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  Editorial

  


  The need was felt instead, by many of us in the South, to look for different kinds of explanation, not only to gain a more clear understanding of the conflictual social processes that affected our lives but also to assist in re-channeling collective energies toward a better course of action for justice and equity. (p. 1)1


  Fals-Borda illuminates our path and our vision in many different ways. First of all, we are very clear as to truly understanding what he means by the South; it is us, people from below the equatorial line down to the Antarctic Circle, especially in the Western Hemisphere. We Americans from the South are turning our heads to ourselves to gain a deeper introspection. We are starting to truly perceive who we are, what we are made of, and what our dreams and goals are. We have travelled a long way influenced by truths spoken by others for other contexts. At some point in history we made them fit, or tried rather, into our own background. Mistake many would say; necessity others would agree; part of a process is our understanding. This is true in many different fields of action, including academia.


  Our beacons in the construction of knowledge in the field of language learning, teaching and research were until recently academicians from the North, namely the United Kingdom and the United States. Yes, we departed from what happened in similar though different environments and tried to see the connection with what was going on in our particular surroundings. But things started to change. Our ideas, beliefs, and behaviors could be perceived and acted upon in new fashions because there are people from our own territory building new knowledge without feeling different or inferior on intellectual grounds. As Fals-Borda indicates, we are performers of our present and future not only because we understand what is going on but because we have realized the forces that emerge from within.


  The publication of works carried out by practitioners, novice teacher-researchers, experienced researchers, and teacher educators evidences the emergence of such forces. The articles that they publish in journals like ours portray what happens in their educational settings, contribute to the development of our professional knowledge, and provide grounds for further actions. Gathering voices from different scenarios and from different teachers’ backgrounds is a matter of justice and equity. This way, we can acknowledge due recognition to the forces emerging from grassroots teachers as well as to the well-established communities where more experienced educators work.


  In this edition we have gathered ten articles whose authors are spread over seven countries, namely: Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, New Zealand, Spain, and the United States. This diversity evidences not only the coverage of our readership, but the increasing interest of academic communities in the kinds of works we promote in PROFILE.


  The Issues from Teacher Researchers section begins with two articles regarding teacher education. First, Argentinian teacher María Cristina Sarasa shares with us a narrative research project into the possibilities of classroom-generated stories in an initial English teacher education program. In her work she shows how she conceptualized the participants’ written narratives on “unheroic” lives and derives the implications these narrative classroom interventions hold for English language teacher education. Next, Eric Gómez Burgos reports on a study conducted with first year Chilean students of English Pedagogy about the use of formulaic sequences in written and oral descriptions in an English as a foreign language context. As pointed out by the author, students resort to similar formulaic sequences in written and oral texts and many of the expressions generally used in spoken discourse are used by students in written texts.


  A Comparison of EFL (English as a Foreign Language) university students regarding learner autonomy comprises the work authored by Colombian teacher Ximena Paola Buendía Arias. Her study sought to gain deeper understanding of this subject matter in learners from different cultures through the identification and analysis of similarities and differences between Chinese and Colombian students from two public universities.


  After that, Spanish teacher Isabel Herrando-Rodrigo shares with us a survey-based study that aimed to explore the attitudes of Spanish practitioners and undergraduate students towards English as the vehicular language in the field of medicine and towards medical electronic popularizations as an alternative to medical research articles. The pedagogical implications drawn from the positive results of the study stress the students’ awareness of the use of English and the new-born genres or communication channels.


  Then, we present the exploratory study carried out by Constanza Tolosa, Claudia Lucía Ordóñez, and Tania Alfonso who aimed at comparing the performance of online tutors of two groups of eleven-year-old beginner students of English in Colombia and Spanish in New Zealand. The article let us get acquainted with the kind of feedback provided by each group of tutors; this feedback was analyzed in terms of language corrected, error input, and types of feedback provided.


  In the last article of this section of issues from teacher researchers we can read the report of Itala Diaz’s qualitative study. In it, the author describes the training in metacognitive strategies to help beginning young learners with difficulties as to increasing and retaining vocabulary. To do so, the cognitive academic language learning approach instructional model and journaling progress were used and monitored.


  The Issues from Novice Teacher Researchers section includes a report on the study conducted by Mexican teacher Romero Lara Herrera, who focused on Mexican students’ perceptions of learning the history of Mexico in English through content-based instruction. Remarkably, we can learn from this study that despite students’ initial rejection to learning the subject concerning the history of Mexico in English, most of them acknowledge that content-based instruction is a meaningful approach to do so.


  Three papers have been gathered in the last section, concerning Issues Based on Reflections and Innovations. In the first one we can read about the investigation led by Colombian teachers John Jairo Viafara González and Aleida Ariza Ariza who describe an examination of English as a foreign language (EFL) pre-service teachers’ professional preparation in connection with their experiences overseas. Interestingly, we learn what student-teachers’ experiences reveal about the construction of their intercultural competence.


  We continue with the work by Yeferson Romaña Correa on an investigation into the teaching and learning of English to adult learners through the use of Skype™ conference calls. As noted in the results of the study, Skype™ conference calls might be considered as an influential computer-mediated communication tool in order to promote the learners’ speaking skill, social interaction, oral reinforcement, and language fluency out of classroom settings.


  We close this edition with an article authored by Falcon Dario Restrepo Ramos, who explores previous studies that address the incidental learning of vocabulary in second language acquisition. The revision of key literature in the area contributes to our understanding of vocabulary learning through incidental means, the relationship between reading and incidental vocabulary learning, and the strategies and tasks that promote the incidental learning of vocabulary.


  As you can observe from the articles published in this edition, it is possible to ascertain that knowledge comes from many parts of the world. From the 10 articles included in this edition, six are from the Americas, five from countries geographically located south of the United States, two were produced in countries with a tradition as producers of knowledge, and one is from the country that has shaped our own identity because of the transmitted language and culture. Regardless of the point of origin, researchers and writers are struggling to construct a universe in which our thoughts are more important than personal or country-related features without disregarding local contexts from which we can derive lessons in the universe of learning and teaching a foreign language, English in this case.


  We hope the works we present in this edition can provide enriching lessons. Enjoy your reading!


  María Claudia Nieto Cruz

  Journal Director


  Melba Libia Cárdenas

  Journal Editor

  


  1Fals-Borda, O. (1995, April). Research for social justice: Some North-South convergences. Plenary address at the Southern Sociological Society Meeting, Atlanta, GA. Retrieved from http://comm-org.wisc.edu/si/falsborda.htm.
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  Narrative Research Into the Possibilities of Classroom-Generated Stories in English Teacher Education


  Una investigación narrativa en torno a las posibilidades de los relatos realizados en clase en la formación del profesorado de inglés
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  This paper summarizes a narrative inquiry carried out with forty volunteer undergraduate participants attending the course Overall Communication, in the English Teacher Education Program in the School of Humanities of the Universidad Nacional de Mar del Plata, Argentina. It addresses their family/academic identities and personal practical knowledge—as articulated in their written narratives about a class activity concerning the telling of “unheroic” lives—produced by these students while exploring heroes in Irish films. Narrative interpretation of these undergraduates’ work yields categories of analysis concerning story protagonists’ origins, moral values, types of knowledge generated, and implications for English teacher education. Finally, the paper discusses some issues its findings raise in this field.


  Key words: Initial English teacher education, narrative inquiry, pre-service teachers’ identities.

  


  Este artículo resume una indagación narrativa realizada con cuarenta estudiantes voluntarios del curso Comunicación Integral del Profesorado de Inglés en la Facultad de Humanidades de la Universidad Nacional de Mar del Plata, Argentina. Aborda identidades familiares/académicas y el conocimiento práctico personal —manifestados en narrativas escritas sobre una actividad áulica acerca de vidas “no heroicas”— que surgen tras explorar héroes en películas irlandesas. La interpretación narrativa de los relatos arroja categorías de análisis sobre los orígenes de los protagonistas no heroicos, los valores morales emergentes, los tipos de conocimiento generados y sus posibilidades en la formación docente inicial en idioma inglés. Finalmente, el trabajo discurre sobre algunas implicancias de sus resultados en este campo de la formación del profesorado.


  Palabras clave: formación docente inicial de inglés, identidades de docentes en formación, indagación narrativa.

  


  Introduction


  Narrative inquiry on Argentinean English teacher education is relatively new (De Laurentis, Porta, & Sarasa, 2013; Sarasa, 2013). Thus, systematic research is needed to understand the value of carrying out narrative inquiry in this field. This work derives from a ten-year narrative research project on good university teaching by the Education and Cultural Studies Research Group, School of Humanities, Universidad Nacional de Mar del Plata, Argentina (Álvarez, Porta, & Sarasa 2011; Sarasa, 2012). This paper deals with a narrative inquiry performed during the second semesters of the years 2011, 2012, and 2013 with undergraduates attending the sophomore course Overall Communication in the English Teacher Education Program at the School of Humanities, Universidad Nacional de Mar del Plata. The paper introduces narrative tales provided by students, inspecting their productions and their reported opinions on these class undertakings. It also endeavours to review some implications these interventions hold for English teacher education. The instances of narrative inquiry occurred after the class had studied heroic representations in three films about Ireland: Michael Collins (Jordan, 1996), The Wind That Shakes the Barley (Loach, 2006), and The Guard (McDonagh, 2011). The students were then requested to narrate orally the praiseworthy, so-called “unheroic,” existences of ordinary, unknown people. Subsequently, the undergraduates were asked to write their tales and to assess the class experience. Data examination yielded categories resulting from narrative scrutiny of gathered records. These categories were arrived at by identifying stories’ contents, revealing emerging themes in their English language teaching and learning production and reception milieu (Pavlenko, 2007). They involved the nature of the stories’ protagonists, the principles these lives evinced, their worth to their narrators, and the academic potential these stories facilitated. In brief, these narratives allowed undergraduates to (re)formulate their educational identities and practices as prospective English instructors. Lastly, this paper dwells on the implications narrative inquiries could have in the field of English teacher education.


  Literature Review


  Narrative inquiry in education started with Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) ground-breaking research. Narrative involves phenomena under investigation and the method for examining those. Narrative inquiry is rooted in Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy (Dewey, 1938/1998). It involves three dimensions of experience—sociality, temporality, and place—as articulated through the storied lives people lead (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). Narrative inquiry can empower teachers with its potential to transform teaching and learning by creating experiential resources.


  Theoretical narrative inquiry within educational research has thrived (Trahar, 2011). Likewise, both empirical narrative inquiry in pre-service education and in-service teacher development have made rapid advances (Murphy, Huber, & Clandinin, 2012). For example, a “pedagogy of life-telling” (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2002, p. 408) fosters teacher growth through retrieving, listening to, and re-signifying publicly individual stories told in small groups, workshops, or courses, thus legitimizing personal tales in academic settings. These accounts reveal teachers’ “personal practical knowledge,” existing within their “past experience,” their “present mind and body,” and their “future plans and actions,” thus becoming “a particular way of reconstructing the past and the intentions of the future to deal with the exigencies of a present situation” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25). This knowledge is shaped and articulated in professional knowledge landscapes constituted “by a wide variety of components and influenced by a wide variety of people, places, and things” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, pp. 4-5) located in between theory and practice.


  The field of English teacher education has also scrutinized teachers’ personal practical knowledge manifested through their stories (Bell, 2002). This special knowledge re-examined through narrative inquiry shifts language teachers’ positions in the classroom by allowing them to challenge the knowledge-transmission model, the drawbacks of the “apprenticeship of observation,” and grievances against instruction as “long on prescription, short on description” (Lortie, 1975, p. vii). Knowledge created by teachers and for teachers is crucial to their lifelong professional development and their classroom practices. In other words, true potential for English language teachers’ individual and social growth lies in pursuing narrative inquiry systematically (Golombek & Johnson, 2004).


  This field of English language teaching has thus become empirically concerned with narrative inquiry at diverse educational stages and in wide-ranging instruction locations (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008; Liu & Xu, 2011). These inquiries house the potential to relocate experiences and effects, liberate students and teachers alike, reassess the value of the local with respect to the global, and educate instructors to become culturally and socially open towards their own teaching and their students’ existences (Nunan & Choi, 2010). Narrative is not merely considered as a learning tool and as a research methodology but also as part of a democratizing pedagogy (Nelson, 2011). In the same spirit, the role of narrative inquiry in English language teaching and learning has been reinterpreted as both research on teaching and teacher research and also as a process for professional development. This latter is a multifaceted, never-ending, situated, and personal trajectory. To conclude, there is an actual need for activities in English teacher education programs to actually engage in narrative practices that truly foster teacher development (Johnson & Golombek, 2011a, 2011b).


  Research Design


  Context and Participants


  The initial English Teacher Education Program, School of Humanities, Universidad Nacional de Mar del Plata, Argentina, teaches a four-year course of study organized into four areas. The first comprises the four macro skills, generally striving to build near-native speaker proficiency regularly utilizing novels, short stories, essays, and media products. The second includes the linguistic, grammatical, and phonological foundations of English. The cultural area studies the histories and literatures of mainstream English-speaking cultures. Finally, the teacher education area focuses on education, curriculum development, second/foreign language acquisition theory and research, microteaching, and residence experiences.


  This paper reports a narrative inquiry undertaken during the second semesters of the years 2011, 2012, and 2013 involving 40 undergraduates—out of a total of 74—who volunteered their written contributions. Seventeen were absent from classes while another 17 did not choose to offer their productions and were not asked to comply. These students all attended the sophomore course called Overall Communication. This subject belongs to the linguistic skills area. It endeavours to raise awareness about the past and present global roles of English (Canagarajah, 2006) by focusing—through analysing print texts and films—on some postcolonial sites where the language is currently used. Likewise, the course attempts to create contents pertinent to prospective English teachers’ education (Álvarez, Calvete, & Sarasa, 2012).


  In October/November 2011, 2012, and 2013 each cohort spent approximately sixteen class hours dealing with the films Michael Collins (Jordan, 1996) and The Wind That Shakes the Barley (Loach, 2006) in 2011, and with the former and The Guard (McDonagh, 2011) in 2012 and 2013, as part of a larger Irish Studies syllabus unit (Sarasa & Calvete, 2011). One important topic concerned heroic representations in these three motion pictures (Ó Giolláin, 1998).


  Once they had dealt with heroes in Irish society and narrated the lives of some brave people of their own choice, the undergraduates were asked to participate spontaneously in a two-hour class where they would retell small, superficially “unheroic” lives. These should involve ordinary individuals whose experiences deserved to be narrated although they were not famous.


  Aims, Methodology, and Data Collection Instruments


  The first aim of this inquiry was to conceptualize the forty written narratives on “unheroic” lives, and on the class experience itself, generated willingly by the three student cohorts in 2011-2013. The second was to consider the implications these narrative classroom interventions hold for English language teacher education. To achieve these goals, the methodology used was logically that of narrative inquiry, as defined below:


  
    Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Viewed this way, narrative is the phenomenon studied in inquiry. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular narrative view of experience as phenomena under study. (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 477)
  


  Thus, narrative inquiry understands experience as a “storied phenomenon” while “narrative research . . . [becomes a methodology for] inquiring storied experiences” (Clandinin & Murphy, 2009, p. 598). Guided by this rationale, and following similar interventions (Clandinin, Steeves, & Chung, 2007), this study envisages the course’s classroom experiences and their emerging accounts as the “reality” produced by participants in their crafted stories (Bruner, 1991). Narrative processes, undertaken during and after the classes, can be considered as forms of inquiry in themselves (Xu & Connelly, 2009).


  After the two-hour-long classes when undergraduates told their “unheroic” tales, all those students who had been present were requested to volunteer emailed written answers to an open-ended survey explaining the “average” life they had narrated, summarizing class events, and assessing the intervention. These stories were labelled “unheroic” in the sense that they were mostly tales about ordinary, run-of-the-mill people who were totally unrecognized, unlike the Irish heroes of the films students watched. Those undergraduates who did not submit their responses were not pressed to email their replies later.


  The current paper concentrates solely on the analysis of students’ written answers to the proffered questionnaire. The obtained written narratives were examined intensively to find conceptual through-lines. These running ideas were progressively refined after increasingly complex readings of the data gathered (Corbin & Strauss, 2007). The classification was carried out manually on a table in a WinWord file. Each student (S) was assigned a number from 1 to 40, and identified accordingly (from S1 to S40) in order to give subjects an I.D. other than a pseudonym while respecting their anonymity. Topics were categorized inductively, while students’ responses were preserved in their original form to sustain the character of narrative inquiry. This resulting categorization of emerging topics in their production and reception classroom contexts (Pavlenko, 2007) was also matched against relevant theoretical literature as discussed at the end of this paper.


  Results


  The Nature of Story Protagonists


  From the total of 40 student respondents (designated with numbers running from S1 to S40), 28 indicated in their writings that they had chosen to narrate family members’ existences. Students’ relatives comprised two great-grandparents, nine grandparents, 13 parents, two siblings, a great aunt, and an aunt. The remaining 12 narratives included five neighbours and/or acquaintances, and seven historical actors and/or film characters. Generally speaking, these mostly “unheroic” lives acquired epic dimensions in their classroom context of production and reception.


  The two great-grandparents’ lives encompassed public events in Europe (WWII) and private actions in Argentina. One student’s Slovenian great-grandfather “came here on his own to look for a better future for his family,” while her great-grandmother “stayed there [through WWII] and had to fight on her own to protect her family until they could be together again” (S6). They had surmounted difficulties and built a family life in the new continent. Another great-grandfather “fought for the Axis. . . . He [saw] the atrocities . . . committed in the name of Nationalism. . . . He deserted the army in 1941 and came to Argentina. . . . He sent for his family and earned his living by building houses” (S16). With their narratives, these great-grandchildren honoured their forebears’ memories during the class.


  The nine students’ grandparents stories displayed, typically, lives devoted to hard work both inside and outside the home. One grandmother—raised in service in a foster home—“never stopped taking care of her sons, both daughters-in-law, and her three grandchildren” (S36). There were, for example, the following tales of abused or abandoned grandparents who broke free from their cycle of suffering: A grandfather “who, notwithstanding all the suffering he has gone through, grew strong enough to forgive his dying father” (S4); a grandmother “whose own mother had no money to support her and sent her to an orphanage” (S12); and an “alcoholic” with an “unfaithful husband” who, when her granddaughter was born, “went through a strict treatment all by herself, without receiving anyone’s help” (S28). One orphaned grandmother was a battered wife who lost two of her seven children to the Argentinean dictatorship’s killings (1976-1983) and another two to illness (S7). The great aunt had overcome cancer (S7) while the aunt had donated her kidney to her own brother (S38). In brief, these people had led lives of suffering without complaining and had been rewarded with loving families.


  The 13 “lives of the parents” stories also involved the struggles of raising a family (e.g., S2 and S9). Some, especially those in the 2013 cohort, had overcome serious odds. One student respected her parents “because I know all the sacrifices they made for my sisters and me. They left their families and their friends to start from scratch in a city they did not know” (S30). Other parents had been forced to leave home at a relatively early age living from hand to mouth until they became relatively prosperous (S31, S35, and S37). Two mothers prioritized their family life and remained married to older, chauvinistic husbands (S31 and S34). One sister was a young single mother (S3) while S27’s elder brother was a ballet dancer who “had to overcome a lot of obstacles” to engage in his “true passion.”


  As to the five neighbours and/or (family) acquaintances, it is worth mentioning “a couple who has a shelter for dogs” and “show a true love and devotion for these animals, most of which have found new homes thanks to them” (S25). One undergraduate chose a family friend whose late daughter


  
    had adopted three teenagers…One year later she died in a car accident and the children survived. The judge told [the grandmother] that the three siblings should go to the orphanage if she did not take care of them. From the very beginning she decided to become [her grandchildren’s] tutor although she was seventy five years old. (S29)
  


  Finally, the seven narratives about historical actors and film characters were due to the fact—exemplified by S21’s words—that “I wanted to talk about someone I knew, my granddad, but then I felt it would be too personal and I didn’t want my partners to think I wanted to boast.” For example, this same undergraduate chose to talk about Alicia Nash because “when I saw the movie about John Nash’s life for the first time, I admired this woman’s strength and love for her husband” (S21). Two students (S19 and S20) decided to work together presenting, first, the bride in Kill Bill, since she is “a very ‘fashionable’ kind of antihero.” Second, they referred to the Marquis de Sade in Quills owing to “his struggle against censorship and those who wanted to ‘cure’ him by brutal means make him a very likeable character.” Finally, they told the story of Vera Drake, in the homonymous film, since her “actions may produce a moral conflict on the viewer, but…she receives no money for this, believing her help to be an act of charity.” Another student selected Father Pio from Pieltrecina (Italy), “a common man and a saint” (S11).


  In short, these narratives evoked the good qualities and dispositions these existences revealed. Their mood was heroic since they were, in their narrators’ eyes, about little great people performing small remarkable deeds.


  Knowledge Derived From Students’ Reconstructed Class Experiences


  In broad terms, the classroom stories mirrored the valour that had emerged originally in the analysis of Irish heroes’ lives (Ó Giolláin, 1998). This was made explicit by S15: “it is due to their determination and courage that we think of [our families] as heroes.” Actually, the words “courage” (S7, S15, S17, S27, and S38), “brave,” and “bravery” surface naturally in several written tales (S1, S16, S19, and S20). For example, the group decided “to tell our relatives’ stories because…we admire their ability to overcome hardships or to do something brave” (S1). These words are linked to the verb “to encourage,” since the tellers were heartened existentially by their relatives’ deeds during the class (S12). This means that, even though the classes alternatively laughed and cried (S6, S12, S19, S20, S25, S26, S27, S31, and S32), all contributors appreciated these stories that “were teachings of courage, endurance and most important of love” (S7). The narratives were valued not only for the resolution portrayed in them but also because of their actual ordinariness and veracity: “What I remember is that most students talked about ordinary people who are not well-known but who have accomplished great things” (S21).


  Moral principles emerged not only from protagonists’ identities and accomplishments but were actually exemplified by the students’ attitudes during classes and the rapport they established. Thus, the atmosphere was “moving” (S1) since the stories “aroused deep-rooted feelings” (S4 and S5). Class participation involved listening “carefully” (S3), sitting and feeling “deeply engaged” (S10), while also remaining “silent and respectful” (S6) in an atmosphere of “trust” (S32). S40 explains that “what called my attention was all of us were listening to one other without moving [i.e., budging]. Nobody cared about the time or his/her cell phone. We were respectful of each other and enjoyed listening to what the rest had to tell.” Likewise, S37 confesses that “it was the only class in which every one of us truly wanted to hear what our mates had to say. None of us wanted to leave or do anything else but listening to the stories.”


  Subsequently, there emerges personal knowledge generated by the class. The learning experience involved experiential (self) knowledge since “for the first time we were able to openly express our most private feelings in an academic environment” (S4). In the same vein, S35 realized that “we are used to only talking about theory but we never talk about our lives.” For S30 the tales “were also a good way to know myself. I thought about things that I consider important about me and about other people.” One participant asserted emphatically that:


  
    Not only were we learning, we were listening to what each other had to say, and we were anxious to know more and more about the person we had right next to us, and about their relatives’ life. It was a class of mixed emotions, we laughed and cried, but I REPEAT...we learnt. (S9)
  


  Probably for the first time in their course of study, undergraduates seemed to have talked about each other’s narrative scenarios instead of retelling plots from novels, short stories, or films or reporting what linguists, grammarians, historians, or literary critics, among other experts, have to say about “reality.” S10 grasped this experience by claiming that “we were talking about things we cared and only we knew about and wanted the rest to know too.” S25 and S26 indicated jointly that “the students [were] the ones bringing information from their own lives…that [were] relevant to everyone at the same time for learning different things.” Thus, the cohorts first transferred their newly acquired knowledge about the public Irish lives explored in class and were able to “relate what we had seen in class…about [Irish] heroes and our personal lives” (S11). Second, by retelling their personal narratives, they constructed their own collective story, partly made up of their own shared knowledge and empathy, as expressed in the following quote:


  
    This gave us a kind of family feeling, our families had all gone more or less through the same things, all—or most—of us are immigrant descendants and our stories melted into one, the one of our great-grandparents/grandparents coming to this country looking for a better lifestyle. (S6)
  


  The possibility of inquiring narratively into their loved ones’ existences using the target language within a supportive community had both a liberating and a healing influence on tellers’ attitudes and the contents of their narratives. One student’s report on why she chose her grandmother (an orphan and a battered wife who mourned the loss of four children) is exemplary.


  
    It was the first time I talked about my family’s story in front of other people…I realized I had felt comfortable, that I had shared part of my family’s story that I had planned not to mention—because I felt ashamed—and I also realized that many other students’ unheroic characters, specially grandparents, had gone through tough situations just as my grandmother had. (S5)
  


  In short, it can be stated that the moral values both implicit and explicit in the stories, together with the experiential knowledge constructed, were related to epic insights into common lives. These heroic constructions were constitutive of participants’ identities, relating specifically to their sense of individual/family self-esteem and also a deep source of pride.


  Self-Reported Views on the Teaching Implications of the Intervention


  In the first place, participants saw their education as encompassing locations of their own choosing beyond the classroom. This was the case in 2011, as narrated below:


  
    This experience helped me to pay attention to other people, to see a huge part of their lives that could not be contained in a classroom. . . . After the class we all [several students] met in the student cafeteria and we kept on talking about our lives. I told them about my own life, my dreams, my plans, and we were all delighted to know more about each other. (S1)
  


  One reflection points to the content vs. form, theory vs. practice, and formal vs. informal learning disputes (Johnson, 2006), splitting some English teacher education programs. It also aims to transcend the purely skill-oriented classroom that still predominates in some of these contexts. S7, S21, S27, and S28 became aware of these issues, sharing the assessment of the class as an instance when:


  
    We did practice our listening and speaking skills. . . . I learned a lot about my narrative and my classmates’ narratives, both in academic and personal ways. The class had a perfect combination: we were all encouraged to talk, most of us wanted to talk, we all wanted to listen and we all wondered what the rest had to say. (S12)
  


  Narratives were also empowering—especially for S3, S4, S31, and S40—because their course of study is highly demanding. Thus, participants came to believe that if their grandparents, parents, and acquaintances had overcome terrible odds they themselves would be able to graduate from college one day. Above all, the intervention stimulated these students to re-imagine more hopefully their future teaching:


  
    I realized how powerful we…can be because we can teach much more than a language…I hope [we] can understand…that every time we step into a class it is not only up to the teacher to make it memorable, it is also up to us. (S18)
  


  Concurrently, some students perceived the social orientation of their upcoming in-service practices. Thus, “I thought about things that I consider important about me and about other people. This could be useful to know what values I would like to teach to my students and how I want to act [before a class]” (S30). Likewise, the educational potential of narrative inquiry was gauged in the following terms:


  
    I think this class is like a training for the future, because being is more than “giving a lesson,” and we should be prepared to work in places where social conditions are not good, or where students have difficult backgrounds that affect their process of learning. (S31)
  


  In brief, the contents and protagonists of students’ “unheroic” tales were truly larger-than-life. The principles they espoused were far-reaching in their human scope. Lastly, the experiences of telling and retelling were not only authentic but also transformative and pedagogically loaded. These undergraduates seem to have created resources for constructing a meaningful professional identity.


  Discussion


  Teaching has been memorably likened more to the flight of a butterfly than to the path of a bullet (Jackson, 1968). This concluding section will also “flutter” between reflecting on the specific categories obtained in this study and associated ones in the literature.


  The current research strived to overcome several challenges English language teacher education still faces. For example, the profession needs to overcome the dichotomy between theory and practice and to legitimize teachers’ different ways of knowing (Johnson, 2006). As this paper’s results suggest, narrative inquiries such as the present one might contribute empirically towards reconciling these oppositions.


  Narrative research like the one carried out in Overall Communication reveals that tales loom large in teacher education by disclosing some of its storied components, that is, the language teacher’s identity, learner-focussed teaching, and membership within a community of practice (Richards, 2010). Even if the study needs scaling up, with more cohorts over longer periods and in more varied contexts, this inquiry suggests how English language teacher education can address the “need to be concerned with helping teachers to examine their own cultural assumptions and inquire into the background of their students” (Smolcic, 2011, p. 15).


  It is important to highlight the fact that students’ accounts took on meaning mostly by virtue of their being shared, as the literature on narrative inquiry indicates (Johnson & Golombek, 2011b). Telling and retelling stories allowed all the narrators to relive their past, their present, and, above all, their future, thus fulfilling the transformative aims of true narrative research (Huber, Caine, Huber, & Steeves, 2013). The narrated past—that is, the context of the “unheroic” narratives—and the lived, self-assessed present—that is, studying in the local English Teacher Education Program—were domains of experience that presented hurdles and were even painful. However, telling and retelling past lives that illuminated tellers’ present existences offered sustenance not only for reliving the latter but, most importantly, for envisioning existences within a different, optimistic, personal, and professional future. These findings are sustained by current research in the field (Clandinin, Cave, & Cave, 2011).


  Finally, these classes allowed for the foundation of locations outside the classroom where stories could be retrieved, told, retold, shared, and re-enacted. Students imagined the professional identity they wanted to attain and the teaching narratives they would like to perform one day.


  Closing Remarks


  The present experience started with a syllabus unit that explored heroic representation in non-mainstream English-speaking cultures in Ireland. Next, when asked to tell their own “unheroic tales,” students enjoyed full autonomy in determining the content, length, and protagonists of their tales. In brief, the students did not talk about short stories, novels, essays, films, songs, documentaries, or TV programmes as artefacts external to their lives—as they frequently do in some classes in their English Teacher Education Program. Instead, they reflected with their own stories during an intervention produced and owned by both listeners and tellers.


  Long ago, curriculum theory warned about the dangers of the hidden curriculum (Jackson, 1968) and its null counterpart (Eisner, 1985), while exposing the perversity of symbolic violence (Lakomski, 1988). For their part, narrative inquirers argue that the curriculum is co-created in the spheres of the family and of the, generically speaking, school (Murphy et al., 2012). This means that, since curriculum is co-built across sites and generations it cannot remain divorced from the identities of all those involved in its conception. Firsthand and existential narratives—generated outside the university and comprising part of the curriculum understood as a life course (Goodson, 2012) as the ones Overall Communication’s class participants shared—become legitimized as part of the academic curriculum, generated by all actors at the university.


  By concentrating on lives in the classroom, these interventions have tried to redress several liabilities and imbalances. This existential focus allowed the sharing of private, heritage, knowledge that could be recreated as personal practical knowledge to integrate, in time, a professional knowledge landscape (Clandinin & Connelly 1995), which is meaningful to participants. Likewise, the current inquiry reassigned value to locally generated narrative knowledge away from the practices of linguistic and pedagogical imperialism as established by Phillipson (1992). To this end, students translated their family identities and their heritages. Simultaneously, they realized how empowering their choices were since these allowed them to find new voices and create different off-campus locales for creating knowledge and imagining their future teaching lives. Eventually, the narrative inquiry herein reported re-signified the meaning of new sites and practices that allow for the construction of true knowledge in English teacher education relevant to instructors and learners alike.
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  The present article investigates the use of first year university students’ formulaic sequences in written and oral texts in an English as a foreign language context. The corpus of the study consists of eight descriptive texts—four written and four oral—which were composed of four students of English Pedagogy at a university in Santiago, Chile. The investigation is a case study where the corpora were analysed qualitatively. The results show that first-year students use similar formulaic sequences in written and oral texts and many of the expressions generally used in spoken discourse are used by students in written texts.
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  Este artículo presenta el uso de secuencias formulaicas de estudiantes universitarios de primer año en textos orales y escritos. El corpus del estudio está formado de ocho textos descriptivos, de los cuales cuatro son textos escritos y cuatro son textos orales. Los textos fueron desarrollados por cuatro estudiantes de pedagogía en inglés de una universidad en Santiago de Chile. La investigación es un estudio de caso, y el análisis de datos es cualitativo. Los resultados muestran que los estudiantes usan secuencias formulaicas idénticas tanto en el discurso oral como escrito, y muchas de las expresiones utilizadas en el discurso escrito son particulares del discurso oral del género de descripción.


  Palabras clave: discurso oral y escrito, léxico, secuencias formulaicas, secuencias pre-fabricadas.

  


  Introduction


  During the last decades many studies have been reported in the area of formulaic language (Wood, 2002) due to the importance of understanding the role of formulaic sequences in oral and written discourse in everyday communication. Most of the studies have been carried out in native speaker language, clinical language, and second language learning (Wray, 2009), paying special attention to the role of isolated patterns in language production, how these patterns play a part of everyday communication, and how they are involved in fluent language production.


  The necessity of understanding how language is composed and how people acquire or learn it is an important field in linguistics studies because language has been used to communicate ideas, feelings, and transmit knowledge and experiences to the rising generations throughout history (Cook, 2003). Therefore, it is essential for human beings inasmuch as without it society would not exist since the majority of our social activities are not conceivable without the use of words. People develop or enhance many of these activities without conscious analysis: they communicate ideas, feelings, and transmit knowledge and experiences to others because language use is in many ways “a natural phenomenon beyond conscious control” (Cook, 2003, p. 3). This means that there are some activities which seem to be intrinsic to human life and some aspects of language use that are more natural than others.


  According to an approach to language based on systemic functional linguistics (SFL), language is seen as meaning potential (Halliday & Hasan, 1985; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004), that is, speakers of a language have an infinite number of options in terms of meanings to perform different social activities. From this perspective, it seems that we do not need to know about language to use it well; it means that we need to have an amount of pre-fabricated chunks stored in our memory and then we are going to retrieve them from memory at the moment we need them. Therefore, the use of formulaic sequences is an important constituent of discourse production and a relevant component in language learning (Hyland, 2007).


  Despite the fact that formulaic language is an important component in the production of fluent discourse, there is little research related to the inclusion of this area in English as a foreign language teaching in Chile and how they are included in descriptions. For this reason, this study aims at describing the use of first-year students’ formulaic sequences in written and oral descriptions through the identification of the category of formulaic sequences in written and oral texts provided by Biber, Conrad, and Cortes (2004), and the verification of the use of formulaic sequences in written and oral texts.


  Formulaic Language in Oral and Written Descriptions in EFL


  Over the years, the phenomenon of formulaic language has been studied by many authors like Bal (2010); Biber et al. (2004); Chen and Baker (2010); Conklin and Schmitt (2008); Ellis, Simpson-Vlach, and Maynard (2008); Rafiee, Tavakoli, and Amirian (2011); Wei and Ying (2011); Wood (2002, 2010); and Wray and Perkins (2000). These authors have carried out their research in order to define what formulaic language constitutes, its characteristics, and the emphasis on the importance of drawing second or foreign language learners’ attention to standardized multiword expressions. However, studies related to formulaic sequences (henceforth FSs) in descriptions are limited or inexistent, and much of the research performed in this area has been done on written discourse (Halliday, 1987), but it is equally, if not more important in spoken discourse; to our knowledge, there are limited studies conducted in this area.


  Different attempts to reach a consensus have been made to define FSs since they are essential in discourse. It seems that there is agreement on defining FSs as “multi-word units of language, stored in long-term memory as single lexical units” (Wood, 2002, p. 31). Consequently, retrieving these formulaic sequences is an important process because they are fundamental when communicating with others. In effect, the mind uses the long-term memory to store a number of prefabricated chunks of language, which are then used in language production. It means that we do not generate sentences each time; we use what is stored in our memory. However, these pre-fabricated chunks are not going to exist in isolation, “but rather in discourse” (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008, p. 75); after all, we need to use these fixed expressions in a specific context.


  In general terms, most of the language people use is formulaic. Altenberg (as cited in Wray & Perkins, 2000) claimed that as much as 70% of an adult native language may be formulaic; for that reason, the use of these FSs is present in all languages since language itself needs to use all of these expressions. The relevance of FSs is not only in speech but also in written language, so the sequences are considered to be important elements in discourse because they facilitate efficient communication, and particularly fluent speech (Wood, 2010).


  Biber et al. (2004) proposed to classify FSs into a functional classification of common lexical bundles across register in order to characterize the difference between written and oral speech. They distinguished three main classifications: stance expressions, discourse organizers, and referential expressions. They defined stance expressions as “stance bundles which express attitudes or assessments of certainty that frame some other propositions” (p. 384); for instance, to choose a, I think or I would like to. Discourse organizers are those that reflect “relationships between prior and coming discourse” (p. 384); for example: previously known as, not only . . . but also, because it is when. Referential bundles make direct reference to “physical or abstract entities, or to the textual context itself, either to identify the entity or to single out some particular attribute of the entity as especially important” (p. 384), such as: one of the most, most of my, or into the mountains. This taxonomy is used in this study to classify the FSs used by participants when producing oral and written descriptions.


  Flowerdew (2004) claimed that “discourse is instantiated in texts” (p. 583) and can be presented written or orally; therefore, particular genres reflect the characteristics of discourse and how information unfolds in the texts. In order to develop oral and written descriptions speakers and writers need to bear in mind the differences between oral and written discourse and the schematic structure of the genre of description, namely orientation and description; these aspects are essential to compose this genre as they are socially conveyed in a specific community.


  Generally speaking, oral discourse is quite different from written discourse in many aspects. Chafe (1982) mentioned some differences between writing and speech. The former seems to be marked by more nominalization, more genitive subjects and objects, participles, attributive adjectives, serial and sequenced phrases, complement clauses, and more relative clauses. The latter appears to have more first person references, more speaker mental processes and fillers; in the same way, speech is marked by hesitations and performance errors, while written speech is more prepared, more accurate. Neither written discourse nor the spoken one is more organized; they are organized in different ways. Spoken language tends to have more clauses in the system and with fewer lexical items in the clause because it is spontaneous and describes actions more than things. The major differences between speech and writing are that one is essentially transitory and the other is designed to be permanent (Brown & Yule, 1987); that is, spoken discourse tends to be more spontaneous than written discourse since it is more prepared and reflective.


  With regard to the genre of description, it is one of the most important genres in any language system and also one of “the most widely used genres across all of the learning areas” (Knapp & Watkins, 2005, p. 97). Description allows people to categorize or classify a range of experiences, observations, and interactions. It is used in many text types, such as riddles, observation or information reports, and/or descriptive essays. According to Rose and Martin (2012) descriptions have two main stages, namely orientation and description and they present information on one object, place, situation, or person.


  Within the two stages of the genre of description (orientation and description), some important elements need to be considered in order to be developed. For instance, the use of sensory details of sight, sound, taste, texture, emotion, and smell; the use of rhetorical devices such as the simile, metaphor, or other comparisons; specific descriptive attributes beyond the obvious one of topic build an overall, dominant impression of a topic organization based on the author’s chosen attributes and some others. All of these elements are included in the texts, and they are connected with different FSs that allow speakers and writers to compose oral and written texts supported with information that flows through these two stages; therefore, discourse unfolds in the genre of description.


  Method


  This is a non-experimental and descriptive case study based on discourse analysis since it identifies and evaluates the use of first-year students’ formulaic sequences in written and oral descriptions. It includes qualitative research methods and was conducted in Santiago, Chile, during June 2012.


  Participants


  Participants were four first-year students of English pedagogy attending English grammar lessons, at a university in Santiago, Chile. They were from 18 to 25 years old. Their proficiency in English was estimated to be the pre-intermediate level.


  Instruments


  The present study is based on an analysis of eight texts: four are written descriptions and four are spoken ones. The corpus was collected in June.


  Procedure


  The corpus collection was carried out during June in 2012. The students were given a task to develop during the lesson: They had to describe their favourite place, first in written form, and then in spoken language. After data were collected, the eight texts were analysed according to the taxonomy named functional classification of common lexical bundles across register, proposed by Biber et al. (2004). The analysis was done based on the number of occurrences of the use of FSs, the types of complexity, and the differences between the written and oral texts, and then the FSs identified were classified in one of the three main categorizations given by Biber et al.: stance expressions, discourse organizers, and referential expressions.


  Analysis and Discussion of the Data


  As stated in the research methodology, the text analysis was approached by considering Biber et al.’s (2004) taxonomy of lexical sequences, subdivided into three main groups: stance expressions, discourse organizers, and referential expressions. These three criteria were identified in all texts and their use has to do with the extension of the texts. Table 1 shows the information about the eight texts collected.


  
    
      Table 1. Distribution of Texts
    

    
      	Type of Texts

      	Participant

      	No. of Words

      	No. of FSs identified
    


    
      	Written texts

      	1

      	237

      	41
    


    
      	2

      	210

      	41
    


    
      	3

      	192

      	30
    


    
      	4

      	261

      	47
    


    
      	Oral texts

      	1

      	237

      	54
    


    
      	2

      	136

      	23
    


    
      	3

      	102

      	18
    


    
      	4

      	176

      	32
    

  


  Table 1 illustrates that written descriptions are more extensive than oral descriptions because oral texts are shorter than written ones in terms of number of words. This situation is similar regarding the number of FSs identified in the texts since there is a close relation between extension of the text and number of FSs identified in the descriptions. In general terms, the majority of written descriptions have more words and more FSs while oral texts lack a vast majority of FSs in the texts.


  FSs in Written Descriptions


  As stated previously, written texts are more extensive than oral ones; therefore, more FSs can be identified. The results of FSs identified in the four written descriptions are illustrated in Figure 1.


  
    Figure 1. Number of FSs in Written Texts[image: ]
  

  The data show that the participants wrote similar texts in terms of number of words because the range of words goes from 192 to 261 words. Just as well, the results illustrate that there are 78 FSs in the texts which are part of the classification called stance expressions, 26 expressions are part of discourse organizers and 55 lexical bundles correspond to referential expressions. They also follow similar patterns in terms of the number of words for each of the three categories, that is, there is homogeneity among the distribution of the three criteria. Table 2 shows some examples of the three categories in Text 1A.


  
    
      Table 2. Examples of FSs in Text 1A
    

    
      	Stance Expressions

      	Discourse Organizers

      	Referential Expressions
    


    
      	to choose; I have; if I had; I would visit; I know; we have; I’ve ever seen; I love it; it has been changed to; is situated in; which has acquired; we can find; I think; I would like to.

      	and; thankfully; because; but; which; previously known as; but in my opinion; there is nothing more; to be in contact with; like this.

      	most of my country; one of the most beautiful; this time; now; it is a place; the colonies of; many beautiful places; in nature itself; some day; most of my world.
    

  


  One of the most significant results in this category stands for the number of expressions used by the students in the second category: discourse organizers, which represents 12%. This category is the least used by the participants in the texts in both written and oral texts; nonetheless, in the written description the percentage represents a significant number of occurrences. At the same time, the use of referential expressions obtained 36% in terms of their inclusion in the written texts, and stance expressions are the most used with 36% occurrence in the four descriptions. Figure 2 summarises FSs identified in the written descriptions.


  
    Figure 2. FSs in Written Descriptions[image: ]
  

  FSs in Oral Descriptions


  Regarding the results obtained from the four oral texts, they show similar results to the ones from the written texts. However, there are many fillers which were part of the recorded texts, for instance: mmm, huh, which are common characteristics of orality. Figure 3 shows the results.


  
    Figure 3. Number of FSs in Oral Texts[image: ]
  

  Figure 3 illustrates that the category called discourse organizers is the lowest in terms of the number of FSs used by students when presenting a description orally; it represents 30%. The most common FSs in this criterion are: because, well, for that, and we can see. The use of stance expressions is the highest classification used by the students with 53% occurrence of these expressions in the texts; for instance: I see, we can find, I would like to, I know, I think that, and I don’t know.


  Figure 4 shows that the FSs identified in the four oral texts were distributed among three categories; namely, stance expressions, discourse organizers, and referential expressions in different percentages of occurrence in the texts. Regarding stance expressions, 66 examples were used by participants in all the text (56%); discourse organizers had 38 expressions in the texts (38%); and of the referential expressions, 31 occurrences in the oral descriptions (31%).
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  General Identification of FSs in Descriptions


  Bearing in mind the taxonomy provided by Biber et al. (2004) the general results illustrate that the category called stance expressions was the most used by the participants in the study. According to Biber et al. these bundles express attitudes, assessments, or certainty that frames some other proposition. For that reason, more use of these expressions is identified in the texts because the texts are related to descriptions which link information from different periods of time and the texts are related to the writers own points of view.


  Likewise, the second category, discourse organizers, was the least used by them. Biber et al. (2004) defined them as sequences which reflect relations between prior and coming discourse. There is a lack of these lexical bundles in the written texts, possibly because the students are doing their first year and do not have a sufficient amount of FSs stored in their memory, so they cannot retrieve them. In the oral texts the students used more discourse organizers in contrast to the lack of them in the written texts. Even though the use of these FSs rose in the oral texts, it is the lowest category in all the texts.


  By the same token, the use of the third category, referential expressions was employed by the students as well. These lexical bundles are defined as FSs which refer to entities, or to the textual context (Biber et al., 2004). The inclusion of these pre-fabricated structures was in all the texts, and it represents the second category most used by the students. The expressions used the most were most of, around the, full of, a lot of. The last one is considered an informal sequence mostly used in oral texts, but in this case it is used in the written descriptions as well.


  Taking into account what Halliday (1987) claimed, the students’ written texts are related to self-monitored discourse because they had more time to develop them; on the contrary, their oral texts correspond to spontaneous discourse since they had to improvise when describing their favourite place. Likewise, the written texts seem to be more structurally developed because the language tends to be more academic than that in spontaneous speech where texts are more fluent; nonetheless, expressions used in the written descriptions are more related to oral language than written discourse because of the use of informal expressions such as I think, a lot of, so, to name a few.


  Bearing in mind the different FSs identified in the written and oral corpus, the texts appear to be similar. The most common lexical bundles used by the students were I think (that) and my favourite place is both being part of the first classification: stance expressions. As Chafe (as cited in Halliday, 1987) proposed, there are some differences between a written and an oral text, but in this case the written texts seem to be oral texts because they have some first person references.


  Conclusion


  Bearing in mind that FSs constitute a large portion of spoken discourse (Schmitt & Carter, 2004), the use of them is relevant not only for native speakers, but also for second or foreign language learners because these pre-fabricated expressions are part of discourse and speakers use them unconsciously, so that the FSs are stored in the long-term memory and then retrieved from it to the working memory. In light of the previous premise, the main purpose of this study was to analyse the FSs that first-year students use in written and oral descriptions. The results provide evidence that the use of these expressions in written texts is very similar to the FSs used in oral texts, that is, the students’ written texts have the structure of an oral text because they use many lexical bundles which are frequently part of oral speech. It seems that novice students develop texts in oral forms mostly instead of written forms, probably because of their level of proficiency in the target language and their exposure to the genres being developed.


  The findings reveal that the participants use the FSs and these are an important part within the texts. The most outstanding finding shows that students are more familiar with oral texts than written ones, to our knowledge; the reason could be that writing is a more difficult task that requires more knowledge on the part of the writer since it is an epistemic activity, that is, when you write you construct knowledge and experience, and novice students have not had exposure to different genres in the foreign language; therefore, in terms of structure, there is a lack of knowledge as to how a written text is to be developed.


  From the findings reported above, this study not only confirms the importance of FSs in discourse, but it also reveals some gaps in knowledge and practice regarding the inclusion of FSs in English as a foreign language teaching. Even when the quantity of students involved in this work was a limitation, this case-study is a contribution to the field because it provides more information about the necessity of reflecting upon how the FSs are part of discourse and how they can be included in formal instruction in different levels and programmes. Based on that, more research in the area is needed so as to improve the students’ development of language skills in the foreign language.


  In sum, the four participants of this research use FSs when they develop written or oral descriptions, but they are not always successful when they choose the expressions in written descriptions, and they are not so varied. As previously stated, the proper use of idiomatic expressions is an important constituent of language learning (Wray, 2000); consequently, its use in both oral and written texts is necessary in order to develop fluency in discourse. According to Wood (2010), fluency in a foreign language is a function of pauses and hesitations and their connection with pragmatics and structures. Thus, pre-fabricated structures are essential in developing oral fluency in foreign language lessons, so, teachers of English as a foreign language need to design tasks which include the use of lexical bundles to help foreign language students gain more fluency in the language.


  Similarly, students have to be clear about the structure of texts since when they describe a particular issue or situation, there is some structure to follow and some sequences are mostly used in written texts, others in oral ones, because patterns of formulaic language vary according to genre (Wray, 2009). Thus teachers need to provide students with opportunities to be in contact with these lexical bundles by offering proper input that will allow them to use these expressions in a better way. It appears that students need more exposure to these expressions; therefore, more research in the area is needed to share experiences about the inclusion of FSs in direct instruction in foreign language environments.
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  This research seeks to gain deeper understanding of learner autonomy in English as a Foreign Language students from different cultures through the identification and analysis of similarities and differences between Chinese and Colombian students from two public universities: Tianjin Foreign Studies University in China and Universidad Surcolombiana in Colombia. Data were gathered using questionnaires and interviews for comparative research. The participants’ responses were analyzed using quantitative methods such as independent samples t-test and qualitative methods such as data codification and triangulation were also used. The results indicate a significant difference between the two groups of learners regarding their autonomy. Complementarily, their autonomy-enhancement difficulties were diagnosed.
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  Esta investigación busca obtener un mejor entendimiento acerca de la autonomía de los aprendices de inglés como lengua extranjera provenientes de diferentes culturas, mediante la identificación y el análisis de las diferencias y similitudes entre estudiantes chinos y colombianos pertenecientes a dos universidades públicas: Universidad de Estudios Extranjeros de Tianjin en China y la Universidad Surcolombiana de Colombia. Los datos se recolectaron usando cuestionarios y entrevistas para una investigación de tipo comparativo. Las respuestas de los participantes se analizaron utilizando métodos cuantitativos tales como prueba T para muestras independientes; al igual que métodos cualitativos como codificación y triangulación. Los resultados indicaron que hay una diferencia significativa en la autonomía de los dos grupos de aprendices. Además, se diagnosticaron las dificultades que ellos presentan en el mejoramiento de su autonomía.


  Palabras clave: autonomía del aprendiz, diferencias y similitudes, investigación comparativa.

  


  Introduction


  As a postgraduate student in China, I once read a speech given by Woodrow Wilson, Princeton University’s 13th president, who said eloquently, “What we should seek to impart in our colleges is not so much learning itself as the spirit of learning” (1909, p. D18). Although these wise words have taken on more life with the rise of learner autonomy in the educational world, both eastern and western educational systems are still struggling with lifelong learning enhancement.


  Although different cultures are using their own ways and methods to promote learner autonomy in their classrooms, the results seem to be the same in all contexts: students lacking learner autonomy and having low English proficiency. Several comparisons between eastern and western approaches to the development of autonomy have been made, and Chinese students have been branded as not autonomous learners (Honggang, 2008; Spratt, Humphreys, & Chan, 2002; Xu, 2009) and as at a disadvantage when compared with European students. Conversely, Western students have been found to have greater levels of autonomy (Littlewood, 2001; Zhang & Li, 2004).


  However, students do not automatically become autonomous learners simply by being exposed to Western education methods. On the contrary, from my experience as a teacher and student, Colombian learners also face many difficulties when trying to develop their autonomy (Ariza, 2008; Cabrales, Cáceres, & Feria, 2010; Fandiño, 2008). Thanasoulas (2000) said that “learner autonomy mainly consists of becoming aware of and identifying one’s strategies, needs, and goals as a learner and having the opportunity to reconsider and refashion approaches and procedures for optimal learning” (p. 40). Given this, Colombian and Chinese students should first get to know themselves better as autonomous language learners and then, by becoming aware of their weaknesses and strengths, they will be better equipped to continue developing their autonomy.


  Consequently, taking into account that cross-cultural comparisons have been proved to be useful when gaining insights into how students from different cultures address the same issues, the main purpose of this study was to investigate the similarities and differences between Chinese and Colombian university students of English as a foreign language (EFL). The hope is that the findings will encourage teachers and students to start working together on aspects that are hindering the development of learner autonomy in these countries.


  Literature Review


  I will explore here the issues regarding the panorama of learner autonomy in Colombia and China, as well as some crucial aspects concerning this research.


  Although there is no single or universal concept of learner autonomy, Benson (2001) complemented Holec (1985) and Little’s (1991) considerations by defining autonomy as “the capacity to take control of one’s own learning in every potential aspect of control over learning management, cognitive processes, and learning content” (p. 45). Benson reminds us that since these three levels do not represent a specific method of learning, students can display them in different ways and develop their autonomy in different degrees according to their unique characteristics as learners and their learning situation. Likewise, the idea of power distribution promoted by the third level, that is, control over learning content, can be, to some extent, supported by other researchers’ viewpoints that highlight the value of negotiation with the teacher and of confrontation with the authority. For example, La Ganza (2004) comments that the learner is not only expected to hold back from the teacher’s influence, but s/he also must develop a capacity for persistence in using the teacher as a resource.


  Previous research findings into autonomous learning have been consistent with the conclusion that Colombian students are still very dependent on their teacher (Ariza & Viáfara, 2009; Cabrales et al., 2010; Luna & Sánchez, 2005). Similarly, Spratt et al. (2002) found that Chinese students usually keep a clear view of the teacher’s duty and a less clear one of their own. Zhang (2004) also identified reflection and self-assessment as the two major difficulties that Chinese students encounter when developing their learner autonomy. He attributed this phenomenon to students’ excessive dependence on their teacher’s evaluation.


  Other views concerning the nature of learner autonomy in language learning emphasize the importance of providing learners with the strategies and techniques for learning a language (Cohen, Weaver, & Li, 1995; Oxford, 1990). Others suggest that it is about providing learners with the conditions and opportunities for exercising a degree of independence, for example, activities in class in which learners make choices or decisions about their learning, or participate in out-of-class learner directed project work.


  Finally, Macaro (2008) mentions the autonomy of choice, which involves learners taking control of the goal and the purpose of their learning. Locke (1996) clarifies that for those “goals to be effective motivators for action, they must be: (a) established through the free choice and commitment of the individual, (b) specific and explicit, and (c) appear attainable” (p. 56). Macaro claims that vague goals, or specific but easy goals, do not lead to higher achievement. Xu’s survey study (2009) and Honggang (2008) found that Chinese learners are usually unable to have any definite objectives and also have instrumental goals that, in their absence, may cause learners to perform less autonomously than before.


  Bearing the previous considerations in mind, individual differences were also considered a crucial factor when trying to compare language learners’ autonomy and get a deeper understanding with regard to how, how much, and how fast they learn the target language. For the purposes of this research, the following factors were considered relevant enough to be described here: learners’ beliefs about language learning, personality factors, learning styles, and learning strategies.


  The variety of beliefs that language learners bring to the classroom is decisive because this is what determines their approach to learning and the learning strategies they choose to use. Besides, Wenden (1986) states that “different views about language learning result in different kinds of success” (p. 5).


  Additionally, success or failure in language learning is undoubtedly determined by personality factors. There are different aspects in a learner’s personality worthy of being mentioned here e.g., “extroversion/introversion, risk-taking, tolerance of ambiguity, empathy, self-esteem, and inhibition” (Ellis, 1997, p. 518). Scharle and Szabó (2008) clarify that “personality traits, preferred learning styles, and cultural attitudes set limits to the development of autonomy” (p. 4). For example, if the communities students come from


  
    have a strong aversion to individualism and a preference for collectivism, students might be unwilling to take personal initiative. Some students may find it difficult to handle uncertainty, and do everything they can to avoid it, so they may find it alarming to work without the constant supervision of the teacher. (Scharle & Szabó, 2008, p. 5)
  


  Some other students may perceive the teacher as a figure of authority who is always there to tell them what to do.


  Simultaneously, learning styles together with learning strategies are significant elements regarding autonomy-enhancement. Ellis (1997) defines learning styles as the characteristic ways in which individuals orientate to problem-solving. Benson, Chik, and Lim (2003) assert that “the Asian learner is an individual whose learning styles and preferences are largely conditioned by values of collectivism, conformity, and respect for authority inculcated through early experiences at school and in the family” (p. 26). This is why they suggest that more and more “proposals for approaches to autonomy based on the idea of autonomous interdependence” (p. 28) should be conducted.


  The better control students have over their learning strategies, the more autonomous they will become as language learners. It is necessary to help students explore the wide variety of existing learning strategies so that they can identify which ones work better for them and how and when they can use them. Scharle and Szabó (2008) suggest that “learning strategies serve as tools to improve one’s language competence, and learners can really only be held responsible for their competence if they are aware of these tools” (p. 53). Cabrales et al. (2010) found that the most used strategies by Colombian students are note-taking, repetition, and translation. This finding implies then that most students are still learning under the patterns of a traditional learning approach.


  Even though age was not a factor this research emphasized, Benson (2007) points out that students’ autonomy and their potential for it varies according to their age. Piaget (as cited in Brown, 2007) asserts that at puberty a person becomes capable of abstraction, of formal thinking, and reaches direct perception. However, Tudor (1999) brings out that younger learners might find it difficult to handle some strategies for they which they are not prepared cognitively. Likewise, Iowes and Target (as cited in Tudor, 1999) highlight that age could determine the degree of responsibility learners are used to and that is why giving them choices is a change that needs to be made gradually.


  Finally, a survey of attitudes toward classroom English learning among 2,656 students from 11 different countries (eight in Asia, three in Europe) conducted by Littlewood (2001) reached different conclusions. His findings call us to become aware that even though students’ views on language learning are apparently similar, there may still be significant differences in the way those beliefs and ideas are being fulfilled or put into practice. He enlightens us on how students from different countries understand or grasp the same concepts in different ways. Therefore, the understanding of how students with different cultural backgrounds are perceiving learner autonomy and how they are actually following through on those concepts and beliefs might be a good starting point to identify how autonomous learning works in different contexts, and what can be done to continue fostering it according to the unique characteristics of different learning communities.


  In the specific context of Tianjin (China) and Neiva (Colombia) where this research was carried out, only a few investigations with regard to learner autonomy have been conducted. As a result of a lack of understanding of how English language learners from two public universities in Tianjin and Neiva are trying to develop their learner autonomy, I consider these two public educational institutions to be in urgent need of more data on what the weaknesses and strengths of their students regarding learner autonomy are. By comparing students with different cultural backgrounds, it is expected that they get a better picture of what kind of cultural limitations they have and how they can enrich their autonomy practices from other students’ learning experiences.


  Methodology


  According to the social comparison theory proposed by Festinger (1954), we see that “we need to compare ourselves to figure out our strengths and weaknesses, in order to have an accurate view of ourselves” (p. 8). This is why for years comparisons have been used for the study of society and all its institutions. Hantrais (2007) asserts that cross-cultural comparisons have been invaluable tools to demonstrate whether or not shared phenomena can be explained by the same causes.


  As a result, cross-cultural comparisons have yielded a well-earned reputation as a good means of arriving at a more profound understanding of how different societies work. Ilesanmi (2009) defines cross-cultural research as a method “which focuses on systematic comparisons that compares culture to culture and explicitly aims to answer questions about the incidence, distributions, and causes of cultural variation and complex problems across a wide domain” (p. 82). Hence, since the purpose of this study is to compare Chinese and Colombian English language learners in terms of their learner autonomy, comparative research design was adopted by using a qualitative approach with a comparative scope. Qualitative data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured interviews and were supported by quantitative information collected through questionnaires.


  Sample


  Convenience sampling was used to select both the universities and the students. Since the number of Chinese students (2,132) was much larger than that of the Colombian students (200), a probabilistic sampling was used to determine how many subjects would be considered a representative sample of the population. In this way, 314 Chinese and 200 Colombian students were the subjects selected. Since the purpose of the interviews was to collect qualitative data, a smaller sample was required to facilitate the process of triangulation and analysis of the information. Therefore, 6% of the total of the subjects already selected for the questionnaires was considered appropriate. In general, the subjects from both contexts had different financial backgrounds and their age ranged from 16 to 23.


  Instruments


  Questionnaire


  This research adopted the questionnaire designed by Xu, Wu, and Peng (2004) to measure the degree of learner autonomy in Chinese students learning English. The questionnaire has been also adapted to the needs of several other research studies to measure learner autonomy (e.g., Honggang, 2008; Xu, 2009) and has been found reliable. This instrument was originally written in Chinese, but since Colombian students do not speak or read Chinese, it was translated into English (see Appendix) by a native English speaker with high Chinese language proficiency. The English version was subsequently checked by a Chinese professor with high English language proficiency to corroborate the accuracy of the translation.


  Interview


  An in-depth semi-structured interview was used to allow the students to express their feelings and opinions freely. The interview was designed by the researcher and its questions were based on the questionnaire items and other aspects that the researcher considered important in the field of learner autonomy.


  Data Analysis Procedures


  The data collected from the questionnaires were entered into SPSS 16.01 for the normality test. After ensuring that all sets of data were normally distributed, the independent samples t-test was conducted to find out whether there was a significant difference in learner autonomy between the two. The results were considered statistically significant when the p value was < .05. The results were given based on the five categories that comprised the questionnaire.


  The qualitative data collected through the interviews were codified numerically and then subjected to content analysis. Similarly, frequencies of existence of ideas were counted and recurring responses of different students were indicated. The classification of learning strategies proposed by Oxford (1990) was used to analyse the questions related to learning strategies. Triangulation was also needed to combine the results from the two types of data collected: quantitative and qualitative.


  Results


  A description and analysis of the results are provided to determine if there is a significant difference between the way Chinese and Colombian students perceive their learner autonomy regarding the five aspects from the questionnaire.


  Based on the questionnaire administered, an independent samples t-test comparing the mean scores of the Chinese students with those of the Colombian students located a significant difference between the means of the two groups, t(-6.375), p < .05. The mean of the Colombian group (m = 116.63, sd = 16.771) was higher than the mean of the Chinese group (m = 107.96, sd = 13.828). Table 1 shows how the Colombian group always had a higher mean in all the five aspects of learner autonomy studied through the questionnaire (see Appendix), relating to their autonomy: Total 1—Evaluation of Teacher’s Aims and Requirements—measures students’ understanding of their English teacher’s goals; Total 2—Evaluation of Establishing Studying Goals and Plans—refers to students’ practical goals and study plans. Total 3—Evaluation of the Learning Strategy’s Implementation—deals with the effective employment of strategies. Total 4—Evaluation of Ability to Monitor the Usage of Learning Strategies—highlights monitoring strategies during practice. Finally, Total 5 shows the results of the evaluation of the English learning process.


  
    
      Table 1. Means Between the Two Groups
    

    
      	

      	Grouping

      	N

      	Mean

      	Std. Deviation

      	Std. Error Mean
    


    
      	Total 1

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	17.61

      19.54

      	2.935

      2.933

      	.166

      .207
    


    
      	Total 2

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	16.68

      17.66

      	3.090

      3.349

      	.174

      .245
    


    
      	Total 3

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	16.16

      18.61

      	2.901

      3.349

      	.164

      .237
    


    
      	Total 4

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	23.57

      25.33

      	3.427

      4.440

      	.193

      .314
    


    
      	Total 5

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	34.04

      35.49

      	4.666

      6.036

      	.263

      .427
    


    
      	Final Total

      	1.00

      2.00

      	314

      200

      	107.96

      116.63

      	13.828

      16.771

      	.780

      1.186
    


    
      	Note. Grouping 1.00 = Chinese Group; Grouping 2.00 = Colombian Group
    

  


  However, Table 2 makes it more evident that Chinese and Colombian students were found to be significantly different in those five aspects evaluated through the questionnaire described above, because as shown in the table when comparing both groups, the Sig (2-tailed) value was less than 0.05 (p < .05). This leads to the conclusion that Colombian learners are likely to be more autonomous than Chinese students when learning English as a foreign language.


  
    
      Table 2. Independent Samples t-test Results
    

    
      	

      	Levene’s Test for Equality Variances

      	Levene’s Test for Equality Variances
    


    
      	

      	F

      	Sig.

      	t

      	Df

      	Sig.

      (2-tailed)

      	Mean Difference

      	Std. Error Difference

      	95% Confidence Interval of the Difference
    


    
      	Lower

      	Upper
    


    
      	Total 1

      	1.291

      	.256

      	-7.278

      	424.164

      	.000

      	-1.932

      	.265

      	-2.453

      	-1.410
    


    
      	Total 2

      	5.165

      	.023

      	-3.357

      	512

      	.001

      	-.985

      	.293

      	-1.561

      	-.408
    


    
      	Total 3

      	7.550

      	.006

      	-8.788

      	512

      	.000

      	-2.451

      	.279

      	-2.999

      	-1.903
    


    
      	Total 4

      	16.578

      	.000

      	-5.059

      	512

      	.000

      	-1.763

      	.348

      	-2.448

      	-1.078
    


    
      	Total 5

      	12.688

      	.000

      	-3.055

      	512

      	.002

      	-1.449

      	.474

      	-2.380

      	-.517
    


    
      	Final Total

      	10.696

      	.001

      	-6.375

      	512

      	.000

      	-8.675

      	1.361

      	-11.348

      	-6.001
    


    
      	Note. Total 1= Evaluation of Teacher’s Aims and Requirements; Total 2 = Evaluation of Establishing Study Goals and Plans; Total 3 =Evaluation of the Learning Strategy’s Implementation; Total 4 = Evaluation of Ability to Monitor the Usage of Learning Strategies; Total 5 = Evaluation of English Learning Process.
    

  


  These results together with the ones obtained from the interviews are shown in the following categories:


  Evaluation of Teacher’s Aims and Requirements


  According to the results, Chinese students are less autonomous than Colombian students. The main difference between these two groups of learners seems to reside in the fact that the Chinese have less understanding than Colombians of the reasons why their teacher’s goals are not clear to them and what they are expected to do with the goals. Thus, in the case of Colombian students, they claimed that the underlying reasons why they lacked clarity of their English teacher’s goals was because their teachers usually put more emphasis on the topics to be studied than the specific learning goals to be reached. One Colombian student said in the interview, “the topics are always discussed, but we never talk about goals for the semester . . . we didn’t really talk much about it” (CoS 5).2


  In contrast, the Chinese students said that if their teacher’s goals were not always clear to them it was not really important; they needed no justification for their English teachers’ actions in class since they simply have to do whatever the teacher says. A Chinese student expressed the following, for instance:


  
    They didn’t tell us the purpose of the course. They just do it. I think it’s like a habit because we are being students for many years. So, we know the rules; they teach, we learn. (ChS 2)
  


  Finally, Colombian students (40%) and Chinese students (44%) expressed that the goals set by the teacher are often not reached because of a lack of time. Chinese students added that teacher’s inadequate methodology is another main cause of this failure.


  The fact that just one Colombian student admitted that it was his lack of hard work that led to failure in reaching his teacher’s goals (“I need to focus more on English and devote more time to English outside the class,” CoS 4), proves that students from the two cultures are not quite conscious of what their roles and responsibilities as students are, forgetting then that although their English teacher is in the classroom to help and guide them, it also depends on them to become successful learners. Limitations such as time should be definitely overcome by more individual work outside the classroom on the part of the students.


  Based on the responses given to the questions related to this first category, it might be inferred that there was a general agreement among the Colombian and Chinese students that it is usually clear to them what their English teacher’s aims are. However, Colombian students particularly placed higher value on their English classes and expressed how hard they try to get the most out of their teacher’s classes. They want to understand all that is going on in the classroom and benefit from it as much as possible. Chinese students, on the other hand, even when knowing what their teacher’s goals are, seem to do certain activities or attend classes just because it is their duty as learners. But they are not really reflecting on what is going on in the classroom and what they are supposed to do with those teacher’s goals.


  The fact that Chinese students do not reflect on some events that happen in the classroom such as the achievement of teacher’s goals could be attributed to a lack of reflection, corroborating Zhang’s (2004) idea that reflection is one of the major difficulties of Chinese students. Since Benson (2001) presents reflection as a key element to gain control over cognitive processes because it leads to action and change, weak reflective skills can be considered an area worthy of attention.


  Although it can be implied from the previous considerations that Colombian students have a higher degree of readiness for learner autonomy in the classroom than Chinese students, the results also showed that both groups of students need to work harder outside the classroom to reach teacher’s goals, as well as becoming more aware of their roles as students. Not surprisingly, these findings confirmed that Colombian students’ lack of discipline and poor time management might negatively affect that individual work time outside of class, and consequently hinder their learner autonomy, as found by Ariza (2008) and Cabrales et al. (2010).


  Evaluation of Establishing Study Goals and Plans


  The questionnaires showed that there is a significant difference between the two groups in establishing study goals and plans, finding Colombian students at a higher degree of readiness, t(-3.357), p < .05, towards learner autonomy than Chinese students. The findings revealed that a higher number of Colombian students (48%) expressed that they have a clear plan for studying, compared to 27% of the Chinese students who said so.


  Another big difference between the two groups of learners is that Colombian undergraduates are better at establishing their own goals and making efforts to reach them. When Chinese students were asked about their own goals, they gave the following type of answer:


  
    I don’t care about that. I just do what the teacher asks me to do it. (ChS 1)

    I’m not very clear why the goals are important. I don’t know how to set a goal. (ChS 2)
  


  Moreover, Colombians definitely have more difficulty than Chinese in setting specific schedules for carrying out their study plans. Chinese students tend to be more disciplined in terms of schedules. They usually define days and specific hours for their English study. Surprisingly, most Colombian and Chinese students were usually unable to mention specific goals because they focus more on general goals that do not really help them to take action on their learning process.


  In summary, there is a certain degree of learner autonomy in both groups of students. However, Colombian learners seem to have more readiness for learner autonomy when mentioning their own goals and study plans. The fact that a higher number of Chinese students do not set their own goals or do not have their own study plans could be interpreted as a lack of control over their learning management, which Benson (2001) defines as the first level of control in learner autonomy. According to Benson, if students do not exercise this control, they will not be able to manage the planning and organisation of their learning. Besides, this phenomenon could also be attributed to the Chinese learners’ dependence on their teachers’ decisions and instructions.


  On the other hand, both groups of learners showed difficulty in setting specific goals. This can be analysed as a lack of autonomy of choice that according to Macaro (2008) refers to control over the learning goals, which is only possible when students have specific and explicit goals that can work as effective motivators for action. In this way, lack of knowledge about how to set effective goals might be hindering the development of learning autonomy in both educational settings.


  Finally, even though Chinese students are more disciplined than Colombian students (which can be regarded as strength), they might not be exploiting this strong point as they could if they do not have their own clear study goals.


  Evaluation of the Learning Strategy’s Implementation


  The independent samples t-test revealed that there is a significant difference in learning strategy’s implementation between the two groups. When comparing these results to the ones gotten from the interviews, it was found that students from the two cultures have more similarities when it comes to speaking, grammar, vocabulary, listening and reading comprehension strategies. For receptive skills such as listening and reading, both Chinese and Colombian students always use cognitive strategies (defined as strategies for understanding and producing language) such as watching a TV series or movies with or without English subtitles. Similarly, Colombian and Chinese students appeared to use the same strategies to improve their grammar: social (understood as learning with others e.g., asking others for grammar explanations) and cognitive strategies (Colombians 80%, Chinese 66.7%) such as doing grammar exercises.


  Both Colombian and Chinese students felt that they could improve their vocabulary strategies by using cognitive (Colombian 53.3%, Chinese 55.6%), memory (understood as remembering and retrieving new information), and social strategies. They both use the same vocabulary strategies except that Colombian students pointed out the importance of memory strategies such as contextualizing words and grouping them, whereas Chinese students highlighted the usefulness of cognitive strategies such as reading the same passages several times.


  Regarding speaking, both groups of learners mentioned one compensation strategy (understood as using the language despite knowledge) that was to express meanings in their own words to make the ideas simpler. Moreover, Chinese students also referred to affective strategies (understood as the regulation of emotions) such as speaking to themselves in front of the mirror in order to feel more confident.


  The main differences between the two groups of learners reside in writing. Students’ views on this skill suggest that writing in English is a totally different experience for Colombian and Chinese students. On the one hand, it seems that writing is not a skill that Colombian students have much difficulty with. They claimed they use cognitive strategies such as reading.


  On the other hand, Chinese students expressed how difficult it was for them to understand Western logic and therefore being good at writing represents a challenge for them. They use cognitive strategies such as reading, trying to read Western writing models, and memorizing lines from movies. Others use meta-cognitive strategies (understood as the strategies for coordinating the learning process) such as reading about how to write. Surprisingly, none of the students mentioned that they actually write in order to improve their writing.


  The conclusion from this category would seem to be that both groups of students are making excessive use of cognitive strategies, compared with the frequency with which they use other essential strategies for the development of learner autonomy, such as meta-cognitive and social strategies. Based on the findings, the ranking ordering of learning strategy usage is presented in Table 3.


  
    
      Table 3. Rank Ordering of Language Learning Strategy Usage
    

    
      	6 (Most frequent)

      	Cognitive
    


    
      	5

      	Social
    


    
      	4

      	Memory
    


    
      	3

      	Metacognitive
    


    
      	2

      	Compensation
    


    
      	1 (Least frequent)

      	Affective
    

  


  Table 3 reveals that students are using meta-cognitive, compensation, and affective strategies the least. That is to say that Colombian and Chinese students are using more direct strategies (dealing with the new language) during their language learning process than indirect strategies (general management of learning). This can be considered a negative finding because as Posada (2006) points out, a learner should use direct and indirect strategies to support each other for the development of autonomy. In other words, Colombian and Chinese students are not exploiting indirect strategies as expected, which may pose an obstacle in their process of becoming more autonomous.


  On the other hand, one difference between the two groups of learners resides in their beliefs about learning a language. The fact that even when Chinese students expressed that writing represents a big challenge for them—they do not actually write in English in order to develop this skill—might be attributed to their beliefs about language learning. Wenden (as cited in Ellis, 1997) states that when students put more emphasis on learning about the language, they tend to focus more on grammar and vocabulary, being then less likely to pay attention to the use of that language. Chinese students might not be aware that the use of the language is essential, and that the same applies to all the skills, including writing.


  Evaluation of Ability to Monitor the Usage of Learning Strategies


  The results reported that although there are a lot of similarities between the two groups of learners with regard to the strategies they usually monitor, the major difference between Chinese and Colombian students in this category was related to their ability to find and solve problems in their method of studying. Of the Colombian students, 83% claimed that every time they found any difficulty in their learning process, they were able to find solutions for it. Context and speaking problems seem to represent the two most common obstacles among Colombian students. Of Chinese students, on the contrary, 45% asserted that they do not know how to overcome several obstacles that they found throughout their learning process. Students particularly mentioned that they had difficulty in finding a good study method in terms of speaking and writing.


  The findings showed that Chinese students are less autonomous than Colombian learners when unable to solve learning problems by themselves. Benson (2001) mentions that one of the elements necessary to exercise control over learning is the evaluation of learning. This means that monitoring the usage of learning strategies should help Chinese students identify problems with their study method, but if afterwards they are not able to find new effective methods, then there will be no changes and consequently no progress will be made.


  Evaluation of English Learning Process


  Of the Colombian students, 86% expressed their willingness to take risks and get the most out of the opportunities they have to practice their English. Chinese students (76%) said that it is very difficult for them to overcome emotional issues such as public speaking, embarrassment when making mistakes, and lack of self-confidence. They feel this prevents them from taking advantage of English practice opportunities. A Chinese student said: “I was too shy to speak English because my oral English is so bad. I was very intimidated” (ChS 8).


  Additionally, the interview results revealed that both Colombian and Chinese students make good use of the available learning resources. The percentages demonstrate that Chinese students make extensive use of the teacher as a human resource (41%). This can be interpreted as something positive in the sense that students see their teacher as somebody who can help them throughout their learning process. However, since students from all levels particularly mentioned that their teachers are a very good learning resource, it can also mean that Chinese students are more dependent on their teachers than they should be. For example, one student said: “Without the teachers I cannot learn the knowledge” (ChS 9).


  The conclusion from this category is the fact that Chinese students are less willing to take risks in order to get the most out of English practice opportunities. Such hesitancy might be related to their difficulty in overcoming their emotional issues. If Chinese learners do not succeed at overcoming issues such as shyness or lack of self-confidence, they will be less likely to be unafraid of making mistakes, or to become more extroverted. Thus, a verification of Scharle and Szabó’s statement (2008) that “personality traits set limits to the development of autonomy” (p. 65). This totally applies to the case of Chinese students’ autonomy which seems to be inhibited by their introversion, fear of negative evaluation, and lack of self-confidence. This latter is not a surprising result since Zhang and Li (2004) also reported that Chinese learners show less confidence than Western students.


  Moreover, if Chinese learners see their teachers as the main source of knowledge, they can be at risk of thinking that they cannot learn, improve, or find effective methods by themselves. This could make them more reliant on their teacher as the only person who possesses the needed knowledge or solutions and consequently has more authority.


  Self-Assessment


  Self-assessment was an emerging category from the interview. Even though neither Colombian nor Chinese students were familiar with the term “self-assessment,” they still practice it. Colombian students (71%) seem to self-assess more often than Chinese students (63%). Both groups of students expressed that self-assessment is very important because it allows them to keep track of their progress and identify their weaknesses and strengths as learners.


  The students’ views on self-assessment led to the identification of different ways in which students evaluate themselves as learners (Table 4).


  
    
      Table 4. Types of Self-Assessment
    

    
      	Type of Self-Assessment

      	Colombian Students

      	Chinese Students
    


    
      	Comparing themselves to others

      	61%

      	25%
    


    
      	Based on exams and grades

      	31%

      	50%
    


    
      	Based on other people’s opinions

      	8%

      	25%
    

  


  Colombian students (61%) said that they are very competitive, not wanting to fall behind or be worse than others, whereas most Chinese students prefer to evaluate themselves based on their exams and grades, as expressed in interviews: “I do that quite often. Especially, when I finish my examination. I go back my home. And think about what I still don’t know” (ChS 6).


  There was a general agreement between Colombian and Chinese students that their English teachers do not promote self-assessment practices. Students said:


  
    I don’t think our teachers always do that. Our teachers just busy themselves and didn’t care us. Just silence, silence...and we just sit here and listen and listen. And she does nothing else. (ChS 5)

    There are teachers who just give the class and they aren’t thinking about motivating us to do that. (CoS 2)
  


  This statement suggests that teachers are failing in helping students gain knowledge of the reasons why self-assessment practices are important and how students can evaluate themselves as learners. Cram (as cited in Benson, 2001) argues those students’ willingness and ability to engage in self-assessment practices increase with teachers’ support and training. In other words, the role the teacher plays relating to the success of self-assessment practices seems to be very important to students from both cultural contexts.


  Besides, the fact that Chinese students based their self-assessment practices on exams suggests that they might be attaching more importance to external assessments of their proficiency rather than engaging more in internal assessments closely related to reflection on their goals and effectiveness of learning activities. Benson (2001) asserts that the process of self-assessment itself is more important than students’ accurate assessments of their proficiency. Holec (as cited in Benson, 2001) explains that assessment is valuable because the learner needs to know at all times whether his performances correspond to his/her aims, and also whether s/he has made any progress towards their chosen objective. In other words, the predominance of language-proficiency-based assessments might be hindering students from engaging in other types of assessments that strengthen their reflective skills and help them critically evaluate their objectives and their action plans to achieve them.


  Moreover, exams and grades are just an example of an official assessment that intends to keep actual records of students’ learning gains by requiring them to do assignments within a certain amount of time. This type of external assessment does not necessarily lead the students to choose a learning method, take personal initiative, or become more autonomous as learners.


  Acknowledging that self-assessment is based on the perceptions of the students, but does not necessarily reflect evidence of learning gains, this, apart from being a limitation of the current study, opens up a new avenue for researchers wanting to investigate the link between autonomy and learning gains; fine grained research on this aspect is not only needed but welcome.


  Conclusions


  Differences Between Colombian and Chinese Students


  In terms of English teacher’s aims and requirements, it is clear that the major discrepancy between Chinese and Colombian students can occur when, even though Chinese students claim to know their teachers’ goals for the course, they seem to fail in understanding that the goals for their English courses are not for the teacher but for them, having then implications in their roles as students. Meanwhile, Colombian students’ awareness of the importance of classes and of the benefits from working cooperatively with teachers in reaching their goals enhances their autonomy as learners by evidencing more reflection related to the way they react to their teachers’ aims and requirements.


  With respect to setting goals and having study plans, the difference between Colombian and Chinese undergraduates resides in the fact that Chinese students might be more reliant on their teachers than Colombian students, having then less control over their learning management and less awareness that teacher’s goals and action plans might not fulfil all their learning needs, so they need to have their own. Moreover, outside the classroom, Colombian students have difficulty in allocating time for their English study, putting the achievement of their own learning goals at risk. Thus, Colombian students might lose some control over learning management when failing at successfully organising their learning.


  Similarly, Colombian and Chinese students’ beliefs about how to develop their writing skills differ considerably. Chinese learners’ beliefs are more focused on learning about the language, whereas Colombians pay more attention to the use of the language. Clearly, this discrepancy in language learning beliefs has led both groups of learners to choose different writing strategies. Therefore, the failure of Chinese students in developing their writing skills successfully might be due to the lack of language-use based strategies.


  Similarities Between Chinese and Colombian Students


  Both groups of students attribute the failure in reaching teacher’s goals for the English course to the teacher or external factors such as time. This shows that Chinese and Colombian learners are clearer about teachers’ responsibilities than they are about their own duties, roles as students, and the efforts they are expected to put into their English learning process.


  Another conclusion is that Colombian and Chinese students lack knowledge about how to set learning goals. They both showed a weakness when setting specific and explicit goals that would lead them to take action and promote changes. Goal setting is a crucial factor in the development of learner autonomy and the process of becoming successful language learners.


  Cognitive learning strategies are the most used among Colombian and Chinese undergraduates. On the one hand, this can be seen as a strong point that students are using direct strategies in order to manipulate or transform the target language (Oxford, 1990); consequently, they become more proficient English learners. On the other hand, they are taking almost no notice of the importance of indirect strategies. This imbalance between the usage of direct and indirect strategies can be hindering the development of their learner autonomy since it is the interaction between these two that helps them gain control over learning and cognitive processes.


  To conclude, Colombian and Chinese students have more differences than things in common when it comes to their English learning process. However, both groups of students have their own strengths and weaknesses. Even though Colombian students appear to have a higher degree of readiness for autonomy compared with Chinese students, they proved, as autonomous learners, to have a lot of weaknesses that need to be minimized.


  Implications for Practice


  The first recommendation to be made is that Chinese students should be given more spaces to discuss their teachers’ aims and requirements, as well as be encouraged to reflect on those objectives and what impact the achievement of those goals can have in their own English learning process. From this, Chinese undergraduates can benefit in a number of ways: first, students will be more likely to improve their performances in class if they are aware that they have to cooperate with the teacher to achieve the goals for the course; second, by reflecting on the impact of those aims on their English learning, they can realize whether or not they need to set other goals that suit them best and, consequently, help them improve their proficiency; finally, reflection is a crucial factor in the enhancement of learner autonomy and is essential for self-assessment practices.


  It is practically certain that without a fundamental shift of pedagogical strategy by the teachers themselves, students will not be given those discussion and reflection spaces. Teachers should be required, then, to reflect on their own roles and start behaving more as facilitators able to raise awareness in learners and help them plan their independent learning.


  It is recommended that on the one hand, Colombian students need to become aware that their lack of discipline might be influenced by cultural aspects. Therefore, they need to reflect on this issue and find ways in which they can become more disciplined learners who do not let their culture set limitations on the development of their learner autonomy. On the other hand, Chinese students should strengthen this positive point by having specific learning goals for those study schedules that they easily stick to. Undoubtedly, by being disciplined learners and having specific goals for their study schedules, students should see improved English proficiency as the result of harder work. They will also become better at managing their learning in terms of planning and organising it.


  Chinese students should gain more knowledge about how learning strategies aimed at using the target language in natural or communicative ways can make more contributions to the successful development of their writing skills, rather than just using strategies that focus on aspects of the language itself. Students’ English proficiency can be definitely improved by using strategies that go beyond grammar, vocabulary, or memorized phrases.


  Self-assessment and reflective practices should be encouraged in both groups of students. Even though Chinese students appear to be in more urgent need of developing skills that allow them to become more reflective leaners who are able to evaluate their learning process and come up with solutions to possible problems, Colombian students also need to improve their self-assessment practices. Giving them more opportunities to promote self-assessment and reflective practices will help students gain more control over their learning and cognitive processes. Besides, the better learners become at monitoring their learning process and overcoming learning obstacles, the more success they will achieve as high proficiency students.

  


  1SPSS 16.0 stands for statistical Package for the Social Sciences version 16. It is general statistical software tailored to the needs of the general public and is good for organizing and analyzing data.


  2Codes: CoS = Colombian student, ChS = Chinese student.
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  Appendix: English Version of Questionnaire on Learner Autonomy (Adapted from Xu et al., 2004)


  A. Evaluation of English teacher’s aims and requirements.


  
    
      	

      	Strongly agree

      	

      	Strongly disagree
    


    
      	1. I clearly understand the teacher’s aims.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	2. It is easy for me to make the teacher’s goals into my own goals.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	3. I clearly understand the importance of making the teacher’s goals my own, as well as studying hard to achieve those goals.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	4. I clearly understand the teacher’s intention during in class learning activities.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	5. In class, it is easy for me to keep up with the teacher’s pace.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    

  


  B. Evaluation of establishing study goals and plans.


  
    
      	

      	Strongly agree

      	

      	Strongly disagree
    


    
      	1. Outside of assignments given by the teacher, I have a clear plan for studying on my own.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	2. When studying English, I establish practical goals for myself based on my true English level.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	3. I am good at adjusting my study plans based on my progress.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	4. I am good at creating a practical study schedule for myself.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	5. I am good at establishing study goals based on the requirements outlined by the class.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    

  


  C. Evaluation of the learning strategy’s implementation.


  
    
      	

      	Strongly agree

      	

      	Strongly disagree
    


    
      	1. I have a complete understanding of the learning strategy.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	2. I can consciously employ effective strategies to improve my listening comprehension.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	3. I can consciously employ effective strategies to improve my spoken English.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	4. I can consciously employ effective strategies to improve my reading comprehension.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	5. I can consciously employ effective strategies to improve my written English.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    

  


  D. Evaluation of ability to monitor the usage of learning strategies.


  
    
      	

      	Strongly agree

      	

      	Strongly disagree
    


    
      	1. I can consciously monitor the usage of listening strategies during practice.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	2. I can consciously monitor the usage of speaking strategies during practice.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	3. I can consciously monitor the usage of reading strategies during practice.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	4. I can consciously monitor the usage of writing strategies during practice.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	5. I am able to find and solve problems in my method of studying.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	6. I am conscious of whether or not my method of study is practical.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	7. If I realize that my method of study is impractical, I quickly find a more suitable one.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    

  


  E. Evaluation of English learning process.


  
    
      	

      	Strongly agree

      	

      	Strongly disagree
    


    
      	1. Outside of class, I take advantage of various opportunities to practice my English. (e.g., using English to talk to classmates about daily life, participating in English speaking activities, etc.)

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	2. I make an effort to overcome emotional issues that may hinder my English studies, such as shyness, anxiety, and inhibition.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	3. I use available learning resources such as the library, internet, dictionaries, etc., to improve my English.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	4. It is easy for me to put newly learned English into practice.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	5. I often study with other people, such as practicing with a language partner or practicing and reviewing materials with classmates.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	6. While practicing English, I am able to realize my own mistakes and correct them.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	7. When I discover my mistakes, I understand the underlying reason for making them (e.g., interference from my mother tongue or a lack of familiarity with grammar rules, etc.).

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	8. I select effective methods to become a better language student (such as speaking with successful English students about their experiences, keeping a journal of my own progress, reading English newspapers, magazines, novels, etc.).

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	9. During the process of completing a certain English learning task, I keep in line with my predetermined plan.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
    


    
      	10. During the process of completing a certain English learning task, I often check and correct my comprehension of previously studied material.

      	1

      	2

      	3

      	4

      	5
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  The emergence of English as the international language of communication has increased the attention and concern given its teaching and learning. This survey-based study explores the attitudes of Spanish practitioners and undergraduate students towards English as the vehicular language in the field of medicine and towards Medical Electronic Popularizations as an alternative to medical research articles. The survey results point out that these subjects’ perception of English as the vehicle of communication in the medical field and their conceptualization of medical electronic popularizations are positive. Pedagogical implications can be drawn from this study since it confirms our students’ awareness of the use of English and the new-born genres or communication channels.


  Key words: New-born genres, practitioners’ and undergraduates’ attitudes towards written discourse and towards English, survey-based study.

  


  El papel del inglés como lenguaje internacional de comunicación ha despertado interés en lo que respecta a su enseñanza y aprendizaje. El presente sondeo explora las actitudes de médicos y estudiantes de medicina españoles hacia el inglés como lenguaje vehicular y hacia nuevos géneros emergentes como las popularizaciones médicas difundidas por Internet. Los resultados señalan que estos sujetos tienen una actitud positiva ante ambos; el inglés como lenguaje vehicular y ante estas popularizaciones médicas. Este estudio confirma que ambos grupos asumen la importancia del inglés como herramienta básica de comunicación en el campo de la medicina y del protagonismo de estos géneros electrónicos emergentes.


  Palabras clave: actitudes de profesionales y estudiantes de medicina ante el discurso escrito y el inglés como lenguaje vehicular, nuevos géneros, sondeo.

  


  Introduction


  There is a growing interest in studying English as the international language of scientific dissemination (Burgess & Cargill, 2008; Ferguson, 2007; Hyland, 2009; Swales, 1997). The use of English as a lingua franca in the research sphere entails a major burden for non-native speakers of English when aiming to publish the results of their work in the international arena (Lillis & Curry, 2010; Mauranen, 2011). The role of English as the language for international academic and scientific exchange is currently well attested. Many insightful papers have dealt with this issue and with the potential consequences on other less powerful languages (Bosch, Villacastín, & Alfonso, 2002; Bosch, Villacastín, & Alonso, 2000; Fairclough, 2006; Hewings, 2002; Hyland, 2002; Swales, 1997; Tardy, 2004; among many others). As producers of scientific knowledge, many non-native English-speaking scholars struggle when writing in English for dissemination purposes. These speakers, members of different fields and discourse communities, may have never reflected on the role of English for Research and Publication Purposes (ERPP) or English as a lingua franca. However, they are greatly concerned about the need to publish and read literature in English related to their fields.


  Needless to say this academic literature is encoded with discipline-related and genre-related linguistic and textual conventions. Concretely, in the field of medicine, Herrando-Rodrigo (2010, 2012, 2014)1 claims that contributions to new surgery techniques, clinical daily practice or the impact of certain treatments, are rapidly published and easily available thanks to the Internet every day (the online publications of international journals). Nonetheless, one may wonder whether or not doctors in Spain have enough time and mastery of English to read and process all the new medical information published almost every day. This idea inspired the present study (drawn from an innovative teaching project described in the Method section), which aims to explore whether practitioners and undergraduates have a positive attitude towards English as the vehicular language in the field of medicine. Besides, this paper also aims to observer whether both groups accept and read trustworthy medical electronic popularizations (hereafter Med-E-Pops) in order to keep up to date due to the impossibility of reading all the medical information contained in the copious numbers of new medical research articles (hereafter Med-RAs) published in English every day.


  From the 17th century the urge to simplify findings so as to make science comprehensible to a non-specialist audience has been common practice (Gil-Salom, 2000). In such a process the media have promoted the adaptation of scientific information for a non-specialist audience. This practice has been problematized due to its information manipulation and lack of professionalism (see for instance Breeze, 2014; Fernández-Polo, 1995; Gallardo, 2005; Garcés Conejos & Sánchez Macarro, 1998; Giunchi, 2002; Guillén-Galve, 2001; among others). Nevertheless, these publications are gaining prestige not only among lay-readers but also among undergraduate students, language researchers and medical practitioners (Bondi, 2012; Calsamiglia & Van Dijk, 2004; Ciapuscio, 2003; Herrando-Rodrigo, 2014; Myers, 1991; Nwogu, 1991; Varghese & Abraham, 2004; Varttala, 1999).


  This piece of research agrees with Bhatia’s (2002, 2004) understanding of genre analysis and of what the goals of genre theory should be. In this scholar’s view, genre theory has suffered from a lack of attention to the social and cognitive aspects of genre, which leads him to propose:


  
    investigating instances of conventionalised or institutionalised textual artefacts in the context of specific institutional and disciplinary practices, procedures and cultures in order to understand how members of specific discourse communities construct, interpret and use these genres to achieve their community goals and why they write them the way they do. (Bhatia, 2002, p. 6)
  


  In line with this proposal this piece of research provides an exploratory analysis of the text-external features, which include “situational as well as a number of socio-cognitive factors related to text-construction, interpretation, use and exploitation by expert members of the disciplinary cultures in question” (Bhatia, 2004, p. 123), that is, adopting an ethnographic approach—in this case a survey-based study—which for instance Connor (2004a, 2004b) also claimed for intercultural rhetoric studies.2


  Some studies within English for academic purposes (EAP) and ERPP have taken an ethno-methodological approach to the study of texts and genres (Burgess & Ivanič, 2010; Flowerdew, 2001; Mur-Dueñas, 2007b; Pérez-Llantada, 2009), an approach which was desirable in this study in order to portray the situation of a small but still representative sample of practitioners and undergraduates who are exposed to academic English and who have a direct relationship, whether as lecturers or students, with the School of Medicine of the University of Zaragoza (Spain).3


  Method


  In this paper, I explore the attitudes and perception of practitioners and undergraduates involved with the School of Medicine of Zaragoza (Spain) towards the dissemination of medical knowledge in English (in two different medical genres; Med-E-Pops and Med-RAs). In addition, this analysis focuses on the study of text-external features of research articles and popularizations (Bhatia, 2004). Following Bhatia (1999, 2004, 2008, 2011), written genres are considered versatile, dynamic constructs as members of the professional community exploit them to create new patterns. Hence, practitioners and undergraduates may turn to hybrid mixed forms of Med-RAs as Med-E-Pops, adaptations of medical research articles published on semi-specialized websites and addressed to a specialized and non-specialized readership that facilitates the comprehension and dissemination of medical knowledge in their everyday professional life for several reasons (such as lack of time for reading, mastery of English, etc.). This is why this study is based on the experiences of experts in the field of medicine and of university students—as future practitioners—in order to reflect on the potential difficulties of native Spanish-speaking medical informants who may be at different stages of their professional careers.


  In addition, undergraduates were exposed to both genres (Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops) in the subject I taught4 in order to participate in this survey because they might not have yet been exposed to a significant amount of medical literature written in English. The data were obtained from questionnaires that were personally distributed among practitioners and undergraduates. All the participants kindly and voluntary participated in this survey and were informed of the survey purpose. The questionnaires (from practitioners and undergraduates) were slightly different because I wanted to evaluate in depth students’ self-reflections on the rhetorical strategies learnt in class (see Appendixes A and B).


  Data From Practitioners


  One hundred and ten questionnaires were collected. The main requisite taken into account to define this sample was that the questionnaires collected were filled in by practitioners from different areas or medical specialities who should be involved in the theoretical and practical teaching of undergraduates in the School of Medicine at the University of Zaragoza and who should have a clinical post at hospitals. These practitioners worked in one of the two University Hospitals of Zaragoza (Hospital Clínico Universitario: Lozano Blesa and Hospital Universitario Miguel Servet). Due to their double role—working at the hospital with patients and working as teachers in the School—they were used to reading medical literature in English. As shown in Table 1, the specialities of the practitioners who generously participated in this survey-based study were varied (20) and the average length of work experience was 17.82 years (with five years being the minimum and 40 years of experience the maximum [see Appendix C]). No gender parameters were taken into account.


  
    
      Table 1. Practitioners’ Specialties and Percentage Over the Total Number of Participants
    

    
      	

      	Number of participants by speciality

      	Percentage over total number of medical participants per speciality
    


    
      	Accidents and Emergency

      	15

      	13.6
    


    
      	Anaesthesia and Intensive Care

      	8

      	7.3
    


    
      	Cardiology

      	2

      	1.8
    


    
      	Dermatology

      	3

      	2.7
    


    
      	Haematology

      	1

      	0.9
    


    
      	Internal Medicine

      	8

      	7.3
    


    
      	Microbiology

      	4

      	3.6
    


    
      	Neurology

      	9

      	8.2
    


    
      	Obstetrics and Gynaecology

      	12

      	10.9
    


    
      	Ophthalmology

      	10

      	9.1
    


    
      	Otorhinolaryngology

      	2

      	1.8
    


    
      	Paediatrics

      	4

      	3.6
    


    
      	Paediatric surgery

      	2

      	1.8
    


    
      	Pharmacology

      	1

      	0.9
    


    
      	Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation

      	5

      	4.5
    


    
      	Pneumonology

      	5

      	4.5
    


    
      	Radiology

      	6

      	5.5
    


    
      	Surgery

      	5

      	4.5
    


    
      	Traumatology

      	2

      	1.8
    


    
      	Urology

      	6

      	5.5
    


    
      	Total

      	110

      	100.0
    

  


  The number of questionnaires from each speciality differs due to the fact that not all the hospital services or departments had the same number of practitioners involved in teaching posts at University. In addition, as explained below, not all the practitioners who received these questionnaires participated in this survey. The questionnaire was written in English because the respondents were asked about their attitude towards this language. These questionnaires (both from practitioners and undergraduates) were designed in a simplified way so as to make the answering process comfortable and fast. It consisted of five questions distributed into four thematic sections. Most of these questions had multiple-choice answers so that practitioners could easily answer with just a tick (see Appendix A).


  Four out of the five questions were the same for practitioners and undergraduates. The process of collecting the questionnaires took longer than expected since not many practitioners were willing to collaborate as they are bombarded with questionnaires from different institutions every week. Collecting the forms from the practitioners took me six months (from September 2010 to late February 2011) and the data analysis took this author almost a year.


  Data From Medical Undergraduates


  The process of delivering and receiving medical undergraduates’ responses was more controlled and was done during the course lessons which I taught in the School of Medicine at the University of Zaragoza. This subject was an optional course in the sixth year degree programme in medicine. To boost their academic writing abilities these undergraduates carried out several writing tasks dealing with EAP. As explained below, I asked them to write a Med-E-Pop from a Med-RA that I had previously selected and sent to them. This task was worth two points out of ten in their final mark. To observe and measure undergraduates’ attitudes towards medical English I asked them to fill in a questionnaire (Appendix B). Following statistician experts’ orientation, 56 out of 93 completed questionnaires were selected. The confidence interval was high due to the characteristics of the random sample. This fact indicated that the final results would be similar with the sample taken as a whole in this study.


  At the beginning of the term I had planned to get my students to write a Med-RA as part of their subject marks, something that was not welcomed by these undergraduates due to the level of complexity related to the task. Eventually, the undergraduates wrote a Med-E-Pop. Inspired by their fearful attitude towards reading and writing academic medical English, I reformulated my idea under the umbrella of an innovative teaching project, funded by Vicerrectorado para la Innovación Docente [the Vice-Rectory for Teacher Innovation] at the University of Zaragoza. My students were at first reluctant not only to write academic English texts but also to read such texts in English. I then decided to create5 working groups using MSN Hotmail (CienciasSaludIngles@hotmail.com) and I also designed an EduBlog (http://medicalenglishinuse.blogspot.com) to encourage their participation and as a follow-up of the writing process. All the 93 undergraduates registered in this subject actively participated in this project. Fifty-five percent of them evaluated the project as more than adequate and 45% as adequate (see Question 5 in Appendix B). None of the undergraduates showed any disagreement much less strong disagreement with this initiative.


  As mentioned above, the task for undergraduates was to write a popularized text, following different guidelines given in class and helped by several resources such as our EduBlog and the 16-hour support that they could get from the virtual teletutorials of Hotmail chat (Messenger). When this written task was finished, my undergraduate students sent me their versions and I sent them the popularized text published on the Internet (published on New York Times Health Guide and DocGuide) and the evaluation questionnaire attached (Appendix B). They filled in the questionnaires and sent them back to me by email or returned them personally in class.


  Undergraduates who were in my course had never read or heard about Med-E-Pops and therefore I considered it essential to get them to learn about Med-E-Pops due to their growing prestige among members of the medical discipline (Herrando-Rodrigo, 2014).


  The timing for the collection of data was more controlled than in the case of practitioners. My undergraduates were given three months to complete their writing task: from November to January 2011. In January, I got all the questionnaires and the data analysis was carried out along that same year—2011.


  Results and Findings


  This study reports on the attitudes of practitioners and undergraduates towards the role of English as the vehicle of communication. In addition, practitioners were openly asked in the survey whether they read Med-E-Pops rather than Med-RAs to keep up to date in the field of medicine for their accessibility (see Appendix A). As regards undergraduates, I also asked my students if working with these two genres (Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops) during the academic year 2010-2011 had been useful in the improvement of their linguistic competence (see Questions 3 and 5 in Appendix B). Besides, this paper aimed to observe whether both groups—practitioners and undergraduates, members of the same discourse community—distinguished the same linguistic and textual features in the medical genres under study. A reflection on the different conceptualisation of these genres by both Spanish-speaking groups concludes this section.


  Practitioners were asked in Question 5 (Appendix A) if they had a positive attitude or perception towards English as the vehicle of international communication in the medical field: 93% of practitioners agreed and the remaining 7% disagreed.


  As regards undergraduates, Question 4 (see Appendix B) aimed to get the same information regarding their attitude towards English as the vehicular language in medicine. In this case, 95% of undergraduates agreed and the remaining 5% disagreed. These results show how undergraduates’ perception is even more positive than practitioners’.


  In addition, as regards practitioners, Table 2 shows that 71 out of 110 practitioners claimed that they read Med-E-Pops to keep up to date.


  
    
      Table 2. Do You Read Med-E-Pops?
    

    
      	

      	Frequency

      	Percentage
    


    
      	No

      	39

      	35.5
    


    
      	Yes

      	71

      	64.5
    


    
      	Total

      	110

      	100.0
    

  


  From the 64.5% of the practitioners who affirmed they read Med-E-Pops, 26.4% of them admitted looking for the original Med-RA later because the Med-E-Pops raised their interest on the medical issue covered.


  The undergraduates who participated in this study stated that they had difficulties with medical academic English and that the project of reading Med-RAs and writing a Med-E-Pop had helped them to improve their mastery of English and thus, had also improved their linguistic competence and positive attitude towards this vehicular language.


  Among the different questions that both groups were asked, only 33.9% of the undergraduates were aware that there are significant differences between everyday English and academic English. It should be noted that undergraduates were asked to have informal interviews or tutorials with the teacher to supervise their writing process while writing their essays. In these interviews 19 undergraduates claimed that their biggest difficulty lay in distinguishing general English from academic English due to their low command of English. The present study may highlight the fact that forcing them to deal with academic English has caused them to detect and reflect on their potential difficulties and at the same time helped them to look for solutions autonomously, as Figure 1 illustrates.


  
    Figure 1. Usefulness of This Project[image: ]
  

  The affirmative answers to the questions visually displayed in Figure 1 were classified into four cate-gories. The most frequent answers (37.5%) dealt with undergraduates’ awareness of language acquisition. Undergraduates were able to self-evaluate their lexico-grammatical improvement. Another interesting finding is that 33.9% of the undergraduates agreed that it was the first time they had faced the task of transferring their medical knowledge from Spanish into general English and finally into academic English.


  Figure 2 shows a contrastive study (practitioners and undergraduates) on the lexico-grammar used in Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops. For practitioners, the main differences between Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops lay in the use of the passive voice (20.9%) and the use of reported speech (23.6%). 20.9% of the practitioners claimed that they could not point out linguistic differences because they did not have enough knowledge of English grammar. As for undergraduates, 46.4%—almost half of the sample—claimed that the main linguistic differences lay in the use of the passive voice, reported speech, and nominalizations. 9.1% of the practitioners also selected this option.


  
    Figure 2. Both Groups’ Contrastive Analysis on the Potential Linguistic Differences Between These Genres[image: ]
  

  Turning our attention to the potential purpose of Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops, it can be observed in Figure 3 that both practitioners and undergraduates stated that the purpose of each type of publication is different because the potential readership and types of publication differ. Few respondents (four practitioners and one undergraduate) claimed that there were no differences between these two genres in terms of purpose. Two practitioners affirmed that the purposes of Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops were different because the latter highlight the sensationalist aspects of the medical issue, as is displayed below. From their answers it can be inferred that the Med-E-Pops are rarely devalued as sources of information. This finding may contribute to the presupposition (Herrando-Rodrigo, 2014) that recent Med-E-Pops are not totally neglected or despised as reliable vehicles of knowledge dissemination.


  
    Figure 3. Both Groups’ Opinions on the Differences Between Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops Purpose[image: ]
  

  Regarding the differences of these genres’ information structure, it can be observed in Figure 4 that there are significant differences among undergraduates’ and practitioners’ answers. 13.6% of the practitioners did not point out any differences in terms of structure (between Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops) other than length. 11.8% of the practitioners stated that Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops have a different structure because Med-E-Pops never include the Method section. This section is indispensable for any medical researcher in order to validate the nature of any study. Although practitioners’ perceptions differed from undergraduates’ as far as the structure was concerned, the views of undergraduates (62.5%) and practitioners (60%) largely coincide when simply stating that the two genres do not have the same structure. All the undergraduates who have specifically worked with both genres for their final task answered that there are structural differences between the two text types.


  
    Figure 4. Med-E-Pops have the same structure as Med-RAs?[image: ]
  

  It can be observed in Figure 5 that while undergraduates’ answers centred on just three factors that differentiate the genres of Med-E-Pops and Med-RAs, practitioners produced several potential features that characterise Med-E-Pops and Med-RAs as different genres. Hence, the views of practitioners (57.3%) and undergraduates (64.3%) from the field of medicine largely coincide when pointing out the reasons why these two genres differ.


  
    Figure 5. Both Groups’ Answers on Differences Observed Regarding Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops Genre Differences[image: ]
  

  The reasons both groups give are that each genre (Med-E-Pops and Med-RAs) necessarily differs in terms of language use, communicative purpose, and text information structure. In general terms, both practitioners and undergraduates conceptualised these two genres as completely different genres.


  Conclusions


  As is widely known, English has replaced Latin, Arabic, and Greek as the globally recognised language of scientific communication.6 It should be pointed out that the widespread use of English as a lingua franca in the research field entails major burdens for non-native speakers of English when aiming to publish the results of their work in the international arena in most disciplines (Lillis & Curry, 2010; Mauranen, 2011).


  By the same token, English nowadays plays a part in most of the language planning and educational curricula all over the world. However, regarding foreign language learning, older generations were educated under the influence of French or German. This fact makes scholars invest “extra time and effort for the production of less than optimal written text” (Ferguson, 2007, p. 33).7 Therefore, the effective use of English rhetorical conventions and the way they are realised in language (language choice and language use) deserve thorough exploration since for instance they constitute the focus of study in EAP. From the beginning of the 1980s there have been scholars such as Maher (1986) who have openly claimed that English is the international language of medicine. Hence, this situation of potential difficulties and negative attitudes towards the use of English as the vehicular language in medicine on behalf of Spanish practitioners and undergraduates inspired this exploratory piece of research.


  Subjects (practitioners and undergraduates) who participated in this survey share a highly positive perception and attitude towards English—as other studies such as Orna-Montesinos (2013) have also observed—as the almost unique and widely accepted vehicle of communication in the field of medicine. In addition, this survey also raises awareness of the importance of English as the language of scientific exchange and of the emergence of web-mediated genres in the field of medicine.


  Needless to say, practitioners are aware of the difficulties they have when writing medical discourse. Therefore, we teachers should help students to consolidate the life-long learning of this essential tool more efficiently. Undergraduates, as future practitioners, should be trained with all the necessary tools required of medical practitioners in today’s medical practice and therefore communicative interaction. This pedagogical implication should also be taken into account when dealing with practitioners’ training programmes in Spain.8


  Another research aim of this study was to observe how practitioners and undergraduates conceptualised Med-RAs and Med-E-Pops. Practitioners and undergraduates are well aware of the different purposes, textual conventions, audiences, and types of publication of these two genres and therefore about both genres’ differences. Hence, one may wonder whether undergraduates should be exposed to or even taught about the different text types or genres hosted and emerging in their medical community-domain. Myers (1991) notes that: “Scientists learn the rhetoric of their discipline in their training as graduate students and postdoctoral students, but they relearn it every time they get the referees’ reports on an article or the pink sheets on a proposal” (p. 61). However, according to this survey report, in the Spanish system undergraduates are not exposed to these emerging genres such as Med-E-Pops that could both keep them up to date and train them to disseminate their own findings in different reliable publications.9


  This piece of research, together with Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995), Miller (1994), or Tardy (2003), also suggests that writers gain knowledge of the genre network by having access to the practice community and colleagues’ interaction. Thus, practitioners and undergraduates learn how to address the discourse communities of different medical genres by being exposed to these given genres. Hence, this study suggests that undergraduates at least should be taught how to be communicatively successful with Med-E-Pops and with all the emerging electronic genres, not only in order to have rapid access to medical information but also to acquire mastery in disseminating their findings through different channels and in different ways (as they shall have to do when reformulating medical technical procedures to a lay patient in a surgery or consulting room in Spain or elsewhere).


  To conclude, the goal of this study was to explore the attitudes and perceptions of Spanish practitioners and undergraduates towards medical discourse written in English as the main communicative tool or vehicular language in the medical field. The perspective emerged from this study ratifies the essential role of English as the international language of scientific exchange. In addition this survey raises awareness of the importance of both, the essential role of English as the language of exchange and communication in the international medical arena and about the emergence of web-mediated genres in the field of medicine. This circumstance should cause us teachers to reflect on the importance of our role as language mediators since our students will need English as a vehicular language of communication. That is, we should awaken and foster a positive attitude towards not only English but also towards the new scenario of today’s communication so as to aid Spanish-speaking professionals’ communicative competence consolidation.

  


  1These studies contribute to the project “El inglés como lengua franca en los discursos especializados: espacios alternativos de producción lingüística y cultural a través del análisis crítico de los géneros” [English as a lingua franca across specialised discourses: A critical genre analysis of alternative spaces of linguistic and cultural production] supported by the Spanish Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovación (FFI2013-37346) and it has been carried out within the framework of the research group InterLAE (Interpersonalidad en el Lenguaje Académico Escrito [Interpersonality in Written Academic Language]), financially supported by the Diputación General de Aragón (Spain).


  2The present study also draws on previous studies based on L1 and L2 interference and the cross-cultural implications when reading and writing English for academic purposes. Many academic genres, such as research articles (Lorés-Sanz, 2011a, 2011b; Martínez, 2005; Moreno, 1997, 2004; Mur-Dueñas, 2007a, 2007b, 2010a, 2010b), abstracts (Burgess, 2002; Lorés-Sanz, 2006; Lorés-Sanz & Murillo Ornat, 2007; Martín Martín, 2002, 2003) or academic book reviews (Lorés-Sanz, 2009; Moreno & Suárez Tejerina, 2006; Suárez Tejerina, 2006) have been studied from a cross-cultural perspective.


  3Since this study was the first incursion in the field for the author, future research aims to narrow this scope towards these previously mentioned ethno-methodological approaches.


  4This subject was called Inglés Científico para Medicina [Scientific English for Medicine] (School of Medicine) University of Zaragoza, Spain.


  5Project funded by Adjuntía al Rector para la Innovación Docente (University of Zaragoza). Project reference: PESUZ 10-05-028.


  6Many studies related to communication have been conducted from different perspectives: sociological perspective in its social setting (Hymes, 1964), language as a social action under the umbrella of linguistic philosophy (Austin, 1962; Grice, 1975; Searle, 1969), classroom language interaction and management (Sinclair, 1972), communicative purpose (Candlin, Bruton, Leather & Woods, 1981), communicative competence (Canale, 1983), and intonation and feedback in English as a foreign language classrooms (Hewings, 1995), to name just a few. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this piece of research it was essential to focus on the analysis of discourse to be able to: “Explain the relationship between what we say and what we mean, and understand, in a particular context” (Paltridge, 2000).


  7However, this native/non-native distinction has been criticised because the degree of experience or expertise in academic publications and proficiency in certain kinds of academic written discourse in English is what counts and helps when writing successfully—and therefore when being published and read.


  8Moreover, English teachers have to be aware of this situation not only in ESP and EAP courses but also in courses related to translation or journalism since these professionals will be involved, sooner or later, with the dissemination of medical findings in these newly-born web-mediated genres.


  9For instance, Devitt (1991) in her work on genre sets based on a genre study of tax accounting affirms that:

  The education of aspiring accountants emphasizes learning what these documents contain and how to use them. The students are being trained in the profession’s epistemological assumptions, that these documents are the source of all knowledge and authority. However, beginning accountants must also learn how that epistemology translates into their won texts. They must learn that different types of reference to the tax codes are appropriate in different genres . . . learning the translations of this epistemology to other texts, learning the techniques of reference for different genres and rhetorical situations, may well be a major learning task of the junior accountant and a crucial mark of membership in that professional community. (p. 350)
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  Appendix A: Questionnaire Answered by Practitioners


  Before beginning, please write your


  Field/Speciality____________________ and years of experience as practitioner________


  1. How often do you read medical articles written in English?


  2. Do you read medical popularizations published in English on the Internet (e.g., New York Times Health Guide, Doc Guide, etc.)? If so, please mention the electronic journals you read and why.


  3. If you read a medical popularization and you are interested in the topic covered, do you read the corresponding research article?


  4. If you think that research articles differ from popularizations, what do you think the differences are?


  Use of language. Have you observed any differences? Tick the ones you have observed:

  ☐ Passive voice

  ☐ Reported speech

  ☐ Pronouns

  ☐ Nouns

  ☐ Others: ..........


  Purpose. Is the content expressed differently in medical research articles and in electronic popularizations? If so, could you identify the reasons by ticking the ones you have observed:

  ☐ Different audience (different readers)

  ☐ Different means of publications

  ☐ Others: ..........


  Structure. Experimental medical research articles are generally structured following the so-called IMRAD pattern (Introduction, Methods, Results and Conclusions or Discussion).

  Do medical popularizations have the same IMRAD structure?


  5. Do you have a positive attitude or perception towards English as the vehicle of international communication?

  


  Appendix B: Questionnaire Answered by Undergraduates


  1. How often do you read medical articles written in English?


  Why?


  2. Do you find medical research articles different from medical popularizations?


  3. If so, what do you think the differences are?


  Use of language. Have you observed any differences? Tick the ones you have observed:

  ☐ Passive voice

  ☐ Reported speech

  ☐ Pronouns

  ☐ Nouns

  ☐ Others: ..........


  Purpose. Is the content expressed differently in medical research articles and in electronic popularizations? If so, could you identify the reasons by ticking the ones you have observed:

  ☐ Different audience (different readers)

  ☐ Different means of publications

  ☐ Others: ..........


  Structure. Experimental medical research articles are generally structured following the so-called IMRAD pattern (Introduction, Methods, Results and Conclusions or Discussion).


  Does your popularization have the same IMRAD structure? If so, have you organised information in the same way? (Beginning with information regarding the RA Introduction, then the RA Methods, Results and Discussion).


  4. Do you have a positive attitude or perception towards English as the vehicle of international communication?


  5. To conclude, have you found this project useful?

  


  Appendix C: Percentage of Junior/Senior Medical Participants


  
    
      	Range of years of experience of medical informants

      	Number of participants per age range

      	Percentage over the total number of participants
    


    
      	1-10 years

      	30

      	27.27
    


    
      	10-20 years

      	35

      	31.81
    


    
      	20-30 years

      	26

      	23.63
    


    
      	30-40 years

      	19

      	17.27
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  We report on an exploratory study comparing the performance as online tutors of two groups of beginner eleven-year-old students of English in Colombia and Spanish in New Zealand. The native speaker students of the foreign language the others were learning corrected paragraphs written by their peers. The feedback provided by each group of tutors was analyzed for (1) language corrected, (2) input on errors, and (3) types of feedback provided. We found that both Colombian and New Zealand tutors willingly provided corrections to their peers and used other feedback strategies to foster attention to linguistic form. The Colombian tutors identified a higher number of errors, but the New Zealanders provided more detailed comments. We draw lessons from the exploration.


  Key words: Collaborative on-line learning, foreign language learning, foreign language writing, online teaching and learning.

  


  Éste es un estudio exploratorio en el que comparamos el desempeño como tutores-en-línea de dos grupos de niños de 11 años, principiantes en inglés en Colombia y español en Nueva Zelanda. Como nativos de la lengua extranjera que los otros aprendían, cada grupo corrigió párrafos de sus compañeros. Las correcciones se analizaron buscando (1) lenguaje corregido, (2) frecuencia y (3) tipos de correcciones. Encontramos que todos los tutores indicaron gustosamente correcciones a sus compañeros y utilizaron otras estrategias para llamar su atención hacia la forma del lenguaje. Los tutores colombianos identificaron más errores, pero los tutores neozelandeses produjeron comentarios más detallados. Concluimos extrayendo algunas lecciones de la exploración.


  Palabras clave: aprendizaje de lengua extranjera, aprendizaje en colaboración en línea, enseñanza y aprendizaje en línea, escritura en lengua extranjera.

  


  Introduction


  In the present article we report findings from an exploratory study of an online intervention aimed at overcoming the challenges faced by schoolteachers who have to teach a foreign language that they are learning themselves (Scott & Butler, 2007) and to foreign language (FL) learners who are limited in their possibilities of authentic interaction with native (L1) speakers. The intervention and the study originated in New Zealand and explores the ways in which two groups of beginner eleven-year old students, one of Spanish learners in Auckland, New Zealand, and one of English learners in Bogotá, Colombia, provide and receive written feedback in an online reciprocal peer tutoring environment.


  Some Background Research


  Providing students with opportunities to interact authentically and meaningfully in the FL language is a frequent concern of language teachers, and language learning online seems to offer optimal conditions for this kind of interaction. Furthermore, online interaction has been found to impact linguistic development (Gass & Mackey, 2007). While collaboration among learners facilitates language learning by increasing motivation and authenticity, providing feedback, and fostering communities of learning (Ortega, 2009), work online provides opportunities for quality language input and output and focuses attention on linguistic form (Mackey & Polio, 2009). Interaction in computer mediated communication (CMC) provides contextualization in learning, which gives learners the opportunity to engage in the social construction of knowledge with a wider range of interlocutors (Kitade, 2008), and specifically allows the most genuine type of collaboration where learners interact with experts who are L1 speakers of the target language (Kern, 2006; Kern & Warschauer, 2000).


  Peer feedback on second language writing is collaboration which enhances linguistic development and has been associated with greater learner participation, improved communicative competence, and higher levels of metacognition (Hyland, 2003). Since its focus is principally on language form, written online communication seems to provide greater opportunity to reflect on and attend to the form and content of communication. In asynchronous virtual interaction students have more time to plan, produce, revise, and edit their texts and more possibility to read and analyze their peers’ texts (Schuetze, 2011; Warschauer, 2005). This has been found by González-Lloret (2003) to increase learners’ motivation as they perceive reading and writing as more authentic activities.


  Peer tutoring is interaction for educational purposes between a more competent peer and a less competent learner who construct learning in collaboration. For this reason authors like Duran and Monereo (2005) have characterized peer tutoring as asymmetrical. In reciprocal tutoring, on the other hand, peers alternate in their roles of tutor and tutee, creating mutual assistance and social support. This encourages mutuality and allows both peers to benefit from the interaction, reducing dependency in the relationship (Fantuzzo, King, & Heller, 1992).


  According to Ware (2004) peers working in second language writing scaffold and help each other in improving their writing skills; their mutual responses provide an authentic sense of audience, autonomy and confidence in writing. Hyland (2003) indicates that this mutuality also helps develop communicative competence and stimulates participation. However, some researchers question the ability of peers to support others who are going through the same learning process (Mendonça & Johnson, 1994) or who may lack communicative and pragmatic skills and understand interaction in culturally different ways (Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Ware, 2004).


  Specific research on peer-tutoring through error correction (corrective feedback) has explored the types of feedback provided (Ayoun, 2001, 2004; Ellis, Loewen, & Erlam, 2006), their effectiveness on linguistic accuracy in L2 (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010), and learners’ perceptions of this effectiveness (Weaver, 2006). There have also been critiques of the claims that such studies have made (Truscott, 1996), particularly of claims that corrective feedback has long-term effects. More attention has been given recently to written feedback by Ellis (2009), who proposed a typology for it, and others (see Bitchener & Ferris, 2012 for a review), who have carried out studies mostly in university settings, with a few exceptions (Choi & Li, 2012; Oliver, 1998). Some studies have established correlations between virtual corrective feedback and language learning (Blake, 2000; O’Rourke, 2005; Vinagre & Muñoz, 2011). Ferris (2010) declares that studies show evidence for L2 development and improvement in writing accuracy when corrective feedback is provided under the right conditions.


  There has also been interest in studying the processes by which corrections and feedback are provided. Vinagre and Lera (2008), for example, classified the corrections provided via email by university learners of English in Spain and Spanish in Ireland into three categories: identification of the error, providing the accurate form—or remediation—, and providing information on how to correct. The authors suggest that corrections are more effective for spelling and vocabulary errors, while morphosyntactic errors, which were present in 75% of the corrections, are more effectively treated with remediation for promoting linguistic development. In reciprocal peer tutoring through virtual interaction organized between children learning English in Spain and Spanish in Scotland, Thurston, Duran, Cunningham, Blanch, and Topping (2009) also found that peer corrections were mainly morphosyntactic while peer support was based on giving the right answers.


  Ware and O’Dowd (2008) compared the language used and the frequency and type of feedback provided in asynchronous discussions by learners acting as formal e-tutors or e-partners; the former provided formal correction, the latter optional feedback. They found that all learners liked receiving feedback, but they only provided it when required; they “were not always equipped with a strong enough understanding of the structure of their native languages to provide quality metalinguistic explanations” (p. 55). The findings suggest that it is necessary to ensure that learners can actually provide the required feedback.


  Greater structure in the peer tutoring process can enhance the nature and scope of the feedback provided during reciprocal peer tutoring, as Ware and O’Dowd (2008) showed in a two-year study of post-secondary learners of English and Spanish. And in an exploratory study comparing face-to-face and e-feedback between English as a second language (ESL) pairs of students, the group working online showed that they were aware of the needs of their peers and made balanced, critical comments (Guardado & Shi, 2007). The participants declared that they preferred to confirm the quality of the feedback with their teacher, but that they had learned in the process.


  The Intervention


  For the study we report on here, online peer tutoring interaction was established between a co-ed group of 28 eleven-year old beginners (Year 7) learning Spanish as a FL in a state intermediate school in Auckland and 24 comparable peers (5th and 6th grades) learning English as an FL in a private school in Bogotá. The Auckland school volunteered for the intervention and study when the school’s principal invited the research team at the University of Auckland to undertake research on the school’s Spanish program. Researchers at Universidad Nacional de Colombia were contacted to find the comparable group in Bogotá. Since most private schools in Colombia are now bilingual or becoming bilingual from preschool and many schools beginning the process are not co-ed, a school was contacted serving children who did not have a level of English at the end of primary that allowed them to enter proper immersion bilingual schools in Bogotá, for different reasons. The participating group in Bogotá consisted of 15 male and 9 female students, paired with students in a parallel class of 13 male and 15 female students in Auckland. Both groups of students were beginners in their study of their respective foreign language.


  In both countries the participants were ranked in their FL attainment based on their scores on an FL pre-test; then they were suitably paired with students with similar scores. This made their level of FL comparable and ensured that all students could participate without feelings of insecurity, inferiority, or inadequacy (Thurston et al., 2009). The intervention consisted of a reciprocal peer tutoring writing scheme in which the dyads interchanged and responded to each other’s paragraphs in Moodle, an online learning management system that allows secure exchange of messages and availability only to the participants in the study.


  The intervention had many restrictions. The types of tasks to be used, for example, were restricted by the beginning level of proficiency of the students. And quite traditional language teaching methods used by the teachers and, in the Colombian case, big limitations of access to computers within the school also limited pedagogical possibilities. Nevertheless the students exchanged paragraphs with their peers on topics decided between the teachers and the research team for eight weeks. They used language that they had already studied in their FL classes, like personal descriptions, family and school life, their city, and their favorite music and hobbies. The students had to read the paragraphs and send them back to their peers with linguistic feedback, so the peers could produce their final versions. This process of sending a paragraph on a topic, giving feedback, making corrections, and probably commenting again was to be repeated until each student had produced exchanges on at least five of the assigned topics.


  The Study


  The study was exploratory, seeking to investigate different aspects of the impact of the online peer tutoring program to inform subsequent, more focused studies. It had three general aims: (1) to examine the ways in which the students tutored each other, (2) to assess the effects of the tutoring process on L1 and FL language proficiency, and (3) to detect any changes produced in the students’ motivation and attitudes towards the study of foreign languages.


  Both quantitative and qualitative measures were used on different types of data: First, a free writing activity was used to assess the writing skill in the FL before and after the intervention. An attitude questionnaire and an FL Spanish/English test were developed in parallel by the researchers in each country and also administered as pre- and posttests. A sub-sample of each participating group provided a semi-structured interview describing the tutoring experience from their point of view. And finally the texts interchanged by the participants in the online platform were used as data in the study.


  In this article we report specifically on the performance of the two groups as tutors, with regard to the error correction provided by each group of L1 speakers for the corresponding FL learners. The following questions guided this dimension of the study:


  
    	What linguistic aspects were corrected by the peer tutors?


    	How frequently did they correct errors?


    	What types of feedback did they use?

  


  To answer these questions, the data from the online platform were captured as word processing documents. Each paragraph interchanged over the eight weeks of the intervention was copied without modifications. It was decided to analyze, as evidence of interaction, only paragraphs which had been interchanged three times. This limited the amount of data analyzed, changed the number of participants in the study, and forced different decisions on data selection for the two participating groups of students.


  In the case of the New Zealand data, only 17 dyads which had produced three exchanges on the first three topics were considered for analysis. From these pairs, ten had this exact number of exchanges on the three first topics, four had them on four, and three had them on all five. The dyads that were excluded had enough exchanges only on fewer than three of the five topics.


  The Colombian data presented more of a challenge. Only 11 dyads produced three exchanges or more on the first topic only. Since the purpose of this part of the study was to analyze the types of corrections made by the participants and it was necessary to analyze a number of paragraphs corrected by the New Zealand participants similar to that corrected by the Colombian group, it was decided for these data to also consider paragraphs with only two exchanges.


  This decision resulted in the selection of 18 dyads that had completed two exchanges or more on the three first topics assigned. From these pairs, five had exchanged three messages on the first topic and two on the others, four had exchanged four messages first and then just two on the second and third topics, two had exchanged six and nine messages on the first topic and just two on the rest, and seven had exchanged just two messages on all three topics (see Table 1). This situation indicated that the Colombian participants probably had less direction from their teachers, had preferred extended conversations at the beginning of the intervention, and had been more consistent at correcting their peers’ paragraphs in Spanish than at producing and revising their own paragraphs in English.


  
    
      Table 1. Number of Dyads and Exchanges Analysed
    

    
      	Topic

      	NZ

      	Col
    


    
      	No. of Exchanges

      	≥3

      	≥3

      	≥2
    


    
      	1

      	17

      	11

      	7
    


    
      	2

      	17

      	0

      	18
    


    
      	3

      	17

      	0

      	18
    

  


  The chosen messages were subsequently analyzed looking for answers to the three research questions, that is, looking for types of errors identified, frequency of identification of each type, and classification of the type of feedback produced. The errors identified were classified as grammar, vocabulary, or spelling mistakes. Punctuation was initially included as a category, but difficulties in the use of the Moodle platform to make punctuation corrections clear muddled results in this category.


  Findings


  The students interacted online for a total of eight weeks, from mid-October to mid- December 2010. Data provided by Moodle recorded two types of actions from the participants: views and posts (see Table 2), with a total of 7,755 views and 896 posts in the eight week period. Views indicate that students were interested in the project and willing to interact with their peers. Posts correspond to paragraphs on a topic, corrections, or updates of the information.


  
    
      Table 2. Register of Activity During the Interaction
    

    
      	Activity/Month

      	Views

      	Posts
    


    
      	October

      	1,497

      	237
    


    
      	November

      	6,111

      	650
    


    
      	December

      	147

      	9
    


    
      	Total

      	7,755

      	896
    

  


  A total of 2,038 words were written in Spanish, 37 words per message on average. The total number of words per topic in Spanish decreased from 831 on the first topic to 718 on the second one and 489 on the third one. Longer messages were found on the topics in English, even though these included a smaller total number of messages, with an average of 55 words per message. The total number of words was 2,894. Here the total number of words per topic decreased as well from 1,418 on the first one to 774 on the second one and 702 on the third one. The length of the messages did not increase as learning in Spanish or English increased. This may have been due to decreased motivation or decreased time dedicated to the intervention, as the school year came to an end.


  Answers to the first research question about linguistic aspects of language corrected by the peer tutors referred to how the instructions the teachers provided on error correction and feedback were put into practice. Students had been instructed in ways to give feedback but had not been given guidelines on specific aspects of language they needed to correct, like noun-adjective agreement or verb conjugations. Table 3 presents the total number of corrections made across the three topics analyzed.


  
    
      Table 3. Errors Corrected by Peer Tutors
    

    
      	

      	Peer tutor

      	Grammar

      	Spelling

      	Vocabulary

      	Total
    


    
      	Topic 1

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	35

      39

      	61

      111

      	20

      5

      	116

      155
    


    
      	Topic 2

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	69

      38

      	28

      67

      	42

      2

      	139

      107
    


    
      	Topic 3

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	71

      34

      	26

      66

      	25

      6

      	122

      106
    


    
      	Total

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	175

      111

      	115

      244

      	87

      13

      	377

      368
    

  


  The total number of errors identified by the Colombia peers was 377 while the New Zealand peers identified 368. The errors most frequently detected by the Colombian peers were grammatical (175), while the New Zealand peers identified spelling errors the most (244). Spelling errors came in second place for the Colombian peers (115), while grammar errors were second for the New Zealanders (111). Finally we have vocabulary errors for both groups (87 and 13). Table 3 shows the figures corresponding to this research question.


  The following are examples of the three types of errors: “Mi coplianos esta es 17 de Decembere” (My birthday is December 17) and “i have 11 years.” The Colombian peer identified esta es as a grammatical error (two verbs meaning the same: is is), the word coplianos as a vocabulary error, and Decembere as a spelling error (Tolosa et al., 2013). In turn, the New Zealand peer identified i as a spelling error, the missing word old as a grammar error, and the use of the verb have instead of be as a vocabulary error.


  To answer the second research question about the errors corrected, the numbers of errors identified by the students were compared with the numbers of errors identified by the researchers (Table 4). In all categories, the Colombian peer tutors identified and corrected more than 50% of the errors in their peers’ messages. The highest number of errors was vocabulary errors (79%), followed by grammar (68%) and then spelling (56%). The New Zealand peer tutors did less well in identifying grammar and vocabulary errors. Feedback was highest for them in spelling (57%), followed by grammar (45%) and then vocabulary (35%).


  
    
      Table 4. Frequency of Feedback on Errors
    

    
      	

      	Peer tutor

      	Errors identified by peer

      	Errors identified by researcher

      	% of feedback
    


    
      	

      	Gra

      	Spe

      	Voc

      	Gra

      	Spe

      	Voc

      	Gra

      	Spe

      	Voc
    


    
      	Topic 1

      	C

      NZ

      	35

      39

      	61

      111

      	20

      5

      	61

      107

      	115

      188

      	25

      18

      	57%

      36%

      	53%

      59%

      	80%

      27%
    


    
      	Topic 2

      	C

      NZ

      	69

      38

      	28

      67

      	42

      2

      	101

      73

      	43

      107

      	54

      7

      	68%

      52%

      	65%

      63%

      	78%

      28%
    


    
      	Topic 3

      	C

      NZ

      	71

      34

      	26

      66

      	25

      6

      	96

      68

      	46

      134

      	31

      12

      	74%

      50%

      	57%

      49%

      	81%

      50%
    


    
      	Total

      	C

      NZ

      	286

      111

      	359

      244

      	100

      13

      	506

      248

      	633

      429

      	147

      37

      	68%

      45%

      	56%

      57%

      	79%

      35%
    

  


  In answering the third research question on types of feedback, categories of feedback like direct error correction, rewrite, and explanation were identified. The corrections were counted only once per type in each message. The results in Table 5 show that the New Zealand tutors produced a larger variety of types of feedback, even though they corrected fewer errors in general. Providing the correct answer for an error identified was the most frequent form of feedback. All peer tutors used it, as shown by the numbers corresponding to the number of participating dyads. Other forms of feedback were used sparingly by the Colombian tutors. The New Zealand tutors added a good number of corrections though unnecessary corrections. Furthermore, they produced a lot of comments on the content of their peers’ paragraphs. This probably accounts for the higher total number of words on the topics initiated by the paragraphs in English.


  
    
      Table 5. Classification of Feedback Provided
    

    
      	Type of correction

      	Peer tutor

      	Topic 1

      	Topic 2

      	Topic 3

      	Total
    


    
      	Error identified

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	1

      2

      	2

      1

      	0

      0

      	3

      3
    


    
      	Correct answer provided

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	17

      18

      	17

      18

      	17

      18

      	51

      54
    


    
      	Comment on the content

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	0

      12

      	9

      9

      	0

      6

      	9

      27
    


    
      	Explanation provided

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	3

      3

      	1

      0

      	1

      1

      	5

      4
    


    
      	Text re-written

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	0

      3

      	1

      3

      	2

      2

      	3

      8
    


    
      	Wrong correction

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	1

      4

      	3

      2

      	0

      3

      	4

      9
    


    
      	Unnecessary correction

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	1

      8

      	0

      2

      	0

      4

      	1

      14
    


    
      	Total

      	Colombian

      NZ

      	23

      59

      	25

      41

      	20

      36

      	76

      119
    

  


  A few tutors in both groups provided explanations of the corrections made. For example, a learner of Spanish wrote: “En mi familia esta es mi madre mi padre mi hermana mi hermano mi gato y yo” (In my family there is is [sic] my mother, my father, my sister, my brother, my cat and I). The peer eliminated the extra form of the verb to be explaining the grammar error with “This is not necessary” and provided the correct form of the verb to be (Tolosa et al., 2013). In turn, a learner of English wrote the word favorite in one of her messages, and the tutor felt the need to indicate: “In New Zealand, we spell favorite as favourite.”


  A Colombian tutor provided the most complete grammatical explanation in all the data, demonstrating a very good knowledge of the grammar of her language and very good tutoring skills:


  
    Hola [name]. The errors that I have highlighted belong mostly to the same category. When you are describing anything in Spanish, the adjectives need to agree (= follow the same pattern) as the nouns they are describing. So, if you are describing pelo which is masculine, your adjectives need to be masculine too: rubio, rizado, largo (remember that in Spanish we signal masculine usually ending in o and feminine ending in a most times). (Tolosa et al., 2013, p. 12)
  


  The best explanations by the New Zealand tutors were given about the use of capital letters, which the Colombian peers almost never used: “Make sure when you say a person’s name or a new sentence you use capital letters” and “Remember capitals for people’s names and for starting sentences.”


  There were a few instances in which students completely re-wrote or partially re-phrased sentences in the original paragraph. For example, a New Zealand student said “Soy no baja y no alta” (I am neither short nor tall), and the corresponding Colombian tutor re-wrote the sentence saying “Soy mediana” (I am of average height). In this way the tutor demonstrated that she understood the message and then improved it (Tolosa et al., 2013).


  An example of rewriting from the English paragraphs occurred when a Colombian student wrote: “take you…i love you name my name is bad, all in Colombia so called Natalia ¿call me you photo my email?” The New Zealand tutor surprisingly understood what she wanted to say and re-wrote the message completely in capital letters: “a better way to write it: THANK YOU. I LOVE YOUR NAME, I DON’T LIKE MY NAME. LOTS OF PEOPLE IN COLUMBIA ARE CALLED NATALIA. SEND ME A PHOTO BY EMAIL.”


  In other examples the tutors showed themselves willing to help their peers, even though they produced unnecessary incorrect feedback. For example, a New Zealand student wrote “Mi numero de telefono es…,” without accent marks in número and teléfono but otherwise correct. The Colombian peer offered an unnecessary vocabulary change (underlined here): “Mi numero de telefono telefónico es…” The tutor probably considered the other form more common or more sophisticated (Tolosa et al., 2013). Similarly, a Colombian student wrote in her second paragraph “IS RAP SINGER” (uppercase in the original). The New Zealand tutor provided a good correction for the subject of the sentence, and an unnecessary vocabulary one: “he IS RAP SINGER rapper.”


  Illustrations of wrong corrections also come from both groups of tutors. When a New Zealand student used the wrong spelling for her nationality in “Soy necolandesa” (I am a New Zealander, neozelandesa in Spanish), her Colombian tutor tried but failed in her attempt to provide a proper correction: “Soy necolandesa, necolandeza” (Tolosa et al., 2013). New Zealand tutors, on the other hand, often produced wrong corrections when they did not understand what the Colombian students had tried to say. This is the case in the following two original errors: “haf the hair curli” (meaning I have curly hair) and “have a filed of basketball” (meaning My school has a basketball field). The corrections provided were “half the hair” and “filled with basketball.” It was probably easy for the English speakers not to understand these attempted sentences, as they use Spanish grammar with deleted subjects and adjectives after nouns.


  Comments were included in the messages by both groups of peer tutors, although the New Zealand comments outnumbered the Colombian ones by far. A good number of comments were only social, which showed that the students considered their interaction conversation (Tolosa et al., 2013). Some peers even attempted to establish online friendships: “Excellent! I like talking to you,” said a Colombian student with good English; and his New Zealand peer answered: “I like talking to you too”. And in response to her Colombian peer asking how she was after describing her school, a New Zealand tutor responded “I’m good, I’m in 7 grade!! Your school sounds very cool. Do you facebook?” Comments from the New Zealand tutors often included praise for what their tutees said and personal information in response to the content: “wow only one mistake good work keep at it do you have a facebook?” “That was really good i like Rihanna to i like the song only girl;” “Great work my best friends are Ella, Gabrielle, Savanna, Amber, Talia, Cecilia;” and “My school has lots of nature too. I am in 1st form or year 7 or 6th grade.”


  Some comments referred to the process of writing: A Colombian student who had a higher level of English said “I AM STILL WORKING ON THIS ENTRY” (uppercase in the original), for example (Tolosa et al., 2013). Other comments indicated problems in understanding, like “I don’t understand what the blue writing says,” by a New Zealand tutor. Another New Zealand tutor tried to stimulate his Colombian tutee to write about one of the established topics: “don’t you know a celeb?”


  But Table 4 only includes comments containing feedback about the language in the original paragraphs, which in turn include the ones containing praise. There were many of these: “buen trabajo” (good job) by the Colombian tutors and “Great work” by the New Zealanders. Some of the New Zealand tutors even attempted comments in Spanish: “Muy Bien ingle’s” (incorrect, but meaning “very good English”). And the most interesting comments contained both praise for the peer or social content and specific guidance in an aspect of language to improve. One of these was produced by a Colombian tutor: “tienes un buen español te felicito tienes que mejorar los (me) pero tienes un buen español te mando muchos saludos” (You have good Spanish, congratulations. You need to improve on the use of me, but you have good Spanish. Best regards) (Tolosa et al., 2013). And several more were found in the conversations initiated with the Spanish paragraphs: “Well done very good. Not every thing is in capitals;” “Great job XXX can you please check my words that need the __ on top of it. bye;” “It’s great to get to know you and you have awesome English! Just remember that you include lower-case and upper-case.”


  Discussion


  The present comparative analysis of the messages produced by the students in the online peer-tutoring context focused on the same points analyzed by Tolosa et al. (2013): the aspects of language corrected by the tutors, the frequency with which feedback was provided, and the types of feedback provided. The results corroborate discussion points raised by the previous analysis of the feedback given by the Colombian students in Tolosa et al. (2013) and also show some interesting differences.


  Dealing with corroboration first, this comparative analysis showed that participants in the intervention in both countries were willing to contribute their feedback and used different strategies and correction techniques focused on linguistic form. A good number of mistakes were not identified and some tutors were not always capable of providing accurate feedback or explanations, but in general students demonstrated an ability to participate autonomously and to provide their partners with corrections.


  The online learning environment also seems to have provided for practice of the foreign language and opportunities to engage in authentic interaction. The interaction with same age native “experts” in the foreign language added a level of authenticity to learning rarely experienced by foreign language learners either in Colombian or New Zealand classrooms. The peers were a real audience for each other and their short messages were read with genuine interest, despite coming from beginners. The peers’ reciprocal corrections reduced the usually vertical power structure that correction by “experts” usually produces. The “experts” assessed their novice peers’ messages knowing they would be in a similar position when their messages in the foreign language were assessed in turn.


  As to the differences revealed, Tolosa et al. (2013) found that the majority of the corrections produced by the Colombian tutors on the Spanish paragraphs were grammatical, followed by spelling and vocabulary, as in other studies with students of different ages (Blake, 2000; Choi & Li, 2012; O’Rourke, 2005; Vinagre & Muñoz, 2011). Nevertheless, the New Zealand tutors identified spelling errors the most, and then grammar and vocabulary mistakes. The very low level of English in the Colombian group may provide an explanation for this. They gave their English sentences mostly a Spanish structure without subjects and with adjectives after nouns, which may have posed a special challenge for their New Zealand tutors. The few corrections on vocabulary errors in both groups were attributed by Tolosa et al. (2013) to a greater possibility of inference in asynchronous virtual written communication, which allows extended time to read and analyze messages. But the number of vocabulary errors identified by the New Zealand tutors in the English paragraphs appears excessively small in comparison with the number of identifications by the Colombians.


  This is corroborated in the next analysis. The New Zealand tutors identified only 35% of the vocabulary errors in their Colombian peers’ paragraphs in English, while the Colombians identified over three quarters of the vocabulary errors in the Spanish paragraphs. Similarly, while the Colombian tutors correctly identified over two thirds of the existing grammar errors, the New Zealand tutors only identified 45%. The two groups of tutors coincided only in identifying over half of the spelling errors made by their corresponding peers.


  Several explanations are possible for the big differences in the number of errors identified by the two groups of tutors. Tolosa et al. (2013) indicate that the limited time that the New Zealand children had in their computer sessions to produce their messages and correct their peers’ may have been a factor. Nevertheless the conditions under which the Colombian tutors worked during the intervention were even less convenient: While the New Zealand school had a proper computer room with a computer for each student, the Colombian school had a computer room with only 11 working computers that had to be shared with other classes.


  Another possibility is that the New Zealand tutors may not have recognized the errors because the sentences produced in English by the Colombian peers were incomprehensible. This would point again to a very low level of English in the Colombian group. Alternative explanations given by Tolosa et al. (2013) are that the New Zealand tutors chose to focus on only the most important issues in the paragraphs for them; that they may have comprehended the messages easily enough without noticing all the mistakes; that they may have chosen to focus more on the understanding than on the mistakes; that they may have wanted to give their obviously beginner peers credit for their efforts; or that they may have felt uncomfortable correcting so many mistakes. Nevertheless all these explanations apply also to the Colombian tutors as there is a general mismatch between the actual errors in both sets of paragraphs and the frequency of corrections from both groups of tutors.


  As Tolosa et al. (2013) indicate, the types of feedback that the students provided concur with similar findings in three comparable studies (Thurston et al., 2009; Vinagre & Lera, 2008; Ware & O’Dowd, 2008). The reasons why the students preferred providing direct error correction (answers) to their peers rather than providing explanations may lie in the fact that the former is easier. Alternatively, the tutors may have thought that providing the answer would be more helpful. However, it is also possible that only a few of them provided explanations because they were not always in a position to provide one, as has been suggested by Ware and O’Dowd (2008). It may also be that students lack the pragmatic or cultural predispositions to provide effective feedback beyond direct error correction (Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Mendonça & Johnson, 1994).


  A final finding can be added which is not related directly to the research questions explored in the study. It relates to the tutees’ responses to the feedback they received. Analysis of the different versions of the messages initiated with the Spanish paragraphs and the difficulty found within the ones initiated with the English paragraphs to select a sample of topics with three exchanges indicates that the tutees accepted the corrections provided by their tutors without question. They did not attempt to produce new versions of the messages, but rather considered the work finished. This may have been because tutors were perceived as experts with a final say on their paragraphs, or because they found the revision process too complex.


  Again as Tolosa et al. (2013) indicate, this makes it impossible to answer the research question about language learning in the participants. It also indicates that there are two variables to control in future research on peer tutoring: first, both tutors and tutees may need more instructions on how to provide feedback and what to do with the feedback received; and second, the teachers definitely need to monitor the peer exchanges and provide additional feedback. The teachers’ follow up may prevent students from learning mistakes from erroneous corrections, for example, or allow for better exploitation of unnecessary ones. And, more interestingly, it may help learners acquire skills in providing metalinguistic explanations in their mother tongue, thus contributing to L1 development.


  Lessons Learned


  Lessons learned throughout the present study, some of them already derived from the previous study by Tolosa et al. (2013), may inform future research. The most important lesson is that an eight week peer tutoring program at the end of the school year is not enough to really produce and impact on the learning of the foreign language or on first language development. For writing proficiency to develop, online peer tutoring programs should probably be sustained for longer periods of time to allow for continuous social and academic interaction, as well as for extended opportunities for feedback. Online peer tutoring evidenced benefits of other kinds as other studies have shown (East, Tolosa, & Villers, 2012), but real learning probably needs a lot more time, especially at an early stage of language learning, as was the case in the present study.


  Second, since students provided mainly gram-matical feedback, it seems that they needed more explicit instruction on how to detect and correct formal features of their mother language. This connects to a third lesson: The fact that some required feedback was either missing or inaccurate, together with the fact that tutees appeared to receive the feedback without question, points to the danger of learning mistakes. So besides recommending the training of tutors on how to give feedback, it would be important to train tutees on what to expect and what to do with the feedback. This can probably be more effective if both tutors and tutees focus on one or two specific error groups that can occur in the task(s) at hand.


  Fourth, in accord with Guardado and Shi’s (2007) observation that students prefer to confirm the peers’ feedback with that of the teacher, teachers should maintain oversight of the process and outcomes of the peer interactions, intervening to ensure the quality and consistency of the feedback provided and using this intervention to direct further instruction and training in linguistic form. This was even more necessary at the very beginning level of the participants in the present study, because the fact that the students had only started learning their FL meant that they did not have enough language to communicate beyond basic sentences.


  And finally, the messages exchanged were one-way descriptive texts. This did not promote richer social collaboration as other types of tasks would provide. A modification suggested for future projects, then, may be to organize the peer-tutoring experience around a variety of more interactive types of tasks which allow for richer language learning that better exploits the advantages of the social environment naturally created in the online environment.


  It would be important to continue exploring online peer tutoring between FL learners and L1 learners, especially at basic education levels. It is difficult to find studies that are comparable to the present one and with students of this age group that allow for a broader discussion on the benefits (or lack thereof) of peer tutoring experiences like the one described in this study.

  


  1This article extends the analysis already published in Tolosa, East, and Villers (2013), where only the feedback by the Colombian participants on the writings produced by the New Zealand ones was considered.
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  This study examined the effects of metacognitive strategies to help beginning young learners with difficulties increasing and retaining vocabulary. This was a qualitative study in which participants first went through metacognitive strategy instruction to provide awareness of learning strategies. Following this instruction, students underwent a set of five interventions based on the cognitive academic language learning approach instructional model. These interventions, together with journaling progress, were used to train them in the use of the metacognitive strategies planning, monitoring, and evaluating. The findings showed that metacognitive strategy training has positively contributed to vocabulary acquisition skills, as participants were able to raise consciousness about some learning strategies and the use of metacognitive strategies to increase their vocabulary learning.


  Key words: Evaluating, language learning strategy training, metacognition, metacognitive strategies, monitoring, planning, vocabulary.

  


  Este estudio examinó el efecto de las estrategias meta-cognitivas para ayudar a estudiantes con dificultades para aumentar y retener vocabulario en inglés. Este fue un estudio cualitativo, en el cual se instruyó en el uso de estrategias meta-cognitivas proporcionando el conocimiento de estrategias de aprendizaje. Luego, se aplicó un conjunto de cinco intervenciones basadas en el método académico cognitivo para la enseñanza de lenguas. Estas intervenciones, junto con el uso de diarios, se utilizaron para entrenarlos en el uso de estrategias meta-cognitivas. Los resultados mostraron que el entrenamiento de estrategias meta-cognitivas ha contribuido positivamente en la adquisición de vocabulario, ya que los participantes fueron capaces de propiciar el conocimiento acerca de algunas estrategias de aprendizaje y el uso de estrategias meta-cognitivas para aumentar su aprendizaje de vocabulario.


  Palabras clave: entrenamiento en estrategias para el aprendizaje de lengua, estrategias metacognitivas, evaluar, metacognición, monitorear, planear, vocabulario.

  


  Introduction


  There is a belief that the effectiveness for incor-porating learning strategies to support students’ classroom goals can be fostered by providing learners with training and practice in learning strategies. These strategies are considered as “actions taken by students to make learning easier, more effective, and more self-directed and more transferable to new situations” (Oxford, 1990, p. 8). Applying these actions encourages participants’ knowledge on how they learn new vocabulary and find meaning in the language developed in class. In regard to these actions, Flavell (1979) refers to this process as building students’ knowledge of the operations through which they achieve effective learning. Therefore, this study examines the strategy training in vocabulary learning in participants who are A1 level according to the Common European Framework (CEFR) and who also have difficulties retaining vocabulary. Having noticed their lack of vocabulary through a needs analysis and their failed efforts at communication in most of the class, the teacher wants to see whether their training in metacognitive strategies results in more effective vocabulary learning. Consequently, training students in these procedural strategies help them gather and exploit tools that help with managing their language learning process. With this in mind, training learners in metacognitive strategies such as planning, monitoring, and evaluating is considered as one way of improving their vocabulary acquisition by enabling them to manage techniques to control, supervise, and regulate their learning process (Rubin, 1981). That is to say, if learners can be made aware of their own learning strategies, they may develop tools that will serve them well into the future by helping them monitor their cognitive and linguistic processes in their own vocabulary learning.


  Considering this as the main variable of this study, this research project studies the effect of metacognitive strategy training using learning journals in the students’ ability to improve their vocabulary retention.


  Context


  The English Language Center at Universidad de Córdoba is a public institution for teaching and learning different languages in Montería, Colombia. This institution helps students who want to receive instruction in foreign languages, especially in English. It offers different language levels according to students’ ages. Classes are held every Saturday from 8:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. The Center’s English teaching philosophy is based on providing opportunities for students to experience real communication as they undertake their learning.


  Participants


  Participants in the study were third, fourth, and fifth grade students whose ages ranged from 8 to 10, with a total of six girls and four boys. Their socioeconomic status was middle class and their English level is A1 as established by the CEFR. They were chosen for the study because they were having difficulties in class conversations, as they did not manage the necessary vocabulary to express or clarify their communication purposes.


  In addition, to confirm the above information a needs analysis was carried out in the participant’s first language. It was found that 45% of them think that they possess a good range of vocabulary and 60% said they never set objectives for learning new vocabulary. It was also noticed that they were not aware of learning strategies even though they did in fact use them. As a result of this analysis, an additional finding was that students struggle to learn new words and do not reflect on the process they undergo while learning.


  Researcher’s Role


  The teacher and the researcher were the same person during this study. The teacher’s primary role was that of an observer and that of the researcher identifying the classroom difficulty that needed to be improved in everyday classroom practices, framing the research question for this study. This role then transitioned into one of a designer and driver, designing the research plan, interventions, and all the data collection instruments; after that, a trainer and a facilitator, in which she guided participants throughout the process, managing, analyzing, and supporting the participants’ training. Finally, reporting events and data from the process, following high ethical standards that cemented the purpose of this research.


  Theoretical Framework


  This study is based on the framework of training learners in metacognitive strategies (MTS), which include planning, monitoring, and evaluating in order to foster vocabulary learning. Therefore, the following review will outline a significant perspective that addresses the use of MTS in classroom practices. The subsequent review covers metacognitive strategies, language learning, strategy training, vocabulary learning, and journal study.


  Metacognitive Strategies (MTS)


  Recently, educational entities have paid importance to strengthening metacognition to support and regulate students learning to prepare themselves with the skills at signifying and organizing beliefs about their own knowledge. For this process, researchers have defined the concept of metacognition. Cross and Paris (1988) conceived metacognition as “the knowledge and control children have over their own thinking and learning activities” (p. 131). In short, participants are aware of the particular cognitive strategies and the way to move toward given tasks, not only for the learning of vocabulary but for any kind of learning action so that they will be able to come across and extend those strategies and knowledge into new or similar situations. In this way, metacognition is like the enabling process of vocabulary learning, incorporating strategy training to predetermine and decide upon what is necessary to achieve learning purposes and vocabulary goals. In addition to this idea, important research has established that metacognition is the engine that drives self-directed learning. According to Knowles (1975), self-directed learning:


  
    Is that process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. (p. 18)
  


  If metacognition is a way of fostering learner knowledge about the thinking process, metacognitive strategies are then a way of developing that knowledge. The deployment of several activities and ways of approaching task goals can certainly be viewed as strategies to fulfill learning goals. According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990), in establishing the learning strategies as sets of actions in which students feed their own learning, learning strategies contribute to the improvement of students’ learning process. Anderson (2002) states, “the use of metacognitive strategies activates one’s thinking and leads to improved performance in learning in general” (p. 3). This means that learners, who use these techniques, have advantages in understanding their own role in learning since they are aware of different ways of approaching learning goals. Similarly, Rubin (1987) states, MTS are “management steps or operations by which learners control and manage their learning or problem-solving process via planning, monitoring, evaluating, and modifying their learning approaches” (p. 23). That is to say, using MTS can make participant-directed learning possible by establishing the new thought processes to achieve learning tasks on their own, while simultaneously causing them to reflect on their performance.


  For the purposes of this study, metacognitive strategies are considered as a way of providing participants with more opportunities for reasoning out their own process of learning. Engaging with the subject matter and using these methods encourage them to assume responsibilities and logical understanding of their own cognitive processes. In essence, O’Malley and Chamot (1990) define three steps to use as strategies when developing a task. First, plan for the task, which gets participants engaged with the material as they set out task goals. Next, monitoring the task allows participants to examine, regulate, and manage their comprehension as they progress during the task. The final step is evaluation, where participants self-evaluate the process they underwent and how they developed the task. The outcome is that participants learn to evaluate their own learning process while simultaneously becoming familiar with journaling and more self-direction. The goal is for participants to internalize strategies that can become habitual and later skills for learning and retaining new vocabulary in a more self-directed way.


  To shed light over a broader view Martinez (2006) states that recent research suggests that metacognition improves with adequate instruction, providing convincing evidence that supports its importance in the instruction and learning process.


  Additionally, Martinez (2006) implies that whether or not the process of developing meta-cognition is adequately initiated, it benefits the learning process as it is supported. This is linked to the purpose of this study since participants can start the reasoning of their own process of learning. In the same light, a study on third graders found out that the metacognitive instruction significantly improved their academic achievement. Their improvement is reflected in the domains of reading comprehension and vocabulary, as the systematic instruction of these strategies led to positive effects in understanding written texts. This effect could be observed through different ways of representing expository texts, becoming more aware while they were reading, and figuring out the vocabulary in the texts (Boulware-Gooden, Carreker, Thornhill, & Joshi, 2007).


  Language Learning Strategy Training


  Oxford (1990) defines learning strategies as “operations employed by the learner to aid in the acquisition, storage, retrieval, and use of information” (p. 8). That is to say, learning strategies are defined as the way learners learn and recall information. This definition is expanded to what Nunan (1999) states by calling them “the mental and communicative process that learners deploy to learn a second language” (p. 55). In other words, students’ learning strategies can influence the success of their language learning. “Their active use of strategies helps them attain higher proficiency” (p. 60). That is to say, learning strategies are the individual actions that learners take to succeed in a language learning task or improve their target language proficiency. A study by Lam (2010) about metacognitive training establishes an important point to the root of this study as the strategy instruction should begin with helping students to become aware of knowing about the strategies and which strategies they are already using because it may result in turning students’ attention away from non-task specific strategies towards task-specific strategies, matching them with the type of task. In that way, raising students’ awareness in trying more types of strategies, broadening the spectrum of learners’ pre-existing non-target and task-specific strategies in future contexts. This situation supports this study in providing A1 learners with training in metacognitive strategies to know about the strategies they have at hand and to alert their use for upcoming settings. Similarly, a report by Chamot (2005) in the field of language learning strategy training states: “Strategy instruction should be explicit, that is, that the teacher should inform students about the value and applications of the strategies” (p. 23). It brings light to this study as the language instruction for participants is approached early on through MTS training based on the learning task, their instructional model, and students’ needs.


  In addition, as Rubin (2005) and Chamot (2009) have stated, good language learners have an array of learning strategies to call on, to select, and employ when necessary. This is the main reason why the use of learning strategies is important to this study, as students undertake the strategy training. It is possible that they may succeed in learning a second language due to the correct application of these strategies that make learning more manageable. Moreover, Chamot (2005) states: “Once a learning strategy becomes familiar through repeated use, it may be used with some automaticity” (p. 112). In other words, once students have a certain amount of experience in using and applying learning language strategies, they may develop the ability to automatically tap into their learning process.


  By following the Chamot and O’Malley (1994) instructional method, referred to as the cognitive academic language learning approach (CALLA), we can say the purpose of this study was to build a useful framework for direct language learning strategy instruction, in which the instruction was based on a five-phase recurrent cycle. This cycle included an introductory phase to explain the importance of metacognitive learning strategies; a teaching phase to present or model the learning strategies; a practicing phase to offer opportunities to let students practice the learning strategies with the learning task; an evaluating phase to use the learners’ journals and have students reflect on their own learning and evaluate their vocabulary learning; and lastly, a phase for the application of learning strategies to allow students to reflect, become aware of strengths and weaknesses, and participate actively in their learning process. Finally, an expansion phase is defined as applying what students have learned to their own lives (Chamot, 2009). In conclusion, by implementing this learning strategy training, participants were provided with the opportunity to develop habitual procedures for enhancing learning strategies and promoting students’ awareness of their own learning processes.


  Vocabulary


  Vocabulary is the foundation on which a language is taught. Vocabulary is “the knowledge of the meanings of words” (Herbert & Kamil, 2005, p. 3). In other words, it can be said that vocabulary constitutes information coded in language meaning. There are two different manners of conveying information through language: oral and written. According to Herbert and Kamil (2005):


  
    The two forms that envision vocabulary are the oral and the imprint form, in which oral represents the receptive skill that allows learners to understand or recognize the words, and the productive skill which allows students to write or speak using different vocabulary. (p. 14)
  


  Oral vocabulary is the set of words in which a person knows the meaning when speaking or reading aloud. Written vocabulary is a set of word meanings encoding information that is meant to be written or read silently. Vocabulary, then, refers to well-known words that are used and recognized frequently by a person. For this reason, vocabulary is important in the English language teaching (ELT) process because it seeks to engage a successful language learner who is able to recognize and produce communicative functions. Hence, the learner’s vocabulary acquisition is seen as “learning words, learning phrases and chunks” (Cameron, 2001, p. 72). In oral and written form, vocabulary acquisition helps improve spontaneous communication in class, supporting the teaching and learning of other language skills, such as listening, writing, reading, and speaking (Chengqian, 2009). Consequently, the improvement of vocabulary acquisition skills also has other language skills benefits, providing a foundation for a different area of language learning that engages the target language. For this reason, vocabulary learning is conceived through metacognitive instruction by training the learner in the use of MTS turning his/her preexisting abilities into deploying different ways of figuring out conceptual understanding and creating deeper understanding of a word rather that applying traditional ways as memorizing or translating. Lam’s (2010) study on third graders accounts for this decision as it shows evidence regarding metacognitive instruction for the learning of vocabulary. It actively engages students in the process of creating meaning through task-based strategies.


  The importance of vocabulary in the performance of language learners is also the focus of several researchers who have worked on different cognitive strategies for teaching vocabulary. Herman and Dole (1988) consider that when vocabulary teaching is started early and individually trained, it might help the learning of other skills, mainly reading and listening. For this reason, providing students with ways of improving their vocabulary storage, recognizing their learning strategies to be able to draw meaning and understanding the target language equips participants with learning alternatives for new settings.


  Journal Study


  A journal is a report of data that is recorded from introspection to describe studies on one’s teaching and learning practice where the journalers’ perceptions are also included. According to Bailey and Oschner (1983), a journal study is “an account of a second experience as recorded in a first-person journal” (p. 189). In other words, journals were the instruments to record experiences from participants’ introspection as well as the means for the learners to describe the teaching and learning process. During the period of implementation, journals proved to be of great value because they were one of the instruments used to collect qualitative information in order to find data documenting patterns and events that emerged during the analysis. It was kept during each lesson after participants completed their activities and then registered their own perceptions about the lesson development. Participants were expected to write ideas about lesson events and experiences while using learning strategies to describe his/her task performance. Journals were then the primary source to find out about students’ engagement in using the task-based strategies. This is further supported by Chamot’s (2005) report manifesting that language learning strategies are identified through self-report, since it is the only way to identify a leaner’s mental processing. A research study on self-access learning manifests significance for students’ capacity in making decisions and evaluations, developing reflectivity and awareness of their own learning processes (Herrera Díaz, 2012). This idea complements the purpose of using journals since it is to have a space to place all that reflective knowledge.


  In the same way we can say teacher’s notes play a very important role in this study, since they help to record entries from the teacher observations at each intervention. A study from Lopera Medina (2013) concludes that the use of teacher’s journal in a study not only served as a useful and objective tool to gather information, but also to cement information from other instruments as they are confronted. This study also conveyed a teacher journal on students’ language processes, keeping track of each student’s anecdotes of what learners do, understand, and misunderstand in class and giving accounts from the whole process. This further supports the purpose of this study.


  Method


  Type of Study


  This study is based on a descriptive-qualitative analysis. Nunan and Bailey (2009) define this type of study as a systematic, interactive process of identifying an issue, problem, or puzzle to identify in any context. Through this frame, the teacher can inquire her/his own classroom practice in ELT reflecting on the puzzle observed and intending to improve it in order to significantly make more effective decisions about teaching.


  The research plan is then carried out reflecting on the whole process and the repeated cycle, allowing this study to self-reflect on the training in improving vocabulary learning via MTS. Based on this principle, it could be determined whether or not MTS helped A1 learners improve vocabulary learning skills throughout the application of systematic procedures like planning, monitoring, and evaluating. Moreover, Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) have pointed out that when new thoughts are applied to educational environments, these can be a means to improve knowledge in the learning and teaching practices.


  This study included a descriptive-qualitative analysis for interpreting participants’ awareness and perceptions. Consequently, participants were randomly assigned to the task for the purpose of collecting data in the strategy training during the intervention period, and offered a subjective description and explanation of the students’ performance (Kvale, 1996).


  The research consisted of training students in MTS (planning, monitoring, and evaluating), following Chamot and O’Malley’s instructional model (1994). Five interventions were also applied, developing activities intended to enable students to use and practice these strategies as well as their vocabulary learning skills.


  Data Collection


  In this study, the data were collected by using different observational methods, including a questionnaire, a mind map, student journals, and field notes. These instruments were selected according to students’ age and language proficiency level to obtain different insights from participants and to elicit information for the further data analysis.


  Questionnaire (Needs Analysis)


  This data collection instrument was focused on obtaining the basic and relevant information about the students’ possible lack of vocabulary as perceived by the teacher, needs, and knowledge about metacognitive strategies for the research project (needs analysis). It was also previously piloted. Babbie (2001) defines a questionnaire as “an instrument specifically designed to elicit information useful for analysis” (p. 239). The identification of needs is a process of describing the “problems” of a target population. It was applied to participants to evaluate students’ knowledge of MTS and lexical competence.


  Mind Map


  This elicitation tool was applied during the training to measure students’ knowledge of both everyday vocabulary and the selected vocabulary during the interventions, and to observe the students’ improvement. Mind maps would also provide evidence of learning and serve as a way for the participants to document their knowledge transformation (Radix & Abdool, 2013). The mind map was a concept map consisting of a diagram to structure knowledge around a single concept, determining students’ vocabulary range in everyday routines.


  One mind map was applied at the pre-intervention stage to check participants’ knowledge on everyday vocabulary. A second mind map was then applied at the end of the interventions, with students filling it out according to each intervention topic, to compare initial and final vocabulary knowledge.


  Student Journals


  Students were asked to keep a written record to register the process of metacognitive strategies and vocabulary learning in their first language. According to Bailey and Oschner (1983), “a journal allows participants to report on affective factors, language learning strategies, and their own perceptions, facets of the language learning experience which are normally hidden or largely inaccessible to an external observer” (p. 189). As being this the tool to pique students’ reflection and introspection on the use of MTS, students were expected to report on their thoughts, perceptions and ideas about applying learning strategies during the lesson interventions. The reflection was over a process of five 60-minute lessons with a variety of activities that allowed students to use learning strategies to learn vocabulary. Journals were also guided with a group of seven open-ended questions and three closed-ended ones within four sections (planning, monitoring, evaluating, and vocabulary learning). That allowed students to bring up data and quality information from their mental processing on planning, monitoring and evaluating to address the research question.


  Field Notes


  Field notes were used to register observations directed towards the teaching and learning process of participants, focusing on vocabulary and strategy use during the intervention. This instrument was kept in a digital format, recording data after each intervention. The objective was to analyze the influence of strategy training in vocabulary learning. These field notes included general accounts of what happened during each intervention, for the purpose of collecting data that might respond to the research question.


  Pedagogical Intervention


  During the pre-implementation phase, a needs analysis questionnaire was applied in Spanish to examine participants’ knowledge of MTS and techniques used for learning their vocabulary. In the same way, a mind map was also applied to determine students’ needs in terms of lexical competence and participants’ homogeneity in vocabulary learning.


  The implementation phase had to do with the strategy training. It lasted for a period of six weeks, in which five hours were used on MTS training and 10 hours on the application of activities designed to allow the use of metacognitive strategies on vocabulary learning.


  Training


  The researcher modeled strategies for learners to understand how to use vocabulary strategies. The strategies were associating, making sentences, using images, and so forth. After that, MTS were explained and detailed, covering the three components of: planning, monitoring, and evaluating, as stated by Chamot and O’Malley (1994). Each intervention included a lesson plan and students’ journal entries; every lesson was designed and reported in teachers’ field notes to record reflections about the study.


  The lessons consisted of five stages in accordance with the CALLA model by Chamot and O’Malley (1994), a useful framework for direct language learning strategies instruction:


  Preparation: This stage consisted of finding out what students knew about the topic through brainstorming concepts in relation to the suggested topic. Lesson objectives were explained and also established by learners to approach the lesson, as well as the new vocabulary to practice during the lesson.


  Presentation: During this stage, the new infor-mation was presented and explained by modeling some language samples on how to use the new words, making sure of the understanding of the learning activity instructions.


  Practice: The students worked on the different activities such as gap fill in, brainstorming, associating, and guessing for practicing the new vocabulary. The teacher provided guidance to help learners assimilate the new words, giving them the opportunity to work in groups and clarify understanding.


  Self-evaluation: In this stage, the students evaluated their performance during the lesson in relation to the way they attempted to solve language problems they encountered, and their own learning experience with the use of metacognitive strategies. A second mind map and the same needs analysis were also applied again during this stage in order to measure student growth in retaining new vocabulary and the application of MTS after the interventions.


  For the post-implementation, all the data were grouped and analyzed to determine the influence the metacognitive strategies had on the improvement of lexical competence in everyday vocabulary.


  Data Analysis


  The process of analyzing data was based on the grounded theory approach explained by Strauss and Corbin (1990) as “the construction of theory from data that implies to extract and develop concepts from the data collected” (p. 278). Considering this approach, this process was carried out by analyzing all the data that emerged from the journals, mind map, field notes and questionnaire, tagging individual phrases in an Excel document with different colors. Then the analysis was taken to match ideas with each other in order to consider indicators to assemble later categories and organize data according to their commonalities and triangulation patterns from the data which became the core categories and a picture of preliminary results.


  Findings


  Following the data analysis, this section explains the categories and sub-categories (see Table 1) that emerged during the analysis as a way of grouping and organizing encountered themes during data reduction. These help to answer the research question: How can training learners on planning, monitoring, and evaluating through learning journals help young learners improve their everyday vocabulary?


  
    
      Table 1. Categories and Sub-Categories
    

    
      	Main Category

      	Categories

      	Subcategories
    


    
      	Awareness in the use of metacognitive strategies by means of learning journals to improve everyday vocabulary.

      	Category 1

      Engagement of metacognitive strategies through the use of learning journals.

      	Applying personal plans.
    


    
      	Raising consciousness of their needs (behavior and attitudes) by means of learning journals.
    


    
      	Category 2

      Enhancement of learning strategies.

      	Awareness of learning strategies.
    


    
      	Employment of learning strategies.
    


    
      	Category 3

      Development of vocabulary strategies.

      	Effectiveness of the use of vocabulary strategies.
    

  


  First, the main category draws specific conclusions from the data collected. This shows an overview from the findings in relation to the effect of MTS training. The constant review of data, its permanent verification, and integration of main categories allowed the researcher to label the core category as the awareness in the use of metacognitive strategies by means of learning journals to improve everyday vocabulary.


  The first category emerged in response to the research question in the application of MTS through the use of learning journals. It can be explained from two perspectives: Initially, in applying personal plans, data revealed that learners generated a plan for the task, setting personal goals to be reached during the lesson as shown in Figures 1 and 2. Subjects set and recorded personal objectives. For example, these included expected behavior outcomes or knowing the meaning of unknown words for the activity. Students also predicted what they would find in the activity.


  
    Figure 1. Needs Analysis: Setting Objectives to Learn New Vocabulary[image: ]
  

  
    Figure 2. Needs Analysis: Following Planning Steps2[image: ]
  

  The excerpts below illustrate participant journal responses in terms of planning and setting personal objectives for the lesson:


  
    Excerpt 11

    “Focus on the lesson” (S3), “pay attention” (S5), “be quiet in class” (S6), “I should behave” (S8), “sit down so I don’t get quarreled” (S10). (Students’ journals)

    Excerpt 2

    They seem to be more worried about behavior issues than the activity purposed. They set out goals in terms of behavior. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  It can be said that during this planning stage the students got involved in the task of setting personal goals to be reached in the lesson. In terms of reflection, they did not carry out a satisfactory process, since the responses were not fully completed. Similarly, the needs analysis showed students’ awareness of learning strategies as well as recognition of the MTS (planning and monitoring). As an illustration of this, 80% of the participants manifested that they made plans for the lessons and also thought about the strategies they possessed.


  Figure 1 shows student responses about the planning stage, presenting percentages that indicate participant awareness of MTS.


  Even though participants were aware of the strategies they could use and when to use them, their process of auto evaluating task performance was weak. Their manifestations regarding this last stage were not clear in terms of what was expected, such as reflections about their lesson performance. One factor that could explain this issue is the participants’ ages, which ranged from 8 to 10 years old, as they seemed to be confused by the idea of formulating a self-evaluation process.


  Second, raising consciousness of their needs (behavior and attitudes) by means of learning journals is another sub-category to explain the enhancement of metacognitive strategies. Embedding MTS has some impact on students’ learning process; it has to do with their initiation of planning for the lesson. That is to say, the development of their ability to express what they know and assist their learning process by means of setting personal goals (Mercer & Mercer, 1993). Likewise, MTS contributes positively to the improvement of vocabulary learning skills, as student journal entry reflections showed more consciousness in terms of knowing what to do when the students faced difficulties.


  
    Excerpt 3

    In terms of the metacognitive strategies, they knew the steps to follow after each task. They seem to be more concerned with the strategy they use to find out the information they do not know. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  Learners manifested independence in recognizing difficulties and ways of managing the activity proposed. For example, when they encountered problems with the meaning of some words during the task, that difficulty was assisted by asking a friend or the teacher, looking the words up in a dictionary, or associating it within the context. This idea of being conscious learners is further supported by Wenden (1987), who states this process is the set of acquired skills about their own cognitive process to apply, use, and gain knowledge in various situations.


  
    Excerpt 4

    The teacher noticed that S5 at the moment to start working in pairs established steps to follow in the activity and for each group mate. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  Participants identified when their strategies were effective or needed revision as they encountered the problems they had predicted. They were also aware of some difficulties they predicted they would find, as well as the possible solutions, implementing vocabulary strategies as necessary. For example, they indicated they had problems with meaning as they stated “no saber las palabras” (not knowing the meaning of some words) but they immediately came up with a possible solution, stating “buscar en el dictionary” (look up in the dictionary). Figure 3 illustrates the most common solutions learners proposed when they encountered difficulties with word meanings.


  
    Figure 3. Students’ Suggested Solutions to Vocabulary Problems[image: ]
  

  
    Excerpt 5

    They get the text and started to read several times in order to understand it. S5, S8, and S10 checked the dictionary to find out some word meanings and so be able to understand the text about Carl’s reading, highlighting the words in the texts. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  Regarding Category 2, defined as the enhance-ment of learning strategies, two subcategories were identified:


  First, the awareness of learning strategies during the process of integrating vocabulary learning strategies and MTS. Students showed a more conscious process in regard to being aware of the strategies they could use and recycle later. Participants seemed to be more conscious of learning strategies, especially vocabulary learning. They discovered different ways of approaching language, recalling some of the strategies suggested at the beginning of the project.


  
    Excerpt 6

    In terms of the metacognitive strategies, they knew the steps to follow after each task. They seem to be more concerned with the strategy they use to find out the information they do not know. (Teacher’s journal)

    Excerpt 7

    They also managed to have the activity done within the time limit, and also setting objectives in terms of putting their focus on the activity and coping with the requirements. (Teacher’s journal)

    Excerpt 8

    I could see that there was appropriation of the new words as they tried to use them constantly during the activity in order to learn their meaning; some others were just writing the meaning they found in the dictionary or asking for the meaning in the first language. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  It can be said from the above, that as students became more aware of learning strategies, they could understand how to manage obstacles encountered during the lesson by making use of the knowledge about their own strategies. To illustrate this, the use of vocabulary strategies is presented as evidence of when students at the planning stage started setting personal goals, predicting, and recalling background in relation to the lesson. This can be a sample of how they are starting to notice how they learn in a systematic way. Figure 4 shows evidence of how students start noticing the frame to learn in a systematic way.


  
    Figure 4. Systematic Steps Applied During the Lesson[image: ]
  

  Second, the employment of learning strategies is another subcategory in the enhancement of learning strategies. The application of learning strategies is evident as students outlined tools such as repetition, translation, testing themselves, and so forth, during the lesson to facilitate their task performance (Excerpts 6 to 8). They also involved the use of MTS, such as planning and monitoring. During vocabulary activities, the process of strategy instruction allowed students to be guided in the use of MTS embedding training for the task activity (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). Moreover, a reflection on the activity was taken from the lesson results, instead of what they predicted in the planning stage that implies following the process of using these strategy mechanisms. By doing so, learners are seen as more self-reliant in determining what strategies they can use. Figure 5 shows students’ responses regarding the application of learning strategies.


  
    Figure 5. Wanted Learning Strategies[image: ]
  

  
    Excerpt 9

    I can see that students’ thinking on metacognitive strategies is more evident because they are managing their activities with little help from the teacher, at first sight, they knew the steps to follow after one was completed, making it easier to handle the class activity. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  Category 3 refers to the development of vocabulary strategies. As students determined their class plans and raised their awareness of learning strategies, they became more familiar with planning the strategies to be used to complete a task or to understand it. As a result of the influence of these, they could increase the number of words produced in the second mind map per intervention in relation to the first one. Following the training, the number of words increased on average 5 or 6% in each week’s lesson.


  O’Malley and Chamot (1990) define learning strategies as “the special thoughts or behaviors that individuals use to comprehend, learn, or retain new information” (p. 1). When the students set behavior objectives and activity goals (see Figure 2 and Excerpt 1), they seemed to identify those strategies supporting their task performance quickly. They also decided when to use them, and regulated their learning to understand the task. For example, thinking about the difficulties they may encounter before beginning a learning task can be seen as part of the planning stage of metacognitive strategies, anticipating possible situations to be experienced (see Figure 3). Knowing and planning ways of overcoming these difficulties can be seen as a student’s way of scaffolding his or her own learning, making conscious use of learning strategies. Hence, the integration of strategies constitute a combination of MTS and vocabulary strategies processing, where learners are aware of learning strategies to improve their vocabulary through their own efforts as they prioritize strategies to make the understanding and completion of a task possible.


  
    Excerpt 10

    Although they try to follow the steps presented to complete the activity, they measure the evaluation process by the product of their individual activity results. In terms of monitoring, they call for partners’ helps as well as teachers’; they also looked up the meaning of unknown words on the dictionary very repeatedly. (Teacher’s journal)
  


  In the same way, learning journals also contributed to the training of MTS by providing learners with a scan of their own experience (see Figure 4) at learning vocabulary as well as understanding the strategies they used to make it possible. It also provided the opportunity to self-reflect on individual experiences and apply tools to acquire the meaning of unknown vocabulary, identifying their preferences based on strengths and weaknesses as illustrated in Excerpts 11 and 12, although the process of self-report was demonstrated to be accurate since it comes from their mental processing.


  
    Excerpt 11

    Journals have been useful for students to notice how they tried to solve lesson problems. They talk about how they could clarify understanding. I could also noticed them grouping and resourcing for getting the learning activity completed. (Teacher’s journal)

    Excerpt 12

    Remember the meaning of words about free activities, unknown the verbs and how to write them, do not know how to pronounce some words (students identified problems).

    Memorize the words, strive for completing the activity, do my job in a better way as possible, look up in the dictionary (students identified advantages). (Students’ journal)
  


  Conclusions


  The main objective of this study was to examine the effect of metacognitive strategies training on A1 level students to help them improve their vocabulary. It found that the training in MTS contributed to improving students’ vocabulary learning at Centro de Inglés. This was evident as participants raised individual consciousness about some learning strategies although they could not show evidence of internalizing metacognitive strategies. Findings evidenced a positive influence of the learning strategies to improve students’ vocabulary as they could experience different ways to find and understand meaning of the words given during the interventions. This knowledge gave participants different opportunities to use several tools as well as the ability to increase vocabulary learning during class performance. The process also indicated that students experienced a procedural language instruction where systematic stages involved various cognitive and linguistic processes.


  In regard to language learning strategies, the study concluded that students can be more conscious about the deck of strategies they use in their vocabulary learning process when they employ different vocabulary strategies and identify the integration of metacognitive strategies. It positively influences the knowledge of vocabulary learning tools, as implied by Chamot and O’Malley (1994).


  The use of learning journals has also served participants positively. As participants experienced the use of learning journals, they started framing their learning through the process of thinking, recoding their individual perceptions about their performance in each lesson. Students were able to notice the operations they were employing to help their learning by means of this instrument, recognizing their strengths and weaknesses. Learning journals could also provide the researcher with an overview of strategy training and how students were developing in their learning.


  One positive insight of this study is for teachers who may see this process as the starting point to improve methods applied by students in vocabulary learning, and expand them to others language areas, since this field is still to be investigated.


  Pedagogical Implications


  Some practical implications of the study, especially concerning EFL teachers, students and educational institutions can be identified.


  The training in metacognitive strategies benefits classroom practices as it enriches the metacognition process. Metacognitive strategies provide learners with the knowledge and ability to gather learning tools to carry out learning goals, and the acquaintance of features from their own ways of learning to manage cognitive process when developing their learning.


  Another point drawn from this study is that the training in metacognitive strategies has significant influence on students’ autonomy. It generates autonomous behaviors and ways of self-managing learning strategies by allocating mindful tools and particular individual methods of attaining learning goals. These strategies may help cement future learning goals as they continue pursuing knowledge using different procedural skills that cope with learning needs.


  This study also permits exploring the training on metacognitive strategies in the different language areas and to seek the development of learning strategies that help students scaffold their learning process. Furthermore, it allows promoting more classroom research on different techniques and cognitive process that can be engaged to provide learners with long lasting strategies as possible solutions to their learning difficulties.


  The use of learning journals and field notes in the classroom is another concern. It can be used as a way of assessing the development of a different teaching and learning process, through the process of thinking and writing about classroom and individual experiences.


  Further Research


  To continue exploring the effect of MTS training on language learning areas, it is advisable to extend the procedures carried out in this research. This extension can be employed in using interviews or focus groups in order to identify external factors that can benefit the research purpose by providing more data measurements.


  Moreover, it is also recommended that the period of training be extended to continue contributing to participants’ self-evaluation process. Finally, it is necessary to devote more time to the MTS famili-arization training to promote more student practice in the use of MTS.

  


  1Excerpts have been translated from Spanish. S = Student.


  2Figure 2 mentions students’ responses in regard to setting goals, stating steps to find unknown information, and framing a possible performance.
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  This article focuses on Mexican students’ perceptions of learning the history of Mexico in English through content-based instruction, which is one of many types of bilingual pedagogical approaches that are now considered established approaches in Mexico and around the globe. A phenomenological approach was chosen in order to understand and examine participants’ lived experiences through semi-structured interviews; this in turn led to the discovery of their acceptance or rejection towards learning the history of Mexico in English. The data suggest that despite students’ initial rejection to learning a sensitive subject as is the history of Mexico in English, most students found the content-based method as being meaningful, thus, they had a sense of pride in the end.


  Key words: Attitudes, belief, content-based instruction, emotions, learning strategies, perceptions.

  


  Este artículo se centra en la percepción de los estudiantes mexicanos ante el aprendizaje de la historia de México en inglés a través de la enseñanza basada en contenidos, el cual es uno de los muchos modelos de métodos pedagógicos bilingües establecido en México y el mundo. Se eligió un enfoque fenomenológico con el fin de conocer y analizar las experiencias vividas por los participantes a través de entrevistas semi-estructuradas; esto a su vez permitió descubrir su aceptación o rechazo hacia el aprendizaje de la historia de México en inglés. Los datos demuestran que a pesar del rechazo inicial de los estudiantes hacia un tema tan delicado, al final la mayoría de los estudiantes encontraron el método significativo, despertando en ellos un sentimiento de orgullo.


  Palabras clave: actitudes, creencias, emociones, enseñanza basada en contenidos, estrategias de aprendizaje, percepciones.

  


  Introduction


  The idea at the heart of content-based instruction (CBI) is the belief that students can learn content and language simultaneously (Stoller, 2004). Some CBI programs focus more on language, other types of CBI tend to lean more towards content, and still other CBI curriculums emphasize both language and the content equally (Wesche & Skehan, 2002). In all cases, however, CBI programs are premised on the idea that language proficiency and content knowledge can be developed at the same time (Brinton, Snow, & Wesche, 2011). The challenge, of course, is how best to promote this kind of concomitant learning. In an effort to better understand the optimal conditions that encourage concurrent language and content acquisition, a six-month investigation was conducted focusing on student perceptions of learning the history of Mexico through CBI.


  Background


  The focus of my research is on Mexican students’ perceptions of learning English through CBI. The data were collected from a secondary school in Leon, Guanajuato, Mexico.


  The school consists of primary and secondary school education. This particular school’s English language program is currently undergoing a change. The school’s primary level students are taught English through a content language integrated learning (CLIL) approach.2 Due to this change in primary, the school’s secondary program decided to pilot a CBI program in the following areas: (1) geography, (2) world history, and (3) the history of Mexico. The reason why the school authorities chose these particular subjects was twofold: (1) students already have background knowledge in these content areas that are thoroughly covered in fourth, fifth, and sixth grade of primary school (Secretaría de Educación Pública, n.d.) and (2) to help develop analytical and critical thinking skills through a foreign language. The CBI courses are reinforced with five hours of English language teaching (ELT) instruction per week which are mainly based on an ELT book. However, the ELT teacher aids students in content subjects when required (projects and oral presentations). This model, in which students study content in a foreign language (L2) and also study the L2 separately, is known as adjunct language instruction (Brinton et al., 2011).


  The teachers required to teach the lessons were not expected to be content specialists, but were expected to have a C2 level of the English language according to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). This is due to the fact that in Leon, Guanajuato, it is difficult to find a teacher that is both a content specialist and an ELT specialist. Nevertheless, in these particular posts teachers are expected to invest extra hours in order to gain deeper knowledge of content areas.


  The 11 students that participated in my research were all third graders (equivalent to US 8th graders) of secondary and chosen randomly. They were asked six main questions along with follow-up questions depending on their answers given. Moreover, the participants had multi-levels of English proficiency, ranging from A2 to B2.3 The research participants have been in the school since primary and have had regular ELT classes. This, however, was their first year in a CBI program.


  Literature Review


  This segment is divided into four sections: (1) a definition of CBI; (2) the evolution of CBI; (3) a brief overview of research in content-based pedagogy relevant to my research concerns and cognitive processes; and (4) a definition of perceptions, which is the focus of this current investigation.


  Definition of Content-Based Instruction


  CBI is a method to language curriculum design and pedagogy. It is primarily concerned with “the integration of content learning with language teaching aims” (Brinton et al., 2011, p. ix). In one sense, of course, everything that is taught through the medium of a target language has content (Jiang, 2000). However, CBI’s focus on teaching a specific body of knowledge through an L2 makes it different from regular ELT classes (Brinton et al., 2011). In short, CBI is the teaching of curriculum content through the medium of an L2. The content that is taught is normally outside the traditional course material of language programs. Traditional ELT course syllabi are usually designed around the topics in a given course book even if some cross-curricular aspects or topics are more and more commonly included in ELT courses at schools; in a CBI course, however, most material is part of a curricular subject or designed and/or adapted from outside sources (Brinton et al., 2011).


  Development and Evolution of CBI


  The origins of CBI are often erroneously placed in US and Canadian immersion programs (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000). However, CBI has existed in one form or another for centuries. Indeed, the roots of CBI can be traced back at least as far as the fourth century AD, when St. Augustine used CBI: He placed an emphasis on the necessity of learning meaningful content during the process of language acquisition (Brinton et al., 2011).


  In Mexico, CBI can be traced to before the Conquest (Foster, 2007). If we look back into the 16th century4 for instance, historical records show that Spanish missionaries taught the natives5 religion and different trades in Spanish rather than in the local indigenous languages (Arriaga, 1978). This method of language teaching and learning proved to be so effective that the “Indians” were soon teaching content in Spanish to other natives—and even to Spaniards. Schools such as the University for Indian Nobles were opened in which native Mexicans taught religious doctrine to Spanish settlers in both Spanish and Latin (Foster, 2007). Given CBI’s cultural heritage and historical grounding, perhaps it is not surprising that the teaching method has been reimagined and reintroduced to modern learners.


  Research About Content-Based Pedagogy and Cognitive Processes


  Advocates of CBI argue that its effectiveness stems from how information is processed in the brain. Cognitive research suggests that the brain stores information in networks (Field, 2003). The greater and stronger the numbers of connections within and between these networks, the better the information is learned. Research suggests that reinforcing and building links among ideas and understanding augments learning and retention (Mugler & Landbeck, 2000). Learning content through language produces just these types of strong connections. This may explain why learning in a language as opposed to learning about a language allows second languages to be acquired more easily (Brinton et al., 2011).


  Language acquisition, of course, entails more than simply cognitive processing. It involves the “whole person.” To truly understand a language approach, it is necessary to know something about how it impacts students affectively, socially, and psychologically. It is useful, then, to understand students’ perceptions of a new teaching methodology: looking at pedagogy from the point of view of one’s students enhances the possibility that learning will take place (Cothran & Hodges, 2006). As Cullingford (1991) notes, students’ views “deserve to be taken into account because they know better than anyone which teaching styles are successful, which techniques of learning bring out the best of them” (p. 2).


  Another important reason for students’ views to be taken into account in teaching is that learners and instructors often see the same lesson in entirely different ways. Nunan (as cited in Stewart, 2007) explains that:


  
    Teachers tend to assume that the way we look at a task will be the way learners look at it. However, there is evidence that while we as teachers are focusing on one thing, learners are focusing on something else. (p. 20)
  


  This type of disconnection between teachers and students is illustrated in a study by Violand-Sanchez (1995). Violand-Sanchez investigated 20 Hispanic secondary English as a Second Language (ESL) students who were missing class regularly due to “boring” content. The name of one of the participants was Carlos. Carlos responded in regard to missing ESL classes regularly:


  
    Señora, I am bored. I am repeating the intermediate ESL level and I can’t take it anymore. I’m tired of studying the gerunds again! Can’t we study things we use? Why do we need two periods of grammar? Why can’t we study science? (Violand-Sanchez, 1995, p. 48)
  


  Because teachers and students perceive content and instruction differently, it is important to consider how students feel and to understand their reasons for accepting or rejecting a given method.


  In other research that was carried out, student motivation and meaningful content played a role in successful learning. In a study which aimed to investigate the effectiveness of CBI in oral communicative competence development of 16 Colombian university students, Corrales and Maloof (2009) reported that after one semester of CBI, learners were able to “activate their prior knowledge, lessen anxiety, raise their self-confidence and become motivated towards language learning” (p. 15). Moreover, Lafayette and Buscaglia (1985) carried out research using fourth semester French university students and compared the progress between students enrolled in an experimental CBI course versus students taking traditional French classes. At the end of this study not only were positive attitudes towards learning content discovered but also a substantial advancement in language proficiency took place comparison with those students of a similar level taking traditional French classes. Lafayette and Buscaglia state that:


  
    The study is important because it challenges the conventional assumptions regarding the way L2 skills are acquired and improved, and offers the student a valuable time and money saving option since he or she might be able to study a specific content while simultaneously improving L2 skills. (p. 323)
  


  Deckerk (2004) also mentions the importance of content needing to be appealing to students and how when this occurs it facilitates learning language when carefully selecting content of exchange.


  Because of the critical importance of under-standing instruction through the eyes of students, I wanted to discover what my own students’ perceptions were about learning Mexican history in English. I wanted to discover how a group of students who were learning the history of Mexico in English perceived their experiences in learning language and content at the same time.


  Defining Perceptions


  Perceptions are believed to first have been studied in philosophy by Locke and Hume at the beginning of the 18th century (Despagne, 2010). Since then, the concept has been employed in a wide range of fields: sociology, anthropology, socio linguistics, social psychology, and so on (Moore, 2007). For this reason, there is no single, established definition of perceptions and each field of study has its own technical understanding of the word. Depending on the field and the focus of research, perceptions may be related to feelings, beliefs, experiences, preferences, mental images, values, concepts, heuristics, stereotypes, and knowledge (amongst others). The previous definitions shed light on the meaning of perceptions; however, when deciding how best to describe perception for the purposes of my own research, I wanted a definition that was simple, clear, and direct enough to be useful. In other words, in science a theory should be—ceteris paribus—the simplest possible explanation that effectively addresses a given phenomenon (Occam’s razor, n.d.). Based on the previous assumptions—variants of the principle of parsimony (Braithwaite, 2007)—I decided that for my research I would rely on Da Silva’s (2005) usefully “parsimonious” definition of perception: “a physical and intellectual ability used in mental processes to recognize, interpret, and understand events” (p. 10).


  Method


  I decided to use a qualitative methodology, a phenomenological research design/method, and semi-structured interviews as my primary data gathering tool.


  Defining Qualitative Research


  Qualitative research (QR) is a method which attempts to comprehend individuals, groups of people, and/or sets of research problems—in this case, student perceptions—from the point of view of the subject or subjects involved in the research (Labuschangne, 2003). QR is particularly effective in attaining data concerning the values, opinions, behaviors, and social contexts of a particular social group (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005).


  One of the challenges of qualitative research is that researchers must suppress their own experiences and beliefs so that personal bias does not contaminate the interpretation of data and research findings (Wiersma, 1995). These views shed light on that situation for the type of research I was carrying out. QR would be the most suitable methodology to employ for my project. Moreover, it drew my attention to the fact that my research also called for a phenomenological design/approach due to its nature.


  Phenomenology


  Phenomenology dates back to Kant and Hegel (Groenewald, 2004); in the 20th century, pheno-menology was most closely associated with Husserl (Vandenberg, 1997). Husserl argued that real life experiences are matters of personal interpretation, are necessarily subjective, and that anything coming from outside authentic personal experience is suspect. “Husserl called this philosophical method phenomenology, the science of pure phenomena” (Eagleton as cited in Groenewald, 2004, p. 55). According to Welman and Kruger (1999), “phenomenologists are concerned with understanding social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of the people involved” (p. 189). A researcher who applies phenomenological assumptions to his or her research design seeks to understand the “lived experiences” of the individuals participating in the research (Groenewald, 2004). Because the nature of my research involves under-standing a social reality as experienced and interpreted by others, I decided to place my design within the theoretical parameters set by the phenomenological tradition.


  Research Ethics


  Research ethics exist to guarantee that people who are involved in a study as subjects are protected when carrying out field research. Research ethics ensures the universal principles of justice, respect, and the avoidance of harm to be sustained (Ulrich, 2003). In general terms, the researcher should be careful not to expose people to harm for their own good or for the good of science especially when doing research with children or adolescents (Alderson & Morrow, 2011; Schenk & Williamson, 2005).


  Hence, I issued letters of consent to participants’ parents, as participants were all minors, and referred to them with the letter P followed by the number of the order in which they were interviewed in order to protect their identities.


  Description of Interviews


  According to King and Horrocks (2010), “interviews are widely used in phenomenological research, though they are more dominant in some traditions than others” (p. 182). They describe interviews as the “exemplary” method for interpretive pheno-menological analysis (IPA) “because of the emphasis in this approach on exploring how people interpret their experience” (p. 182).


  Interviews in qualitative research refer to the one-on-one encounters between interviewer and interviewee aimed at understanding subjects’ lives and their personal experiences expressed in their own words (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Kvale (1996) states that an interview is “an interchange of views between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest” (p. 14). In other words, if both researcher and participant are interested in a theme, meaningful talk will occur. Rubin and Rubin (1995) claim that “at a basic level, people like to talk about themselves: they enjoy the sociability of a long discussion and are pleased that somebody is interested in them” (p. 103).


  Semi-Structured Interviews


  Holloway (1997) claims that investigators who use phenomenology avoid the use of “set” techniques. Hycner (1999) similarly asserts that “there is an appropriate reluctance on the part of phenomenologists to focus too much on specific steps” (p. 143). Hycner declares it is impossible to impose an approach on a phenomenon “since that would do a great injustice to the integrity of that phenomenon” (p. 144). Flexibility, then, is at the heart of phenomenological research, and it is for this reason that I settled on a semi-structured interview protocol.


  Semi-structured interviews are a type of non-standardized interviews carried out in qualitative analysis. In this model, a researcher has a theme, issue, a question and/or phenomena that need to be understood; here, questions can be varied as required, depending on the response of the interviewee (Corbetta, 2003). These positive aspects highlighted by Corbetta (2003) made it clear that semi-structure interviewing was the most suitable kind for my research. Therefore, I believe that semi-structured interviews enabled me to elicit extra data that helped me towards my end goal of understanding student perceptions.


  Data Analysis, Findings and Discussion


  After I analyzed the data I collected in my study, I discovered iterative patterns in the participant responses; I then look for indicators of students’ perception and classified responses into five categories: (1) positive, (2) negative, (3) neutral, (4) needs a follow-up question, or (5) not relevant. Data from Question 1 (What was your first impression when you learned that the history of Mexico was going to be taught in English?) highlighted a negative stance which indicated that there was a certain sense of rejection towards participants’ initial perception of CBI. The actual percentages to participants’ answers are shown in Table 1 whereas Table 2 illustrates the categories and subcategories drawn from those answers.


  
    
      Table 1. Question 1
    

    
      	Categories

      	Percentage

      	Number of Participants
    


    
      	Negative

      	58%

      	7
    


    
      	Positive

      	21%

      	2
    


    
      	Neutral

      	0%

      	0
    


    
      	Needs follow-up question

      	21%

      	2
    

  


  
    
      Table 2. Categories and Subcategories for Question 1
    

    
      	Categories

      	Subcategories
    


    
      	Pos.

      	Neg.

      	Neu.

      	NF

      	NR
    


    
      	Teacher

      	0

      	1

      	0

      	0

      	10
    


    
      	Content

      	1

      	7

      	1

      	1

      	1
    


    
      	Language

      	2

      	6

      	1

      	1

      	1
    


    
      	Content and Language

      	2

      	4

      	1

      	4

      	0
    


    
      	Method

      	3

      	2

      	0

      	2

      	4
    


    
      	Classmates

      	0

      	2

      	0

      	0

      	9
    


    
      	Total

      	8

      	22

      	3

      	8

      	25
    


    
      	Note. Pos. = Positive; Neg. = Negative; Neu. = Neutral, meaning that students’ responses were not positive, negative, or mixed; NF = Needs follow-up question; NR = Not relevant in reference to this category.
    

  


  Analysis and Findings of Answers to Question 1


  Seven participants expressed negative feelings towards the idea of learning English through content. Four participants explained that they felt learning content through language would be “difficult” and therefore unpleasant. The following quote is an example of why one participant felt this way:


  
    My first impression was that the topic would be more difficult, because history is very theoretical and in English . . . [a language] that we are still studying. So combined we won’t understand anything. (P3)
  


  This comment shows why P3 thought that learning both content and language at the same time would lead to a lack of understanding of either. P3 feels that theoretical subjects are difficult and considers the history of Mexico to be too theoretical; theoretical subjects may have a negative connotation for the student and could be something that the student rejects. Moreover, it is possible that P3 feels that English should be learned before trying to use it to study content. This comment could be an indicator that P3 feels that there is a gap in regard to language, and that may be the reason he believes that learning would not take place. At the same time, there were other factors that affect the learners such as inappropriate content.


  P5 describes his perception of CBI as being “illogical”. P5 also pointed out that he felt learning the history of Mexico would be dull:


  
    P5: Illogical! If we are Mexican students that talk in Spanish how could they [school] teach us Mexican history in English? History is not an interesting subject for many; furthermore if it’s taught in English.

    Interlocutor: English? What do you mean?

    P5: If it’s in English its worse for me, because I don’t like English for this [history], I like English to listen to music…and stuff.
  


  P5 is unhappy with the decision taken by the school to have this particular content subject taught in a foreign language and believes that history is not a subject that many are keen on—including himself. This is clearly a problem. Smyth (2006) states:


  
    When students feel that their lives, experiences, cultures, and aspirations are ignored, trivialized, or denigrated by school and the curriculum, they develop hostility to the institution of schooling. They feel that schooling is simply not worth the emotional and psychological investment necessary to warrant their serious involvement. (p. 279)
  


  Moreover, Silva (1997) comments on unsuitable topics of assignments in CBI and explains that if a subject is not appealing to learners it becomes more difficult for learners to cope with CBI lessons. Silva (1997) warns against imposing themes that students may prefer not to explore.


  Analysis and Findings of Answers to Question 2


  After analyzing the answers to Question 2 (How did your impression change after one semester of CBI?), I found a pattern in students’ responses that provided evidence that student perceptions had shifted significantly from negative to positive. This change was due to two main reasons: (1) The students’ own personal strategies changed as a result of their learning experience, and (2) the classroom atmosphere described by students led to a more positive attitude.


  Table 3 reveals reasons that influenced change in students’ perceptions. Table 4 shows how I categorized key words or phrases in which students show positive attitudes due to their own strategies and the healthy learning environment described in their answers.


  
    
      Table 3. Categories and Subcategories for Question 2
    

    
      	Categories

      	Subcategories
    


    
      	Pos.

      	Neg.

      	Neu.

      	NF

      	NR
    


    
      	Teacher

      	1

      	0

      	0

      	0

      	10
    


    
      	Content

      	6

      	3

      	1

      	0

      	1
    


    
      	Language

      	6

      	3

      	0

      	0

      	2
    


    
      	Content and Language

      	2

      	4

      	4

      	0

      	1
    


    
      	Method

      	3

      	0

      	0

      	0

      	8
    


    
      	Classmates

      	3

      	0

      	0

      	0

      	8
    


    
      	Total

      	21

      	10

      	5

      	0

      	30
    

  


  
    
      Table 4. Positive Attitudes Due to Strategies and Atmosphere
    

    
      	Strategies

      	Atmosphere
    


    
      	P1: We worked and did our homework…so history was an easy subject.

      P2: There are things that I didn’t understand but we read two times.

      P3: The topic wasn’t very difficult . . . obviously like everything there are some parts that you had to pay more attention to for real or read it again for better understanding.

      P7: Now I think that is a good idea because we learn more English and have more opportunities to practice it.

      	P6: I don’t have scared, because the teacher is a comedy actor, and I think the history class was fun. [sic]

      P7: The classes were interested and funny.

      P8: It was very funny and we learn a lot. My view of the class changed a lot because I didn’t feel stressed or bored and I had fun with my friends because we could talk.
    

  


  Oxford (1990) explains “learning strategies are actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to new situation” (p. 8). P3 first viewed the history of Mexico as difficult and theoretical. A possible reason for this student’s change of attitude towards CBI could be based on the strategy used by the participant. The participant mentions: (1) That one really has to pay more attention to some parts, and (2) that one has to read again for better understanding.


  Based on P3’s answer, I concluded that the participant’s use of learning strategies resulted in a positive change of perception about CBI. In this particular experience, P3 did not mention anything about language and therefore it can be concluded that learning strategies used and new experiences might have benefited him both in terms of coping with content as well as with language.6


  P7, on the other hand, believes that learning content through language was a good way to practice English. According to Hernández (2003)


  
    For students learning in the language rather than about the language, effective communication is interactive, authentic, and meaningful, with ample opportunities to hear and respond in the target language [practice] and to get feedback from native speakers, the teacher, instructional assistants, volunteers, and other English language learners. (Emphasis in the original, p. 126)
  


  P7 explains how learning language through content enabled her to practice and made the class more interesting. I believe that the participant experienced learning in the language instead of about the language; hence, English was better learned when language is practiced in a similar way in which a first language is acquired (Brinton et al., 2011).


  Analysis and Findings of Answers to Questions 3 and 4


  After analyzing Question 3 (How did you feel about having performed El Grito de Independencia7 in English?) and Question 4 (How would you compare having performed it in English in comparison with having performed it in Spanish?), the findings suggest that in general, students mainly held a positive stance towards this experience. Table 5 shows students’ feelings toward Question 3.


  
    
      Table 5. Student’s Feelings Toward Question 3
    

    
      	Category of Answers

      	Pos.

      	Neg.

      	Neu.

      	NF

      	NR
    


    
      	Number of Answers

      	8

      	1

      	1

      	0

      	1
    

  


  The data collected for this question suggests that students viewed this particular performance of El Grito de Independencia as an opportunity to do the following: (1) practice language, (2) experiment with language, and (3) use language as a tool to share participants’ culture and traditions:


  
    I felt so excited but I think that we could have done better, maybe the time was too short…um I think that we needed more time to prepare but at least it worked. (P1)

    It’s a tradition to make it in Spanish, but in English it was so different, it was really funny [fun]. I felt good because it was interesting to make to make our presentation of history of Mexico in English. (P2)

    I think that if you want to do something you can do it in many languages, in this case, English, that we used it to interpret the independence of Mexico and I feel good because we did something about our traditions and country in English. (P3)
  


  Here, the participants clearly explain how they found this event to be an opportunity to use English as a tool to interpret something that is part of their identity and culture as well as its being fun and exciting. Moreover, these answers suggest that the use of English was meaningful. Here, the students were able to use English to both express something meaningful as well as use the content language in the target language.


  Answers to Question 4 took my understanding of students’ perception of CBI further as I discovered how meaningful learning had become for them. P3 felt proud about being able to practice content language knowledge in a meaningful situation; the participants’ answers mirror Violand-Sanchez’s (1995) study, who also recorded a similar case. In my research meaningful content leads to acceptance of content whereas in her research lack of meaningful content led to students’ rejection of content.


  Analysis and Findings of Answers to Questions 5 and 6


  In the next section, I shall discuss answers to Question 5 (What do you find most difficult about learning the history of Mexico in English?) and Question 6 (What do you find more challenging—the subject or the language?) of my research.


  Answers to Question 5 showed what strategies students used to cope with difficulties; therefore, in order to categorize each participant’s answer I devised a table tallying the reasons why students found learning the history of Mexico in English difficult and what each student did in order to cope with it (see Table 6).


  
    
      Table 6. Difficulties and Strategies Found by Students
    

    
      	Participant

      	Difficulties with CBI

      	Learner Strategies
    


    
      	P1

      	Teaching method

      	Classroom dynamics
    


    
      	P2

      	L2 (English)

      	Use L1 (Code switch)
    


    
      	P3

      	Language and content (low vocabulary proficiency)

      	Free time reading practice
    


    
      	P4

      	L2 (English)

      	Use L1 (Code switch)
    


    
      	P5

      	Communication (level of proficiency/lack of vocabulary)

      	Use of L1/L2 (Code switch)
    


    
      	P6

      	Language (proficiency)

      	Teacher’s help
    


    
      	P7

      	Words in book (vocabulary)

      	Rereads
    


    
      	P8

      	Language (proficiency vocabulary)

      	Teacher’s help
    


    
      	P9

      	Unknown words (knowledge of content vocabulary)

      	Just try to understand
    


    
      	P10

      	Content language (language proficiency)

      	Peers’ help
    


    
      	P11

      	Language (proficiency level)

      	Teacher’s and peers’ help
    

  


  Here I found patterns in students’ answers that helped me understand why students were experiencing difficulties; nine participants described how language was a hindrance due to reasons such as proficiency. One clear example of why most participants felt this way was given by P5: “Trying to express my ideas to the teacher, I don’t have the enough vocabulary to say what I actually want to say.”


  When students explained reasons for having difficulties, most participants mentioned that certain “words” or “vocabulary” hindered comprehension and communication. Several researchers echo concerns in regard to the importance of vocabulary teaching in CBI classrooms (Carlo et al., 2004; Evans & Green, 2007; Short, 2002). In my research participants openly expressed the same problems as the above researchers. Finally, I present the analysis of the answers for Question 6: What do you find more challenging—the subject or the language? (see Table 7).


  
    
      Table 7. Results From Question 6
    

    
      	Themes

      	Category

      	Tallies

      	Percentages
    


    
      	Most Challenging

      	Language

      	9

      	82%
    


    
      	Content

      	1

      	9%
    


    
      	Content and Language

      	1

      	9%
    

  


  Question 6 revealed that after one semester, 82% of the participants perceived that language was still the most difficult aspect of learning the history of Mexico in English. However, I discovered that some students felt that language was the most difficult aspect because they already had prior knowledge of the content area.


  
    P2: I think the language, because we know a lot about history but sometimes in English it’s more difficult.

    P3: I find more challenging the language because when we were kids, we already learned or listened to some history of our country.

    P5: The language, because I have been studying Mexican history since I was in 3rd grade of primary and I know what happened.
  


  I believe that students’ background knowledge helped them cope with content and therefore language was perceived as the primary challenge.


  Summary of Findings


  There are three main findings that come to light based on this research: (1) Despite most Mexican students initially viewing CBI negatively, students changed their minds and CBI became a positive experience for them; (2) Although Mexican students changed their minds about CBI, they still found the pedagogical approach to be challenging; (3) The most important factors that influenced students’ negative perceptions of CBI were the students’ lack of language proficiency, unpopular content, and the imposition of language on content. In the following sections I shall discuss these three findings in turn.


  Students’ Change of Perception


  Most students initially viewed CBI as “boring” and “difficult.” Over the course of the semester, however, most of them came to embrace CBI. The primary reason that students changed their minds about CBI was because they came to feel that learning language through content enabled them to practice language in a meaningful way. The shift to CBI in the teaching of the history of Mexico made both language and content more interesting and meaningful; that is, students could see that the English language had an actual use and tangible benefits.


  Challenges Participants Experienced


  At first CBI was referred to as being a difficult method; the word “difficult” was used by participants with a negative connotation. This was due to their lack of language proficiency. CBI is demanding; talking about subjects such as history in a foreign language requires a great deal of effort. At the end of my research, however, I discovered that the word “difficult” had changed its meaning for my students. Students used it synonymously with the word “challenging.” This is because students realized that being forced to find ways to overcome language gaps ultimately resulted in a positive learning experience. In addition, after one semester, most students stated that CBI was not as hard as they had initially perceived it would be; they mentioned how much fun they had had and how learning had become interesting.


  Factors That Influenced Students’ Perceptions of CBI


  When analyzing factors that influenced students’ perception towards CBI, the most important factor was the students’ lack of language proficiency. The second factor I discovered was that some students rejected CBI because they felt Mexican history was an uninteresting subject; for instance, some students mentioned that history was “theoretical” and “boring”—and if the class was taught in English, the subject would be worse. One particular student predicted that the rest of their classmates would reject this specific content. The last factor was that students’ viewed Mexican history in English as being “weird” and seemingly “illogical.” Indeed, one group of students viewed English as an imposition because the foreign language “invaded” their culture and traditions.


  Conclusion


  In regard to the methodology, I believe that CBI is “easier said than done.” Besides the challenges presented above, there are a number of other difficulties that have to be addressed.


  (1) Finding qualified teachers who are masters of both language and content is the most difficult part in my opinion. You cannot just put anybody who speaks English in a classroom; they also need the pedagogical skills that a professional possesses in order to deliver a sound class. In my 12 years of experience, the reality is that in Mexico there are very few content teachers with a high command of English (C1/C2); in other words, CBI teachers are usually regular English as a foreign language teachers with little or no mastery of content subject or vice versa a content teacher with little knowledge of the target language.


  (2) You need to adapt and create appropriate material, such as textbooks or course books, visual aids, technology, and planned field trips that fulfill the Mexican Board of Education’s requirements.


  (3) Selecting a model of CBI which is appropriate to the particular teaching and learning context, is also very important and in my opinion it might take several years to fully adapt and readapt a program.


  (4) The majority of ESL literature and common sense tells us that language teachers should always keep student needs foremost in their thoughts as they develop their courses (Silva, 1997; Smyth, 2006). It is important to remember, however, that students themselves are not always aware of what it is they need or even want. For this reason, it may be necessary to “force” new methods on reluctant students who might then change their perceptions. This, of course, poses further problems to CBI adoption.


  (5) The slow pace of English acquisition can be frustrating. There is an expectation that a new methodology such as CBI will deliver dramatic improvements in English learning. But when it comes to language acquisition, there are no short-cuts, no “magic bullet.” Although the goal of CBI is to increase the level of language proficiency, “It is inappropriate to assume that desired levels of proficiency and accuracy will emerge miraculously from content lessons taught in a second or foreign language” (Met, 1991, p. 285).


  Recommendations for Future Research


  My research generated a number of interesting questions that I would like to pursue in future research. In my opinion, the following questions represent fertile ground for further studies.


  
    	What learning strategies do students use in CBI classrooms? I discovered that students developed a number of strategies in order to cope with the demands of learning about content in a foreign language. However, the small scope of my investigation did not allow me to investigate these strategies in any depth. Further research into the role of learning strategies within the context of CBI would be useful. Findings from such research could aid program designers, researchers, teachers, and students when making a transition from traditional language pedagogies to CBI.


    	Are particular content areas more practical than others? The difficulties for students learning the history of Mexico in English (i.e., cultural imposition, etc.) led me to wonder if other subjects would be easier or more difficult to teach in a foreign language. Another research recommendation, then, would be to investigate whether some content areas are more suited to a CBI method than others. Are the humanities easier to teach in a second language than, say, mathematics? Or would the sciences, which are concrete and specific, be easier to learn than more subjective subjects like history or literature?


    	What is the correct balance between content and language instruction? Researchers such as Nunan (2001) and Stoller (2002) have emphasized having the right balance between content and language when designing CBI courses. Research that looked into finding an ideal balance in CBI would be very useful. The most important task would be finding a way to determine what students actually lack in terms of language needs in order to carefully design courses and find the equilibrium that in some occasions CBI courses lack. This may be achieved through diagnostic tests, proficiency tests, or even aptitude tests.


    	Does a content-based instruction approach actually produce better language outcomes than regular ELT classes? This would require a large scale study that compared other methods with CBI and that utilized pre-course and post-course assessment activities and procedures. This kind of research is obviously outside what is practically possible for a single researcher, but of course would be tremendously important to modern language learning and teaching research (for an idea of how such research could be carried out see, for instance, the Pennsylvania Project8).

  


  Closing Statements


  My research was based on students’ perceptions; however, I also discovered in my research that CBI helped most students learn both content and language, which is the end goal of CBI. I discovered that most students came to terms with themselves during difficult times in regard to not always understanding the content and language when problems arose and instead found solutions to problems and difficulties. I learned that it was necessary for students to negotiate with other students and teachers when situations were beyond their control. Personally, this experience helped me to better understand the lived experience of this micro-culture in my research as regards learning through CBI.


  It is my hope that this research raises awareness of CBI and makes a small contribution to the study of a method that is increasingly important in Mexico as well as all over the globe.

  


  1This article is based on the author’s monograph to opt for a BA in TESOL degree.


  2CLIL is a modern/derivative name for CBI (Dickey, 2010).


  3Levels are according to the CEFR.


  4During the 16th century Hernán Cortes, leading 200 Spanish troops and a phalanx of indigenous armies, conquered Mexico and Mesoamerica; culture, religion, and language were imposed by Spain on the American natives.


  5The natives that are being referred to are native Mesoamerican tribes such as Aztecs who lived in Tenochtitlan (modern day Mexico City), Mayas who mainly lived in the south of Mexico such as in the ancient city of Palenque which is a Mayan City in Chiapas (Foster, 2007).


  6A follow-up question was needed for further data and more accurate assumption.


  7El Grito de Independencia or El Grito Dolores “is the call that Miguel Hidalgo made for the people of Mexico to rise up against the authorities of New Spain on September 16, 1810, in the town of Dolores, near Guanajuato, initiating Mexico’s War of Independence. This event is commemorated every year in Mexico on the night of September 15th” (Barbezat, n.d., para. 1).


  8The Pennsylvania Project [was] a four year study initiated in 1965 and designed to evaluate the relative effectiveness of three teaching strategies: traditional, . . . audio-lingual, . . . and modified audio-lingual (Valette, 1969, p. 396).
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  Colombian English as a foreign language student teachers’ opportunities to grow as educators through international sojourns do not usually subsume the traditional study and residence abroad goal. This was the case for our participants who engaged mainly in working abroad with study being ancillary. Fifty student teachers from two public universities reported how their international sojourn bolstered their intercultural learning. Three different programs, disconnected from participants’ academic institutions, became vehicles for their experiences abroad. Surveys and interviews reveal that participants’ origin, selected programs, and contextual circumstances influenced their intercultural learning. As a result, intercultural development gravitated towards awareness of intercultural patterns, critical reading of culture, and pre-service teachers’ repositioning to build cultural agency. Implications suggest the need to connect traveling abroad programs to undergraduate curricula.


  Key words: EFL pre-service teachers; ethnocentrism; ethno-relativism; intercultural learning; work, study, and residence abroad.

  


  Las oportunidades de crecimiento que futuros docentes colombianos de inglés obtienen al participar en programas para viajar al exterior, usualmente no reflejan las metas en el área de residencia y estudios en el extranjero. Un porcentaje alto de los participantes reportaron experiencias de trabajo, relegando sus objetivos académicos a un segundo plano. Cincuenta estudiantes de dos universidades públicas, quienes viajaron con tres programas no conectados oficialmente con sus universidades, reportan cómo su experiencia fortaleció su aprendizaje intercultural. Encuestas y entrevistas develaron el origen y perfil de los participantes, los programas seleccionados y circunstancias contextuales como factores en su aprendizaje. Además, los participantes identificaron patrones interculturales, lograron una lectura crítica de la cultura y un reposicionamiento en la construcción de agencia cultural. Las implicaciones discuten la necesidad de conectar estos programas de viaje con los currículos de pregrado.


  Palabras clave: aprendizaje intercultural; etnocentrismo; etnorelatividad; profesores en formación de inglés como lengua extranjera; trabajo, estudio y residencia en el extranjero.

  


  Introduction


  The realm of contexts for the exploration of foreign language learning has expanded as globalization and technology attract learners with the promise of more opportunities to develop their communicative competences. In the last decades, travelling abroad has become one the most desired options for university learners to acquire and develop foreign language skills and knowledge of the target culture. Likewise, in Colombia, an increasing number of university students from various fields embark on programs to travel, mainly to the United States to learn English.


  The proliferation of these experiences around the world has led to the development of study and residence abroad into a research field in itself. Within the existing published research in this area, students from the US and Europe travel to Central and South American countries to engage in study and residence abroad experiences (Marx & Pray, 2011; Petras, 2000; Pray & Marx, 2010; Santamaría, Santamaría, & Fletcher, 2009; Sharma, Aglazor, Malewski, & Phillion, 2011).


  However, Latin American students are rarely the focus of studies when they travel to the US and Europe. Thus, the research published in this field does not substantially represent these sojourners. In this regard, this study seeks to expand the focus of research to include Latin American countries, providing information that higher education institutions in the region can employ to take a critical stance about the impact of these programs on students’ education. Additionally, this inquiry looks at the US as a host country for the target population.


  This article describes our examination of English as a foreign language (EFL) pre-service teachers’ professional preparation in connection with their experiences abroad. In particular, we seek to uncover what student-teachers’ experiences abroad reveal about their construction of their intercultural competence. The next section reviews concepts in the study abroad field and the development of intercultural competence, as well as research conducted in the field.


  Literature Review


  Study Abroad


  The long tradition of studying abroad dates back to the 1600s. At that time, Finnish students willing to enroll in post-secondary educational institutions travelled to Sweden where universities had already been founded (Cushner & Karim, 2004). University involvement in study abroad programs has continued to the present day. In nations like the US and the UK, universities organize student trips and integrate study and residence abroad into their curriculum (Coleman, 1997).


  Since study abroad programs had their origin in universities, one might think that only academic interests have guided the configuration of these programs. However, Cushner and Karim (2004) point out that this has not always been the case. Religious, private, nonprofit, and commercial institutions play a prominent role in this field by arranging students’ overseas sojourns through their programs which might not be associated with any academic institution.


  In Colombian universities, at least in the two target institutions in this study, the companies involved in participants’ experiences abroad exhibited a commercial nature. Student teachers either contacted companies which function independently from their universities or individuals with no official connection with universities and programs. There was no institutional support from their universities to participate in the experiences.


  These companies usually offer job opportunities with much less emphasis placed upon educational objectives. Though some of the programs might require that all students take a course in a college or university, this is the exception, not the rule. There is a separation between educational institutions and companies, and an emphasis on the commercial nature of travelling abroad programs.


  In this sense, regarding the Colombian context, participants’ work abroad, which might include formal study, informal study, or none at all, and its detachment from the universities, complicates the traditional definition of these experiences as “study and residence abroad” with an emphasis on “study.” Thereby, we propose a definition that more effectively reflects the essence of our participants’ experiences. Study abroad in our work denotes the wide variety of educational options: formal and informal, provided and self-pursued, and short and long within the context of participants’ enrollment in travelling abroad in connection with working assignments.


  Despite differences, Colombian students, as other university students around the world, usually enroll in travelling abroad programs in order to acquire “‘culture based’ international education” (Engle & Engle, 2003, p. 4). The following paragraphs review the main tenets and models underpinning the development of intercultural communication.


  The Development of Intercultural Knowledge, Attitudes, and Competences


  Scholars in diverse fields as anthropology (Camilleri, 2002), social psychology (J. M. Bennett, 2008), study abroad (Byram, 1997), foreign and second language learning (Fantini, 2009), and international education (Deardorff, 2008) have become interested in the development of intercultural communication, attitudes, skills, and competences. From the various models these scholars propose to understand intercultural development, and the most well-known and influential conceptualizations stem from Byram and J. M. Bennett.


  Byram (1997) defines intercultural competence (IC) as attitudes in relation to


  
    readiness to suspend disbelief and judgment with respect to others’ meanings, beliefs and behaviors and a willingness to suspend belief in one’s own meanings and behaviors, and to analyze them from the viewpoint of the others with whom one is engaging. (p. 34)
  


  For J. M. Bennett (2008), the abilities necessary for ICs are of paramount importance, thus she defines IC as, “a set of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills and characteristics that support effective and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts” (p. 97).


  These authors encourage a focus on the development of attitudes of openness towards an honest but respectful critical analysis of L1 and L2 cultures in order to gain knowledge and understanding in the search for tolerance and respect for diversity. In order to acquire the required broad-mindedness to act inter-culturally, one must shape his or her intellectual critical and reflective abilities, so that the chances to develop negative affective and emotional states towards others and one’s culture decrease.


  M. J. Bennett’s (1993) developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS) is associated with a social psychology tradition and attempts to explain an individual’s evolution from ethnocentric to ethno-relativist attitudes in six stages. Denial, defense, and minimization represent sequential stages of ethnocentrism while moving through the next three stages, acceptance, adaptation, and integration represent ethno-relativism.


  Byram’s (1997) model, rooted in the field of language learning, was appropriately named intercultural communicative competence (ICC). The intercultural speaker, the center of Byram’s model, enters the communicative scene with previously acquired knowledge and attitudes which she or he continues developing in interactions with speakers from other cultural and linguistic backgrounds. The ideal intercultural attitude emerges through the relativization of beliefs, behaviors, and meanings which, in turn, lead to valuing others’ cultural expressions. In Byram’s model, knowledge and attitudes aggregate to the procedural perspective of skills.


  Interculturally competent speakers need to be able, on the one hand, to interpret cultural manifestations and connect these expressions between cultures and, on the other hand, to discover cultural meanings, which often occur through interaction. The development of reflective attitudes, which can be enhanced by participating in educational experiences, encourages intercultural growth. In this case, teachers guided by their educational ideologies can integrate political and critical frameworks to shape students’ intercultural skills (Byram, 1997).


  Intercultural Competence and Study Abroad: What Research Reveals


  A review of studies targeting pre-service teachers who enrolled in long-term study1 abroad experiences demonstrates an increase in intercultural sensitivity (Cushner & Mahon, 2002; Medina-López-Portillo, 2004). However, short-term experiences also benefit participants (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Sharma et al., 2011).


  Among the multiple variables which shape pre-service teachers’ intercultural learning, researchers have identified the complexity of experiences (Jackson, 2008); direct contact with people and contexts (Medina-López-Portillo, 2004; Williams, 2005), pre-, while, and post-orientation (Jackson, 2008; Medina-López-Portillo, 2004), and proficiency in the target language (Medina-López-Portillo, 2004). Other variables include pre-service teachers’ metacognitive abilities to perceive and understand their changing attitudes, the relevance and dynamics of these processes, and the role that their critical reflection plays in their growth (Cushner & Mahon, 2002; Jackson, 2008; Sharma et al., 2011).


  In the surveyed studies, pre-service tea-chers’ intercultural competence indicates their transformation from ethnocentric to more ethno-relative attitudes. In this vein, Cushner and Mahon (2002); Larzén-Östermark (2011); Pence and Macgillivray (2008); and Sharma et al. (2011) found that pre-service teachers questioned their perceptions, creating options to build and negotiate new understandings of themselves and the world around them.


  This transformation results in a better appreciation and respect for cultural diversity (Jackson, 2008; Lee, 2009; Medina-López-Portillo, 2004; Osler, 1998), which enhances the development of empathy and confidence (Cushner & Mahon, 2002) and the readiness to solve misunderstandings and reduce prejudices (Larzén-Östermark, 2011). Pre-service teachers adopted more critical perspectives towards their own countries (Cushner & Mahon, 2002; Medina-López-Portillo, 2004; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011). Further development of intercultural competence also involved higher levels of identification with the host culture (Lee, 2009), adaptation to cultural differences (Anderson et al., 2006), risk-taking attitudes to try new cultural experiences (Jackson, 2008), and integration of new global identities (Jackson, 2008; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011).


  Among the limitations in pre-service teachers’ intercultural growth, Marx and Pray (2011) identified racist participant attitudes that contributed to feelings of vulnerability which in turn led to decreased communication with local Mexicans and a reinforcement of participants’ racist attitudes. Other constraints included persistent stereotyping (Jackson, 2008; Osler, 1998; Tusting, Crawshaw, & Callen, 2002), overestimation of participants’ intercultural competence (Jackson, 2008), a lack of awareness about power issues in socio-economic geopolitics (Osler, 1998), the feeling of being an outsider, and the difficulty of building new meanings (Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011).


  Method


  Context and Participants


  This qualitative, descriptive case study (Merriam, 1988) involved 50 student teachers from two public Colombian universities. Twelve pre-service teachers, 24%, belonged to a university with a four-year English teaching program located in a principal city. Studying in a populous urban area might imply more access to various opportunities for travelling abroad. The remaining 38 students, 76%, studied at a regional five-year-degree-program, post-secondary institution in a modern languages (Spanish-English) program or in a foreign languages (English-French) program. In the latter setting, it is important to mention that pre-service teachers come mainly from small towns.


  A total of 50 student teachers, nine males and 41 females from 20 to 30 years of age at the moment of their sojourn participated in the study (see Figures 1 and 2).


  
    Figure 1. Participants’ Ages[image: ]
  

  
    Figure 2. Participants’ Gender[image: ]
  

  Most participants had never traveled abroad before. The majority travelled when they were in the seventh semester of their program, though some of them participated in earlier or more advanced stages of their studies (from fourth to tenth semesters). For most of them, the length of their experience varied from one to two years (see Figures 3 and 4). Neither of the two programs required student teachers to travel abroad to obtain their degree. These prospective EFL teachers took the initiative and made their own decisions and arrangements to enroll in travel abroad programs.


  
    Figure 3. Semester in Which Undergraduate Program Participants Traveled[image: ]
  

  
    Figure 4. Time Spent Abroad While in the Program[image: ]
  

  Travel Abroad Programs


  Student-teachers enrolled in three different kinds of programs to travel to the US: Au Pair (29 students), Work Abroad (9 students), and Teaching Assistantship2 (12 students) (see Figure 5). Au Pair offers candidates the possibility of joining an American family through the daily care of its children and assures a rich cultural experience while being treated as another member of the host family. Requirements to join this program include: ages from 18 to 26 years old, a secondary education degree, some experience caring for children, a background check and proficiency in conversational English. Work Abroad touts their program as an opportunity to get acquainted with the American culture by working for different types of commercial enterprises such as summer camps, resorts, and theme parks. English improvement and adding international work experience to one’s resume are two of the advantages this program advertises. To enroll, applicants (ages 18 to 29) need sufficient proficiency in English and to be at an advanced stage in their university studies.


  
    Figure 5. Students per Program[image: ]
  

  The third program, Teaching Assistantship, recruits overseas students to become elementary or high school teacher assistants. Furthermore, they might become “cultural ambassadors.” In order to enroll, applicants need to be from 21 to 29 years old, proficient in English, and pursuing a degree in education. This might be the only case in which student teachers’ experience abroad is connected, somehow, to their educational field.


  Based on these programs’ web pages, and our participants’ voices, living a rich cultural experience is at the core of what the programs offer. However, “cultural experiences” are regarded as merely getting acquainted with food, festivals, and music, among others. Enjoying cultural involvement through living with native English speakers, taking courses, or working on their assignments are described as means for experiential learning on these web pages. These practices supposedly lead to the sojourner’s self-growth, moving from a level of mono-cultural awareness to a level of intercultural mediation.


  Data Collection Instruments


  Data are related to participants’ former work and residence abroad experiences in the US, from 2004 to 2011. Participants were contacted via e-mail by researchers in this study who clearly explained the aim of the research. Student teachers had attended classes guided by either one or the two researchers in the past, thus participants were acquainted with the researchers. An online survey (Appendix A) and a semi-structured interview (Appendix B) were used to collect data for this study from 2011 to 2012. The online survey was piloted and refined; 100 student teachers were contacted and 50 surveys were fully completed. This instrument explored student teachers’ personal backgrounds, expectations before the sojourn, and intercultural experiences.


  Seven semi-structured interviews were conducted face to face and nine were developed using video calls in cases when both researchers and participants were in different geographical locations. These talks were audio recorded. Through this instrument, the researchers aimed at expanding participants’ responses in the surveys, as well as exploring in depth their multifaceted cultural experiences while living abroad.


  Our interview protocol explored student teachers’ perceptions of their selection and preparation process, and problematic areas in the initial program stages. We also addressed participants’ interaction with Americans concentrating on their self-perception along with their attitudes towards the foreign culture during their time abroad. Finally, we considered the benefits and the challenges of the experiences.


  Data Analysis and Findings


  Principles from the grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1998) provided guidelines used to classify data. Multiple readings of the information collected allowed us to determine the themes connected to our research objective. While we systematically compared, contrasted, and reduced data, we defined and labeled patterns. This supported us to build a comprehensive framework to answer our query. Methodological and researcher triangulation were used to assure reliability within the process (Janesick, 1994).


  Figure 6 represents the overarching categories established to summarize and organize the data. We identified two main intertwined dimensions throughout participants’ international sojourn: the elements affecting intercultural development (represented by the rectangles) and the levels of inter-culturality participants revealed (represented by the circles).


  
    Figure 6. Summary of Categories in Findings[image: ]
  

  The first dimension encompasses the nature of the program in which students engaged, the multifaceted settings where experiences occurred, and the perceived stereotyping participants felt subjected to because of their Latin-American origin. The second level, student teachers’ intercultural competence development emerged in the mist of the aforementioned influences. Participants gained awareness of cultural characteristics from their host and their native countries, attempted to take a critical stance of L1 and L2 cultures and seemed to start transiting from an ethnocentric to a more ethno-relative attitude. To begin with, the following pages describe the nuances of the factors shaping the experiences.


  The Factors Affecting Pre-Service Teachers’ Intercultural Learning


  The Nature of the Programs


  Though participants were EFL pre-service teachers, they did not necessarily enroll in programs which were attuned to their academic backgrounds. As revealed above in Figure 5, only 23% (12 students) selected Teaching Assistantship, the program providing an experience in the teaching field. The remaining number of participants opted for Au Pair (29 students, 58%) and Working Abroad (9 students, 19%). Data show that the opportunities for interaction and formal or informal instruction leading to intercultural development were contingent upon the circumstances created by the programs in which the pre-service teachers participated. Fifteen student teachers in the Au Pair program, five in the Work Abroad program, and seven in the Teaching Assistantship program provided answers that guided us to establish this first factor. The following excerpt illustrates this influence:


  
    I worked as a cashier in a restaurant. Then, interaction was not really varied. It mainly took place with the people I worked with. I only talked to clients when they paid their bills. (34, WA, Int)3
  


  Though programs claimed participants would find a facilitating environment for cultural experiences, the opposite sometimes occurred as the previous testimony shows. Pre-service teachers adapted to conditions which were far from ideal and tried to access the learning opportunities that interaction with others would bring them. Consequently, these opportunities appeared as random events, rather than affairs organized, controlled, and monitored by the programs. Generally, in the Au Pair program, the approach families adopted in integrating participants, either as family members or as someone just providing a service, can be seen as a factor influencing participants’ opportunities for intercultural development which was akin to how the rules and dynamics of working assignments in Work Abroad and placement policies in Teaching Assistantship affected student teachers.


  Varied Settings Permeating Intercultural Experiences


  The concept of setting encompasses the influence that the places, the inhabitants of those places, and the circumstances characterizing those contexts exert on participants’ options to develop intercultural abilities. This finding parallels Medina-López-Portillo’s (2004) and Williams’ (2005) studies, which also found that direct contact with people and contexts influences intercultural learning. Based on our participants’ responses, we identified the kind of setting in connection with the social interactions that student teachers could experience and the multicultural nature of the US as salient topics to discuss in this section.


  In general, student teachers were categorized according to the places where they lived and worked: 15 stayed in small rural areas (SRA), 15 in small urban areas (SUA), and 20 in large urban areas (LUA). Whereas students from the three groups reported they stayed in SUA, only student teachers enrolled in Au Pair and Work Abroad travelled to SRA and only participants in Au Pair and Teaching Assistantship stayed in LUA. Thus, while students in Au Pair were placed in any of the three settings, students in Work Abroad and Teaching Assistantship were placed in more specific contexts. In the case of the Work Abroad program, participants were mostly assigned to work at resorts located in small towns, and student teachers in the Teaching Assistantship program were mostly sent to a specific major city of the US and its suburbs.


  While 42 participants found substantial opportunities for interaction within their host community or the place where they worked, a total of eight students did not. Among the latter group, six were female students in the Au Pair program, one was a male student in the Teaching Assistantship program (both of them long-term programs), and one was a male student in the Work Abroad program (a short-term program). In addition, four of these participants were in SRAs, two in SUAs, and two in LUAs.


  Though in general participants’ agency affected their opportunities for interaction with others, their settings facilitated or constrained their opportunities for intercultural knowledge and skills construction:


  
    Well, all the time I shared experiences with people from other cultures. The group I remembered the most was at the university with Arabs, yes, Arabs, Muslins. I practiced their rituals with them and so I learned a lot…I realized they were equal to us, and just have a different point of view. (24, AU, Int)
  


  The participant above talks about university courses she attended. This setting gathered people from different countries and cultures which precipitated multicultural contacts. The student teacher’s willingness and initiative to experience her peers’ cultural rituals become fundamental for intercultural learning. The multicultural nature of the US was highlighted by 15 student teachers in the Au Pair, three in the Work Abroad and two in the Teaching Assistantship programs. Overall, participants claimed they were positively affected by multiculturalism since their stereotypes were often challenged and they formed a more accurate view of individuals from those other countries.


  The Challenge of Being Latin-American


  This theme focuses on the images that individuals from the US and Colombia hold of each other when they interact. Our study informs us of how these stereotypes shaped participants’ intercultural attitudes. For 10 student teachers, seven in the Au Pair, two in the Work Abroad and one in the Teaching Assistantship programs, their encounters with people in the US became negative experiences when they felt discouraged to communicate due to stereotypes about Latin-Americans. The composition of this group reveals that all of them except one were women and most of them (7) were in a long-term stay in the host country. In contrast, two participants in the Teaching Assistantship program, one of them a man and the other a woman, mentioned that they did not suffer or notice any kind of discrimination because of their being Colombians.


  The 10 students who reported stereotyping expressed that the image of Colombia was reduced to drug dealing, poverty, violence, and underdevelopment. This type of stereotyping and its effects has been documented by Marx and Pray (2011). Their findings suggest how stereotypes, which US student teachers took with them, led them to include Mexicans within a general negative Latin-American profile, constraining the student teacher’s interaction opportunities.


  The evidence below supports our results:


  
    Every time American people asked me about my origin and I answered I was from Colombia the first thing they mentioned was drugs. Initially that bothered me, but I learnt not to react every time because they would continue picking on me. (45, AU, S)
  


  The attitude of the previous student demonstrates how she faced negative stereotyping which initially had a negative impact, but subsequently led to the development of a mitigation strategy used in future encounters.


  Moreover, as Marx and Pray (2011) found, the effects of this stereotyping on our participants encouraged the reinforcement of prejudices against the US culture:


  
    For people in the US we are not Colombian, Mexican, Bolivian people, we are Latin-American, but we are not the same. The majority of them (US people) care about themselves; they do not realize what happens around the world. (8, AU, S)
  


  The previous participant reacted to the idea of Latin-Americans comprising a single undifferentiated cultural group, a belief many US citizen exhibit, by responding with her own stereotype of Americans as egocentric and ignorant. On the positive side, this prejudice about Latin-Americans seems to broaden the participant’s awareness of her national culture. In addition to the aforementioned factors, our findings describe the nuances of participants’ apparent gains in their intercultural attitudes, abilities, and knowledge at different levels.


  Student Teachers’ Intercultural Learning


  Becoming Aware of Cultural Patterns


  Participants’ awareness of both Colombian and US cultural patterns evidenced an embryonic development of intercultural competence. This stage was embryonic in the sense that in their international sojourn student teachers started to identify cultural differences between their own culture and the host country. Data collected showed that 29 (58%) of the participants became aware of cultural patterns. Specifically, the numbers above correspond to five (55%) of the students in the Work Abroad program, eight (66%) in the Teaching Assistantship program and 16 (55%) in the Au Pair program. As can be seen, this pattern appeared in students who participated in the three programs. Consequently, short or long stays abroad can generate participants’ cultural awareness.


  Cultural awareness seems to constitute the first phase of ethno-relativism, “acceptance,” conceptualized by M. J. Bennett (1993). It implies that differences at the cultural level are acknowledged but not judged in regard to individuals’ behaviors and the actual state of affairs around them. Framing this initial stage of our findings within Byram’s (1997, p. 34) model, we can argue that our participants demonstrated “knowledge of self and others,” allowing them to discern cultural patterns and to interact accordingly.


  As an instance of cultural awareness, we would like to remark that 10 student teachers’ comments acknowledged the cultural richness of Colombia, the need to value positive aspects in Colombia, and the importance of gaining understanding regarding what Colombian society might focus on in order to improve living conditions. This idea can be evidenced in the following excerpt.


  
    Then I started analyzing my life in Colombia and I was aware about how brave many people are when they fight for their dreams and needs. Sometimes while being in Colombia we criticized how violent, contaminated, and poor (mentally and physically) we can be. But being away one realizes how valuable it is to be in Colombia…Your culture comes to gain a higher appreciation. (49, AU, S)
  


  As for the participants’ consciousness of American cultural patterns, it was evident that the US was conceived as a multicultural country, so that generalizing the way an American would act was difficult. Similarly, participants perceived certain behavioral patterns and attitudes that might represent cultural features:


  
    For example, the way you greet is a little bit different and it varies from person to person. We are more polite and they (US people) are less affectionate; they were not so close to their children. (2, TA, Int)
  


  Inasmuch as Colombian student teachers in their US sojourn identified and respected cultural divergences showing tolerance, our findings aligned with studies conducted by Lee (2009), Medina-López- Portillo (2004), and Osler (1998).


  Becoming a Critical Reader of L1 and L2 Cultures


  Some participants moved a step forward from awareness of cultural differences to taking a critical stand concerning both cultures. On the whole, 36 (72%) student teachers voiced their critical interpretations of the L1 and L2 cultures. Seven of these participants were in the Work Abroad program (78%), nine in the Teaching Assistantship program (66%) and 20 in the Au Pair program (69%). These percentages show that participants in all three types of programs, regardless of how long they stayed, exhibited critical readings of L1 and L2 cultures.


  Our conception of a critical reader of culture aligns with Byram’s (1997) postulates regarding the interpretation of cultural manifestations and the interconnections that individuals are able to establish between cultures. People’s existing knowledge propels their ability to interpret cultural meanings.


  By virtue of the intercultural experience student teachers lived, favorable patterns of the American culture were identified; among them the high environmental consciousness, social organization, and respect. In addition, participants highlighted positive attitudes such as hard work, patience, and respect as well as the value American people give to listening:


  
    There (US) organization and effort make things work better. Attitudes such as respecting copyright, making pedestrians a priority, and recycling become reasons why a country might be perceived differently. (1, TA, S)
  


  On the other hand, egocentric attitudes, showing distant social relationships and being less affectionate were characteristics some participants in this study perceived as common in the American culture. These perceptions are connected to one’s views of the way people interrelate in the home country.


  Becoming acute readers of the realities that surrounded them opened the possibility for the participants to challenge stereotypes about the American culture. Owing to this, student teachers developed more understanding and empathic attitudes towards the cultural differences between the home and host countries. Such growth in their intercultural competence is evident in the excerpt below:


  
    When I was in Colombia my perception of people from other countries was solely based on what books showed me especially prototypes. For example, for me American were cold, strategic, junk-food eaters, and greedy, but, when I arrived to the US I realized they were not like that, not all of them were robots. (48, AU, S)
  


  Similar to participants in studies conducted by Cushner and Mahon (2002), and Larzén-Östermark (2011), the previous student’s examination of her perceptions about American culture seemed to allow her to build a more nuanced and realistic view of US people.


  In addition to assuming a critical stance towards the L2 culture, there were instances in which they provided analytical perspectives regarding their home culture:


  
    I had always been quite timid; I was not open enough to talk to people. Once I arrived to the US and I met people from Colombia who told me that people from my region were shy, I started to notice it, and it’s true. We are unsociable, no, no unsociable, timid, introverted. (45, TA, Int)
  


  Participants’ critical reading of their own culture has also emerged in studies by Cushner and Mahon (2002), Medina-López-Portillo (2004), and Trilokekar and Kukar (2011).


  Developing Conditions for Cultural Agency


  Student teachers’ responses led us to identify another characteristic in their intercultural growth. Six (66%) student teachers in the Work Abroad program, seven (58%) in the Teaching Assistantship program and 20 (68%) in the Au Pair program expressed that the international sojourn had modified both their attitudes and personality traits. This shows that participants in the three programs, whether in short or long stays abroad, were individually influenced by their experiences.


  Regarding the first level of transformation, we established five spheres to group the qualities student teachers reported they had adopted as a consequence of their experience. The most common quality referred to tolerance and involved other traits such as flexibility, patience, respect, open-mindedness, and understanding to avoid light judgment of others. The second in frequency was the adoption of assertive attitudes in connection to building a stronger character and being more mature. A third trait was students’ becoming self-sufficient and independent. The fourth trait gravitated towards self-confidence in connection with extroversion and spontaneity leading to risk-taking. Discipline, responsibility, and organization comprise the last sphere. The following excerpt provides some evidence supporting this finding,


  
    I also adapted to superabundance of resources. For them it is easier than for us to throw to the garbage things they have not even used as food, paper, or technological resources…Now I am more tolerant and open in regards to differences with other people. I value more my own culture and the efforts we make to develop our activities. I am more resourceful and I know better about how to treat foreigners who live in Colombia. (7, WA, S)
  


  A reduced number of participants’ answers evidenced the remaining stage of intercultural competence identified within what we have called cultural agency. Fourteen (28%) students in the three programs: Four (45%) students in the Work Abroad program and two (17%) in the Teaching Assistantship program explained they had taken actions to transform aspects in their lives due to their experience abroad. Similarly, eight (29%) participants in the Au Pair program claimed they experienced changes. From those eight students in the Au Pair program, four were the only ones, considering the three programs, who claimed they had tried to produce a change in other people’s ethnocentric views.


  Our understanding of the emergence of transformative actions within the experience concurs with Buttjes and Byram’s (1991) reference to “the transcultural level: . . . the learner is able to evaluate intercultural differences and to solve intercultural problems” (p. 143). The aforementioned statement implied acknowledging and understanding differences as a starting point to take action and change as cultural beings. Likewise, a few individuals look for diverse strategies to make such change permeate the perceptions that the foreign country communities hold regarding, in this case, the Colombian culture. This level of understanding is revealed in the evidence below.


  
    Talking about stereotypes, the American family I lived with believed Colombia was a poor, underdeveloped country where people were usually armed and selling drugs. Though trying to change people’s mind is difficult, I showed them that, despite Colombia has some problems, these are not different from the social and political difficulties USA faces. (29, AU, S)
  


  In addition to revealing how this participant’s identity might have started to be reshaped, this excerpt also attests to what M. J. Bennett (1993) defines as “adaptation” in regard to ethno-relativism. The student teacher’s adaptation moves from a cognitive to a behavioral level, but it also can include the affective realm. Adaptation as a result of international sojourns has also been documented by Anderson et al. (2006) in the context of short-term visits to an English speaking country.


  Modifications might have also occurred in participants’ lifestyles. Some of them consider that their transformations, which started in the US, continued even when they returned to Colombia:


  
    That was another habit that started to grow when I was there, I started reading more books, to set aims about how many books I would read, so I started to cultivate this aspect about reading there. (6, TA, Int)
  


  Though, as illustrated above, several student teachers might have progressed towards higher stages of intercultural competence, more complex stages as the ones reported in Cushner and Mahon (2002), Jackson (2008), and Sharma et al. (2011) were not identified. Whereas these researchers’ participants developed metacognitive skills such as their acknowledgment of the importance of their intercultural processes and their consciousness of the function that their critical reflection had in their progress, Colombian pre-service teachers’ reports did not account for this type of metacognition.


  Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications


  This paper reports on how the experience of EFL Colombian student teachers working and living in the US is related to their development of intercultural competence. In brief, the nature of the programs framed participants’ opportunities for intercultural learning. Working became the main agenda in these programs, superseding student teachers’ expectations of formal academic learning and oftentimes constraining the likelihood of informal interaction. In only one type of program, Teacher Assistantship, did working assignments involve participants’ field of expertise.


  The US’s multi-culturality offers student teachers fertile terrain in which to establish relationships that lead to increased intercultural knowledge. However, the kinds of settings and the opportunities for interaction within those settings bolstered or hindered participants’ development. In addition, while the negative stereotyping of Latin-Americans constituted a psychological factor which inhibited some participants in their efforts to connect with the host culture and sometimes fed prejudices towards the US, these stereotypes also influenced participants’ reaffirmation of their national identity.


  Student teachers’ testimonies evidenced gains achieved through three stages: At the first level, they disclosed intercultural awareness as they were able to identify cultural differences between their own and the host country cultures. In a second stage, individuals developed a more nuanced view of both cultures through the analysis of positive and negative aspects of the two countries. Similar percentages of students in the short-term and the two long-term programs evidence “cultural awareness.” Regarding “the critical reading of culture,” there were also approximate percentages between short- and longterm programs.


  A third stage of IC development addressed student teachers’ understanding of cultural differences as a starting point to take action and change as cultural beings. The percentages of students exhibiting “cultural awareness” and a “critical reading of culture,” in contrast to those who reported adopting specific actions, were substantially higher in all the three programs. Metacognitive skills, which also imply higher stages of IC development, were not evidenced in our participants’ responses.


  The private and commercial nature of companies for traveling and working abroad in this study substantially problematizes what should be the real nature of traveling, working, and studying abroad for student teachers. Bearing the previous issue in mind and considering that universities cannot stop student teachers from enrolling in these programs if they so wish, universities most suitable course of action should be to propose alternatives.


  The conclusions reported so far suggest the need for university administrators to align with teachers and students in order to plan and design traveling abroad programs whose nature reflects EFL student teachers’ professional field. This population’s learning throughout their international sojourns should not mainly be the product of their individual agency and fortuitous circumstances. It is evident that the decisions which make a substantial difference in participants’ experiences, for example, the assignment location and undergraduate program trajectories, require deeper and more informed considerations.


  Taking advantage of Colombian universities’ offices to facilitate international cooperation, university officials can work on establishing strategic alliances to learn from the experience of higher education institutions located overseas. Of special interest should be institutions with substantial trajectories in programs which clearly value the “study” abroad experience as much as or more than the working abroad experience. Establishing cooperation can begin by arranging conferences and visits, not only to learn about those other university programs, but to negotiate the establishment of bilateral study abroad programs.


  Teams composed of university officials, teachers who have studied abroad in countries where languages of interest are spoken, and student teachers previously involved in these international sojourns can work together. They can generate and monitor the implementation of plans to evaluate traveling abroad experiences. Subsequently, the product of this evaluation can be configured into plans to design new programs which are informed by the myriad factors affecting particular populations of students.


  Based on this study, an initial issue regarding the planning of new programs can be to aim not only at participants’ development of “cultural awareness” and “critical interpretation” of L1 and L2 cultures, but also to target students’ cultural agency and metacognition. Considering documented experiences, the adoption of pre-, during, and post stages in participants’ preparation for study abroad resonates as a robust alternative to advance their intercultural abilities.


  Integrating structured and sequential academic preparation into the study abroad experience would probably require reshaping curricular elements. University teachers become the most relevant leaders to conduct this task. To begin with, a pre-sojourn course, proposing a critical approach to looking at culture in contrast to the traditional encyclopedic perspective becomes a helpful alternative. In order to achieve this goal, student teachers can, for instance, take part in tele-collaboration to establish contact with people and cultural artifacts in their countries of interest. These experiential activities can be shaped and informed by theoretical constructs and research in the area of intercultural competence. Awareness of cases found in studies by means of individual and group tools like journals and discussions, can equip participants with strategies to better manage issues as stereotyping, cultural differences, and shock, among others.


  Student teachers’ conclusions from their participation in the pre-sojourn course can become the starting point for them to involve metacognitive skills. This might be possible if they set their own learning goals before enrolling in the experience and employ specific tasks to monitor those objectives while they travel. Thus, participants can make self-directed contributions to their intercultural learning benefitting from a well-informed and coherent program. Finally, they can gain from a post-sojourn phase in which they look retrospectively at their process in order to explore the effects of their international experience at the emotional, psychological, and professional levels.

  


  1In this study, we characterize study abroad programs as short or long-term based on our adaptation of Engle and Engle’s (2003) classification. Accordingly, we will call a program from three to 23 weeks a short-term program. A long-term program lasts six months or more. This means that the programs lasting more than one year will be part of the latter category.


  2The original names of these programs were not included. They have been changed, but the names we selected reflect their general nature.


  3Through this manuscript, numbers identify the participants; the abbreviations following the numbers refer to the program participants enrolled in: Au Pair (AU), Working Abroad (WA), and Teacher Assistantship (TA). Regarding data collection instruments, Int stands for interview and S for surveys. Participants’ original testimonies in Spanish have been translated into English by the researchers keeping faithful to the original ideas.
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  Appendix A: Online Survey*


  *Data collection instruments in Appendix A and B were originally administered and conducted in Spanish. They have been translated into English by the authors of this manuscript to match the language in the main body of the document.


  Dear participant, the aim of this survey is to explore your perceptions in regard to your experience while living or studying abroad. Please read and answer carefully each one of the following questions. Fill in a survey for each experience you had abroad. We appreciate your participation in this study.


  Background Information


  1. What was your age range when you when you travelled?

  ☐ 16 to 20

  ☐ 20 to 25

  ☐ 20 to 25

  ☐ Over 30


  2. Write the year when you started and when you finished your experience abroad.


  3. Write the number of the last academic semester you enrolled in before your trip.


  4. Select the travel abroad program in which you participated.

  ☐ Au Pair

  ☐ Teaching Assistantship

  ☐ Work USA

  ☐ Other

  Which?


  5. How long were you part of that program?

  ☐ 1 to 3 months

  ☐ 3 to 6 months

  ☐ 6 months to 1 year

  ☐ 1 to 2 years

  ☐ More than 2 years


  6. Write about the city/town where you lived. Describe the place and the people there (number of inhabitants, origin, other characteristics, urban or rural context?).


  7. How do you think that your interaction with the people in this community might have contributed to the purpose of your trip?


  8. Did the program in which you participated offer you any preparation for the experience?

  ☐ Yes

  ☐ No


  9. If you chose a positive answer for the previous question, describe how that preparation was.


  Interculturality


  10. Do you think that the way you perceived yourself and others—talking about the context where your experience abroad took place—changed because of the experiences you underwent there? Explain.

  ☐ Yes

  ☐ No


  11. To what extent do you consider that this experience affected your comprehension of the values, beliefs, and attitudes of the people who lived in the country where you stayed? Describe specific situations you might have experienced.


  12. Have you noticed any changes in the way you act in connection with your experience abroad? Explain your answer.


  Suggestions


  Question Number 7 in this survey explores the previous preparation you might have undertaken before the trip. After your experience, what do you think the preparation should include?


  As one of the means for data collection, this study includes an interview. If you decided to participate in the interview, which of the following options would be the most suitable for you?

  ☐ Face to face

  ☐ Skype

  ☐ Messenger

  Other, Which?

  


  Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol


  
    	In regard to the traveling abroad program, what would you change starting from the selection, then preparation process, and after that the other stages of the experience?


    	How would you describe your interaction with the people you met during your experience abroad?


    	Did this experience change the perception you had of yourself? Yes or No? Explain “how”.


    	Did your perception of the US culture change because of the trip? Yes or No? Explain “how”.


    	How do you think your expectations of becoming a foreign language teacher might have changed as a consequence of your experience abroad?

    In your survey, you reported you gained in _____________. Why do you think this occurred?
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  This article presents the results of a research project on the teaching and learning of English through the use of Skype™ conference calls. The research was carried out with a group of 12 English as a foreign language adult learners in the language institute of Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas, Bogotá, Colombia. The findings of this study suggest that Skype™ conference calls might be considered as an influential computer-mediated communication tool in order to promote English as a foreign language adult A1 learners’ speaking skill, especially for social interaction purposes and oral reinforcement of both language fluency and course contents outside of classroom settings.


  Key words: Computer-mediated communication tools, Skype™ conference calls, speaking skill.

  


  Este artículo presenta los resultados de una investigación sobre la enseñanza y el aprendizaje de inglés a través de llamadas para conferencia en Skype™. Esta investigación se realizó con un grupo de 12 estudiantes adultos de inglés como lengua extranjera en el instituto de lenguas de la Universidad Distrital en Bogotá, Colombia. Los resultados de este estudio muestran que las llamadas para conferencia en Skype™ pueden influir positivamente a la hora de promover la habilidad de habla de estudiantes adultos de inglés como lengua extranjera, especialmente con fines de interacción social y refuerzo oral tanto de los contenidos de clase como la fluidez en el lenguaje fuera del aula de clase.


  Palabras clave: habilidad de habla, herramientas de comunicación mediadas a través del computador, llamadas para conferencia en Skype™.

  


  Introduction


  According to Pawlak, Waniek-Klimczak, and Majer (2011) the ability to speak in a foreign language is a difficult and arduous task; this is because the acquisition of speaking involves the mastery of different language subsystems to the point that they can be employed automatically in spontaneous communication. Therefore, one of the main functions of language teachers should be to provide as many opportunities as possible for their learners to develop their speaking skill in the target language so that they can interact with others under varied linguistic and social circumstances using such language subsystems appropriately and spontaneously. This is comprehensible in the sense that for many pupils the prime goal of learning a foreign language is to be able to speak it. This is essentially because many learners acknowledge that by being able to speak a foreign language, they are able to communicate with people of other countries, ethnic groups, race, and so on. Being able to speak a foreign language also builds their confidence, self-esteem, comprehension, and more (Vaseki, 2013). Consequently, teaching practices should help them to achieve that goal to the best of their ability (Grauberg, 1997). However, helping students to develop such speaking skill tends to be a demanding task for many foreign language teachers due to the fact that “organizing lessons to practice speaking English can be a big challenge for both teachers and students” (Baker & Westrup, 2003, p. 1). This is due to the fact that developing the speaking skill in a foreign language entails learners acquiring the ability to place focus on comprehension and production simultaneously, which is difficult to achieve because of limited resources as well as the impact of a wide range of social factors that often determine successful or unsuccessful attainment of communicative goals (Pawlak et al., 2011). Some of those factors which affect successful oral language production include the learners’ ages, language knowledge and proficiency, and their motivation, among others.


  Traditionally, the teaching of speaking has taken place within formal classroom settings. Recently, with the rapid growth of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), computers and internet-based technologies play a more relevant role in the teaching of the English speaking skill and English in general. Thus, more and more English language teachers have opted for incorporating such emerging technologies into their everyday teaching practices as such “technologies can empower them as teachers and improve their teaching as well” (Smith & Baber, 2007, p. 11).


  With such a great influence of information technologies in human interaction, language teachers’ and students’ communication is not limited exclusively to live classroom interaction. On the contrary, computers and internet-based technologies offer a vast variety of options for online synchronous and asynchronous communication between language teachers and students. “Such communication that takes place between human beings via the instrumentality of computers is known as Computer-Mediated Communication—CMC” (Herring, 1996, p. 1). Skype™ constitutes a useful CMC tool in order to achieve such human-computer interaction as a means for exchange of language knowledge and information. Additionally, Skype™ allows “learners to interact, modify and elaborate their input (Doughty & Long, 2003) while engaging in meaningful ‘conversation’” (Long & Doughty, 2009, p. 1949).


  In reference to the specific context where this research was carried out, class observations showed that the participants in this study tended to have low scores, especially while assessing their spoken production. They had limited opportunities to speak English during their ordinary classes. In other words, learners had rather limited access to the target language both inside and outside the classroom, which is the norm in the majority of foreign language contexts (Pawlak et al., 2011). Furthermore, Spanish is the language spoken by the majority of the population of the learners’ country. This reality did not help them much as their exposure to the target language, especially for oral language practice, was mainly restricted to their English class.


  The above outlined facts stood for vital reasons and motivation to start this research with the main objective of promoting the English as a foreign language (EFL) adult A1 learners’ speaking skill through Skype™ conference calls outside of classroom settings1 at ILUD.2


  The oncoming sections of this article discuss: First, the concepts of speaking skill in foreign language teaching and learning, CMC tools in language learning and teaching, and Skype™ conference calls in language learning and teaching. Second, the main methodological features of this research project are described, including: type of study and data collection instruments, context, participants, and pedagogical intervention. Third, the results and discussions sections are presented. Finally, the conclusions and pedagogical implications of this research project are portrayed.


  Speaking Skill in Foreign Language Teaching and Learning


  From an international point of view, this study had its foundations based on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages—CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001). With reference to the CEFR, the language level of the target group of this study was that of basic users (A1 level). The CEFR establishes that the speaking skills of A1 English language users must be divided into spoken interaction and spoken production skills. In relation to the spoken interaction skills, the CEFR states that language users must “be able to ask and answer simple questions in areas of immediate need or on very familiar topics” (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 26). In relation to the spoken production skills, language users must be able to “use simple phrases and sentences to describe where they live and people they know” (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 26). With that understanding, this study sought to provide EFL adult A1 English users with a space where they could develop their spoken interaction and spoken production skills through the use of Skype™ conference calls. In this respect, the use of Skype™ conference calls aimed at generating more opportunities for adult learners with A1 language level proficiencies to orally reinforce everyday course contents and main language items studied in their classes.


  From a national and local perspective, this study found its support in the Programa Nacional de Bilingüismo (PNB, National Bilingual Program) and Bogotá y Cundinamarca Bilingüe (BCB) programs. The first one—PNB (Ministerio de Educación Nacional, 2004)—seeks to create appropriate spaces and conditions to educate the Colombian population in a foreign language (English in this case) so that they can have more and better working and inclusion opportunities in the changing world that we live in nowadays. The second one—BCB—looks for designing short, medium, and long-term strategies, among both public and private institutions, that will enable their citizens to be competitive in English as a foreign language (Concejo de Bogotá D.C., 2006). Based on these national and local policies, Skype™ conference calls might become valuable tools to contribute to these paramount goals of the Colombian nation as English language learners could promote their speaking skill and initiate themselves into reaching the expected language proficiencies.


  Many of my students’ everyday talks confirm that the speaking skill still remains an unsatisfied ability in the language classroom. As a language teacher, I usually hear statements of this type from my students: “I understand many things I hear in English but when I have to speak, I feel like I cannot say a word,” or less optimistic positions like: “I have studied English for years and I cannot speak English yet. I feel I will not ever speak English.” From the teachers’ perspective, Thornbury (2005) cites the following examples: “My students always say that they want more speaking, but I don’t know how to teach it, apart from giving them lots of useful expressions” or “my business students are good at giving presentations, but they can’t have even the simplest presentations. How can I help them improve?” (p. 1). These teachers’ and learners’ common declarations just corroborate Bygate’s (1987) assumption that speaking is in many ways an undervalued skill in the language classroom. They also express some of the common dilemmas that teachers face when trying to address the teaching of speaking (Thornbury, 2005). Similarly, Baker and Westrup (2003) state that speaking is a neglected language skill in many classrooms. In fact, the speaking skill is viewed by many language teachers and students as one of the most challenging skills to develop when teaching or learning a foreign language. Regarding this, Brown and Yule (1983) state that “learning to talk in the foreign language is often considered to be one of the most difficult aspects of language learning for the teacher to help the student with” (p. 25). Likewise, Thornbury (2005) affirms that speaking represents a real challenge to most language learners. This has been the main reason behind the formulation of this action research project as a response to the need of finding alternative ways to promote the speaking skill outside the classroom setting.


  Computer-Mediated Communication Tools in Language Learning and Teaching


  Given that nowadays CMC is widely recognized as an academic field, it is quite pertinent to provide a definition of what is understood by CMC throughout this research study. From a broad point of view, Thurlow, Lengel, and Tomic (2004) define CMC as “any human communication achieved through, or with the help of, computer technology” (p. 15). In other words, CMC refers to “an integration of computer technology with our everyday lives and it studies how human behaviors are maintained or altered by exchange of information through machines” (Wood & Smith, 2005, p. 4). From the perspective of language learning and teaching, Kern and Warschauer (2000) state that CMC allows language learners with network access to communicate with other learners or speakers of the target language. This assumption just validates the idea that Skype™ conference calls might constitute a precious tool to generate meaningful communication and interaction among the participants of this research study. More importantly, the students’ progress can be closely monitored in their spoken language skill from the use of Skype™ conference calls. In this regard, Levy and Stockwell (2006) state that CMC tools provide a method where teachers and researchers alike can monitor learner output easily and relatively non-intrusively.


  CMC allows for two types of online com-munication: synchronous and asynchronous communication (Lamy & Hampel, 2007; Wood & Smith, 2005). For the purpose of this study, Skype™ conference calls are framed under the principles of synchronous communication tools. Hrastinsky (2008) affirms that media such as video conferencing and chat commonly support synchronous communication and they have the potential to support e-learners in the development of learning communities. In this respect, Richards and Schmidt (2002) state that


  
    in computer assisted language learning, synchronous com-munication refers to communication that is instantaneous, with all participants logged onto their computers and sending messages in real time. Language classes often use this type of communication in the form of internet chat, or with specialized programs (p. 533).
  


  Hrastinsky (2008) affirms that the advantages of synchronous communication include the fact that “learners and teachers experience synchronous e-learning as more social and avoid frustration by asking and answering questions in real time. Synchronous sessions help e-learners feel like participants rather than isolates” (p. 52). Similarly, but with focus on the language-teaching field, Lamy and Hampel (2007) affirm that synchronous communication fosters peer collaboration and can be used to give feedback to students as well.


  Skype™ Conference Calls in Language Learning and Teaching


  Sheppard (2006) reminds us that Skype™ is a free computer program you can use to make telephone calls over the internet and that you can also use it to make conference calls and video calls, to chat, and to transfer files. Furthermore, Abdulezer, Abdulezer, and Dammond (2007) affirm that “Skype™ can dramatically alter how you exchange information, how you meet new people, and how you interact with friends, family, and colleagues” (p. 9). Chen and Cordier (2008) maintain that Skype™ offers one of the most popular voice-over internet protocol services and with a computer, an internet connection, and a few simple steps, foreign language speakers and learners can connect with and call one another across time zones. Chen and Cordier also point out that with Skype™ you can dial a contact (provided the person you are calling has also downloaded Skype™) and talk to and from any country, using a headset and microphone plugged into your computer.


  Though there are many different things that can be done through Skype™ nowadays, for the purpose of this study, the main Skype™ features used during its development and implementation were the conference calls.


  Although many consumer audio and video conferencing tools are available on the market (iChat, Skype™, MSN Messenger, etc.), literature on the use of such tools is still scarce (Kinoshita, 2008). Godwin-Jones (2005) explored the use of Skype™ and podcasting for language teaching and learning purposes in online environments. Overall, he found that


  
    both Skype™ and podcasting can be considered “disruptive technologies” in that they allow for new and different ways of doing familiar tasks and offer intriguing opportunities for language professionals and learners, as they provide additional channels for oral communication. (p. 9)
  


  Similarly, Elia (2006) conducted a research study where she explored the effect of Skype™ for language learning in Tandem.3 For this, she used and recommended The Mixxer (http://www.language-exchanges.org/) which is a free educational website for language exchanges via Skype™. She concluded that


  
    Skype™ language learning through “Mixxer” can be a convincing application to be widely supported, experimented, and its efficacy monitored in different language learning contexts, as it can be a valid aid in trying to support language learners who always face problems connected to the difficulty in having contact with native speakers. (p. 275)
  


  More recently, Coburn (2010) conducted an action research study focusing on


  
    the online teaching of English conversation through Skype™, a VOIP (Voice Over Internet Protocol). [He concluded that] information elicited from interviews with eight conversation facilitators showed how conversation assignments needed to be designed in order to facilitate interaction patterns conducive to language learning. In other words, there was a need to introduce new tasks for weaker students though this implied that students would need to bring printed resource materials with them to the online conversations. As for the intermediate students who already possessed sufficient linguistic resources to interact more easily, increased task variety and more student-centered topics could offer relief for struggling conversation facilitators and students. (p. 1)
  


  In Colombia, research in the area of language teaching and learning through Skype™, especially for the promotion of the English speaking skill, is rather new and unexplored. Recently, Beltrán (2009) conducted a research study in which she explored “the use of Skype™ chat for improving writing skills in an A2 adult learners group” (p. 4). She concluded that Skype™ text chat prompts students’ motivation through the use of technology and is an opportunity to improve the teacher’s performance. Although the target population of Beltrán’s study was similar to the population of this study in regard to the participants’ chronological age (adult learners), their language levels, learning context, and research focus were totally different from those specified in this study.


  Method


  Type of Study and Data Collection Instruments


  This research project was carried out under the features and conditions of a qualitative research. According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), “qualitative research allows researchers to get at the inner experience of participants, to determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to discover rather than test variables” (p. 12). Within the umbrella term of qualitative research is found what has been called action research. “Action research is defined as an investigation conducted by the person or the people empowered to take action concerning their own actions, for the purpose of empowering their future actions” (Sagor, 2005, p. 4). Burns (2010) adds that action research can be a very valuable way to extend our teaching skills and gain more understanding of ourselves as teachers, our classrooms, and our students.


  The data analysis procedure chosen in this study was a qualitative data analysis. According to Dey (1993), “a qualitative data analysis involves breaking data into bits, and then ‘beating’ the bits together. It is a process of resolving data into [their] constituent components to reveal [their] characteristic elements and structure” (p. 31). Similarly, Corbin and Strauss (2008) define qualitative data analysis as “a process of examining and interpreting data in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge” (p. 1).


  Taking into consideration that a whole range of procedures can be employed in analyzing qualitative data (Darlington & Scott, 2002; Dey, 1993; Norton, 2009), the methodology of data analysis adopted in this study was grounded theory. “Grounded theory is a specific methodology developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967 for the purpose of building theory from data and it denotes theoretical constructs derived from qualitative analysis of data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 1). In order to successfully develop grounded theory, it is necessary to use a procedure called coding (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Richards and Schmidt (2002) define coding as a “research technique in which data that have been collected are turned into classes or categories (i.e. codes)” (p. 81) while Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) understand it as “a procedure for organizing the text of the transcripts, and discovering patterns within that organizational structure” (p. 31).


  The data collection instruments chosen for the development and application of this project were the researcher’s reflection journal, surveys, and focus groups. The journal provided the researcher with a space in which to reflect critically and analytically upon emerging events and constraints of the study, learners’ talk, and classroom procedures related to the intervention process of this research study. In this regard, Burns (2010) states that journals are extremely “useful as a way of capturing significant reflections and events in an ongoing way” (p. 89). A total of three focus groups of four participants each were administered by the end of the pedagogical intervention phase of this study. According to Stringer (2007), “focus groups provide other means of acquiring information and might be characterized as a group interview” (p. 73). In this respect, Burns (2010) affirms that “focus groups have the advantage of taking the individual spotlight off one speaker, who may get nervous or anxious about being interviewed, and allowing ideas and thoughts to be triggered by others in the group” (p. 77). One survey was administered by the end of the pedagogical intervention process of this study. According to Stringer (2007), “a survey may provide a very useful tool for extending the data collection to a broader range of participants in later stages of action research” (p. 38). Burns (2010) also affirms that “surveys conducted by your students about their views on various aspects of language learning can provide you with good sources of information” (p. 54).


  Context and Participants


  This research took place at Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas (Bogotá, Colombia), especially in the ILUD, which is the language institute of the university. The action research focal group consisted of 12 EFL adult A1 learners whose ages varied from 18 to 40 years old. Four of the participants were men and eight of them were women. The learners’ educational backgrounds also varied as they came from different socio-economic groups and academic backgrounds. The study population consisted of students from different faculties of the university, professionals of different vocations, and self-employed people who learn English for varied reasons. At the moment of implementation and development of this research study, its target population was taking an introductory I English course. The level of English of the group consisted of basic users (A1) according to the CEFR. The general purpose of the course, according to the syllabus, was to provide the group with basic grammatical forms of English and to develop appropriate pronunciation patterns. It also aimed at raising the learners’ awareness in terms of form, meaning, and function of the language features learned along the instruction process.


  Pedagogical Intervention


  This research study was divided into three main stages: pre-, while, and post pedagogical implementation.


  
    	Pre-stage: This initial stage was essentially devoted to informing the participants and the administrative staff at ILUD of the main objectives of the implementation of this research project.


    	While stage: During the pedagogical intervention of this project, the online Skype™ conference calls were implemented. Fifty hours of the pedagogical intervention were held according to the participants’ time availability. Thus, these online sessions were scheduled on Saturday and Sunday evenings from 5:00 to 9:00 p.m. It means that the 50 hours of the online Skype™ conference calls were covered within a total of eight weeks. Three (maximum four) participants, plus the researcher of the study integrated each online session. Before the online sessions, the researcher provided the participants with a set of questions based on the main topic of discussion of the session, so participants were familiar with the questions they were to talk about during the online sessions. The topics of discussion for the online sessions were the same topics that the participants had previously covered during their ordinary face-to-face sessions. These topics were chosen since the idea was to provide learners with the opportunity to orally practice the same topics that they had gone through during their live sessions. Thus, each session mainly intended to practice and develop the learner’s speaking skill through an online-based learning environment.


    	Post stage: Once the 50 hours of pedagogical intervention were covered with online Skype™ sessions, two data collection instruments were applied by the researcher. The first one was a survey and the second one was a focus group. Both instruments aimed at collecting data related to the participants’ insights on the experience of making use of Skype™ conference calls to promote their speaking skill about their course contents.

  


  Results


  In order to arrive at the following outlined results, it was necessary to go through the following coding steps: open, axial, and selective coding. These coding phases were defined and understood as follows: During the first step, open coding, the researcher began by “breaking data down into manageable pieces, reflecting upon those data and conceptualizing what he thought the data were indicating” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 193). The second term, axial coding, was understood as the process of crosscutting or relating concepts to each other (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The final step in the analysis of data in this study—selective coding—consisted of “selecting the central category, relating it to other categories, validating those relationships and filling in categories that needed further refinement and development” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 116). The central or core category in this study was identified as: Promoting Social Interaction Skills in English Language Learning. This core category has the ability to explain or convey “theoretically” what this research study was all about (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This emerging core category is supported by the following subcategories: Fluency Reinforcement and Oral Reinforcement of Course Contents.


  Through this process of data analysis, it was necessary to fall back on the principles of triangulation in order to validate the emerging conclusions and findings resulting from the process of seeking relationships between categories as named by Corbin and Strauss (2008). Triangulation has to do with “the process of collecting data from several different sources or in different ways in order to provide a fuller understanding of a phenomenon” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 565).


  Discussion


  Promoting Social Interaction Skills in English Language Learning


  This category aims to show that the use of Skype™ conference calls promotes EFL A1 adult learners’ social interaction skills outside the classroom setting. Nash and Calonico (1996) define social interaction as “a process of communication and mutual influence involving contact between two or more minds” (p. 68). Social interaction is defined by Fitch and Sanders (2005) as a diverse, multidisciplinary convergence of interests that include conversation analysis, pragmatics, discourse analysis, ethnography, and the subarea of social psychology called language and social psychology. In this study, Skype™ is understood as a computer-mediated communication tool that uses the internet as the main means of online communication and social interaction. In this respect, Dumova and Fiordo (2010) affirm that the introduction of social interaction technologies has helped the internet to reflect the real world with its rich social connections and interactions more closely. It is not a secret that those social connections have been greatly impacted by the use of new technologies and computer-mediated communication tools such as Skype™. Therefore, the shift from more traditional social interaction settings such as the language classroom to a more computer-driven learning environment might represent a challenge for both language teachers and learners. In this respect, Dumova and Fiordo state that the lack of physical presence is challenging but social interaction technologies enable learning as the key process of virtual work to be achieved more deeply. This was in essence the main purpose of this study as the major goal was to provide learners with a computer-driven learning environment that enabled them to interact with others while using and communicating in the target language.


  The learners’ need to socially interact with others was one of the most recurrent patterns identified throughout the data collection and analysis stages of this study. It was found that this social interaction need was evident in a high number of occasions all through the students’ surveys, focus groups, and the teacher’s reflective instrument. More specifically, it was found that learners seemed to notice a relevant connection between language and social interaction practices. In this respect, Fitch and Sanders (2005) identify a bilateral relationship between language and social interaction: “Language use is examined with reference to the social interactions that comprise it and social interactions are examined with reference to the language use that forms and organizes them” (p. 4). From this statement, it could be inferred that learners in this study seemed to notice the relevance of using the target language with the main purpose of socially interacting with their peers through the use of Skype™ conference calls. The following excerpts, collected from the same learner in different data collection instruments and corroborated by an entry taken from the researcher’s reflective instrument, show clear examples of the above discussed need for social interaction through the use of the target language:


  
    Excerpt 1

    I think that Skype™ helps me speak with my other classmates out of the classroom and I can practice my English this way. (Student 4, Survey)4
  


  
    Excerpt 2

    Yes, Student 2 is right. Skype™ is good because I can practice English with my classmates and with friends that I have from other levels. (Student 4, Focus group)
  


  
    Excerpt 3

    Students expressed that they liked Skype™ because they could interact in English among them. They also said that they could use Skype™ conference calls to keep in touch with their old friends at a low price. (Researcher’s reflective journal, third online session)
  


  As noticed in the above-presented excerpts, students acknowledged that Skype™ conference calls helped them practice their language skills and at the same time expand their social relationships; not only with their classmates but also with other people they knew from diverse contexts. It was also evidenced from the excerpts that students seemed to use the language as a means of constructing their social networks which is congruent with Maynard and Peräkylä’s (2003) assumption that “it is partly through language that humans ‘do’ the social world” (p. 233).


  The following subcategories are linked to the previously outlined category and also respond to the research question of this study.


  Fluency Reinforcement


  The participants of this study agreed that they had reinforced their oral language fluency by means of the Skype™ conference calls. This can be evidenced through the following excerpts, collected from the same learner in different data collection instruments.


  
    Excerpt 4

    I feel that the Skype™ conference calls have helped me speak better and more fluently in English. (Student 10, Survey)
  


  
    Excerpt 5

    When you are in the Skype™ conference calls, you have time to organize your ideas while another person is speaking. Then, you can speak better and more confidently. (Student 10, Focus group)
  


  In this study, the idea of reinforcement is understood as the “strengthening of a response as a result of repetition followed by a positive reward” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 453). Similarly, Ashford, LeCroy, and Lortie (2001) define reinforcement as “anything (a reinforcer) that follows a behavior and increases the likelihood of that behavior” (p. 92). According to Miller (2006), “a reinforcer is any event or stimulus that follows a behavior closely in time and increases the frequency of that behavior” (p. 48). This way, the idea of reinforcement in this study is understood as the strengthening of a certain language system (such as fluency) that can be developed or acquired by the language learner in his/her learning process.


  In relation to the idea of fluency, Richards and Schmidt (2002) claim that


  
    in second and foreign language teaching, fluency describes a level of proficiency in communication, which includes:

    (a) The ability to produce written and/or spoken language with ease.

    (b) The ability to speak with a good but not necessarily perfect command of intonation, vocabulary, and grammar.

    (c) The ability to communicate ideas effectively.

    (d) The ability to produce continuous speech without causing comprehension difficulties or a breakdown of communication. (p. 204)
  


  For the purpose of this study, the level of fluency which has been analyzed and taken into account is that of “the ability to speak with a good but not necessarily perfect command of intonation, vocabulary, and grammar” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 204). This level of fluency has been chosen as it represents the most concurrent patterns identified throughout the data collection and analysis stages of this study. Additionally, in this study, fluency is referred specifically to speaking; however, today the concept is also being used as regards other major skills, such as “reading fluency” and “fluency in writing” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002; Simensen, 2010).


  As noticed in the above-presented excerpts, learners agreed that through the Skype™ conference calls they felt they could communicate in English more fluently as they had the necessary time to organize their ideas in mind while other participants were doing their interventions. Furthermore, the fact of informing learners with anticipation of the main topics or ideas to be discussed throughout each Skype™ conference also seemed to help them become more fluent in their spoken language as they could plan ahead and slightly structure their ideas before the actual Skype™ conference took place. On top of that, the main purpose of the Skype™ conference calls was to orally reinforce the same language contents that learners had previously been exposed to during their ordinary face-to-face sessions. It means that they were already familiarized with such contents which made it easier for them to actively participate in the online Skype™ conference calls with ease and fluency.


  The use of Skype™ conference calls helped learners reinforce their oral language fluency as they could communicate in the target language more effortlessly and with an easier command of language. This statement responds to the principle that “fluency is typically measured by speed of access or production and by the number of hesitations” (Nation & Newton, 2009, p. 152). This was evidenced through the following excerpts:


  
    Excerpt 6

    I think that the Skype™ conference calls have helped me to speak English more fluently and more confidently as well. (Student 9, Focus group)
  


  
    Excerpt 7

    After this Skype™ conference today, I noticed that Students 5 and 9 could communicate in English more fluently and with less pauses than before. (Researcher’s reflective journal, fourth online session)
  


  As noticed in the previous samples, the Skype™ conference calls seemed to have a direct influence on the learners’ oral language fluency. This was demonstrated as learners agreed that by means of the online Skype™ encounters, they could communicate in the target language more effortlessly, with less hesitation and better speed production. Such manifested reinforcement in the learners’ oral language fluency might have been influenced by various aspects, among them: (a) their active engagement in the Skype™ conferences, (b) allocated time for preparing their participation of every Skype™ conference with anticipation, and (c) the fact that learners were familiarized with the topics of discussion during the Skype™ conferences. Whatever the influencing factor might have been, it was evidenced that the Skype™ conference calls seemed to have a positive effect on the learners’ oral language fluency, especially when reinforcing course contents.


  Oral Reinforcement of Course Contents


  The participants of this study also agreed that through the Skype™ conference calls they had been able to orally reinforce course contents and increase their English practice from out-of-class learning environments. This can be evidenced through the following excerpts, collected from the same learner in different data collection instruments and corroborated by an entry taken from the researcher’s reflective instrument.


  
    Excerpt 8

    The good thing of the Skype™ conference calls is that one can practice the topics that we study in class but in an oral way. This way, one progressively forgets about the fear to speak. (Student 1, Survey)
  


  
    Excerpt 9

    Yes, with these Skype™ conference calls, one can practice in a spoken way what we study in the face-to-face class.
  


  
    Excerpt 10

    Students affirmed that one of the best things of the Skype™ conference calls is that they can practice and reinforce the same topics that have studied in class but in an oral way. (Researcher’s reflective journal, second online session)
  


  As stated above, the word reinforcement in this study is understood as “anything (a reinforcer) that follows a behavior and increases the likelihood of that behavior” (Ashford et al., 2001, p. 92). On the contrary, the word course content in this study refers to all the different activities, language-related exercises, and linguistic items that integrate a language program. Having said this, and as it has been evidenced in the above-presented excerpts, participants in this study declared that Skype™ conference calls might be considered as a valuable and potential tool for oral reinforcement of course contents, especially in the field of language teaching and learning. In this respect, Flewelling and Snider (2005) state that technological tools (such as Skype™) “can help instructors address the oral skills in a more balanced fashion since it can so effectively facilitate oral language reinforcement” (p. 96).


  Additionally, it was noticed that learners were highly engaged into participating in the online Skype™ encounters. This was evidenced through their positive and enthusiastic reactions and feelings towards the proposed Skype™ conference calls with the main purpose of oral practice of class topics. This can be supported through the following excerpts:


  
    Excerpt 11

    Yes, I really enjoyed the Skype™ conferences because I could talk about the same themes of the class but with more time and in a more comfortable way. (Student 5, Focus group)
  


  
    Excerpt 12

    I always felt really good in the Skype™ conferences with the teacher and my other classmates because the topics of the conferences were the same topics of the class. Also, the teacher gave us the questions to talk about in the conferences with anticipation, so it was easy for me to talk about the same topics that we had studied in class before. (Student 6, Survey)
  


  Thus, it can be inferred that the Skype™ conference calls influenced learners’ engagement to orally practice course contents for the following two reasons: First, the Skype™ conference calls made it easier for them to speak about the same topics of their face-to-face sessions as they were already familiarized with such topics. This way, learners could continue expanding and reinforcing their course contents with a different, fashionable, and attractive method. Second, the Skype™ conference calls influenced the learners’ engagement to practice course contents as they had much more time to talk and express their own opinions about such contents than during their face-to-face sessions. That is to say, the idea of having more time to talk about the proposed topics through the Skype™ conference calls seemed to engage learners to participate more actively in the online encounters.


  Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications


  This research aimed at promoting EFL adult A1 learners’ speaking skill through Skype™ conference calls out of classroom settings at ILUD. The analysis and interpretation of data drew the following conclusions in response to this main objective.


  It was found that the Skype™ conference calls might be considered an influential CMC tool to promote EFL adult A1 learners’ speaking skill, especially for social interaction purposes out of classroom settings. This finding was evidenced as the participants in this research project acknowledged that the Skype™ conference calls helped them practice their language skills and at the same time expand their social relationships, not only with their classmates but also with other people they knew from diverse contexts. It was also evidenced that learners used the language as a means of constructing their social networks which is congruent with Maynard and Peräkylä’s (2003) assumption that “it is partly through language that humans ‘do’ the social world” (p. 233). Additionally, it was evidenced that the Skype™ conference calls might also help learners in the reinforcement of both their fluency in the target language and their language course contents out of formal classroom settings. It was evidenced that the Skype™ conference calls might also help learners increase their English practice from out-of-class learning environments since learners acknowledged that through the Skype™ conference calls they tended to have much more time to practice their spoken language skills than during their face-to-face sessions.


  Any English language researcher, instructor, or learner who decides to implement Skype™ conference calls with the main purpose of promoting social interaction skills towards English language learning (main findings of this study), should take into account these recommendations: The participants in this study suggested that the smaller the number of people participating in the online Skype™ conferences, the better they are as they could have more time to speak and practice their English language knowledge and skills. They also suggested that the Skype™ conference calls could be implemented through other subject matters in the curriculum with academic and pedagogic purposes. They suggested that teachers and learners from any subject matter from the curriculum could arrange to have Skype™ conferences with different purposes; for example, to delve deeper into specific classroom contents, to revise and conclude with unfinished classroom topics, or simply to provide feedback on any homework or assignment from the face-to-face sessions. It is also recommended asking students to be on hand half an hour or a minimum of fifteen minutes before the actual time of the Skype™ conference, so that any technical or technological problems can be solved before the actual conference scheduled times.

  


  1In this study, the term out of classroom settings is synonym of the term out-of-class learning and it refers to “curricular and non-curricular learning experiences for pupils and students outside the school environment” (Resnick, 1987, p. 35). It might also be understood as “any kind of learning that takes place outside the classroom” (Benson, 2011, p. 62).


  2Language institute of Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas.


  3Tandem Language Exchange: Launched in Edinburgh in 2007, Tandem is a popular language exchange program run by the Edinburgh University Students’ Association (EUSA). (http://www.eusa.ed.ac.uk/getinvolved/eusaglobal/languages/tandem/)


  4Excerpts from students have been translated from their original language, Spanish.
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  This literature review aims to analyze previous studies that address the incidental learning of vocabulary in second language acquisition. The articles included in this literature review look into the understanding of vocabulary learning through incidental means, the relationship of reading and incidental vocabulary learning, and the strategies and tasks that promote the incidental learning of vocabulary. The findings show that L2 learners develop much of their vocabulary by incidental means through exposure to words in informative contexts. Moreover, this exposure is promoted by reading, and enhanced through multimodal glosses. Further research may focus on listening for higher lexical retention rates, the circumstances that allow incidental learning of multi-word phrases and collocations, and the use of technology-based methods for incidental vocabulary acquisition.
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  Esta revisión de literatura analiza estudios previos sobre el aprendizaje incidental de vocabulario en la adquisición de una segunda lengua. Estos artículos estudian la naturaleza del aprendizaje incidental de vocabulario, la lectura y la adquisición incidental de vocabulario y las estrategias que la promueven. Encontramos que los estudiantes de una segunda lengua desarrollan la mayoría de su vocabulario incidentalmente por medio de la ocurrencia léxica en contextos altamente informativos. Asimismo, la lectura y las anotaciones multimodales incentivan y complementan la ocurrencia de este vocabulario. Investigaciones futuras podrían enfocarse en la escucha como medio de mayor retención léxica, en las circunstancias que permiten el aprendizaje incidental de colocaciones, y en el uso de la tecnología para la adquisición incidental de vocabulario.


  Palabras clave: adquisición de una segunda lengua, anotaciones multimodales, aprendizaje incidental de vocabulario, claves contextuales, lectura comprensiva.

  


  Introduction


  Second language learning largely depends on vocabulary, as the building blocks from which learners start their second language (L2) acquisition. Hence, its significance lies inherently deep within the first stages of the acquisition of any language. During the past decades, L2 vocabulary learning has become of great research interest. A great deal of research has advocated that vocabulary is a key aspect in second language acquisition, especially when it comes to its incidental learning. These studies have pointed out the importance of vocabulary learning as a by-product of the instructional focus. The aim of this literature review is to analyze previous studies that address incidental vocabulary learning from the perspective of second language acquisition. Research has suggested that both L1 and L2 learners may incidentally gain knowledge of meaning through reading (Webb, 2008). Moreover, researchers seem to agree that after a learner acquires his/her first thousand words during the initial stages of classroom instruction through intentional learning, vocabulary acquisition happens mainly through extensive reading, and most of the time by guessing the meaning of unknown words (Huckin & Coady, 1999). In this sense, a learner would learn vocabulary as a by-product of reading, out of the boundaries of the pedagogical focus of the instructional setting. Furthermore, Gass (1999) considers incidental vocabulary learning to take place “as a by-product of other cognitive exercises (e.g. reading/listening) involving comprehension” (p. 319). However, incidental learning of vocabulary is not completely understood in terms of how it actually occurs, given the fact that there are a number of factors that determine the success of a learner when trying to infer a word, such as the amount of exposure, word-guessing strategies, and the quality of the context that facilitates learners’ lexical inference activities.


  Many theories have tried to account for the specific way that this type of acquisition takes place. It seems, however, that it depends on the type of cognitive process in which the learner is engaged. Schmitt and Schmitt (1995) in their depth of processing hypothesis state that “mental activities which require more elaborate thought, manipulation or processing of a new word will help in the learning of that word” (p. 135). Clearly the above hypothesis would include mainly reading as the means in which this acquisition is accomplished. Furthermore, the frequency of vocabulary exposure seems to have a great impact on incidental vocabulary learning (Huckin & Coady, 1999), since repeated exposure to words in meaningful collocations is the key to form-meaning associations. Krashen (1989) in his input hypothesis argues that incidental acquisition of vocabulary takes place naturally by providing the learner with comprehensible input. And though Krashen states that acquisition occurs only when the learners’ attention is focused only on the meaning rather than the form, some researchers argue that vocabulary acquisition requires attention to meaning but also to form to some degree (Ellis, 1994). Therefore, it seems that incidental vocabulary learning largely depends on the context surrounding each word and the amount of attention that the learner places on both meaning and form. However, the type of context seems to have an effect on the correct interpretation of lexical meaning, since it may lead learners to correctly or incorrectly infer the meaning of words (Webb, 2008).


  In this literature review, I seek to analyze three main issues that stand out after reviewing the articles concerning incidental vocabulary learning. First, how incidental vocabulary learning occurs, that is, the specific circumstances that allow learners to acquire vocabulary through incidental means. Then, the effect of reading on incidental vocabulary learning is discussed as learners engage in vocabulary gains through mental comprehension. Next, the strategies and tasks that can be used to promote and enhance the retention of vocabulary through incidental learning are discussed. After exploring and analyzing the findings of the studies included in this literature review, I will finally provide a discussion on the main results that concern the analysis of this paper.


  Review of Literature


  The criterion with which I chose to organize this paper is based on three main areas: (1) the occurrence of L2 vocabulary learning through incidental means, (2) the effect of reading on incidental vocabulary learning, and (3) the use of strategies and tasks conducive to improving the incidental learning of vocabulary. I have decided to place the literature found into this classification since it is important to discuss elemental issues that concern the understanding of incidental learning of vocabulary not only in its main way of occurrence—reading—but also by analyzing the strategies and tasks employed to promote the right lexical knowledge for inference in learners for vocabulary acquisition in a second language.


  Understanding Incidental Vocabulary Learning


  The way incidental vocabulary learning occurs has been widely discussed. In a review presented by Huckin and Coady (1999), several issues regarding this topic were surveyed through previous empirical researches. The researchers set out to investigate the mechanism of incidental acquisition, the type and size of vocabulary for correct guessing, the amount of exposure for successful retention, the effectiveness of word-guessing strategies, the influence of different reading texts, and the problems with incidental learning. Extensive reading for meaning and form was found as the primary way incidental learning occurs. However, several variables affect its success as suggested by the authors: mainly, the appropriate context surrounding each word, and the nature of the learners’ attention and the task demands, largely enhanced by text-based tasks. In order to correctly guess the meaning of a word in context, a learner must be able to recognize a great percentage of the surrounding words. According to the researchers, this value is nearby 95% of knowledge of the words in a text to attain general comprehension, and 98% if the goal is to achieve full comprehension. The former requires the level of comprehension of 3,000 word families, consisting of a base form and all its derived and inflected forms, and 5,000 word families for the latter. In contrast, there is no agreement on the amount of exposure to a word for incidental learning to occur. Some studies locate this number between 5 and 16 exposures, but much depends on other factors, such as word salience, its recognizability as a cognate, the learners’ interests, and the availability of rich informative contexts. Effective word guessing was found to require the flexible application of different processing strategies ranging from grapheme identification to the use of wider contextual meanings. However, as some strategies arise others naturally required instruction. This is illustrated in a series of observational studies where the majority of learners studied relied heavily on cognate recognition, but failed to recognize false cognates, which implied that some strategies needed to be taught. Huckin and Coady also pointed out that the texts which are of personal interest to learners seem to facilitate incidental vocabulary acquisition. In contrast, the authors found the lack of precision of word guessing in context to be the main limitation of incidental learning. Furthermore, although they make a thorough review of the main issues concerning this topic, especially for the different amount of lexical knowledge for incidental learning to occur, they fall short of exploring more in-depth multi-word phrases and collocations learning as part of their survey. This would have been an interesting topic also, since this type of lexical conglomerate is broadly found in different types of text.


  Gass (1999) also discusses, through a review of different papers, key issues concerning incidental vocabulary learning. The author provides an overview of definitions for incidental vocabulary and acquisition, and presents a new approach to incidental learning that draws attention to the recognition of syntactical categorization of the lexicon through context. The researcher points out the extent to which incidental is a viable concept, referring to the basic limitation of not having a way to show when a word has been learned incidentally. However, the author suggests that vocabulary and acquisition involve a certain degree of syntactic and lexical knowledge that learners heavily rely on for comprehension, and it is this relationship that needs to be taken into account for vocabulary learning purposes, whether it is incidental or intentional. The main limitation that comes about in this paper is the lack of clarity in the conceptualization of incidental that the researcher relates in the introduction of her literature review as a by-product of a mental effort for comprehension, which leaves more questions than answers. Conversely, the main contribution stemming from this paper is the attention to the sentence-grammar structure for vocabulary acquisition which involves a more nuanced approach to vocabulary acquisition.


  In an empirical study conducted by Barcroft (2009), incidental and intentional vocabulary learning were compared in terms of L2 synonym generation. One hundred and fourteen Spanish-speaking university students in Mexico City at the intermediate English level were selected for the study. After reading a passage containing 10 target words translated in the text, participants were assigned to read for meaning (incidental), or read for meaning while trying to learn the translated words and generate their Spanish synonyms (intentional). Results showed that learners that were instructed to learn the target words and requested to generate synonyms positively affected L2 word-forming as compared with the learners instructed to read for meaning only, which suggests that explicit instruction has an effect on target word recall. Nonetheless, when learners know that a synonym-generation test is following after reading the passage, it is likely that they will only focus on recalling the target words, and thus outperforming the learners that only read for incidental meaning recognition. Evidently, text comprehension would be negatively affected in the intentional group, since the focus of their attention would be on trying to remember the target word, rather than global text comprehension. However, this study presents positive evidence of the inclusion of direct instruction for word recalling and other techniques to foster intentional vocabulary learning.


  Alcón (2007) investigated the effectiveness of teachers’ incidental focus on form in vocabulary learning. Data consisted of 17 recordings, 204 learners’ diaries and 204 delayed post-test translations gathered during a whole academic year from 12 high school English as a foreign language (EFL) participants from Spain. The researcher found that teachers’ involvement in lexically-oriented focus on form episodes is effective for learners’ noticing and subsequent use and learning of vocabulary items. In regard to this study, it seems that a certain degree of attention must be raised towards the form of the lexical items in order for learners to notice the vocabulary they are being exposed to. This correlates to previous findings mentioned in the introduction of this literature review which state that a certain amount of attention to meaning, but also to form is required for vocabulary acquisition to happen (Ellis, 1994). In this sense, and to a certain degree, some form of intentional instruction is present, which relates to Barcroft’s (2009) study on synonym generation. However, more research needs to be done to establish the degree in which an intentional and incidental approach can be combined for the enhancement of L2 vocabulary learning.


  So far the discussion revolves around four articles that try to explain the occurrence of incidental vocabulary learning and the specific circumstances in which this type of learning occurs, and to some degree, the relationship of incidental and intentional methods for L2 vocabulary learning, at least for lexical focus on form. These articles have shed light on the current basic assumptions revolving around the incidental learning of vocabulary. Perhaps a combination of intentional and incidental learning could definitely solve some issues that come from an only-incidental learning point of view and would enhance L2 learners’ vocabulary learning experience.


  The Effectiveness of Reading for Incidental Vocabulary Learning


  Paribakht and Wesche (1999) studied the acquisition of vocabulary knowledge as a by-product of reading for comprehension. The researchers set out to investigate the strategies and the kinds of knowledge 10 intermediate English as a second language (ESL) Canadian university student volunteers used when dealing with new L2 words while reading. After the administration of two tasks, first a question task and a summary task later, learners were asked which words they remembered and how these were subsequently learned. Data analysis showed that while learners tended to ignore a vast proportion of unknown words (mostly content words as opposed to function words), for those words which they paid attention to, inference was the main strategy used. Learners employed previous knowledge and contextual cues together when trying to infer meaning of unfamiliar words. Grammatical knowledge at the sentence level was mostly used for lexical inference for both tasks. As noted by Huckin and Coady (1999) and Schmitt and Schmitt (1995), this study also gives evidence supporting reading as a useful tool for vocabulary development after taking into account the selection of appropriate texts and tasks, that is, theme-related texts and tasks requiring word-level and textual comprehension.


  The impact of reading on vocabulary development was also examined by Ponniah (2011). The researcher analyzed the performance of students engaged in reading, and the students who learned consciously the meaning of words for developing lexical knowledge. The participants included 49 ESL adult students from an Indian university who were subsequently divided into 23 individuals in the control group and 26 in the experimental group. The control group was asked to use the dictionary to find the meaning of 20 words appearing in an edited passage whereas the experimental group was asked to read for comprehension. A post-test followed consisting of writing down the definition of the vocabulary selected and using it in different sentences. Results confirmed that learners who used dictionaries were unable to use the consciously learned words in sentences. In contrast, the learners who acquired words subconsciously while reading were able to use them in sentences, proving that they not only absorbed the meaning of the words but also the grammar. Thanks to studies like this, there is heavy evidence of the effectiveness of reading for vocabulary gains not only for the meaning of words but also for correct sentence-level grammar. However, as the study reveals, the passage used in this study was manipulated in such a way as to make the difficult words appear at least twice in the story or were used in a context easy to understand for learners. Such advantages are hard to find in authentic, natural texts. Nonetheless, it gives positive evidence for texts rich in contextual cues that enhance comprehensibility and inference as stated in Paribakht and Wesche’s (1999) study.


  In another study, Vidal (2011) conducted a comparison of the effects of listening and reading for the incidental acquisition and retention of vocabulary. The participants in this study included 248 first-year undergraduate students studying mandatory ESL at a university in Madrid, Spain. During a period of four weeks they were tested on their knowledge of 36 target words (12 for each reading/lecture): 112 students were assigned to the listening condition, which consisted of three authentic video-taped lectures about tourism; the reading condition involved 80 students and consisted of three authentic readings on the same topic; finally, 38 subjects, who neither listened nor read, were used as control subjects. Results showed that the reading subjects made greater vocabulary gains and retention than the listening subjects, which suggests that reading is a more effective source of vocabulary acquisition. However, results also suggest that for students with higher levels of proficiency (as corroborated on their TOEFL scores) listening might lead to slightly higher levels of retention than reading. Clearly, more research should enquire about the effectiveness of listening for incidental vocabulary acquisition for high-proficiency students. This study used academic readings and lectures to test learning conditions and was, in my opinion, a correct decision since university students are engaged more frequently in academic settings. This article is an attempt to provide greater insight into the relationship of reading and listening for incidental vocabulary learning.


  The results of the studies cited above suggest positive evidence for incidental vocabulary learning through reading (Ponniah, 2011), and reconfirm the results of previous studies on the matter that correlates reading with incidental learning of vocabulary (Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984). Likewise, listening was also found to improve vocabulary retention, especially for high L2 proficiency learners (Vidal, 2011). Moreover, several factors seem to be involved in assuring the success of incidental learning. Learners’ lexical inference activity seems to benefit from texts that foster contextual cues not only in meaning but also at the grammar-sentence level (Paribakht & Wesche, 1999).


  Strategies and Tasks Promoting Incidental Vocabulary Learning


  McCafferty, Roebuck, and Wayland (2001) conducted a preliminary study about applying Vigotsky’s activity theory to investigate the retention of new L2 vocabulary. Emphasis is placed on the goal-directedness of the activity in relation to the intentionality of those involved and the sociocultural context. This study took place over several class days and involved five native speakers of English enrolled in a third-semester Spanish class at a large US university. The control condition consisted of a writing task about a visit to the zoo using a list of related vocabulary items given by the instructor. The experimental condition consisted of peer interviews as regards the students’ early L2 learning experiences and was later reported to the class. Findings showed that increased mental effort and the productive use of new words in the experimental condition might positively affect learning and retention. Moreover, the researchers argue that task-essentialness—the relationship of a vocabulary item within an activity as the goal of the task—is also important for lexical learning and retention, along with exposure to words in meaningful contexts. One of the main limitations of this study consists in the small sample size used, which limits the possibility to generalize the findings. However, the authors showed good evidence for the support of learning/retention enhancement when a lexical item becomes the focus of goal-directed action.


  Another study investigating the influence of marginal glosses, dictionary use, and the repeated occurrence of unknown words on incidental vocabulary learning was developed by Hulstijn, Hollander, and Greidanus (1996). This empirical study included 78 advanced university students of French enrolled in three different Dutch universities who were randomly assigned to read a short narrative story under three conditions: marginal glosses, dictionary use, or control (not receiving additional information). After testing previous knowledge of lexical items, the students were tested on recognition, recall, and provision of meaning of 16 target words, eight of which were included three times by modifying certain phrases in the text, and the rest were unmodified to appear only once. Findings showed that frequency of occurrence and provision of word meaning through marginal glosses or dictionary use positively affected incidental vocabulary learning. Such strategies showed an improvement in the low incidence of incidental vocabulary learning. Furthermore, it seems that these strategies have both intentional and incidental learning and none of them seek to replace the other but to follow up or complement each other. As a result, these findings correlate well with previous studies that suggest the integration of intentional pedagogical methods to enhance the incidental learning experience (Alcón, 2007; Huckin & Coady, 1999).


  Shahrokni (2009) conducted an empirical study investigating the effects of online, pictorial, and textual pictorial glosses on the incidental learning of vocabulary of 90 Iranian EFL learners. After being recruited by poster ads, the participants were selected based on their results of an English placement test and subsequently assigned to three groups of 30, in which they were exposed to research treatment during three sessions of instruction. The research treatment consisted of three different versions of the same text, each one displaying glosses of 25 target words by means of (a) texts, (b) pictures, and (c) a combination of texts and pictures. Finally, participants were tested on the immediate recall of the target words. The findings suggested that a combination of text and still images resulted in improved incidental vocabulary learning. Furthermore, these results confirmed that multimodal annotations support components of reading conducive to incidental vocabulary learning. Limitations from this paper stem from the fact that it included only male participants with a low English level, and the fact that delayed retention and further use on context of target words was not tested, which fail to fully test the incidental acquisition of lexical items or its use in grammar-level sentences. However, these results advocate for the positive use of multimodal strategies in CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) settings for vocabulary learning, which can boost the incidental acquisition of L2 learners.


  Xu (2010) examined the effect of different reading tasks on immediate word gain and retention in L2 learners. More specifically, the researcher set out to operationalize the general labels of the load involvement hypothesis: “attention, elaboration, and depth of processing, into concrete task-specific constructs” (Laufer & Hulstijn as cited in Xu, 2010, p. 126). The participants involved 125 ESL freshmen students randomly selected from a Chinese university who were divided into four different groups according to their even scores on the university entrance English examination. Different tasks were given to each group consisting of four reading comprehension tasks of the same passage with 10 target words: reading comprehension with (a) glosses, (b) sentence marking with annotated target words, (c) glosses and dictionary use, and (d) no additional aid. Results suggested that tasks with higher involvement load, that is, tasks that involve search and evaluation, such as reading with glosses and dictionary use, are conducive to better word retention. Overall, the marginal glosses showed to be more efficient in fostering incidental learning of L2 vocabulary. This study gives positive evidence for the support of marginal glosses for incidental vocabulary as shown also in other studies (Hulstijn et al., 1996). It also showed the effectiveness of this type of tasks for low-intermediate learners. It would also be worthy of enquiring as to its effectiveness in learners with different levels of proficiency in order to generalize the findings for a broader audience.


  The effects and quality of context for incidental vocabulary learning were also investigated in a study conducted by Webb (2008). Within class periods of 90 minutes, 50 intermediate Japanese ESL university students were randomly assigned to two groups (comparison and experimental) before completing a reading comprehension task. The task consisted of reading three sets of sentences, each one containing 10 target words (six nouns and four verbs) whose forms were disguised to ensure learners had no prior knowledge of them. The set of sentences was rated by English native speakers as being more informative (the first two sets) to less informative (the last two sets). Results suggested that informative contexts produced higher retention of the meaning of words in learners. The findings showed as well that context has a significant effect on gaining knowledge of meaning rather than form. This can boost the effectiveness of the recurrence of target words if they are encountered in highly informative contexts that lead to comprehension of vocabulary meaning. The results of this study correlate with previous findings that suggest incidental vocabulary learning improvement by allowing learners to infer correctly the meaning of unknown words through incidental learning in texts that provide high quality contextual cues.


  The abovementioned studies have drawn attention to the effectiveness of marginal glosses accompanied with pictures along with the repeated occurrence of unknown words in highly informative contexts for the incidental learning of vocabulary. The results from these studies support strategies that boost the possibilities learners have to infer correct meaning of a word and its immediate and delayed retention. Furthermore, tasks promoting lexical items as the goal of the activity seem to enhance vocabulary retention and learning, which can be integrated in activities relating to the sociocultural reality of learners.


  Discussion


  After reviewing the findings of this literature review, there is strong evidence that supports the occurrence of incidental vocabulary learning through reading for meaning comprehension. As pointed out by Ahmad (2011), an incidental vocabulary technique is enhanced by reading in highly informative contexts. Not only does extensive reading appear to be the main feature for incidental learning. This type of learning is the result of a number of factors that correlate among each other to ensure its success. Research shows that learners must be able to recognize a great percentage of the surrounding words in order to correctly infer the meaning of a word in context. This amount of previous knowledge ranges from 95% to 98% for general and full textual comprehension. This knowledge could be fostered first through initial stages of intentional learning that allow following up on incidental acquisition of L2 vocabulary gains. As suggested by Zandieh (2012), both types of vocabulary learning could be bolstered if they are combined jointly in “a virtual learning environment in order to improve comprehension and vocabulary retention” (p. 60). Moreover, texts of personal interest to learners promote motivation resulting in more guided attention to lexical items at the word-sentence grammar level. Accordingly, exposure of unknown words should be included in meaningful contextual cues, which would allow high percentages of correct lexical inference activity.


  The effectiveness of reading for incidental learning is also discussed. Reading boosts sub-conscious acquisition of lexical items. However, it also depends on the type of learner it is aimed at. Pilot research suggests that reading is more beneficial for low and intermediate learners, as it allows them to increase vocabulary gains and further retention of lexical items. In contrast, listening was found to be of improvement for vocabulary retention in advanced L2 learners (Vidal, 2011). Clearly, further research should focus on the relationship of reading and listening in high-proficiency learners.


  Strategies and tasks for promoting incidental vocabulary learning have also been the focus of research. Several empirical studies suggest that incidental vocabulary learning can be improved through marginal glosses. At the same time, marginal glosses and still images as multimodal annotations appear to be even more effective for incidental learning (Azizollah & Marzieh, 2012; Hulstijn, et al., 1996). Such results advocate for the positive use of multimodal strategies, such as multiple types of glosses (Yoshii, 2006) and even video captioning (Montero, Peters, Clarebout, & Desmet, 2014) in CALL settings for vocabulary learning. Moreover, other strategies that focus lexical items as the goals of different tasks showed positive impact in several studies (McCafferty et al., 2001; Xu, 2010). These researches showed that the repeated occurrence of words in highly informative contexts conducive for learners to infer meaning of unknown words provide greater incidental vocabulary gains. In turn, such strategies embedded in tasks that encourage lexical items to become the focus of goal-directed activities could enhance learning and retention of vocabulary.


  Important pedagogical implications stem from the results of this literature review. For example, teachers should consider the role of the type of text that best suits the interest of learners, and the quality of contextual hints that allow subconscious acquisition of vocabulary. Therefore, I draw attention to the importance of selecting authentic texts with highly informative contextual cues manageable for the level of proficiency of learners, and the importance of selecting tasks that allow learners to focus attention at the word level (syntactical level) and global text comprehension. Such activities, would not only boost comprehension and syntactic lexical knowledge, but would also allow the learner to use the newly acquired vocabulary in real-world speech events. Material developers also need to consider how texts will affect vocabulary learning. If the context surrounding the vocabulary is not useful for learners to correctly infer the meaning of words, multimodal glosses are likely to be necessary for learners to gain knowledge of meaning and focus attention at the word level in meaningful and authentic texts.


  In addition, the frequency of occurrence of the target vocabulary has a significant effect on the retention and recall of lexical items. As a consequence, such effect is enhanced when complemented with additional aids, including learner’s access to knowledge of words and awareness of vocabulary learning strategies. In other words, the perfect amount of intentional and incidental learning that improves L2 vocabulary learning. Likewise, the use of multimodal texts, including video captioning, enhances comprehension and gives the learner additional support to associate correctly a lexical item with its meaning. In this sense, the inclusion of new technologies in the L2 class enhances the incidental acquisition of vocabulary and it could help us to improve current reading strategies and tasks in our learning environment. Beginners and advance learners can benefit from reading and listening activities correspondingly that include multimodal e-learning technologies, even perhaps for the incidental acquisition of multi-word phrases and collocations. If further research focuses on how we can implement effectively Web 2.0 tools in tasks that improve retention and recall of basic and complex lexical items at the meaning and form level, we can build on our current literature and gain a deeper insight into the acquisition of L2 vocabulary in the 21st century.
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