrote a feelingful account in the past of Francis Fortier’s life 

prior to the departure of his wife and losing his job. 

 Taking another example, a pattern which emerged among the performances on Task 

12.3 was that instead of language which was conversational in nature, some students’ 

responses turned into a formal expose. The task asked students to imagine their characters 

were explaining the French concept of secularism to an American exchange student. Both 

Patricia and Monica approached this topic similarly: they started out as if talking to someone 

in an informal conversation, but their explanations quickly evolved into a formal expose on 

secularism. In many other conversational/interactional tasks students were given free choice 

to choose their interlocutor, and in many cases they imagined someone who was part of the 

GS context. In this task the interlocutor was given - an American exchange student - but this 

character came out of the blue, and had not been part of the GS story context, thus may have 

been too faceless of an audience. It is possible that because students had no basis for just who 

this American student was, what he or she already knew, what kind of “social identity” he or 

she had, that the interaction became less personal and instead more of a monologue. 

 While the genre issues described above seemed to be a symptom of unfortunate 

mismatches between task and genre and situation, leading, in some instances, to lack of 

clarity around audience; Michael’s genre transgressions seemed purposeful and intentioned. 

For example, in Task 6.9, Michael took this as an opportunity to continue the abstract and 

philosophical musings of Vincent Foucault. The first several sentences read: “Chaque jour 

dans ma vie est une nouvelle expérience mais il y a aussi toujours les habitudes connues et 
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plaisantes. C'est une dichotomie entre l'aventure et la stagnation : on plonge dans le banal 

avec une passion découverte et on sais ce que la vie maintenira toujours ça qu'on n'attend pas. 

La vie d'un philosophe marche toujours dans cette manière et la devoir quotidienne est la 

recherche de la passion dans la vie, du émerveillement de l'existence et la quête pour la 

connaissance.” (Every day in my life is a new experience but there are also always familiar 

and pleasant habits. It’s a dichotomy between adventure and stagnation: one dives into the 

banal with a discovered passion and one knows that life will always bring what one does not 

expect. The life of a philosopher always works in this way, and his daily work is a quest for 

passion in life, from wonder about existence and the quest for knowledge) (Task 6.9). 

 In this task, students were given a specific lexicogrammatical focus, i.e. to pay 

attention to consistent use of verb tenses. The intention behind this task was once again to 

facilitate students’ continued development of their characters’ identities through elaboration 

of their daily activities, and simultaneously engage them in interacting with the local context 

of their simulated neighborhood in Paris; in other words, the concrete and material world. 

Previous in-class activities had engaged students in guided exploration of the neighborhood 

using Google Earth, and had also focused on different employment sectors. This task’s goals 

were also to get students thinking about daily practices of a (teacher, lawyer, mechanic, shop-

owner, etc.) in the particular LC2 context of the simulation. Additionally, there was a 

functional goal of eliciting narration. Michael’s performance on this task achieves none of 

these goals. He remains in the abstract imagination with no reference to the local nor to the 

concrete world of the simulation. Further in the text he does proceed to make reference to the 

world outside the philosopher’s mind: “je vais au parc ou erre sans un but défini dans la 
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ville” (I go to the park or wander around town without a specific goal) but these local 

references remain unspecified. 

RQ2: How do task structure, genre, and authentic texts help advance the 
developing story context? 

 

 A GS involves character, context, and creativity through the advancement of a project. 

In the case of the apartment building framework, the project is the ongoing story which 

emerges out of the dialogues between characters, and the events and happenings they share as 

they interact with each other within the simulated context, in this case, in the courtyard of the 

building, the hallways and entryways, the pharmacy, bookstore, or cafe down the street, the 

metro, at work, at school, or in the park. The story which is elaborated by the students must 

strike a balance between the real and the imaginary (Caré, 1993), and collaboration is needed 

in order to carry out the narrative. 

 Several students integrated well their imagined characters and contexts and stories and 

carried across common threads and themes for their characters across different tasks. For 

example, Tina (Léon Fortier) describes the unfortunate situation of Léon’s unemployed father 

and his absent mother: “j'habite avec mon père. Il est chômage. Il a été un professeur de 

maths pour vingt-cinq ans, mais il a été licencié. C'était malhheureuxeuse. Je me demande si 

c'est ma mère est responsible. Ma mère...ehh je ne sais pas. Ma mère partait quand j'étais huit 

ans, alors je ne lui sais pas beaucoup. C'est la vie! Mon père et moi est très contents.” (I live 

with my father. He’s unemployed. He was a math professor for 25 years but he was fired. It 

was unfortunate. I wonder if my mother is responsible. My mother… ah I don’t know. My 

mother left when I was eight, so I don’t know her much. That’s life! My father and I are very 

happy) (Task 4.3). These same themes emerge in Francis Fortier’s journal on work life (Task 
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6.9), written by Jessica, where Francis describes his old routines during the time he had a job 

and a wife. In Tasks 5.9 and 6.9, students’ imaginations are also evident: Louis Brousseau 

imagines trying to eavesdrop on a conversation between another neighbor and the concierge, 

Zoe Bisette hints at a romantic liaison between the concierge and a visitor to the building, 

and Julien Bixel defends himself against the reproaches of the concierge for the out-of-hand 

party at his host mother’s apartment. 

 In the case of Jessica and Tina, there is evidence of a dialogic collaboration in terms of 

squaring their respective characters’ stories with each other. With Stephanie, Tami and 

Briana, these examples were grounded in the simulation context and the imaginings were 

done with an effort to ground the story in a realistic way, however, these were stories being 

imagined through the writing tasks which were not necessarily shared with the rest of the 

class. 

 In the original curriculum design, the collaborative aspect of advancing the story and 

getting acquainted with each other’s characters was intended to be carried out through online 

technologies, including VoiceThread and social media23. Some posts were prescribed by task 

prompts related to a specific theme in the course, such as posting a complaint or a note of 

appreciation about the concierge, posting an opinion on the 35 hour work week, giving an 

opinion about the Leonarda affair, and so on, while others were free form. The free form 

posts had the goal of encouraging students to get to know each others’ characters, and to use 

this space as a way to help develop the overarching story and dramatic tensions. A review of 

the interactions and posts, however, revealed that the majority of posts reflected a brief note 

about a recent promenade in the park, a weekend trip to another city, an upcoming exhibit, 

                                                 
23 In the first semester, Facebook Pages were used; however in the following semester based on feedback from students about the 
inconveniences of using Pages (as compared to Profiles), we used an alternative open source social networking site. This had the advantage 
of being an alternative to the public Facebook site, however the disadvantage of being a  closed network that did not allow students to find 
and like other pages, causes, events, etc. and re-post these in an integrated and seamless way as they had done in the previous semester. 
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etc. While these short posts may have helped (in a very limited way) with the presentation of 

self of the fictitious identities, these interactions did very little to promote story development 

among the characters living in the same building. By contrast, the longer narratives (written 

or spoken) turned out to be the spaces where students imagined - and expressed - feelings for 

their characters, tensions with neighbors, reactions to current events, and so on. 

Discussion and Implications 

Linguistically-mediated discourse communities 

 The link between social identities and language was salient for some students, but 

challenging for others, and some students’ languaging practices for their characters were not 

necessarily discernable as forms of discourse particular to membership in any specific 

community. Indeed many students expressed difficulty knowing how their character should 

talk. Membership in generational and professional discourse communities (Scollon, Scollon, 

& Jones, 2012) seemed among the most readily indexed through language and other 

expressive choices. This may be because such positionings appropriately avoided stereotypes 

along ethnic differences and, as such, were relatively innocuous generalizations. Indeed, the 

point was not to structure a course around fixed ways of speaking, tying social identity to one 

and only one manner of speaking, but rather to demonstrate the range of possibilities of 

expression and to make this point more salient by diversifying the speakers within the class 

in terms of age, profession, origins, etc. in an otherwise homogeneous group of similarly-

aged college students.  

 We began the project with an awareness of the potential dangers of a GS to reinforce 

stereotypes, and particularly in the case of marginalized groups. To this end, we implemented 
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a foundational module on differences between stereotypes and prejudices and discussed the 

importance of not overgeneralizing as well as avoiding prejudices in portraying characters. 

Although “members of discourse communities” as such was not a concept which was 

presented to students in this GS, the findings here point to this concept as a potentially 

meaningful way to present “social identities” to students in the future as a way to neutralize 

the link between language and identity, and to avoid any essentialist or fixed associations 

between an individual and his/her language practices. As a heuristic, “discourse community 

members” nuances the notion of “social identity” in a way that understands one’s position as 

fluid participation in and simultaneous membership in different communities (Scollon et al., 

2012). 

 Some students’ imagined discourse communities demonstrated evidence of grounding 

in—or, at least, emerging understanding of—authentic LC2 contexts (Ellen, Tami, Karla). In 

the case of Ellen and Tami, they achieved this through active independent research on typical 

expressions and/or practices for someone with their backgrounds and/or age living in France. 

For Karla, Stephanie, and Chelsea, this manifested itself in the way they used her characters 

to bring to light power relations between social classes, an idea which was more than likely 

evoked through the combination of texts—and related textual engagement through the Four 

Curricular Components—which presented both real and stereotyped images of the concierge 

from within the French context.  

 Although many students demonstrated that they could “do” specific identities, the 

degree to which these identities were informed by LC1 discourses or were reflective of 

authentic LC2 discourses and social practices is elusive. Of all participants, Ellen, Briana, 

and Tami were among those who were most actively engaged with seeking out the “real” 
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cultural and linguistic and discourse practices through their own exploration of what would 

be culturally real for the identities they chose to develop for their characters. Many other 

students, however, chose to live within their own imaginations without evident reference to 

the LC2 context. This suggests a need to encourage students in more tangible ways to seek 

beyond the bounds of the classroom in order to supplement their understandings of LC2 

discourses. One way to enhance this kind of participation could be in formalizing types of 

participation, such as implementing a bridging strategy (Thorne & Reinhardt, 2008) or in 

helping students identify and build a repertoire of online communities (social media, 

interactive news sites, or otherwise) in which their character could interact regularly 

according to imagined hobbies, professions, and so on. In other words, encouragement alone 

is not enough - formal instructional activities which require outside engagement must be 

integrated in the course activities. 

 Students were assigned a professional sector for their character, and given a range of 

choices from which to develop their profession. Rather than reflect the diversity of jobs and 

job sectors, as intended by the GS curriculum, many students’ chosen professions such as a 

perfume shop owner, painter and gallery owner, or sectors such as fashion merchandising. 

Although such professions inevitably exist, the overwhelming presence of these professional 

identities serves to reinforce stereotyped images of France and encourages a narrow view of 

the French, what they do, what they value. One potential modification would be to constrain 

and specify the choices even more. Such a strategy could serve to expand students’ range of 

Available Designs, but could also potentially limit the possibilities of students selecting 

professions based on their own aspirational career goals, which may serve as an additional 

source of motivation for some students. 
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Redesigning meaning 

 Students’ redesigning of meaning included both linguistic designs and cultural content 

which they re-appropriated from the GS context, the texts studied, and in some cases, from 

their research beyond the planned course content. The use of texts across a range of modes, 

including written language, image, sound, and so on, served to provide complementary 

understandings of certain cultural practices, such as in the case of the concierge and the 

protests around the Leonarda affair. In particular, visual representations of authentic social 

practices and spaces helped form part of students’ understandings of LC2 discourse world. 

The contribution of multimodal texts to an FL classroom is that ‘foreign language learning’ is 

no longer just about knowing that one way to say protest is ‘manifester’. Gee (2012) states: 

“…words do not just have general meanings. They have different and specific meanings in 

different contexts in which they are used and in different specialist domains that recruit 

them…. Meaning-making is not a ‘look up’ process. It is an active process” (p. 96). The 

visual mode of presentation required learners to engage not only with the fact that protests 

took place around Leonarda’s case, but also with an awareness of who protested, and what 

different groups did when protesting (e.g. barricade schools) and how these practices are 

similar or different from the LC1 discourse context. 

 Not only was the choice of texts crucial to how students understood various discourses 

from the simulation context, the engagement with the diverse texts was just as important. The 

Four Curricular Components framework afforded different “takes” on each text. For example 

Situated Practice and Critical Framing activities helped guide students’ reading of a series of 

opinions by different French citizens about the 35 hour work week, to notice differences in 

their language choices by analyzing degree of formality, register through lexicogrammatical 
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choices, use of short or long sentences, punctuation, etc. and by critically reflecting on how 

their respective professional positions might influence their broad range of opinions around 

the law. In some cases, students’ linguistic re-designs resulted from texts and textual 

engagement and the interaction of these interpretive activities with students’ own pre-existing 

Available Designs and/or their affective or aesthetic reactions to words, their sounds, their 

contexts, for reasons of novelty or otherwise. In other cases, assessments likely served to 

reinforce the use of certain expressions such as typical tasks of the concierge (“arroser les 

plantes”, “distribuer le courier” - (water the plants, distribute the mail, etc.) Combined with 

the visual salience of certain texts, their inclusion on assessments likely only enhanced 

students’ re-use of these expressions. 

 In cases where re-designs were unconventional for the genre (i.e. “inactif” with Juliette 

DaSilva) or for the character (“heures sup” for Monique Bernard), the same approach to 

textual engagement through the Four Curricular Components could be equally applied to the 

student-as-character texts and used not only for revising prior guesses about typical uses, but 

also as a springboard for discussion around the way in which context is at play in every act of 

communication. 

Genre-task alignment 

 Students’ performances on different tasks which echoed language-practice activities 

were largely due to the fact that some of the written task genres were not clearly specified 

(i.e. the private journals). The concierge journal worked, as there was an alignment between 

the task and the genre: the narration/description task lent itself to a private diary kind of 

writing. The day-in-the-life journal did not, largely due to lack of clarity around audience. 

For this latter, the prompt was not clear, as it does not make sense to write a private diary 
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describing a day in your life (in terms of routines). This may be one reason why textbook 

discourses emerged, from old practices of using writing tasks or other production tasks to 

practice language structures. Further, many students in this GS had previously taken French 

at this same university where their textbook had an activity which was very similar to the 

apartment task. In the corresponding module, the texts used in class focused on different 

linguistic descriptions of apartments, of features of a Haussmannien building, but did not 

include presentations of different apartments. This is a case where the texts could be 

modified to include different models: a realtor showing an apartment to a potential buyer or 

renter in contrast with an individual showing their apartment to a friend or family member. In 

the former, language style might perhaps include “c’est” or “il y a”, and the focus on 

apartment features may be the size of the closets, the amount of natural light, or the modern 

appliances. In the latter, more likely language would be “j’ai un balcon” “voilà ma cuisine”, 

perhaps with a focus on personal effects rather than on the apartment’s features. In our case, 

not only was the audience not clear, the forms we specified for the task did not align with 

what would be conventional for a personal tour of one’s apartment. The impact of prior 

classroom practice is clear: lacking these Available Designs, many students resorted to what 

they knew, i.e. how to label an image with the vocabulary they knew, in an impersonal and 

decontextualized way. 

 Alternating audience alone does not necessarily lead to awareness of different language 

forms. Students must continually be guided to reflect on their language use in different 

contexts, and why they choose certain language forms rather than others, and to reflect on 

their classmates’ language choices in regular and intentioned ways. The lack of specificity in 

terms of audience for some of the tasks seems to have been a key factor in influencing the 
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language used in response to those tasks. While the importance of audience was present 

throughout the planning and implementation of this project, and indeed in many of the 

Situated Practice and Critical Reflection activities, the Transformed Practice tasks sometimes 

fell short of bringing this notion into practice. Beyond the already stated need for more 

precision and alignment in tasks, one enhancement could be to ask students before each task 

to consider who they think is the audience. 

Genre and task transgressions 

 What we see with Michael are performances which deviate noticeably from most other 

students’ responses, choices which are not made due to misunderstanding of task, but rather 

to measured intention. Michael is taking this course as a pure elective, having taken French 

previously, and coming back after a several-year hiatus during which time he began learning 

German. As a learner of other languages, Michael understands how language works, and can 

skillfully manipulate language. He does not need to demonstrate that he is able to respond to 

task prompts, nor that he understands and can imitate the genre of a self-portrait, or an 

answering machine message. Rather, he is aware of his own needs and goals—to engage in 

creative writing, to express his ideas through complex sentence structures, to expand his 

range of vocabulary to include more formal register—and he takes it upon himself to 

interpret and perform the tasks which allow him to engage in the kind of agentive designing 

that (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; New London Group, 1996) have 

advocated. In addition to genre transgressions, Michael’s portrayals of Vincent Foucault 

remain detached from the micro-culture of the established simulation and he seems, at first 

glance, to be completely missing out the opportunity to engage with local and situationally 

relevant cultural context. Although Michael’s limited engagement with the real through 
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limited exploration of the local context might normally suggest a lack of interest in the 

cultural aspects of language learning, his thorough reflections in English on cultural issues 

suggest the contrary; that is, that he is very engaged in cultural issues—and especially as 

concern the broader context of Europe. His deliberate decisions to re-purpose the tasks for 

his own goals suggests not so much a disengagement with the exploration of the local culture 

of France and Europe, but rather that he did not need this class to introduce him to—and 

engage him in—that world. What he needed, instead, was what he sought: an expansion of 

his Available Design repertoire to include more formal language registers in French, and 

vehicle for more macro-culture social commentary. The way that Michael engages in 

language and culture learning for his own purposes demonstrates what Byrnes, Maxim, & 

Norris, 2010) suggest as an ideal for FL education: “…the intended semiotic (i.e. 

interpretive) competence would no longer be specified in terms of the myriad of cultural 

topics that students should know but in terms of the kind of cultural topics they can know as 

they go about learning the FL as a system of making meanings with the aid of a pedagogy 

that foregrounds language as a social semiotic” (p. 18). 

 Given Michael’s engagement with the tasks, there is an argument to be made for 

evaluation from a design perspective rather than from a view toward accuracy or task 

completion; instead evaluation could be based on whether the student completed the task in a 

meaningful way, according to their own goals, as much as according to course goals. Such 

would help us to recognize students’ languaging as “socially valid and yet personally marked 

meaning-making” (NLG, 1996), a perspective that points to a need to keep assessment 

rubrics flexible to allow for a range of designs, and ultimately the development of agency, a 

core project within a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies. 
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Advancing the story 

 The failure of the social media space to meet expectations in terms of advancing the 

story is evidence of the importance of linking genre, purpose, and language. Stories are based 

in narrative; social media promotes pithy remarks and opinions through interactions, which 

alone do not make for a story without the space to narrate these happenings. When, at mid-

semester, one instructor realized that the real identity development and dramatic happenings 

were being expressed through the genres (i.e. private journals) which were not originally 

intended to be shared, those journals were brought into the classroom: 1) as a basis for Overt 

Instruction activities, and 2) as a way to make the individual character stories become part of 

the story framework. Five different journal examples responding to the same prompt were 

selected and brought to class which would highlight a significant degree of variation in terms 

of content as well as the language chosen for that character’s reaction. Students were asked to 

read each journal entry and to assign certain characterizations to the imagined author, i.e. age, 

general disposition, etc. and to justify this by pointing to specific language examples in the 

text. The success of this activity for promotion of the story came through subsequent social 

media posts containing rumors about why the concierge suddenly left without notice, 

admonitions to each other about the dangers of spreading rumors, and so on. This suggests a 

need to build into the curriculum from the beginning a shared space where the narrative can 

be advanced. One possible task enhancement could be a weekly blog for the building, 

collaboratively written in rotating groups of 2-3 authors who would be responsible for 

curating content from characters’ social media pages and interactions. One could expect that 

the result would be a dialogic interaction between the resident-authors of the week and the 

other residents in the simulation, and that students-as-characters would inevitably shape the 
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content and style of their posts and interactions in order to be featured, or not featured, 

according to their interest. 

Limitations 

 Several limitations are inherent to this study. First, the researcher did not have a full 

lens on the comprehensive learning context for those participants who were enrolled in other 

course sections. Although all course sections included in this study were instructed by the 

two instructors who created the curriculum, and in principle followed the same curriculum, 

there was inevitably some variation between instructors in how certain textual features and 

topics were brought to light in the classroom. Second, although all students were invited to 

participate in the end-of-semester interview, only 5 of 17 students responded to the interview 

request. Thus, students’ intentions behind how they completed various tasks, their language 

choices, their understanding of LC2 discourse is limited to their written reflections in the 

end-of-semester portfolio language showcase. Finally, the data from this study come from 

students’ textual productions alone, i.e. their written or spoken records of their responses to 

various tasks and prompts, and not from direct observation of students’ interactions with 

texts, nor with each other around texts. This interpretive position remains ignorant of the 

multiple ways students may have reacted to texts, including through a range of affective 

responses which may have been expressed through body language, non-verbal vocalizations, 

or any other embodied way (Leander & Boldt, 2013). 

Conclusion 

 The intentions behind this curriculum were to teach language as a social semiotic, to 

teach language and culture holistically, to push beyond the limits of classroom practices 
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which have historically elicited language usage (i.e. decontextualized practice of language 

forms in a conversational space limited to classmates and instructor), and to instead promote 

meaningful, context-based language use, that is, language forms chosen to represent speaker 

meanings and intentions flexibly and selectively in different communication contexts. In 

addition to creating spaces for meaningful interaction in language, students at one and the 

same time had to come to terms with the details of certain cultural practices (who 

participates, for what reasons, how is this viewed) and to consider how are these practices are 

talked about in everyday discourse, across different genres, out of different interests.  

 It is clear from the diversity of student performances—different language choices, 

different interpretations of the LC2 discourse context as presented through text and textual 

engagement— that a multiliteracies-based GS is indeed able to mediate the conscious use of 

language forms and to bring to light the diversity of individual agency and personal 

experience in how texts are interpreted and produced. The current GS—through the 

encouragement of character development and interaction, and the ongoing attention to 

variation in language choice (both creative processes)—afforded students the opportunity to 

use their characters and the course format in active, agentive ways, making their own 

decisions about what kind of language to use, what aspects of local culture to explore, 

whether to conform to the genre or not, and so on.  

 The imagined identities and stories worked for some to shape their language use in 

meaningful ways embedded in an imagined context but for others remained merely a vehicle 

for practice, while others straddled these practices between and across genres. The more than 

anomalous instances of language usage (i.e. recycling of textbook language, etc.) are 

suggestive of the profound impact of prior language instruction. How, whether, and what 
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students learn is partly a matter of the instructional style and curriculum design, but also a 

matter of how the students respond to these designs, responses which are inevitably 

conditioned by students’ prior experiences, beliefs, and investment. The more that we 

continue to bring into focus in the FL classroom a view of language as situated, variable, and 

used differently for different social purposes, the more students may become comfortable 

with less objective and rigidly patterned ways of approaching language, texts, etc. A GS 

combined with a multiliteracies approach in an FL instructional context is indeed one way to 

promote this through the attention it brings to language as a means for communicating 

values, perspectives, ideologies and for indexing membership in particular discourse 

communities. 
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CHAPTER 4: TEACHING CULTURE AS A RELATIONAL PROCESS 
THROUGH A MULTILITERACIES-BASED GLOBAL SIMULATION  

Culture in the Foreign Language Classroom 

 The importance of teaching culture in the context of foreign language education is 

hardly contested. What is less clear, however, is its role and place in the curriculum, and the 

manner in which culture should be taught. Historical views of language and culture have 

relegated culture to the margins of classroom instruction or have separated language and 

culture teaching through bifurcated curricular structures where lower levels concentrate on 

language, and upper levels focus on literature (Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Languages, 

2007; Swaffar & Arens, 2005), and the latter is seen as the vehicle through which culture is 

expressed (Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000). (See also Liddicoat, 2004, and LoBianco, 2003, for 

discussion of the evolution of views of culture and their impact on culture-teaching in the FL 

classroom). Recent conceptions of language and culture have come to view culture as more 

than the sum of a nation’s literary and other ‘high culture’ traditions, and rather to see the 

importance of culture-teaching in its ability to move beyond “taxonomies of national culture 

features” toward “cross-cultural understanding in the concrete situations of everyday life” 

(Kramsch, 2002, p. 10). Viewing culture-learning as cross-cultural or intercultural 

understanding shifts the focus from the problematic construal of culture as fact (Arens, 2010; 

Barnes-Karol & Broner, 2010; Crawford & McLaren, 2003) which sustains Us-Them 

dichotomies (Knutson, 2006) toward “relational experiences” (Barnes-Karol & Broner, 2010; 

Furstenberg, Levet, English, & Maillet, 2001; Smith, Paige, & Steglitz, 2003) involving first 

coming to terms with one’s own position as a culturally-situated subject (Barnes-Karol & 
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Broner, 2010; Diaz, 2013; Knutson, 2006; Kramsch, 1993) and learning both culture-general 

and specific skills and strategies for interaction (M. Byram, 1997; Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000). 

Culture as a relational process 

 The focus on culture as a relational process which is understood and simultaneously 

develops through “traffic in significant symbols” (Geertz, 1993, p. 14, as cited in Brody, 

2003, p. 47) points to an inter-dynamic link between language and culture and the need to 

teach culture as an integrated component of language (Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000; Liddicoat, 

2000; 2004). Indeed much scholarship in applied linguistics and FL education has advocated 

for integrated, relational approaches (K. Byram, 2011; Crozet & Liddicoat, 2000; Diaz, 2013; 

Kramsch, 1993; Liddicoat, 2004), where interconnections are brought to light in the 

classroom through reflection on the relationships between language and culture (Drewelow, 

2013), between social practices and their underlying perspectives (Barnes-Karol & Broner, 

2010), or relationships between LC1 and LC2 contexts (Kramsch, 1993). FL education must 

demonstrate that it “values not only facts but relations between facts, that encourages 

diversity of experience and reflection on that diversity” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 11).  

 Understanding culture is not merely about knowing these relationships—i.e. knowing 

how language and culture intersect, knowing the values underlying the practices of particular 

discourse communities—but also knowing conventions and norms of interaction for 

participation in such communities. As Arens (2010) states: “learning a culture means not 

only acquiring its knowledge base, but also the strategic competencies required to function 

within it” (p. 160). These competencies cannot be reduced to linguistic nor sociolinguistic 

competencies, but must encompass symbolic competences (Kramsch, 2006) which imply 

understandings of LC2 discourses and the ways in which certain values, ways of being, ways 
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of speaking, identities, and ideologies are interconnected and caught up in representational 

practices. Teaching toward relational symbolic competence must also help learners become 

“politically conscious citizens of a modern society” through engaged reflection with texts 

(Weninger & Kiss, 2013, p. 698). What is more, students must also become aware of the 

ways in which the “strategic competencies required to function within it” (Arens, 2010, p. 

160) are constantly in flux. As Crawford & McLaren (2003) note: 

“More important to an understanding of culture than the collection of facts is an appreciation of culture 
as a constellation of phenomena in a continual process of change, brought about by the participants in 
the culture as they live and work. Culture is continually in the process of becoming and therefore 
should be taught as process. To study culture as a body of facts is to study the characteristics of 
culture; to study culture as a process is to study its essence” (p. 134). 
 

This view of culture as multiple and dynamic is also supported by Sercu (2002) who notes: 

“It is important to unveil the fissures, inequalities, disagreements, cross-cutting influences, as 

well as the agreements and elements of stability that exist in and around all cultures” (p. 68), 

and by Liddicoat (2002; 2004) for whom understanding culture as dynamic practices rather 

than as static information implicates individuals and identities in more important ways within 

the concept of culture. Drawing on Kramsch (1995), he notes: 

“Culture is a framework in which the individual achieves his/her identity using a cultural group's 
understandings of choices made by members as a resource for the presentation of the self…. Such a view 
encourages us to this (sic: think) of the individual as semiotic system, that is, as a set of meaningful 
choices about the presentation of self. Culture provides a context in which this semiotic is to be read and 
choices will be understood differently in different cultural contexts” (Liddicoat, 2004, p. 53). 

 

In this way, culture is seen as both individual and contextual, where identities are negotiated 

through a process of “doing being ordinary” which involves “presenting the self within a 

different framework of conventions for reading the individual” (ibid.). Culture as being and 

doing reflects a dynamic view of culture that sees culture as social practices, which vary 

according to individuals’ social situations and identities (Liddicoat, 2002), and thus 
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represents the diversity among members of social and cultural groups, i.e. discourse 

communities. 

 This article presents a curriculum for teaching culture as a relational process in fourth 

semester French, and the outcomes from students enrolled in the course. First, I discuss 

sources of general and particular views of culture, followed by presentation of the 

curriculum. Next I present students’ representations of French culture and of specific culture-

learning through the curriculum as revealed in discourse. 

Challenges to teaching culture 

 Many FL educators would assert that culture-learning is an integral component of FL 

education, and that development of interculturality is a by-product of FL education. 

However, to learn and teach culture as an integral component of language, as a relational 

process in which identities are presented and read against a new cultural backdrop and with 

different representational resources, can be challenging in the context of time-bound, 

context-bound instruction, particularly where classroom contexts develop their own cultures 

that may be far removed from LC2 contexts. Development of interculturality is further 

constrained by static and/or narrow conceptions of culture which pervade FL curricular 

materials and standards, and which in turn impact the beliefs of students and instructors. 

Students’ and teachers’ myths about language, culture, and the FL classroom 

 Recent research has demonstrated that student and instructor beliefs about the roles and 

goals of FL classroom study pit language and culture against each other as competing 

priorities rather than as constructs which work in concert with one another. In a study 

investigating German students’ views of culture, Chavez (2002) found students to believe 
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that culture did not necessarily belong to the FL classroom, and certainly not in a LL course. 

This fragmented view of language and culture was also found by Drewelow (2012) whose 

research participants in first semester French as a second language believed that language 

and culture are separate. Further, students bring to the classroom narrow views of culture: in 

Chavez’ (2002) study, students primarily defined culture as history, customs, traditions, and 

holidays; values, beliefs, and attitudes; social issues; and the way people interact. Beliefs 

about culture are often stable and rigid and stem from previous school experiences (Chavez, 

2002; Siskin, 2007) or from students’ stereotypes of a particular culture (Drewelow, 2011a) 

which are sustained and perpetuated through popular media. 

 Many of the limitations to culture teaching in the FL classroom are also often sustained 

through teachers’ beliefs, such as the view that use of L1 in the classroom detracts from goals 

of language study (K. Byram & Kramsch, 2008; Knutson, 2006) or that learners’ L2 level is 

not advanced enough to address complex topics (Chavez, 2002; Sercu, 2005). The view of 

learners as deficient L2 users leads to a dearth of authentic LC2 texts, and missed 

opportunities to engage students in reflective, interpretive activities which involve 

examination of the way culture and discourse are sustained through specific representational 

choices. Where instructor beliefs about the object of learning in the FL classroom may align 

with more integrated languacultural approaches, other challenges persist, such as lack of 

familiarity with specific cultures (Knutson, 2006; Schulz, 2007) for which instructors often 

compensate by relying on textbook materials (Allen, 2000; Bateman & Mattos, 2006); lack 

of training in how to integrate cultural learning into the FL classroom (Allen, 2000; Byrd, 

Hlas, & Watzke, 2011); or even instructors’ own belief systems about particular target 

language culture(s) which they then pass on to their students. Siskin (2007), for example, 
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traces autobiographies of American teachers of French, finding among them common threads 

of encountering—and embracing—myths of linguistic prescriptivism often perpetuated by 

native French speakers themselves as vestiges of historical treatises on language, 

disseminated in France in the 17th century. 

 Instructor beliefs—whether about specific languages, cultures, or FL pedagogies—are 

intimately intertwined with classroom practices, and stem from their own experiences as 

learners of languages and as teachers in training. (See Vélez-Rendón, 2002, for review). In a 

study comparing beliefs and classroom practices of 415 teachers of multiple languages across 

the US and abroad with the views of 64 teacher educators, Byrd et al. (2011) found that while 

teacher educators claimed that perspectives were the most emphasized aspect of culture in 

their training programs, teachers themselves felt that pedagogies for teaching perspectives 

had received the least amount of attention in their previous training. Further, teachers 

reported that the most important influences on how they approached culture in the classroom 

were 1) personal experiences, 2) personal research, and 3) textbooks. While teacher 

educators’ also reported primary influences of personal experiences and research, the 

importance that teacher educators afforded to National and State Standards differed 

significantly from the importance of Standards to teachers. The ensemble of these findings 

suggest that teacher educators’ beliefs about the importance of culture may be tied to 

coverage time (guided by Standards), but are not necessarily reflective of how teacher 

educators approach the teaching of cultural perspectives, which may be falling short in 

effectiveness. In a study of 32 pre-service methods instructors which solicited FL methods 

syllabi as well as teacher-trainer perspectives via questionnaires, Wilbur (2007) found that 

while culture-teaching was included as content knowledge in 22 of 32 course syllabi, 
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assessment and evaluation did not prioritize culture as content knowledge. Further, although 

inclusion of a cultural topic was specified in microteaching assignments, most pre-service 

teachers’ practice-teaching concentrated on language as content with little attention to 

culture. Unable to rely consistently on their training programs for effective culture-teaching 

methods, teachers tend to fall back on their own experiences as a knowledge base and model 

for their own teaching, leaning on textbooks for support. 

Textbooks and the promotion of myths about language, culture, and identities 

 Textbooks and materials are a powerful source of beliefs about specific target language 

cultures as they are considered unquestionable, authoritative information sources (Bateman 

& Mattos, 2006) which drive the curriculum (Forman, 2014). Many scholars have argued that 

the selection and placement of cultural content within a textbook tends to promote static 

views of culture (Liddicoat, 2002) in that textbooks present culture as facts (Allen, 2000; 

Arens, 2010; Barnes-Karol & Broner, 2010; Crawford & McLaren, 2003), such as 

“geography, education, food and drink, tourist highlights, politics, the economy, etc.” (Sercu, 

2002, p. 62), and thus treatment thereof in the classroom ultimately becomes a process of 

information transfer from teacher to student (Sercu, 2002). Sercu problematizes this 

perpetual view of culture as monolithic by suggesting: “In foreign-language teaching, 

cultural contents continue to be presented from a monoperspectival point of view, and culture 

continues to be conceived as a static, monolithic, idealised, undiversified object of study” 

(ibid., p. 68). Such a view prioritizes information recall, rather than the relationship between 

language and culture (Liddicoat, 2004); and also contributes to the idea of the teacher as 

“purveyor of culture” (Reeser, 2003). 
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 Many textbooks and materials present ideologies about the role and place of culture by 

relegating cultural content to “marginalia” (Sconduto, 2008) as well as ideologies about what 

constitutes appropriate language use (Etienne & Sax, 2009); who the speakers of a language 

are (Shardakova & Pavlenko, 2004; Yuen, 2011), and what the salient issues are to a 

particular cultural community (Chapelle, 2010). A particularly blatant demonstration of 

language ideologies is presented by Etienne & Sax (2009) who reviewed 22 beginning and 

intermediate French language textbooks for their presentation and treatment of stylistic 

variation of three of the most common stylistic variants24 in French. Their findings revealed 

that ne deletion and use of on was presented in only about half of the 22 textbooks, in some 

cases, inconsistently within textbooks. Even when presented with appropriate explanation of 

conventional contexts of use, practice exercises favored the more formal variants in the case 

of all but two textbooks. In the case of interrogatives, commonly used question forms (i.e. 

Vous allez où? - You go where?) were underrepresented in practice activities, despite their 

widespread use in formal and informal settings among native speakers. By underplaying—

and in some cases even omitting—treatment of stylistic variation, such representational 

choices in textbooks serve to perpetuate myths that language is merely about form and 

structure, that form and structure are invariable (or at best neutrally interchangeable), and 

that context and culture are irrelevant. 

 By virtue of the—admittedly difficult, but necessary—selection of cultural content, 

textbooks have been shown to present narrow views of culture in terms of the various 

identities of TL users (Shardakova & Pavlenko, 2004) and the key identity issues important 

to a particular discourse community (Chapelle, 2009; 2010; 2014). Where members of 

                                                 
24 These are typically considered to be: “ne” deletion in negation; use of the third person singular subject “on” in place of the second person 
plural “nous”; and variation in interrogative structures. For further discussion see Etienne & Sax (2009). For more on the (socio)linguistic, 
corpus linguistic analysis of these issues, see Fonseca-Greber & Waugh (2003). 
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particular cultures are presented in their diversity, representations of members are often 

made from the perspective of the textbook authors’ own narratives (Bateman & Mattos, 

2006), rather than from the voices of those they represent. In their review of two textbooks 

for American learners of Russian, Shardakova & Pavlenko (2004) found that the identity 

options presented to learners of Russian through the characters chosen for the narrative 

backdrops of the textbooks were limited to White Anglo men, who were often presented in 

positions of superiority to the Russian speakers they encountered. Further, the identities of 

the Russian speakers presented were primarily White middle-class or educated speakers of 

standard Russian, often same-age peers to traditional-aged college students, thus excluding 

from imagination other L2 Russian speakers from Latvia, Ukraine, Georgia, and/or speakers 

of various ages. In addition to limiting the identities presented, identity roles were also found 

to be limited in the sustained presentation of Russian women in stereotypical roles and 

contexts of home or shopping, or in conversations about romance, and were, more often than 

not, defined through their relationships with men. Chapelle (2010), for her part, surveyed 

French textbooks used in the United States for their inclusion of cultural content related to 

Quebec and Canada. Although her study revealed that cultural content did address questions 

of identity and language, it also highlighted several missed opportunities to discuss more 

nuanced understandings of Canadian identity (i.e. not being American), differences between 

the US and Canada in terms of ideologies of bilingualism and multilingualism, attitudes 

toward learning additional languages, and the US-Canada relationship.  

  Weninger & Kiss (2013) have argued that the study of cultural representations in 

textbooks needs to go beyond mere quantitative analyses which uncover missing themes, and 

instead look at the relationship between content, the semiotic construction of texts, and the 
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tasks and activities around these texts. Often, textbook images serve as mere support for 

linguistic functions and therefore rest in denotative meanings (often rigid, stable, and 

stereotyped). If tasks do not engage the imagined learners with more than just linguistic 

activities, such an approach perpetuates an ideology of FL education that culture learning is 

about “culture as explicit knowledge rather than habits of interpretation” (ibid., p. 712). (See 

also Sercu, 1998, who similarly argues that it is not just a matter of the content and its 

presentation, but the manner in which students are called upon to engage with texts.) Sercu 

(2002) asserts: “The learning tasks in textbooks tend not to invite pupils to process, apply or 

reflect on any previously acquired information regarding the target culture and people” (p. 

72). Textbooks need to go beyond merely presenting new material to students in order to 

counter prior stereotypes, they need to help engage students in reflective processes about the 

self and other (Kumaravadivelu, 2008, cited in Weninger & Kiss, 2013). Particularly when 

negative pre-existing stereotypes are present, positive representations in textbooks are not 

sufficient to overcome or reverse these (Sercu, 1998). 

 Engagement with cultural content is already, to a certain extent, organized by a 

textbook’s activities. Instructors further guide the learning process through their own 

decisions about how to structure engagement, decisions which may be based on their own 

familiarity with content, or even their beliefs about the relevance of such content to their own 

and to their students’ lives. Forman (2014), for example, found that Thai teachers used 

distancing strategies when they and their Thai students confronted content that elicited 

communication in English about travel in Western countries, and when textbooks construed 

communication situations (i.e. demanding, complaining) that represented face-threatening 

speech acts for Thai students. As Forman’s study demonstrates, when cultural realities or 
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social practices arise which are out of reach for socioeconomic reasons, and/or ask students 

to engage in sociolinguistic communication situations which are in conflict with their own 

values, the end result may be a strategy of distancing. 

Standards and the perpetuation of beliefs about language and culture 

pedagogy 

 Beliefs about culture and its integration in the FL classroom are shaped by curricula 

and by standards, which are themselves often shaped by textbook content and design. For 

example, bifurcated curricular structures where LL courses focus on language and UL 

courses focus on literature serve to perpetuate artificial separations between language and 

culture, and myths that linguistic proficiency must precede culture study, and that culture 

means literature, or perhaps history, as promoted through courses which cover a literary 

canon or “civilization” courses (Sercu, 2002) that tend to be taught at more advanced levels. 

While intended as heuristics, paradigms such as the “Five Cs” (Communication, Cultures, 

Connections, Comparisons, Communities) of ACTFL’s National Standards for Foreign 

Language Education shape instructors views—and practices—in terms of what receives 

priority in the FL classroom. Magnan (2008a) has argued that the Standards, through both 

their visual and written form, set up a hierarchical structure which: 1) keeps language and 

culture separate, and 2) subtly influences instructors’ beliefs about the relative importance of 

each of the Standards in the classroom. “Communication” and “Culture” are two distinct 

standards, where Communication (read: language) is first (and thereby most important) and 

“Communities” is last in the hierarchy. Both the visual and the numerical representation of 

the Standards suggest that “Communities” is a lower priority than “Communication” (i.e. 

focusing on linguistic knowledge) or “Cultures”. Further, the treatment of Communication 
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and Cultures as two distinct Standards serves to keep these interrelated concepts separate 

(ibid.). However, if learning culture means learning about identities and discourse 

communities, then “Communities” must absolutely be at the forefront of FL education, as it 

is in communities that being in language happens. Because of their hierarchical position in 

the Standards and because of the fact that many instructors may interpret these Standards to 

mean that they must find a local TL-speaking community in which to take learners out of the 

classroom, many teachers have admitted that this Standard often receives short shrift 

(Magnan, Murphy, Sahakyan, & Kim, 2012). 

 In summary, materials and curricula have been shown to promote views of language 

and culture as static, language and culture as separate, with low priority on the communities 

of speakers and users of a target language, limited or narrow presentations of the identities of 

those users, and even restrictive views and/or presentations of what kind of language is 

appropriate. These realities play into instructors’ and students’ beliefs about language and 

culture learning and serve to perpetuate ideologies about the FL classroom experience as well 

as of particular TL discourse communities. 

A curriculum for teaching language and culture as an 

intercultural relational process 

 In light of views of language and culture as inseparable, culture as linguistically-

mediated membership in a discourse community (Kramsch, 1995), and the importance of 

approaching language and culture-learning as processes of discovery and reflection, a new 

curriculum was developed for a fourth-semester college French course which combined three 

pedagogical approaches: a Global Simulation (GS), a genre-based approach, and a Pedagogy 
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of Multiliteracies (New London Group (NLG), 1996). GS is a pedagogical framework in 

which students take on the roles of characters in a socio-culturally realistic but fictitious 

world and work together toward the elaboration of a story or completion of a project. GS has 

been widely used in general and in FL education (e.g. Dupuy, 2006b; Levine, 2004; Levine, 

Eppelsheimer, Kuzay, Moti, & Wilby, 2004; Michelson & Dupuy, 2014; Mills, 2011; Mills 

& Péron, 2009; Péron, 2010). Asking students to embody characters meant that they would 

have to come to terms with what characters do and think and value while simultaneously 

choosing words and images through which their characters would narrate their identities and 

fictitious lives. In order to do so, they would need to understand LC2 discourses well enough 

to be able to engage their characters—through saying and being—in this simulated cultural 

context. To that end, texts of various genres were selected around course themes with the 

goal of socializing students into the LC2 context. Genre links culture, language, and 

discourse in that genres are embedded within social contexts and contain certain conventional 

forms of discourse. Further, genre links language, text, and culture in that it acts as “a set of 

communication connections, encompassing specific knowledge about who can speak, write, 

or communicate using that form; with what status, how, and where; and about what topics” 

(Swaffar & Arens, 2005, p. 147). The attention to audience and context of production 

inherent in genre-based approaches call upon learners to examine cultural context as a factor 

in language choice (Arens, 2008), a cultural context which refers as much to the immediate 

(social, temporal) context of production as to the historical factors at work in a particular 

situation (Kern, 2000). Because “culture is a complex symbolic meaning system and not all 

of the significances attached to certain behaviors are readily discernible in a specific 

conversational event” (Tang, 2006, p. 87), the use of a vast array of texts of different genres, 
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by different authors, allowed for exposure to discourses from different angles, giving 

students plentiful opportunities for participation in multiple “conversational events”. 

 Genres were selected based on the course themes which aimed to incorporate 

discourses around current and historical topics related to private and public life within the 

simulation context. Weekly modules included foundational modules on Language and 

Communication; and Stereotypes and Identities, followed by: The Portrait and the Self-

Portrait; The Building and Its Apartments; The Building Caretakers: the concierge and the 

gardien; Work Life and Leisure Time; Daily Life in the Building; Family Life, Routines, and 

Meals; Political Parties and the Media; Immigration; Secularism in France (La laïcité); and 

The Environment. Topics progressed from private sphere to public sphere concerns, and were 

introduced to students through a range of multimodal textual genres arranged along a 

discourse continuum from private to public. Texts (in the form of URLs, PDFs, or image 

files) were compiled and made accessible to students through Moodle 2.1 which supplanted 

the need for a textbook and allowed for dynamicity and flexibility in the modification of texts 

and/or activities from semester to semester25. Multiple texts meant inclusion of multiple 

perspectives—institutional and individual—which helped provide a range and diversity of 

voices, and thereby minimize the risk of essentialising (K. Byram, 2011; K. Byram & 

Kramsch, 2008). 

As noted earlier, it is not just the texts and materials that matter, but also the 

discussions and tasks around those texts and topics. The GS curriculum was developed 

through a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (NLG, 1996) whose proposal rests on notions of 

language as socially-situated, the importance of engaging learners’ multiple and unique 

                                                 
25 At the outset this was a primarily practical decision; in retrospect, given that textbooks by their very nature and genre as collections of 
print materials (whether analog or digital) contribute to views of culture (and language) as static (i.e. if it is written down, it must therefore 
be an immutable fact), a dynamic collection of texts may subtly help reflect the reality that culture is fluid and dynamic, and not knowledge 
set in stone. 
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backgrounds in learning processes, and the importance of critical reflection across multiple 

forms of textual engagement. The NLG’s Four Curricular Components guided the 

engagement with texts and topics and helped bring out the ideologies and perspectives in the 

various texts. These four approaches (Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, 

and Transformed Practice) involve interpretive and productive engagement with texts, and 

metacognitive reflections on how meaning is made through activities of experiencing, 

conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; NLG, 1996). Situated 

Practice involves hands-on, immersion in a text in an interpretive capacity such as reading, 

listening, or viewing. Overt Instruction consists in instructor-guided reflections on how a 

text’s form carries specific meanings. Critical Framing brings in critical reflection on a text’s 

genre, discourse context, broader social purpose, and underlying ideologies. Finally, 

Transformed Practice engages learners in a re-designing of ideas and language into different 

modes and genres from the perspective of specific identities (NLG, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 

2009). Put another way, “In Transformed Practice, in one activity we try to re-create a 

discourse by engaging in it for our own real purpose” (NLG, p. 87). Sample forms of textual 

engagement as guided by the Four Curricular Components are outlined in the table below. 

 

Table 1: Sample activities for the Four Curricular Components 

Curricular 
component 

Focus Textual engagement 

Situated Practice immersion in the text with focus on 
form 

identify major sections of article; predict 
content from subheadings; classify content; 
identify keywords to match content  

Overt Instruction attention to form-meaning 
connections 

compare texts of different genres; map 
language forms to speaker identities    

Critical Framing critical analyses of how and why 
meanings are made, i.e. author 
purpose, ideologies in texts 

critical focus questions; identify author, 
publication venue; identify discourses 
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Transformed 
Practice 

application; discourse and language 
repurposed 

invent story continuations; create dialogue 
from text; re-design text using different 
modes (linguistic, visual, audial, gestural, 
etc.)  

 

The adoption of characters invited students to simultaneously use language to imagine, and 

articulate, their characters’ engagement in realistic social practices and discourses. Among 

the goals of the GS with respect to culture were that students would delve beneath surface-

level and stereotypical reflections on France and French culture toward a broader 

understanding of values and perspectives; to begin to understand the link between language 

use and social identities; to be able to link social practices and underlying values; to 

effectively make cultural comparisons with respect to the whys of cultural difference (Tang, 

2006), and to recognize the variability of values and social practices among members of 

national cultures. In other words, the curriculum aimed to move beyond reductionist 

associations of one language = one nation = one culture and to help students develop a 

reflective stance vis à vis their own and LC2 cultures. 

 To this end, integrated into the framework described above were regular activities 

designed to promote ongoing reflection. “Comparison of similarities and differences provides 

a resource for reflection, and reflection as a classroom process is a core element of 

developing interculturality” (Liddicoat, 2008, p. 283). In our case, a weekly Critical Framing 

task prior to each module invited students’ reflections, in English, on their own practices and 

positions within their LC1 context. For example, in the module on neighborly interactions, 

students were asked to describe the neighborhood in which they grew up, and typical 

relationships between neighbors. Prior to the module on secularism, students were asked to 
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define this concept from their own LC1 perspective.26 Following each module, a slightly 

different Critical Framing task was incorporated into a weekly assessment. Because mere 

comparison can “lead to dichotomous thinking, preventing students from reaching a position 

within each language…and from developing an ‘empathic understanding for difference’” 

(Drewelow, 2013, p. 168), reflections were guided such that students would question why 

certain practices existed as such in LC2 versus LC1 or were absent in either context. These 

reflections, also completed in English, asked students to consider both what they understood 

about a particular cultural reality (i.e. the 35-hour work week, the role and function of a 

concierge) as well as what they saw as the underlying values and perspectives giving rise to 

this practice. In some cases, students were asked to reflect on the differences between the US 

and France, for example to consider why the profession of the concierge exists in France and 

not in the US. In the case of environmentalism, questions addressed how the particulars differ 

in each context, such as who participates, in what ways, and how these practices are talked 

about in everyday discourse. 

 In summary, the culture-learning goals in this curriculum sought to: 1) avoid the 

implicit suggestion that culture is rigid and static by replacing the textbook with a dynamic 

collection of texts delivered through a virtual course management system; 2) to move beyond 

stereotypical images of French language and its associated cultures in order to demonstrate 

that culture is about people and their ways of living, ways of being, ways of talking; and to 

do so by inviting students to engage with various textual genres as guided by the Four 

Curricular Components, to engage their own LC1 contexts and subjectivities through Critical 

                                                 
26 This Critical Framing task included the following prompt: Describe what is meant by secularism in the context of the US. Would you say 
that the US is a secular society? Religious? Why or why not? What about the separation between church and state? In what contexts is this 
principle applied? Are there contradictions, i.e. places where the separation of church and state is not maintained? Respond in English in 
200-250 words. 
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Framing tasks in the form of weekly pre-module reflections, and to synthesize and reflect on 

their learning through a portfolio of learning artifacts from the course. 

The current study 

 Part of a broader study of outcomes from this curriculum, this particular inquiry sought 

to uncover students’ views of French culture, and approaches to language and culture-

learning.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. How do students understand and represent French culture at the beginning of 

fourth semester French?  

2. How do students understand and represent culture-learning at the end of the 

semester-long Multiliteracies-based GS? 

 Understanding students views of French language and culture is important because as 

Sercu (1998) has demonstrated, “…it is crucial for teaching materials to take account of 

pupils’ already acquired categories, perceptions, attitudes and motivation, since these are 

likely to affect the way in which pupils attend to and process new information” (p. 280). It 

was hoped that findings from RQ2 could ultimately illuminate what students’ value in the 

learning experience in addition to what beliefs prevail about TL cultures and about the object 

of learning in an FL classroom at the end of a semester-long ML GS. 
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Participants 

 Participants were recruited from two sections each of fourth semester French in Spring 

2014 and Fall 2014; their participation was concealed to their course instructors until after 

the end of the course when all grades had been submitted. Thirty-seven (37) students 

consented to participate in the study. 

Data 

Data consisted of the following sources, which were part of the regular course assignments: 

1) What is Culture VoiceThread (VT), and 2) Culture Showcase and Final Reflections from 

the course portfolio. 

 

Table 2: Overview of data sources 

Data source Description Platform When 
completed 

Participants 
completing 

“What is culture?” 
VoiceThread (VT)  

Students selected one image 
representing their understanding of 
French culture; recorded voiceover; 
viewed and commented on each 
others’ VTs 

VoiceThread Week 3 n=31 

Portfolio - Culture 
Showcase (CS) and 
Final Portfolio 
Reflection (FPR) 

Curation of 6 “best” examples of 
culture as product, practice, or 
perspective and 300 word reflection  

Google Sites Weeks 13 
and 15 

n=33 

 

 The “What is Culture?” VT was completed in Week 3, and gave students the following 

prompt: “Find one image that represents for you your understanding of French culture, 

paying attention to avoiding stereotypes, as discussed in class. Create a VoiceThread where 

you post your image and record a voiceover in French of 1-2 minutes describing briefly why 
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you chose that image.” After creating individual VTs, students were then invited to view and 

comment on each others’ VTs. 

 The portfolio was modeled after the European Language Portfolio27 (ELP) and served 

as a space for students’ collection and reflection of their work throughout the semester. The 

portfolio included the following sections: 1) Language Learning History Narratives, 2) Goals 

and Strategies, 3) Language Showcase, 4) Culture Showcase, 5) and Final Reflections. In 

both the Language and Culture Showcase, students were asked to select six examples from 

the course which represented their learning around a particular learning goal. In the Culture 

Showcase, the section of relevance to this study, students were prompted to select artifacts 

representing culture as practice, product, and perspective, following the ACTFL paradigm in 

the Cultures Standard28. For each artifact, students were asked to write a 300 word reflection 

addressing the following questions: Why did I choose this evidence?, How did I feel about 

the activity?, How well did I achieve my goals for this activity?, What were the critical 

factors helping or hindering achievement?, What have I learned from this activity, and what 

would I do differently next time or what challenges remain? The Final Portfolio Reflection 

was completed in the final week of the semester and asked students to write a 450-500 word 

reflection in English in response to seven question prompts which synthesized and 

summarized their learning of culture and language, their view of how the GS contributed to 

their learning, and overall feelings about the course and their learning for the semester. 

                                                 
27 The ELP consists of three sections: the Passport, the Biography, and the Dossier, wherein learners articulate their language learning 
background and history, and complete a self-evaluation of their abilities based on can-do statements for different skills, followed by a 
showcase of learning elements. (See Cummins & Davesne, 2009). While the ELP is used as a form of alternative assessment, the portfolios 
in our case were used as a site of collection and reflection on learning and not as assessments per se. 
28 In the ACTFL Guidelines, practices are described as patterns of social interactions; examples of products are books, foods tools, laws, 
music, games; perspectives are described as meanings, attitudes, values, ideas (Cutshall, 2012). 
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 Of the thirty-seven (37) participants, thirty-one (31) students completed the VT culture 

assignment; a slightly different but overlapping set of thirty-three (33) students completed the 

culture showcase and final reflections sections of the portfolio. 

Findings 

RQ1: How do students understand and represent French culture at the 
beginning of fourth semester French? 
 
 In order to answer RQ1, the VoiceThread culture assignments (n=31) were reviewed for 

content (image plus description) and were coded according to whether they reflected culture 

as product, practice, or perspective following ACTFL’s heuristic for conceptualizing culture. 

In some cases, submissions reflected more than one of these categories. In keeping with the 

way in which the PPP model proposed by ACTFL takes into account the relationships 

between practices and perspectives or products and perspectives, this categorization took into 

account both the image and the accompanying explanation, as the latter allowed for students’ 

understandings of connections and relationships to be revealed. This preliminary content 

analysis revealed 21 representations of products, 19 practices, and 4 themes and/or 

commentaries that could be classified as perspectives. In some cases, students’ 

representations fit multiple categories, as will be shown below.  

Figure 1: Students’ representations of French culture by product, practice, perspective 
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Items in each of the three macro categories were then sub-categorized, and the following 

emerged. 

Table 3: Students’ representations of French culture by theme 

Products  
monuments 7 
food 2 
boutiques 1 
  
Practices  
Events (Tour de France, Fête de la Musique) 4 
Mardi gras 1 
Baby names 1 
  
Products and practices  
cafés 5 
markets 2 
metro 1 
painting 1 
  
Practices and Perspectives  
romantic couple 1 
bridge 1 

Products 

Of the ten products featured, seven were monuments (Notre Dame, Tour Eiffel (3), Palais de 

Versailles, Louvre, Arc de Triomphe); two featured images of food (crêpes, pasta with 

escargot); and two depicted boutiques. 

 

Figure 2: Products depicted in students’ representations of French culture 
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Practices 

Representations classified as practices included two instances of the Tour de France; two 

mentions of the annual Festival of Music; one mention of Mardi Gras; and one image 

presenting French terms of endearment for babies. 

 

Figure 3: Practices depicted in students’ representations of French culture 

 

 

Products and practices 

Representations classified as both product and practice included five images and descriptions 

of cafés, two markets, one image of the metro, and one painting 

 

Figure 4: Products and practices depicted in students’ representations of French culture 
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Practices and Perspectives 

Finally, depictions that conveyed both practices and perspectives included a couple in a 

romantic pose on the street, and a bridge with poem as a voiceover. 

Products, Practices and Perspectives 

Finally, in two instances, the students’ representations touched upon all three—product, 

practice and perspective: for example Jennifer’s image of a cafe, croissant, and newspaper 

(Le Monde), was accompanied by a comment that the French appreciate the small pleasures 

of life (“les petits plaisirs”). Tami explained her image of bread and water on a table as a 

representation of moments when people come together, the fact that meals are not rushed, 

and that everyone enjoys the company of others. 

Le café, and other petits plaisirs 

 With only a few exceptions (i.e. metro, bridge, babies), students’ representations of 

“French culture” converged around a few central themes: cafe and food culture, monuments, 

and events. Although the assignment asked students to present their understanding of 

“France”, monuments were restricted to Paris and vicinity, and converged around iconic 

monuments in Paris such as the Tour Eiffel and the Arc de Triomphe. The simulation context 
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of Paris may have prompted students at some level to subconsciously focus their images on 

what they knew of Paris; however more than likely these associations arose out of the 

pervasive collapsing of France equals Paris within contemporary discourse. Further, in some 

cases, students’ construal of the question seemed to be less about an understanding of culture 

and more about an aesthetic or affective association. The prompt specifically asked for an 

image that represented students’ understanding of French culture, “paying attention to 

avoiding stereotypes, as discussed in class”. This particular interpretation of the question is 

especially evident with Patricia who stated that: “I chose this activity to represent my 

understanding of French cultural products because it allowed me to choose an image that 

represented my understanding of French culture. The Eiffel Tower was my first exposure to 

French culture when I was a child” (Patricia, CS). It is not clear in what form this exposure 

came, however Patricia had reported at the beginning of the course that she had never been to 

France, thus this association between “French culture” and the iconic Tour Eiffel remained a 

symbolic association that is likely to have been solidified through prior language learning 

experiences, popular media, or tourist and/or study abroad promotional literature. 

 Where students did not reflect iconic images of tourist discourse, in all but one case, 

their representations reflected discourses of France as “the land of food, fashion, romance 

and intellectualism” present in contemporary discourse. (See Drewelow, 2011a, for 

discussion.) Regarding her inclusion of a painting, Kathleen remarked that she was 

specifically trying to avoid the typical tourist discourses, saying she chose the image of the 

painting (depicting a cafe) because she wanted to demonstrate living a normal life. While this 

selection may be once removed from typical images associated with tourist discourse by not 

representing iconic monuments, the selection of a cafe—and its artistic representation 



174 
 

through painting—taps into familiar discourses of France as a site of ‘high culture’. This 

view of France as site of high culture was also reflected in Michael’s VT in which he selected 

a picture of a small village, a canal, and a bridge, and whose accompanying explanation was 

in the form of a poem entitled “La France, c’est le pont” (France is the bridge). Only one 

student’s representation seemed to lie completely outside of these common themes: that of 

Jessica who chose to represent France with a poster depicting five babies and a unique term 

of endearment next to each one. Jessica described the meaning she found in this image as 

love being transparent and having a better appreciation of French culture through the image. 

 The effect of prior classroom experiences on students’ understanding of culture was 

reflected in Chelsea’s and Jennifer’s mention of “les petits plaisirs” (small pleasures) and 

notions of slowing down to appreciate the small pleasures of life. Although neither Chelsea 

nor Jennifer made a direct link to prior French classes, it is suspected that this idea was either 

presented—or reinforced—for them through previous course readings of several short prose 

poems from Philippe Delerm’s collection of “La Première gorgée de bière et autres plaisirs 

minuscules” (We Could Almost Eat Outside: An Appreciation of Life's Small Pleasures). 

RQ2 How do students understand and represent culture-learning at the end of 
the semester-long ML GS? 
 
 While RQ1 aimed to ascertain students’ preconceived categories about French culture, 

RQ2 was interested in how students discursively constructed their understandings of culture 

both in a general sense and with respect to specific learnings about French culture. 

 Data for this question came from two sections of students’ portfolios: the Culture 

Showcase (CS) and the Final Portfolio Reflection (FPR), as described above. Reflections 

were analyzed discursively looking first for any statement which reflected: 1) new learnings, 
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or 2) views of culture. Various patterns emerged which led to creation of sub-codes (i.e. 

“skills outcome - writing”, “view of culture - perspectives”); data were then re-read without 

any a priori categories through an iterative process which uncovered the following themes29: 

 

1) When asked to talk about culture learning, students still talked about language 

learning, and notably, in terms of separate skills development and accuracy of form 

(15 students); 

2) Culture-learning was construed as a relational process (i.e. cross-cultural perspective-

taking) (14 students); 

3) Students demonstrated understandings of culture as dynamic (i.e. practices vary 

according to perspectives, perspectives and practices vary according to social 

position, etc.) (10 students); 

4) Students continued to construe French culture in stereotypical ways (10 students). 

 

Several less prominent, but important, secondary themes also emerged: 

 

5) Students expressed surprise about the content and object of learning in the FL 

classroom (9 students). 

6) Views of culture included genre as culture and the importance of culture in language 

(5 students). 

 

Each of these themes will be discussed in turn below. 

                                                 
29 Themes were considered primary if evidence appeared in more than ten students’ reflections; and secondary if evidence emerged in at 
least five but fewer than ten students’ reflections. 
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1) When asked to talk about culture learning, students still talked about 
language learning, and notably, in terms of separate skills development and 
accuracy of form 
 
 Despite the fact that the portfolio prompts asked students to reflect upon their language 

and culture learning (in the FPR) and on their culture learning in the CS, several students 

(Adrienne, Aimee, Cameron, Cassandra, Ellen, Erin, Heather, Jennifer, Karla, Marta, 

Monica, Patricia, Paula, Sadie, Sara, Stephanie, Theresa) brought their reflections back to a 

focus on language, with particular emphasis on skill development. For example, Cameron 

said: 

“This Global Simulation class was good in helping me understand French culture better but now I want 
to turn my focus to really developing my speaking abilities and I believe the next class will do that 
very well for me” (Cameron, FPR). 

 

Aimee shared: 

“I learned a good deal about France, its laws, and the way its people live, but what has been most 
relevant to me is the practice I got out of this class in all sorts of ways, from speaking formally to 
writing out complaints in post it notes to be shown on Facebook” (Aimee, FPR).  
 

Cameron and Aimee both clearly saw the cultural component as a parenthetical departure 

from what they saw as the real goals of language study. While perhaps not uninteresting, 

certainly in Cameron’s case, he would be leaving culture aside in the following semester to 

pursue the real goals of language study. 

 Many students’ reflections centered around skill development of reading, writing, 

listening, or speaking. Monica and Jennifer focused on developing their reading skills by 

highlighting learning through strategies and skills of extracting meaning by identifying 

cognates (Monica) and with reference to the book clubs (Jennifer). Jennifer described: 

“By reading a French Book comprised of short little stories about life we were able to see from a 
French point of view and accurately analyze the literature. It gave us ideas of French daily life and 



177 
 

immersed us more in one by reading in French. This also worked on our writing skills and abilities to 
communicate with each other” (Jennifer, CS). 
 

For Jennifer, while the weekly book clubs did offer a window on perspectives and daily life, 

to her the pedagogical goals were clearly about reading and writing skills and not about 

multiple ways of making meaning through interpretation within a community of readers, a 

goal of the book clubs. Further, reading for Jennifer, as construed here, is about “accurate 

analysis”, suggesting that reading entails obtaining author meaning from within the text or 

immutable facts such as how French people live.  

 For Patricia, salient learnings included the development of writing skills, nurtured 

through ongoing practice: 

“some assignments such as “le portrait d’immigrant” helped me in practicing my French listening 
comprehension from videos, as well as my understanding of written French…. These include improved 
French writing skills as I have practiced writing the most throughout the semester. I have also learned 
some new techniques to better understand spoken French such as trying to understand the overall 
meaning of the spoken text rather than every single word. Improved writing and listening skills will be 
most important for me in the future” (Patricia, FPR). 
 

Whereas some students (e.g. Erin) described the “Portrait d’immigrants” texts as an 

opportunity to get to know the diverse identities of people in France, and understand France’s 

overall story of immigration through these particular stories, Patricia’s take away from this 

activity was the way in which it helped her develop listening comprehension and writing, 

skills which, she explained, develop through ongoing practice. 

 Among The Four Skills, development of speaking was most often mentioned (Marta, 

Adrienne, Sadie, Karla). This singular focus on one skill is most evident in Sadie’s culture 

showcase, which featured only speaking assignments as artifacts, and which began by stating 

that she had learned how to read keywords, continuing with:  “I feel that I have learned to 

speak better in sounding out words and making sure I get my vocabulary right so that I am 
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able to sound better when I speak French” (Sadie, FPR). Although Sadie did address the 

question of culture-learning, her discussion of culture remained superficial and her 

reflections continued to focus on this skill. She went on to say: 

“What is most important to me when leaving this class is that I really do understand, speak, write and 
read French more because I really want to learn the language. It will really truly benefit me because I 
want to speak another language as well as communicate with family members” (Sadie, FPR). 
 

Sadie’s personal background and goals of being able to communication with family members 

became the organizing principle for her learning goals, and led to her reduce the main focus 

in the language class to an instrumental goal that would develop her speaking.  

 Not only were students concerned with the skills they developed, many students also 

reflected on the importance of accuracy. Ellen, referring to her What is Culture VT said: 

“This assignment was a positive activity for me because I was able to express myself in the 

French language, without too many errors…” (Ellen, CS). Heather, referring to a social 

media post about the RTT (reduction of work week hours) said: 

“Though there are several errors, and I may not have adequately portrayed my character through the 
post, I learned something new about the culture of France. I had never heard of RTT, and therefore 
learned something interesting about France that I had never known before.  
 

Despite the fact that the social media posts were intended in part to allow students a venue 

for expression without concern for accuracy of form, Heather was still concerned with errors. 

Karla reflected a similar concern: 

“I believe one of the most important aspects that I learned-and am still learning right now-is to have 
confidence in speaking. Even if I don’t have perfect pronunciation and vocabulary, feeling confident 
and practicing the tools that you have is the only way to improve” (Karla, FPR). 
 

Here Karla reiterates her goal of developing her speaking, where speaking is an exercise of 

practicing implementation of vocabulary, not necessarily as a communicative activity 

between members embedded in cultural contexts. 
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2) Culture-learning was construed as an interpersonal relational process 

 It was hoped that the adoption of characters would lead students to begin to consider 

values and viewpoints from an LC2 perspective and not necessarily their own. The only 

question in the final portfolio reflection with respect to the GS was how students felt the GS 

had helped them with their learning. In some cases, students highlighted the way the 

character had helped them to practice grammar and vocabulary and develop discrete skills, 

such as Cassandra who noted that she was: “able to use a fake personality to practice my 

speaking skills and my writing skills while interacting with students that are in my class” 

(Cassandra, FPR). However, many other students (Adrienne, Cameron, Chelsea, Erin, 

Jennifer, Jessica, Kathleen, Michael, Monica, Patricia, Paula, Samantha, Tina) acknowledged 

this former goal. Both Cameron and Michael appealed to the familiar metaphor of putting 

themselves in others’ shoes to describe their experience in the GS:  

“Adopting the role of a character in the class allowed me to step into somebody's else's shoes and view 
things through their eyes. Too often we get stuck in our own interpretation of events and ideas. The 
role playing in class enabled me to see things from a different view and learn about different aspects of 
French culture through not only my point of view. I think this was a great thing that we did in the 
class’ (Cameron, FPR). 
 

Other students discussed how they adopted other perspectives in less abstract terms. 

Interesting here is Monica’s use of quotes around “French”, an acknowledgement of the 

reductionist nature of this construct:  

“This assignment, which had to be written with the voice of my character, (which, would maintain the 
“French” position to secularism) expresses a comprehension of how the French regard the concept of 
secularism, but in addition how would the French regard a situation of exception within a norm. In 
other words, I tried to represent how my character would demonstrate sympathy towards Fatima; and 
the manner in which she would recognize that the laws or norms of a culture are not necessarily always 
“good” even if they possess good intentions. Overall, this assignment challenged me to think not only 
about my own perspective of secularism but also the perspective of someone who was affected by the 
laws designed to establish secularism. It also, helped me imagine how controversy emerges when 
diversity exists” (Monica, CS).  
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Still others (Adrienne, Chelsea, Erin, Patricia, Paula) expressed the desire, but also the 

inherent challenges, of thinking outside one’s own perspective: “Something I would do 

differently is maybe try better at getting rid of my own bias which was a difficult thing, 

especially when it comes down to social issues…” (Adrienne, CS).  

“In order to do well on this assignment, I not only had to understand la laïcité as a whole, but I had to 
understand it from the French perspective. It is very easy to use my cultural experiences as an 
American as a basis for judging certain issues, but I had to take a step back and think outside the 
context of my own culture to try to understand the reasoning behind this practice. If I could do the 
assignment over again, I would have tried to touch on more specific issues rather than just general 
justice and equality, in order to more fully engage with the topic” (Chelsea, CS). 
 

 Beyond showcasing assignments from the LC2 topics presented in the course, two 

students (Chelsea, Cameron) included samples from their reflections on their own LC1 

culture. Chelsea chose to include the reflection called “my work/my life” which had asked 

students the extent to which they thought one’s job is a reflection of one’s identity. She 

articulated that inclusion of a reflection on her LC1 rather than on the LC2 context might be 

unconventional, but explained: 

“I think occupation importance differs from person to person, and can even hold some cultural 
predispositions. In America, I feel like we place a higher level of importance on occupation. When 
someone asks, "What do you do?" we respond with our careers, inherently implying that our 
occupation is the defining factor of what we do. We see people as a doctor, a lawyer, a teacher, and so 
on. However, is this really who we are? It is very possible that a person simply does his or her job in 
order to earn a salary to finance everything else in their life that defines their identity. Someone can 
view themselves as a teacher, for example, but I feel that the occupational label acts more as an 
identifier of a person for the general public than a source of one's own personal identity. I have heard 
that the French take a less extreme approach to careers; a job is simply what one does to make money, 
but is in actuality a very small fragment of an entire human identity. I think defining oneself through 
one's career oversimplifies the complexity of one's existence, allowing us to be defined by the narrow 
view of what outsiders can quickly and easily comprehend” (Chelsea, CS). 

 

Through this reflection, Chelsea acknowledges the complexity of identity, and the salience of 

this particular identity aspect in US discourse. The question prompt was written quite 

generally and had not asked students to make a cross-cultural comparison, yet Chelsea did so, 

thereby demonstrating culture-learning as a reflective process locating oneself within one’s 
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own cultural frame first (Barnes-Karol & Broner, 2010; Diaz, 2013; Knutson, 2006; 

Kramsch, 1993). Similarly, Cameron included his reflection on his childhood neighborhood:  

“I chose this activity because it allowed me to reflect on my childhood and the environment that I grew 
up in. Often times we just grow up and do not take the time to reflect on the type of upbringing that we 
had. This exercise was an opportunity for me to think back on my neighbors and the role that they 
played in developing my cultural practices….I learned from this activity that the environment I grew 
up in, and more specifically the tight relationship that I had with my neighbors, really shaped me and 
was a crucial part of my childhood” (Cameron, CS).  

 

Tina, for her part, reflected on her identity within a Vietnamese family living in the US: 

“I chose this activity because it provides awareness of how culture defines our way of life and define 
one's identity. I wasn't completely aware that culture defines my identity. Working on this assignment 
made me realize how much my parents had influenced me. When I mentioned how respect is a huge 
part of our family, that was when it hit me. Culture defines how we speak, think, act, dress, etc. 
towards other people” (Tina, CS).  
 

For Tina, reflecting on culture in the context of the FL course also led to an important and 

new personal awareness for her in understanding her own cultural self and how she had been 

shaped by her family values. Chelsea took the general question one step further to speculate 

on a cross-cultural comparison, while Cameron’s and Tina’s reflections focused on an 

examination of their own LC1 contexts. Regardless of the varying degrees to which students 

may have used such reflections as springboards for understanding other cultures, these three 

examples reflect the value students themselves also place on understanding LC2 culture 

through reflecting on their own cultural selves. 

3) Students demonstrated understandings of culture as dynamic 

 Many students (Adrienne, Briana, Cameron, Ellen, Karla, Kathleen, Monica, Patricia, 

Patrick, Paula) articulated connections between particular practices and their underlying 

values, as well as the variability they perceived among French views on a particular topic. 

For example, Cameron, in reflecting on the laws of the 35-hour work week, said:  
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“This is a major cultural difference between the United States and France that I was not aware of 
before learning about it in class. In the United States we have a 40 hour work week but it is very 
strongly encouraged and often times required to work many more than that to get ahead in the working 
world. In France, they have a much different attitude and have opted to place an emphasis on peoples' 
lives outside of work. The intent of the 35 hour work week was to allow people to pursue things 
outside of work and to maintain balance in their life” (Cameron, CS). 
 

Cameron is reflecting both on values he sees in the US context (getting ahead) and how this 

connects to a 40-hour work week while at the same time speculating on LC2 values 

(maintaining balance) which are linked to the 35 hour work week in France. Similarly, 

Patricia wrote: 

“Working only 35 hours a week is definitely reflective of French cultural values such as decreasing 
unemployment, or increasing employment opportunities. It also shows that they believe in spending 
more time with family and doing other activities such as ‘bricolage’ (DIY projects) and ‘faire du sport’ 
(exercising) in their free time” (Patricia, CS). 
 

Also commenting on an assignment from this same module, Chelsea said:  

“If I could further reflect upon this issue, I would go further into the cultural origins of these 
perspectives, such as the concept of the American dream and the importance of capitalism to our 
society and how that impacts our values. A glimpse into history may have provided more cultural 
context and understanding” (Chelsea, CS). 
 

Not only is Chelsea taking into account specific perspectives and values which might be 

linked to certain practices, she is acknowledging that culture is not fixed, and that values and 

practices are conditioned by history and broader national discourses. Monica, also by way of 

reflections around learning artifacts, takes the understanding of perspectives to a more 

critical level by suggesting that: 

“In addition, the study of culture, does not only signify an analysis of the behaviors that are unique to 
the culture, but rather understanding the ideologies and desires that mold a cultural norm…. I 
understand that the French culture is not homogeneous, therefore an integral study of the French 
culture is also a study of diversity” (Monica, CS).  
 

 A dynamic understanding of culture is perhaps best evidenced by Patricia’s and Ellen’s 

respective comments about the 35-hour work week: 
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“I chose to include an assignment about the 35 hour work week in France because it is something that 
is so very culturally different from the United States and therefore a new cultural perspective for me. 
The belief that reduction of hours will result in less stress for employees but at the same time more 
jobs (fewer hours mean there will be work left to be done) might be a source of trouble for some 
French citizens. Many seem to want the 40 hour work week, simply because they need the money and 
not the leisure. On the other hand, some seem to enjoy their free time” (Ellen, CS). 

 

Ellen’s reflection acknowledges the diversity of opinions around this practice. Patricia went 

one step further, demonstrating how her character played a role in how she conceptualized 

this practice: 

“this activity also made me realize that French people may have differing opinions on this cultural 
practice depending on their professional status. For example, my character is not the biggest fan since 
she is studying to be a doctor and they have to work more hours. Thus, this activity allowed me to 
learn about a French cultural practice and the different perspectives surrounding the issue” (Patricia, 
CS). 
 

These two examples demonstrate the diversity of opinions that Monica has hinted at above, 

and the way in which opinions and perspectives depending on one’s social position and 

profession (in the case of the 35-hour work-week); or political views and ideologies, in the 

case of views about religious symbols in public spaces or the deportation of undocumented 

15-year-olds. 

4) Students continued to construe French culture in stereotypical ways 

 Overall, students selected artifacts for their portfolios from across a range of course 

topics, with the most prominent being the 35-hour work week, immigration, politics, and 

secularism, in many cases reflecting that they included these because it represented new 

learning for them. However, alongside new learnings, some students also held onto their 

original stereotypes (Briana, Ellen, Erin, Karla, Marta, Michael, Monica, Patricia, Sadie, 

Stephanie), sometimes expanding on prior ideas, but not always. For example, Briana 

brought back her What is Culture VT in which she had talked about markets in France, with a 
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brief surface-level reiteration of the fact that markets represent France for her, but without 

connection to values underlying these practices, nor comparisons to her LC1. Similarly, 

Marta also included her original VT featuring a café, but did not expand further on what this 

might reveal about values or practices. Erin also included her VT on architecture, and wrote 

anew: 

“I chose this activity because I believe it demonstrates how much I have learned about cultural 
products, mostly architecture in this assignment. In the Voice thread I discuss the cultural importance 
of French architecture, particularly Versailles. I really loved this assignment, because although I did not 
know much about it, I love French culture, and architecture. I find all the buildings just gorgeous, and 
they have the ability to transport you to another time, so being able to explore that a little bit was 
great” (Erin, CS). 
 

While students were encouraged to explore the local context through multimedia and 

internet, beyond one discussion on Haussmannian buildings in order to contextualize the 

apartment building in which the simulation took place, none of the course content centered 

around architecture. This link between French culture and architecture appears to be a carry-

over from prior discourses and associations with France. The reference to being transported 

to another time demonstrates that for Erin, architecture is a reflection of history (and by 

extension, tradition), and is reflective of Chavez’ (2002) finding that “history looms large in 

students’ understandings of culture” (p. 131). 

 Ellen’s reflection on her initial French Culture VT assignment also reiterates 

stereotypes of France as the epicenter of high culture:  

“I admire the artistic influence that France has had on the world. What the country was able to provide 
in intellectual stimulation, especially during the late 19th century when legions of artists from every 
nation flocked to Paris, will probably never be repeated and is deservedly a source of pride for the 
French” (Ellen, CS).  

 

Ellen’s choice to include this example maintains her prior views and are reflective of 

stereotypes of France being “cultured and sophisticated” found in Garrett-Rucks’ (2013) case 
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studies.  Karla, for her part, did update her knowledge alongside the inclusion of her 

original VT featuring a market in a small village: 

“Now as we have gone through the class I have indeed learned the type of city life that there is, at least 
in Paris. The variety of stores and markets, all at walking distance emphasizes the practices of the 
French in the urban life-which is majority by foot. The Hausmanien buildings for example are a style 
which is very old fashioned but picturesque in my opinion. It originates from earlier in French culture, 
which again augments the historical aspect of the French culture and the importance of maintaining it” 
(Karla, CS).  
 

While Karla reflected on her original submission against the backdrop of new knowledge, her 

reflection here also demonstrated a view of culture as being synonymous with history, 

echoing a view of the fuzzy lines between culture and history. 

 Finally, Patricia also featured her original VT with the Eiffel Tower and described her 

choice as follows:  

“The Eiffel Tower was my first exposure to French culture when I was a child but I have gained new 
knowledge and insights around French culture. These have to do with trying to avoid French 
stereotypes such as that French people are romantic and into fashion. From doing this activity, I 
realized the stereotypes I associate with French people. Thus, in this VoiceThread, I tried my best to 
avoid stereotypes” (Patricia, CS). 
 

While Patricia may have effectively avoided stereotypes about the everyday interests of 

French people, she still held onto this iconic image of France as if she had construed the 

question as one which asked for a symbol that reflects your relationship with France rather 

than a demonstration of your cultural understanding. Patricia later shared, however, in her 

final reflection, an updated perspective on some of her original stereotypes: 

“I have also learned some interesting things about not only French culture itself but also how it is 
viewed. For example, I remember how in the first week of classes, we addressed the issue of French 
stereotypes. This made me realize that there were certain characteristics such as ‘romantic’ and 
‘fashion’ that I associated with France. Although these characteristics may apply to certain French 
people, not all will fit into this stereotype” (Patricia, FPR). 
 

Unlike the previous cases in which no additional reflection is offered to accompany students’ 

initial representations of “French culture”, Patricia demonstrated a more substantial reflection 
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on her previous understandings and associations, acknowledging the limitations of her 

previous stereotypes. While many of the 30 participants, including those in this section, may 

have expanded their understandings of French culture, many students also held onto prior 

stereotypes and associations. 

5) Students expressed surprise about the cultural content in the FL classroom 

 Many students (Adrienne, Cassandra, Lisa, Michael, Monica, Patricia, Samantha, Sara, 

Tami) chose to include artifacts for the reason that this represented something they had never 

learned about France. The most prominent theme mentioned was the module on politics, in 

which texts centered around the structure of French government, voting, and political parties. 

Monica and Cassandra contrasted this class with previous high school learning experiences: 

“Unlike in high school, I learned about French politics, which is something I never thought 

would be necessary in order to learn a foreign language” (Cassandra, FPR). Similarly, 

Michael said:  

“I actually learned a lot more about French culture than I normally would in a language class, ranging 
from public opinion on religion and economy to cooking French foods and coexisting with others in an 
apartment building” (Michael, FPR). 
 

In a separate reflection Michael noted: 

“I chose this activity because it really shows the complexity to which we ultimately engaged with the 
French political system. For a language and culture class that is rather unusual; however, I would assert 
that this activity helps to portray the understanding that politics and culture are not distinct entities, 
rather phenomena that interact on a daily basis and help form the identity of the other” (Michael, CS). 
 

 Students’ surprise that such a topic as politics would be part of a language course is 

undoubtedly explained by prior classroom experiences and expectations perpetuated by our 

own departmental structures that FL study is about language and only language, not about 

textual study, nor engagement with cultural practices. As FL departments have demonstrated 
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through curricula, if other topics are to be addressed in FL study, at most these might be 

literature, or perhaps history, through one course on culture and civilization. Politics, 

however, has never belonged to the enterprise of FL teaching, although ‘political systems’ 

has been recommended as an important and viable topic within FL studies (Byram & Risager, 

1999, as cited in Chapelle, 2010). Part of this may reside in developmental stages: 

“Presenting 13-year-olds, for example, with a survey of a country’s political system may not 

make for much cultural learning since research has shown that these learners are not yet 

ready for this topic and will surely not be able to compare political systems in a nuanced 

way” (Cain & Briane, 1994, as cited in Sercu, 2002, p. 67). However, even at later stages of 

education where such a topic might be developmentally appropriate, it appears to be missing, 

based on these participants’ reactions of surprise that politics would be part of an FL class. 

6) Culture includes genre, and language needs culture 

 While numerous examples in the above sections point to the pervasive nature of 

dominant discourses of FL learning centered around language as discrete skills, several 

students’ reflections (Marta, Adrienne, Monica, Michael) included understandings of the 

inter-dynamic nature of language and culture: 

“As for the culture, I have learned much about the daily lives and values of the French. In adopting the 
role of a character in a building I have gained a better understanding as to the register of different 
words and the situations in which different registers should be used as well as how the French live on a 
daily basis. For example, I had to use words that an elderly, grumpy man would use as opposed to the 
words a young, kind woman would use. It was definitely an adjustment that taught me a lot about the 
language and culture” (Marta, FPR). 

 

For Marta, culture is about interaction, and understanding culture means knowing how to 

interact in socially appropriate ways. It is an understanding of the self as a cultural being with 

an identity (or multiple identities), which are expressed through different means. Adrienne 
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and Monica also linked language and culture; in their respective cases, culture learning was 

not necessarily about sociolinguistic norms, but rather cultural learning in the course seemed 

to bring about an expanded view of language and knowing the particulars behind a term such 

as “secularism”: “secularism in France includes citizens not being able to publicly show 

religious signs” (Adrienne, FPR). What Adrienne drew out in terms of practices, Monica 

took one step further through a meta-reflection on the limits of focusing solely on language: 

“With this particular assignment, and throughout the theme of secularism, I learned that the word 
‘laicite’ cannot be directly [translated] to the English language for ‘secularism’ does not encompass the 
French meaning of separation of church and state. In addition, I learned that even though in essence 
‘laicite’ and ‘secularism’ both signify a separation of church and state, the reasons behind this idea 
differ from culture to culture. For instance, French people emphasize the significance of ‘liberte’, and 
the right for a neutral public space” (Monica, CS).  
 

Although dictionary equivalents might be tempting shortcuts to language learning, this 

example quite aptly demonstrates the limits of purely lexical translations. Michael, for his 

part, made a similar reflection about “le parti socialiste”, suggesting:  

“The nomenclature of this party alone (socialist party) allows the American reader to make a number 
of assumptions: the concept of socialism bears different weight in France (a socialist party would face 
significant challenges in the US that it doesn't in France). This historical and cultural framework of 
France allow for a political climate in which socialist parties are not viewed as dangerous or even 
radical. Such insight is attained from activities such as this” (Michael, CS). 
 

Like Monica, Michael is also acknowledging the limits of lexical translations, and in a 

particular case where cognates might otherwise be misleading. Again, while students such as 

Monica and Michael may have already entered the course with these kinds of sensibilities 

about the importance of culture and context in language learning, the course activities 

brought these to the fore in both individual and group settings. 

 

Culture is instantiated through genres 
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 Several students equated their understandings of culture to issues of genre, whether to 

the way in which genres across cultures differed in form (Aimee, Jessica), or the way in 

which different genres call for different forms of expression (Sara). Indeed this was a 

significant guiding principle in the course, and many in-course textual engagement activities 

centered around asking students questions of genre. For example:  

“I wanted to be sure that I was staying true to the concept of a French short film rather than simply 
making a short film in a French class. I watched several episodes of “Nos Chers Voisins” to get a good 
handle of what a French comedy and a French short film entailed. In this activity, I tried to tailor my 
dialogue to that method of delivery and cultural humor” (Jessica, CS) 
 

Jessica is reflecting her awareness that genres are cultural, i.e. that there are conventional 

ways of rendering a short film which are culturally situated. Unlike other students, Jessica 

did not merely see this film assignment as a vehicle for practicing language forms, but rather 

acknowledged that the making of the film (and by extension, the creation or production of 

any text) is a cultural activity. Aimee also shared:  

“I chose this letter because it shows the proper way to writing a paper in France, which is different 
from that of the Unites States. The heading and salutations are different and much more formal than 
what an American letter seems to be” (Aimee, CS). 
 

Jessica and Aimee are both reflecting an awareness of the fact that genres are construed 

differently in different cultural contexts and a desire to appropriate these conventional 

practices, reflecting what Crozet & Liddicoat (2000) suggested: “…culture is embodied in 

the ways in which people interact with each other in everyday forms of talk and through the 

written texts they produce. That is, culture underlies every part of communication, from 

asking someone to lend you a pen to writing a novel” (p. 2).  

 Sara, for her part, reflected not so much on genres across cultures, but rather genres 

within cultures: 

“This short Facebook post differed from the above Voicethread because I think it was a more natural 
and realistic way an actual French person would go about making their opinion known. If I were to 
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comment on my personal Facebook about a relevant “hot topic” political issue, I would discuss it in 
such a way that the people reading it have an assumed back-knowledge of the issue, and I am simply 
expanding on it by adding my opinion” (Sara, FPR).  
 

In this reflection Sara is alluding to a task which had asked student-characters to explain 

secularism to an American student, and is reflecting that communication is not just about the 

parts of language, but that context drives content, as well as other aspects of style. She is 

acknowledging the importance of audience (members of the same culture, familiar 

knowledge) as well as communication venue (conventions for expression in particular 

settings). 

Discussion 

 The overwhelming concern for accuracy of form and “perfect pronunciation” expressed 

by many students in their reflections on language and culture learning was undoubtedly 

instilled through prior language learning experiences. Course goals and objectives in the ML 

GS were regularly shared with students at the beginning of the course, and again prior to 

each module, and were diversified in terms of development of cultural knowledge, functional 

language development, and so on. In all cases, assessments underplayed the importance of 

accuracy by either omitting “accuracy” completely from a particular task assessment, or by 

limiting the weight of accuracy to one eighth of an assignment’s overall grade. Language 

development was encouraged through planned and spontaneous language use with a focus on 

communication which would be meaningful to the simulation context and to the characters; 

nevertheless, in some students’ minds, accuracy remained a guidepost for their learning. In 

many cases students reflected on their learning in terms of discrete skills of writing, reading, 

listening, and most often, speaking. This view of language learning as separate skills is well-
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ingrained: “Most textbooks espouse a “four-skills” approach, many emphasizing that the 

classroom is the place for students to practice primarily listening and speaking skills in 

personalized exchanges between peers and with the teacher” (Etienne & Sax, 2009, p. 589). 

The overarching views within the Departmental basic language curriculum, and by extension 

in this course, sought to underplay this division of modes of communication; course syllabi 

included a direct appeal to students to reframe their understanding of language learning: 

“Vocabulary acquisition and expansion, grammar review, reading and writing strategies may be what 
you have come to associate with a traditional foreign language course. Instead of being treated as 
specific entities unto themselves, these will be woven into this overall framework.” 
 

Additionally, tasks framed through the Four Curricular Components often interwove multiple 

skills within a pedagogical sequence. However, beyond the influence of prior discourses 

about language learning, other course activities may have contributed to sustaining this 

notion of a division of skills, such as the self assessment through the Common European 

Framework of Reference which students completed at the outset of the course, and which 

separates skills into five categories (Writing, Reading, Listening, Spoken Production, and 

Spoken Interaction). 

 In demonstrating their culture learning some students highlighted texts or tasks from 

the curriculum which not only presented a source of “cultural information” or “cultural 

knowledge” to them, but which demonstrated the way in which they reflected on particular 

social practices as variable. In reflecting on the 35 hour work-week, Cameron, Ellen, and 

Patricia not only went beyond enumerating a set of cultural facts to consider underlying 

perspectives, but to consider what this means in the French context. Drewelow (2013) 

concluded from her study on the impact of instruction on students’ reformation of stereotypes 

that “learners naturally use their native language, native culture, and existing knowledge as 



192 
 

the normative categories to compare the new information received and examine language or 

culture (target and native)” (p. 168). What Ellen, Patricia, and Cameron demonstrated is that 

they are able to move beyond this “first step toward the Comparisons Standards 4 learning 

outcomes” (ibid.) and to use LC2 categories as frameworks for understanding what certain 

practices (such as the 35 hour work week) might mean within the French context and what is 

valued in society in general, and more specifically what this might mean to individuals from 

different professional and social positions. In both cases, what Ellen and Patricia demonstrate 

is that it is not sufficient to merely ask or teach “French perspectives” on a particular topic, 

but that, as with so many issues, it depends. While this may be common sense, it is not 

always easy to bring to light in the FL classroom, as Crozet & Liddicoat (2000) have 

asserted: “To make culture is one thing to make its variable nature graspable and teachable is 

another” (p. 5). The pedagogical framework of the GS which asked students to imagine the 

world from the perspective of a member of an LC2 discourse world offered a way for 

students to keep the enterprise of perspective taking at the forefront of their learning 

processes. Further, students were continually asked to reflect on difference, not merely in a 

way that would stop at superficial comparisons of difference, but in a way that engaged their 

understanding of values and varying perspectives. 

 The stereotyped, iconic images that appeared across students’ representations of French 

culture at the beginning and end of a fourth semester French course provide empirical 

support for Sercu’s (1998) conjecture that students come to the FL class with pre-existing 

stereotypes and images. These were not surprising, given that the images and notions of 

culture they chose are deeply rooted in discourses within LC1 culture—whether through 

popular media, tourism discourse—which is often conflated with study abroad discourses—
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or through prior language learning experiences. Not only are stereotypes carried through 

pervasive discourses, they are rooted in habitus and are hard to counter (Drewelow, 2011b) 

especially without adequate “unpacking”. The images brought by the students—

overwhelmingly cafes and monuments—are reflective of Drewelow’s (2011a) study in which 

first semester college learners of French overwhelmingly associated French with geography 

and landmarks, and with images of the French having intellectual conversations over coffee 

in outdoor cafes. What is noteworthy about the overall trends in these images and 

accompanying descriptions is that these were not beginning students, like the students in 

Drewelow’s study, but rather, students in their fourth semester of French who had had a 

minimum of three college semesters, and possibly several years of high school instruction 

prior to enrolling in the course. One can only conclude from this that the students’ prior 

French classes have not sufficiently helped them overcome certain stereotypes, or worse, 

have contributed to stereotypical associations between the French language and France as a 

country, and left them with a range of preexisting generalizations which cannot be expected 

to be revised in one semester. Despite a module on stereotypes and identities, presentation of 

topics which represented new learnings for students, the embodiment of a fictitious character, 

and substantial reflection on cultural differences, social practices, and representational 

practices, the context of one course was not sufficient in altering prior conceptions. The 

pedagogical design of this course aimed to contribute to students’ expanded imaginings of 

French culture and language, although it did not specifically set forth an objective of 

countering stereotypes. Given the pervasive nature of prior associations about French 

language and culture which can be traced to news media (Knox, 2002), film, television and 

other popular media (Garrett-Rucks, 2013), and the fact that FL classroom experiences can in 
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some cases actually reinforce existing stereotypes, future renditions of this course might 

include more direct engagement with specific stereotypes and discussion around the extent to 

which they are reflective of social practices and values, are innocuous or harmful, and so on. 

Allen (2004) offers a useful model for guiding students through a staged process of reflecting 

on stereotypes, hypothesizing about whether these reflect generalities, and seeking evidence 

to confirm or deny preconceptions, through a guided portfolio project. Drewelow’s (2011b; 

2013) findings that FL instruction does not always lead to revision of stereotypes, and indeed 

can be reinforced by the FL context also points to the need for more explicit approaches to 

unpacking stereotypes. 

 Students’ mention of the unusual inclusion of politics as a topic (specifically, political 

systems in this case) highlights its absence from a typical FL course, particularly within the 

LL curriculum. The proprietary nature of academic disciplines suggests that expertise on a 

particular topic resides within that discipline, and therefore that politics would not be a 

natural component of a language course whose primary object of learning is, supposedly, to 

teach skills. The ML GS curriculum had as a central goal to bring students as authentically as 

possible into the simulation context—geographically, spatially, and temporally—a goal 

which also drove curricular design decisions. The mayoral elections taking place in Paris in 

spring 2014 were a motivating force behind inclusion of a module on political systems: if 

characters in the simulation were to “vote” in the elections, they would need to understand 

how to do so. Further, they would need to understand general tendencies of the political party 

affiliations of candidates they would encounter and to be able to articulate their own 

characters’ political leanings with an understanding of what this meant in the LC2 context. 

Subsequent modules on controversial social issues with political undertones (immigration, 
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secularism, the environment) could then be better understood against the backdrop of at least 

a basic understanding of the overarching political context. Indeed the inclusion of such 

diverse topics resonated with students, and demonstrates the viability for inclusion of a 

diverse range of politically charged social issues in an FL context. If language and culture are 

to be taught holistically with attention to the “discourse behaviors associated with it in light 

of the values, beliefs, and worldviews of the people speaking that language” (Tang, 2006, p. 

90), it would seem that a language course would by default be an interdisciplinary learning 

space. 

 By highlighting the importance of understanding particular cultural contexts in order to 

understand language (i.e. secularism) what Monica and Adrienne are alluding to is the idea 

that, along with the notion of the separation of church and state come practices—and 

values—which differ between cultures. The concept of freedom and its relationship to the 

conversation about secularism in France was one that became elusive in a primarily 

American classroom, as students grappled with the notion that one understanding of 

“freedom” in the context of France is freedom to coexist in a neutral public space (as Monica 

suggested in her reflection), while freedom and rights in the US context are generally 

understood as freedom of expression (in speech, in dress), the right to bear arms, and so on. 

In other words, students were coming to terms with the notion of individual freedoms versus 

a focus on the collective good, a distinction that Monica herself came up with in an emergent, 

in-classroom moment of discovery, after which she hypothesized aloud that notions of 

freedom in the US must come from an individualist perspective while freedom in France is 

construed from a more collectivist position. While this kind of thinking was in no way a mere 

effect of the course, and was undoubtedly related to Monica’s position as a bilingual, 
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bicultural, international student, what is more important is the fact that the course format 

brought about these kinds of discussions. This particular languacultural conversation gives 

credence to Gee’s (2012) conjecture that: “…words do not just have general meanings. They 

have different and specific meanings in different contexts in which they are used and in 

different specialist domains that recruit them…. Meaning-making is not a ‘look up’ process. 

It is an active process” (p. 96). 

Conclusion 

 At the core of a multiliteracies pedagogy is an underlying view of the world as plural, 

multiple, complex, variable, shifting, and a view of learning that prioritizes the self in 

relation to this complex world. The ML GS asked students to engage with the variable and 

dynamic nature of contemporary French life in several ways: by inviting students to consider 

cultural practices from a variety of perspectives through different genres, to take on the 

persona of another character and imagine this other self engaging within a “foreign” cultural 

world, and to step out of that world regularly in order to reflect on relationships between LC1 

and LC2 contexts, and on the reasons for their characters’ and others’ actions and beliefs 

within this context. Rather than cultural content delivered through one authoritative source of 

information bound up in a neat package called a textbook, the cultural world of the 

simulation context unfolded through texts of various genres (literature, news articles, videos, 

graphs, images, and so on), most of which were digitally mediated texts culled by both 

instructors and students and accessed online. In their ensemble, and through the engagement 

with those texts which questioned relationships between authorship, purpose, and 

representational choices, multiple takes and perspectives within this cultural world were 

encountered. Asking students to take on the roles of characters interacting in this world, in 
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principle, reversed the conception of the teacher as purveyor of culture (Reeser, 2003), 

(implying deliverers of information), and instead called upon students to be interactants 

within a culture and to learn “doing being ordinary” (Sacks, 1984, as cited in Liddicoat, 

2004, p. 53) through a process of discovery. To interact successfully and as authentically as 

possible within the simulated cultural world meant that students had to consider both what 

their characters would do and what they would say within this world. What the data 

demonstrate is that some students were indeed able to articulate the dynamic, complex, 

variable nature of culture, but that others were not yet. This may be reflective of the 

pervasive nature of students’ language socialization experiences. For many students, the 

approach to learning in this class represented a new way of learning a foreign language 

(integrated with culture), by focusing on the situated nature of language use. The effects of 

traditional FL classroom instruction which has tended to teach language as skills and culture 

as “information and things” rather than language and culture holistically through “actions and 

understanding” (Liddicoat, 2004, p. 7) was evidenced in they way in which some students 

continued to talk about culture learning as sets of knowledge, and language learning as 

development of skills through practice with “atomistic structures” (Kramsch, 2002). At 

times, however, students demonstrated that language and culture/content are not either/or 

dichotomies that belong in separate courses or disciplines by drawing attention to the way in 

which an understanding of the broader social context was necessary to understand words 

such as freedom/liberté and secularism/laïcité. 

 The approach adopted in this course sought to bring out the multiplicity and diversity 

of human experience both between and within national cultural contexts, to highlight the 

multitude of voices which are often eclipsed by simplistic understandings of singular national 
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identities. The adoption of characters, with opinions and perspectives grounded in their 

fictitious social positions, offered a more fine-grained look at the variability of values and 

practices by way of discovery as students decided what their characters would do and say. 

Asking students to take a stance on issues, through the voice of their characters, made the 

exercise of perspective-taking salient for many students, inviting critical reflection on how 

and why their French character might think differently than they themselves. However, at 

times this open-ended, learner-centered, discovery process simultaneously clashed with many 

students’ beliefs about what FL learning is and should be (skill, tool), beliefs that are rooted 

in prior classroom experiences, sustained through popular discourse, curricular materials and 

their classroom uses, and in the ways in which FL departments often self-identify their 

relevance within the academy (Warner, 2011). The learning experiences of many students in 

this course demonstrate the viability of an approach that teaches language and culture in 

context, however, in order to begin to bring students along into this way of thinking about 

language, we must continue to actively consider our own complicity in perpetuating static 

and fragmented views of language and culture/content. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATONS 

Introduction 

 Developing multiple literacies in a second or foreign language (FL) is about 

understanding discourses, social actions, behaviors, beliefs, values; knowing how certain 

language choices—and not others—index one’s membership in a particular discourse 

community. It is about understanding the relationship between conventional forms of 

language use, and the particular contexts that regularize their use through patterns and 

tradition, knowing what breaks with these conventions, and the implications of choosing to 

transgress conventions. It is about drawing upon multiple modes of communication (visual, 

aural, in addition to the linguistic mode) in order to make meaning in multiple ways. 

A redesigned curriculum for fourth semester French 

 As a way of creating spaces for meaningful interaction in language and other symbolic 

resources that take identity, culture, and context into account, a Global Simulation pedagogy 

was adopted for a fourth semester French course. In the simulation, students, who imagined 

themselves as residents of an apartment building in Paris, chose characters of different ages 

and social backgrounds and interacted with one another within the context of a developing 

story. The story world emerged out of a dialogic collaboration between students’ conceptions 

of contemporary France and the discourses they encountered through extensive engagement 

with everyday texts of various genres. Texts exposed students to such discourses as: 1) the 

role, function, and social image of the French concierge; 2) opinions of the 35-hour work 

week for employees in different sectors, and its subsequent impact on their work and leisure 
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time practices; and 3) the meaning of freedom in the context of France through discussions of 

secularism (laïcité), immigration (i.e. who immigrants are, their reasons for coming to 

France, etc.), among others. Exposure to these discourses was carried out by centering course 

content around a collection of texts, purposefully selected for their opposing and/or 

complementary perspectives on a topic. This approach allowed for students to simultaneously 

discover patterns and convergences within discourses (e.g. the reality of stereotyped views of 

the concierge), as well as variable perspectives (e.g. different viewpoints on appropriate 

contexts for wearing religious symbols). Taking a genre approach allowed for close reading 

and interpretation of texts (videos, articles, websites, posters, novels, and so on) from 

different angles, drawing out ideologies as carried through texts, through questions and tasks 

which asked students to consider how authorial intent, audience, context of production, and 

representational (design) choices brought about certain meanings. The framework of the Four 

Curricular Components (New London Group, 1996)—Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, 

Critical Framing, and Transformed Practice—provided a guide for these different takes on 

texts. 

 The classroom activities in which students were invited to engage were substantially 

different from those one might see in a typical communicative classroom. First, the course 

did not use a traditional textbook; rather, the content was created through a collection of 

authentic texts arranged along a discourse continuum from primary to secondary discourses 

and delivered through an online course management system. In contrast with a typical lower 

level (LL) FL classroom, there were no textbook activities asking students to practice the 

grammar or vocabulary presented in the texts, nor were there any pre-set vocabulary lists. 

Instead, language foci were determined through a bottom-up process of identifying relevant 
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language forms within texts. Students were provided grammar references for their own 

review at home, and the class established a wiki on which they made their own entries into a 

dynamic lexicon that reflected language from texts and classroom interactions around texts. 

In-class activities centered around different forms of textual engagement wherein skills of 

writing, reading, speaking, and listening were interwoven. Discovery of language and culture 

and discourse in texts was a process of mutual engagement between instructor and students, 

often beginning with students taking out their laptops for a brief pre-reading or pre-viewing 

activity to identify the author or source of a text, and to make subsequent predictions about 

texts. Activities involved: mapping textual patterns (identifying direct and indirect 

characterizations in texts, and drawing subsequent inferences about characters); identifying 

levels of formality based on language register, sentence structure, nominalizations or 

verbalizations; linking design choices with speaker identity, context, audience, and purpose; 

identifying irony, sarcasm, humor, and other meanings through metaphors and other stylistic 

choices, to name only a few examples. 

 Instead of grammar as object and sets of rules to be learned, grammar was treated as a 

design resource. Further, textual interpretation involved more than just the linguistic mode of 

communication, and considered, for example, how audio, images, camera angles contributed 

to meanings in video-texts; or how color, spatial layout, fonts, and so on, contributed to print 

media such as online newspapers, political party logos, and websites. Finally, students took 

on the roles of characters through which they engaged in Transformed Practice tasks that 

invited them to consider what their characters might meaningfully and realistically say and 

do based on a convergence of the developing story context and their understandings of LC2 

discourses. In summary, the course structure, tasks, underlying views of language and 
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culture, and classroom discourse that ensued were vastly different from the kinds of activities 

typically encountered in a communicative language classroom. The course format required 

students to take action and initiative in their learning, to synthesize, integrate, and seek 

beyond the bounds of materials presented in class in order to understand typical social 

practices of a housewife, lawyer, mechanic, schoolteacher, painter, and so forth, and decide 

how such individuals might express themselves with different interlocutors in different social 

settings or across different text types. Activities invited students to take part in situated and 

embodied language use while simultaneously trying on cultural practices, and learning to talk 

about those practices through the perspectives of their characters. 

The Research Agenda 

  The research agenda associated with this multi-year curricular design project sought to 

explore how students responded to this “new” learning context, directly and indirectly, 

through: 1) what they did (their meaning designs), and 2) how they construed their learning 

experiences. Students’ responses to the curriculum and learning outcomes were investigated 

through three inquiries. In Inquiry 1, students’ beliefs about language, about contexts and 

processes of language learning, and about the self as a language learner were explored via a 

normative approach using the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) 

(Horwitz, 1988), and through a contextual approach examining students’ discursive 

construction of beliefs as reflected in their portfolios. The second part of the beliefs inquiry 

investigated how prior experiences coupled with goals and course activities (characters, 

tasks, texts) shaped learners’ engagement and subsequent learning outcomes. Inquiry 2 

examined how the characters, context, tasks, and textual genres worked in combination to 

evoke situated language use, and analyzed students’ textual productions performed as 
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characters from a design of meaning (Kress, 2000) perspective. Finally, Inquiry 3 explored 

culture-learning outcomes through analysis of students’ representations of French culture, 

and their narratives of learning, with the goal of ascertaining how character-adoption and 

reflective engagement with LC2 textual meanings invited cross-cultural perspective-taking in 

the discussion of contemporary social issues. In their ensemble, these inquiries sought to 

investigate the viability of a relational, text-based, multiliteracies curriculum by examining 

how specific course elements—texts, textual engagement, characters, assessments, and 

reflections—mediated students’ own communication and representational practices. In the 

section that follows, I offer a synthesis of salient findings from across the three inquiries. 

Summary of Findings 

Discourses of language and learning: Available metalanguage Designs 

  The influence of prior discourses and classroom experiences on the way students 

construed language, the object of study in the FL classroom, task demands, and French 

culture, emerged across all three inquiries. The impact on views of language came through 

most saliently in the first and third inquiries, where students expressed their learning in terms 

of structures of language (vocabulary, grammar), with respect to a division of skills (writing, 

reading, listening, speaking). These traditional ways of speaking about language were evident 

both in students’ goals statements at the beginning of the course and their reflections on 

learning outcomes made in their portfolios. The way they talked about language in these 

spaces was no different from the way in which language has been presented to them in prior 

courses through textbooks, syllabi, assessments, and in classroom discourse. Although this 

course sought to move beyond these traditional divisions toward a more integrated approach 
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to language, further reflection on the curriculum indicated several carry-overs of these 

discourses within our own GS. First, the CEFR (See Inquiry 1, Chapter 2) self-assessment 

was used as a way to help students frame goals and assess their levels; this set of questions is 

presented by way of competencies divided into skills of writing, readings, listening, spoken 

interaction, and spoken production. Second, the weekly quizzes took the form of discrete-

point tests containing three sections: grammar, vocabulary, and culture. Although this was a 

relatively unimportant component of the course, and constituted only 10% of the overall 

course grade, it carried weight for students because it fit their prior schema about what 

language learning is. Finally, the very first portfolio prompt asked students to set goals for 

themselves, suggesting that they “may wish to consider … goals in terms of the skills of 

speaking, listening, reading, writing or … in terms of different competencies addressed in the 

beginning of the course, or both.” An in-class activity on day one presented Celce-Murcia, 

Dörnyei & Thurrell’s (1995) model of discourse, actional, strategic, linguistic, and 

sociocultural competence, with the added dimension of Kramsch’s (2006) symbolic 

competence, and asked students to consider and articulate their strengths in both their L1 and 

in French within this framework. The intention was to give students a new (to them) 

metalanguage through which they might talk about their language practices. This paradigm 

was not brought back into focus throughout the course in an explicit way, however, and the 

familiar divisions of vocabulary and grammar and the four skills prevailed in students’ own 

descriptions of their learning. The point, however, is not to problematize the fact that students 

talked about language learning as a division of four skills, but rather to demonstrate the 

power of (current and prior) discourses and prior language learning experiences in shaping 

the way students talk and think about language and FL learning. In fact, the students in this 
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study re-appropriated the metalanguage of the FL classroom much in the same way we hope 

they would re-appropriate the FLs we are teaching. If we want students to think about FL 

learning in new ways, we need to begin to shift our metalanguage about FL learning; these 

findings indicate that students might also eventually begin to re-appropriate a metalanguage 

of literacy-based learning, provided there is consistent exposure to such discourses over time. 

 Students’ stereotyped visions of French culture were evidenced in both Inquiries 2 and 

3. In Inquiry 3, students represented their understanding of French culture through iconic 

images of France found in popular media, textbooks, tourism discourse, travel brochures, and 

so on. “French culture” was portrayed with images of cafes, museums, and monuments. In 

Inquiry 2, these locations were populated with characters who reflected many of the same 

stereotypes of the French as intellectuals and/or artists who meet in cafes, through characters 

who were painters, fashion merchandisers, perfume shop owners, and philosophers. On the 

one hand, allowing students to choose their characters’ professions more or less freely—with 

only the constraints of age range, gender, and place of birth—gave agency to students to 

choose, if they wished, to be a future version of their ideal professional selves. On the other 

hand, the presence of stereotyped characters in the context of an authentic and culturally-

grounded simulation obscures the range of social identities and professions which exist in 

contemporary society and misses an important cultural dimension.  

Cultures of learning 

 The impact of students’ prior cultures of learning was evident in all three inquiries 

through their views of the object of study in the FL classroom (Inquiries 1, 2, and 3); their 

responses to tasks (Inquiries 1 and 2); and their self-concept as language learners (Inquiry 1). 

What students believed to be the object of study in the classroom was evident in Inquiry 1 



206 
 

through the BALLI results and Inquiry 3 through their summative reflections on learning. In 

the former, they prioritized activities of repetition and practice and memorization; in the 

latter, when asked to talk about their culture learning, many students talked about language, 

and in terms of four skills abilities. Some students saw culture as a meaningful and integral 

component in the FL classroom, while others saw culture-learning as a departure from what 

they viewed as the real focus of FL learning. Beyond the general role and place of culture in 

the classroom, students were also surprised in some cases by the specific cultural content 

presented, most notably, politics, reflecting its general absence from their previous French 

courses. The relative preponderance of political parties in France as viewed from an 

American lens, and the ways in which cognates like “republican” and “socialist” evoke vastly 

different discourses between France and the US, were eye-opening for students. By learning 

about how French society organizes itself politically, not only did students come to 

understand an important aspect of culture, but also insights about language, which, as they 

articulated, cannot simply be translated word for word. 

 The influence of prior cultures of learning in terms of how students approached tasks 

came through most clearly in Inquiry 2, where students reproduced textbook language for 

describing an apartment when asked to tell about a recent visit to a neighbor’s apartment, and 

for the morning routine (brushing teeth, taking a shower) when asked to write about a day in 

the work life of their character. In the case of the latter task, an unspecified audience, a 

mismatch between genre (private journal) and task prompt (talk about a day in your 

character’s work life) left the communication context ambiguous, and led students to fall 

back on their Available Designs from their previous textbooks. 
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 Finally, Inquiry 1 revealed that students’ conceptions of themselves as learners were 

also influenced by prior learning experiences, which had either inspired tremendous 

confidence (Karla) or led to self-conscious emotions due to prior struggles with 

memorization of isolated language forms (Paula), or by classroom experiences where oral 

proficiency was valued but the student’s language variety was stigmatized (Kathleen). 

Students’ self-evaluations were based on an appraisal of their linguistic abilities alone (Karla, 

Paula, Kathleen) rather than on other equally important abilities such as critical analysis of 

texts, media literacies, resourcefulness, collaboration, or other new literacy skills. By the end 

of the course, students reported that they came to value the things that this particular FL 

course had brought: focus on meaningful language use, cultural content, and exposure to 

different values and viewpoints through texts. 

Understanding language as a social semiotic 

 Students demonstrated awareness of the socially situated nature of language and of 

ideologies. Inquiry 2 took the most direct look at this question, and revealed students’ 

abilities to match discourse forms to identities (using language to index membership in 

generational, professional and socially elite discourse communities), and to match discourse 

forms with genres (changing formality and style between oral and written genres, between 

personal conversations or professional communications). This finding also emerged 

tangentially in Inquiry 1 through Paula’s adoption of forms of discourse she deemed apt for a 

maternal figure, and across genres such as a written dinner invitation and a formal letter. Not 

only did students demonstrate awareness and agility with language, many students also were 

able to articulate their understanding of the relationships between form and meaning. In 

addition to finding their own ways of explaining their language choices and their intended 
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meanings (e.g. Michael’s “long ranting sentences” to convey “vehemence and intensity”), 

students also re-appropriated metalanguages presented in class, talking about language 

variation as a function of registers (courant, soutenu, familier / standard, formal, familiar). 

Registers were brought up daily in asking students to reflect on linguistic designs, and their 

re-appropriation of this term serves as a further example of the way in which classroom 

discourses are re-appropriated for students’ own purposes. Additionally, students articulated 

the differences between and among genres and their understanding that genre conventions 

vary from culture to culture, thereby demonstrating their awareness of texts as cultural 

entities (Aimee, Jessica, Sara, Inquiry 3). 

 Not only was language use understood as a situated activity, students came to 

experience cultural perspectives as situated as well, as they discovered their own cultural 

selves within the process of relating to LC2 cultural values (Inquiry 3). Learning about and 

thinking about the role of culture in everyday life led students to consider their own 

backgrounds, which they admitted were easy to take for granted (Cameron), and revealed 

aspects of their identities never before considered (Tina). Students articulated that they 

understood that cultural values and perspectives depend on personal and individual (social) 

situations, and that views of the world are context-dependent. 

Implications for teaching and learning 

Assuming goals of translingual and transcultural competence, the current study’s 

findings have important implications for FL teaching and learning, and suggest first and 

foremost a need to begin to change discourses and cultures of learning away from a focus on 

instrumental language use developed through rote activities, toward instruction that fosters 

critical reflection around variable forms of discourse, allowing for creative, agentive 
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meaning-making practices that take LC1 and LC2 discourses and identities into account. 

Such shifts can only happen through coordinated efforts that involve examination of the 

reciprocal and iterative way in which discourses emerge and are sustained through materials 

(textbooks, assessments), standards, the articulation of course objectives, measures of 

learning, teachers’ beliefs and practices, and the relationship between what is brought to the 

classroom and the way in which students respond. In the section that follows, I discuss the 

role of assessment practice in shaping discourses of FL classroom learning.  

Changing discourse through assessment practice 

 Looking for learning outcomes other than the acquisition of language forms requires 

communicating these objectives to students at the outset of a course (through syllabi and 

other course materials), and demonstrating what is valued through careful framing of 

assessments that value meaning design rather than mere acquisition and use of language 

forms. While Transformed Practice tasks in the multiliteracies-GS were assessed with rubrics 

that included categories tied to language and style and their relationship to the established 

simulation context, they also included categories of vocabulary and grammar, with scales that 

assessed whether grammar was “almost always”, “usually”, “occasionally”, and “rarely/never 

accurate”. Although such a scale intends to yield a more holistic view of accuracy, and to 

diffuse the importance of accuracy by balancing this criterion among seven other criteria, the 

appearance of the word accuracy perpetuates its importance. From a multiliteracies 

perspective, we could reframe assessment rubrics through consideration of the way formal 

accuracy is linked to genre, and instead treat accuracy the way it might be viewed in 

authentic contexts. For example, personal journals, blogs, and social media posts might be 

assessed on grounds of comprehensibility and overall meanings without concern for 
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grammatical accuracy, whereas a formal letter might be assessed with an eye toward 

accuracy. Such an approach not only teaches about language forms, but also about genres and 

language use, and would help to set more context-specific expectations about how accuracy 

would be evaluated. 

 Given that genres are instantiations of relationships between author identity, audience, 

social purpose, and representational forms, and design choices are both personal and 

situational, assessments could take into account students’ articulation of why they chose 

certain elements (conventional symbols, unconventional symbols) to index certain meanings. 

The learning portfolio in the GS asked such questions retrospectively (See Appendix C). 

Students designed texts throughout the semester according to task prompts, and were asked 

near the end of the semester while assembling their portfolios to reflect on how these texts 

responded to questions of social identity, author purpose, or otherwise. Such questions could 

be built into the task at the time of text production, where students could be asked to also 

submit a brief statement on their design choices. This would shift an otherwise retrospective 

reflection to one that might also assist in task planning as well as serve as a formative 

assessment. 

 A multiliteracies perspective views learning as a process of discovery, de-centering the 

role of the teacher, giving agency to students as they speculate on textual meanings, and play 

with language and other design modes in their own textual productions. Further, the 

interpretation of texts is not only an exercise of gleaning factual information through the 

linguistic mode, but a critical reading or viewing activity which takes into account how 

multiple modes of communication have been selected and combined for representation of 

particular meanings, always in conversation with broader discourses. Indeed the 
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interpretation of texts was a means to understand LC2 discourses, and students’ 

performances on Transformed Practice tasks revealed their emerging understandings of LC2 

discourses. These specific activities could also be tied more precisely to course assessments. 

Hammett (2007) offers a useful starting point for beginning to think about assessing learning, 

linking the interpersonal and presentational modes by seeking evidence, for example, of: 

“ability to detect point of view (i.e. bias, stereotyping, prejudice, inequality) and to 

reveal/critique/challenge point of view and textual omissions by extending or adding to the 

text or producing different texts or versions of the text” (p. 351). Students’ attention was 

drawn regularly to multiple modes of communication in interpretive activities; in future 

course designs, students’ abilities to make meaning through multiple modes could be more 

formally assessed in the presentational mode as well. Drawing again from Hammett (2007), a 

possible performance indicator might be: “ability to use features of text and types of text (e.g. 

punctuation, capitalization, titles, subheadings, glossary, index, literature genres): 

organization, conventions of linguistic-based texts and visual texts (color, line, perspective, 

font, movement/animation, sound, music ...) to convey meaning and to appropriately 

participate in discourses” (ibid.). Phrases such as “convey meaning”, “participate in 

discourses”, and “reveal/critique/challenge” shift the frame from a classroom interested in 

practicing grammar to one that involves discovering layers of cultural meanings as they are 

instantiated in texts, and finding one’s place within those discourses. 

 One way to participate in discourses is through participation in conventional, culturally 

specific textual practices through attention to genre. In its original instantiation, genre-based 

approaches were intended to provide models for socializing students into academic genres. 

Genres were presented as models to be copied and many genre-based approaches in FL 
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teaching depart from a similar point, i.e. socializing students into the genres of LC2 discourse 

communities by way of modeling, joint construction, and independent construction (e.g. 

Allen, 2009; Maxim, 2009). The merits of an approach that teaches toward reproduction of 

genres are that knowledge of conventional forms of discourse and agility in producing these 

forms of discourse gives individuals the option of participation through conformity to 

convention. However, assessing students’ textual productions calls for a careful balance 

between rigidly evaluating reproductions of particular genres according to conventions and 

leaving space for individual agency in deciding whether and how to transgress those 

conventions. Different from other genre-based pedagogical approaches, explicit teaching of 

genres for reproduction in the productive mode was underplayed in this course. Students’ 

Transformed Practice tasks—oral and written—consisted of informal oral communication 

situations, personal journals, social media posts, and one formal letter. With the exception of 

the formal letter, genre conventions for the other tasks were unspecified. While in some cases 

this led to productions that ignored issues of genre completely (i.e. repeating textbook 

language of the morning routine), in other cases this openness invited creative languaging 

that emerged out of the interests of the students (Michael’s philosophical treatise for a day in 

the work life of Vincent Foucault, Chelsea’s stylistic designs in conveying Pierre Renault’s 

monotonous life). In adapting the task for his own purposes, Michael not only conveyed the 

aloof, pensive, and counter-cultural character traits of Vincent Foucault through language 

alone, but also through the very act of task and genre-transgression. Teaching toward genre 

and teaching toward design are not mutually exclusive, but call for careful consideration of 

goals and purposes of multiliteracies education that also values skills of autonomy and 

choosing between multiple strategies for completing tasks (Jacobs, 2013). Rubrics and 
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assessments such as those described above begin to open up space for students to use 

language creatively and flexibly and for their own purposes.  

The role of teachers in shaping cultures of learning 

 Teachers bring to the classroom what textbooks and materials and standards promote. 

These, in turn, infuse students’ beliefs about language, and ultimately inform their 

expectations about future language learning experiences. Teachers who prioritize student 

satisfaction may in turn continue to respond to students’ expectations in a never-ending 

cycle. Shifting classroom practices demands effective teacher preparation that aligns with 

multiliteracies classroom goals. Teacher training materials (e.g. Paesani, Allen, and Dupuy, 

2015) that offer conceptual explanations and practical resources for multiliteracies-based FL 

teaching are a significant step forward. Further, if text-centered multiliteracies-based FL 

teaching involves critical interpretation of multimodal texts, we need to help future teachers 

become confident in textual analysis, by giving them tools and resources and models for 

engaging in textual analysis. In the case of TAs who might be studying literature, we could 

start by making connections between analysis of literary and non-literary texts, 

demonstrating the parallels between these activities and providing tools for analysis of 

different text types. We must also consider the way in which graduate students’ own 

coursework could be broadened beyond literary studies alone to include courses that also 

engage with non-literary text types in the study of language, culture, discourse and 

representation. 

 Beyond materials and tools for implementation, we also need to address affective 

factors and myths about FL teaching. First, effective text-centered and culture/content-

focused teaching must not be afraid to draw upon students’ L1 as resources for meaning-
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making. This represents a substantial paradigm shift for teachers who have been trained to 

believe or have come to believe through their own learning experiences that only the target 

language should be used in the classroom. We also need to debunk the myth that LL learners 

are not prepared (linguistically) for textual study, and instead help teachers find and develop 

resources for level-appropriate activities and texts that they can confidently use in LL 

classrooms. Additionally, FL learning that consists in the acquisition of grammar and 

vocabulary through discrete tasks of repetition, recitation, memorization and practice is 

concrete and measurable; it is predictable for students, and affords control for instructors. If 

FL teaching is to align with goals of developing transcultural competence, we need to help 

teachers and students alike become comfortable with less concrete, more subjective activities 

within the FL classroom, where engagement with language is less about isolated structures, 

and more about developing language use—and reflection around that use—that is sensitive to 

relationships between meaning and form, and to broader social contexts. Thus effective 

teacher training must take into account both materials and conceptual tools, but also the 

paradigms and beliefs that teachers-to-be bring to the training context, and ultimately to their 

classrooms.  

Extensions of the current curriculum 

 The GS framework adopted for this simulation—the apartment building—was 

implemented within one semester. This particular model offered an apt context in which 

topics could center around everyday private and public life through neighborly interactions at 

first, and later through characters’ engagement with civic life through voting, and discussing 

controversies such as the deportation of a 15-year-old Roma schoolgirl. This model, and the 

discourse continua adopted for the organization of genres and topics, could easily (and 
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perhaps even more appropriately) be stretched out across multiple semesters beginning with 

the very first level. The language forms and functions associated with private sphere topics 

(e.g. description, narration), mirror beginning language learning, and as such, the GS model 

of the apartment building could be used with beginning language students where they might 

focus on describing the concrete, immediate world. The developmental trajectory of 

“‘contextualized’ language teaching” (Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010, p. 35) would begin in 

the first semester through establishing the concrete environment of the simulation context 

and proceed toward “‘language-conscious’ content teaching” (ibid.) where students’ public 

sphere LC2 discourses would be encountered through a process of discovery of texts, similar 

to the approach in this course. The advantage would be a familiarity with task demands such 

as particular approaches to interpretation, a heightened attention to visual modes of 

communication, new expectations about what and how learning is to be assessed, by the time 

the fourth semester was reached.  

 Extending the GS across multiple semesters would also allow for patient, scaffolded 

integration of technological platforms that could both help expand resources for students by 

connecting them with real LC2 discourse worlds through social media, blogs, and other 

online participatory spaces, and also explicitly teach students to use different kinds of 

technological platforms for digital social reading (e.g. LiveMargin) or for curating and 

commenting digital content (e.g. Storify). Encouraging students-as-characters to affiliate with 

online communities of speakers of their languages would expand the range of genres and 

extend interpretive forms of engagement through textual practices of simultaneous 

interpreting and participating. The various elements of a multiliteracies GS—e.g., character 

development, making acquaintance with neighbors, learning to ask different questions of 
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text—involve learning new ways of learning, and would benefit from a multi-semester 

implementation in order to develop these new ways of learning and interacting in an FL 

course. Learning outcomes and an associated research agenda around development of 

multiliteracies could be expanded beyond the primary objectives in this course—

understanding language as a social semiotic, and developing cross-cultural perspectives—to 

include assessment of critical media literacies, digital literacies, and across all modes of 

communication. Such an extension ensures content-based instruction from the beginning of 

the language-learning trajectory. Finally, given the suggestions that problems of articulation 

are present not only within tertiary education, but also between high school and college 

(Levine, Melin, Crane, Chavez, Chavez, & Lovik, 2008) future research might also explore 

the viability of a multiliteracies-based GS with different levels of learners, and the ways in 

which it could be adapted for high school or middle/junior high school students. 

Conclusion 

 This curricular project responds to recent calls for rethinking curricula and standards to 

align with a more constitutive view of language as a resource for meaning-making within 

specified cultural contexts, and viewing the self as a cultural subject in a process of discovery 

of other LC2 selves. It did so by redesigning fourth semester French curriculum around texts, 

and engaging students in analysis of those texts via activities of experiencing, interpreting, 

analyzing, and applying, where application took the form of designs that advanced the story 

line and developed characters’ identities. This type of content-based curriculum in a fourth 

semester language course defies the typical bifurcated structure by integrating textual 

thinking into what would otherwise be considered a “language” course. Findings from this 

study simultaneously reveal many of the factors that keep FL teaching rooted in traditional 
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paradigms of language and culture but also reveal ways in which students respond positively 

to this “new” learning context. Students’ inclination to adapt to new pedagogical contexts 

was evidenced in their agentive, creative, context-relevant designs of meaning, the way they 

articulated the value of integrating culture and language, and the way in which content and 

culture focused FL learning opens up doors to other disciplines (politics, journalism). 

Content-based, literacy-based language instruction has the potential to make FL learning 

relevant to students across all disciplines. Rather than viewing language learning as a skill, 

such approaches to FL teaching and learning could help instructors and students reframe their 

understandings of, and hence their goals for, FL learning in terms of critical thinking and an 

ability to interpret and participate in discourse practices and cultures, making language 

learning the interdisciplinary humanistic enterprise it ought to be. 
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APPENDIX A: PRE-COURSE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Part I - Background 

 
1. What is your year in school? (multiple choice, single response) 

a. freshman 
b. sophomore 
c. junior 
d. senior 
e. graduate 
f. non-degree 

2. Please list any languages you know including your native language(s). (open ended 
response) 

3. Please select the reason for which you are taking this course (multiple choice, one 
response) 

a. major 
b. minor 
c. completing language requirement 
d. elective 
e. non-degree 

4. Why have you decided to take this course? (open ended response) 
5. Why have you chosen to learn French? (open ended response) 
6. Have you ever been to a French-speaking country? (yes/no question with opportunity to 

explain: “Please explain duration, location, purpose, i.e. study, travel, etc.”) 
7. Have you traveled to any other countries outside the US? (yes/no question with 

opportunity to explain: “Please explain duration, location, purpose, i.e. study, travel, 
etc.”) 

8. Prior to your current French course at UA, how long ago was your most recent French 
class? (multiple choice, one choice) 

Summer 2014 
Spring 2014 
Fall 2013 
Summer 2013 
Spring 2013 
Prior to Spring 2013 

 
9. Where did you take your previous French course? (multiple choice, one choice only) 

a. At UA 
b. At another institution 

10. Please list the number of years you studied French prior to coming to UA. (open ended) 
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Part II – Language 

The following set of questions will ask you to evaluate your current skills as well as your 
goals in French in terms of listening, reading, speaking (spoken-interaction and production), 
and writing. 
(The six can-do descriptors for each of the five skills were taken verbatim from the Council of 
Europe. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Language passport. 
Retrieved from www.coe.int/T/DG4/Portfolio/documents/Pass_2spr.pdf and listed twice, 
asking students to select: 
 

• Which statement best describes your CURRENT listening skills in French? (multiple 
choice, single response) 

• Which statement best describes what you would like to ACHIEVE in terms of your 
listening skills in French by the end of the semester? (multiple choice, single 
response)) 

Part IIa – Language activities 

11. Outside of your French class, how often do you have opportunities to speak French? 
(multiple choice, single response) 
a. Daily 
b. 3-4 times per week 
c. Weekly 
d. Monthly 
e. Rarely 
f. Never 

 
12. Please list the kinds of situations in which you speak French outside of French class? 

(open ended response) 
 
13. Please check any activities outside of class assignments in which you use French and 

indicate frequency 
1 = Daily 
2 = 3-4 times per week 
3 = Weekly 
4 = Monthly 
5 = Rarely 
6 = Never 

 
watch movies in French 
read newspapers in French 
read books in French 
listen to music in French 
use Facebook or other social media in French 
use French language learning websites 
other ____________________________ 
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14. Approximately how many hours per week outside of class or class assignments do you 

engage in activities where you are using French? (multiple choice, single response) 
More than 10 
8 - 10 
6 - 8 
3 – 5 
Fewer than 3 
Never 

 
Please indicate your agreement with the following by circling 1 through 5: 

1 = strongly disagree 
2 = disagree 
3 = agree 
4 = strongly agree 
5 = not sure 

 
15. I like speaking French. 
16. I am more confident speaking French with other non-native speakers than with native 

speakers. 
17. I am shy about using French in new situations. 
18. I appreciate it when I am corrected if I make mistakes in speaking. 
19. I feel more comfortable speaking French with native speakers than with non-native 

speakers. 
20. When I don’t understand something in a conversation, I ask for clarification. 
21. I am confident in my ability to speak French in any situation. 
22. I get nervous when people correct me while I’m speaking. 
23. If I don’t understand something in a conversation I let it go and try to understand the rest 

of the conversation anyway. 

Part III – Technology 

1. What is your familiarity and comfort level with the following web tools? (Matrix of 
choices, only on answer per row.) Column choices: Not familiar at all, Familiar but not 
very comfortable, Fairly comfortable/familiar, Very comfortable/familiar; Row choices: 
Facebook, Google Docs, Google Sites, Moodle, Eyejot, VoiceThread, eComma 

2. Please check any of the following in which you have some experience (i.e. you would be 
comfortable using the tool to complete a course project). Please check all that apply. 
Please also indicate any other digital media with which you have some experience.) 
(option to check all that apply and option to add a comment for “other”). 

 
• Wikis 
• Online blog publishing 
• Video editing 



221 
 

• Desktop publishing 
• Web design 
• Website programming 
• Using search engines in French (e.g. google.fr) 
• Other 

 
3. Do you participate in any online forums? If so, please state which and how frequently 

(Yes-no response with option to comment for a “yes” response.) 

Part IV – Beliefs 

(Source: Horwitz, 1988) 
Below are some beliefs that people have about learning foreign languages. Read each 
statement and then decide if you: (1) strongly disagree (2) disagree (3) neither agree nor 
disagree (4) agree (5) strongly agree. There are no right or wrong answers. We are simply 
interested in your opinions. 
 
Questions 3 and 14 are slightly different and you should mark them as indicated. 
REMEMBER: (1) strongly disagree (2) disagree (3) neither agree nor disagree (4) agree (5) 
strongly agree. 
 

1. Some people have a special ability for learning foreign languages. 
2. Some languages are easier to learn than others. 
3. I believe that I will learn to speak French very well. 
4. People from my country are good at learning foreign languages. 
5. It is important to speak French with an excellent pronunciation. 
6. It is important to know about French-speaking cultures in order to speak French. 
7. You shouldn’t say anything in French until you can say it correctly. 
8. It is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign language to learn another one. 
9. People who are good at mathematics or science are not good at learning foreign 

languages. 
10. It is best to learn French in a French-speaking country. 
11. I enjoy practicing French with the native French speakers I meet. 

12. It’s o.k. to guess if you don’t know a word in French.   

13. I have a special ability for learning foreign languages.   

14. The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning vocabulary words. 

  

15. It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
16. Women are better than men at learning foreign languages. 
17. People in my country feel that it is important to speak French. 

18. I feel timid speaking French with other people.  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19. If beginning students are permitted to make errors in French, it will be difficult for 
them to speak correctly later on. 

20. The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning the grammar. 
21. I would like to learn French so that I can get to know native French speakers better 

and their cultures. 
22. It is easier to speak than understand a foreign language. 

23. It is important to practice with authentic audio recordings.   

24. Learning a foreign language is different than learning other academic subjects.   

25. The most important part of learning French is learning how to translate from 

my native language to French or from French to my native language. 

26. If I learn French very well, I will have better opportunities for a good job. 
27. People who speak more than one language are very intelligent. 

28. I want to learn to speak French well.  

29. I would like to have friends who speak French as a native language. 
30. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language. 
31. It is easier to read and write French than to speak and understand it. 
32. Language learning involves a lot of memorization. 
33. If someone spent one hour a day learning a language, how long would it take them to 

speak the language very well? 

o less than a year  

o 1-2 years 
o 3-5 years 

o 5-10 years   

o you can’t learn a language in 1 hour a day 
34. French is: 

o a very difficult language 
o a difficult language 
o a language of medium difficulty 
o an easy language 
o a very easy language 

35. Describe any ideas about learning foreign languages you have other than those listed 
above. (open ended essay response) 
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APPENDIX B: SELECT QUESTIONS AND ANALYTICAL GROUPINGS FOR THE 
BELIEFS ABOUT LANGUAGE LEARNING INVENTORY (HORWITZ, 1988) 
 
Beliefs about language 

Q05 - It is important to speak French with an excellent pronunciation. 
Q07 - You shouldn’t say anything in French until you can say it correctly. 
Q14 - The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning vocabulary 

words. 
Q20 - The most important part of learning a foreign language is learning the grammar. 
Q25 - The most important part of learning French is learning how to translate from 

my native language to French or from French to my native language. 
 
Beliefs about contexts and processes of language learning 

Q06 - It is important to know about French-speaking cultures in order to speak French. 
Q10 - It is best to learn French in a French-speaking country. 
Q12 - It’s o.k. to guess if you don’t know a word in French.  
Q15 - It is important to repeat and practice a lot. 
Q19 - If beginning students are permitted to make errors in French, it will be difficult for 

them to speak correctly later on. 
Q23 - It is important to practice with authentic audio recordings. 
Q32 - Language learning involves a lot of memorization. 

 
Beliefs about the self as a learner 

Q01 - Some people have a special ability for learning foreign languages. 
Q03 - I believe that I will learn to speak French very well. 
Q13 - I have a special ability for learning foreign languages.  
Q18 - I feel timid speaking French with other people.   
 

Beliefs about FL classroom learning 
Q24 - Learning a foreign language is different than learning other academic subjects. 
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APPENDIX C: LANGUAGE LEARNING PORTFOLIO QUESTIONS  

Section 1: Language Learning History 
 
Write an autobiography of yourself as a language learner, addressing the following points, 
where relevant to your experiences: 
 

• when you started learning another language besides your first language (what language/s and in what 
contexts) 

• when you started learning French 
• what has motivated you to learn French 
• how you have best learned languages 
• what language learning experiences have brought you the most pleasure and sense of accomplishment 
• what language learning experiences have been demotivating for you 
• what have you learned about yourself through learning other languages 

 
Write your autobiography in approximately 200-250 words in English. 

Section 2: My goals for French 202 
 
Use this page to describe the learning goals you have. You may wish to consider your goals 
in terms of the skills of speaking, listening, reading, writing or you may wish to consider 
your goals in terms of different competencies addressed in the beginning of the course, or 
both. Use the following questions as a prompt: 
 

• What goals did you have at the beginning of the semester? 
• What are you good at and what do you need to work harder at? 
• What do you want to achieve by the end of the semester? Please be specific. (Here are some specific 

examples: e.g. to be able to write a one-page letter about yourself, to be able to write an answer to an 
advertisement, to be able to fill in a questionnaire or an application form in a foreign language, to learn 
to quickly search for the information in a text and on the Internet, etc.) These goals might or might not 
be relevant to you - they are included to give you an idea of how specific you should be in identifying 
your own goals. 

Section 3: Language Discoveries 
Use the sections below to include samples of your learning and/or feedback which 
demonstrate your abilities based on the descriptions below. You might not have something to 
demonstrate for every ability. Also, you might have more than one sample that demonstrates 
your abilities in a particular area. Some samples might demonstrate your abilities in multiple 
areas. When posting your samples, consider this site to be the "container" for all of your 
samples. In other words, if you choose to use VoiceThread or Eyejot, think about embedding 
your video file onto this site rather than simply linking to it. Leave the ABILITY section as is 
and add your own comments for ACTIVITY and REFLECTION. For each REFLECTION, 
include an explanation of why you chose this activity and a reflection on how you see this to 
demonstrate this particular ability. Please also include the following in your reflection:  

• Why did I choose this evidence? 
• How did I feel about the activity?     
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• How well did I achieve my goals for this activity? 
• What were the critical factors helping or hindering achievement? 
• What have I learned from this activity, and what would I do differently next time or 

what challenges remain? 

Abilities: 

ABILITY: Ability to use linguistic resources appropriately to express meaning 
(grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, language registers, etc.)  
 
ABILITY: Ability to appropriately express something based on your own identity 
(i.e. age, professional status, gender, cultural background, etc.) and/or relationship to 
the other person or people. 
 
ABILITY: Ability to appropriately express something based on the other person’s 
identity (i.e. age, professional status, gender, cultural background, etc.) and/or your 
relationship to the other person or people. 
 
ABILITY: Ability to understand meaning in all kinds of multimodal texts which use 
language, image, color, font, music, etc. 
 
ABILITY: Ability to create meaning for a specific purpose or context through use of 
a combination of language, image, color, font, music, etc. 
 
ABILITY: Ability to match forms of communication (grammar, vocabulary, 
intonation, language register, gesture, etc.) with specific communication purposes 
(i.e. greetings, showing interest, surprise, sympathy, getting and giving information, 
expressing opinions, expressing feelings, persuading, complaining, etc.) 

Section 4: Cultural Discoveries 
 
Use the sections below to include samples of your learning and/or feedback which 
demonstrate new knowledge and insights around culture based on the descriptions of 
products, practices, and perspectives below. You might not have something to demonstrate 
for every section. Also, you might have more than one sample that fits an area. Some 
samples might fit multiple areas. When posting your samples, consider this site to be the 
“container” for all of your samples. In other words, if you choose to use VoiceThread or 
Eyejot, think about embedding your video file onto this site rather than simply linking to it. 
Leave the heading of each section as is and add your own comments for ACTIVITY and 
REFLECTION. For each REFLECTION, include an explanation of why you chose this 
activity and a reflection on how you see this to demonstrate this particular ability. 
 

CULTURAL PRODUCTS (i.e. literature, art, media, rituals, the education system, 
etc.) 
 
CULTURAL PRACTICES (i.e. ways of doing things, behaviors, social practices) 
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CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES (i.e. values, beliefs which underlie practices and 
products) 

Section 5:Final Portfolio Reflections 
 
Write a reflection of approximately 300 - 350 words in English on this page in which you 
consider the following questions: 
 

• Overall, how would you summarize what you learned to do in the French language? 
• How would you summarize what you learned about French culture? 
• How did adopting the role of a character help in your language and culture learning? 
• How did doing this portfolio project help you make sense of your learning in this 

class? 
• What aspects of this portfolio project did you like best? Least? Why? 
• What aspects of learning this semester will be most important for you in the future? 
• Describe any other thoughts or feelings you have about this project, the Global 

Simulation, and/or about your learning this semester. 



Task Communication 
mode

Representation 
mode

Format/platform Distribution Participation 
structure

Linguistic 
focus

Communication 
functions

Module

4.3 Votre répondeur 
(your answering 
machine)

spoken 
presentational

image, spoken 
language

VoiceThread or 
Eyejot

shared with class individual and 
group 
("families")

formulaic 
expressions

giving information Module 04: The building and its 
apartments

4.4 VoiceThread: 
Presentation of your 
apartment

spoken 
presentational

image, spoken 
language

VoiceThread shared with class group (in 
"families")

il y a + noun; 
c'est; il/elle est

describing Module 04: The building and its 
apartments

4.5 Character self-
portrait

written 
presentational

written language typed, submitted 
through LMS online

shared with 
instructor; 
samples shared 
in class

individual nouns and 
adjectives

describing; first-
person

Module 03: The portrait and the self 
portrait

5.2 Facebook: 
Rencontre avec la 
concierge d’à côté 
(meeting the 
concierge next door) 

written 
interactional

written language class social media 
platform

shared with class individual not specified describing people, 
places, things

Module 05: The concierge and the 
gardien

5.5 social media post - 
my concierge

written 
interactional

written language class social media 
platform

shared with class individual not specified expressing 
appreciation

Module 05: The concierge and the 
gardien

5.9 Journal 1: La 
concierge

written 
presentational

written language typed, submitted 
through LMS online

shared with 
instructor; 
samples shared 
in class

individual nouns and 
adjectives; past 
tenses (perfect, 
imperfect)

narrating and 
describing

Module 05: The concierge and the 
gardien

6.2 social media post - 
35 heures

written 
interactional

written language class social media 
platform

shared with class individual not specified expressing an 
opinion

Module 06: Work and Liesure Time

6.9 Journal 2: Work life written 
presentational

written language typed, submitted 
through LMS online

shared with 
instructor; 
samples shared 
in class

individual present or past 
tense 

narrating and 
describing

Module 06: Work and Liesure Time

8.1 Invitation to dinner written 
presentational

image, written 
language

digital, posted to 
class social media 
platform

shared with class individual and 
group 
("families")

formulaic 
expressions

invitating Module 08: Family life, routines, and 
meals

8.5 Foodreporter.com 
comment

written 
interactional

image, written 
language

posted to 
Foodreporter.com

shared with 
class; open 
internet

individual not specified expressing likes 
and dislikes

Module 08: Family life, routines, and 
meals

9.1 midterm speaking - 
recount about dinner

spoken 
interactional

spoken language VoiceThread or 
Eyejot

shared with 
instructor

individual past tenses 
(perfect, 
imperfect)

recounting; 
describing people, 
places, things

Module 09: Midterm Synthesis

11.2 social media post - 
Leonarda

written 
interactional

written language class social media 
platform

shared with class individual not specified expressing an 
opinion

Module 11: Immigration

11.9 Journal 3: 
Immigration

written 
presentational

written language typed, submitted 
through LMS online

shared with 
instructor

individual nominalizations expressing an 
opinion

Module 11: Immigration

12.3 Laïcité speaking spoken 
interactional

spoken language VoiceThread or 
Eyejot

shared with 
instructor

individual not specified explaining Module 12: Secularism

12.4 social media post - 
laicite

written 
interactional

written language class social media 
platform

shared with class individual not specified expressing an 
opinion

Module 12: Secularism

13.3 Letter to the 
organizing 
committee 
(environmental 
poster contest)

written 
presentational

written language typed, submitted 
through LMS online

shared with 
instructor; 
samples shared 
in class

group (with 
"neighbors")

nominalizations explaining Module 13: The Environment

15.1 final speaking - 
protests about the 
Leonarda affair

spoken 
interactional

spoken language VoiceThread or 
Eyejot

shared with 
instructor

individual past tenses 
(perfect, 
imperfect)

recounting Module 15: Final Synthesis
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APPENDIX E: SAMPLE TASK PROMPTS IN THE GLOBAL SIMULATION 

 
Task 4.3: VoiceThread: Votre répondeur (your answering machine) 
Votre personnage va enregistrer un message pour le répondeur. Même si vous êtes plusieurs 
dans une famille, imaginez que c’est votre tour pour enregistrer le message pour toute la 
famille. 
Your character is recording a message for his/her answering machine. If you are part of a 
family, imagine it is your turn and you are speaking for the whole family.  
 
Task 4.4: VoiceThread: Presentation of your apartment 
Create a VoiceThread with 5 photos of rooms in your apartment (families will need to 
coordinate to make one VT for the family and include 10 photos). After putting your photos 
in VT, record a voiceover in VT from the voice of your character(s) with one sentence 
describing the room or object(s) depicted in each photo. Pay attention to appropriate and 
correct use of "il y a" and "c'est". Be sure to set your VT sharing settings to "public", get the 
link. Post the link both here in Moodle so that you can be evaluated, AND on your Facebook 
character page so that your neighbors will be able to "visit" your apartments. 
You may use any of these video clips (or others you might find) as 
resources/models/inspiration, etc, noting of course that you are presenting a series of still 
images rather than making a video. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcbgdeBZRHE 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VE5jeH1_B-k 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9e-Ux4enraw 
 
Task 4.5: Character self-portrait 
Recalling the features of an autoportrait as we saw in the case of Paloma and Renée of 
"L'Élégance du hérisson", write an autoportrait for your character of 250-300 words in 
French. Include direct characterisations (physical features, character traits) and indirect 
characterisations (i.e. details that allow the reader to get an idea of your character without 
you saying directly that your character is timid, or lonely, or talented, etc.) 
  
Task 5.2: Facebook: Rencontre avec la concierge d’à côté (meeting the concierge next 
door)  
Imagine that Maria (from the video we saw in class) is the concierge of another immeuble in 
the neighborhood, and that your character just met her. From the voice of your character, 
write a Facebook post about Maria. Post your comment here as well so that you receive the 
points for completion of the assignment and feedback from your instructor. 
 
Task 5.9: Journal 1: La concierge 
Consider the following prompt and answer in French on Moodle: 
Imagine that yesterday morning your character was leaning over the balcony looking down 
into the courtyard and saw the concierge of your apartment building. In your journal, 
describe what the concierge looked like, what she was wearing, what she was doing at the 
time, what you were doing, etc., making sure to use the past tenses appropriately. Say what 
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impression you got of her when you saw her in this moment. Begin your journal entry with 
the following phrase. Your journal should be between 250 and 300 words: 
“Hier matin, accoudé(e) au balcon, je prenais mon café (thé, etc.) quand j’ai aperçu la 
concierge qui…” 
 
 
Task 6.9: Journal 2: Work life 
Consider the following prompt and write a response of 250-300 words in French from 
your character's voice in his/her personal journal: 
Think about where your character works or goes to school, what he/she does during the day, 
who his/her classmates or colleagues are, etc. Describe “a day in the life” for your 
character at work or school, describing what what time he/she starts and finishes the 
work/school day, how he/she gets there, what he/she does at work or school, where he/she 
has lunch, with whom, what time, what he/she eats for lunch, etc. paying attention to using 
consistent verb tenses (especially present and past tenses). If you are retired or unemployed, 
write about your most recent job. Use this particular journal entry to talk about an aspect of 
your daily routine that you either really like or do not like.  
 
Task 8.1: Invitation to dinner 
Pensez à un voisin de votre immeuble que vous voudriez inviter à diner et préparez une 
invitation (avec Cybercartes (jour, heure, lieu…) ou une autre source) et postez-la sur 
Facebook. 
Think of a neighbor in the building whom you would like to invite to dinner and prepare an 
invitation and post this to Facebook.  
 
Task 11.9: Journal 3: Immigration 
In preparation for this journal, choose one article or video that your character reads or 
watches related to the Leonarda affair. At the top of your journal entry, post the link to the 
text you read, say why your character read this particular text. Then, consider the following 
prompt and write a response of 250-300 words in French from your character's voice in 
his/her personal journal: 
Imagine your character is writing his/her personal reaction to the Leonarda affair. How does 
he/she feel about this particular situation, including all relevant public events, the media 
treatment of the events, etc.? What does he/she think about immigration in general in the 
context of France? In this journal pay attention to using expressions for giving an opinion in 
addition to cultural authenticity. You can find resources for these expressions in Module 11. 
 
Task 13.3: Letter to the organizing committee (environmental poster contest) 
Your poster submission should be accompanied by a letter of introduction to the contest 
committee which you will write with your group. Details and a model will be provided in 
class. Please upload your letter to Moodle. 
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