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Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Proposal Assignment Guidelines

1. Purposes and goals for this assignment

The purpose of the final research paper for this course is for you to develop expertise in a topic of your own choice within the field of second language learning. The final research paper should demonstrate: (a) that you have integrated relevant aspects of the course content with your own explorations beyond the class readings and discussions, (b) that you have striven to produce high quality academic writing, and (c) that you have developed skills regarding the evaluation of primary SLA research (something I will look for in the Literature Review part of your final paper) and the design, implementation, and interpretation of primary SLA research (something I will look for in the empirical part of your paper). 

The two main purposes of having a formal proposal turned in relatively early in the semester are: (1) to give you a big push in getting started with the specification of a topic and research questions, ensuring that you are putting your initial sources and ideas together in an efficient way, and (2) to allow you to receive useful feedback on your research paper plans. Consequently, the more you tell me in your proposal about the what, how, and why of what you want to do for the research paper, the more I can provide you with tips and feedback to facilitate the rest of the research and writing process.
2. Expected format of the proposal

The proposal should be about 5 pages long (PLUS references and, if appropriate, appendices, etc.) and should be written as carefully and meaningfully as if it were your final paper (please do double-spaced, 12-point font, APA documentation style). 
IMPORTANT: Don’t forget to give your paper a nice title and to organize the proposal into well thought out sections with their own informative headings. Please keep in mind that the research paper proposal is your ongoing draft of the paper. All subsequent writing should be done taking the proposal as the springboard for redrafting, expanding, and developing your paper throughout the semester.

3. Where to look for initial ideas to flesh out what you want to propose for your research plan

Your proposal should not be based entirely on just your best efforts at coming up with good “thoughts” on your own. Instead, in the process of formulating your “plan” for the research paper, you should browse resources and consult with readings and literature. Here are some tips.

First, please make sure that you browse some of the main applied linguistics and SLA journals for things relevant to your topic (start with the most recent volumes, 2009 and then keep going backwards):

Studies in Second Language Acquisition

Language Learning

The Modern Language Journal

The Canadian Modern Language Review

TESOL Quarterly

Applied Linguistics

Language Teaching Research

Foreign Language Annals

Journal of Second Language Writing

International Journal of Applied Linguistics

International Review of Applied Linguistics

Linguistics & Education

Language and Education

Language Awareness
…And others you may know from other classes (and as related to your topic)…
Two particularly useful journals to spur ideas in applied linguistics (because they are devoted to bibliographical literature reviews of topics) are:

Annual Review of Applied Linguistics

Language Teaching

You should consult the syllabus and the textbook and reading packet, as browsing through topics and readings in them can help you with ideas for the proposal. You may also want to consult some of the following SLA textbooks as you prepare for your proposal (the ones with an asterisk are particularly useful):
Doughty, C. & Long, M. H. (Eds.) (2003). The handbook of second language acquisition. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Cook, V. (1993). Linguistics and second language acquisition. New York: St. Martin's Press.
Bialystok, E. & Hakuta, K. (1994). In other words: The science and psychology of second language acquisition. New York: BasiBook. 
Braidi, S. M. (1999). The acquisition of second-language syntax. New York: Arnold. 

*Ellis, R. (2008). The study of second language acquisition (2nd revised ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gass, S. M. (1997). Input, interaction, and the second language learner. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

*Gass, S. M., & Selinker, L. (2001). Second language acquisition: An introductory course (2nd edition). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
*Larsen-Freeman, D., & Long, M. H. (1991). An introduction to second language acquisition research. New York: Longman.

*Lightbown, P. M., & Spada, N. (1999). How languages are learned (revised edition). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
McLaughlin, B. (1987). Theories of second language learning. London: Edward Arnold.

*Mitchell, R., & Myles, F. (1998). Second language learning theories. New York: Arnold.

Ritchie, W. C., & Bhatia, T. K. (Eds.). (1996). Handbook of second language acquisition. San Diego: Academic Press.
Towell, R., & Hawkins, R. (1994). Approaches to second language acquisition. Clevendon: Multilingual Matters.

*Scovel, T. (1999). Learning new languages: A guide to second language acquisition. Boston: Heinle & Heinle.
Sharwood Smith, M. (1994). Second language learning: Theoretical foundations. New York: Longman.
White, L. (2003). Second language acquisition and Universal Grammar. New York: Cambridge University Press.

If you are doing an interdisciplinary topic, for example, a mixture of SLA and sociolinguistics, or a mixture of assessment and SLA, or pedagogy and SLA, then you should also consult other journals, syllabi, and books from other related courses.

4. Expected content and scope of the proposal
By reading your proposal, I need to find out about the following issues:

1. What is the general topic area within which your topic can be situated?
2. Why is this topic relevant or important (a) to you personally, and (b) to others? (Yes, I do want you to articulate this explicitly in your paper; using the first person is fine).
3. If it isn’t obvious, how is this topic related to the course topic, that is, learning (not only teaching) of second languages? Interdisciplinary topics and issues are fine, but I would like to see that you make some connections with general SLA ways of thinking about “learning”, “acquisition”, “development”, “change/progress”, and so on… You should frame your topic from the perspective of what happens to students & learning, not just what happens to teachers and teaching.
4. How do you plan to research this topic? Explain as much as you can of the methods you believe will be likely to help you research your topic. Quantitative or qualitative methods of various kinds are fine as long as they are relevant to the research problem at hand. In motivating your choices and plans, make sure you use the literature you have already identified. Even a quick browsing of titles and abstracts and headings (since you won’t have time to read anything in depth yet) can give you great ideas for what you think you want to do.
5. What specific questions do you plan to address in your paper? Hint: wh-questions always make better research questions than yes/no questions (most human questions worthy of systematic inquiry cannot be answered with a plain “yes or no”).
6. Please include a plan for how you will sequence your reading tasks and a strategic timeline for how your work will progress, both with reading the previous literature and with collecting your data.
If you are encountering difficulties and dilemmas in either finding relevant literature or imagining what kind of data to collect, you can describe those difficulties/dilemmas for me so I can give you feedback on them. It is not necessary that you read all the references you have identified/collected for the proposal, but in the way you write your proposal I do expect to see evidence that you have started reading. Although I understand if you don’t have time to enter all your references in the best format possible, please try to provide me with a nice APA clean list of all the references you are planning to use or have located so far. This is very useful at the proposal stage because I will want to comment on your resources and point you in the right directions if you haven’t been able to find the “best” items so far.

The list above is only to give you ideas for what I am looking after, and you can add whatever else you feel is appropriate. Also, you can fit in the information in any way you want in your proposal. I am not suggesting you use the list in these guidelines to create headings and sections. In fact, it may be better if you avoid organizing your paper slavishly following those 6 items above. Just make sure I can have answers for those 6 items above after I finish reading your proposal.
Finally, the specifics of the project may shift after the proposal is turned in, as you delve into the literature and you know more and more about your topic. This is fine as long as the general topic remains the same. In the unlikely event that you wanted to change the topic entirely later on, check with me first.

5. Submission

Please bring a hard copy of your proposal to class. I will ask you to share it with other students during class time and then I will collect it at the end of that class. Please also send me an electronic copy of your proposal. On the first page, please write clearly whether you want me to give you feedback plus a letter grade or feedback only for this assignment.
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