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A Framework for Discussing the Uniqueness
of In-country Language Learning”
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Richard D. Brecht™

Abstract: The in-country mmmersion environment can be a “magic bullet” in one's language
learning carcer. but only if its unique qualities are understood and exploited. To wit, in-country
immersion is a “ Rich” environment that exceeds domestic classroom learning in the amount.
intensiveness. and variation of linguistic and cultural input. Also. it is a “Real” environment. where
successful or failed communication often has immediate and practical consequences for learners,
Finally. this learning environment is essentially “Self-Regulated” in the sense that so much of the
learning takes place in interactions outside of the classroom and beyond the control of professional
teachers. upon which domestic language programs depend. This characterization of ‘in-country
language immersion can serve as an overall {framework for designing both domestic and in-country
language programs.

Key Words: Study abroad. Immersion. Language Learning
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In the language tcaching community there is virtually unanimous agreement that

Tv The present paper draws heavily from a previous study by the National Foreign lLanguage Center in
Washington. D. C. tilled Immersion Training Evaluation Kit as well as other studies and presentations by the
staff of the center.

@ Dr. Richard Brecht is a Professor of Russian in the University of Maryland. He was the former Director
of the National Foreign Language Center.
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in-country study of the language is critical to true proficiency. In fact, the study
abroad experience traditionally is conccived of as a “magic bullet” for language
learning. However, few students and teachers can articulate what actually is unique
about this cxperience. What docs a learner gets out of the time spent in country? What
is it about this lecarning cnvironment that brings this about? Let me attempt to answer
these two questions, in full awareness that in this distinguished audience such a
rccitation may indced be superfluous.

What are the Benefits of Immersion Language Learning?

In various studies by the National Foreign Language Center in Washington, D.
C., four types of bencfits to language learners werc identificd:

# language and culture knowledge and ability
® language learning skills
® language use behavior

@ attitude and affect

The first benefit, most obviously, is an immediate gain in language proficiency
and cultural understanding. This gain is the normal target of a language-focused study
abroad program, although the amount of improvement depends largely on the length
of the program and, of coursc, its quality. ¥ In fact, there is strong evidence that,
without study abroad, rcaching functional language ability is out of the reach of most
students.

The other three bencefits derived from immersion training are based not so much
on students’ additional language ability, but on their increased skill as language
learners and users and their heightened desire to learn and interact, changes that in the
long term will support increased foreign language use and, accordingly, an incrcased
benefit derived from such use. These arc considered immersion training’s long-term
benefits because their contribution to language proficiency occurs long after the
immersion training is concluded and because this contribution can continue for an

extended period of time, perhaps throughout the learner’s carcer.
Learning Skills

The immersion experience brings about a significant improvement in the way
students approach language learning. For example, they often reconceptualize the
language learning tasks they face. As a rule, students exposed only to classroom
learning view the task as essentially academic, like all their other school house
cxperience. After immersion, the oricntation of students changes: the task is to

® The American Council of Teachers of Russian has accumulated the richest data base on the gains of
different types of in-country language learning. Cf. Davidson 2005.
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become proficient in using a valuable tool, which enables one to do one’s job as well as
get to know interesting people and places. So, instead of vocabulary learning, they are
acquiring a richer sct of topics to discuss. Instead of learning grammar, they are
removing barriers to communication at higher and more proficient levels.

Perhaps the most significant lesson they learn is that they, and not their teachers,
can best direct their learning. At the highest levels of language proficiency, students
must take control of their own learning carcers, sccking out opportunities to advance
their grammar knowledge, finding all possible opportunities for exposure and practice,
consulting with experts (cither linguists or native speakers), assessing thcir strengths
and weaknesses, and the like. The immersion experience gives students their first and
most intensive lesson in self-management of learning.

Use Skills

In the immersion environment students learn to take risks, which is the only way
to increase language use and, thercby, language proficiency. By placing students in an
immersion environment, managers provide the first real experience in risk-taking,
since in the classroom the risks students take are concerncd with academic performance
rather than communication. Perhaps the strongest factor in managing risk is confidence
or belicf in onc’s own abilities. In this rcgard, thc most often reported cffect of
immersion training is the raising of students” confidence in using the language to
actually communicate. No amount of classroom instruction can induce this attitude,
for the totally artificial atmosphere of the classroom provides no ™ real
communications” test of language and students” abilities. @

Atritude and Motivation

Few dispute the value of “moralc” and “motivation” in language learning. The
literaturc and the rescarch carried out in this project point to a very strong correlation
between immersion training and “affect,” with Sccond Language Acquisition research
clearly indicating a very strong relationship between “affect™ and ultimate success in
fanguage learning. Without question, immecrsion training has a strong and positive
cffect on attitude. (Brecht and Robinson 1995; Isabelli-Garcia C. 2005, Jackson and
Lett 19953 Perdue 1984; Warden ct al. 1995) In fact, it has been argued that language
learning programs that do not provide real, meaningful contact with target language
native speakers limit the extent of attitude change that can be achicved and sustained.
(Genesce 1979) And immersion training, not the classroom, is where the maximum
exposure to native speakers can be achieved. ®

@ Cf. Pellegrino, V. 2005.
® Cf. Tanaka, K. & Ellis. R. 2003,
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What is Unique about the In-country Immersion Environment?

Three basic qualitics can be wused to characterize the natural immersion
environment and, accordingly, the learning which it influences. We have

characterized these as the 3 Rs:

@ Rich: Learning is based exclusively on exposure to the target language and culture, which
provides constant and often overly abundant input

# Real: Learning is inseparable from the actual process of living; and. thercfore, all
communication has real consequences

@ Seclf-Regulated; Learning is in the hands of the learner: it is not controlled by teachers or by

managers of educational programs,

Each of these qualitics has a positive as well as a negative impact on language learning.
Any successful immersion cxperience should be structured to exploit the positive and

mitigate the negative aspects of this type of learning environment.
Rich

In the immersion environment, students face input and language usc opportunities
which are linguistically and culturally richer and more numerous than is possible in any
classroom. This richness of input involves both the range of linguistic and cultural
information the student is exposed to (communication topics, contexts, and registers)
as well as the full range of modes of input (visual, oral, and aural). From thc point of
view of language use, thc opportunitics inherent in the immersion environment
include all  communicative functions: personal  conversational  interactions;
presentations, in both written and oral form; comprchension, of both written texts as
well as oral presentations, live or in the media. With regard to quantity, there is
nothing to comparc between the classroom exposure hours and the possibility of
ubiquitous cxposurc during all waking hours. Furthermore, immersion input is
notable not only for its quantity, but as well as for its intensivencss; onc hour in the
home of a Russian around the dinner table may provide input and language usc
opportunities cquivalent to weceks of classroom instruction.

The richness of the immersion environment is a bonus for students, who are used
to classrooms with highly limited authentic input emanating cssentially from one
human source, the tecacher, and a range of artificially constructed visual and auditory
supplements. Nevertheless, this type of exposure has its significant downside. Unlike
the classroom, input in natural settings as a rule is unregulated, unstructured, and
“unscaffolded”: the input often is well beyond what the students can handle.
Students, as onc would expect, are often overwhelmed by this input, particularly

those who arc at the lower levels of proficiecncy. This negative aspect of immersion
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training can be mitigated if students arc instructed in “sclf-directed learning” or
“learncr-managed learning,” where managing input that is too rich (using *comm-
unication strategics”) is addressed as onc aspect of this self-management. In gencral,
teaching students to become cffective learners on their own is a nccessary part of the
preparation for immersion training, where language learning takes place without
teachers. (Brecht & Walton 1994)

Real

When living in country, students will be lcarning as they are living. That is,
language learning in country is overwhelmingly concerned with performing real
communication in pursuit of ordinary, cveryday living tasks. It is generally
understood that the most cffective way of learning is “by doing.”® With regard to
language learning, this means that students usce the language in natural scttings, where
the conscquences of a communications act are immediate and real. Nothing done in the
classroom—no excrcises, “ play acting” or simulations—can producc genuinc
consequences of successful or unsuccessful communication the way a simple
communications act can on the streets of Moscow. for example. when directions back
to a certain hotel are sought. If learning is understood as equivalent to storage in long-
term memory, then the kind of learning referred to here would be termed “episodic. ™
Memories created by actually doing something are, in fact, stored in a separate place in
the brain from * semantic” memory (e. g., “How many tones are therc in
Mandarin?”) . @ This type of memory and learning, therefore, has to be attended to,
and the immersion environment is ideal for attaining this goal.

Again, this very effective quality of the immersion environment has a downside,
which has to be taken into consideration in any briefing and debricfing program. The
living part of “living while learning” is complicated by the physical demands and
personal rclationships of living a life in a foreign land. The physical demands of living
in an immersion training cnvironment can result in clear cycles of learning and
“resting,” where there arc periods of high interactivity interspersed with those when
students are more interested in retreating from the input than exposing themselves to
it. Of particular import for language learning are the “care-takers” students need to
find, that is, native speakers who will assist in the learning process. In an environment
with no professionally trained language teacher, friends and acquaintances can be
extremely helpful as students “experiment” with the language, particularly if the
students know how to direct this help. On the other hand, students must be aware
when native speakers are simply ignoring their mistakes or even providing “guidance”
that is based on dialect or non-standard, colloquial specch. Again, students can be

M@ Cf. Perelman 1992126 {f. and the references cited there.
@ Cf. Schacter 1996, Bruner 1986. & Hulstijn 2005.
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taught how to deal with the negative aspects of immersion exposure as part of their
“self-directed learning” training.

Sel f~-Regulated

The final quality of the immersion environment is its self-regulated nature. The
natural character of immersion rules out the carefully structured and ordered dispensing
of information and practice that is characteristic of classroom instruction. The positive
aspects of this characteristic of immersion training arc clear. Being cssentially in charge
of their lcarning, highly motivated students can charge ahead and acquire language at
their own ratc, presumably reaching beyond their peers.. Research shows clearly that
the more one uses the language in an immersion environment, the more one learns. On
the downside, however, is the fact that in the immersion environment there is no
teacher directing and cnabling this use, so the student has to be willing to take the risk
of embarrassment and failure in communicative acts. Naturally reticent or Jess
confident students find this extremely hard to do on their own; yet it is the key to
learning.

Such learning “freedom” inherent in the immersion cnvironment is clcarly both a
boon and an obstacle to lecarning. Without previous instruction in self-managed

y

learning and in “risk-taking,” the more timid students in immersion training can be
left behind. On the other hand, with adequate understanding of their own learning
and communication styles as well as an appreciation of the opportunitics and obstacles
inhcrent in the natural cnvironment of immersion, students can usc this experience to
lcarn how to self-manage learning, a skill necessary to a successful language learning

carcer.
How Can We Take Advantage of this Unique Learning Environment?

As language program managers, we have three contexts to improve the learner’s
ability to takc advantage of this uniquc learning opportunity: the pre-program
preparation or briefing, the in-country academic program and living cnvironment, and
the post-program cvaluation and “debricfing.” Pre-program preparation should focus
on the optimal mindset for the immersion experience, which includes awareness that
control of and responsible for learning rest with the learner himself, knowledge of the
unique opportunitics and pitfalls implied by the 3 Rs, and a handle on a set of tools for
improving learning, such as diaries, time/place maps, learning contracts, etc. The in-
country programs. and processes should focus on flexibility and feedback. In-country
language classes should be structured to take advantage of the different cycles inherent
in a long stay in a forcign country and should take full advantage of the languagc usc
and spin-offs that the students expericnce. The post-program follow-up should provide
students with a clear idea of what they have accomplished and how to build on rhat



