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Working with adult language
learners

Second language (L2) learners:

exposure to the target language (TL) begins in late
childhood or adulthood

first exposure to the TL is outside the home, very often in a
classroom setting
Heritage speakers (HSs):

exposure to the TL begins in early childhood, but the
language is not acquired completely and/or is (partially)
lost, under the influence of the majority language

first exposure to the TL is at home, not in a classroom
setting



Adult L2-learners vs. HSs:
some Important differences

Age at initial exposure

Heritage speakers, but not adult L2-learners, had initial
exposure to the target language in early childhood, before
the end of the critical period for language learning (cf.
Johnson and Newport 1989, among many others)

Type of initial exposure:

Adult L2-learners are often exposed to the target language

In the classroom  literacy; exposure to a standard dialect
and formal registers

Heritage speakers often have exposure only in the home
possible lack of literacy; exposure to a non-standard
dialect and informal/familiar registers

(For more discussion, see Montrul, 2002; Polinsky, 1997; Silva-Corvalan 2003,
among others).



But there are also important
similarities

Both groups of learners are acquiring a
language which is not their dominant
language

Both groups may show influence of the
dominant language (transfer) on the
language that they are (re)-learning

Focusing on adults: comparable levels of
cognitive maturity  can use methods with
both populations that would not be
appropriate for young children



Goals of this presentation

To give an overview of types and components of
research design for research with language learners

To discuss data collection methods commonly used
with adult L2-learners

To discuss the advantages and disadvantages of
each data collection method

To discuss which data collection methods are more
vS. less appropriate for use with heritage speakers
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Types of research design

Longitudinal:

follow one subject or a small group of subjects
over time

Cross-sectional:
test a group of subjects at a single point

Mixed:

test a group of subjects several points, comparing
results both across subjects and over time



Types of research design

Naturalistic:
observe subjects in their natural setting

Experimental:
set up particular tasks that subjects participate in

Classroom intervention:
Include pre-tests and post-tests

measure the effect that an intervention has on the
students’ performance



Research questions,
hypotheses and predictions

Any research project starts with a research question

A research guestion may turn into a hypothesis: an
expectation, based on theoretical considerations
and/or prior findings, on what learners’ knowledge
and/or performance will be

A hypothesis generates one or more predictions for
a particular group of learners and a particular
experimental design and data collection method



A hypothetical example: L2-acquisition
of inflectional morphology

Research questions:

general RQ: how do L2-English learners acquire
Inflectional morphology (past tense -ed, third person
-S)?

specific RQ #1: do L2-learners acquire agreement
marking before tense marking, or vice-versa?

specific RQ #2: do L2-learners’ errors include both
omission (she walk) and misuse (I walks)?

specific RQ #3: do the error types depend on the
learner’s native language (L1)?



A hypothetical example: L2-acquisition
of inflectional morphology

Hypotheses:

H1. Tense marking is acquired before agreement
marking.

H2. Errors with inflectional morphology are primarily
errors of omission rather than misuse.

H3. Learners whose L1 lacks tense/agreement
marking exhibit more omission of -s and -ed than
those whose L1 has tense/agreement marking.



A hypothetical example: L2-acquisition
of inflectional morphology

Predictions based on H1:

longitudinal design: past tense -ed will emerge earlier
than 3 person -s.

cross-sectional design: learners at lower proficiency levels
will exhibit more errors with 3" person -s than with past
tense -ed.

Prediction based on H2:
naturalistic design: omission of -s and -ed will be more
frequent than their misuse

Prediction based on H3:

naturalistic design: L1-Chinese learners of English will
exhibit more -ed omission in their speech than L1-Spanish
learners of English



Hypotheses and variables

Variables:
features that change in the experiment

Null hypothesis: there Is no relationship between the
variables

Research hypothesis: there Is a relationship
between the variables

The goal of statistical analysis: to show that there is
support for the research hypothesis



Types of variables

Independent variable:

IS manipulated by the experimenter (by assigning
subjects to different groups, by constructing
sentences of different types, etc.)

may have an effect on the dependent variable
Dependent variable:

IS not manipulated by the experimenter

but may change under the influence of the
Independent variable

There can be more than one of each!



A hypothetical example

The study: speakers of Japanese and speakers of Spanish are
compared on their rate of production of English articles ‘the’ and
‘a’ In obligatory contexts (where articles are required for native
English speakers).

RQ: Does the nature of the L1 (article-less vs. with articles) affect
the rates of ‘the’ and ‘a’ use in different context types?

Independent variables:

type of obligatory context (definite vs. indefinite)

the subjects’ native language (Japanese vs. Spanish)
Dependent variable: the rate of suppliance of ‘the’ and ‘a’



The importance of control
variables / control groups

A hypothetical result: L1-French L2-English learners
have difficulty with double object constructions

(Mary gave John a book); French has no equivalent
construction.

Explanation: a case of negative transfer: lack of the

structure in the L1 makes it difficult to acquire it in
the L2

Problem: the error could be developmental and not
due to the L1 at all

Possible control: compare performance of L1-
French L2-English learners to that of L1-Russian L2-
English learners (Russian has double objects)
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Some methodological issues
to keep in mind

Does the task measure oral or written language?

Does the task measure production or
comprehension, or a mixture of both?

Does the task tap into competence or measure only
performance?

Does the task test primarily explicit knowledge or
Implicit knowledge?

Which aspects of linguistic knowledge Is the task
most appropriate for?



Competence vs. performance

Competence: what speakers know about
anguage

Performance: what speakers do with
anguage

All tasks measure performance

But some tasks may tap into competence
better than others



Competence vs. performance:
an example

The dog that the cat that the mouse ran away from
bit just came In.

Native English speakers have the competence to
understand this sentence; but the difficulty in
processing it may cause impaired performance

When an L2-learner has difficulty with this
sentence...

IS the problem with competence (knowledge of the
grammatical representation of this sentence)?

or with performance (processing the sentence)?
Need the right kind of task to answer this question



Measuring explicit vs. implicit
knowledge (cf. Ellis 2005)

More explicit tasks are likely to...
Give the learners time to think about their responses

Require metalinguistic awareness (e.g., judging a
sentence as (un)grammatical, conjugating a verb, etc.)

Make it fairly easy for the learner to guess what aspect of
the grammar is being studied

Use written format
More implicit tasks are likely to...
Put time pressure on the learners

Ask learners to perform activities that do not appear
related to grammar (e.g., picture description, judging the truth or
falsity of a sentence, etc.)

Use oral format




Measuring explicit vs. implicit
knowledge

Tasks measuring explicit knowledge are generally more
straightforward and easier to construct.

But... can we be sure that such a task measures what
the learner truly knows about language, vs. what she
remembers from her textbook?

On the other hand, a task measuring implicit knowledge
may not always tap into the precise area of linguistic
knowledge that we are interested in.



Making tests less explicit: use
of fillers

The target items test what the experimenter
IS Interested In

The filler items test something else, in order
to prevent the learner from focusing on a
particular grammatical structure

The target items and filler items should be
similar In structure so that the subject can’t
tell which are which



Areas of linguistic knowledge

Phonetics/phonology: the sound system
The lexicon: word knowledge
Morphology: word construction

Syntax: grammar

Semantics: meaning

Pragmatics: language use

Focus today primarily on the middle four
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Naturalistic production tasks

Types:

Spontaneous speech production:
In natural conversation (the learner chooses the topic)
In interactions with friends/family members

Controlled naturalistic production (oral or written):
describing pictures
answering specific questions
constructing narratives on a given topic
etc.



Naturalistic

what they measure

production tasks:

production (oral or written)

performance

these tasks don’t tap into competence very much:

just because the learner doesn’t produce a specific
word or phrase doesn’t mean that she doesn’t know it

primarily imp
the learner @

Icit knowledge
oesn’'t know what the researcher iIs

studying and

IS probably not focusing too much

on specific grammatical rules



Spontaneous speech
production

Procedure:
Audio-record speech  Transcribe file  Code transcript

Example: a 10-year-old L1-Russian L2-English learner (AYS)
Interacts with investigator (from lonin and Wexler 2002):

*INV: are you scared of anything?

*AYS: no I'm # scared um # I’'m watching # I'm scared
[cop:am]

*AYS: | reading book # ghost [aux:hab:0:am]

*INV: mm?

*AYS: I'm reading haunted house book [aux:hab:am]

*INV: oh#oh

*AYS: this is ghost # [cop:is]



Oral narrative production

Control what the learner talks about

Very common: use of frog story books (Mayer
1969, 1973, etc.)

well-established methodology Iin the field of
L1-acquisition (Berman 1988, Berman & Slobin 1994)

also used with heritage language learners
(e.g., Kagan and Friedman 2004)



Oral narrative production

Example: two L1-Russian L2-English adult learners describing the
same pictures in a frog story book (pilot study by lonin and
Zubizarreta)

SUB7: Once upon a time it was a little’s boy birthday. His parents got
him a big box as a gift. He couldn’t wait to open and see what’s in
there. Once he open it he was very surprised to see a little frog on
the bottom of the box. A little boy was so happy with his present. But
a big frog was not happy with this present. She was jealous of the
new present the new little frog.

SUB3: So the boy on a picture got a present and he want to open the
box. He open the box and saw a frog in the box. He really happy
and he got a frog out of the box. He put the frog on the ground. And
he’s waiting what happen next. So there was another frog there who
phrobably was his pet before. He's not happy about another frog
there.



Naturalistic production tasks
can be used to study...

lexical knowledge

Inflectional morphology

e.g., use of past-tense morphology can be studied
through narratives about past events

basic syntax (e.g., word order)

but not complex sentences, which are unlikely to
be produced spontaneously very often



Naturalistic production tasks

Advantages
very easy to conduct the study

the closest we can come to measuring language as it’s naturally
used

Disadvantages
very time-consuming to create and analyze transcripts
does not give the experimenter any control over production
low-proficiency learners may be very reluctant to produce anything
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence

Appropriateness of use with heritage speakers
generally appropriate
but difficult to use with low-proficiency speakers (see above)
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Elicited production tasks

Written format:

provide the context, replace individual words or phrases
with blanks

Learners have to fill in the appropriate word/phrase

Some variations: give a choice of lexical items; provide an
uninflected form of verb or noun and instruct learner to
use it appropriately

Oral format:

provide a context, ask a question, and prompt the
beginning of the answer



Elicited production tasks: what
they measure

production (oral or written)

performance  but tap into competence more than
naturalistic production
If the test is carefully constructed to elicit a particular type
of word or phrase
more explicit knowledge than naturalistic production
tasks
the learner might be able to tell what the researcher is
trying to elicit
but with enough fillers, the task can be made less explicit



Example of elicited
production: cloze test

Common format: cloze test
replace every nth word in a text with a blank

can rate performance with either exact-word or appropriate-word
criterion

Example (cloze test created by William Rutherford)

excerpt:
When President Lincoln was shot, the word communicated
by telegraph to most parts of the United , but because we

had no links to England, it five days before London heard of

the event.

Cloze tests are often used to measure overall L2-proficiency



Example of elicited production:
eliciting specific types of words

Give the context, leave one word out in the target
sentence

Article elicitation:

example from lonin, Zubizarreta and Maldonado (2008):
Barbara: Did Betsy get anything at the bookstore
yesterday?

Rick: Yes — she bought a novel and a magazine.
Sheread  the magazine first.

Fillers elicit other lexical items: pronouns, negation,
prepositions



Elicited production tasks can
be used to study...

overall language proficiency (cloze tests)

lexical knowledge
Inflectional morphology (have to supply the
right form of a verb or noun)
e.g., go vs. went; cat vs. cats
semantics of closed-class words:

use of the vs. a
use of her vs. herself



Elicited production tasks

Advantages

more control over type of production than with naturalistic
production

much easier to analyze the data
can target specific words/phrases

Disadvantages
may be testing explicit rather than implicit knowledge

the most controlled type of elicited production is written  not
appropriate for use with children or illiterate subjects

Appropriateness of use with heritage speakers
written format not appropriate for speakers with low literacy
otherwise appropriate
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Explicit measures of
comprehension

Grammaticality judgments
Acceptability judgments
Preference judgments

Learners make a conscious decision about the
grammaticality and/or appropriateness of a
sentence

Fillers are used to ensure that the learner does not
become too focused on just one construction type

A ‘don’t know’ option should be provided to avoid
random guessing



Explicit measures of comprehension:
what they measure

comprehension (typically written)

performance, but tapping more directly into
competence
what learners think about structures that they
might not necessarily produce themselves
very explicit knowledge

but with enough fillers, the task can be made less
explicit



Hypothetical example: use of
negation

Grammaticality judgment: rate each
sentence as grammatical or ungrammatical:

1. Mary did not finish her homework.
YES NO DON'T KNOW

2. John not wash the dishes.
YES NO DON'T KNOW



Hypothetical example: use of
negation

Acceptablility judgment: rate each sentence as
acceptable or not, on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1
IS least acceptable and 4 is most acceptable

1. Mary did not finish her homework.
1 2 3 4 DON'T KNOW

2. John not wash the dishes.
1 2 3 4 DON'T KNOW

NB: an alternative is to have a negative/positive scale: -2, -1, 0, +1, +2

~but then the zero response is likely to be used when the learner
IS uncertain



Hypothetical example: use of
negation

Preference task: for each pair of sentences below,
state which one is more acceptable

A. Mary did not finish her homework.
B. Mary not finished her homework

Choose one:
A IS better
B Is better
A and B are equally good
Don’'t know



Explicit measures of comprehension
can be used to study...

complex sentence structures (that are not
often produced spontaneously)

embedding, relative clauses, complex wh-
guestions...

Inflectional morphology

semantic appropriateness:

whether one grammatical sentence is acceptable
In the context of another



Explicit measures of
comprehension

Advantages
can test just about any kind of grammatical construction
very straightforward: testing exactly what we want to know
easy to analyze the data (especially if test is computerized)

Disadvantages

tests highly explicit knowledge  may not be getting at what the learner
really knows

learners are often uncertain about their judgments

it can be hard to distinguish uncertainty from a true judgment of
“neither good nor bad”

not appropriate for use with young children or low-literacy subjects

Appropriateness of use with heritage speakers

very formal task, may be inappropriate for learners exposed primarily to
an informal variety of the language

not appropriate for learners with low literacy
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Implicit measures of
comprehension

Truth-value judgments
Picture-matching

Learners perform tasks which do not appear
to have anything to do with grammar

But the results provide information about
how learners interpret individual sentences

Appropriate for testing interpretation rather
than grammaticality



Implicit measures of comprehension:
what they measure

comprehension (oral or written)

performance, but tapping more directly into
competence  how learners interpret
sentences in context

more implicit knowledge:

the learner does not know that grammatical
knowledge is being tested

but, depending on the number of test items and
fillers, the learner may be able to guess what is
being studied — this makes the task more explicit



Truth-value jJudgment tasks
(TVJTS)

Learners see or hear a target sentence in the
context of a story (either written or narrated by the
experimenter) and/or a picture

Learners have to state whether the target sentence
IS true or false in the context of the story

The set-up must be such that in order to give the
appropriate response, the learner needs to assign a
particular grammatical structure to the sentence
(.e., the correct response cannot be deduced from
the context alone)



An example: interpretation of
definite plurals (lonin and Montrul, under review)

English: The tigers like meat
YES specific interpretation: these tigers like meat
NO generic interpretation: tigers (as a kind) like meat

Spanish: A los tigres les gusta la carne.
YES specific interpretation: these tigers like meat
YES generic interpretation: tigers (as a kind) like meat

L1-transfer would cause L1-Spanish L2-English
learners to accept the generic interpretation for “the
tigers”




Why use a TVJT here?

A grammatical acceptability test would not
work:

“The tigers like meat” is perfectly grammatical
need to know what interpretation it has
TVJT Is appropriate:

can set up a context where what these tigers do is
different from what tigers as a kind do



Sample story-picture pair

In our zoo, we have two
very unusual tigers. Most
tigers eat meat all the time.
But our two tigers are
vegetarian: they love to eat
carrots, and they hate
meat.

The tigers eat meat
TRUE FALSE

(lonin and Montrul, under review;
based on a similar format from Perez-
Leroux et al. 2004, with children)




Picture-matching

The learner sees a single sentence in the context of
two or three pictures

The learner has to choose which picture matches
the sentence

As with the TVJT, the appropriate response requires
the learner to assign a particular grammatical
structure to the sentence

But unlike the TVJT, which present picture-sentence
pairs individually, picture-matching tests the
preference of one picture over another



(Y X )
An example: inalienable s0se
pOSSGSSiOn (from lonin and Montrul, in preparation) .

The boys closed the eyes (Choose A, B, or both)
A B



Why use picture-matching
here?

The boys closed the eyes
In the context of picture A: TRUE
In the context of picture B: still true (??) but not as felicitous
better variant: The boys closed their eyes

With picture-matching, subjects can express a
preference for picture A

L1-Spanish L2-English learners are expected to
express a preference for picture B, or to select both:

In Spanish, the definite article is used for inalienable
possession



Implicit measures of comprehension
can be used to study:

Interpretation of pronouns and reflexives

aspectual interpretation:
reference to completed vs. incomplete events

reference to habitual vs. ongoing events
(e.g., Mary is playing the piano can be false even
though Mary plays the piano is true)

generic vs. specific interpretation



Implicit measures of
comprehension

Advantages

tests of implicit knowledge, no explicit focus on grammar / textbook
knowledge

use of pictures and oral stories makes the task appropriate for children
and illiterate subjects

Disadvantages

constrained application: can only be used for linguistic knowledge at the
syntax/semantics interface

tests are time-consuming and difficult to construct (especially with
pictures)

have to control for many factors: be sure that the response results from
the grammatical interpretation and not from some other factor (a yes-
bias, an aesthetic preference for some pictures, etc.)

Appropriateness of use with heritage speakers
appropriate, when well-controlled and carefully constructed
oral format appropriate for low-literacy learners
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Online tasks: some examples

Self-paced reading tasks
Priming tasks

These are psycholinguistic measures
developed with native speakers, but now
also used with L2-learners

Unlike all previously discussed offline tasks,
online tasks measure reading times /
reaction times



Online tasks: what they
measure

processing (visual or auditory)

performance, but with implications for
competence

iImplicit knowledge: the learner does not know
what is being tested



Self-paced reading task
(moving window)

Subjects read a sentence one word at a time,
pushing a button to advance to the next word

A comprehension question at the end
ensures that the subject was paying attention

Measure reading times both of entire
sentences and of individual words: longer
reading times  greater complexity



Self-paced reading task

The --- —== —cmeee oo oo oo




Self-paced reading task




Self-paced reading task




Self-paced reading task




Self-paced reading task




Self-paced reading task




Self-paced reading task

T




Self-paced reading task

Comprehension question:
Did the boy hug the girl?

Measure:
overall reading times
reading times at each word
accuracy with comprehension question



Self-paced reading tasks can
be used to measure...

whether some sentence types are more
difficult to process than others:

active vs. passive
subject questions vs. object questions
how speakers process ambiguous sentences

whether one interpretation is initially preferred
whether and where reanalysis occurs



Priming tasks

Step 1. Present a prime sentence or a word,
visually or auditorily

Step 2: Present a target word for a lexical
decision task (is X a real word?)

Priming raises the level of activation

If the sentence/word in Step 1 has primed
the word In Step 2, lexical decision response
time should be faster



Priming tasks

Priming Is not subject to conscious control

Priming effects can inform researchers about
now words are related in the internal lexicon:
poth within a language and (for bilingual
speakers) across languages

Cross-modal priming involves two different
modalities: e.g., an auditory prime and a
visual target




Example of priming

Effect of presenting a semantically related prime:

related prime unrelated prime
bread nurse

\ /

IS ‘butter’ a word?
faster reaction time slower reaction time

evidence for semantic relations in the lexicon!



Priming tasks can be used to
study...

effects of semantic relations in the lexicon
effects of phonological relations in the lexicon

whether both meanings of an ambiguous
word are activated

for bilingual processing:

translation from the L1 to the L2 (or from the
dominant language to the non-dominant
language) and vice-versa



Online tasks

Advantages
test implicit knowledge
get data about language use in real time

can help tease apart effects of processing from underlying
knowledge

Disadvantages

more costly and time-consuming to construct than online tasks;
require software and training

highly constrained application

Appropriateness of use with heritage speakers
appropriate for the relevant tasks

self-paced reading and visual priming not appropriate for low-
literacy learners



Summary

Which tasks are most appropriate for
Heritage Language research?

Tasks that don’t rely too much on literacy or

explicit (textbook-based) knowledge:
naturalistic or elicited production (especially oral)
truth-value judgments and picture matching
priming tasks

Different task types are needed to

supplement each other
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Intervention research

Research on acquisition of grammar can address
two different questions:

What is learners’ linguistic performance like? What do
they already know?

How can we influence learners’ linguistic performance?
How can we cause them to learn something new?

The offline and online methods discussed so far
address the first question

Intervention studies address the second question



Typical intervention study
design 2
1) Pre-test

check what the learners already know

2) Intervention/treatment
attempt to influence the learners’ knowledge

3) Post-test

compare to pre-test, to find out whether the intervention
has made any difference

4) Delayed post-test (not all studies)
check whether intervention benefits continue over time



The need for multiple groups

Subjects may perform better on the post-test than
the pre-test
But is this the result of the intervention?
or just general learning over time?
or familiarity with the test format?
Need control/comparison groups

The groups must be maximally balanced in terms of
native/dominant languages, proficiency, exposure
situation, pre-test scores



Hypothetical example:

Research question: how effective is the use of
feedback in the classroom?

Control group design:
class #1 gets implicit feedback (recasts)
class #2 gets no recasts, and no other grammar instruction
can learn whether recasts have any effect

Comparison group design.
class #1 gets explicit feedback (correction)
class #2 gets implicit feedback (recasts)
class #3 gets both types of feedback
can learn which type of feedback is most effective



Applications of intervention research in the
L2-classroom or Heritage language classroom

To examine the benefits of different
Instructional methods within the same
population

To examine whether L2-learners and heritage
language learners benefit from same or
different instructional methods

To see whether theoretical findings about
L2/HS knowledge can be applied in the
classroom
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