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Preface

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is a general term
that refers to communicating with someone via the computer as
opposed to face-to-face. This may be text-based or may include some
combination of text, graphics (as in a virtual world) . audio, and/or
video. One can engage in CMC with a desktop, notebook, or mobile
device and the application you use will largely depend on the type of
computer you are using.

Much of the work on computer mediated communication and its
potential for facilitating sccond language development has focused on
learner-learner or learner-native speaker interaction in asynchronous
and synchronous environments. The potential benefits of text-based
SCMC for SLA include more cquitable participation among students,
an increased quantity of learner output. and an increased quality of
learner output. There is also evidence that CMC is viewed by
students as being less threatening than face-to-face interaction. which
often results in an increased willingness to take risks and try out new
hypotheses. Some rescarch has found that students are more inclined
to pursuc idea-generating discourse and are less inhibited during
written production than in oral discussion. Other rescarch has noted
that students take more risks experimenting with ideas during online

discussions. The potential for anonymity may complement this
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willingness for risk taking as it has been found to create a certain
distance between participants that may contribute to an observed
atmosphere of critical receptivity. A heightened quality of learner
output has also been reported and learners have been found to be
linguistically more creative and sophisticated during CMC  than
during traditional whole-class discussions. Many students also report
feeling more confident communicating (in writing) in the target
language during CMC sessions than they do when speaking. There is
also some indication that the text-based CMC medium can amplify
students™ attention to linguistic form by offering learners ample
opportunity to notice lexical and grammatical features in the input.
Written communication likely affords more opportunity for attention
to form than spoken language. The visual saliency of incoming and
outgoing messages as well as the ability to rercad previous messages
may allow students to better attend to such formal aspects without
substantially hindering the flow of communication. CMC may also
afford learners more processing time. This extra time may assist
better comprehension and more accurate production and may also help
facilitate a higher quality interlanguage than would occur in a non-
digital environment. The slower speed of typing as well as a
software- and network-induced lag time between turns, coupled with
the heightened salience of input and output afforded by the
permancnce of the written message on the screen means that
interlocutors have more time to both process incoming messages and
produce and monitor their output.

Learners have been shown to negotiate for meaning during CMC
in ways that is quite similar to that observed in the face-to-face

litecrature. For example. as with face-to-face interaction. lexical
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items have been found to trigger the vast majority of computer-
mediated negotiation. with morphosyntax triggering very little
negotiation. Finally. task types typically used during face-to-face
instruction have proven successful in eliciting high amounts of
lcarner interaction and negotiation in a CMC environment as well.
However. most of the research to date on CMC has occurred in
western university settings and is therefore not always transparently
relevant to other learning contexts. A study on text-based synchronons
computer-mediated comunnuication as a supplement to  face-to-face oral
practice in College English teaching and learning by Dr. Peiyun Zheng is
an important addition to the cumulative work on SCMC as it reports
on rescarch conducted in a specific regional and cultural setting and is
therefore more ecologically valid when considering English language

learners in Chinese university settings.

Bryan Smith
Editor, CALICO Journal
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