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Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Research bibliography assignment
Here are some suggestions for how to put together a good bibliography for the first class assignment and how to make the most out of the assignment to make progress towards your proposal.
You should plan this assignment so that it helps you advance your research project. The biblio should get you closer to think of your next assignment, which it the research proposal. If you already have a topic in mind, the assignment will help you find the most complete and up-to-date bibliography on the topic possible. If you don’t have a topic yet, searching to compile a biblio can help you identify one.

This is NOT an annotated bibliography assignment. You need to locate and list the references, not summarize them. There is no set number of references that you should include. How many will depend on the topic. However, I imagine anything less than 20 or 30 references is strangely little, so probably you need to keep searching and improve your search strategies if you discover you cannot find that many references in your chosen topic.

In your submission of the bibliography to me, please begin with a couple of paragraphs explaining how you view your topic at this early point, based on what you found... That way I can understand what you were trying to do (what topic, what problem or research question, with what context) and I can react to the list you gathered and give you better feedback to keep working towards the proposal.
Also, please (a) give your bibliography assignment a title that captures your topic and (b) organize your list of sources by themes or subtopics, using a few headings (rather than just giving me a long alphabetical list of resources). Within each theme or subtopic, please list the references alphabetically.
Possibility #1— Searching for the best references for your topic (if you already have some ideas or interests in mind)

Steps:

1. First of all, naturally, check out the syllabus and the textbook... If there is any reading precisely on your topic, read it first (don’t wait until we read it together in class)! Footnote chase from there to find out: important authors, good key terms, specialized journals where that topic appears a lot.

2. In person, look at other SLA textbooks and check out their Table of Contents and their Subject Index and fast-read the sections or chapters on your topic. Note down key words, important author names, good journals to check out on the topic, and even some specific references if they seem to be important. Main SLA textbooks are listed at the end of Ortega’s Chapter 1.

3. Based on steps 1 & 2, you can now develop a list of key terms specific to your topic. Try to think of good terms that you believe will give you complete and accurate hits in your library search. For your electronic library searches, remember to exploit subject headings [assigned by the librarians], descriptors [taken from thesaurus and combined by you at the time of the search; you may want to become familiar with The Thesaurus of ERIC descriptors], and natural language terms or keywords [words or phrases that you have noticed repeatedly in your topic, whether they’d appear in the title, abstract, or text of a source].

4. Once you identify the best databases you want to explore, do Boolean searches (and/or), making sure to combine your key terms specific to your topic with delimiting terms for lit reviews; Search several bibliographic data bases (e.g., ERIC, Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts, PsycINFO, Social Scisearch).
5. Decide if there are some journals that seem to have so many articles on your topic that is worth researching them separately, issue by issue (you can do this electronically, or by hand). Always begin checking the most recent issue (2009, 1) and go down in time. Don’t bother to go earlier than 2001, it is probably not necessary (you will find, of course, older seminal articles, but for initial library searches newer is always better because it can lead you back to more things).
6. Electronically or in person, look for literature reviews on your specific topic in the two applied linguistics journals devoted to literature reviews: Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, Language Teaching.

7. Ask other students for past and current syllabi from classes that are precisely on your topic.

8. Do some Google and Google scholar searches (you can do this also from inside the library’s data bases, and it works even better) to see if the main authors you have discovered have useful information in their websites.
9. Assemble the resulting bibliography of potentially relevant empirical studies on your tentative topic.

Possibility #2— Searching for a topic (if you don’t have any particular ideas or interests in mind yet)

Steps:

1. First of all, naturally, check out the syllabus and textbook... You may get ideas and information there first!

2. In person, look at SLA textbooks and check out their Table of Contents and their Subject Index to look for topics and ideas. Main SLA textbooks are listed at the end of Ortega’s Chapter 1.

3. Then do searches on the contents of main journals. Get a feel for what each journal is about and what topics researchers seem to be currently publishing a lot about:

Studies in Second Language Acquisition

Language Learning

Applied Linguistics

TESOL Quarterly

Modern Language Journal

Canadian Modern Language Review

Language Teaching Research

System

Second Language Research

Journal of Second Language Writing

Language Learning & Technology

Reading in a Foreign Language

International Journal of Listening

Assessing Writing

Language Testing

Always begin checking the most recent issue (2009, 1) and go down in time. Don’t bother to go earlier than 2001, it is probably not necessary at this point.
4. Electronically or in person, look for literature reviews on various topics in the two applied linguistics journals devoted to literature reviews: Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, Language Teaching.

5. Ask other students for past and current syllabi from classes that may be related to general areas of your interest (motivation, culture, reading, writing...).

6. Look at past Scholarly Papers by fellow students and their topics (if they give you good leads, cite them as you would cite any scholarly reference, don’t forget you must acknowledge your sources of inspiration).
7. Decide on a topical area that could engage your interest for this semester.

8. Assemble the resulting bibliography of potentially relevant empirical studies on your tentative topic.

Important recommendation for this assignment:

· When you collect your citations, always record which databases are linked to which outputs and which keywords and terms you used in your searches; this may help you improve your search strategies in the future.

· You should record the results of your searches in electronic format (most electronic search resources in the library can be directly downloaded into an electronic document or at least manually copied & pasted); spending time now in inputting your references in good APA format saves you time later with the paper.
· If you are not very experienced with library electronic search strategies, make an appointment with the librarian NOW and he or she will be able to help you. Also, be aware that electronic searches can give you too much or too little if you are not very experienced doing them; additional hand searches may take longer but can some times be more fruitful.

· You should keep notes on any questions or problems you have as you do your library searches. Frustration, problems, and lack of success are fine because you can learn from them, but you have to be able to describe it all in a form that a librarian can understand and address it for you!
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