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Abstract

AIM (Accelerated Integrated Method) (Maxwell, 2001) is a highly input driven
teaching method designed for the acquisition of French as a Second Language. Many
studies have already stressed its positive effects on oral skills and attitude (Mady et al.
2007; Michels 2008, Vignola 2009, Arnott 2005), but few have paid attention to
writing skills. The main purpose of this study is to compare the writing proficiency of
AIM students and students who have learned French with a more traditional method.
My goal has been to determine whether external resources (high input method vs. low
input method) and initial conditions (aptitude level) have an effect on L2 development
operationalized as holistic scores, complexity, accuracy and authenticity. Therefore I
have collected 384 writing assignments from which 55 have been coded. In my
presentation, I will show the results of the statistical group-study and graphs
representing the development of the writing of 6 prototypical students. The outcomes
of the holistic study show that the writing proficiency of AIM students is at all times
better. The second study shows that higher complexity level and fewer mistakes can
partly explain this result. It also shows that variability seems to be a factor of
development and that each method leads to different developmental patterns.
Furthermore we have seen that scholastic aptitude seemed to count in language
development.
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0. Introduction

In the field of Second Language Acquisition, much effort has been put in finding the
most effective combination that would enhance second language learning inside a
classroom (Ellis, R., 1997; Ellis, N. in press 2008). Since the 1980’s, communicative-
based teaching methods have gained popularity among teachers and researchers,
particularly within the emergentist approach, with the underlying assumption that
language learning emerges from meaningful input and interaction. Interestingly, more
and more empirical studies (Boyd & Goldberg, 2009; Ellis & Collins, 2009) suggest
that L2 input is the key to success whilst learning a second language.

However, few regular schools implement a method based exclusively on this
idea. When they dare to do so, questions still arise. Could it have a bad influence on
language skills? What if students do not understand? Does it really give better results?

This study will give new empirical results on these questions by comparing a
highly L2 input driven method with implicit grammar instruction (AIM) to a more
regular communicative method based on moderate to low L2 input and explicit
grammar.

The Accelerative Integrated Method (AIM) was designed by a French teacher
in Canada: Wendy Maxwell (2001, 2004). It is based on a “French only” rule and on
the Gesture Approach. The basic principle of AIM is to provide an L2 context given
by stories, plays or music. From day one, students are surrounded by the L2 and are
not allowed to use their L1. Communication is made possible by the use of signs: one
gesture corresponds to one word or to one grammatical structure such as word order.
The first six months are devoted to listening and speaking skills. Students do not learn
any explicit grammar rule but are rather stimulated to reuse chunks from the stories
into plays. After that time, writing is slowly introduced in the form of story retelling.
Feedback is given but the “no-explicit grammar’ rule subsists.

This highly input driven method can be integrated into a 2 to 3 hours per week
curriculum, which explains its success in regular schools, conquered by the positive
results observed on students’ motivation and oral skills. If both teachers and students
are convinced of its benefits, few studies (mostly unpublished) give actual scientific
insight (Mady, Arnott and Lapkin, 2007, Maxwell, 2001; Michels, 2008; Boudages
and Vignola 2009; Arnott, 2005). We will see that mixed-results have been found

concerning the potential benefits of AIM on linguistic proficiency. Furthermore,



nothing has yet been done on writing skills and particularly on the development of
complexity in the writing of AIM students. Research to date suggests that AIM
students deal differently with their L2 (enhanced creativity and fluency and more risk-
taking). This could indicate that their writing development differs in some way from
non-AIM students. The purpose of this longitudinal study aims at filling this gap.

In my study, I have looked at four classes of Dutch first year high school
students learning French, two AIM groups and two non-AIM groups, during 5
months. In each class, three aptitude levels are mixed (VMBO, HAVO, VWO)
therefore not only have I compared writing levels between the groups but also within
the groups with a statistical analysis. On the other hand, I have closely followed 12
students in order to analyze in detail, from a DST perspective, how their writing
develops and whether this development takes place differently.

Before presenting and interpreting the actual results of this empirical study, we
will introduce the theoretical framework of this research, which can be associated
with a Dynamic Usage Based approach to second language development. We will
argue that AIM can be seen as communicative-based teaching method, which relies
on the basic principles of Usage-Based theories. Then, accent will be put on the
dynamic methodological tools adopted in the microgenetic study, which can be
considered as being rather innovative in language development studies. Finally, we
will draw our conclusion and answer the research questions. We will address possible

follow-up studies as well.



1. A Dynamic UB approach to Second Language Development

In this chapter we will show that AIM contains many principles of communicative-
based methods, whose underlying ideas on language development are supported by
Emergentist theories. Those theories are very much in line with the Dynamic System
Theory (DST), which helps to explain some of the phenomena that can be found in
Second Language Development (SLD). Before going any further, the following
section will provide an overview on communicative-based language teaching and

SLD.

Communicative approaches and AIM

For centuries, teachers and researchers have worked on finding the most effective
ways to teach and learn second and foreign languages. Each new theoretical insight
on language learning inspired a new approach or method to teach languages.

In the behaviorist approaches to SLD that were popular in the mid-20"
century, the assumption was that repetition and habit-formation were essential to
learning languages. Learning processes took place through imitation of input and
grammatical rules were intensively practiced and repeated. Even though we cannot
deny that these methods had some effect on learning a second language, translation
and audio-lingual methods were replaced, mainly because the methods did not enable
students to communicate in the second language.

Another reason for the demise was that Chomsky (1966) proposed a new
theory stating that people were able to create sentences and generate patterns
endlessly, an assumption that was not in line with behaviorism. His theory, on first
and then second language acquisition has been very popular until the late 90’s.
According to him, language learning is a bottom-up process very much focused on
syntactic rules. Functionalist linguists, who saw language acquisition as a bottom-up
process in which input and language use are a key factor, did not adopt this
assumption. Consequently, a growing number of studies have worked within this
principle and have inspired teachers and researchers to think of new teaching
methods.

Therefore, at the end of the 20™ century the “Communicative Approach” or

“Communicative Language Teaching” became popular in the field of language



learning. At about that time, teachers and researchers in Canada started putting effort
in designing effective L2 teaching methods and started implementing immersion
programs using the L2 as instruction medium in the classrooms based on
Communicative Learning Theory (CLT). The underlying assumption of CLT is that
language is a social activity and that learners should be able to communicate in the
target language. The message is more important than the form and the role of
interaction is stressed. In sum, CLT is the consequence of an evolution towards the
acknowledgment of the importance of input within language development theories
and an increasing need to be able to communicate in the L2. We will now tackle some
of the theoretical claims of CLT and we will see whether they can be attributed to
AIM.

CLT stresses mostly input and particularly what kind of input should be
addressed to learners. It is believed that input has to be authentic but at the same time
adapted to the learner’s level; the features must be salient and comprehensible. These
characteristics have been studied in input processing frameworks and acquisition
outcomes (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991). The focus on meaningful input is the
basis of the organization in the classes. L2 instruction is given through activities
promoting frequent interaction among the learners, obliging students to help each
other solve the problems they encounter. Proponent beliefs in authentic material and
real-life situations as well as the relevance of the learner’s background are key notions
to those methods. According to CLT principles, teachers should have the role of
suppliers of relevant input, and grammar learning should be inductive. We can
retrieve these assumptions in more recent works that have been done in the field of
language instruction, in particular in Long’s notion of “focus-on-form”.

In Long (1991), “focus-on-form” instruction is defined as following:
[In form-focused instruction] ““ lessons that focus on meaning are purely
communicative [...]. Learners are presented with comprehensible , holistic samples of
communicative second language use.” (p. 183) Focus on form is the opposite of the
more traditional “focus-on forms”, where “learners are encouraged to master each
linguistic item” (Long, 1991; p181). As Long mentions, this type of instruction
focuses mainly on the mastering of grammatical rules. Learners talk about the L2 but
not really in the L2. This type of instruction tends to be rather rigid and even though
students acquire a certain knowledge of the grammatical rules of a language, the

benefits of a “focus-on-forms” method in a simple one-on-one conversation are



questionable.

Most researchers agree on the rather ineffectiveness of focus-on-forms
instruction, but debate still remains around the instruction of grammar in form-
focused instruction. Some believe that it should be learned explicitly whereas others
think that language acquisition would benefit most from implicit grammar instruction.
The question is thus tackled differently in each CLT method. AIM is very clear on
that matter: no explicit focus on grammar will be paid in class, however from time to
time, some constructions - such as word order for instance - can be supported by a
gesture.

In AIM’s design a lot of other theoretical insights from CLT have been
incorporated. Focus is put on meaningful L2 input which is an absolute key principle
of the method. AIM aims at enhancing communication, focusing on oral skills.
Students begin with a real immersion in the L2 environment as they are taught with a
high level of L2 input. They are asked to produce speech in the L2 only, which
provides a high amount of interaction and output. The focus is on a high-level of
fluency in oral production and the consideration of second language learning as a
mean to communicate rather than an object of study makes AIM a CLT method.
Theoretically speaking, CLT methods provide a successful framework when it comes
to second language learning. We will now present the emprical evidence supporting
CLT and AIM. We will focus on the findings on oral and written proficiency.

Research on communicative approaches were mainly conducted in the 80’s
and 90’s. Most of them concluded that communicative activities had positive effects
on learning. Communicative activities led to higher accuracy in speaking and writing
(Allen, 1989; Allen et al. 1990; Spada and Frohlich, 1995) and optimalize learning
(Wesche,1994). Besides, willingness to communicate increases when learners are
involved in such activities. Many aspects of communicative teaching were
investigated such as negotiation of meaning, recasts and other feedback (Larsen-
Freeman and Long, 1991; Pica, 1994). As we mentioned in the previous section, the
past decade has seen a great amount of studies paying closer examination to this
distinction between implicit and explicit focus-on-form (Long, 1991).

According to Long, implicit focus-on-form occurs only in a meaning and
communication-based setting with attention on form. Harley & Swain, (1984)

however, showed that although learners achieved a high level of fluency in this



“natural approach”, they failed to master some French grammatical features, which
might have been related to fossilization processes due to a lack of error-correction.

However, until now, we can say that findings concerning focus-on-form are
still inconclusive (Norris and Ortega, 2000). Many questions have remained
unanswered, particularly concerning the effectiveness of the different form-focussed
instruction methods. Our study is relevant in this respect as we will compare two
different types of teaching, one with implicit focus-on-form (experimental group) and
the other with explicit focus on form (control group).

Another important factor investigated in empirical research is the role of input.
Van Patten (1996, 2002) compared the effectiveness of different input-based L2
methods. He concluded that input played a key role in L2 acquisition, particularly in
the acquisition of grammar which should be exercised through activities with
“reduced redundancy”. In another study, he found that students were able to process
that input and learn effectively (Van Patten and Cadierno,1993).

However, most academic research on the role of input concerns the French
immersion programs in Canada. In general,those studies find that students do attain a
high level of communicative proficiency in French but that they rarely reach a native-
like level (Genesee, 1983; Swain & Lapkin, 1981). Because of the success
experienced through the use of high amount of input, students present a high level of
motivation. In a study of 1972, Gardner & Lambert pointed out that a high level of
motivation in learning a L2 could compensate for a difference in aptitude level.

The most striking finding concerns the development of the complexity of the
language. One could wonder whether students are able to understand and handle L2
input that is much more complex than their own level. Can input sound so much like a
blur that students would not be able to make sense of it? In Genesee (1987) and
Swain& Lapkin (1982), it has been shown that immersion students are able to process
increasingly complex academic language and develop complex language skills. The
higher complexity of the L2 input does not seem to affect understanding and learning
negatively.

AIM is inspired by such empirical findings as we saw previously but because
of its relative novelty in the field of CLT, the number of empirical studies available is
scarce, particularly on the effect of AIM on the development of writing skills. Studies
on AIM have mainly been conducted in Canada between 2001 and 2009. Maxwell
(2001) compared the oral fluency of two groups of 9 students (AIM/ non-AIM), who
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were interviewed with a scaffolding questionnaire and who were asked to
spontaneously create a story. Her results show that AIM students outperformed non-
AIM students even though she was not allowed to perform a statistical analysis due to
the limited number of participants. Quantitative results on inter-group interviews
pointed out that AIM students of different aptitude levels performed more
homogenously during the interview than non-AIM students. According to Maxwell
(2001): “The results are interesting in that they indicate that this type of approach
responds to the needs of a variety of the students and that the average learner may
thrive as well or better than the academically strong”(p. 36) Interestingly, Michels
(2008) found similar results in his replication study. However, it may be difficult to
generalize these findings because they both had a very limited number of participants.
Although larger scaled studies with statistical analyses have been conducted

on AIM, none have corroborated a significant difference in French proficiency
between AIM and non-AIM students. Mady, Arnott and Lapkin (2007) compared six
classes of 13 year-old grade 8 AIM (n= 125) with 6 classes of non-AIM (n=135).
Using a mixed-method study composed by a test-package for proficiency (Harley,
Lapkin, Scane, Hart & Trépanier, 1988) and a questionnaire on perception of French
classes, they concluded that there were no significant differences between their
language skills and their perception of French as a L2. However, on a qualitative level
they found a major difference in the perceived factor believed to be the key to success
in the L2. Non-AIM students attributed it to the teacher, whereas AIM students
pointed out the method. Asked on their perceived development in the L2, AIM
students answered that they felt “better than before” but their comments on writing
skills were mostly negative. A follow-up survey revealed that, one year later, the
continuation rate of AIM and non-AIM students was similar. In Boudages and
Vignola (2009), results show no significant differences in linguistic or grammatical
accuracy between AIM and non-AIM students. However, they noticed that AIM
students seemed to have a wider vocabulary and that they talked significantly more
French. In Arnott (2005), this difference in attitude was further investigated,
particularly the amount of risk that AIM students dared to take compared to non-AIM
students. Students shared during their interview that they were able to handle a
French-environment.

Clearly, mixed results have been found concerning the potential benefits of

AIM on linguistic proficiency. Some studies found no significant difference in the
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language skills and grammatical accuracy of AIM vs. non-AIM students whereas
others found that AIM students outperformed non-AIM students in oral proficiency.
A part of the problem could be explained by the fact that none of those studies have
accounted for scholastic aptitude levels. As we will show later, this factor proved
itself to be a predictive factor in written proficiency. However, all agree on the fact
that AIM students do behave differently towards French, which could be due to
higher motivation or unexplained improved attitude. Furthermore, no research has yet
been done on written skills, and particularly on the development of complexity in the
writing of AIM students. The only clear statement that can be made on AIM
according to research to date is that AIM students deal differently with their L2.

In sum, we saw that AIM can be considered a CLT method because it is based
on key factors to enhance L2 learning through communication, such as high amount
of L2 input, frequency, repetition of patterns and constructions. As mentioned above,
research does give credit to this way of teaching, particularly because it enhances
communicative proficiency and develops complex language skills. These studies are
in line with recent theoretical insights on language learning such as Usage-Based
approaches to Second Language Development (SLD), which hold that language is a

bottom-up process where input and language use play a key role.

Usage-Based approaches to SLD

‘Usage-Based’ or ‘emergentist’ theories give an explanation on what language is and
how the system of language develops. From their point of view, language emerges
from the external input, as learners are able to recognize patterns (Hopper, 1998).

Contrary to Universal Grammar theories, which hold that language is innate and
thus cannot be taught, emergentists consider language to be composed of utterances
regularly repeated. Pushed to the extreme, it can be argued that language is in fact
composed of frequent conventionalized utterances, some collocations or formulae,
more commonly called ‘chunks’. From an emergentist perspective, it could be
considered that the input is in fact made of successive highly frequent authentic pieces
of language.

If this perspective accounts for what language is, it also predicts how languages
are learned. According to Usage-Based theories, language learning occurs because of

the desire to communicate and emerges from the generalization of patterns, which are
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processed from the input. Babies will start by using gestures to make their needs
clear, but as soon as they are cognitively able to put their wish into words, they will
use language because they realize that communication could help them faster. This is
what emergentists call the communicative intention (Tomassello, 2000).

Then, the system of language has to be learned. Several studies argue that the
rules of language are learned through the input (Boyd & Goldberg, 2009; Ellis &
Collins, 2009). Children will first use holophrases (Tomassello, 2000), which are the
utterances that they hear in the external input and which they repeat. These
holophrases are phonological imitations of utterances rather than correct grammatical
constructions. Because emergentists believe that language is composed by fixed or
semi-fixed utterances that are constantly repeated, children will be able to remember
those constructions in the long run and generalize the patterns that rule them. It is thus
the frequency of the input that matters while learning a L1.

According to Usage-Based theories, SLD follow the same principles, except
that other variables such as age, type of the input, influence of the L1 and the setting
in which the L2 is learned, play a role. Ellis (2002, 2006) claims that frequency in the
input is the essence of the developmental processes involved in second language
learning. He convincingly argues that humans are naturally endowed with the
capacity to ‘acquire knowledge’ of frequent elements in the language because
‘language learners are intuitive statisticians’ (Ellis, 2006, p.1).

So, according to emergentists, second language learners are also able to
recognize and learn the chunks that compose language. Using chunks, any second
language learner’s oral or written production could approach native-like level. The
more accurate chunks are, the more native you sound (e.g. Boers et al., 2006).
Nevertheless, as Ellis (2006) pointed out, second language learners often experience
failure in their quest of ultimate attainment.

As a consequence, we may conclude that there is a major difference between
L1 and L2 acquisition. Researchers in the field of formulaic sequences (or Chunks)
such as Wray argue that this discrepancy could be explained by the fact that L1
learners would process a chunk as a whole and then analyze them in terms of patterns,
whereas L2 learners would pick up individual words without knowing that they form
a whole. For instance, we can see that in later stages, second language learners often
put chunks in a wrong combination. But, as their language becomes more complex,

they will put more and more lexical items together until they use the right chunk.
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So, for L2 learners, errors are more likely to occur while using chunks which
will develop from simple (combination of one or two words) to complex (whole
sentences or expressions). Acquiring chunks is very much related to acquiring
vocabulary, and vocabulary learning is known to be a slow process, as it goes one
word at a time. Chunk learning is thus even slower since it takes more time to pick up
the right combination of words, which is in many ways related to saliency. If we look
at all the steps chronologically, as described in Wray (2002), learning chunks starts
from the very first contact with the language. A learner will directly be confronted
with expressions such as “what’s your name?” or “how do you do?”. Because they are
frequent or salient the learner will notice them and try to use them again, even though
he may try out those pieces of language creatively. Then, as his proficiency level
increases, he will pick up more and more chunks and most of the learners will be even
able to recognize a pattern inside a chunk and reuse it. Some L2 learners however will
never be able to go past this stage (e.g. example of Wes in Schmidt, 1983). Opacity of
the chunks’ meaning seems to minimize the problem.

From this perspective, the development of written language can be difficult
when it comes to spelling. Some languages are more opaque than others. French does
have an ambiguity concerning sound-spelling that has to be resolved by the learner.
This phenomenon predicts a greater difficulty to learn how to read and write in those
languages. However studies have shown that high frequency words are spelled more
accurately than low frequency words (Barry & Seymour, 1988). The acquisition of
low frequency words will thus take more time and trials.

In sum, emergentists hold that highly frequent combinations compose language
and that language learning relies on the importance of frequency of the input and
pattern recognition. They also believe that second language learning differs from first
language learning in the way that more variables such as aptitude, age or context need
to be taken into account. Those ideas of language as being a system composed by
many variables is very much in line with the Dynamic System Theory (DST), which
gives an analysis on how those variables, interact and influence each other. The next
section will be devoted to the Dynamic System Perspective and particularly to its

view on language development.
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Usage-Based approaches and DST perspective

DST was first dedicated to mathematics. It was suitable for complex systems that
change over time. Larsen-Freeman (1997) was the first to apply DST to second
language acquisition. She argued that language could also be seen as a complex
system because many different variables are involved and because these variables are
interconnected, that is to say that any change within one variable has an impact on all
the other variables.

In practice, DST sees language as a self-organizing system in which many
variables interact with each other in a dynamic way. Looking at language
development within this theory is challenging because nothing can be explained
without taking into account all variables together. Language is believed to be in
constant movement or non-linear and subject to attractor and repeller states. The
system of language moves towards attractors, which can catch it temporally, but it
will usually move to the next attractor. Fossilization represents the inability of the
system to move to the next attractor, for example when a learner constantly repeats
the same mistake.

In this way, it is crucial to know the initial state of the system. Even though
this seems achievable, an exact prediction about the final state of development is
almost impossible because of the interaction of all the variables (De Bot et al. 2007).
Thorough examination of all variables, focusing on the way they interact and change
over time, is needed to draw any conclusions about how language develops. In terms
of language learning, DST offers a new framework and I quote: “learning [a
language] is not the taking in of linguistic forms, but the constant adaptation of one’s
language resources in response to the communicative situation” (Cameron & Larsen-
Freeman, 2007:232). In studying language development, it can be argued that the
external environment provides the input and interaction necessary for the system to
develop (Van Geert, 1991). This development can be seen as an act of emergence
with ups and downs or in other words with moments of acquisition and attrition.

In sum, the picture of language development given by DST is very interesting.
Pre-DST, language development was pictured as a steady line from one point to
another revealing acquisition or attrition. DST allows us to discover what happens
between those points.

We will now apply the key principles of DST to writing development. The
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study of writing development concentrates on the emergence of written complexity.
To watch how complexity develops in a DST perspective, it is necessary to look at
many components of written language, such as types of sentences, errors, vocabulary,
types of clauses and chunks. Not only is it interesting to watch how they develop or
how they are distributed over time, but it is also relevant to know which ones compete
with each other and then go back to a normal distribution as the writing becomes
more complex. In other words, looking at the emergence of complexity in writing
development in a DST perspective consists in observing and describing interrelated
variables that compose writing productions. (Verspoor et al 2008, Caspi 2010,
Spoelman & Verspoor 2010)

In order to enhance complexity, conventional structures are needed at one
point in the learning process but those conventions also adapt and change with the
external world’s interactions. Therefore even the words, phrases and construction
patterns are not regular or stable. According to Bybee and Hopper (2001: 19), “we
create a language as we go, both as individuals and as communities”.

Some researchers have pointed out that language development has “connected
growers” such as grammar and lexicon. Van Geert (1991) emphasizes the role of
precursors. According to him, the syntactic aspects of language are very much
connected to the lexical development. Complexity in the grammatical system emerges
when the learner has reached a certain point in the development of his lexicon. For an
L2 learner it implies that his development curve is in constant movement with peaks
and dips but it also means that every learner has different developmental patterns as
the system can react differently to the procedures.

It is important to realize that learners practice many linguistic items in their
writing at the same time and do not wait until one is mastered to start to learn another
one (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991). In other words, variation can occur at all
times. A great amount of variability is thus expected at the beginning stage of
acquisition. It is only when the learner becomes more advanced that his development
stabilizes. This aspect explains the great amount of variability in writing development.
Looking at variability as a measure is relevant to the developmental process of
different grammatical constructions because it could tell us a lot about the
development of complexity in the language (Spoelman & Verspoor, 2009). This paper
presented a case-study of a Dutch student learning Finnish and the authors focused on

the analysis of complexity, accuracy and fluency measures over time. Results showed

16



that all the measures were dynamic and non linear, which indicates that those
variables need to be observed over time, “across the full developmental trajection”
(Spoelman & Verspoor, 2009; p.9).

In sum, writing development is complex. The picture of the development will
show ups and downs because the acquisition of written constructions implies the
mastering of many components of language such as lexicon or grammar. Learners
need trials, which implies variability.

To summarize, we mentioned that language could be seen as a complex
system in which many variables interact and influence each other. The study on the
way those variables interact with each other over time gives a detailed picture on what
language is and how it develops. The important idea is to consider all aspects of
language development such as acquisition and attrition. Variability is not seen as
noise within this paradigm but as a factor driving development. Once again it is
challenging to look at language this way. In our case, we focus on the development of
written language, which is in fact the study of the emergence of complexity; therefore
written language is not the only variable that needs to be taken into account.

As we saw earlier, one of the key factors of studying language learning in a
DST perspective is the initial state, which in the case of second language development
is the individual. Also, external factors such as the type of instruction or the role of
the teacher participates in the emergence of complexity. So, studying written
development from a DST perspective does not only consist of accounting for the
language system itself but also of including the internal and external context in which
the language is learned. In the next section, we will elaborate on those factors playing

arole at an individual level.

Internal and external context

Learners do not all follow the same developmental path. Similar trends in learning do
exist but that does not guarantee that learners will homogenously attain the same
level. This is very much related to individual differences. For instance, even if two
learners follow the same method and get the same amount of contact with the
language, it would not be odd that one outperforms the other. This could be due to

their initial state of aptitude or motivation.
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Whilst studying second language development it is thus crucial to pay
attention to those two factors. Research shows that three cognitive abilities are clearly
linked to individual differences: intelligence, language aptitude and memory. In
various studies (Skehan, 1990; Sasaki, 1996) it has been reported that the ability to
generalize a linguistic feature (language aptitude) and intelligence were related. Also,
some have found that on certain aspects of language, L2 proficiency correlated with
aptitude (Horwitz, 1987).

Significant effect of scholastic aptitude and second language level was also
found in the OTTO project (van Rein, 2010). This project concerning English
bilingual education has compared three schools with different degrees of authentic
input. In this study, three aptitude levels were also studied. Surprisingly, students with
the highest aptitude level of the school with a medium input amount were almost at
the same level as students of the bilingual school. In sum, their aptitude level was
high enough to compensate the lack of input.

Obviously, this aptitude factor needs to be taken into account in this study as
well as another important individual factor, namely motivation. Gardner (1985) for
instance, developed a theory inspired by their work in the bilingual education system
of Canada. They distinguished two terms: “orientation” which can be “integrative”
(personal wish to understand and be part of the language’s culture) or “instrumental”
(need to learn that language to achieve some carrier purposes) and “motivation”, the
latter being “the effort learners were prepared to make to learn a language and their
persistence in learning” (Rod Ellis, p.537) and concluded that both integrative and
instrumental motivation had their importance in L2 achievement. Motivation is a
variable that can in fact increase or decrease according to the kind of method used to
learn the language. Teaching approaches are in this sense very important therefore a
lot of research has been conducted on this matter.

Second language learning can take place in various types of contexts with
various types of input. Several studies reported on classroom situated second
language teaching and how the different types of teaching influence acquisition
(Long, 1993). Those studies unanimously agree that instruction plays a great role in
learning. But as mentioned in other sections, the debate on the place of grammar in
instruction is very much actual. Even though most theories agree on the importance of
meaningful input, few studies actually focus on the effect of input-only methods.

Some suggest though that input only, without the involvement of any kind of
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instruction is sufficient to improve English receptive vocabulary, grammar and
reading comprehension (Verspoor and Winitz,1997).

To conclude, we saw that CLT is the consequence of an evolution towards the
acknowledgment of the importance of input and language use within language
development theories and an increasing need to be able to communicate in the L2.
AIM is inspired by such empirical findings. We saw that AIM can be considered to be
a form of CLT because it is based on key factors to enhance L2 learning through
communication, such as high amount of L2 input, frequency, repetition of patterns
and constructions. Research does give credit to this way of teaching, particularly
because it enhances communicative proficiency and develops complex language
skills.

CLT methods are inspired by functionalist approaches to Second language
Development (SLD) and are in line with Usage-Based theories on SLD. Within this
paradigm, it is believed that highly frequent combinations compose language.
Language learning is considered to rely on the importance of frequency of input and
pattern recognition. It is also believed that second language learning differs from first
language learning in the way that more variables such as aptitude, age or context need
to be taken into account.

Those ideas of language as being a system composed by many variables is
very much in line with the Dynamic System Theory (DST), which gives an analysis
on how those variables, interact and influence each other. Language can be seen as a
complex system in which many variables interact and influence each other. All
aspects of language development such as acquisition and attrition need to be
considered, taking variability into account. Focusing on the development of written
language comes down to studying of the emergence of complexity.

One of the key factors of studying language learning in a DST perspective is
the initial state. So, studying written development from a DST perspective does not
only consist in accounting for the language system itself but also in including the
internal and external context in which the language is learned. At the individual level,
internal factors such as scholastic aptitude or motivation are factors of the initial state.
External context such as type of input or the role of the teachers are key components
to explain different developmental patterns at the individual level.

In my study I will compare two different teaching methods. They differ in the

amount of input and in the way they teach grammar. The traditional method (control
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group) is a low L2 input explicit focus-on-form method, whereas AIM (experimental
group) is an L2 input-only method with no focus on grammar. Besides, the L2 input-
only method AIM is known to enhance motivation and creativity. In each group, three
different scholastic aptitude levels (Atheneum, HAVO and MAVO) are mixed.
Because the theory does stress on the effect of aptitude on learning, we have studied
the development of each aptitude level. The question is to see how the writing of the
students develops and whether there are individual differences due to aptitude in
developmental patterns. In other words I will answer the following research
questions: 1) Do external resources (high input method vs. low input method) have an
effect on L2 development operationalized as holistic scores, complexity, accuracy and
authenticity?, 2) Do initial conditions (aptitude) have an effect on development
operationalized as holistic scores, complexity, accuracy and authenticity?, 3) Is

variability an indicator of development?
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2. Methods

This longitudinal study was conducted during 5 months (from March to June 2010)
and is divided into two parts. It first compares the two groups writing levels
holistically, an approach with which a clear answer to research questions number 1
and 2 can be given to the school. To do so, participants were asked to write
assignments of maximum 200 words on topics handled in class. Each writing
assignment was graded on a scale from 0 to 5 by three Master students highly
proficient in French. The scores were submitted to a T-Test and repeated measures
analysis, which will be discussed the following sections. The researchers were given a
detailed le