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PART 1: Research Study Proposal
3) Proposal to Research How Authentic Environment Impacts Second Language Learning of Pragmatics
Advanced high school learners of German spending the summer in Germany would make for an intriguing study about how language is acquired outside of the classroom.  Students will have formal German instruction in the city of Cologne.  Some students on this trip will have a native speaking German conversation partner to help with questions from class and questions about German culture.  This research will attempt to answer if an informal and authentic learning environment helps students acquire pragmatic aspects of language faster than a formal environment.  
This study will take place over the entire three months of the summer trip.  A small team of researchers will be needed to collect data.  There are three sections of the German Pragmatics 1 class, 20 students in each class.  The classes will be divided in half at random.  Half of the classes with have conversation partners while the other half do not, to provide a control group to compare findings.  The thirty participants in our research group will meet with their conversation partner once a week for one hour and write a short journal afterward recording what they learned.  There will be an oral pre-test for all students prior to leaving the United States, testing students’ pragmatic responses in role-play situations.  There will be three more tests, one month apart while in Germany.  Researchers will compare results of the research group with the control group.
The theoretical underpinnings helping this research are social based.  Part of Hymes’ communicative competence theory is sociolinguistic competence which applies directly to pragmalinguistics in appropriateness.  Because all language is social and cultural, especially in the field of pragmalinguistics, social interaction theories are important for this research.  Work on interaction by Gass and Selinker will benefit this study.  The negotiated interaction theory, by Michael Long, will be helpful in determining how conversation partners impact research participants’ learning by mediating their speech and thus providing comprehensible input.  Feedback (Ellis) is also important to this research as different types of feedback from native German speaking conversation partners can influence learning in different ways.  Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis should be taken into consideration too.  An authentic, informal environment may provide an interesting, low anxiety, confidence building atmosphere conducive to language learning which would in turn help students learn faster.
The anticipated findings will show that informal language learning indeed leads to faster learning of German pragmatics.  It is anticipated that the research group and the control group of participants will score similarly on the pre-tests, but that the research group will increasingly score higher on the following three tests.  Researchers will use journals from the students in the research group to analyze how and why test scores of the research group are higher than the control group.  Researchers are anticipated to gain insight on the interaction hypothesis, feedback, and the affective filter hypothesis.  With the qualitative, short longitudinal data of thirty participants, researchers should compare and contrast data and have substantial support for drawn conclusions and rationale. 
These results can significantly impact pedagogy in language classrooms.  Teachers and students alike will benefit from knowledge on how to learn faster.  Teachers will need to provide a low anxiety, authentic learning environment for students and allow interaction between learners and other language speakers, such as native target language speakers.  This study could also provide valuable information and insight for teachers on feedback.  The findings from this study can be added to other studies of feedback to help teachers learn when to use what kind of feedback.  This study would benefit many areas of SLA.
4) Proposal to Discover Whether Practice Proceeds Performance
In an intermediate-level ESL university course, where students scored similarly on placement tests, two students stand out from the rest.  One student’s speaking performance level is much lower and the other student’s is much higher than the class average.  This research will attempt to find why these two students have such opposing speaking performance levels and if the amount of interaction in English and English oral practice impacts this level?
This research follows Bonnie Norton-Pierce’s theory that language must be practiced for proficiency to increase: “Practice in the target language is a necessary condition of second language learning” (1995, p. 14).  Communicative competence (Hymes) and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky) suggest language learning is social phenomena, so one lacking social/cultural aspect would have lower fluency than one who had this knowledge.  Sociocultural theory also proposes that language learning is an interactional process.  Interaction is using and practicing language, which in view Norton-Pierce’s theory, would lead to increased proficiency and oral performance levels; hence, Gass and Selinker’s work on interaction along with Long’s work on negotiated interaction may benefit this research.  It is anticipated that the type of previous English instruction influences performance levels, as well as the length of time spent in an English speaking country.
All 12 students will be used in this study to compare data.  Data will be collected by a team of researchers via questionnaires, interviews, and journals.  Questionnaires will consist of questions, such as number of years in an English speaking country.  Students will be asked to discuss questions while interviewed, such as how often English is used outside of the classroom and how English was learned prior to this course.  Students will be asked to record in journals every time English is used outside the classroom for one month: Including where, with whom, and for how long.  Researchers will chart findings from questionnaires and compare data from interviews and journals, recording how often English was used outside the classroom and for what purpose.  
Anticipated results will show that the amount of practice actually using the language influences students’ production and oral proficiency levels.  It is expected that the student with the lowest performance level has spent the least time in English-speaking environments and practices oral English less often than other students.  It is anticipated that this student uses English little outside of the classroom and has had previous writing, reading, and listening focused English instruction, which is common in Asian countries such as Korea.  The opposite results are anticipated for the student with the highest performance level.  This student may have had mostly oral prior English instruction, uses English frequently outside of the classroom, or may have spent more time in an English speaking country than other participants.  Data is expected to be similar for the other ten students.  These students should share a similar language instruction background and exposure to native English speaking people.  These students may spend a fair amount of time using English outside of the classroom and had some oral English instruction.  They will have spent more time using English than the student with the lowest proficiency, but less time using English than the student with the highest proficiency.  It is anticipated that this study will find that less time spent speaking English outside of classroom equals a lower proficiency level, and vise-versa.
This study may benefit the field of sociolinguistics and SLA pedagogy.  This study may show a correlation between time spent practicing language and oral performance level which would benefit both teachers and students.  This study could also influence the field of sociolinguistics by providing research on interaction and language learning.

PART 2: Concept/Term Comparison
1. Linguistic Competence vs. Communicative Competence

Noam Chomsky developed the theory of linguistic competence.  This theory roots from his psychological background and nativist point of view.  Linguistic competence stems from Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural linguistics theory which viewed language as a static system of interconnected units; and Wilhelm von Humboldt’s theory that language is rule-governed.  The backbone of linguistic competence is Chomsky’s theory of universal grammar (UG) which suggests that humans are born with an innate set of linguistic principles.  Linguistic competence is a person’s underlying ability to produce grammatically correct language.  A grammatically correct sentence, such as “I went to the store” rather than “Me goes to in store,” is an example of linguistic competence.    

In direct opposition to Chomsky’s linguistic competence, Dell Hymes developed the theory of communicative competence.  Communicative competence stems from Hymes’ background in linguistic anthropology.  This theory also roots from Franz Boaz who described languages and the culture of the people who used them; and Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf who noted a system in language and the cultural and communicative implications of language.  Communicative competence is a language learner’s ability to form grammatical utterances appropriately.  Communicative competence focuses not only on grammar, but also on when and why people use language socially, unlike linguistic competence which focuses only on forming grammatical utterances.  Knowing when to use “Can I go to the bathroom?” and “May I use the restroom?” is an example of communicative competence.  A major difference between Hymes’ and Chomsky’s theories is that linguistic competence was developed to describe knowledge underlying the language use of a person’s mother tongue, while communicative competence was developed to explain second language learners’ competence.  While linguistic competence remained an abstract theory, communicative competence was applied to pedagogy, such as the communicative approach to language teaching.
2. i+1 vs. Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

i+1 is Stephen Krashen’s theory about language learning.  This theory comes from Roger Brown’s natural order of morpheme acquisition hypothesis, which states that certain parts of language are learned before other parts can be learned.  Krashen developed his own natural order hypothesis, applying Brown’s theory to second language learning.  Krashen also developed a theory about comprehensible input; this theory suggests that learners must have simplified language input at their individual level in order to learn language.  i+1 means that when a person is learning a language, the input cannot be more than one level higher than what they already know, following the natural order.  For example, a beginning English learner studying past tense will need i+1 building off past tense, such as vocabulary like “yesterday” and days of the week.  If the input is higher than +1, it becomes incomprehensible for the learner.  Going from past tense to prepositions would be higher than i+1 and, according to this theory, unintelligible to the learner.

Lev Vygotsky also developed a theory about learning which is comparable to i+1, but ultimately very different.  Vygotsky’s ZPD theory roots from psychology and his theory of socioculturalism.  Sociocultural theory suggests that cognitive development comes from interaction that is mediated by social and cultural tools and resources.  Vygotsky’s ZPD is the distance between a learner’s actual level of development and their potential level of development, as determined through collaboration with more capable peers or adults.  An example of ZPD would be a child’s knowledge of cooking versus his mother’s; she would close the ZPD by helping her son cook.  Although both i+1 and ZPD build from a learner’s individual level of development, ZPD exists between people rather than within an individual.  Unlike i+1 which follows a natural order in stages and applies to language learning, ZPD is free-flowing and applies to any subject matter.  
PART 3: Data Analysis [see transcript below]
1. Recruiting Attention- This scaffolding strategy draws learners’ attention to the activity and engages their interest in that activity.  This strategy can be used to keep learners on task or to direct learners’ attention to what they should be paying attention to.
The pointing in lines 4 and 15
 are a perfect example of recruiting attention.  In these examples, the teacher is pointing out what she wants her student to pay attention to.
2. Reducing Degrees of Freedom- This strategy simplifies the demands of the activity to meet the needs of the learners.  This is a great strategy when learners are struggling or do not understand something; this allows the teacher to rephrase and simplify without giving away the answer.  This strategy allows learners to work out the problem or answer for themselves.  
Line 12 reduces the degree of freedom by asking an either-or question, rather than an open-ended question.  This gives the student less freedom, but also less room for error.  In the last part of line 18, the teacher rewords her question, limiting the freedom of the answer to the choices “pants” or “shorts.”  This happens again in line 21 where the teacher limits the answer again to pants or shorts.  In lines 18 and 21, the teacher successfully directs her student to the answer without giving it away and allowing the student to figure it out.
3. Marking Critical Features- This strategy emphasizes all relevant features of the activity and highlights discrepancies between actual and expected behaviors.  Like the reducing degrees of freedom strategy, marking critical features helps students to figure answers out themselves. 
Line 3 marks the critical feature clothing: “Now, let’s see other types of clothing.”  Line 7 is marking the critical feature, skirt, more specifically than clothing.  Line 7 also highlights the discrepancy between the learner’s incorrect response and the correct expected response.  In line 15, the teacher marks the critical feature of her question with stress.  She stresses “long” to emphasize what she is asking.  In line 23, the teacher stresses the “s,” the critical feature of the word “shorts” differentiating it between the word “short.”  Finally, in line 25, the teacher stresses “short” which is the critical word in her question.  This strategy allows the teacher to key the student into exactly what is being asked without giving away the answer.  
4. Modeling Expected Behavior- In this strategy, the teacher performs the expected behaviors for learners to notice, observe, and imitate.  Like the marking critical features strategy, the teacher is keying the student into exactly what she is looking for.
Lines 1 and 4 are examples of modeling where the teacher says, “This is a …”  She wants the student to respond in a similar fashion.  Line 10 is a more clear example of modeling where the teacher says, “It’s a skirt,” showing the student how the question should be answered.  The student understands and repeats, “a skirt,” which the teacher praises her for, showing that she indeed wanted the student to follow her model.  Lines 15 and 16 also have examples of modeling, where the teacher says “These are…”  In line 23, the teacher isn’t sure if she understands the student, so she models the response she was expecting.  Line 23 is a great example of how this strategy can help overcome confusion without making a student feel incompetent.    
5. Controlling Frustration- This is a strategy which helps reduce the stress that learners may develop when they are trying to participate in something they are not yet fully competent.  This strategy helps prevent learners from giving up due to frustration.  
In line 14, the teacher exclaims, “Yes, exactly” to encourage the student and help reduce stress by making the student feel competent.  Line 20 is another example of controlling frustration; the student was being challenged and had difficulty answering the question, so the teacher compliments the student, once again making her feel competent.
Transcript of an American teacher working one-on-one with a native Korean speaking student from her beginning speaking/listening ESL class.  

1
T: (showing picture of a woman in a dress) This is a dress.
2
S: Ok.  Dress.

3
T: Great!  Now, let’s see other types of clothing.  (showing picture of a woman in
blouse and skirt.  Pointing to skirt)  This is a skirt.

5
S: (student looks confused)  …

6
S: Dress?

7
T: No, this is a skirt.  A dress is long, starts from here (points to shoulder); a skirt starts from here (points to waist).  Do you understand?

9
S: Yes, skirt.

10
T: It’s a skirt.

11
S: a skirt.
12
T: Okay, good.  (flipping to new picture) Now, can you tell me, is this a dress or a skirt?

13
S: umm….a skirt.  

14
T: Yes, exactly!  
15
T: (flipping to the next page, pointing to woman in jeans) These are pants.  (pointing to woman in shorts) These are shorts.  Which are long like a dress?  
17
S: long…dress?  

18
T: Which are long like a dress, the shorts or the pants?
19
S: hummm….the, it’s (pointing to woman in jeans), the pants.
20
T: Yes, okay, that was really good!  The pants are long like the dress.  So, what is short like the skirt, the shorts or the pants?
22
S: short. 
23
T: The shorts are short?
24
S: (nods) shorts are short. 
25
T: Yes, that’s right!  What else is short on this woman?  


PART 4: Reflection

Many of the theories and topics covered in class 591 I had previously studied in Iowa during my B.A. degree in TESOL, however I was not acquainted with usage-based approach.  I agree with this approach’s premise that language knowledge emerges from language use, rendering the distinction between competence and performance invalid, because I feel that the distinction between competence and performance was never clear enough.  I also like that the usage-based approach believes that humans are born with cognitive learning skills; we are not animals.  According to this theory, humans are born with the skills intention-reading and pattern finding.  I believe that humans have something more than animals have, so I like this theory for that reason.  The related fields such as child language development and functional linguistics are intriguing and make a lot of sense to me.  I especially like P.J. Hopper’s emergent grammar theory because grammar is shaped by discourse, once again eliminating the distinction of competence and performance.
Learning about usage-based approach is significant to me for many reasons.  I’ve always wished there were linguistic theories combining theories that went from one extreme to another, with no middle-ground.  For example, I don’t believe that competence and performance are two distinct aspects of language that can be clearly separated, nor do I think semantics and syntactic can be separated.  This theory is significant to me because it finds the middle-ground in these extremes where seemingly opposites work together.  It also like this theory because humans are not viewed in the same light as animals, however the innateness this theory suggests are skills everyone has and thus very believable, unlike Chomsky’s black box theory.  It is important to keep up-to-date on one’s field of interest and I believe that usage-based linguistics and the related corpora field are the future of linguistics.  
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