Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

The Social in SLA
Please read either Peirce (1995) or Toohey (2001)

plus (for all students) Norton & Toohey (2001)

You will notice a big change in the readings this week. Oftentimes SLA researchers make choices between investigating the universal or the individual in their studies. A third, alternative way of approaching language learning is to investigate the social dimensions of L2 learning.
Peirce (1995) is about two immigrant women in Canada and how they struggle to learn English and to interact with co-workers and other native speakers. Toohey (2001) is about two five-year old non-English background children in a Canadian 2 Grade class and how language learning and social identity play out in their disputes in school with other peers. Both articles are very similar in theoretical framework and both represent the sociocultural approach in SLA. Both are well written and I’m sure you will enjoy either one (or both, if you have time)!

The Norton & Toohey (2001) article, which you all need to read, will draw heavily on data from Peirce (1995) and from Toohey (2001), and you’ll learn many more interesting facts about Eva (one of Peirce’s participants) and about Julie (one of Toohey’s participants). Note: Norton and Peirce are the same person (she got a divorce and changed names between 1995 and 2001).
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(see next page)

Peirce (1995): This article has become a classic in sociocultural SLA and the concept of investment, which was developed by Bonnie Norton Peirce around that time, is widely cited in other recent work. The first half of the article is very theoretical, whereas the second half describes the cases of Martina and Eva, two immigrant women that Peirce studied for a year.

Before reading: 

(1) Look at the following key terms in the article and jot down a couple of words or phrases next to each, just as in a free association game (the first thing that comes to your mind). If nothing occurs to you at all for a term, put a question mark next to it:

Social identity

Inequitable social structures

Marginalization

Language and power

The right to speak

Human agency

Poststructuralism/postmodernism

Feminist theory

Cultural capital

(2) Peirce will start the article with “the Bart Simpson t-shirt” dialogue between Eva (one of her participants, a Polish immigrant woman in Canada) and Gail (Eva’s co-worker and a native speaker of Canadian English). Before reading the dialogue, think of this: Have you ever felt impotent or powerless  in a cross-cultural encounter because your interlocutor made you feel incompetent in some way? (a) If you can remember such an experience of impotence, briefly explain to yourself why the experience affected you in that way; (b) If you cannot remember having an experience of that sort, then start reading the article directly, and pay special attention to Peirce’s interpretation of the Bart Simpson t-shirt dialogue.

While reading: 

1. In the introduction (pp. 9-13), Peirce presents her criticism of traditional “individual differences” and “psychological” approaches to explaining the language learner and the learning context in SLA. She criticizes Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis, Schumann’s acculturation hypothesis, and Gardner’s motivation theories. What does Peirce propose as a substitute theory for all these other SLA theories? Answer this question by underlining a quote in these introductory pages where you think she provides her alternative view of SLA.

2. Which of the two epistemological options that Peirce offers for the study of the individual are more inclined towards: How to discover your true self, versus It’s OK to live with contradictions?

3. How is the concept of investment different from instrumental motivation, according to Peirce?

4. What is the right to speak, in Peirce’s theoretical framework?

5. Briefly sketch the similarities and differences between Martina’s and Eva’s story (only essential similarities and differences that are important in Peirce’s interpretation of their experiences).

After reading:

Read my questions below and write a reflection as a response to one or more of them (but please be thorough, avoid superficial/easy answers):

· What was your reaction to Peirce’s assertion that “the second language teacher needs to help language learners claim the right to speak” (p. 26)?

· Have you ever used (or thought of using) any of the pedagogical strategies suggested by Peirce in her notion of “classroom-based social research”?

· If you haven’t ever thought of this possibility, try to rationalize why it never came up in your teaching.

· If you have used of thought of using some sort of “classroom-based social research” pedagogy, describe your experience or ideas about it.

· For those of you who are “strangers” to the US scene, but not immigrants: to what extent can you say you have personally experienced what Peirce’s characterizes as inequitable social encounters and struggles to assert your right to speak?

· For those of you who teach in a foreign language environment (where issues of immigration may never come up): how (im)possible is it to apply Peirce’s interpretations and ideas to EFL and FL teaching contexts?
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Toohey (2001): Toohey’s article will start with a theoretical review of previous research done on children’s fights or verbal disputes, and then will present representative examples of disputes in a Canadian school, involving two girls: Julie (who immigrated with her family from Poland) and Surjeet (born in Canada in a bilingual Punjabi-English speaking family). The main thrust underlying the whole study is to answer this question: Does participation in school disputes always result in chilren’s increased opportunities for social and language learning?

Before reading: 

(1) Look at the following key terms in the article and jot down a couple of words or phrases next to each, just as in a free association game (the first thing that comes to your mind). If nothing occurs to you at all for a term, put a question mark next to it:

Children’s disputes in school

Socialization into adult culture

Marginalization

Counterdiscourse

Reproduction of status quo

Claiming power

According power

(2) Before reading the article, answer this question:

--To what extent are young children (e.g., ages ranging from kindergarten through Grade 2) capable of entertaining social prejudices? If you can, provide some example you’ve witnessed or experienced where a child or children seemed to speak or act guided by prejudices.

While reading: 

1. After reading Toohey’s description of Julie and Surjeet, briefly sketch the similarities and differences between the two children. Mention only those aspects of their background and life that are likely to be relevant to the rest of the study (which is about disputes with other children and how they foster or hinder learning opportunities).

2. Toohey uses several examples to show that in school disputes with peers over possessions, opinions, and play, Julie typically successfully resists being positioned as a subordinate while Surjeet typically acquiesces to that position. How convincing were the examples (and Toohey’s analyses of them) to you?

3. List all possible factors that Toohey mentions as explanations for Surjeet’s subordination and Julie’s resistance (p. 271).

4. What other macro-societal factors contribute to the marginalization of Surjeet and the success of Julie? (p. 273).

5. What does Toohey suggest teachers could have (and should have) done with Surjeet’s expertise with cards, had they been able to notice it? (pp. 272-273 and 275).

After reading:

Choose one of the two topics below and write a personal reflection:

--In your opinion, to what extent are language learning opportunities influenced by social prejudices and social structures, and to what extent does attained language ability influence other people’s views of second language speakers? 

--To what extent is it a responsibility of second or foreign language teachers to address social and racial prejudices in classrooms?
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Norton & Toohey (2001): This is a recent article in which the two authors criticize traditional psychological approaches to learning strategies and the “good language learner” literature, and where they suggest a sociocultural approach to this area would be more illuminating. In the second half of the article, you will recognize Eva (from Peirce, 1995) and Julie (from Toohey, 2001).

Before reading:

--List as many characteristics as you can of what you consider a prototypical “good language learner.”

--Then think of the notion of “context,” and list any aspects of the learning context that seems relevant to you in SLA.

While reading:

1. The section called SLA research and good language learning is a good model for the “typical” style of literature reviews that many of you will need for your research papers. As you read, pay attention to the style. The research and themes summarized are of outmost interest to Claudia and Prayma (they are writing their paper on this very topic!), but the rest of you don’t need to spend much time with this review part.

2. Why is the notion of community of practice important for SLA, according to the authors (pp. 310-311)?

3. What is human agency (p. 312)?

4. As you read more about Eva (if for the first article you chose to read Peirce, 1995) or about Julie (if for the first article you chose to read Toohey, 2001), write down a couple of “behaviors” and a couple of “context” influences that contribute to their being “good language learners.”

After reading:

For each question, write a paragraph:

What do you think about sociocultural theory as an approach to doing SLA research, now that you read this week’s assigned readings?

To what extent do you feel this approach is useful for language teachers in your own context (e.g., think of this question in the context of your teaching immigrants, children, EFL learners, French undergraduates, etc.).
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