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Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Spada, N., & Lightbown, P. (1999). Instruction, first language influence, and developmental readiness in second language acquisition. The Modern Language Journal, 83, 1-22.
Learners’ developmental readiness ~~~ instruction ~~~ L1 influence

Acquisition of questions in English, shown to be clearly developmental

· Developmental stages: lots of evidence that they exist and are universal

· regardless of L1 but… L1 influence: evidence that its effect is delay at some stage or addition of substages

· regardless of instruction… but only if we look at spontaneous production (metalinguistic knowledge and awareness of a rule can be very different if instruction was available)

· Conclusion: Developmental stages cannot be skipped, instruction can only help efficiency, that is, accelerate process and stimulate better ultimate attainment (i.e., development further along the developmental stages towards advanced competence).

Krashen: “natural approach” ( do not teach grammar, but let comprehensible input do its job and grammar will take care of itself

Pienemann: “teachability/learnability hypothesis” ( learner readiness constrains what we can teach successfully, instruction should target right level of instruction (stage prior to what needs to be learned, as measured by “emergence”)

Stages for acquisition of English questions developed by Pienemann, Johnston, & Brindley (1988). Previous instruction studies by Mackey (1999) and Mackey & Philp (1998).
Relative clause work: opposite findings! Teach at a more advanced stage and get “easier” stages for free. Several of the studies suggest that learners learned MORE and LESS than they were taught, but they all learned something new, and always in the staged way given by the implicational hierarchy of relative clauses.

Possessive work: Zobl on “her/his”. Most difficult, marked context is for possessions that have natural gender (e.g., father/mother + his/her). As with relative clauses, “Teaching these forms in only the most difficult (latest acquired) contexts led to learners being able to generalize the rule to the less difficult contexts” (p. 4) but not the other way around.

Target of instruction:
Taught Stage 4 and 5 questions (that is, wh-Q with copula BE, Y/N-Q with AUX, wh-Q with AUX) to students who were at stage 2 (SVO + raising intonation) or 3 (fronting).
8 units of 1 hour each over 8 days
Method
5 intact classes

N=144, age 11-12 (6th grade), intensive ESL in Québec schools (5 hours per day during half of the academic year, communicative curriculum, encouragement to use only English)

Figure 3, nice!

Tasks:
1-Oral production (2 sets on pre-test, 3 on post-test)

2-Scrambled questions task (20 cartoons)

3-Preference task (k=22 question items + 8 distracter items; pairs of questions and Ss could: accept one, accept both, reject both, “don’t know”; pre, post, delayed)

4-Picture-cued written questions task (delayed posttest only; cartoon picture of busy airport, 11 people with speech balloons, imagine what each person could have been asked and write it down. 

Emergence rather than mastery (p. 8)
FINDINGS

· Generally, improvement with higher stages was more noticeable in recognition than production tasks (p. 10) 
· Generally, students were placed at a higher stage by written tasks than by oral tasks (both on pre & post): oral data places most students at stages 2 & 3, written data show the same students had some knowledge of stage 4 & 5.
· Explanation ( perhaps this input flood treatment was most effective at impacting students’ ability to recognize higher stage questions rather than master/control their production (p. 15)
· Surprisingly, often on pre- and post-tests, students would accept stage 4 or 5 questions (where can I buy a bicycle?) but also stage 2 and ungrammatical stage 3 questions (why fish can live in water?)( L1 influence; French allows both inversion and zero inversion in wh- and y/n Qs, and inversion can only be done with pronouns, not full Noun Phrases. Similar findings attested in Zobl (1979, 1995); the pronoun + inversion first effect may not be attributable to L1 but rather it may be a general influence from input bias, as Schwartz & Sprouse (1994) documented same developmental progression from inversion with pronoun first to inversion with Noun Phrases later with L1 Turkish learners. (authors acknowledge this in footnote 9, but forgot to give me credit for the remark (! I gave this information to Lightbown in AAAL at Orlando, 1997)
· Implications for type of instruction research (p. 17)( perhaps input flood was not potent enough, and: (a) to see effects in oral production as well, more active learner practice & output plus corrective feedback (as in Spada & Lightbown, 1993) would have been more effective; (b) to dispel the L1-induced IL rule more explicit contrastive treatment would be more effective (e.g., Kupferberg & Olshtain, 1996).

Oral production:

· Most students were at stage 2 or 3 on both pre-test (82% or 118 of 144) and post-test (based on Table 1, probably 85% or 123 out of 144)

· Over half of stage 2 students did not change, but 29% (23 out of 79) benefited and went to stage 3( Contra teachability hypothesis, since stage 2 learners were “unreadies” and nobody should have benefited from instruction
· About half of stage 3 students did not change, only 18% (7 out of 39) benefited and went to stage 4, and also another 26% (10 out of 39) went down to stage 2! ( Contra teachability hypothesis, since stage 3 learners were “readies” and they should have benefited from instruction
· Students at stage 4 on pre-test either remained there after instruction (40% of 10 out of 25) or they went down one stage to stage 3 (56% or 14 out of 25)
· In agreement with teachability hypothesis, most students could not skip stages: Ony 3 out of 144 moved more than one stage--2 students went from stage 2 to stage 4, 1 student went from stage 4 to stage 2 (and one student was stage 5 and remained there)
Scrambled questions:

· Stage 2 questions declined by 15%

· Stage 4 questions increased by 18%

· Stage 3 questions remained stable overall 
Preference task:

· Pre: Acceptance of many stage 2 and ungrammatical stage 3 Qs, same students rejected some stage 4 & 5 Qs but accepted others. Post: Accepted more stage 4 & 5 Qs

· Acceptance of stage 2 questions decreased, but still about half were accepted on post-test
· Increase of acceptance of ungrammatical stage 3 Qs (p. 14)
· Acceptance of stage 4 and 5 questions was greatly improved (from 63% to 73% and from 48% to 62%)

· Still, in spite of improvement, most students continued to accept many stage 2 and ungrammatical stage 3 questions and they continue to reject many stage 4 and 5 questions

Picture-cued written questions task (only delayed posttest):
· 75% of students were assigned to stage 4, 21% to stage 5, and only 3% to stage 3

· Some of the stage 4 and 5 questions may have been formulaic (stage 5: what are you doing, where do you live; stage 4: what’s your name, what’s the matter)

So what?
What do the findings mean outside the study? That is, how can we use the knowledge this study provides to our own professional benefit, in terms of what to consider when we are teaching?
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