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This is a real classic in the field of SLA. The study explains the results of a large evaluation of the French immersion program offered in Canadian schools. If you are interested in French, school-age language students in general, or in immersion programs (e.g., two-way immersion programs in the US, or some early FL programs in Georgia, etc.), I recommend you choose this article.

Before reading:

(a) If you have already read Schmidt (1983), you have a concrete idea of the kinds of abilities and knowledge that are involved in communicative competence and each of its components. In Swain (1985), the focus will be on grammatical competence, discourse competence, and sociolinguistic competence. How would you test each of these aspects of language? Think of tests that you’ve given to your students or taken yourself, and list as many possibilities as you can, separating speaking from writing, and grammar from discourse competence, from sociolinguistic competence.

(b) If you know French, think of English native-speaking 6th-graders learning French and list down as many “error” areas or difficulty areas as you can guess these kids are likely to have (anything from grammar areas to vocabulary, pronunciation, or being polite etc. list concrete errors, though; avoid general statements). If you don’t speak French, move on to “while reading” at this point.

While reading:

This article is written in a pretty confusing way (no sections, unclear organization). But please, don’t give up!

(a) To keep main ideas in focus, as you go on reading, keep checking back with your proposed test ideas for grammar, discourse, and sociolinguistic competence, and fill in the information Swain gives (how she did it). Next to each of the tests used, write a happy face if the sixth graders did as well as their French-native speaker comparison group, or write a crying face if they did worse.

(b) If you wrote down typical French errors in your “before reading” phase, keep checking back and forth to see how the errors discussed by Swain are similar or different to the ones you guessed.

After reading:

Read quickly pages (bottom) 245-249 (right before Swain gets into the explanation of literacy-based competence and the factor analysis). Try to make a flow chart, map, or drawing that reflects in some creative way how Swain thinks Krashen’s ideas need to be modified to come up with a better model for L2 acquisition. 
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