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Preface

This book has grown out the authors” experience of teaching sLA to post-
graduate students in a wide variety of contexts—the UK, South Africa,
Japan, the USA, and New Zealand. It was developed to replace traditional
second language acquisition (SLA) courses based on lectures on key topics
with a more hands-on, do-it-yourself approach, where students were
required to grapple with second language (L2) data in order to address the
kinds of research questions that have figured in sLA research. The materials
in the book have now been used with a number of postgraduate students at
the University of Auckland. We are grateful to these students for the valu-
able feedback they have provided.

Analysing Learner Language serves as an introduction to SLA research for
postgraduate students and teachers wishing to undertake empirical studies
of L2 acquisition. It has the following aims:

1 to familiarize readers with different methods for analysing learner
language as expression and as content;

2 to examine the theoretical and research bases for the different methods;
and

3 to develop readers’ ability to undertake the analysis of samples of learner
language using different methods.

The book provides full examples of the different methods for analysing
learner language and also tasks for readers to practise the methods
themselves. The chapters detailing the different methods of analysis
(Chapters 3-13) have four main sections. The first provides an account of the
historical and theoretical background of the method. This is intended to
provide a rationale for the method and to demonstrate the contribution it has
made to the study of L2 acquisition. The second offers a step-by-step account
of the method together with an illustration of its application to actual data.
The third section provides an example of a study that has employed the
method; the study is summarized and subjected to critical review. Lastly, the
fourth section is a task where readers are provided with a sample of learner
language which they are invited to analyse using the method. The purpose of
this section is to give hands-on experience in the actual analysis of learner
language. Readers can try out each method for themselves.



x Preface

However, Analysing Learner Language is not a research methodology
book in the traditional sense of this term. That is, it does not address issues
relating to the choice of a particular research methodology or of research
design. Nor is it primarily concerned with methods of data collection. The
thrust of the book is an account of the tools that researchers have used to
analyse the spoken and written texts produced by L2 learners. The use of
these tools in sLa has been motivated by the particular research questions
that researchers have addressed. As the nature of these questions has
changed over time, so new methods of data analysis have been developed.
Thus, an account of the methods of analysis in sLa will necessarily involve
consideration of the historical and theoretical contexts of each method.
Thus, by learning about the tools for analysing learner language, readers
will also be introduced to the key issues that have motivated SLA enquiry.

Because the book provides an overview of key areas in sLA research (by
way of contextualizing the different methods of analysis), it can also serve as
an introductory SLA text. It may appeal to teachers of sLa who wish to offer
a more ‘hands-on’ approach to teaching sLA in place of the traditional
exposition of the main areas of study in sLA. One way of learning about how
learners acquire an L2 is by studying the language they produce. Finally, the
book may also be used as a reference book for sLA researchers wanting
to review the possibilities for data analysis before finalizing a research
proposal.

Rod Ellis

Gary Barkhuizen

Department of Applied Language Studies and Linguistics
University of Auckland
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1 Introduction

The primary purpose of this book is to provide an account of what is known
about how learners acquire a second language (L2) by introducing readers
to the methods that have been used to analyse learner language. A secondary
purpose is to equip readers to carry out analyses of learner language by
themselves for research purposes.

There are a number of books that provide overviews of ‘second language
acquisition’ (sLA ) asa field of study (for example, Ellis 1985a and 1994; Gass
and Selinker 1994; Larsen-Freeman and Long 1991; Mitchell and Myles
1998; Towell and Hawkins 1994). There are also books that review specific
areas of sLaA—for example, Tarone (1988) on variability in L2 learning,
Skehan (1989) on individual differences, Kasper and Kellerman (1997) on
second language learners’ communication strategies, Gass (1997) on the role
of input and interaction and Doughty and Williams (1998) on the role of
form-focused instruction. Thus, the field is well-catered for in terms of pub-
lished works documenting what is known about L2 learning and L2 learners.

As a field with close links to the social sciences, education and applied
linguistics, sLA is also well-provided with general accounts of research
methodology. In addition to established works such as Ary, Jacobs, and
Razavieh (1990), Brown (1988), Cohen and Manion (1994), Neuman
(1994) and Seliger and Shohamy (1989), there are a number of more specific
books addressing the applications of research methodologics to sLa, such
as Brown and Rodgers’ (2002) survey of qualitative and quantitative
research techniques, Faerch and Kasper’s (1987) collection of articles on
introspective methods, Brown’s (2001) practical guide to the use of surveys
in second-language related research and Gass and Mackey’s (2000) account
of the use of stimulated recall in sLA. Other works (for example, Hatch and
Lazaraton 1991) offer explanations of the statistical procedures available
to sLA researchers. Together, these books provide detailed accounts of
the theoretical underpinnings of different research traditions, the main
research approaches and the designs associated with them, methods of data
collection and ways of analysing data.

Given the wealth of the published literature on sLA and on research
methodology, it seems advisable to us to begin this book by explaining
why we have taken the trouble to write this book. In Analysing Learner



2 Analysing learner language

Language we want to bring together a substantive account of sLA as a field
of enquiry through an examination of the methods of data collection and
analysis that have informed research in this field. That is, our main goal is to
introduce readers to what has been discovered about L2 learning and L2
learners through a consideration of the methods that have produced this
knowledge. Indeed, our assumption is that understanding sLA requires an
understanding of its established findings (what Long (1990b) calls the ‘facts’
of sLA)in relation to the ways in which these findings have been established.
Thus, we seek to introduce readers to SLA by familiarizing them with the
various methods of data collection and analysis SLA researchers have
employed.

This approach has been adopted in response to one of the authors’
experiences in teaching s LA courses over a period of some fifteen years. The
approach he adopted was initially a fairly traditional one, involving lectures
on selected topics (error analysis, variability, language transfer, input and
interaction, learning strategies, etc.) supported by a range of tasks that
required some form of application of the material presented in the lectures.
These tasks included a number of data analysis activities. For example, in
one such task, students were asked to analyse a set of negative utterances
produced by one L2 learner over a nine-month period. In another, they were
asked to examine how teachers addressed linguistic form in the context of
interactions derived from communicative activities. It was observed that
these tasks frequently led to lively discussions of key issues in sLA and,
crucially, to problems of interpreting what the data showed. In response to
this, a decision was taken to redesign the SLA course around these tasks.
This required a new way of structuring the content. Instead, of basing the
course on topics in SLA, the new course was organized around the different
ways in which learner language has been analysed over the thirty-plus years
that sLA has existed as a recognized field of study. The purpose, however,
was not so much to train students in how to carry out these methods of
analysis (although this was, hopefully, a useful outcome of the course) as to
involve the students in ‘doing SLA’ so that their understanding of its findings
were grounded in a hands-on experience of how they were obtained. This
book is a direct outcome and extension of this course.

This book, then, is an account of how sLA researchers have set about
analysing learner language, of the theoretical positions that underlie their
enquiries and of the main empirical findings that have resulted from them. In
addition, indeed as an essential part of the whole enterprise, the book
provides opportunities, in the form of data-based tasks, for readers to apply
the different methods of analysis themselves. It is also important to note
what the book does #not seek to do. The book does not consider culture
learning, although it does examine the role of cultural factors in language
learning. (See, for example, Chapter 10.) It does not aim to provide advice to
teachers about how they should teach. Obviously, though, an understanding
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of how learners learn an L2 should inform how teachers teach and some
chapters include tasks involving data taken from instructional contexts.
Also, the book does not examine curricula for teaching an L2.

In this chapter, we briefly explain what we mean by ‘sLA’, which we will
interpret very broadly. We will also consider what is meant by ‘learner
language’, identifying two distinct senses of this term. Finally, we will
attempt to demarcate the particular aspect of SLA research methodology
we are concerned with (i.e. data analysis) by placing it within a broader
framework of the nature of research and the different research paradigms
that have been employed in sLA.

SLA

Two different senses of s LA need to be distinguished. The term is frequently
used to refer to the learning of another language (second, third, foreign)
after acquisition of one’s mother tongue is complete. That is, it labels the
object of enquiry. The term is also used to refer to the study of how people
learn a second language; that is, it labels the field of enquiry itself. This dual
use of the term is unfortunate as it can create confusion. In this book we will
use ‘L2 acquisition’ as the label for the object of enquiry and ‘sLA’ as the
label for the field of study.

SLA is multi-disciplinary. That is, it draws on insights and methods of
research from a range of disciplines, including linguistics, sociology,
sociolinguistics, psychology, psycholinguistics and education. This multi-
disiplinary aspect of sLA is widely accepted and is reflected in all the pub-
lished surveys of the field referred to above. It has advantages and
disadvantages. It affords a rich account of what is a highly complex phe-
nomenon. But, as Gass and Selinker (1994) point out, it sometimes results in
a failure of communication by scholars committed to different approaches.
sLA is characterized by a host of controversies (see Block 2003 for a
thoughtful analysis of some of the main ones), many of which are not
resolvable as they derive from incommensurable theoretical positions. In
this book we will seek an inter-disciplinary perspective. Indeed, such an
approach is inevitable, given our intention to present a range of different
approaches for analysing learner language, as the different approaches
derive from different disciplines and different theoretical orientations. We
will acknowledge controversies where they exist, but we will not attempt to
resolve them. Nor will we stake out our own ‘preferred’ position, although,
of course, we cannot promise to guard entirely against our own biases.

The study of how people learn a second language involves both an
examination of those aspects of learning that are common to all learners—
the universals of L2 acquisition—and of those contextual and personal
factors that explain the enormous variation in speed and ultimate level
of attainment of different L2 learners—the individual differences in L2
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learning. Again, the published surveys of sLA acknowledge both aspects. It
is probably true to say, however, that they have devoted more attention to
the universals of L2 acquisition than to social and individual differences,
the latter aspect being generally consigned to one or two chapters after the
former has been exhaustively treated. Ideally, these two aspects need to be
integrated into a single theory of L2 acquisition. However, we are a long
way from achieving this, although a number of recent publications on
individual differences (for example, Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, and Daley 2000;
Skehan 1998a; Robinson 2002) have attempted to discuss specific variables
responsible for variation among learners in terms of a general model of L2
acquisition. In Analysing Learner Language we will not attempt an inte-
grated theory but instead present methods of analysis that relate to both the
establishment of the universal properties of L2 acquisition and to individual
differences in L2 learning. All of these methods are capable of addressing
both the universal and differential aspects of L2 acquisition. For example,
the analysis of learner language in terms of fluency, complexity and ac-
curacy (see Chapter 7) provides a means of identifying how external factors
that shape the learning environment affect the language that learners pro-
duce and also a means of researching how individual learners’ communi-
cative styles differ. Nevertheless, it is the case that particular methods
of analysis have been closely associated with either a nomothetic and uni-
versalist orientation or an idiographic and hermeneutic view of L2 learning.
Thus, for example, obligatory occasion analysis (Chapter 4) and frequency
analysis (Chapter 5) have served to provide evidence of a universal route of
acquisition, while critical approaches (Chapter 12) and metaphor analysis
(Chapter 13) have led to insights about the different approaches to L2
learning manifested by individual learners.

In this book, then we acknowledge the multidimensionality of sLA, as
reflected in the variety of approaches to analysing learner language. We
recognize, too, that SLA must include both an examination of the universal
properties of L2 acquisition and an account of the social and personal
factors responsible for individual differences among learners.

Learner language

Learner language is the oral or written language produced by learners.
It serves as the primary data for the study of L2 acquisition, although, as we
will see in Chapter 2, it is not the only type of data available to sra
researchers. We will also see that learner language is not a monolithic
phenomenon but rather highly variable, raising important issues to do with
what kind (or kinds) of learner language constitute the most valid data for



Introduction 5

the study of how learners learn. These issues are of such theoretical
importance, however, that we will briefly examine them here.

For many spA researchers the goal of sLa is the description and
explanation of L2 learners’ competence and how this develops over time.
Definitions of competence vary' but all see it as involving underlying
systems of linguistic knowledge (Canale and Swain 1980; Taylor 1988).
We can ask, then, how the study of learner language can provide informa-
tion about learners’ underlying linguistic knowledge. To address
this question we need to consider exactly what we mean by ‘linguistic
knowledge’ and then to examine the relationship between competence and
performance.

Linguistic knowledge is constituted as shown in Table 1.1. The central
distinction is between implicit and explicit linguistic knowledge. Implicit
knowledge is the kind of knowledge we possess of our mother tongue.
That is, it is unconscious and is proceduralized so that it is available for
automatic use in spontaneous production. Implicit knowledge consists of
formulaic chunks (for example, ‘T don’t know’ and ‘How do you do?’) and
also unconscious knowledge of abstract patterns or rules relating to both

Type of knowledge Sub-types Definitions

Implicit (procedural) 1 formulaic Sequences of
elements that are
stored and accessed
as ready-made
chunks.

2 rule-based . Unconscious
knowledge of major
and minor schemas
consisting of abstract
linguistic categories
realizable lexically in
an indefinite number
of sentences/

utterances.

Explicit (declarative) 1 analysed Conscious awareness
of minor and major
schemas.

2 metalingual Lexical knowledge

of technical and
non-technical
linguistic terminology.

Table 1.1 Tvypes of linguistic knowledge
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minor schemas as in simple collocations (for example, V+ verb comple-
ment, as in ‘suggest + Ving’ and ‘demand + Vinfin’) and to major schemas
(for example, the construction of relative clauses). Explicit knowledge is
conscious and declarative (i.e. it takes the form of encyclopaedic facts about
a language). It consists of both conscious awareness of the same minor and
major schemas that figure in implicit knowledge (but represented in an
entirely different mental form) and of the metalanguage that can assist in
verbalizing this analysed knowledge. (See Ellis 2004.) As we will see,
learner language is capable of providing information about both types of
knowledge but it is often difficult to decide which type of knowledge is
reflected in learner production. While sLA researchers argue about the role
that explicit knowledge plays in both acquisition and language use—compare,
for example, Krashen (1994) and N. Ellis (2002)—they broadly agree that
the linguistic knowledge comprising competence is essentially of the
implicit kind and that the main goal of sLA is to account for learners’
implicit knowledge.

A learner’s implicit knowledge (competence) is not open to direct
inspection. We cannot easily look into someone’s mind to see how know-
ledge of language is represented or what kind of knowledge is being utilized in
the performance of a language task. To some extent this is possible through
magnetic resonance imaging. (See, for example, Chee, Tan, and Thiel 1999.)
This technology enables us to identify those parts of the brain that are
activated in performing a language task and, in the long run, may enable
us to determine the parts of the brain responsible for different kinds of
linguistic processing. However, we are a long way from being able to plot
cortical organization with reference to language use in this way. Thus,
by and large, researchers are forced to infer competence from some kind of
performance. How learners perform some kind of language task serves
as the principal source of information about what they know about the
language.

This raises the general question about what kind of performance provides
the most reliable and valid source of information. Here we find major dif-
ferences in opinion. On the one hand some sLA researchers choose to rely
on learner intuitions (in the form of judgements about the grammaticality of
sentences presented to them) to discover what they know. Other research-
ers, especially those of a more functional orientation, prefer to collect
samples of learner language. Not surprisingly, analyses based on grammat-
icality judgements and on learner language frequently produce different
results. A learner may succeed in judging a sentence correctly as grammat-
ical and yet be unable to produce the structure exemplified in the sentence in
free production. Furthermore, learner language is itself not homogenous
but rather highly variable, depending on both social factors (for example,
whom a learner is addressing) and psycholinguistic factors (for example, the
degree of attention that a learner is paying to correctness of form) and the
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inter-relationship of the two. Linguistic performance, then, is inherently
heterogeneous.

What solutions are there to this problem of variability? There are
several:

1 Redefine competence as itself variable. (See, for example, Tarone
1983 and Ellis 1985b.) That is, variability in performance is seen as
reflecting a variable competence.

2 Identify one type of performance as the preferred source of information
about competence.

3 Recognize the need for multiple sources of performance data and look
for points of confluence as evidence of what a learner knows.

It is not our purpose in this book to enter the thorny debates that surround
which of these three solutions to choose. The fact that we have elected to
address how to analyse learner language (rather than data derived from
some kind of test), however, reflects our belief about the centrality of this
kind of data. In Chapter 2, we examine the different methods for collecting
samples of learner language, pointing to what is now widely acknowledged
in SLA, namely the need for data that reflects as closely as possible ‘natural’
language use (i.e. language that is situationally and interactionally authen-
tic) while recognizing that the limitations facing the collection of such data
often obligate researchers to resort to clinically elicited data (for example,
by using pedagogic tasks). Here, though, we want to emphasize that there is
no easy solution to the data problem and that the main requirements that
should be placed on researchers are to specify explicitly what kind(s) of data
have been collected and to justify the validity of these data in terms of a
clearly stated theoretical position regarding the relationship between per-
formance and competence (i.e. to address the validity of the data).

In the foregoing discussion we have implicitly treated learner language as
expression but it can also be viewed as content. That is, we can view learner
language in two entirely distinct ways. We can see it as providing evidence
of what learners know about an L2 by examining the linguistic forms they
produce. We can also view it as a set of propositions relating to whatever
topics are being communicated about. These topics can include those
relating to the second language itself—that is, learners can inform us about
their beliefs and attitudes to the target language and to the target language
community and about the behaviours they engage in when learning the
language. This distinction between learner language as expression and as
content is central to this book. In part, it relates to a distinction we have
already mentioned—that between the branches of st A that have focused on
the universal properties of L2 acquisition (the psycholinguistic orientation)
and those other branches that have addressed the factors responsible for
individual differences in learning (the social or psychological orientation).
By and large, learner language treated as expression has served as data for
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investigating the universal properties of acquisition while learner language
viewed as content has provided information about how learners differ in
their attitudes and approaches to learning. Of course, as we have already
pointed out, it would be possible to examine individual factors in terms of
differences in the formal properties of the language produced by different
learners and, similarly, it would be possible to build a picture of the universal
aspects of L2 learning from learners’ reports about learning. In general,
though, this has not happened. Learner productions viewed as expression
tell us what learners do with the language and thus do not readily shed direct
light on such factors as social identity, learning styles, motivation, language
aptitude or learning strategies. To investigate these, we need learners to
self-report. Conversely, learners are unlikely to be able to tell us in what
order/sequence they acquired grammatical structures (for example, whether
they acquired unmarked/protypical forms before marked/prototypical
ones). Nor will they have much idea why they acquire forms in the order/
sequence they do.

There is, therefore, a strong rational basis for distinguishing learner
language as expression and as content. There are also empirical grounds.
The methods of analysing learner language we will discuss in the following
chapters divide quite clearly into those associated with expression and
content. Thus, methods such as error analysis (Chapter 3) and interactional
analysis (Chapter 8), borrowed from linguistics, view learner language as
expression while other methods, taken from the social sciences, such as
critical analytical approaches (Chapter 12) and metaphor analysis (Chapter
13), treat learner language primarily as content. Our claim is that we need
to orientate to learner language in both ways to obtain a full account of
L2 acquisition.

Research paradigms

The focus of this book is on ‘data analysis’. We recognize, however, that
data analysis does not occur in a vacuum but is an integral part of the
research process. It is shaped by the purpose of the research and the theor-
etical principles that govern the chosen method of enquiry. In this section,
we consider how the analysis of learner language fits into the broader
research picture.

Table 1.2 outlines the key differences in the two research paradigms
widely recognized in discussions of research methodology in the social
sciences. These two paradigms have been variously labelled (for ex-
ample, quantitative/qualitative; confirmatory/interpretative; positivist/non-
positivist; nomothetic/idiographic; analytical-nomological/hermeneutic).
The labels we have chosen are those of Cohen and Manion (1994)—-
normative/interpretative. However, following Neuman (1994), Table 1.2
also includes a third paradigm, critical research, which differs from the



