Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Reading Guide for Doughty & Varela (1998)
This article is interesting and well written, I’m sure you will enjoy it. The students here are ESL youngsters in a science middle school classroom in the Washington DC area. The focus is on simple past tense (-ed) and conditional (‘would,’ which the authors call “conditional past”). Unlike the Bardovi-Harlig study that we read a couple of weeks ago, which was descriptive, this one is a classroom quasi-experiment. That is, Doughty and Varela tried to implement a technique in two real classrooms (one which received the “treatment” and the other which acted as comparison) to improve past tense in their ESL students and assessed its effectiveness.

Before reading:

Think of the simple past tense in English (regular and irregular simple past), and list specific problems (or problem areas) that students may have in mastering the simple past tense in English. 

While reading:

When you read, you need to make sure you understand well what the treatment (the pedagogical technique) in this study was. For this purpose, write down a definition and an example of recasts, and make sure you describe exactly how the teacher gave recasts to students and for how long.

In addition to the “quantitative” findings presented in the section “The effectiveness of communicative focus on form,” the authors also mention other more qualitative changes in the classroom life after the “experiment” was over in the section “The feasibility of communicative focus on forms.” Make a list of any such changes that in your opinion suggest recasts are a feasible, effective technique (at least for this structure and these learners).

After reading:

Now that you’ve read the entire article, write on these two issues:

What is focus on form, according to your understanding of the article?

What do you think of recasts: do you use them, do other teachers use them, can you think of potential advantages and drawbacks of recasts…?
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