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A consensus is building among language educators that a factor common to successful language learners is their ability to be strategic.  This consensus is increasingly supported both by descriptive studies (e.g., Vandergrift, 2003) and interventionist studies as well (e.g., Macaro, 2001; Cohen, Weaver, & Li, 1998) that have demonstrated that learners who use strategies (especially the metacognitive ones) produce better results in their language learning than students who are less strategic.  But even if we concur with this view that being strategic is beneficial, we are faced with the challenge of determining just what that means in reality.  While the availability of strategy lists increases, some if not many of the “strategies” on the lists may actually be at a level of generality that makes them suggestive but not much more than that as stated.  What is often lacking is a fine-tuned description of the given strategies, and what may make such descriptions particularly useful would be having them specific to the particular language tasks that the language learners are called upon to perform. 

The complex language tasks which this paper will relate strategies to are those associated with pragmatics.  Specifically, we will consider speech acts because they represent such a challenge to the second-language (L2) learner that the systematic use of appropriate strategies may be essential in order to perform them successfully.  The means for learners’ strategic acquisition of speech acts to be considered in this paper will be that of self-access at a website – whether as part of a distance learning course, an out-of-class component of a traditional course, or as part of autonomous learning to some degree or other.  The focus will be on the opportunity that a  self-access web-based learning context offers for designing learner modules that truly allow for strategies-based learning at the same time – in other words, modules that include both the language content and guidance for learners in how to be more strategic in learning, using, and monitoring that specific language content.  The challenge is to design a strategies-based learning component that truly enhances self-access language learning.

With respect to strategy use in distance learning, metacognitive strategies (particularly self-management strategies) have been reported to contribute notably to the development of autonomy among the learners (White, 1995) and have been found to provide the impetus for more effective distance learning experiences (White, 1999).  A study of distance learning, however, found that “language learners at a distance need to be shown more clearly and with more concrete examples why and how developing strategies, in particular metacognitive ones, can help promote more effective learning and by doing so, be time-saving rather than time-consuming in the long run” (Hurd, 2000: 77).  Hurd noted in her study the importance of demonstrating the direct link between being more strategic in language learning and resulting language gain.  While this link has been demonstrated through interventionist studies involving non-distance courses (see, for example, Cohen, Weaver, & Li, 1998; Macaro, 2001), according to Hurd the link remains to be studied in the distance learning context.

Aside for noting the need to be more explicit and concrete with regard to examples of language learner strategies, language educators have also called attention to the dilemma posed by the highly structured nature of distance language courses (such as those offered by the Open University) in light of the need that learners have to develop autonomous approaches (Hurd, Beaven, & Ortega, 2001).  They note that on the one hand, in order to complete successfully a distance learning program, learners need to develop a series of strategies and skills that will enable them to work individually.  Yet on the other hand, distance learning programs usually have a clear structure in which the amount, rate, and content of the learning program is determined by the course writers, and not by the student.  Using examples from the Spanish Diploma, Hurd, Beaven, and Ortega have outlined ways in which autonomy can nevertheless be effectively promoted through careful attention to materials design.  One such example that they provide is of how to learners can work individually to learn about and self-evaluate both their formal and informal expression of politeness (Hurd, Beaven, & Ortega, 2001: 352-353).  It is in the spirit of attention to materials design that this paper focuses on the fine-tuning of language learner strategies.
First, an effort will be made to address continuing issues associated with the description and classification of strategies in general.  Then, the paper will provide an illustration of fine-tuned strategies-based learning for specific language needs by describing a federally-funded curriculum development and research project at the University of Minnesota.  The project involved the learning of one kind of pragmatic language, namely, speech acts.  The paper will also report briefly on the preliminary findings from research conducted to determine the viability of this form of web-based strategy component.  

Strategy Description and Classification

Major textbooks on foreign language learning and teaching have begun to devote entire chapters to language learning style and strategy preferences (e.g., Brown, 2000: 112-141; Oxford in Celce-Murcia, 2001: 359-366).  Thus, the focus on learners is no longer viewed simply as a possible add-on to a course, but as a more essential ingredient for successful language instruction.  So, nearly thirty years after Rubin (1975) came out with her first paper on what we can learn from the good language learner, it is finally acceptable for language instructors to assume that learners themselves can benefit from being more strategic in their language learning in order to enhance their proficiency.  Nonetheless, what has perplexed many educators is the current reality that there is less than a consensus with regard to how strategies are defined and classified.

Definitions of strategies usually include in them some effort to distinguish those processes which language learners more or less consciously select from those that are strictly automatic.  These, then, are considered to be “strategies.”  Experience has shown that whether the use of a given language learner strategy of whatever kind is beneficial may depend on numerous factors, such: 1) the learners’ linguistic knowledge, 2) their learning style preferences or other characteristics, 3) the given language structure or structures involved, 4) the given context, or 5) some combination and possibly interaction of factors 1-4.  For example, a learner may find that the strategy of using a bilingual dictionary to look up the first unknown word from a text works fine but becomes an exercise in frustration when attempting to determine the meaning of the next unknown word.  Likewise, using the strategy of writing ongoing summaries in the margin while reading a text may work well on the fifth paragraph of a given text but not on the sixth.  The learner’s difficulty in the sixth paragraph may result from a lack of vocabulary or grammatical knowledge, or from the fact that the paragraph defies easy summarization. 

Distinguishing Specific from General Strategies or Skills 

What show up as “strategies” in strategy lists may well be very general strategies which are really better seen as skills, such as “note-taking,” “inferencing,” “dictionary use,” and “summarizing.”  In other words, these behaviors are probably better seen as abilities waiting to be operationalized on a given task through the use of strategies.  In addition, since a good place to view strategies in action is through their application to specific tasks, and since the performance of tasks usually calls for the use of numerous strategies, strategies can probably best be viewed not as isolated processes, but rather in chains or clusters of such processes which are consciously selected.  In the case of strategy chains, the learner deploys the strategies in a more or less predictable sequence, where the use of one strategy leads to another.  In the case of strategy clusters, a learner uses a group of strategies, perhaps simultaneously, in the performance of a given task (see Macaro, 2003, for more on strategy chains and clusters).  

Let us now take a closer look at the last two general strategies or skills listed above.  While “looking up a word in a bilingual dictionary” or “making summaries in the margin of a text” are usually referred to as single strategies and may even sound very specific, especially when compared to simply “using the dictionary” or “summarizing” respectively, these two strategies are actually still rather general in nature.  Researchers such as Macaro (2003) and Gu (2003) have both noted that what have been referred to as “strategies” may rather be at considerably different levels of generality.  So, as suggested above, what is being referred to as a strategy is so broad that it is more like a skill and strategies would presumably be those actions or functions that would be used to operationalize that skill, by means of a dynamic process that goes through various stages. 

Let us first consider the set of strategies which may need to be deployed in order to operationalize the skill of looking up a word in a bilingual dictionary.  It is likely that learners may use over eleven strategies or sets of strategies for looking up in a bilingual dictionary a word from a reading passage, including strategies for: remembering the alphabet, finding the actual entry, dealing with symbols in the entry, making effective use of the material in the dictionary, as well as strategies for coping with the mild anxiety that it may not be easy to find a suitable L1 equivalent for the word at all in this dictionary (see Table 1).  Similarly, a number of strategies and sub-strategies may be deployed in order to make summaries in the margin while reading an L2 text, such as strategies for:  identifying the key points, reconceptualizing the information at a higher level of generality, reducing this information to a word or phrase, and writing this information legibly in the margin (see Table 2). 


Strategy Classification Schemes

Once we get past the issue of what constitutes a strategy at a level of specificity that makes it operational, there is an equally challenging issue of how to classify the strategies.  Such systems are intended to add order to our analyses when we talk about strategy repertoires.  The concern is both for assisting teachers in conducting strategies-based instruction and for supporting learners in their own strategies-based learning, especially those who are learning language on their own. 


For the purpose of keeping this analysis grounded in specifics, let us return to the example of “making summaries in the margin” and run this strategy through a series of classification schemes.  First, we could classify the strategy by goal – namely, whether the purpose of the strategy is primarily for language learning or for language use.  Learners might be writing the summary in the margin in order to learn the material in that the act of making the summary could be used as a means for learning several new words in the text.  On the other hand, making the summary could be a vehicle for using language that is already learned, to a greater or lesser extent.


We could also classify “making summaries in the margin” by skill area – 

strategies for listening, speaking, reading, writing, vocabulary, or translation.  In this case, the strategy is actually intended to be used in reading, but as is true of so many skills, it involves several other skills at the same time.  Producing a summary in the margin of the text calls for the use of the skills of vocabulary, writing, and most likely translation.  Learners will certainly be engaging their vocabulary knowledge, especially if they deem it necessary to reconceptualize the material at a higher level of generality.  In addition, it is more than likely that they will also use translation skills, if only mentally, in trying to determine the appropriate summary to write at the margin of the text.  Finally, they may need to know how to write in the target language, unless the summaries are written in the native language.  


We could also classify the strategy of “making summaries in the margin” by its function – as a metacognitive, cognitive, social, or affective strategy (Chamot, 1987; Oxford, 1990), and the function might shift from moment to moment.  For instance, at the moment that learners are consciously planning how to read the text so as to retain the key points and decide that this is what they want to do, they would be deploying a conscious planning strategy and therefore a metacognitive strategy.  While engaged in producing the marginal notes themselves, the strategies (such as distinguishing key points from trivial ones and eliminating redundancy) could be seen as largely cognitive in nature, though the learners may return to the use of metacognitive strategies (such as “monitoring”) to check for how the reading is going.  The strategy could be seen as having a social function if learners have the intent of communicating the contents of the text to others and are focusing on making it communicative.  By the same token, the strategy may also have an affective function if the learners choose to make summaries in the margin as a means of reducing the discomfort associated with high memory load by assuring that meaningful information about the text is retained in a systematic way.


In addition we could categorize strategies by proficiency level, age, or gender.  So continuing with the same strategy example, it may be that more proficient learners would have an easier time distinguishing the key points from the more secondary ones in writing summaries in the margin.  Older learners may have an easier time at reconceptualizing the points at a higher level of generality.  Female learners may be better readers altogether and therefore more adept at selecting appropriate words to use in their summaries.  


Strategies could also be categorized according to those that favor a particular language or culture on a given task.  For example, English-speaking learners of Japanese may find that writing a single Japanese kanji in the margin may be a more efficient way to summarize a given paragraph than resorting to English where a several word phrase would be necessary.   Furthermore, the points in a text may be more summarizer-friendly for someone who is from a similar culture.  So, for example, it is possible that if the text being summarized is written in a language from Western culture, like French or German, English-speaking learners may have an easier time than if it is written by someone from an Asian culture.


Note that these approaches to strategy classification may, in fact, represent differing ways of referring to the same strategies and may each be useful, depending on the purpose at hand.  The skill area approach is complementary to the goal-oriented (language-learning vs. language-use) approach, as it puts the emphasis on strategies specific to a given skill area while learning language or using language that has been learned.  The function approach to strategy classification is complementary to the other two in that learners may, for example, wish to consciously deploy various metacognitive strategies for reading a challenging text for the first time and learning key vocabulary words.  Likewise, learners (and their instructors) may wish to take into account their age and proficiency level, as well as special features of the language being dealt with so as to maximize the way the task is approached.                      


Overlap and Shift within Classification Schemes

Having now gone through a series of possible means of categorization, we must add the caveat that learners who have attempted to use these categorization schemes have noted that in reality it can be a challenge to provide a definitive label for each strategy reported by a learner or observed within a given categorization system.  The strategies may overlap, merge, or interweave during the accomplishment of a task.  For example, it may not always be clear whether the goal that a person has for using the strategy of making marginal summaries is ultimately for the purpose of learning new language material or for using material that has already been learned to some extent.  Furthermore, what starts out as a strategy to use already learned material (e.g., using a newly learned word in a new context) may result in the learning of new material (e.g., several new words) along the way.  


The same fluctuation usually takes place in when viewing strategy use by skill area.  At one moment, the use of marginal summaries could, as noted above, involve reading strategies and the next involve writing strategies.  By the same token, the function of a strategy may shift so that it actually represents an ongoing “dance” from one function to another.   So what starts as a metacognitive strategy to make marginal summaries is the next moment a cognitive one, then an affective one, then a social one, and then back to a metacognitive one, and so forth.


While the best way to define and classify strategies may be “under construction,” what still emerges from this discussion is that learners need more finely-tuned and focused sets of strategies for the purpose of learning and using complex language material.  We will now consider an illustration of fine-tuned strategies-based learning for specific language needs by describing the strategies-based learning of one kind of pragmatic language, namely, speech acts.

Speech Acts as an Application for the Fine-Tuning of Strategies

Up to this point, we have focused on demonstrating how strategies can be at differing levels of generality and can be represented in numerous related classification schemes.  For the remainder of the paper let us consider the value of designing strategies-based curriculum that can be applied to the independent learning and use of complex language material in one of the more specialized language areas, that of speech acts.  


The Current Focus on the Teaching and Learning of Speech Acts

Ever since the concept of language functions was included as part of the notional-functional syllabus some 30 years ago (see, for example, Wilkins, 1976), language educators have been grappling with the challenge of attempting to get learners to acquire complex L2 functions.  A major focus has been that of speech acts, namely, those patterned, routinized phrases used regularly to perform a variety of functions such as “requesting,” “refusing,” “complimenting,” “greeting,” “thanking,” and “apologizing.”  Learners of a language not only need to learn the correct words and forms but also the strategies for learning what to use them for, when to use them, how to use them, and how they may be combined with other speech acts.  Speech acts may also be direct, such as the request, “What time is it?” or indirect, as in “Do you have a watch?”  In this last case the literal meaning of the speech act would be “Do you have a watch that is working?” but the functional meaning would be, “Please tell me the time right now.”  Depending on the language and culture, making a request such as this one may entail knowing the relative age, status, gender, and other information about the interlocutor. 


Any given speech act may actually include within it a series of different speech acts (e.g., complaining could have the speech of threatening in it), the term speech act set was coined for referring to the set of realization patterns typically used by native speakers of the target language, any one of which would be recognized as the speech act in question, when uttered in the appropriate context (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983).  

Whereas early efforts at teaching functions involved little more than providing learners with lists of speech functions, usually in minimal contexts, more recent efforts are beginning to reflect curriculum informed by empirical research studies.  For example, cross-cultural research on apologies has found that there are five apology-specific strategies that may well apply universally to apologies in any language (see Table 3).  Preference for using one or more of these strategies in a given apology situation in a given language depends on the language and sociocultural situation.  The following is an example of one such situation: 

You completely forget a crucial meeting at the office with your boss.  An hour later you call him to apologize.  The problem is that this is the second time you've forgotten such a meeting.  Your boss gets on the line and asks:  "What happened to you?"

For Israeli Hebrew speakers, the apology would probably put emphasis on the strategy of explanation (more than an American would): e.g., "Well, I had to take a sick kid to the doctor and then there was a problem with the plumbing..."  They would also probably avoid the strategy of repair, because research has shown that in the Israeli culture, the boss determines the next step (Cohen & Olshtain, 1981).  It would be an extra infraction for the employee to suggest what the next step would be, while an American might consider it imperative to offer repair as a way of righting the wrong.

In addition to the basic strategies associated with a speech act, there may also be modification according to the familiarity between the apologizer and the person being apologized to (intimate to very formal).  Also, the intensity of the act would also play a role – its gravity, seriousness, or importance.  For example, bumping into a stranger in a coffee house and splashing hot coffee on the person, an American would be more likely to say “I’m really sorry,” indicating real regret, rather than “I’m very sorry,” which is more a sign of good etiquette, as in “I’m very sorry to have to call an end to this meeting.” 


At present there is a growing number of printed and on-line textbooks that can serve in part as teachers’ resource books on the teaching of pragmatics in an L2 (e.g., Rose & Kasper, 2001; Kasper & Rose, 2003; Bardovi-Harlig & Mahan-Taylor, 2003).  While it is true that in the real world any given speech act usually occurs embedded in discourse, language educators would extract them from those embedded contexts for the sake of teaching and learning them.  In the last two decades, researchers have conducted numerous empirical studies to collect data on such speech acts.  More recently, researchers have begun to validate the benefits of having teachers explicitly describe certain key speech acts as they appear within selected discourse contexts.  But while there is increasing focus on the teaching of speech act sets, it would appear that little attention has been given to how one might support learners in acquiring these complex speech forms.  And a propitious way to support learners in this endeavor would be through strategy training – hence the focus of a research and development project, which will be described in the next section of the paper.


A Curricular Development Project Focusing on Pragmatic Strategies

With funding from the Office of International Education to the Language Resource Center at the University of Minnesota, a project was initiated to determine the effects of providing second-language speakers of Japanese and Spanish strategies-based materials for learning and using speech acts more successfully while communicating in those two languages – the former a less-commonly-taught language (LCTL) for much of the U.S. and the latter a more-commonly-taught language (MCTL).  The precursor to this project was an earlier one to construct a website that would provide teachers, curriculum writers, and learners basic information and examples of numerous speech acts in a variety of languages
.  These web-based materials were designed so as to make the information as clear and accessible as possible, not just for teachers but for learners who might wish to access the site on their own in order to improve their learning of these complex speech acts.  

The first phase of the current project, during the spring and summer of 2003, involved the development of self-access, web-based instructional units for five speech acts in Japanese as a foreign language:  requests, refusals, compliments, thanks, and apologies.  The curricular materials were designed by Noriko Ishihara,
 the R.A. for the project, with the assistance of the author
.  The Japanese speech act material included in the units was based largely on empirical data from research reports so as to make sure the language material would be authentic, rather than using the more typical approach which is for the curriculum writer to draw largely on his/her intuitions.  The materials were designed to be used on a stand-alone basis or as a supplement to an intermediate course in Japanese.  

The website was developed with the cooperation of experts in technology at CARLA and at the Language Center at the University of Minnesota, and with input from Japanese language instructors, and other native speakers of Japanese, who provided linguistic samples for the learners.  All of the modular units were pilot-tested by up to seven intermediate learners of Japanese (depending on the speech act) and their input, along with that of colleagues,
 was incorporated into a revision of the materials to make them ready for use during Fall semester 2003.  

In addition, a series of strategies specific to the learning and use of speech acts in Japanese were identified and were built into the curriculum, so that learners would not simply learn the language material, but also learn how to be more strategic in the learning of particular Japanese speech acts and in the learning of Japanese speech acts in general.  Three sources were used for obtaining these speech act strategies:  (1) the empirical research literature, (2) feedback from informants, and (3) introspective and retrospective self-observation from the author and from the R.A., Noriko Ishihara, to determine the strategies that they themselves used in producing both L1 and L2 speech acts.  

The following are some examples (see Table 4 for a more complete list):  adjusting the language in the speech act according to the level of acquaintance with the other, speaking hesitantly or leaving the utterance incomplete when the speech act calls for it, using repetition of one or more elements in the utterance in order to achieve the appropriate effect, and using non-verbal signals (e.g., bowing).

Some of these strategies were specific to the delivery of just certain speech acts in Japanese.  For example, “speaking hesitantly to an interlocutor of higher status” in a request, apology, or refusal in Japanese would be a strategy for appearing appropriately humble.  Other strategies were intended to be used for speech acts in rather formal situations, such as the appropriate use of bowing.  Then still other strategies were considered to be appropriate not only for all Japanese speech acts, but for speech acts in other languages as well, such as adjusting the language according to the age and status of the other person.  Another way that strategies were distinguished was by the role that they played in the given speech act situation.  In other words, we identified strategies according to whether they were: (1) core strategies without which the utterance would not be recognized as the given speech act, (2) support strategies that can enhance or expand upon the use of speech acts, (3) additional strategies that can also help them perform that speech act or related speech acts, but which are not essential, and (4) general strategies that cut across speech acts.  We in fact color-coded these four types of strategies in an effort to facilitate the learners’ processing of the various strategy tips.
  The core strategies were coded red, the support strategies blue, the additional strategies black, and the general strategies green.

A Study to Assess the Impact of the Speech Act Materials

A study is currently ongoing to determine the effects of training intermediate learners of Japanese to learn and use pragmatic information more successfully in speaking Japanese
.  As a result of their favorable reception by the Japanese teaching staff at the University of Minnesota, the web-based materials for learners were made a part of the regular third-year Japanese curriculum on a trial basis for the 2003-2004 academic year; two modular units were assigned to each student as homework in each of the intermediate Japanese
.  


Twenty-seven subjects across the three third-year Japanese classes volunteered as subjects in this study to determine the impact of these self-access web-based materials on the learning of Japanese speech acts and on the refining of strategies for learning such speech acts.
  All subjects completed a series of before-measure tasks: (1) a student background survey (with demographic questions, questions about languages learned, formal study of Japanese, travel and living experiences abroad, and current use of Japanese), (2) a survey of the students’ learning style preferences (with eleven style contrasts dealing with perceptual, cognitive, and personality-related style variables),
 (3) a measure of their language strategy repertoire for performing speech acts (see Appendix A), and (4) ten to eleven speech act tasks in Japanese consisting of written multiple-rejoinder discourse completion (see Appendix B for six sample tasks).  


Eighteen of the learners in the sample agreed to provide e-mail answers to a series of specific questions describing their language learning and use of strategies, focusing on the strategies used to comprehend and produce the two speech acts that they were randomly assigned to study.  They sent these e-mail journal entries after completing each of the two speech act units.  Given that five of the original subjects dropped out of the study and in most cases out of the course itself, 22 students participated in posttest data collection in December of 2003, which included both an after-measure of their speech act strategy repertoire and a measure of their ability to perform the two speech acts they studied, namely, the same written multiple-rejoinder discourse completion task.  


As of the end of January 2004, the study had entered the data analysis phase.  The web-based materials were further revised before their use during Spring semester, based on feedback from the study participants.  A subsequent phase (during the 2005-2006 academic year) will involve the design of a Spanish study in replication of the Japanese one – in other words, the development of strategies-based instructional materials for enhancing the learning and effective use of pragmatic knowledge about Spanish speech acts, as well as the field testing of these materials. 

Preliminary Findings Regarding the Strategies Component of the Study

While the main findings for the study will emerge after the data analysis is completed, the participants’ e-mailed journal entries constituted preliminary reactions to the strategies-based approach to the learning and use of the two Japanese speech acts for which they were assigned web-based modules.  While some of the questions dealt with the more technical aspects of the instructional units, selected responses to four of the questions will be reported here.  Let us look first at reactions to speech act materials as a content:

1.  In your opinion, what were the major strengths of the content materials for this unit? 

Trisha
:  I very much like the idea of speech acts, since, after taking three years of Japanese, I still find myself in many situations where I would be unable to say anything because I don't know the customs or what people say in those situations.  They're teaching us so much grammar and vocabulary and kanji [‘Chinese characters’] from a text book, so these "real life" situations are a very welcome addition.

Martin:  We focus on grammar the most in courses so we can produce proper sentences, but we seldom get a chance to practice the practical use of such phrases.  Having a variety of situations with a detailed description of what elements are important and relevant to the speech used helps a lot.  It helps to know what to take into consideration, such as the age of the person, the situation, and the level of formality.  

Rhonda:  It was a major strength to have many different examples that I could read and listen to.  It was also very helpful to have links, dialogue transcripts, vocabulary words, and translations because some of the words I had never heard, so it was hard to tell exactly what was meant just by listening.

Brad:  One of the biggest [strengths of the speech act material] is that it covers things not normally learned in Japanese class.  I think the wide variety and depth of the exercises were extremely useful and a big strength.  Also, the use of native speakers and their language added to the materials themselves.  I would say the number one biggest strength of the materials is the way the subject matter is approached.  You aren’t just told what is correct, but it is approached scientifically, analyzing why and how these certain speech acts come about.  This is probably the best way to learn something in my opinion.

This sampling of feedback from student users of the materials would suggest that there is a need for speech act units of this type – that they most definitely fill a gap.  And it would also appear that the rigorously, empirically-grounded way in which the materials were developed and are presented was also appreciated.


Now let us consider comments with regard to units on specific speech acts:

2.  What are some of the key insights that you got from the web-based materials concerning the speech act in Japanese that you just did the unit on? 


Brad:  [regarding the speech act unit of “refusals”]  Initially I didn’t really know how to make refusals apart from, “unnn chotto…” [‘well, hmm…’] so I learned quite a bit.  Among the different types of refusals I learned, I found which type I should use on which occasion.  The tone of voice is something I sort of knew, but the speech act [website] gave me a definitive idea of how I should state requests.  One thing that surprised me was that using white lies is acceptable and even encouraged in some situations.  Finally I learned of some of the cultural reasons behind the use of the speech acts…One of the major strengths was the many examples of refusal statements used.  Before I wouldn’t really know what to say if I had to make a refusal, but these statements gave me the general idea and also set phrases I could use.  

Collin: [regarding the unit on “refusals”]  An insight I got was leaving the refusal statement incomplete to add sincerity to the refusal…And now that I learned about the strategy of leaving sentences incomplete I am seeing and hearing this strategy in other speech acts.

Collin:  [regarding the unit on “requests”]  The main insight I got from the web-based materials was the plethora of ways to say phrases that I have not learned in class... Had I gotten the insights into the plethora of different ways to request in Japanese that I got from the web-based materials, I think my conversations while in Japan would have been much more in depth.

Stuart:  [regarding the unit on “apologies”]  I became more acutely aware of some of the cultural differences related to acts commonly accepted in America that are not accepted, or dealt with differently in Japan, such as…what attitude you should take while apologizing to a friend or a teacher, and how often you should repeat your apology when you're apologizing to someone. 

Jeff:  [regarding the unit on “thanking”]  I found it interesting that the magnitude of the favor does not determine the language used…I was under the impression that, as in English, the size of the favor makes a difference…I also got a much better understanding on the importance of hesitancy words and the audio files made it clear that it's not only important to use certain words (ano) [‘say, well, errr’] but also to speak in a humble and hesitant manner.

The above speech act-specific quotes seem to underscore the value of providing them a relatively complete set of information on the various speech acts, with numerous examples and opportunities for practice.  In addition, the strategies-based approach was seen to play a significant role in how they related to the given speech acts.  For example, they made reference to such strategies as watching their tone of voice and leaving their utterances incomplete when refusing, repeating the expression of apology a few times, and being appropriately hesitant when thanking.


Finally, let us look at student responses to the question of how the focus on speech act strategies, including the color-coding of the strategies to highlight their relative importance, influenced the learning of the content:

3.  a) To what extent have the various strategies provided in this unit and in the previous one supported you in comprehending and producing speech acts?  

Linda:  I thought the strategies were very helpful.  When I first began the compliments unit, I noticed that my answers were a little funny in comparison to how a native speaker would respond.  For example, I was too blunt when complimenting a professor, and too modest when speaking to my friends.  When I learned that it is best to compliment a sensei [‘teacher’] in an indirect way so that I am not asserting my ability to "judge" their performance, I did much better in the following exercises when formulating my responses. 

b) How useful was it for this unit to have what we consider the core strategies in red font, the support strategies in blue font, the additional strategies in black font, and general strategies in green font? 

Sally:  I found it very helpful, because I could then focus on the specific words that changed from scenario to scenario and what stayed the same, as well as which grammar was the most important.  It helped me see which pieces are absolutely necessary while the other parts are important for context.  While writing my own answers, the three [other] colors [aside from the red] also made me think of what else I would really say in a whole conversation other than the actual request statement.

David:  The format used for listing the strategies was very useful.  The
speech act website contains tons of information making it somewhat difficult to take it all in at once.  Having the different colors helped me to zero in on the important aspects of each section.  That gave me something to build on for each new section and as a result the blue and black text items came more naturally.  Even a week after doing the speech act assignment I still remember many of the main points.

Trisha:  I can't say that the colors really helped me any. With a total of 4 different colors standing for different types of strategies... I must admit I really didn't pay attention to what kind of strategy each one was. Trying to distinguish them by color was just too difficult.


As can be seen from these quotes, the explicit focus on the strategies accompanying the speech acts appears to have made its contribution.  With regard to the color coding, about half of the learners were positive about it.  The other half said they did not pay much attention to it, that it bothered them, or that they would have liked to assign the level of importance to those strategies themselves.  Since a rough measure of learning style preferences was obtained at the outset of the study, it will be possible to relate the results on that measure to responses regarding features of the website materials such as this one. 


While these quotes only provide a small portion of the collected data, they are helpful in revealing the students’ reactions to the speech act units.  Still to come will be speech act achievement findings based on the multiple-rejoinder discourse completion measure administered on a pre-post basis, as related to background information, learning style preferences, and other variables.

Conclusions

This paper has focused on strategy-enhanced, self-access web-based learning and its role in the learning of pragmatic behavior, such as the performance of speech acts.  Specifically, the paper has demonstrated that the self-access web-based learning context provides a challenging application for the fine-tuning of what we currently know about language learner strategies.  The paper has noted that while strategy classifications vary, we can nonetheless benefit from the current strategy frameworks and apply this knowledge to the learning of speech acts.  


Aside from the challenge of dealing with strategies at the operational level rather than with “strategies” that are more like skills waiting to be operationalized, the paper has taken on the daunting challenge of teaching speech acts by distance.  It is a formidable challenge to attempt to teach speech acts at all, let alone by distance.  The paper has described one such effort to design strategies-based learner speech act modules, modules that include both the language content and guidance for learners in how to be more strategic in learning, using, and monitoring that specific language content.  


The preliminary findings of a study to evaluate this curricular effort would suggest that the basic premise was supported, namely, that students could benefit from more finely-tuned strategy support in learning and using complex language forms such as speech acts, especially in a language that is radically different from their own, as in the case of American English speakers learning Japanese.  This paper will be updated when the full findings are available.
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 Appendix A

                             Speech Act Strategy Inventory

                   Developed by Andrew D. Cohen & Noriko Ishihara
                      CARLA, University of Minnesota, August 2003

As you become a proficient speaker of a foreign language, you develop an enhanced sense of the speech that is appropriate for given situations.  You almost inadvertently begin to keep track of what the preferred things are to say so as not to offend anyone.  You learn that successful speaking is not just a matter of using the correct words and forms – but that it means using whatever strategies are necessary for learning what to use them for, when to use them, and how to use them.  Particularly challenging for language learners are those patterned, routinized phrases used regularly to perform a variety of functions or speech acts, such as requests, refusals, compliments, thanks, and apologies. 

The following is an inventory of the strategies that you may use in performing or comprehending speech acts.  

For each of the following 20 strategies, 
For each of the following 20 strategies,

in the left column please circle the 

in the right column please circle the 

number corresponding to the frequency 
number corresponding to your sense

with which you use the strategy:

of success at using the strategy:

5 – I always use this strategy.


5 – I use this strategy with great success.

4 – I often use this strategy. 


4 – I use this strategy with success.

3 – I sometimes use this strategy.

3 – I use this strategy with some success.

2 – I use this strategy on occasion.

2 – I use this strategy with little success.

1 – I never use this strategy.                         1 – I use this strategy with no success.



  

1.  I listen to others carefully to see how they perform speech acts in order to learn from them how to do it.                                                                                                                                                


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

2.  I inquire from natives/near-natives of the language and culture as to the appropriate way to perform speech acts.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

3.  I draw on written publications for explanations of how Japanese language and culture deal with various speech acts.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

4.  I consciously endeavor to make and revise hypotheses regarding the appropriate way to perform speech acts.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

5.  I adjust my language according to my level of acquaintance with the other person (intimate, close friend, distant friend, acquaintance, stranger).                






frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

6.  I take age into account when performing speech acts in Japanese.                                   



frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

7.  I adjust the politeness level of my language given my social status in relation to the person(s) I am speaking to.


     


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

8.  I adjust my language according to my role in relation to the other person in a Japanese speech act.















frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

                                                                                                                              

9.  I make use of intensifiers (e.g., “really,” “so,” and “very”) to ensure that my feelings are appropriately expressed.                                                                                     


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

10. I use certain words (e.g., just, a little) to reduce the force of the speech act to make it sound more likely acceptable. 


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

11.  I use a tone of voice that is appropriate for the given speech act situation.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

12.  I speak hesitantly so as to appear humble when the speech act calls for it. 


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

13.  I purposely leave my utterance incomplete when the speech act calls for it.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

14. I use non-verbal signals (e.g., bowing and eye contact) to help in the delivery of speech acts. 


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

15. I monitor and adjust my responses to the speech acts to fit a given situation.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1



16.  I use repetition of one or more things I say in order to achieve the appropriate effect in my Japanese speech act performance.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

17.  I do my best to say what a native would to close a given speech act interaction.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

18.  I make sure that my speech act performance abide by Japanese cultural rules and is not simply a translation from the way I would perform it in English.


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

19.  I warn the other person before performing a speech act I may do incorrectly in order that they will not take offense. 


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1

20.  I clarify my intentions when realizing I have made errors in speech act delivery (e.g., by rephrasing, repeating, or explaining myself).


frequency
5—4—3—2—1


 success   5—4—3—2—1                            

                                          Appendix B

                          Sample Tasks for the Speech Acts

A Request

You belong to a small tennis club at your university.  You usually practice on a school tennis court, but next weekend you are going to have a tennis match with another team out of town.  You do not have a car, and since the destination is far from the nearest station, you need a ride.  You find out that another club member of your age, Akira, is going to drive there.  Although you are not exactly on his way, you think he lives closest to you.  Besides that, you definitely don’t want to miss the match.  Since you talk to him frequently, you decide to ask him to give you a ride. 

You: 

Akira: うん、行くつもりだけど。(Yeah, I’m planning on going.)

You: 

Akira: ああ、他に池田としんちゃんも乗っていく予定なんだけどそれでもいい？ (Sure, I’m also going to pick up Ikeda and Shin-chan.  Is that okay with you?)

You: 

A Refusal 

When you come home, your host mom’s friend, Kawada-san, is visiting her home.  As you talk with her, you find that she loves international cuisine.  She asks you if you could teach her how to cook typical American home dishes.  You want to help her, but you don’t have much confidence in cooking and decide to decline her request. 

Kawada-san: あのね、私、いろんな国のお料理の作り方覚えるの大好きなのよ。今度、アメリカの家庭料理でも、教えてもらえないかしら？ (Well, I love learning how to cook international food.  Do you think you could teach me how to cook American home dishes some other time?)

You: 
Kawada-san: いや本当に何か簡単なものでいいのよ。 (Oh, no, something really easy would be just fine.)

You: 

A Compliment

One of your closest friends takes you to a Japanese drawing class at a local community center.  You have never tried this kind of drawing but are curious as to what it is like.  As you circulate around the class, you are very impressed with one student’s work.  He is about your age, and although you don’t know him, you compliment him on his drawing:  
You: 
Student: いやいや、そんなことない。(Oh, no, that’s not true.)

You: 
Student: そうですか、それは嬉しいですね。(Really?  I’m happy to hear that.)

Responding to a Compliment

At your part-time work in a clothing store, your colleague Takahashi-san, a woman in her 40s overhears your conversation with a customer.  After the customer leaves, she approaches you and tells you that your use of keigo, honorific language, sounded so much better now.  

Takahashi-san: 敬語 うまくなったわね。いまの 人と 話してるの が 聞 こえたの。(Wow!  Your keigo is amazing now.  I just overheard you talk with that guy.)
You: 
Takahashi-san: いやー、本当に上手だったわよ。(That was really something!)

You: 
An Apology

You were planning on going to brunch this morning with your close friend, Jun, but as you wake up, it is already 40 minutes past the time you were supposed to be at the restaurant.  You call your friend’s cell phone and apologize:

Jun: はい、もしもし。(Hello.) 

You: 

Jun:　ずっと一人で待ってるんだけど。(I’ve been waiting all alone.)

You: 

Thanks

A classmate and good friend, Shinichi, has just finished looking over the final paper you wrote in Japanese.  Shinichi has helped you with your Japanese several times before, but he is always willing to spend enough time to help you.  You are truly grateful and say to him:

You: 

Shinichi: いやいや、そんなたいしたことしてないから。(Oh, no, it’s really nothing special.)

You: 

Shinichi: ううん、気にしなくていいよ。またいつでも言って。(Never mind.  Let me know any time.)

You: [image: image6.png]
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                                           Table 2





         Strategies for Making Summaries in the Margin While Reading a Text


 


                         (Partially based on Cohen, 1993)








Strategies for distinguishing key points from lesser ones, such as:





Performing a close-order reading of the paragraph(s) to identify the different points being made.


Identifying the key points, and distinguishing these from the lesser points and the trivial points.


Using knowledge of the world to help in determining what the “key” points for this portion of the text are. 


Making judicious use of a dictionary to determine the meaning of seemingly key vocabulary. 





Strategies for reconceptualizing the material at a higher level of generality, such as:





asking if the points selected as “key” are too ”local” or specific.


if so, determining how to represent the point in a more general way.





Strategies for reducing the material to a word or phrase for the purpose of making a handy note in the margin. 





Strategies for writing this note either in the L1, L2, or some other language.








                                                      





Table 1





    Strategies for Looking Up Reading Vocabulary in an L2-L1 Dictionary





                                   (Based on Neubach & Cohen, 1988)








Deciding when to interrupt the flow of the reading and go find the word.


Remembering where the word appeared in the L2 text in order to return there afterwards.


Remembering alphabetical order in the L2.


Removing inflections in order to find the word in the dictionary.


Deciding which alternative in the dictionary is the desired one:





interpreting the abbreviated grammatical terms (e.g., n., n. pl., adj., vt., vi., and the like), other abbreviations, and other symbols.


finding the L1 entry which seems the best fit semantically for the L2 word in that context (if more than one L1 equivalent is provided).


identifying the function of the word in the text, which may call for checking repeatedly the definitions against the context where the word was found in the text.


dealing with the register of the word (formal, general, colloquial, slang) or the current frequency of use of the word.





Determining the closeness of the L2 word to the definition of the word in the L1.


Doing grammatical analysis in the original text to determine how to use the information in the dictionary entry.


Handling the phonetic script as a pronunciation guide for the word (if relevant).


Remembering what the text was about so as to be able to continue reading meaningfully.


 Remembering the L1 equivalent once the reader gets back to the place where reading was interrupted to look up the meaning of the word (since sometimes the information from the dictionary doesn’t “stick” the first time around and there is a need to look the word up again).


 Strategies for coping with the mild anxiety that the dictionary might not provide a suitable L1 equivalent.











                                       


                                         Table 4





Samples of Strategies for Performing Japanese Speech Acts





(Taken and adapted from the Speech Act Strategy Inventory, developed by Andrew D. Cohen & Noriko Ishihara, CARLA, University of Minnesota, August 2003)








taking age into account when performing speech acts in Japanese.


adjusting the politeness level of the language given the relative social status of the person(s) being spoken to.


adjusting the language according to one’s role in relation to that of the other person in a Japanese speech act.	


making use of intensifiers in Japanese to ensure that feelings are appropriately expressed


using certain words (e.g., the Japanese equivalent of just and a little) to reduce the force of the speech act to make it sound more likely acceptable.


using a tone of voice that is appropriate for the given speech act situation.


speaking hesitantly so as to appear humble when the speech act calls for it.


purposely leaving the utterance incomplete when the speech act calls for it.


using non-verbal signals (e.g., bowing) to help in the delivery of speech acts. 


using repetition of one or more elements in the utterance in order to achieve the appropriate effect in Japanese speech act performance.











                                                  Table 3








                                 Apology-Specific Strategies





                            (Based on Cohen & Olshtain, 1981)





Expression of an apology:  


A word, expression, or sentence containing a verb such as "sorry," "excuse," "forgive," or "apologize."  


In American English, "I apologize..." is found more in writing than it is in oral language.  


An expression of an apology can be intensified – in American English, usually by adding intensifiers such as "really" or "very" – e.g., "I'm really sorry."





2.  Acknowledgment of responsibility – degree of recognition of fault:


Accepts the blame:  "It's my fault."  


Self�deficiency: "I was confused/I didn't see/You are right."  


Lack of intent: "I didn't mean to."  


Implicit expression of responsibility: "I was sure I had given you the right directions."  


Not accepting the blame/ denying responsibility: "It wasn't my fault," or even blaming of the hearer: "It's your own fault."





3.  Explanation or account:  description of situation which led to the offense, serving as indirect way of apologizing. 


Intended to set things right. 


In some cultures this may be a more acceptable way of apologizing than in others. 


In cultures where public transportation is unreliable, coming late to a meeting and giving an explanation like, "The bus was late," might be perfectly acceptable.





4.  Offer of repair:  the apologizer makes a bid to carry out an action or provide payment for some kind of damage which resulted from his/her infraction.  


This strategy is situation�specific and is only appropriate when actual damage has occurred.





5.  Promise of non�recurrence:  the apologizer commits him/herself to not having the offense happen again.


Situation�specific and less frequent than the other strategies.  














� An elaborated and revised version of a paper presented at the Independent Language Learning Conference, The Open University, Milton Keynes, England, December 4-5, 2003.  I wish to acknowledge feedback from Chris Candlin and Ernesto Macaro which helped in the revision of this paper.


� Note that a further example of affective strategies would be those mentioned above and in Table 1 for coping with the mild anxiety that the dictionary might not provide a suitable L1 equivalent.


� The website is housed at the University of Minnesota’s Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition <� HYPERLINK "http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/ teaching.html" ��http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/teaching.html�>.


� Noriko Ishihara is a doctoral student in Second Languages and Cultures, College of Education and Human Development.


� In addition, Elite Olshtain (School of Education, Hebrew University) has provided invaluable assistance as curriculum advisor for the project, paying two timely and productive visits to Minnesota.  


�  We acknowledge helpful input from Magara Maeda, Ardith Meier, Heidi Vellenga, Chiaki Iwai, and Garett Smith.





� The Japanese speech act materials are web-based and accessible both to teachers and to learners at <http://www.iles.umn.edu/IntroToSpeechActs/>.  





� Gabriele Kasper (University of Hawaii) is serving as research advisor for this study.  





� All students were also assigned an introductory awareness-raising unit with vignettes depicting a variety of speech act situations. 





� All subjects were paid an honorarium for completing the speech act units and all before- and after-measures and those completing the e-journals received an additional stipend.


� Learning Style Survey: Assessing Your Own Learning Styles, by Andrew D. Cohen, Rebecca L. Oxford, & Julie C. Chi (2002): <� HYPERLINK "http://carla.acad.umn.edu/profiles/CohenPapers/ LearningStylesSurvey.pdf" ��http://carla.acad.umn.edu/profiles/CohenPapers/LearningStylesSurvey.pdf�>.
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� Pseudonyms are used throughout.
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