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Abstract

 EFL learners may advocate the desire to have a fulfilling experience while doing tasks rather than focus solely on finishing them. However, learners' perspectives have been virtually ignored in the classroom task implementation. Thus, the current study attempted to explore the perceptions of Iranian EFL learners towards listening pre-tasks in motivational and cognitive strategies instruction as a possible way to improve the quality of listening tasks experience. To this end, seventy-three EFL learners were divided into an experimental group (n= 37) who received both motivational and cognitive strategies instruction and a control group (n= 36) who received no strategies instruction. The data for the study were collected by means of a self-report task evaluation questionnaire, which assessed the participants’ subjective experience based on six subscales: interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, value/usefulness, effort/importance, felt pressure/tension and perceived choice during task-based activities of the listening comprehension. The data were enriched with the participants’ written comments, which were later content analyzed. Results indicate that the experimental group had more significant levels of positive experience related to the listening tasks than the control group. The findings of the study could be indicative of the efficacy of pre-task strategies instruction in addressing both motivational and cognitive aspects of listening pre-tasks and of how motivation and cognition interact to give shape to the unique subjective experience of EFL learners.
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1. Introduction

A challenge facing listening comprehension instruction is providing FL learners with strategies that help them deal with listening more effectively (Goh, 2000; Ngo, 2016).Listening comprehension in the classroom context is now seen both as an activity to listen to speakers and as a process of strategies instruction that learners can actively engage into achieve their goals (Guan, 2014; Nasrollahi-Mouziraji & Birjandi, 2016).Teachers quite often use the term motivation when they explain why some learners are better language learners in comparison with others (Hadfield & Dörnyei, 2013). In addition to motivation, the cognitive demands of the tasks do provide a clearer picture of why some learners cannot benefit from the actual task engagement. It is important to note that the quality of learners’ subjective experience is a significant contributor to their motivation to learn (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 1985; Schiefele & Csikszentmihalyi, 1994). Learners’ subjective perceptions of task demands might also be particularly influential on processes associated with engagement of cognitive strategies. Bearing this in mind, they may appear to incorporate the experience arising from their own subjective feeling during tasks performance. In other words, the subjective experience evoking from motivation and cognition can activate or hamper the pursuit of the learning goals.

While motivational and cognitive models offer solutions into various questions of academic learning, there is widespread agreement on the intervening relationship of these models in the classroom context (Garcia & Pintrich, 1994). Research evidence shows that EFL learners’ motivational beliefs as well as cognitions are significant mediators of instructional input and tasks features (Pintrich, 1989; Weinstein & Mayer, 1986). The literature reveals that many theories of motivation and cognition postulate important links between them. Dembovskaya (2009, p. 57) states that “many theories of motivation are cognitive in that they specify cognitive processes that can produce motivational effect on individuals”. Schunk (2012) also depicts a model of motivated learning, which consists of pre- task, during- task and post task stages, but he calls it a cognitive model of motivation because “it views motivation arising largely form thoughts and beliefs” (p.356). Furthermore, the cognitive theories are also motivational in nature because the motivational influence can also, in turn, formulate ideas in learners’ mind and influence some aspects of cognitive processes such as deeper and more intensive type of input processing (Dembovskaya, 2009). It can be inferred that although motivation and cognition are not synonymous, they are two closely intertwined processes that cannot simply form a single substitution for each other (Ajideh, Rahimpour, Amini,& Farrokhi, 2013). Hence, it can be pointed out that a task with fruitful result seems to involve more than the isolation role of motivation or cognition, but it requires the coordination of both altogether.

One essential condition for listening comprehension to take place is to realize that motivation and cognition work together. As Nasrollahi-Mouziraji and Birjandi (2016) state “if the cognitive aspects of the listening process are not introduced to the learners through practical instruction, they would feel overwhelmed by the listening task and conceive that they cannot manage the task and repeated failure would lead to lesser degrees of motivation” (p. 107). Furthermore, enhancing learners’ motivational beliefs with tasks such as task value, competence, etc., would be important in motivating them to increase their efforts and move towards effective engagement with tasks. This type of interaction seems to exist in classroom tasks whereby the learner is not only motivationally prepared to engage in doing a task, but also cognitively equipped to achieve the real meaning of the task implemented.

Effective listening comprehension may take place when learners are cognitively prepared to deal with the cognitive demands/loads of a given task and are motivated enough to actually get the task done (Dembovskaya, 2009). As De Corte, Lodewijks, and Parmentier (1987) state “when we try to understand the contribution of cognitive mechanisms to human abilities, we are looking at how the computing systems underlying learning actually operate. When we investigate motivation, we are asking certain questions about why those cognitive mechanisms are being activated” (p. 133). Dembovskaya (2009) also states that learners may become interested in the subject matter and possess adequate motivation to act well in classroom, but they may not be equipped with the required cognitive strategies such as background information to meet success criteria. On the other hand, some learners may have already built enough learning strategies and background knowledge on a topic but are not interested enough to move toward success because they have been obliged to attend the class. Thus, it will be possible that both kinds of learners show average performance due to different reasons (Dembovskaya, 2009). Thus, it can be inferred that a greater psychological awareness of the task would lead in more use of cognitive strategies, resulting in deeper processing and superior quality of learning experiences (Chiecher, Donolo,& Rinaudo, 2007; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2009).

In general, some empirical research in last few years (Ajideh et al., 2013; Dembovskaya, 2009; Farrokhi & Modarres, 2012; Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008; Ma, 2009; Mozgalina, 2015; Poupore, 2014; Sadighi & Zare, 2002; Wang, Huang,& Hsu, 2015)have mostly confirmed that tasks-involving motivational and/or cognitive pre-task strategies can produce interesting results. Some other studies have also shed lights on the links between several motivational and cognitive variables and achievement-related behaviors (Neuville, Frenay, & Bourgeois, 2007; Pintrich, 1989; Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990; Pokay & Blumenfeld, 1990). However, relatively little attention has been paid to the role of the pre-task strategies in influencing feeling of subjective experience in prospective EFL learners’ belief about language success. Furthermore, the reciprocal relationship between motivation and cognition and their subsequent contribution to language learning achievement has not been largely dealt with in previous studies (Ajideh et al., 2013; Nasrollahi-Mouziraji & Birjandi, 2016). As far as the related literature is concerned, there is no research examining the simultaneous operationalization of motivational and cognitive strategies applied in pre-task stage of listening task implementation in an instructional context and also assessing learners’ subjective experience related to the given tasks. The available descriptions given by learners of their probable success or failure while performing a task can be analyzed and it can contribute to the understanding of strategies usefulness and task effectiveness. Teachers’ careful attention to EFL learners’ opinions and perception can lead them to experience more positive feelings (Nasrollahi-Mouziraji & Birjandi, 2016).As Ngo (2016)states “only a few studies on listening strategy instruction have explored this issue from the learners’ perspective whose voices are critically important in providing insights into how students learn and improve listening comprehension” (p. 245).

In sum, as Mihye (2014, p. 1) puts it, “the perspectives and experiences of learners have been largely excluded while the central focus has been on teachers”. Very little is known about how the relative contributions of both motivational beliefs and cognitive processes involved in pre-task phase of task performance can influence learners’ subjective experience or the way they perceive given tasks. This study can remind us of the active rather than the passive dimension of the listening comprehension skill and is most likely to pave the way for further investigation on psychological states, cognitive engagement and feelings experienced by learners. The study’s findings may serve as a basis for guidelines on what conditions need to be met in order to positively influence EFL learners’ positive aspects of their tasks experience which can, in turn, help them achieve their learning goals.

Given the discussion above, the present study was conducted explored the subjective experience of EFL learners after they had engaged in listening pre-tasks in motivational and cognitive strategies instruction. As such, the research question guiding this study was as follows:

RQ1: Is there a significant difference in the subjective experience (with regard to the following subscales: interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, value/usefulness, effort/importance, felt pressure/tension and perceived choice) of EFL learners who receive listening pre-tasks in motivational and cognitive strategies instruction and that of those who receive no strategies?

2. Methodology

2.1 Participants

The study was conducted in Safir English language institute in the east part of Guilan, Iran. Due to the quasi-experimental design of this study, eighty-nine (89) members of three intact classes of the second-grade intermediate EFL learners, aged between 18 and 24, participated in this study. They were all male native speakers of Persian and the local dialect. The participants were seldom exposed to English, except for time in the classroom and had very little opportunity to use English outside the classroom. They were considered as intermediate EFL learners in terms of general proficiency as reported by the registration office at the institute. To make sure the homogeneity of the participants, however, a TOEFL test (Phillips, 2001) was administered. Finally, the 73learnerswhose scores fell one standard deviation below and above the mean (+/-1 SD) were selected as the final participants of the study and they were randomly assigned to an experimental group (n= 37) and a control group (n= 36).
2.2 Instruments

The TOEFL test of language proficiency (Phillips, 2001) was administrated to assess the proficiency level of the groups. The test given to the learners consisted of 50 listening questions, 40 structure and written expressions and 50 questions related to reading comprehension section and vocabulary items.

The second instrument used in this study was a listening task. The listening tasks were in the forms of short daily dialogues (given by two or more English speakers) on particular topics. They were taken from the book “Tactics for Listening” (Richards, 2011). These tasks were intended to measure learners’ ability to identify the main idea, understand the details and make inference. It should be mentioned that these listening tasks require learners to listen to a text and then answer some questions each with 4 choices or write a short answer.

The third instrument is known as a self-report task evaluation questionnaire adapted from Ryan and Deci (1992). It is based on the intrinsic motivation inventory(IMI), a multidimensional measurement device intended to evaluate individuals’ subjective experience related to a target task (Ryan & Deci, 1992).This questionnaire includes a set of six subscales, which measures subjects’ interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, effort/importance, value/usefulness, felt pressure/tension, and perceived choice while doing given tasks (Ryan & Deci, 1992).This questionnaire included 25 closed-ended questions and the rating scales were numerically coded as (1) Not at all true to (7) very true(See Appendix A).

It should be noted that while the whole questionnaire is called the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, the interest/enjoyment scale is only considered as the one directly assessing intrinsic motivation. Perceived choice and competence are supposed to positively predict both self-report and behavioral measures of intrinsic motivation. The pressure/tension dimension, however, is assumed to negatively predict intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 1992). The effort subscale is included because greater effort is associated with more engaged participation in tasks. Finally, the value/usefulness subscale shed some lights into the likelihood of the tasks being perceived as beneficial and valuable (Dembovskaya, 2009; Pfingsthorn & Czura, 2017; Ryan & Deci, 1992). 

It should be mentioned that this questionnaire has been used in various studies and contexts (e.g.,McAuley, Duncan, & Tammen, 1989; Tsigilis & Theodosiou, 2003) and it is known to be as a valid and reliable instrument(McAuley et al., 1989; Ryan, 1982). Furthermore, two open-ended questions were included in the task evaluation questionnaire (please indicate the positive aspects of your tasks experience and please indicate the negative aspects of your tasks experience) adopted from Gregory, Lee, Dalgarno, and Tynan (2016), which allowed the participants to express their task performance experience in their own words and supplement the questionnaire data with the nuances of personal opinions.
2.3 Procedure

From among the initial 89second-grade intermediate EFL learners,73 learners were selected as the final participants of the study. As mentioned- above, the selection of the participants was based on their language proficiency level which was determined with reference to their scores in the TOEFL test administered in the first session. Then, the homogenous subjects were randomly divided into an experimental group (n = 37) and a control group (n = 36). Furthermore, thelearners’ scores on the listening part of the TOEFL test were served to determine their listening proficiency level at the outset of the experiment. The results showed that the experimental group and the control group were almost at the same level of listening proficiency. The mean score for the experimental group was 41.73 and the mean for the control group was 40.98. The standard deviation of the scores of the experimental group and control group were 7.36 and 6.93, respectively. The results of the independent t-test also indicated no significant differences between the means (t = 0.59, p> 0.05). On the whole, the treatment phase of this study included a total of six treatment sessions held for about 25 minutes once a week. In each treatment session, following general instruction regarding how to complete the task, the researcher provided the experimental group with the motivational and cognitive pre-task (MPT&CPT) strategies instruction but there was no opportunity for the control group to receive any kind of pre-task intervention. Subsequently, the participants in both groups were required to complete a listening task in about 10 minutes. Finally, one day after the sixth treatment session, the participants in both groups filled out a questionnaire intended to see whether the MPT&CPT strategies instruction could positively influence learners’ subjective experience of tasks performance. It should be mentioned that the questionnaire also included two open-ended questions, which allowed them to express their personal experience. In fact, the main objective behind the two open-ended questions was to seek the experimental group learners’ views on positive or negative aspects of their tasks experience resulting from the MPT&CPT strategies instruction. Thus, providing a response in the open-ended questions was not mandatory for the control group and the data included the statements from the 32 experimental group participants that chose to make written comments and the other learners left the questionnaire open-ended questions unanswered.

Regarding the MPT strategies, the researcher tried to generate the learners’ initial task motivation. In other words, the researcher increased learners’ awareness of some aspects of task motivation such as perceived enjoyment &pleasure in completing the task, perceived expectancy of success in performing the task, perceived value of the task, perceived responsibility& willingness in performing the task, perceived effort attributions on performing the task and perceived comfort in terms of task completion and environment. The following motivational concerns stand out in the pre-task stage of this study:

Motivational Pre-task Strategies

· Whitening learners’ appetite and interest about the task. 

· Increasing learners’ feeling of competence.

· Ensuring learners that tasks are within their ability.

· Attributing learners’ previous failures to lack of effort rather than ability.

· Encouraging students to try harder.

· Drawing learners’ attention to their strength and abilities. 

· Raising learners’ awareness of what task success involves and assuring them that there are no serious obstacles for achievement.

· Encouraging learners’ responsibility for task participation and the amount of effort they put into it.

· Showing of teacher’s belief in learners’ effort and their capabilities to do the task. 

· Explaining the purpose and utility of the task. 

· Raising learners’ belief about the value of the task.

· Controlling learners’ emotional state about the task.
· Providing students with positive feedback.
· Establishing a good relationship with students.
· Bringing in and encouraging humor.

In fact, the MPT strategies operationalized in this study are mainly based on guidelines suggested by Dörnyei (2001), Oliva (1972) and Dembovskaya (2009). Below, it is described how the MPT strategies were followed by the researcher’s presentation, examples, and brief interaction. In the beginning of the task, the researcher delivered a short speech addressing the following factors. The pre-task also involved a short questioning and answering conducted in English between the researcher and the participants.

· Perceived enjoyment and pleasure: The researcher intended to choose some attractive and interesting tasks. He tried to relate the tasks content to the participants’ natural interests. Moreover, he provided the learners with moderately challenging tasks and adjusted the tasks to their own lives. Learners were informed that other students with a comparable level of language proficiency indeed considered the tasks as interesting to perform and the researcher wished that they would find them fun too. 

· Perceived expectancy of success: The researcher told the learners that he was sure they could do well on the tasks. He gave them some reasons for his confidence in their capability to complete the tasks successfully. For example, he told them that their teacher had been confident enough of their ability to do well on the tasks. In fact, the researcher tried to make the learners aware of their strengths and abilities, indicate them that he believed in their capability and assure them that tasks were inside their level of language ability.
· Perceived responsibility, willingness and effort attributions: The researcher provided the learners with the purpose and utility of the designed tasks. In fact, he stressed that the designed task would provide a learning opportunity for the learners to develop their listening comprehension ability in a meaningful context. Furthermore, the learners’ positive listening experience (success) and negative listening outcomes (failures) were attributed to their personal ability and lack of effort, respectively. The researcher also emphasized on the learners ‘charge of their own tasks performance, and the level of effort and persistence expended on them.

· Perceived value: Attempts were made to draw the learners’ attention to the values and worth associated with the tasks. The researcher also elaborated on the individual values that learners could attach to their success on the tasks. For example, the researcher elicited from the learners their reasons for learning English. In addition, the learners were informed that in order to improve on listening skill, one thing was absolutely essential, namely, to practice listening. It was told that the tasks they were about to dower every useful to practice listening comprehension skill, which could in turn help them achieve their learning goals.
· Perceived comfort with task and environment: The researcher tried to control the learners’ emotional variables such asanxiety, stress or hopelessness that might negatively affect their task performance and achievement. In other words, he was aware of the fact that factors including the learners’ negative anxiety about the tasks, a tense classroom atmosphere and irrelevant distraction from others could be harmful. Similarly, the researcher positively coped with the learners’ incorrect opinions and beliefs about language learning in the classroom context. Furthermore, he showed them that he cared about them, provided them with opportunity to express their concerns, encouraged humour, cleared to them that failures were part of their success and provided them with motivational feedback in general.

Together with the MPT, some kinds of cognitive involvement strategies consisted of setting the context, activating background knowledge and pre-teaching of vocabulary and grammar were chosen as the main features of the listening pre-task intervention in this study and they were intended to stimulate some of the linguistic and schematic knowledge and to lower the demands imposed by tasks and placed on learners. The rationale for the first point (a) is based on the fact that in real life people usually have some ideas of the context of something they are listening to and it can help learners match their listening context with what normally happens in the real-life context (Field, 2002). The rational for the second point (b) is due to the fact that learners’ previous exposures to the upcoming listening topics make it possible for them to recall their previous information and provide them with some kinds of content expectations (Chastain, 1988). Finally, the reason for the third point in our study (c) refers to the problems which may occur due to learners’ unfamiliarity with the structures or vocabularies to be contained in the oral upcoming input, which in turn will lessen learners’ ability to perform the tasks successfully (Rost, 2002).
Setting the context
· The teacher says or does something to get the learners interested in the topic and set the context. This could be a picture, illustration, or a set of questions to the whole group. This idea here is to give the learners some idea of what the listening will be about and where it is happening.

Activate appropriate background knowledge
· Activate appropriate background knowledge for the upcoming listening experience through one or more of the following:  questions — discussion (whole class or in pairs/groups) — generating hypotheses about the topic —reading about related information.

Presenting unknown vocabulary and grammar
· The pre-teach vocabulary words were chosen from the passage because they were key to performing the task successfully. Difficult words that were not important were ignored. Anticipate and discuss the problematic structures that might be unfamiliar/troublesome for learners.
3. Results and Discussion

As mentioned above, a self- report Task Evaluation Questionnaire was conducted after the treatment phase of this study in order to examine the combined effect of MPT& CPT strategies instruction on EFL learners’ subjective perceptions of their listening tasks experience. Descriptive statistics for the questionnaire are illustrated in Table1. The results indicate that the total mean score of the experimental group (M = 4.99)is higher than that of the control group (M= 3.49).

Table1: Descriptive Statistics for the Total Mean Scores of the Task Evaluation Questionnaire

	Statistic
	Experimental group

    (n=37)
	Control group

    (n=36)

	Mean
	4.99
	3.49

	SD
	0.75
	0.93

	Min - Max
	2.55–7.00
	1.12 – 6.71


Furthermore, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)was conducted for the Task Evaluation Questionnaire to explore the overall effect of the independent variable (MPT& CPT strategies instruction) on the six dependent variables (perceived interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, perceived effort/importance, perceived choice, perceived value/usefulness and perceived pressure/tension). ). It should be mentioned that preliminary assumption testing was done to examine normality of distribution and homogeneity of variance, with no serious violations observed. In other words, the results of the Shapiro-Wilk’s normality test and Leven’s test showed p-values (p >.05), suggesting that the assumptions are met.
Analyses of data in Table 2 indicate that there is a statistically significant difference in EFL learners’ subjective experience of listening tasks based on MPT& CPT strategies instruction, F (6, 66) = 38.07, p < .0005; Wilk's Λ = 0.224.Theresults show a statistically significant difference in the responses of the two groups, suggesting that the participants who were exposed to the MPT& CPT strategies instruction reported more positive experience related to their experimental tasks performance than the control group.

Table 2: MANOVA Results of the Task Evaluation Questionnaire

	Effect
	
	Value
	F
	Hypothesis

df
	Error df
	Sig.



	Intercept
	Wilks' Lambda
	.014
	790.71
	6
	66
	.000



	Group
	Wilks' Lambda
	.224
	38.07
	6
	66
	.000




Given the significance of the overall effect, further analyses must be done to determine whether the individual dependent variables are significantly affected by the independent variable. Table 3 reports the descriptive statistics of each group for the six sub-categories of the Task Evaluation Questionnaire (interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, effort/importance, choice, value/usefulness and pressure/tension). The results indicate that the experimental group’s mean scores of all sub-categories are higher than the control group’s and the participants in the two groups might exhibit different level of experience across the above-cited sub-categories. Thus, considering the experimental group participants, the highest IMI scale-score was obtained by the category perceived interest/enjoyment, with an average of 5.67, followed by perceived choice and perceived effort/importance with an average of 5.54 and 5.32, respectively. Perceived competence had an average of 4.91 and perceived value/usefulness an average of 4.55. The lowest average obtained referred to perceived pressure/tension with 3.96.

	Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for the Six Sub-categories of the Task Evaluation Questionnaire

	Question 

category
	(J) Group
	Mean
	SD
	Min - Max

	
	
	
	
	

	Perceived interest

/enjoyment
	Experimental
	5.67
	.640
	4.63 – 6.75

	

	
	Control
	3.61
	1.132.21 – 6.71
	

	Perceived competence
	Experimental
	4.91
	.8333.77 –7.00
	

	

	
	Control
	3.60
	.8771.23 – 5.18
	

	Perceived  effort/

importance
	Experimental                   5.32
	.716                4.21 – 6.65
	

	
	

	
	Control                            3.79
	1.20                2.19 – 6.54
	

	Perceived choice
	Experimental
	5.54
	.612                4.14 –6.36
	.

	

	
	Control
	2.91
	1.23               1.12 – 4.85
	

	Perceived value/

usefulness
	Experimental
4.55
	
	.925                3.21 –6.10
	

	
	
	

	
	Control
3.69    
	
	1.18               1.36 –5.33
	

	Perceived  pressure/

tension
	Experimental
	3.96
	.8032.55 –6.52
	

	

	
	Control
	3.34
	.716                2.11 – 5.11
	


As mentioned before, to determine how the dependent variables are affected by the independent variable, univariate analyses (ANOVA) need to be performed. Table 4 displays the effect of the independent variable on each of the dependent variables of the study. Analysis of data show that listening pre-tasks in motivational and cognitive strategies instruction had a significant effect on “perceived interest/enjoyment”: (F(1, 71) = 92.09, p = .000), “perceived competence”: (F(1, 71) = 41.92, p= .000), “perceived effort/importance”: (F(1, 71) = 44.02, p = .000), “perceived choice”: (F(1, 71) = 138.62, p = .000), “perceived value/usefulness”:(F(1, 71) = 12.12, p = .001) and “perceived pressure/tension”: (F(1, 71) = 11.84, p = .001). Therefore, a significant difference was found across all of the sub-categories of Task Evaluation Questionnaire.

	Table 4: Tests of between Subject Effects for the  Six  Sub-categories of the Task Evaluation Questionnaire

	Sub-categories
	
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	Perceived interest/enjoyment
	Between Groups
	77.549
	1
	77.549
	92.099
	.000

	
	Within Groups
	59.783
	71
	.842
	
	

	
	Total
	137.331
	72
	
	
	

	Perceived competence
	Between Groups
	31.046
	1
	31.046
	41.926
	.000

	
	Within Groups
	52.575
	71
	.740
	
	

	
	Total
	83.621
	72
	
	
	

	Perceived effort/

importance
	Between Groups
	42.934
	1
	42.934
	44.021
	.000

	
	Within Groups
	69.248
	71
	.975
	
	

	
	Total
	112.182
	72
	
	
	

	Perceived choice
	Between Groups
	126.059
	1
	126.059
	138.620
	.000

	
	Within Groups
	64.567
	71
	.909
	
	

	
	Total
	190.626
	72
	
	
	

	Perceived value/usefulness
	Between Groups
	13.679
	1
	13.679
	12.127
	.001

	
	Within Groups
	80.087
	71
	1.128
	
	

	
	Total
	93.767
	72
	
	
	

	Perceived pressure/tension
	Between Groups
	6.877
	1
	6.877
	11.849
	.001

	
	Within Groups
	41.205
	71
	.580
	
	

	
	Total
	48.082
	72
	
	
	


Table 5also shows the pair-wise comparison between the experimental and control groups’ subjective experience of the six sub-categories discussed above. As illustrated in Table 5, there is a significant difference between the experimental and control groups on the perceived interest/enjoyment dependent variable (p = .000), perceived competence (p = .000), perceived choice (p = .000), perceived effort/importance (p = .000), perceived value/usefulness (p = .001), as well as on the perceived pressure/tension dimension (p = .001).

	Table 5: Pairwise Comparisons of Experimental and Control Groups

	Dependent Variable
	(I) Groups
	(J) Groups
	Mean Difference (I-J)
	Std. Error
	Sig.a
	95% Confidence Interval for Difference

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Lower

 Bound
	Upper

 Bound

	Perceived Interest/enjoyment
	experimental
	control
	2.062*
	.215
	.000
	1.633
	2.490

	
	control
	experimental
	-2.062*
	.215
	.000
	-2.490
	-1.633

	Perceived competence
	experimental
	control
	1.304*
	.201
	.000
	.903
	1.706

	
	control
	experimental
	-1.304*
	.201
	.000
	-1.706
	-.903

	Perceived 

Effort/importance


	experimental
	control
	1.534*
	.231
	.000
	1.073
	1.995

	
	control
	experimental
	-1.534*
	.231
	.000
	-1.995
	-1.073

	Perceived choice
	experimental
	control
	2.628*
	.223
	.000
	2.183
	3.074

	
	control
	experimental
	-2.628*
	.223
	.000
	-3.074
	-2.183

	Perceived value/usefulness
	experimental
	control
	.866*
	.249
	.001
	.370
	1.362

	
	control
	experimental
	-.866*
	.249
	.001
	-1.362
	-.370

	Perceived pressure/tension
	experimental
	control
	.614*
	.178
	.001
	.258
	.970

	
	control
	experimental
	-.614*
	.178
	.001
	-.970
	-.258




As further analysis of data, Pearson correlation coefficients were also evaluated in order to determine the relationships between different measures of IMI. The strongest correlation was found between interest/ enjoyment category and the other IMI subscales.  In other words, the data indicated that there existed a positive correlation between interest/enjoyment and perceived choice (r = 0.67, p <.01) as well as interest/enjoyment and perceived effort/importance (r = 0.61, p <.01). A negative correlation was detected between interest/enjoyment and pressure/tension (r = -.0.57, p <.01). The analysis of data also indicated a positive correlation between interest/enjoyment and perceived competence (r = 0.59, p <.01) as well as interest/enjoyment and perceived value/usefulness (r = 0.53, p <.01). These findings display the assumptions of the IMI, suggesting that the interest/enjoyment dimension, which in this case is considered as the most direct measure of self-reported intrinsic motivation, is correlated with the learners’ self-reported perceived competence, effort/importance, value/usefulness, felt pressure/tension, and choice. The trends might offer that when the learners’ intrinsic motivation is higher, they may perceive the tasks as more valuable, put more effort into the tasks, feel less pressure while tasks performance, feel more willingness and choice in regards to thetasks undertaken and position themselves as more competent learners. 
Finally, for the qualitative analysis, at the end of the task evaluation questionnaire, the experimental group’s participants were required to answer two open-ended questions about what they thought the positive and negative aspects of their tasks experience were. The content analysis of their responses indicated that their answers were excitedly positive, mostly commenting on the benefits of MPT& CPT strategies instruction, which positively enhanced their subjective experience of tasks performance.

In fact, the vast majority of written comments elicited from the participants reflected the positive aspects of the tasks experience, with a comparably very few number of statements on the elements of the strategies instruction which they were less pleased with or interested.

The majority of the learners rated their own tasks perception with elevated level of improvement. They underlined that they perceived being positively different in their performance after their exposure to the listening pre-task strategies. They generally thought that it was necessary to spend some time on tasks because they felt time on pre- task strategies can be considered to be as an achievement factor. 

Furthermore, the learners were more prone to focus on the motivational pre-task strategies, serving as the basis for the specific aspects of their performance. They considered them as variables which were intended to lower the anxiety, overcome the unwillingness problems and increase factors such as motivation, competence, interest, choice, effort, responsibility and value/usefulness needed to do the tasks. For example, two learners noted:

I really liked it. My teacher explained some reasons for our tasks participation. They were useful and fun. It took a lot of effort and time because it was important for me to do the tasks well. Listening ability helps me make friends with foreign people. I am sure I can do well.

The strategies were really important. They helped us with listening tasks a lot. I think if we spend more time on them, the results can be much better. I really enjoyed the tasks because I was prepared for them.

The learners believed that before knowing about the motivational pre-task strategies, they thought that they could not accomplish the listening tasks because they did not believe in their abilities and did not feel pretty competent. However, after listening to the teacher’s motivational pre-task strategies for a while, they developed some degree of competence required to do the tasks. As two learners pointed out:

I felt relax and competent while doing the tasks. I was really excited to complete the listening tasks successfully. I think that I can improve my listening comprehension if I want and practice.

The strategies helped me believe in my ability. I think I can deal with listening tasks and perform them well.

Another student commented that he no longer felt uncomfortable with the listening tasks within the study because they were quite enjoyable and valuable to him. He also added that while doing the tasks, he was really motivated because he thought that he was doing the tasks for himself rather than someone else. Two of the learners also noted that they put a lot of effort and energy into the tasks because they had some choices for doing them. However, some kinds of forced-choice listening tasks which are usual in their classroom really made them feel nervous and bored before.
One of the learners also mentioned that he was easily demotivated at the time of listening activities before because he thought that listening tasks selected for them were not appropriate for their level of proficiency. However, based on his recent experience of motivational strategies, he was assured that the tasks were matched with his level of ability. He further stressed the fact that his bad performances on previous listening comprehension activities were no longer related to his lack of capability but effort. For instance, two learners said:
I always thought that listening activities were very hard for me and I could not do them. I love my teacher as he taught me that I should try harder than before in order to become successful.

I can expect more success with listening tasks if I put more effort into them.

Many of the learners also underlined that that the cognitive pre-task strategies were really helpful for them. During the task completion, they were not confused by unknown vocabulary and grammar because they had already reviewed key words and grammatical points. In other words, they thought that the utilization of these strategies helped them overcome the weakness of being distracted by unfamiliar words and grammar and enhance their listening tasks performance. Many of the learners also mentioned that background knowledge is really important in the process of listening comprehension. In other words, they stated that these strategies helped them know to what extent it was necessary to use their previous information on a certain topic as it makes the process of interpretation and recall of content much easier. Other learners also reflected that activation of background knowledge and topic familiarity aided them to compensate for some possible missing parts while listening to the text and guess what was going to happen. Some of them noted:

When I thought about what I knew about the topic or text, it helped me a lot comprehend better. It really works.

I was not interested in listening at all. I felt anxious while listening because I faced a lot of unknown words every time. But my teacher told me about some of the important words before the listening and it was really useful.

When I heard a lot of difficult vocabularies and structures, I completely felt unable to pay attention to the rest of the conversation and I got confused. But I think pre-teaching of them was good for me. I felt strong because I could use them.

In general, it seems that the participants mostly acknowledged the positive aspects of their tasks experience they were engaged in. They believed that MPT& CPT strategies instruction could create an interesting, enjoyable, engaging, useful, valuable and pressure-free learning experience. If these issues are met, one can expect such a learning situation to exert a positive effect on language learners and it can be one of the significant positive reinforcements of learners’ tasks performance.

4. Discussion 
The purpose of this research, conducted with intermediate EFL learners, was to investigate the combined effects of the MPT& CPT strategies instruction on the subjective experience related to the listening tasks. In particular, this study attempted to examine the state of six dimensions related to the participants’ unique way of task experience: interest/enjoyment, perceived competence, value/usefulness, effort/importance, felt pressure/tension and perceived choice during listening tasks performance and under the influence of the above-cited treatment. The analyses of data indicated that the responses on task evaluation questionnaire reported by the experimental group were all positively affected by the MPT& CPT strategies instruction. In other words, the participants in experimental group perceived more positive experience related to their tasks accomplishment than the control group. Furthermore, the participants’ written comments on two open-ended questions also verified the positive trend observed in the quantitative data.

The results seem to offer that the motivation variable mutual reinforcement with cognition can be useful. In fact, by raising learners’ initial awareness of listening task motivation and cognitive strategies, instructors can foster the effectiveness of engagement experience resulting from their joint incorporation. It seems that these two types of strategies which form a small part of motivation and cognition processes reinforce the integrative views/models of motivation and cognition and the important idea of activating learners from both dimensions simultaneously. As Garcia and Pintrich (1994) state "neither motivational nor cognitive models alone can fully describe the various aspects of student academic learning, yet the two types of models are complementary due to the respective strengths and weaknesses of motivational and cognitive models" (p. 127).Similarly, Rahimpour, Ajideh, Amini, and Farrokhi (2013) emphasized on the motivational, cognitive and emotional mutual supports regarding the authentic task engagement in task based language teaching context. This issue is also in agreement with Anais et al.’s(2012) view who considered motivational and cognitive strategies as interrelated components influencing the learning outcomes. They also add that the correlation between these two components is interesting as it implies and supports the significance of being an active learner from both motivational and cognitive dimensions.

Regarding the motivational pre-task strategies used in this study, it can, therefore, be concluded that the learners’ initial awareness of task motivation might promote their positive attitudes towards the tasks which, in turn, affected their ability to positively reflect on their experiences. Generally speaking, learners who believe in their ability and competence to succeed can tend to be more motivated. This is in line with Dörnyei’s (2001) idea that when individuals decide to perform something, they evaluate themselves in terms of if “they are up to the challenge” (p. 8).

Thus, it seems that students’ self-perception of their competence may deeply influence their required effort and further action plans (Schunk, 2012). In addition, learners ‘feeling of personal responsibility and willingness can also affect the required effort to carry out the task and pursue the goals. Task value was another crucial factor affecting learners ‘experience in this study as the researcher tried to enhance learners’ perceptions of the task value. Wigfield and Eccles (1992) confirm that values of a given task can positively direct learners to attempt hard. In other words, it is believed that students’ greater appreciation of task value can positively include their ongoing engaging experiences with a task or tasks. If learners find the tasks valuable and beneficial, they may even use more learning strategies to overcome the problems and achieve positive outcomes. Nasrollahi-Mouziraji and Birjandi (2016) also state that “the more importance is attached to a task in the learning process, the more learners are engaged in cognitive, metacognitive and resource management strategies” (p.107). This idea is also in line with Warton’s (2001) view that subjective task value experience on the part of learner will more likely increase their continuous engagement with tasks. Lowering anxiety with tasks is the other motivation-related variable which may pose a positive impact on individuals’ perception of task experience. On the contrary, if learners report high levels of tension during tasks, it may cause obstacles such as dissatisfaction with tasks, nervousness and bad atmosphere. The presence of the MPT did lower perceived pressure and tension, which is good and the learners also reported that they did not have a feeling of pressure or tension in their experience of tasks performance. Generally speaking, it is believed that learners in pressure-free learning atmosphere are more likely to report less stressful experiences during tasks engagement (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 1987; King& Gurland, 2007).

In addition to motivation, three kinds of cognitive strategies including context familiarity, activating background knowledge and pre-teaching of vocabulary & grammar have been considered for this study. In general, although attempts are made to choose those kinds of tasks which their content fit learners’ language proficiency level, probable issues such as unfamiliarity of topic and context, lack of background knowledge and complexity of some words and structures may convey the message that the tasks are not appropriate on the part of learners and it can negatively affect their tasks involvement (Lee, 2012). Regarding the listening comprehension in particular, Anderson and Lynch (2000) state that “… a common problem for the foreign listeners – the speech may contain words or phrases that the listener can hear adequately but is unable to understand because of serious problems with the syntax or semantics of the foreign language” (p.6). Accordingly, it can be inferred that, the use of cognitive strategies not only can enhance learners’ cognitive engagement but also reinforce learners’ ability to formulate certain positive conceptions concerning their level of pleasant subjective experience related to tasks as they would be able to cope with the tasks demands efficiently.

All in all, learners’ satisfaction with the above-cited tasks features might have the potential to evoke their task motivation which can, in turn, promoted their use of cognitive strategies. As Blumenfeld, Kempler, and Krajcik (2006) state “Motivation sets the stage for cognitive engagement. Motivation leads to achievement by increasing the quality of cognitive engagement” (p. 475). Many of the researchers (Blumenfeld et al., 2006; Neuville et al., 2007; Neber & Schommer-Aikins, 2002) state that some aspects of task motivation including interest, value and competence which can support learners’ psychological satisfaction with tasks can lead to higher level of learning strategies. In the same vein, the observed results of this study can be encouraging because they indicate that motivational and cognitive variables can mutually influence each other. In fact, motivation variables can preserve the psychological needs of learners for tasks accomplishment but cannot suffice to account for cognitive demands imposed by tasks. Cognition variables, although, can facilitate tasks cognitive engagement difficulties; they cannot deal with motivational factors such as goals, effort, persistence, choice, etc. (Dembovskaya, 2009; Efklides, Niemivirta, &Yamauchi, 2003). 

5. Conclusion
The present study examined the learners’ subjective experience of their listening tasks experience. The results showed that certain measures might need to be taken to enhance the learners ‘individual perceptions of the tasks. In sum, the findings of this study offer that the combined role of the MPT& CPT strategies instruction may help learners to be their own promoters of a successful learning experience. In other words, when learners ‘level of task motivation increases, they may get engaged in the deeper and more effective use of learning strategies which can, in turn, lead to better the quality of learning experiences. It is hoped that participation in and a positive evaluation of the learning tasks in general may bring long-term gains. The results may encourage teachers to enhance learners ‘task-specific motivation which can, in turn, hold them accountable for task performance and promote them to invest more in cognitive strategies. Once again, it should be mentioned that in this study the main focus was on the unique way learners perceive the tasks rather than the outcome of their performance. We do believe that for a successful language learning to happen, the learners should at first have a positive experience regarding their tasks performance and then learning would happen in the process.

This study underlined the significance of learners’ subjective perceptions of their listening tasks experiences. It seems that since few studies have examined the learners’ perspective in their analysis of tasks, the much-needed link between subjective experiences doing tasks and learners’ cognitive, affective and motivational states should be addressed in further studies. Future studies can also identify the relationships between quality of experience and task outcomes and examine ways to augment positive states and results. It would be also of great interest to researchers to see how learners’ subjective experiences differ when doing different types of tasks (Shumow, Schmidt,&Kackar, 2008).It is also interesting to probe if students’ immediate subjective experience reported during given tasks can associate with their long-term functioning outcomes (Shumow et al., 2008). Finally, due to the importance and challenges of listening comprehension, learners’ level of motivation, affect, and cognition about learning tasks might have the potential to affect their quality of perception reporting while tasks engagement, how well they perform and how much they learn from their tasks.
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Appendix (A)

Task Evaluation Questionnaire

Student Name: _______________ 

The following questions concern your experience with the listening tasks you did. For each of the following statements, please indicate how true it is for you, using the following scale:

_______________________________________________________________________

 1 

2 

3 

4 

5

 6 
         7

        not at all true                                        somewhat true                                              very true

I think I am pretty good at these tasks. 



I enjoyed doing these tasks very much. 



I put a lot of effort into these tasks.

I was anxious while working on these tasks.


For the most part, I felt like I was doing these tasks because I wanted to.

I thought they were boring tasks.



I believe these tasks could be of some value to me. 

After working at these tasks for a while, I felt pretty competent. 

These tasks were fun to do. 


I was very relaxed in doing these.

For the most part, I felt like I was doing what the teacher wanted me to.

I didn't try very hard to do well at these tasks. 

I would describe these tasks as very interesting. 

They were tasks that I couldn't do very well. 

I did not feel nervous at all while doing these tasks.

I think that doing these tasks is useful for learning to improve my listening.

For the most part, I felt like I was doing these tasks only because the teacher wanted me to.

I didn't put much energy into the tasks. 

I think doing these tasks could help me to become better at listening comprehension.
I thought these tasks were quite enjoyable. 

I felt pressured while doing these tasks.

I tried very hard on these tasks. 

For the most part, I felt like I was doing what I wanted to do while working on the tasks.

I am satisfied with my performance at these tasks. 

I would be willing to do these tasks again because they are somewhat useful.

Please answer these questions briefly:

Please indicate the positive aspects of your tasks experience. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- .

Please indicate the negative aspects of your tasks experience.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- .
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Abstract
There is little understanding of the processes and means involved in teacher learning. Further research is needed to better understand what happens when teachers learn. Therefore, using sociocultural theory (SCT) as a theoretical framework, English for Academic Purposes (EAP) teacher learning was documented and examined. To achieve this goal, an in-depth description of nine in-service EAP teachers’ experience as they professionally learned was provided. The participating teachers’ learning was traced from an analysis of their current cognitions on EAP towards reaching a deeper understanding of the issues as mediated during dialogical interactions. Constant comparative analysis was used to analyze the data collected through observation, recordings and field notes. The findings showed that reaching an expert’s understanding involved the processes of externalizing current cognitions, verbalizing emerging understanding and full transformation in the individual’s thinking. Mediational moves (means of learning) were found to be contingent on teacher-learners’ learning needs. ‘Narrating’, ‘judgmental speech’ and ‘externalization’ were shown to provide space for using the potential of ‘speech’ and ‘others’. The findings of this study might promise some implications for teacher education. 
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I. Introduction

EAP, as an established branch of English Language Teaching (ELT) and research (Hyland, 2006), aims at professionalizing special groups of learners into their target academic communities (Basturkmen, 2014; Belcher, 2009; Hyland, 2006). This goal of EAP has brought about an increasing demand for EAP teachers with distinctive identities, roles and qualifications (Campion, 2016; Dressen-Hammouda, 2013; Hall, 2013). EAP teachers need theory-informed and situated teacher education to reconstruct their cognitions and identities (Basturkmen, 2014). Developing EAP teacher education programs requires knowledge of the processes and means involved in teacher learning explained by a robust theory of human learning (Johnson &Golombek, 2011a). However, our knowledge of the processes and means involved in teacher learning is incomplete (Richards, 2008).

Given the fact that professional learning is situated in contexts and distributed across people as well as activities (Richards, 2008), and that EAP teacher learning is neglected as an area of research (Basturkmen, 2014), further research probing the processes of professional development helps understand what happens when teachers learn. This understanding is indispensable in developing situated teacher education courses (Johnson &Golombek, 2016; Richards, 2008). This study was an attempt to provide an account of the interaction between the processes and means involved in EAP teacher learning through presenting an in-depth description of the teacher-learners’ experience of professional learning. Learning in this study is defined as transformation in teachers ‘cognitions on EAP education. To provide a vivid account of teacher learning, Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) was used as a framework to examine the social and cognitive processes of teacher learning (Johnson, 2009).

2. Background

2.1 The Sociocultural view of L2 teacher education 

As a theory of human learning, by recognizing the “interconnectedness of the cognitive and the social” processes of learning, SCT takes explanatory power to explicate “the cognitive processes” of teacher learning and thus making it possible to trace how teachers learn and develop (Johnson, 2009: 13). SCT conceptualizes teacher learning in terms of the social base of human cognition development (Vygotsky, 1978). Participation in social interactions is necessary and sufficient condition for human cognition development as it helps to mediate the transfer of learning from an external to internal state of development. Dialogical interaction is recognized as an optimal form of social interaction providing rich opportunities for mediating teacher professional development.

Mediation is conceptualized as “a self-directed or other-directed process resulting in voluntary control over one’s social and mental world through the use of cultural artefacts, concepts and activities” (Donato, 2016, p. 31). Only “responsive” (Johnson & Golombek, 2016) or “strategic” (Johnson, 2009, p. 19) mediation provided considering the learners’ Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) could be contributive to professional learning. ZPD is “Defined as the difference between what a person can achieve independently and what he or she can achieve working in collaboration with others or with someone more expert” (Johnson, 2009, p. 15).

Recognizing the situated nature of teacher learning and that “different contexts for learning create different potentials for learning” (Richards, 2008, p. 165), SCT differentiates professional and experiential knowledge (Johnson, 2009). To put it simply, teachers need to effectively interconnect their experiential knowledge with professional knowledge (Johnson, 2009). Experiential knowledge refers to the “empirical knowledge that may actually be incorrect or misinformed”, developed through teachers’ involvement in everyday nonprofessional activities and discourse. On the contrary, professional knowledge is “systematic and generalized knowledge” learned through schooling (Johnson &Golombek, 2016, p. 5). 

2.2 English for Academic Purposes

English for Academic Purposes (EAP)is recently viewed as a research-informed area of English language teaching (ELT) which focuses on disciplinary variation in terms of communicative needs and practices with the very goal of helping learners become professional members of their desired communities (Hyland, 2006, 2015). As Hyland (2006, p. 2) maintains, “EAP aims at capturing ‘thicker’ descriptions of language use in the academy at all age and proficiency levels, incorporating and often going beyond immediate communicative contexts to understand the nature of disciplinary knowledge itself”. 

EAP is set off from other branches of ELT through focusing on students’ target needs (Belcher, 2009) including discipline-based communicative practices and demands, discourse features and language uses (Hyland, 2006). Being responsive to the communicative needs and practices of particular social groups, EAP is learner-centered and research-based language education seeking to develop situated literacy (Belcher 2009; Hyland, 2006). Because of the very goal of EAP, EAP teachers need to assume specific cognitions, identities and qualifications to provide their learners with the right languages, practices, and discourse they need. 

3. Research questions

Given the substantial gaps in the literature, this study aimed at providing an account of the processes and means involved in EAP teacher learning. Accordingly, the study was guided with the following research questions:

1. What processes in-service EAP teachers go through to professionally learn through transforming their cognitions?
2. What mediational means successfully mediated the processes of transformation in the EAP teachers’ cognitions?

4. Methods

4.1 Design of the study

The present study is part of a broader study with grounded theory design (Charmaz, 2006) which involved micro genetic analysis of teacher learning. The data featured in this qualitative case study is a part of the micro genetic analysis of classroom interaction collected through observation/recording and field notes. 

4.2 The context

The study was conducted at a state university in Iran (University of Iran, UOI- Pseudonym is used to keep confidentiality about the participants’ identities and data). Students with different majors other than ELT were required to take at least a two-credit EAP course taught by teachers from ELT and content departments (Author, et al., 2014).

Drawing on sociocultural theoretical perspectives, the study followed Vygotsky’s notions that “through others, we become ourselves” (1931/1997, p. 105) and that “thoughts undergo continuous change during the process of speaking” (Johnson &Golombek, 2016, p. 44). Accordingly, a “community of learners” (Shulman & Shulman, 2004, p. 257) out of in-service EAP teachers were formed to collaboratively participate in the teacher education course using the potentials of dialogic speech and human mediation. The EAP teacher education course was inspired by the premises of sociocultural-based teacher education models such as ‘critical friends groups’ (Johnson, 2009a), ‘critical incidents analysis’ (Farrell, 2008, p. 3), and ‘cooperative development’ (Edge, 2002). Being so, the in-service teachers collaboratively engaged in critical but friendly discussions starting with narrating the critical incidents (Farrell, 2008) emerging out of their own daily teaching experiences. The interaction focused on discussing teaching dilemmas in relation to macro-issues of EAP teaching. 

The educator-researcher took a number of key roles. First, he served to function as a coordinator of the interactions. Second, as the educator he gave the teacher-learners the space to externalize and verbalize their understandings. Third, he identified the teachers’ learning needs and offered medications through a number of mediational moves such as offering scientific concepts, descriptions, explanations, etc. Fourth, he created space for the teacher-learners to give further thoughts to their own ideas and those offered by their peers. Finally, he created the space for other peers to mediate their own and colleagues’ thinking. To be clear, the researcher-educator initially gave the teacher-learners space to externalize their current understandings of the selected topics. Upon understanding their learning needs, he directed the interaction among the participants to facilitate the process of transformation in their cognitions. He either used a number of interactional moves to mediate the change in their understandings or gave the peers the chance to do this. The priority was to give the teacher-learners space to have as much contribution as possible. The whole interaction was directed to have maximum externalization of the teachers’ current understandings and verbalization of their newly developed thinking. This way, the teacher-learners had the chance to externalize their current understandings, expose their understandings to mediation as well as transformation, and mediate their peers’ thinking.
4.3 Participants

Six ELT teachers and three subject specialists were selected from a total of forty EAP practitioners through a priori sampling. Wishing “to maximize the range of perspectives investigated” (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007, p. 285) and select information rich participants, the study used purposeful sampling through adopting the maximum variation strategy (Patton, 2002). To remove the negative effects of contextual factors on teacher cognition, the EAP teachers from one context (i.e., UOI) were selected. EAP teaching experience and their willingness to participate in the study were the criteria for selecting them as participants of the study (see Table 3.1). 

Table 1: A summary of the participants’ background and subject-specific characteristics 

	Participants
	Age/ gender
	Degree
	Department
	EAP teaching experience

	Arya
	Early 40 M
	Ph.D. Asso. Prof.
	Content
	7 years 

	Majid
	Late 50s M
	Ph.D. Assist. Prof.
	ELT
	17 years

	Navid
	Early 30s M
	MA, Instructor
	ELT
	2 years

	Diba
	Early 30s F.
	MA, Instructor
	ELT
	1 semester

	Behdad
	Mid 30s M
	MA, Instructor
	Content
	7 years

	Fateh
	Late 20s M
	MA, Instructor
	ELT
	1 year

	Shayan
	Early 30s M
	MA, Instructor
	ELT
	2 years

	Hamoon
	Early 50s M
	MA, Instructor
	Content
	5 years

	Mehrab
	Mid 30s M
	MA, Instructor
	ELT
	10 years


Note: M= Male; F= Female; Asso. Prof. = Associate Professor; Assist. Prof. = Assistant professor. Further, fake names are used to keep confidentiality about the participants’ identities and data.
4.4 Instruments

A wide range of data collection methods were used in the three phases of the broader study to explore the teachers’ prior cognitions, examine the professional learning and provide further evidence for the possible transformation in their cognitions. That data featured in the present study was collected in the while-the-course section of the study employing observation, recordings and field notes. These data made documenting and examining teacher learning through micro genetic analysis possible. 

4.4.1Observations and recordings

As the core purpose of this study was to trace the process and means of teacher learning, all classroom interactions were captured through observing and recording using audio and video recorders during the course sessions. In initial meetings, the teacher-learners were asked to present and discuss critical incidents they have experienced in their actual teaching practices and also discuss critical issues they prioritized. In the next sessions, the teachers discussed the issues they themselves presented as critical issues and incidents in the first meeting. 

4.4.2 Field notes

In conjunction with observations and recordings the researcher-educator as the full participating observer took field notes from observations during interactions. New issues, interpretations or questions that occurred during each session were written down in the field notes to be probed further and/or used in the follow up discussions or post-course interviews.

4.4.3 Procedures for data collection 

The study was conducted during winter 2015 and spring 2016. The English departments’ agreement and the participating teachers’ informed consent were obtained prior to data collection. The teachers were assured that their anonymity would be preserved and that they could withdraw from the study at any time and for whatever reasons. The teacher education course was implemented within eight weeks (each week a two–and a half an hour meeting). Classroom discussions were recorded using one video and two audio recorders. The collected data were exposed to repeated analysis, transcribed and translated into English. Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with the implementation of the course and data collection.

4.4.4 Data analysis

While-the-course recordings were analyzed for reoccurring themes and further for instances of mediation and transformation in the teachers’ understandings. Mediation was defined operationally as the interactional moves made by the educator and the peers capable of assisting the teacher-learners to externalize their thoughts and/or reorient their own or peers’ thinking until they reach an “expert’s understanding” (Johnson, 2009, p. 20). Employing constant comparative analysis, the researcher used initial/open coding for the first cycle and focused coding for the second cycle of data analysis (Charmaz, 2006). During different coding phases analytic memos were written to record the researcher’s thoughts and interpretations on coding and categorizing (Charmaz, 2006). Linguistic and discourse analysis of data were also employed to identify the themes that recurrently reflect the teacher-learners’ progress in re-conceptualizing and reconstructing their understandings of EAP needs, needs analysis and needs responsive instruction. The study’s reports of the analysis of the classroom interactions included selected extracts of the transcribed talks and a theory-informed commentary on each extract.

5. Results 

In this section, an instance of professional learning in which the teachers developed ‘clear understating of EAP needs, needs analysis and needs-responsive EAP teaching’ will be presented. The report (analyzing the interactions as they unfold) depicts the possible changes in the teachers’ cognitions and describes the prosses as well as means involved in teacher learning. 

5.1 Meeting four: The teachers' current cognitions

In the fourth session of the teacher education course, the topic and issue of needs analysis was raised and discussed. As a convention in the course, the session was initiated by giving the teachers time and space to externalize their own understandings of the issues related to needs analysis. The teachers mainly understood needs analysis as assessing students’ proficiency levels (present situation needs or lacks- PSNs) and did it exclusively through teachers’ intuition rather than systematic needs assessment. They mainly tended to take the clearness of target situation needs (TSNs) for granted. That is to say, the needs and purposes of their actual learners were left un-analyzed and un-responded. Actually, they revealed in their first statements in this session that they did not realize the role of needs analyst for EAP teachers. Even if they wanted to be responsive to learners’ needs they left needs assessment to others especially syllabus designers or materials developers.  

One of the teachers (Arya) specifically focused on being responsive to learners’ target situation and communicative needs. He insisted that EAP target situation needs, rather than present situation proficiency lacks are geared to the very goals of EAP. He strongly focused on teachers’, including himself, intuitive understanding of the target situation needs and that these needs are clear needing no systematic analysis. More importantly, EAP teachers’ role in analyzing each group of learners' EAP needs was not realized.

The group’s discussion and the mediations provided by the teacher-learners as well as the researcher-educator helped bring about transformation in the teachers’ current understandings of the discussed issues. For example, Arya, came to the understanding that target situation needs should be investigated systematically and not taken for granted. As a result, he evolved a new understanding of EAP teacher role as a needs analyst. Mehrab, the other teacher-learner admitted that what they commonly do is an intuitive understanding of learners’ EAP needs and that the practitioner needs to rely on systematic processes of needs assessment. Generally, as the findings show, the discourse of the teachers in the next meeting talking about other key issues of EAP provides ample evidence that they have developed new understandings of needs analysis and more importantly consider it as a key issue in EAP education. 

What follows is the presentation of the extracts taken out of group discussion. The aim is to display the mediational moves made by the teachers’ and the educator. Also, the evidence showing transformation in the teachers’ opinions will be presented. In the final section, evidence of the teachers’ discourse will be provided to show the clarity of their newly-emerged understandings. 

Excerpt 1

1. Mehrab: ...to assess students’ needs, … I consider the what of the course I am supposed to teach, what are its goals, what my students are to achieve. These things become needs for me. ...

2. …

3. Mehrab: …I rely on my own understanding rather than investigating my students’ own ideas about their purposes. I do it personally. I partly do it relying on my previous experiences in teaching these courses. …

4. Researcher: You do that intuitively

5. Mehrab: Yes. Exactly

6. Researchers: What these needs consists of?

7. …

8. Mehrab: …for example I teach English conversation. I say to myself that ‘these students need to learn some vocabulary items, learn word pronunciations...’
In the excerpt 1, Mehrab talks with assurance about the way he assesses students’ needs. He gives an example of the course commonly considered as a general English course- English conversation. This can be viewed as evidence that needs analysis has not been a part of his EAP teaching activity so far. Although he focuses on students’ target situation needs, he assesses them simply relying on his own intuition. The expressions such as “I rely on my own understanding”, “relying on my own experience” and “I say to myself” can be used as evidence revealing this. Obviously, in assessing students’ needs the very goals of EAP, students’ target situation communication-based needs are not adequately taken into account. In other words, the needs and purposes of actual learners are not assessed and responded. Fateh (turns 9&11) challenges Mehrab’s ideas on understanding learners' needs intuitively believing that “needs analysis is very context-based”. In addition, he introduces the concept of students’ ‘purposes’ in the discussion on needs analysis. Moreover, the idea of EAP teacher role as needs analyst is implied in his discourse. It was then that Majid (turn 15) advances the idea that there are many sources that teachers can rely on to assess students’ needs including the syllabus, teachers experience and students’ current levels of mastery. Majid seems to be trying to show that he is observing students’ purposes and also the very goals of EAP through abiding by the prescribed syllabus. Behdad (turn 21) challenges Majid’s solution for needs analysis which is understanding their needs within a single session and through introducing some basic concepts. 

Excerpt 2

9. Fateh: …I think that needs analysis is very context-based. That is, without knowing students’ own voice about their purposes and merely relying on the teacher’s experience would not be successful.

10. …..

11. Fateh: we should ask them about their targets. To find out their purposes…

12. Researcher: Do you do that?

13. Fateh: No. I am going to do in future (Laughter)

14. …

15. Majid: I try to draw on three sources to determine the needs in the courses I teach. One of them is the prescribed syllabus

16. Navid: the main needs

17. Majid: Yes. It needs to be abided by. Second, I draw on my long-time experiences, and third I see my students’ current levels…

18. Researcher: well, how do you assess the needs?

19. Majid: …in the first session, I try to talk about the general points of the course to check their familiarity with these concepts. I present the general definitions... if they have problems with these basic concepts I try to tune my teaching with their current level of mastery…

20. ….

21. Behdad: … These needs are partly specified by the syllabus…partly we should draw on the students' own experience …my own teaching experience shows that it is not possible to find this in the first session….

No clear-cut distinction can be seen between students’ communication-oriented and their present situation needs. Arya (extract below, turn 22) starts to argue about the centrality of being responsive to students’ target situation needs rather than their proficiency lacks because EAP teachers’ “goal is to teach them EAP” instead of EGP. Here, a demarcation is made between students TSNs and PSNs. There are three major points in Arya’s argument. First, he argues that EAP should be taught in line with the very goals of EAP; second, he sees target situation needs self-evident needing no assessment at least for himself; and three, students’ present situation needs should be disregarded as they are supposed to be proficient enough when they gain entry into the course. 

The interaction moves made by the educator and peers helped Arya to clarify his stated ideas and externalize the assumptions behind his thinking. Arya’s insights on the centrality of target situation needs in EAP served to function as a mediation for other peers to reorganize their thinking on types of needs and their value in EAP. Furthermore, his understanding itself needed to be mediated to undergo some change. He needed to take into account the necessity of needs assessment for each EAP course. The whole idea and discussion advanced by Arya created a space for the peers to give more thoughts to the issue of EAP needs and needs analysis. In turn, the researcher-educator’s and other teachers’ moves also created the space and opportunity for Arya to bring about some transformation in his understanding.

As the excerpt 3 shows, Arya (turns 22&24) insistently focuses on the priority of students’ target situation needs but reduces the task of needs analysis to assessing students’ proficiency lacks. He stresses that proficiency assessment is not needed as the purpose is meeting students’ target situation needs. In response to Navid’s question on the possibility of asking students about their own purposes (target situation needs- TSNs) Arya (turn 27) again stresses that these needs are specified in the syllabus and he also knows them from his experience. Then, two moves by the researcher-educator and Navid (turns 28&31) reminds him that he is reducing the task of assessment to PSNs study and ignoring the act of analyzing TSNs. Once more, he insists that what is important is being responsive to students' professional needs. The researchers’ another question makes him consider the act of assessing TSNs. In response, he (turn 36) uses the expression “whether these needs are assessed or not” which is the starting point in directing needs analysis to assessing TSN. The other move by the researcher-educator (turn 37) reminds him that he simply does it intuitively. Then a turn can be seen in his opinion that he (turn 38) agrees with the significance of assessing students’ proficiency. Finally, he narrates his teaching practices to show that if he does not assess TSNs is because he knows them. Arya’s points serve to function as mediation especially when he focuses on the significance of EAP target situation needs. It also surfaces his current understanding in need of being mediated to transform.

Excerpt 3

22. Arya: …I think for these degrees we do not need to do needs analysis (assessing students’ proficiencies) because this is an EAP course with a specified syllabus…what now can I do for their needs (proficiency lacks)? ... My goal is to teach them EAP.

23. Researcher: needs analysis is not needed or the condition do not allow you?

24. Arya: … They cannot improve their proficiencies because it’s not my job…

25. Navid: …can’t you ask them (students’) about their own purposes?

26. …

27. Arya: well, …the goals of EAP are in the syllabi. … I cannot teach Grammar… and make it worse 

28. Researcher: …you are defining students’ needs only in terms their proficiency levels

29. Arya: yes, you are right

30. …

31. Navid: I remember that you said EAP mainly refers to developing students’ ability to search for papers and study them, etc.

32. Arya: yes. ... Whether they are high or low in proficiency makes no difference. I will teach them EAP…

33. Researcher: …don’t you need…to find what target activities they need to perform in future?

34. Arya: …You are right

35. Researcher:…

36. Araya: ... Whether these needs are assessed or not, I will teach them these activities.

37. Researcher: You mean, you know these needs intuitively?

38. Arya: I do teach these tasks…even if I assess them (proficiency lacks), it’s not possible in this short course to meet them…..

39. Researcher: you mean, because you cannot meet students’ needs, then needs analysis should be avoided

40. Arya: but I know what their [target situation] needs are…

41. Researcher: So, without doing systematic analysis of their needs, you draw on your experience.

42. Arya: Yes. I know the needs. I know for example, students’ need to read professional texts. So, I ask them to search for two texts, analyze them and explain their structures (organization)…

As excerpt 4 shows, Diba (turn 46) makes contribution to the interaction first expressing her assumptions and then narrating what she actually does. She says “I believe the course objectives are clear. Every course has its own goals” and that “teachers know what the goals of the courses are…. In addition, there is the syllabus”. Surprisingly, she continues to say that she does not believe and abide by syllabi. Practically, she only relies on “the latest materials and course books” and takes the students’ needs for granted.  Her emotive language “honestly, I have never done systematic needs analysis” shows that she is starting to see systematic needs analysis as EAP teacher role and duty. 

In continuation, the insights developed through the dialogical interaction helped Mehrab (turn 48) to think through his own ideas and come to an emerging understanding that what they do is taking the obviousness of students’ needs for granted leaving its assessment to other sources such as commercial textbooks, syllabi, etc. He admitted that they usually “assume[d]” others have done needs analysis for EAP teachers. This indicates a significant shift in his thinking because, for the first time, he was understanding that EAP teachers in addition to be responsive to students needs should fulfill the role of needs analysts.

The interaction continues with Arya (turn 51) insisting on the centrality of TSNs. This time, the educator asks him about the necessity of assessing students’ target situation needs. This move makes Arya (turn 54) advance the idea that EAP students at different degrees have different target situation needs stating “It depends on students’ degrees. ... There are different expectations of the courses in these degrees”. The discourse shows that he is getting close to accepting the necessity of assessing students’ needs by the teacher because the needs of actual learners are less likely to be fully specified in advance without the roles fulfilled by EAP teachers. 

Excerpt 4

43. Navid: so, you follow the syllabus

44. Arya: yes, I cover the syllabus and teach based on the syllabus…but whatever are their EAP needs I myself teach them depending on the actual classes. ….

45. Researcher: He does not assess students’ needs systematically. That is, he intuitively knows what students’ needs are…

46. Diba: I believe the course objectives are clear ... Teachers know what the goals of the courses are…. I addition, there is the syllabus, though I do not believe in the syllabi. I basically believe that and I actually do look for the latest materials and course-books to find the courses’ needs. Honestly, I have never done systematic needs analysis …

47. ….

48. Mehrab: …we leave the task of needs analysis to others and assume that they have done it and we do not need to assess our students’ needs. How? … we assume these things are in the syllabus ...for the course writing…I select a textbook titled academic writing and assume that it’s based on needs analysis and my job is to simply teach it. That is, I assume some other people have done that before and do not need to repeat it.

49. Researcher: well. There are two types of needs analysis…

50. ....

51. Arya: ... I need to teach EAP to my students rather than EGP…it is not my expertise to teach them EGP. …responding to students’ EGP needs contradicts with the EAP goals

52. Researcher: … you are now interpreting students’ needs only in terms of their general English proficiencies but what about their professional needs such as their needs to learn target discourse and genres…

53. …

54. Arya: well. It depends on students’ degrees. ... There are different expectations of the courses in these degrees …

After giving the teacher-learners space to externalize their assumptions and conceptualizations of needs as well as needs analysis, the educator (turn 55) provided a mediation through a brief description of different types of needs in EAP. The researcher-educator provided this description when he found that teachers seem to have problem with differentiating target situation communication-based needs from present situation proficiency-based needs. Accordingly, perceiving that teachers were ready to grasp the concepts, he presented a brief explanation on major types of needs and needs analysis. Excerpt 5 below, displays the educator’s mediation. Navid (turn 57), turns back to Arya’s last point and agrees that needs analysis depends to students’ degrees and that in lower degrees students do not know what their target situation needs are. In response to the researcher-educator’s question (turn 58) he advances the idea that “it is unlikely to work in the early semesters but in the last semesters it’s much more effective”. Then, he (turn 61) gives a tangible example of his own experience when his students helped him to assess his actual students’ target situation needs.
Excerpt 5

55. Researcher:

Well. The first group of needs that should be explored are the professional abilities need to acquire and also professional activities they need to perform as the members of their target communities…(Researcher, Session 4) 

56. …..

57. Navid: …needs analysis also depends on students’ degrees, … B.A. students, for example, have little understanding of their profession, their needs and their wants. …But MA student are more aware of their needs…

58. Researcher: well. You mean MA students’ needs should be assessed but not those of BA students?
59. Navid: it works for BA degree, as well, but not that much

60. Researcher: … You mean needs analysis is less likely to serve your purposes

61. Navid: it is unlikely to work in the early semesters but in the last semesters it’s much more effective. For example, we have a course called language assessment 2 which is mainly a theoretical course. One day, my students said that because they teach in private schools they need to learn practical test development. This was a good example of needs assessment that they themselves informed me about their needs. 
The time and space created in the interaction gave teachers to think through their own ideas and give more thoughts to the ideas advanced by the peers and the educator. As a result, Arya (turn 62) appears once more in the discourse but this time with clear evidence of transformation in his understanding. He starts with the expression “I think needs are discipline- and degree-based”, and more importantly, he concludes his statement by saying “well, these needs should be specifically assessed for all disciplines...”. He is now clearly and strongly admitting that EAP students’ target discipline needs (in each discipline and degree- for each group of students) should be assessed and not taken for granted. 

In continuation, towards the end of the meeting four and the part of the meeting focusing on needs analysis, Arya (turn 66) clearly differentiates two types of needs (i.e., present situation proficiency needs and target situation communication-oriented needs). Admitting the role of present situation needs in the success of academic communication activities, he suggests that EAP education is more concerned with students’ EAP needs rather that EGP ones. This shows the maturity of his evolving understanding of the necessity of analyzing actual learners’ needs and purposes. His idea through the expressions such as “…it should be done” and “it is a necessity that should be done but it’s not done” is another indication of the new understanding of the role of needs assessment in EAP and teachers’ role as needs analysts. In sum, there is evidence to show two shifts in his thinking. One, students’ present situation needs are important and their centrality should be taken into account; and second, students’ target situation EAP needs should be assessed and not taken for granted. 

Excerpt 6

62. Arya: yes. I think needs are discipline- and degree-based …these needs should be specifically assessed for all disciplines…

63. Researcher: why shouldn’t we say we have different degrees and their needs should be assessed separately?

64. Arya: we have two types of needs. One is General English needs and the other is EAP needs. General English needs analysis should be left undone  

65. Navid: it is necessary, too

66. Arya: Yes, it’s necessary, it's necessary…But let’s put it aside and go on the EAP…EAP needs should be assessed, …specifically for each discipline and degrees. The problem is that this is left undone…

67. Researcher: …you mean it’s a must but actually not done

68. Arya: yes, it should be done

69. Majid: Sure. It’s a necessity and it should be done.
70. Arya: it’s a necessity…But, it’s not done….
5.2 Meeting six: further evidence of emerging understanding

The topic of discussion in the sixth session was designing and developing an EAP course and syllabus. The participating teachers were asked (through the researcher-educator’s prompt in the form of questions) to talk about who should design and develop an EAP course and what should be the major characteristics of an EAP course? In their contributions to group discussion one of the points that participating teachers clearly expressed was their realization of and focus on the role of needs analysis in developing an EAP course as well as EAP teachers’ role as needs analysts. In essence, the group together advanced the idea that needs analysis is an inevitable part of course development which should be done primarily by EAP practitioners.

In excerpt 7 below, the centrality and significance of needs and the related issues surfaces significantly in the discourse created by the group.  Fateh (turn 71), as the first contributor realizes the role of needs assessment in developing a research-based EAP course. His interaction with Navid (turns 77-80) shows that they both prioritize needs analysis. In order to prompt other teachers to have contributions and also give them time and space to make their assumption of EAP course more explicit, the educator asks a question about teachers’ preference of syllabus types. Navid (80), believes the current syllabus can be informed by the findings of needs analysis probably by the teacher. This is a realization of the role of needs analysis and the role of the EAP teacher in fulfilling this role which is also stressed by Behdad (turn 81) stating that “the teachers can better understand the needs of their actual students”. In addition, Behdad lists a number of communication-oriented needs and sources. The idea is further advanced by Fateh (turn 83) who considers the role of needs in connection to disciplines’ goals, objectives of the course and the decisions of other EAP stakeholders.

Navid (85) makes a significant realization in terms of teachers’ role when he says “the teacher can assess needs personally and can use the findings of other relevant needs analyses”. He identifies EAP teachers as needs analysts or at least those who actively make use of needs analysis findings. In response to the educator’s question (turn 86) he (turn 87) insists that for EAP course needs analysis should be done by EAP teachers for each individual group of students. In continuation, Fateh connects needs analysis to the other role of EAP teacher i.e., materials selection and preparation. Stating that “the materials should be selected and prepared by the teachers depending the needs of their students” he not only realizes two roles of needs analyst and materials preparator for the EAP teacher, but also realizes the successful fulfillment of individual roles in connection with the other roles. 

Excerpt 7

71. Fateh: Well, about designing and developing EAP course …I think a committee including a group of expert and scholarly members of both communities of ELT teachers and subject specialists who jointly work should perform the job 
72. Researcher: well, you mean for each single discipline a specific research-based course should be developed?

73. Fateh: yes. yes.

74. Researcher: … what do you mean by research…needs analysis?

75. Fateh: yes. yes
76. Researcher: …

77. Navid: well. Needs analysis should be done first and then the committee can keep on doing its job

78. Fateh: well. They themselves can do needs analysis…

79. Researcher: … if a novice teacher comes to you and ask you about EAP teaching and syllabus, which syllabus type would you recommend to him/her?

80. Navid: well. We have only traditional syllabus …this syllabus can be modified to suit students' needs through doing needs and genre analysis 

81. Behdad: I prefer the syllabus which is developed locally by the academic departments because this way the needs of the students and the local areas will be considered. Actually, the teachers can better understand the needs of their actual students…Syllabus design should be research-based…you need to study students’job opportunities, their career-related and skill-related and knowledge-related needs….
82. ….
83. Fateh: … a committee including the experts of both subject area and language teaching should develop a research-based syllabus. Then at the level of universities, the teachers depending on the needs of their actual learners, without changing the syllabus, and gearing to EAP goals and course objectives determined in the syllabus, should select their materials and etc.

84. Researcher: …who should do needs analysis. Should the teacher personally do needs analysis or he should use the relevant findings?...

85. Navid: well the teacher can assess needs personally and can use the findings of other relevant needs analyses...

86. Researcher: you mean, should teachers do needs analysis for every single course?

87. Navid: well it depends on the significance of the course. EAP is one of those very significant courses for which needs analysis should essentially be done. 

88. Fateh: I prefer a flexible syllabus. I think the goals, objectives and policies should be set by top authorities and the materials should be selected and prepared by the teachers depending the needs of their students…students can be involved in needs analysis through asking them to tell us about their wants…

89. Behdad: for each course design, the priority should be given to needs analysis. Without considering needs…the course becomes purposeless…many stakeholders should be involved in needs analysis …

As far as the EAP teacher role identities are concerned the findings show that the teacher-learners developed clear understandings of three key roles. That is, the roles of EAP teachers as needs analysts, evaluators of findings related to needs analysis, needs-responsive materials developers, and also needs-responsive instructors were realized as the essential roles of an EAP teacher. They developed the idea that teachers need to analyze their actual learners’ needs rather than leaving needs assessment to other stakeholders. This is because specific groups of EAP learners have specific needs and purposes. In addition, considering and evaluating the findings of needs analysis research is the task of the EAP teacher if he/she wants to be a needs-responsive instructor. Moreover, they came to realize that EAP needs should necessarily be considered in connection to the very goals of EAP education.

6. Discussion

The findings showed that the process of teacher professional learning involves ‘externalization’ of the current cognitions, ‘verbalization’ of the emerging understanding, and ‘reaching a deeper level of understanding’ (Johnson &Golombek, 2016). These processes are facilitated through a number of mediational moves which are “emergent, dynamic, and contingent on the interactions between teachers and teacher educators” (Johnson &Golombek, 2016). That is, externalization, verbalization and display of a deeper understanding are facilitated through different mediational moves. At the phase of externalization, for example, when the teachers themselves made their opinions about EAP needs, needs analysis and needs-responsive teaching explicit, the educator simply used ‘reflecting’ move to help the clarity of the advanced ideas. Narrating was found to be the preferred move by the teachers when externalizing their assumptions about and practices of being needs-responsive teachers. Narrating helps them talk about things that are relevant to their own activities and gain “more control over their thoughts and actions” (Johnson & Golombek, 2011b, p. 487)

Teachers should be given space to verbalize their emerging understandings. It helps them make cohesion among their thoughts and also their higher order understanding. ‘Scenario’ can be used as a reach mediational tool to help teachers verbalize their emerging thinking and display higher order understanding (an expert’s understanding). For example, in meeting six the educator used a prompt through creating a scenario (who should design and develop an EAP course and what should be the major characteristics of an EAP course) to assist and encourage teachers to verbalize their thoughts. Though the focused topic was syllabus and course design, all teachers found the prompt as a space for verbalizing their newly-developed understanding on EAP needs and needs analysis. More importantly, they talked about needs analysis relating it to other key issues such as EAP course/syllabus design (turns 71, 77, 78, 80, 81, 83, 85, 87, 89&90). 

‘Challenging’ move may help the speaker to further think through his/her own ideas and make them subjected to possible transformation. The evidence that support this is in excerpt 2 (turn 94) when Fateh, challenged Mehrab’s opinion. The way he challenged Mehrab was based on his own understanding. Interestingly, it did not make Mehrab be defensive and reflect defensively. It seems that Mehrab treated it as a new idea and respected his peers’ challenge. The same thing happened when Behdad (turn 21) directly challenged Majid. As a result, the challenging moves functioned as “responsive mediation” (Johnson &Golombek, 2016). The findings do not support the argument by Edge (2002) that judgmental speech prohibits professional learning.

The more the teacher-learners contributed to the discussion, the more they externalized their ideas (even the strongly-held ones) and received mediation. Consequently, they were more likely to experience an early and deeper transformation. This can be illustrated by change in Mehrab’s thinking on EAP needs analysis during meeting four. He (turn, 48) was the first one to show signs of change in his understanding. He said “we leave the task of needs analysis to others” accepting that they did not fulfill their role of needs analysts. So, the one who made his ideas explicit (the process of externalization) made his thinking subject to transformation. The same happened to Arya. He focused on the obviousness of EAP students’ target situation needs. In turns 62 and 70, he believed that the EAP needs of specific groups of students should necessarily be assessed. As a result, the teacher-learners who had the most contributions with more assurance were the only individuals to show evidence of transformation in their understandings. This can refer to and support the key notions in SCT theory that our “thoughts undergo continuous change during the process of speaking” (Johnson &Golombek, 2016, p. 44) and that, “through others, we become ourselves” (Vygotsky, 1931/1997, p.105). 

7. Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to examine and describe “what happens inside the practices of L2 teacher education” (Johnson &Golombek, 2016, p. 4). The results showed that teacher learning involved transformation in the teacher-learners’ cognitions. Based on the findings of this study it can be concluded that professional learning is dynamic and distributed across individuals. Individual who go easily through the process of externalization are more likely to experience change in their understandings. The other conclusion is that the success of professional learning depends on the interaction between the processes and means. Understanding this interaction may help create different learning opportunities for different groups of teachers based on their learning needs (Richards, 2008). 

Theoretically, the insights achieved from this study may help the recognition of EAP teacher education. The study can be considered a successful attempt that helped depict what actually happens to teacher learners’ cognitions when they involve themselves in teacher education activities (Johnson &Golombek, 2016).The findings may also have some pedagogical implications for teacher educators and EFL teachers. Drawing on the findings of this study, they may create and use learning opportunities that take advantage of the potential of ‘others’ and ‘speech’ in facilitating the process of their professional learning. EAP practitioners and teacher educators may consider the fact that successful transition to EAP teacher (Campion, 2016) demands reconstruction of EAP-specific cognition. Accordingly, they may use and create learning opportunities that take into account the what and how of teacher learning.

The findings and limitations of this study help provide some suggestions for further research. First, further research may be needed to probe the contingency of different mediational moves in different conditions. Second, the study focused on examining transformation in teacher-learners’ cognitions. Documenting and examining change in teachers’ instructional practices was not included within the aims of this study. Further studies might be needed to examine changes in teacher-learners’ instructional practices, too.
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Abstract

This experimental study investigated the learners’ integrative acquisition of obligatory overt subjects and subject-verb clause agreement in English as an L2. In L1 acquisition research, correlations between superficially unrelated linguistic phenomena are analyzed in terms of integrative effects. For instance, in English L1 acquisition, there is evidence for an integrative appearance of subject-verb clause agreement and the decrease of incorrect null subjects. The developmental connection between these two specifications in L1 acquisition has been interpreted as setting the syntactic properties of the same cluster. Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1994, 2013) have claimed that the acquisition of subject-verb agreement and non-pro-drop in adult L2 learners developmentally coincide in the same way as it does in child L1 learners. This is taken to indicate that UG parameters are fully accessible to adult L2 learners. Thus, the present research reported on Reaction-Time (RT) experiments investigating subject-verb clause agreement and obligatory subjects in 30 Persian learners of English in three proficiency levels, each level consisting of five early starters and five late starters. Our main finding was that the two phenomena do not covary in the Persian learners of English as L2 indicating that specifications of subject-verb clause agreement and obligatory subjects are acquired separately from one another, rather than through integrative resetting. Finally, it is suggested that L2 learners should be explicitly exposed to all parametric features and individual evidence of a syntactic cluster in the second language context.

Keywords: L2 acquisition, parametric properties, integrative effects, reaction-time experiment 

1. Introduction

The idea that adult L2 acquisition might be similar in nature to child L1 development was one of the starting points for the systematic investigation of L2 acquisition in the 1980s. At that time, a number of researchers (Dulay et al, 1982) observed that L2 learners systematically pass through developmental stages, similarly to what had been found for children acquiring their mother tongue (Brown, 2007). It was, therefore, concluded that L1 and L2 acquisition are parallel in major ways; the extent of the parallelism, however, was controversial.

In the meantime, the comparative study of L1 and L2 development has generated more complex hypotheses, involving finer and more precise conceptual distinctions (White, 1989, 2011). The progress that has been made in recent years is, to a large extent, due to various attempts to connect the empirical investigation of language acquisition with concepts and notions from theoretical linguistics, particularly with Chomskyan logical problem. In simple terms, the logical problem of language acquisition refers to the way the learners fully cluster the grammatical system of the language in spite of their limited exposure to the language input around them (White, 1989, pp. 4-5). Controversially distinct from L2 development, a native speaker’s knowledge is characterized by devising grammars that account for the abstract system which has been internalized in the speaker’s mind; whereas the way the knowledge is acquired is characterized by specifying the processes involved in language acquisition.

The structure of human languages is so complex and abstract that it is logically impossible for the child to learn a language solely on the basis of individual evidence from the input to which he/she is exposed (Lidz, J. & Waxman, S., 2004).

Several L2 acquisition researchers have taken the stance that adult L2 learners access clustering acquisition of the syntactic systems in much the same way as children learners of L1 do (Ozcelik, 2009). But, despite the accumulation of new data and models in recent years, it has proved difficult to resolve this question. So, concerning holistic acquisition of L2 syntax, two approaches are discussed most extensively in the current research studies:

1. The pure integrative view: In L2 acquisition, there are developmental correlations between superficially unrelated linguistic phenomena which are analyzed in terms of clustering effects. 

2. The moderate integrative view: In L2 acquisition, the syntactic properties are acquired separately from one another, rather than through clustering appearance.

The two approaches make different predictions for acquiring L2 grammatical phenomena that fall under UG parameters, and one way of empirically testing them involves three requirements. First, two grammatical phenomena (A and B) which are connected in a UG parameter must be investigated where A is the trigger for the clustering acquisition of B. secondly, L1 acquisition research has demonstrated that A and B developmentally covary, which can be explained in terms of developmental integration. Thirdly, to rule out transfer effects from L1, it seems necessary to find a group of adult L2 learners which do not have A and B in their native language. If, under the above-mentioned conditions, one would demonstrate that the two grammatical phenomena in L2 (A and B) developmentally coincide in that group, parallel to what has been found for child L1 learners, then this parallelism would indicate that the process of clustering effects is operative both in L1 and in adult L2 acquisition, thus supporting the pure clustering view as mentioned above. If, however, the acquisition of A and B in that group does not co-occur under the three conditions discussed above, then we have reason to argue that L2 learners acquire A and B separately from one another and that integrative appearance is not functioning in L2 learners in the same way as in child L1 learners (Clahsen & Hong, 1995).

The present article is structured as follows. We will first formulate the research questions and hypotheses. We, then, summarize results and findings from the previous related research studies. We will next describe the method of the present study dealing with participants, materials and procedure. Finally, the data and results will be analyzed and the finding would be discussed to pave the way for conclusion and implications.

2.Research Questions and Hypotheses

RQ 1. Does the integrative acquisition of superficially unrelated linguistic phenomena such as non-pro-drop and agreement coincide in learning a second language in the same way as they do in L1 acquisition?  

RH 1. In adult second language learning, non-pro-dropping property developmentally covaries with the acquisition of subject-verb clause agreement.

RQ 2. What is the role of learners’ proficiency level in L2 in clustering acquisition of syntactic properties of L2?

RH 2. The learners who are at lower levels of L2 proficiency, say at pre-intermediate and intermediate levels, would pattern like native speakers with respect to integrative acquisition of obligatory subjects and agreement, rather than those at advanced levels. 

RQ 3. What is the relationship between the start age of L2 acquisition and integrative effects of syntactic properties, say obligatory subjects and agreement.

RH 3. Those learners who start to acquire L2 at an early age, say about 7, would significantly outperform those who start L2 acquisition at a late age, say about 12, in terms of integrative acquisition of obligatory subjects and agreement.

In order to test the above hypotheses two series of statistical analyses carried out. In the first place a number of correlational analyses were calculated to determine the covariance coefficient of the two linguistic phenomena under investigation in this study, that is obligatory subjects and agreement, in the main proficiency groups and start-age subgroups. In the second phase, a number of t-tests are calculated with respect to the Reaction-Time (RTs) for both grammatical and ungrammatical structures to determine the clustering difference between the two start-age subgroups of three main levels. The level of significance was set at .05. 
3. Review of the Related Literature

Several sets of L2 data have been analyzed from the perspective of integrative appearance, e.g. backwards versus forwards anaphora (Flynn, 1987), binding of reflexives and anaphora (Lee, 2008), word order (duPlessis et al. 1987), negation (Schwartz and Tomaselli, 1990), etc. The phenomenon of null subjects has also received considerable attention among L2 acquisition researchers working within the ‘principles and parameters’ model, for example, by White (2011), Hilles (1991), Lakshmanan (1991), Meisel (1991) and Platt (1993). In most of the above-mentioned studies it was found that only some of the properties associated with the null-subject parameter co-occur developmentally in L2 learners and that the claim that a parametrically related set of properties associated with null subjects emerges at a certain point of L2 development was not borne out by the evidence presented in these studies.

In English L1 acquisition research, Cinque, G. & Rizzi, L. (2008) argue they found evidence for an integrative realization of subject-verb clause agreement and the decrease of incorrect null subjects (p. 5).  Hawkins and Hattori (2006) carried out a study on Japanese native speakers acquiring English Wh-questions finding evidence to hypothesize that L2 learners show flexibility in the acquisition of parametric properties of the new language. Meisel (1991) compared frequency counts for subject omissions and correct use of subject-verb-agreement affixes over a period of approximately two years for each learner. He observed that the frequencies for both phenomena fluctuate and do not covary, neither across nor within subjects. Meisel (p. 264) concluded that “… the emergence of subjects in the speech of L2 learners is a phenomenon totally independent of the development of agreement markings on the verb.

Evidence from English L1 acquisition indicates that there is an initial stage at which subjects are optional and inflection is omitted (Valian, 1991; Thamas, C. & Baker, C. I. 2013). With the acquisition of present and past-tense inflections, subjects become obligatory (Bloom et al. 1975). Hilles (1991) investigated the developmental relationship between verbal inflection and the use of pronominal subjects in three groups of Spanish learners of English: two children (4 and 5 years old), two adolescents (10 and 12 years old) and two adults (25 and 33 years old). She found statistically significant correlations between the use of inflectional suffixes (tense and/or agreement markings) and the increase of overt pronominal subjects, but only for the two children and one adolescent; for one of the adolescents and the two adult learners, there was no indication of improvement with respect to either phenomenon, and, therefore, no evidence of any developmental integration between verbal inflection and the use of overt pronominal subjects.

The instruction utilized in the present study was designed based on the conceptualization of the modality structure. The rationale is that the current instructional curricula and pedagogical practices still rely on translation and prescriptive grammar rules. Even though the concept of modality exists in most languages, word-by-word translation and grammatical rules can neither efficiently inform the learners of the common ground nor highlight the distinction between the languages. 
The aim of the study was to teach English modality in the CBI approach, through the medium of conceptual metaphor theory. The results of a pilot study by the researcher on the students´ knowledge about the concepts of modal verbs, their performance on modal-verb tests and learners´ level of appropriate use of modal verbs in communication showed that the students’ misuse of modal verbs was duly affected by mis- or non-conceptualization of English modality. As mentioned earlier, one of the thorniest grammatical concepts for EFL language learners is modality. Whereas, in traditional methods, English modality is mostly taught as a unified concept, in CBI, there is a tendency to utilize the concept formation possibilities in educational settings. This can assist the learners to be able to find a complete orientation toward the concept of modality.  
Thus, the current study considered the learning and teaching of English modality as a conceptual category to be internalized by students through organized tool-oriented concept-based teaching. It was assumed that when the modality was presented to the Persian-Speaking English learners in a coherent and systematic manner through the lens of conceptual metaphor, it would result in enhanced and efficient learning. To achieve this goal, applicable conceptual metaphors were first carefully selected and thoroughly inspected from linguistic, communicative and pedagogical perspectives and then adapted to  CBI principles, and then presented in an easily comprehensible and accessible form to EFL learners. The conceptual metaphors exploited as mediational tools in this study were mainly selected from Macmillan English Dictionary which introduces 'metaphor boxes' covering the most salient Lakoffian metaphors in English and Nourmohammadi and Zare Behtash´s (2015 (book about everyday metaphors.

4. Method

In the present study, the researcher will experimentally test Vainikka and Young-Scholten’s results (1994, 2013) by using Reaction-Time (RT) experiments to investigate the developmental relationship between properties of obligatory subjects (non-pro-drop) and subject-verb clause agreement in L2 acquisition. In RT experiments, subjects react to a stimulus in a choice reaction context, and the time it takes for subjects to react to the stimulus is measured. The specific RT instrument in the present research is based on Sternberg’s conceptual model (2013) and earlier work by Freedman & Forster's (1985), as well as Chambers and Forster (1975). Based on the previous RT experiments with native speakers of English, we can strongly claim that ungrammatical English sentences take significantly more RTs to process than grammatical sentences. So, on the one hand, the main prediction for RT experiments with Persian L2 learners of English is that if adult L2 acquisition is not fundamentally different from child L1 (English) development and is guided by UG parameters, then we would expect to find that those learners who pattern like native speakers in the obligatory subject condition also pattern like natives in agreement condition; and that those L2 learners who differ from native speakers in the obligatory subjects condition also differ from native speakers in the agreement condition with respect to their judgment and RTs. This would support the view that clustering effects are at work in adult L2 acquisition. Before turning to the results, it seems necessary to deal with the participants, materials, and the experimental procedure.

4.1. Participants 

The samples of the study include a total of 30 university freshman students who are majoring in Persian literature, social sciences, Arabic, psychology and law in Guilan University (14 males and 16 females aging erom from 19 to 27). They were randomly selected based on the results of a quick Oxford Placement test (Version 2, 2001) administered to the population of the freshman students in the Faculty of Humanities in Guilan University exceeding 150 taking General English course. In the meantime, a questionnaire was used to specify the start age of the subjects (to examine whether the start age of L2 acquisition can bring about any significant difference with respect to clustering appearance of linguistic phenomena). According to the results, the population could be divided into three proficiency levels of either early or late starters, that is, pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced levels. So, the sample also representing the population is divided into three proficiency levels so that each group may include 10 learners. Moreover, based on the questionnaire, half of the members in each group consists of early starters to learn English, aging about 7 years old, the other half consists of late starters to learn English, aging about 13 years old. The questionnaire also helps eradicate possible intervening variables such as bilingualism. In order to familiarize the subjects with the lexical items used in the experiment they were provided with a word list of all the items used in the experiment, at least three days before the actual experiments were carried out.         

4.2. Materials

 The main items of the experiment are grammatical and ungrammatical English constructions containing observance/violations of obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement properties. The overall ratio of grammatical and ungrammatical items is set at one to one. Table 1 below illustrates the ratio of the experimental items.

4.2.1. Obligatory Subjects

 Eight grammatical sentences were constructed for each possible combination of various types of English obligatory subjects including obligatory referential subjects in main/embedded clauses, quasi subject, expletive subject, that-trace constraint (for both subject and object), and verb-subject constraint. Considering the ungrammatical counterpart for each of the above-mentioned structures (8 sentences without subjects) there would be a total of 16 items with respect to the first syntactic property, namely obligatory subjects. To minimize the effect of lexical idiosyncracy the length of the sentences was controlled in terms of number of words and syllables as illustrated by the following sentence pair: 

1. (G): They suggest that we take another exam.

                  *  (U): Do you have much time to continue or is to late?

4.2.2. Subject-Verb Clause Agreement

 Recall that verb clause complements in English are non-finite structures without obligatory or inflected subjects. This is in contrast to verb clauses in Persian which are finite structures with overt or inflected subjects. So, eight grammatical English sentences were constructed containing non-finite verb clauses as well as eight ungrammatical counterpart sentences as illustrated by the following sentence pair:

1. (G): They told John to invite his classmates. 

· (U): They want that I change my job.

4.2.3. Filler Items

Two kinds of filler items including irrelevant grammatical and ungrammatical sentences were used as distracters to make sure that the participants would not concentrate on the main points under investigation. These filler items were not included in the data analyses.

Table 1 presents a summary showing the total number of the various types of items used in our experiments.

Table 1: Categorical items used in the RT experiment

	Constituents
	Grammatical Items
	Ungrammatical Items

	Obligatory Subjects
	8
	8

	Verb-Clause Complements
	8
	8

	Fillers
	4
	4


	Total
	20
	20


4.3. Procedure

 The task of the participants was to judge as rapidly and precisely as possible whether the constructions which appeared on a PC screen were grammatical or not. After the subjects started by pressing any key on the keyboard, the first sentence would appear on the screen with three options as Grammatical, Ungrammatical and Not Sure. The subjects were required to click on one of them and next click the ‘Confirm’ box. Before clicking the ‘Confirm’ box, the subject could change their answer, but after they confirmed their choice, the next item would appear on the screen automatically. Each subject’s responses and RTs were recorded by a computer program named Reaction Time. In the meantime, each subject was given a number code which is available both for the subject and the researcher for further data analyses. Before the experiment began, the subjects were provided with a detailed oral introduction which was accompanied by a short practice to familiarize them with their task. The experiments were carried out at the Faculty of Humanities in Guilan University where 5 personal computers were available. The subjects were tested in several groups on separate days. 

5. Results and Data Analysis

The main goals of the RT experiments were to determine the learners’ RTs differences on judging grammatical and ungrammatical constructions correctly as well as to examine the potential correlation between obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement in acquisition of English as L2. The secondary goals refer to determining the relationship between the proficiency levels and start age of L2 learning, on the one hand, with integrative acquisition of obligatory subjects and agreement, on the other.

To accomplish the above goals, we must first determine which of the experimental groups developmentally clustered both agreement and the correct properties of obligatory subjects in English, which learners acquired just one of these grammatical properties and which ones acquired neither of them. For this purpose, we will rely on the results of the previous SM experiments. Recall from Forster’s experiments (1985) that correct subject-verb agreement and correct overt subjects lead to a facilitating effect in the Sentence Matching (SM) task, that is, sentences without errors yielded significantly shorter RTs than corresponding ungrammatical sentences. We expect the same facilitating effect for those L2 learners who, like native speakers, developmentally integrated agreement and the correct properties of obligatory subjects in English. On the other hand, those L2 learners who have not yet integrated (acquired) these two properties of English should not produce significant RT differences between grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. The data were used to compute a series of statistical analyses for each experimental group. In the first place, we computed the mean scores for general and specific attainment of each main group with respect to obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement. In the second phase, the correlational coefficient was computed to determine the correlation of the two grammatical properties in each group. Finally, some t-tests were computed to find out both the differences between RTs on grammatical and ungrammatical items and the effect of the start age of L2 acquisition with respect to clustering appearance of grammatical properties. The results are as follows:

5.1. Pre-Intermediate Group

Table 2: Mean Scores of Grammatical and Ungrammatical Structures for PI level

	          General Mean Score                                                                       6.12

          Mean Score for the Grammatical Structures                                  3.43

          Mean Score for the Ungrammatical Structures                              2.68    

         Correlational Coefficient between the Two Variables                    0.86


Note. The general mean value is calculated out of 20.

Table 3: Mean Differences between the Early and Late Starters of PI level  

	              Mean Score of Early-Starters                                     6.87

              Standard Deviation of the Early-Starters                   1.82

             Mean Score of Late-Starters                                        5.37

              Standard Deviation of the Late-starters                     1.04

              df.                                                                                 8

              Level of Significance                                                   .05

             T- Critical ( One-Tailed)                                              1.86                  

              T-Observed                                                                  1.61            


Note. Mean values are calculated out of 20.

As a preliminary result we conclude that the pre-intermediate group didn’t acquire the correct subject-verb clause complement agreement paradigm of English and the properties of obligatory subjects in English. As there was no acquisition of obligatory subjects and agreement, we didn’t compute the correlational coefficient of the RTs for grammatical and ungrammatical constructions in order to examine the clustering effects between the two variables. In the meantime, the high correlational coefficient between the two variables (0.86) indicates that the learners have almost the same degree of knowledge about English obligatory subjects, on the one hand, and agreement, on the other hand. From the second table we can conclude that the early-starters gained higher scores than the late-starters. Although there is a good difference between the two groups, the t-observed is not significant to reject the third null hypothesis of the study.

5.2. Intermediate Group
Table 4: Mean scores and Correlational Coefficient between Grammatical and Ungrammatical Structures for I level

	General mean Score                                                                      13.12

Mean Score of the Grammatical Structures                                  6.31

Mean score of the Ungrammatical Structures                              6.81

Correlational Coefficient between the Two Variables                 0.91


Note. The general Mean value is calculated out of 20.

Table 5: Mean Differences between RTs on Grammatical and Ungrammatical Structure for I level

	Mean Score of RTs on Grammatical Sentences (Correct Judgment)                24.16

Standard Deviation of RTs on Grammatical sentences                                      0.28

Mean Score of RTs on Ungrammatical Sentences (Correct Judgment)            27.01

Standard Deviation of RTs on Ungrammatical Sentences                                 0.17

df.                                                                                                                       18

Level of Significance                                                                                         0.05

T-Critical (One-Tailed)                                                                                      1.73                                                                              

T-Observe                                                                                                           -11.3




Note. The time criterion is in seconds.            

Table 6: Mean Differences between the early and late-Starters of I level

	Mean Score of Early-Starters                                                                          11.87

Standard Deviation of Early-starters                                                               0.76

Mean Score of Late-Starters                                                                           14.37                                     

Standard deviation of Late-Starters                                                                1.39

Df.                                                                                                                   18

Level of Significance                                                                                      .05

T-Critical (One-Tailed)                                                                                   1.86

            T-Observed                                                                                          -3.57                                                                                            


Note. Mean values are calculated out of 20.

Data gained from the second group in Table 4 indicates that intermediate learners acquired the properties of English obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement to some extent (mean score 13.12). Moreover, the high correlational coefficient may serve as evidence that there is a developmental connection between the two phenomena in L2 learning. However the mean differences between RTs on grammatical and ungrammatical sentences (Table 5) show that the correlational coefficient is not due to clustering effects resulting from the resetting of a particular parameter. According to SM experiments in L1 acquisition research, clustering appearance of two syntactic variables should produce significantly more RTs for ungrammatical units than grammatical ones. 

As the data in Table 6 indicates, the late-starters could gain much better results than the early-starters. This can be interpreted as a shift of improvement compared to the results in the pre-intermediate group. 
5.3. Advanced Group
Table 7: Mean Scores and Correlational Coefficient between Grammatical and Ungrammatical Structures for A level

	General Mean Score                                                                      18.3   

Mean score of the First Variable                                                   8.5                                                                 

Mean Score of the Second Variable                                              9.81

Correlational Coefficient between the Two Variables                 0.58


Note. The general mean value is calculated out of 20.

Table 8: Mean Differences between RTs on Grammatical and Ungrammatical Sentences for A level

	Mean Score of RTs on Grammatical Sentences (Correct Judgment)            17.66

Standard Deviation of Rts on Grammatical Structure                                   0.38 

Mean Score of RTs on Ungrammatical Sentences (Correct Judgment)        17.77                                       

Standard Deviation of RTs on Ungrammatical Structures                             0.08  

df.                                                                                                                    18

Level of Significance                                                                                      .05

T-Critical                                                                                                        1.73

T-Observed                                                                                                     0.89                                                                                            


Note. The time criterion is in seconds.            

Table 9: Mean Differences between the Early and Late Starters of A level

	Mean Score of Early-Starters                                                            17.99

Standard Deviation of Early-Starters                                                 0.52

Mean score of Late-Starters                                                               18.74

Standard Deviation of Late-Starters                                                   0.76

df.                                                                                                        8

Level of Significance                                                                         .05

T-Critical (One-Tailed)                                                                      1.86

T-Observed                                                                                        -1.87                                                                  


Note. Mean values are calculated out of 20.

The results concerning the advanced group show that they acquired the correct obligatory subjects as well as the subject-verb clause paradigm in English. Further data analyses reveal a good correlation between the two variables indicating a developmental connection between the two variables. A deep look into the result tables (7, 8 and 9) for advanced group would indicate that two possible combinations are possible: (a) Learners acquired both overt subjects and subject-verb clause agreement alternatively. (b) Learners acquired both of two properties in cluster. So the data gained from advanced learners who patterned like native speakers in both conditions may seem ambiguous. Proponents of the pure clustering hypothesis might speculate that these learners have acquired subject-verb clause agreement and correct overt subjects at the same time as happening in L1, and they might take this to conclude that advanced learners have set the null-subject parameter at the correct value for English. Alternatively, however, one might argue that both phenomena have been acquired separately from one another, not involving any kind of parameter resetting. Hence, the data available from the advanced learners in this study are compatible with both the pure and the moderate clustering hypotheses. The same also holds for those pre-intermediate learners who have not acquired any of the two phenomena indicating that they seem to be at a lower stage of L2 development.

In order to resolve the above ambiguity, a t-test was computed for the learners’ correct judgment RTs on grammatical and ungrammatical constructions. Table 8 presents RTs for null-subject sentences and subject-verb clause agreement from advanced learners who patterned like native speakers in the null-subject condition. The figures show that although the mean RTs for ungrammatical items are longer than for grammatical ones, these differences are clearly not significant. Thus, we can be sure that for the advanced learners there is no connection between the acquisition of the correct properties of null subjects and the acquisition of subject-verb clause agreement in English.  

6. Discussion 

In contrast to what was found for child L1 acquisition, our experiment with the Persian learners of L2 show that for these learners there is no integrative effect between the subject-verb clause agreement and correct properties of null subject in English. This was demonstrated by intermediate and advanced learners whose reaction time on judging ungrammatical and grammatical items doesn’t pattern like what happens in L1 acquisition. The data gained from this study for all three levels of proficiency are incompatible with the pure version of integrative hypothesis. The first hypotheses of this research which makes prediction on the similarity between L1 and L2 acquisition with respect to the clustering effects of overt subject and agreement in English cannot be confirmed by the findings. The suggestion is that the differences between L1 and L2 learners can best be explained in terms of the moderate clustering hypothesis according to which in L2 acquisition the syntactic properties are acquired separately from one another, rather than through integrative appearance. Most probably, however, proponents of the pure clustering view will not be convinced by this finding. More specifically, they might point out shortcoming of our study and suggest alternative explanations. Let us anticipate and discuss some potential counterarguments.

First, one might argue that the high correlational coefficient in the intermediate and advanced levels is enough to conclude that there is a developmental connection between overt subjects and agreement in L2 acquisition. The general argument is that RT experiment does not provide a direct measure of grammatical complexity or the like. This is of course a valid point but notice that the results of other L2 acquisition studies (summarized earlier) are consistent with our finding, although they were based on entirely different kinds of data. These parallels minimize the danger that our experimental findings are just task-specific artifacts.

Secondly, the observation shows that in the pre-intermediate level there is no acquisition of subject-verb clause agreement and null-subject properties in English. But, in the intermediate group the learners acquired both of them to some extent and advanced learners to full extent. This might be taken to argue that there is developmental association between these two variables as the findings show gradual clustering by three experimental groups. The point is that the rising trend of the mean scores on two syntactic phenomena does not guarantee the learners acquired them at the same time. If this were so, we should have simply used a traditional grammaticality judgment test. It should be reemphasized that RTs indicate whether L2 learners pattern like native speakers with respect to clustering acquisition or not. 

Thirdly, one might argue that the theoretical claims we have raised from syntactic theory, specifically Rizzi’s (1986) theory of pro, suffer from serious shortcomings, and that the linguistic phenomena we have studied follow from other parameters or that they do not even involve UG parameters of any kind. This idea is clearly in contrast to what we term as UG-oriented approach to language acquisition. In other words, it could mean that UG parameters do not guide the acquisition process, neither of L1 nor of L2 learners. However, any theoretical approach to language acquisition should be able to explain why subject-verb clause agreement and null subjects cluster together in child L1 acquisition. 

Fourthly, the evidence that in L1 acquisition correct null-subject parameter is crucially tied to the acquisition of subject-verb-clause-agreement paradigm does not entail that they are also associated to each other in L2 acquisition. So, the finding that subject-verb clause agreement and the correct use of obligatory subjects are not connected in L2 learning does not prove the lack of clustering acquisition in L2. The point raised here emphasizes the necessity of further similar studies concentrating on the developmental connection between the other variables. The fact that more studies should be carried out on the clustering acquisition of superficially unrelated linguistic phenomena does not reject what we have found in the present study. Anyway, the results of similar studies in future may confirm or contradict our findings. In general, this is what happens in the field of research in all disciplines of science.   

Finally, one may argue that the integrative acquisition in L1 may be partially due to the negotiation process in a completely communicative context. This could mean that any difference between L1 and L2 acquisition with respect to clustering appearance should be attributed to the context rather than to the process. This may be a valid justification. The point is that we want to find out whether in L2 syntactic phenomena are connected together, similar to L1 acquisition, or not. We do not intend to find out the reasons for this kind of similarity or difference. The context in which L2 acquisition takes place may be an obstacle to setting a new parameter. However, this is not our concern in this study. On the other hand, a number of similar studies ( Clahsen and Hong, 1995) were carried out in natural contexts and came up with similar results to the present study. So, it is legitimate to conclude that a change of context in which communicative activities happen cannot bring about different results from what we found in this study. Of course, it may be suggested that other studies in future concentrate on the impact of negotiation on integrative acquisition of null subjects and agreement in L2.

7. Conclusion

We conducted a reaction time (RT) experiment with adult Persian learners of English in three proficiency levels of pre-intermediate, intermediate and advanced to examine the integrative acquisition of obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement. According to a questionnaire, half of the members in each main group were the early-starters who started L2 learning about 6 years old and the other half were late-starters who started L2 learning about 13 years old. We found that the pre-intermediate learners acquired none of the variables under investigation and there was no a significant difference between the early and late starters. The intermediate learners acquired both variables to some extent and the coefficient correlation showed a high covariance between the two constructions. But, RTs analyses revealed that the learners acquired the two linguistic phenomena separately rather than in clusters. Moreover, the intermediate late starters gained significantly better results than the early starters. Finally, the advanced learners acquired the obligatory subjects and subject-verb clause agreement fully and the correlational coefficient between them is almost high. However, further analyses on RTs do not confirm a developmental connection between them. The advanced late starters again received significantly higher scores than the early starter. We have discussed various attempts to make these findings compatible with the strong integrative hypothesis, none of which appeared to be convincing to us. We conclude that our results support the moderate integrative view according to which processes such as specification setting are not at work in L2 development.    
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