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Possibilities of a Sociocultural Perspective
in Second Language Teacher Education (SLTE)

Takaaki HIRATSUKAY

1) Institute for Excellence in Higher Education, Tohoku University

and practice within the second language teaching field.

This article identifies several possibilities of a sociocultural perspective in second language teacher education
(SLTE). It begins by giving an overview of SLTE, an area of study that looks into how language teachers learn and
how teacher educators facilitate the learning of those teachers. It continues with a discussion of the sociocultural
perspective, which is strongly influenced by the writings of the Russian psychologist and educator, Vygotsky. It then
presents the ways in which this perspective has been recently used within the field of SLTE. The article concludes
with practical ways to incorporate the sociocultural perspective into future teacher development opportunities and
any empirical research of them. These suggestions are put forward in the hope to enrich the experiences of language
teachers and teacher educators, as well as to provide a sociocultural stance of critique that can inform the research

1. Introduction

In recent years, there have been substantial advances
in the quantity, scope, and quality of research into
second language teacher education (SLTE). The
research has explored what and how language
teachers learn, as well as the ways in which language
teacher educators facilitate this learning. Perspectives
of teacher learning have undergone an epistemological
shift from a behaviorist perspective towards a
more situated and distributed (sociocultural) one
(Crandall & Christison, 2016; Freeman, 2016; Johnson,
2009; Johnson & Golombek, 2016). Two tenets that
underpin the sociocultural perspective are: (a)
human cognition is embedded within sociocultural
activities (e.g., interaction between a child and
more experienced members of the society), and (b)
human cognition is shaped and reshaped by means
of symbolic and socio-culturally constructed artifacts
(e.g., the language) that function within the context

of specific goal-oriented activities. In order to clarify

exactly how the sociocultural perspective could assist
the field of SLTE, in this article I will introduce an
overview of SLTE, present research and discussion
about the sociocultural perspective within SLTE, and
suggest how to apply the perspective to professional
development activities and any empirical research of

them.

2. Second Language Teacher Education
(SLTE)
The term second language teacher education (SLTE)
has become an umbrella term for language teacher
education (Wright, 2010). SLTE has secured its
position in applied linguistics and education; extensive
discussions (e.g., Freeman, 2016), a comprehensive
body of position papers (e.g., Burns & Richards,
2009), and a significant number of empirical studies
(e.g., Johnson & Golombek, 2011, 2016) are now
available to us. SLTE deals with “research and

practice relevant to the preparation and on-going
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professional development of teachers who teach
English as a second/foreign language in diverse
contexts” (Freeman & Johnson, 1998a, p. 394).
However, despite there being an “increasing demand
worldwide for competent English teachers and for
more effective approaches to their preparation and
professional development” (Richards, 2008, p. 158),
teachers’ idiosyncratic learning trajectories are
noticeably understudied (Barkhuizen & Borg, 2010).
Thus, researchers need to deconstruct the complicate
world of teacher education by asking questions such
as: “What is the relation between what teachers
know and believe, how they act, and how students
are influenced by those actions?” (Tedick, 2005, p. 3).
Language teachers and language teacher educators
could also benefit greatly by committing to such a
critical stance and asking themselves questions like
these.

Although it was once speculated within SLTE
that teachers could learn the content and process
of teaching as transmitted knowledge through
taking part in teacher education programs, teaching
practicums, and their induction years of teaching,
there has recently been an increase in studies that
suggest otherwise (Walsh & Mann, in press). This
turn was considered to be inspired by post-modern
concepts such as a plurality of views and the relativity
of positions and power. Freeman and Johnson (1998b)
suggested that teacher education had become more
than just the accumulation of objective knowledge
from scholars” research and stated that “teachers are
not empty vessels waiting to be filled with theoretical
and pedagogical skills; they are individuals - with
prior experiences, personal values, and beliefs that
inform their knowledge about teaching and shape
what they do in their classroom” (p. 401). It has been
also argued that the field of SLTE has been enriched
further through the consideration of teacher identity
embedded within socialization processes in their

context of practice (Barkhuizen, 2017; Crandall &

Christison, 2016; Freeman, 2016; Johnson & Golombek,
2016). Current SLTE thus views individual teachers
as key players in understanding and improving
English language teaching. Researchers have begun to
acknowledge the need to listen to teachers’ particular
teaching experiences, their backgrounds, and their
own Interpretations of the activities they undertake in
order to better facilitate their subsequent professional
development (Kumaravadivelu, 2006; Richards, 2008).
Beyond the individual, it has also been observed that
the local contexts in which teachers practice - social,
political, economic, institutional, and cultural - are
influential in shaping how and why they do what they
do (Johnson, 2006; Kumaravadivelu, 2006). In other
words, the teachers” social ‘situatedness’ is seen as
inseparable from their learning (Johnson, 2006; Lave
& Wenger, 1991). The crux of teacher education is
therefore no longer the discovery of the best teaching
methods (Prabhu, 1990) or what ought to work
(Freeman & Richards, 1993). Freeman and Johnson
(1998b) ascertained that learning to teach is “a long-
term, complex, developmental process that operates
through participation in the social practices and
contexts associated with learning and teaching” (p.
402). With the aim of embracing this complex world
of language teacher learning, identity, and context,

SLTE has started to utilize a sociocultural approach.

3. A Sociocultural Perspective on
SLTE
The term sociocultural is used with slightly
different meanings and applications in anthropology,
psychology, education, and applied linguistics
(Johnson, 2009). Despite the differences, sociocultural
theory mainly refers to the ideas of Lev Vygotsky
who was a Russian psychologist and educator.
Vygotsky (1978) did not accept the prevalent
psychological research at his time which aimed, in
most cases, to provide mere descriptions of the static

products of human learning. He instead focused on



a developmental process of learning and produced
a dynamic explanation for higher psychological
functions. In Vygotsky's view, a sociocultural
perspective is not a theory of human behavior,
but rather a theory of the human mind, and this
perspective helps us ‘see’ the process and products
of human learning by recognizing its contextualized
social nature (Johnson, 2009). According to Vygotsky
(1978), all higher forms of human mental action,
which allow us to move from impulsive behavior
to instrumental action, are bound to be influenced
(or mediated) by tools, means, or socio-culturally
constructed artifacts. From this mediation, we
develop our cognition first with others as an
interpsychological category and then by ourselves
as an intrapsychological category, a transformative
phenomenon known as internalization (Vygotsky,
1978).

Teachers interact with various people (e.g. teacher
educators, colleagues, and students) and receive
various types and degrees of assistance from others
in developing as professionals. A way to understand
how they could learn from these people is explained
by Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
(Daniels, Cole, & Wertsch, 2007). Vygotsky (1978)
defines the ZPD as the distance between one’s
current actual developmental level determined by
independently solving problems and one’s potential
developmental level determined by solving problems
in collaboration with more capable peers. The ZPD
differs in at least two ways. First, it focuses on each
individual's abilities and performances in a new
way; that is, it not only looks at how one came to
be what one is (retrospectively), but also at how
one can become what one not yet is (prospectively)
(Wertsch, 1985). In other words, as Vygotsky
(1978) contends, investigating individuals’ level of
potential development is as important, if not more
so, as examining their level of actual development.

Second, the ZPD gives significance to the process

of assistance (sometimes in the form of instruction)
provided by others (Wertsch, 1985). The types and
forms of interpersonal assistance rendered are crucial
for individuals' development within their ZPDs.
Therefore, assistance should be tailored to meet one’s
needs at a particular time and must be moderated
- namely, too much and direct (ie. do this and do
that) could decrease one's agency, while too little
and indirect (ie, you can do it yourself) could lead to
frustration. This is called by some strategic mediation
(Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Wertsch, 1985). The ideal
learning situation is thus believed to occur when
interpersonal communication takes place just ahead of
the current level of development, namely, just beyond
one’s ZPD (Wertsch, 2007).

Following this sociocultural perspective, the
transmission model of teacher learning has been
replaced by a transformative model that relies
on dialogic and collaborative activities that push
the boundaries of teachers’ ZPDs (Barkhuizen &
Borg, 2010; Johnson, 2009; Richards, 2008). A rich
collection of literature on professional collaboration
in SLTE reflects this promising direction (e.g.,
Nunan, 1992; Tajino, Stewart, & Dalsky, 2016).
Within this literature, learning is presumed to
get realized primarily through social interaction
between and among people who are in a similar
working environment - that is, within a community
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).
A community of practice refers to the concept
that learning takes place within socially-constituted
settings where participants with common interests
and goals develop through sharing and learning skills,
as well as negotiating and acquiring knowledge (Lave
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). As a consequence,
members of communities of practice can collaborate
amongst themselves for professional development
by sharing new understandings about their practices
as well as taking risks, sharing frustrations, and
being vulnerable (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) . Within



these communities, a process of what Lave and
Wenger (1991) refer to as legitimate peripheral
participation might occur. This is the notion where
newcomers move from being novices to becoming
more experienced members with full participation
in practices as a result of repeated interaction with
more experienced old-timers in their community.
According to Johnson (2009), a sociocultural
perspective on human learning can enhance four
major interrelated aspects of SLTE: cognition,
agency, understanding of language acquisition, and
professional development. First, a sociocultural lens
provides a window into teachers’ cognitive processes
at work by shining the spotlight on the inherent
cognitive and social interactions in teacher learning
that give rise to these processes (Johnson, 2009).
Second, the perspective recognizes teacher learning
as a dynamic process and espouses both individual
and local community needs, thereby making human
agency central to teacher education. One paramount
point concerning human agency is that teachers are
situated within not just their own sphere of influence
at the micro level but also within the macro level,
where policies and cultural norms constrain some
practices yet provide affordances to others. Activity
theory (Engestrom, 1999) is a useful tool to employ in
order to help better understand from a holistic view
the various constraints and affordances that teachers
negotiate in their practices by ascribing to different
domains of influence (e.g, governmental, institutional,
and personal). Third, a sociocultural perspective
requires us to pay close attention to both the content
and the process of SLTE and carefully consider
what teachers think language is, how teachers
think language is learned, and how teachers think
language is taught by making their own knowledge
and opinions open to conscious inspection (Borg,
2006; Johnson, 2009; Vygotsky, 1963). Lastly, Johnson
(2009) maintains that a sociocultural perspective on

SLTE enables us to scrutinize “existing mediational

tools and spaces while also creating alternative ones
through which teachers may externalize their current
understanding of concepts and then re-conceptualize
and re-contextualize them and develop alternative
ways of engaging in the ctivities associated with
those concepts” (p.15). Some ways to achieve this, as
suggested by Johnson (2009) , are reflective practice
(e.g, Farrell, 2015) and teacher research (e.g., Borg,
2013).

The use of a sociocultural perspective in SLTE
has gained momentum. For example, Johnson and
Golombek (2011) published a volume of research
studies which employed a sociocultural perspective
within the field of SLTE. More recently, Golombek
and Doran (2014) used content and discourse analysis
of a novice language teacher’s journals in order to
identify the dialectical relationship among emotion,
cognition, and activity that the teacher experienced.
The analysis of the journal data indicated that the
dissonance between the teacher’s ideal and reality
in the classroom offered potential growth points
and that emotions are a functional component
of language teacher professional development.
Grounded in a Vygotskian sociocultural perspective
on teacher learning, Johnson (2015) reported on
a team- teaching project in which she fostered
novice teachers  collaborative dialogue in the joint
activity of planning, teaching, and reflecting on their
lessons. Based on the study, she claims that teacher
education programs should enable teachers to create
and deliver theoretically and pedagogically sound
instructional practices by giving careful empirical
attention to the design of the practices of SLTE.
In Japan, Hiratsuka and Barkhuizen (2015) traced
team teachers engagement in research in the form
of Exploratory Practice (Allwright & Hanks, 2009)
through the lens of sociocultural theory. It was found
that the research experience mediated the teachers’
perceptions through different cognitive development

processes (e.g., replacement of previously held beliefs



and synthesis of new concepts with old ones) . They
argued that the divergent effects on the teachers
were due to individual teacher differences, teacher
pair discrepancies, contextual factors, and research
conditions.

As seen, a soclocultural perspective has been
justified and variably employed, practically and
empirically, within SLTE and is thus gaining some
traction. On the basis of the theoretical discussion
and the findings of the previous studies, I will now
lay out the possibilities of a sociocultural perspective
informing second language teacher education in
regards to teacher development and empirical

research.

4. Possibilities for Teacher Development
The first possibility of a sociocultural perspective
for language teacher development opportunities is
constructing systematic professional development
programs which place social activities and group
collaboration at the heart of their objectives. Since
teachers are not merely vessels for best teaching
practices presented from the top down, lecture-style
professional development programs where teachers
only receive the knowledge are not considered to
be appropriate. As it has been argued that the most
significant cognitive development occurs first at
the inter-mental level between and among people
(Vygotsky, 1978)

opportunities teachers should not only articulate their

, In professional development

opinions and knowledge but also their frustrations
and vulnerabilities with others. That is to say,
teachers should have the chance to participate in
workshops, colloquia, seminars, conferences, and
graduate school courses that include numerous social
activities and group collaboration components, such
as discussions, debates, question and answer sessions,
problem- solving activities, and collaborative projects
and presentations. These practices might aid teachers

to expand their ZPDs through reciprocal assistance

and collegiality, thereby perhaps reaching their
highest potential developmental level. In particular,
teachers might gain more enriching experiences
if the professional development participants come
from diverse schools and are at different stages of
their professional lives as well as having various
backgrounds (e.g., elementary and high school
teachers, local Japanese and foreign assistant
teachers, and novice and veteran teachers). The
diverse demographic would allow them to practice
mentoring and peer coaching, thus redrawing the
boundaries of their ZPDs and consequently forming
and reforming the communities of practice and
legitimate peripheral participants among them. In
contrast, oftentimes the current required professional
development opportunity in Japan takes place only
among those who are at the same stage of their
professional lives (e.g., among beginning teachers
and among 10th-year teachers) (MEXT, 2014). I
believe that school principals, officials at the board of
education, and authorities in the ministry of education
could take advantage of the sociocultural concepts
(e.g., ZPD) and specifically design professional
development programs through which participant
teachers could grow as members of larger teacher
communities, as opposed to just as an individual or a
member of limited cohorts of teachers.

The second possibility of a sociocultural perspective
is teacher research. Teacher research is understood
as a teacher-initiated investigation of teaching
practice in their own classrooms. It therefore
enables teachers to develop a sense of agency both
as practitioners and researchers. In line with the
emphasis promoted by a sociocultural perspective
on contextualizing practices In spaces where
teachers actually live and work, teachers engaging
in teacher research devote assiduous attention to
their individual contexts and attempt to acquire
professional knowledge, dispositions, and attitudes

necessary and desirable for their particular situations.



Unlike the prevalent professional development format
that is offered en masse in Japan (MEXT, 2014),
teacher researchers would be equipped with their
own particular topics, respective goals, and special
interests and therefore encouraged to take full
responsibility for their actions and the maintenance of
their motivation. It is noteworthy that the knowledge
learned and the practices undertaken by teachers in
their teacher research activities (e.g., constructing
a research plan, obtaining classroom data, and
examining the outcome for future practice) are not
aimed at generalization or applying to other contexts
but are localized and unique to their own contexts,
hence immediately useful and beneficial for them. It
is likely that, considering the concepts of ZPD and
communities of practice, teacher researchers could
take greater advantage of their research experiences
through working collaboratively because they have
the opportunity to learn different points of view and
make sense of their experiences in relation to those
of others. Despite the identified benefits of teacher
research, there are thus far a limited number of
successful cases of research- involved teachers. Lack
of time, knowledge, support for teacher research are
believed to be the major factors that restrain teachers
from carrying out research in their classrooms (Borg,
2013). However, by referring to previous studies on
teacher research (e.g, Hiratsuka & Barkhuizen, 2015;
Johnson, 2015), those involved in teacher education
could (a) provide extensive information about the
research, including its benefits and pitfalls, (b) put
forward exemplars and carefully craft templates
of teacher research projects that teachers could
implement at the local level, and (c) arrange time for
teachers to carry out the research by, for example,
decreasing the number of classes allocated or
minimizing the work related to general school affairs.

The third possibility of a sociocultural perspective
is associated with reflective activities initiated

by individual teachers (Farrell, 2015). Reflective

activities enable teachers to inspect their everyday
experiences and provide them with new insights,
which can increase their knowledge and help them
to practice self-reflection. These activities can
promote continuous and long-lasting professional
development. For instance, teachers can engage in
several reflective activities inside and outside the
classroom which include mediating tools and spaces
(see Golombek & Doran, 2014; Johnson & Golombek,
2011). By critically observing the process and product
of their intricate learning via the mediating tools and
spaces, teachers can evaluate their own practices
with a degree of objectivity and therefore have the
opportunities to re-conceptualize and re-contextualize
their understandings about their teaching and
students’ learning. This could help to unearth their
intrinsic beliefs, including biases, and perhaps increase
their agency and willingness to try out alternative
teaching approaches and change their practices. With
repetition of these reflective practices mediated by
culturally constructed tools and spaces, teachers
can learn how to think more deeply and critically
about their beliefs and practices in an effective and
sustainable manner. School principals, officials at the
board of education, and authorities in the ministry
of education could take concrete steps to promote
reflective activities at the individual and local level by
making the literature on the topic available and by
organizing professional development packages with
which individual teachers could experiment at their
own pace in their own sociocultural and instructional
contexts. If we were to fully capitalize on this
opportunity, however, teachers should be judged
according to the principles of sociocultural theory (e.g.
7ZPD). That is, teachers should be evaluated, not only
based on data that are retrospective and tangible (e.g.
student test scores and end-of-term questionnaires)
but also on those that are prospective and not
immediately tangible (e.g., their reflective activity

plans for the future and the quality of engagement
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with reflective activities) .

5. Possibilities for Empirical Research
A sociocultural perspective provides new and fertile
ground for empirical research into SLTE. First, future
research needs to examine the effects of the above-
mentioned professional development opportunities
and identifies the optimal types, arrangement,
and duration of the professional development.
The opportunities inspired by the sociocultural
perspective could be offered in addition to, or perhaps
even In place of, the current opportunities, which
usually include one-day or two-day workshops, often
Incorporating lectures by a third party, customarily
a university professor (Hiratsuka & Barkuizen,
2015). It could prove useful to conduct studies which
investigate the experiences of teachers prior to,
during, and after the participation in the systematic
professional development programs which underscore
dialogic and collaborative activities. One such study
could concentrate particularly on the type and degree
of interpersonal assistance and give suggestions
about strategic mediation (Tharp & Callimore, 1988;
Wertsch, 1985) in order to meet the needs and wants
of language teachers in their idiosyncratic situations.
We should also collect data from a variety of teacher
research studies that involve different participants
and activities and compare and contrast their results.
In these studies, the foci of data analysis could be on
the intensity, speed, and frequency of the effects of
teacher research experience on participants as well as
their sustainability over time. Tackling these under-
explored issues will move our current understanding
of SLTE in new directions. In employing a
sociocultural perspective, moreover, researchers
need to document both the process (mediation) and
outcome (internalization) of reflective activities in
which teachers engage and attempt to explain the
phenomena. Future researchers could also focus on

one type of reflective tool (e.g., journal writing) or

on multiple reflective tools (e.g., journal writing and
stimulated recall) and follow participants over time to
describe their professional changes (or lack thereof)
so as to discover which tool or which combination of
tools are the most effective for the reflective activities
of language teachers.

Much previous research into language teacher
cognition and learning has explored only what
teachers know and think or how and why ‘they
think’ their learning occurs without direct
observations of their actual practices (see Borg,
2018). Even when both teacher cognition and
practices are examined in one study, the focus has
been mainly on the correspondence between cognition
and practices, often within discussions of whether
they are convergent or divergent (see Basturkmen,
2012). Furthermore, most studies only investigated
teachers’ cognition and their learning at a certain
fixed time (see Borg, 2003, 2006)
multiple occasions over time (for exceptions, see
Hiratsuka & Barkhuizen, 2015; Johnson, 2015). The

need for studies which examine both teachers’

, as opposed to

and students’ perceptions of language teaching
and learning practices has also been acknowledged
(Brown, 2009), and the mismatches between their
expectations are believed to negatively affect
students’ classroom satisfaction (Kern, 1995). In this
light, researchers who are informed by a sociocultural
perspective should keep in mind that human
cognition is always situated in a certain cultural
environment and that human cognitive development
is highly interactive and context-dependent as well
as mediated by social activities. Therefore, it is
essential for future researchers to examine what
both teachers and students think (cognition) and
what they do (practice) in the classroom through
direct observation over time. Such studies should
not concentrate only on the convergences and
divergences of their perceptions and practices, either.

Using the spoken and written data from teachers and
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students for these types of studies might become a
vibrant approach in the field of SLTE.

Lastly, I suggest that future researchers delve
into both macro and micro discourses that affect
language teacher education. In other words, future
studies need to identify and describe the constraints
and affordances that exist due to personal, political
and cultural practices by employing a sociocultural
and activity theory. One example of such study is an
investigation into the effects of educational policies,
such as the revision of the Course of Study almost
every ten years in Japan, on the everyday practice
of language teachers. Although teachers in the
classroom are more likely to be able to judge what is
important, urgent, and feasible in teaching a target
language in their own situated contexts, policies are
generally made by officials in the government who do
not have direct insight into actual lessons or learners.
It is therefore vital to scrutinize in what way and to
what extent the political, economic, and educational
macro discourses impact teachers perceptions and
practices at the grass root level and determine the
efficacy of those polices. Conversely, it is imperative
that future researchers seek ways to communicate to
officials in-service teachers’ hopes and wants so that
the teachers can feel empowered and the SLTE field

can advance from the ground up.

6. Conclusion

A sociocultural perspective, not as a methodology but
as a theoretical lens, has the potential to move SLTE
forward. The perspective enables teacher educators
to recognize the important roles that the prior
beliefs and experiences of language teachers, their
individual agency, and their communities of practices
play in mediating their cognition, internalizing
their knowledge, and influencing their practices.
Researchers on SLTE need to take into consideration
the sociocultural theory and its associated concepts

in conducting their studies so as to highlight the

transformative process of teacher learning as well
as to probe the teaching- learning relationships more
thoroughly. As has been noted, research and practices
which employ a sociocultural perspective in SLTE
are still in their infancy. I invite readers to familiarize
themselves with the ideas expressed, reflect on the
possibilities proposed, and engage in discussion on
the topics addressed in this article, as they relate to
their own pre-conceptions, their contexts, and most

importantly their own potential for growth.
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American and British English:
Giving Students an Awareness of the Differences

Barry Kavanagh"

1) SEHEEE - Ao S UBHE ey —

1. Introduction

Through a number of historical and socio-
cultural factors such as British colonial history and
the influence of the American entertainment industry,
English has become a global language and the lingua
franca for people that do not communicate in each
other’s language. This has led to a wide variety of
world Englishes and Kachru (1992) divides them into
three concentric circles. The inner circle represents
the English of countries such as Britain and America,
the roots of the English language. The outer
circle consists of Indian, Singaporean and Nigerian
varieties of English, in other words countries that
have absorbed English through extended periods of
colonization. The third expanding circle represents
countries such as Japan where English is used and
learned within an EFL context.

Within Japan there is a preference for a
model of English that stems from the inner circle
variety. Within the Japanese school education
system it is American English. This is reflected
in the textbooks used from elementary school
upwards, which includes American English spelling,
punctuation, pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary.
This is in contrast to the private English language
industry sector where most private Eikaiwa’
schools promote the native speaker; regardless of
what inner circle variety they speak, as the ideal to

learn a foreign language (Kavanagh, 2016). Through

my experiences teaching English in Japan and with
our students at Tohoku University there is a natural
preference for American English as this is what
students have been predominately exposed to. This
is also supported by studies that have found that
the majority of Japanese students prefer American
English (Kavanagh, 2011).

This paper aims to highlight some of the
differences between American and British English
and aims to show that these differences are an
interesting and fun way to explore the English
language. Creating an awareness of these lexical,
phonological and grammatical differences can help
our students understand a variety of English that
will reflect what they will be exposed to in future

international settings and environments.

2. American and British English

If we look at English taught on a global
scale American and British English are the most
widely used and commonly taught variety of English
as figure 1 below illustrates. It must be conceded
however, that even though students learn a particular
form of American or British English it does not
mean they speak that variety. Australian English for
example does not always adhere to British English
rules or conventions and can be described as a hybrid
of both American and British English or simply
labeled as a legitimate variety of English by itself.

1) #Ag5E - T 980-8576 il
kavanagh.barry.e7@tohoku.acjp
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Figure 1. British and American English and where it is
taught on a global scale Adapted from:
https:.//moverdb.com/british-vs-american-english/

At one stage there used to be a set of British
beliefs that their variety of English was linguistically
superior to its American counterpart. The American
author Mark Twain famously responded to this by
suggesting, “The King's English is not the King's.
It's a joint stock company, and Americans own most
of the shares”. Fast forward to the present and we
can say that rather than Americans the world owns
these shares on an equal basis. Global English does
not belong to anyone but is a shared language and
consequently it can be shaped and altered according
to the culture that uses it. Nelson (1992) even
suggests that “for one body to claim ownership of
English on some basis of historical antecedence is
pragmatically unsound thinking” (p.337).

Although I am a native speaker of British
English, within the Japanese context that teaches an
American variety, my English is in a minority and
I am sometimes reminded of this when I work with
Japanese teachers of English who use American
spelling, grammar and punctuation. These differences,
however, are interesting and illustrate the diverse
and evolving nature of the English language. The
next section illustrates some of the main variations in

American and British English.

3. Basic differences in American and
British English: Vocabulary and
spelling

The main differences that most English

language learners may be familiar with are those
found in vocabulary. As illustrated in table 1 these
lexical items, usually nouns, have different names
for the same thing. Differences in spelling as shown
in table 2 are also well known. There are of course
other differences such as pronunciation and grammar
and these two areas are discussed in later sections of

the paper.

Table 1 Difference in Vocabulary

American English British English
Sneakers Trainers
Sweater Jumper

Potato chips Crisps
Eggplant Aubergine
Subway Underground
Line Queue

Table 2 Differences in spelling

Words ending in American English | British English

or/ -our Favorite Favourite
color colour
neighbor neigbour

-ize/-ise, Apologize Apologise

-yze/-yse Analyze Analyse

-er/-re Fiber Fibre

-ce/-se License Licence

Doubling consonants | Canceled Cancelled

Japanese students who have only learned
American English may be unfamiliar with many of
the above examples. Teaching such differences can be
done in simple quizzes at the start or end of lessons
or incorporated naturally into your teaching where
these differences can be highlighted as they are
taught. This is something I do when the opportunity
presents itself or when it is pertinent to the goal and
objectives of my class.

I use authentic materials in my classes
but do not deliberately seek out American English
sources. The English I expose my students to can
therefore consist of British, Australian and American

English. However, does it really matter which variety
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we teach? The simple and logical answer for teachers
would be to teach the English you know either as
a NEST (Native English speaking teacher) or non-
NEST (a non-native English speaking teacher).
However, having an awareness of other varieties of
English especially within the inner circle can bring
many advantages to our students and open them up
to not just linguistic but also cultural differences.

For the most part, there is now little
linguistic snobbery or pretention to linguistic
superiority among the British and although British
English seems to be mostly taught on a global scale it
is American English that is perhaps the most popular
and widely recognized. One of the reasons for this is
reflected in the spread of American entertainment
culture, such as TV drama and Hollywood films that
are popular throughout the world. British films and
entertainment while influential (Harry potter and
James Bond films may spring to mind) do not have
quite the same effect. Interestingly, when British
actors are cast in American films they are usually
type cast as villains.

One of the two areas where American and
British English differences become apparent in my
classes is within pronunciation activities and academic
writing. The following sections examine some of the
phonological, grammatical and punctuation differences

present in American and British English

4. Pronunciation

Within the field of education there are
some observers who believe that it is a myth that
children can be better second language learners than
adults. They cite that under controlled classroom
conditions that children do not always out perform
adults in language assessment (Snow & Hoefnagel-
Hoehle, 1978). Although some of these studies
provide interesting insights, there is an abundance
of empirical evidence that states that children can

be more proficient at learning a second language

than adults. Within the field of cognitive science
for example, there are numerous studies that show
this (Johnson & Newport, 1989, Lucas et al. 2014,
Nienke et al. 2015). Most researchers however,
agree that native speaker pronunciation and accent
1s unattainable for the majority of English language
learners who have not learned their L2 from
childhood. There is also some research to support the
notion of child superiority in acquiring a native-like
accent (Piske Mackey & Flege, 2001). However, does
this matter? Do we expect our students to speak like
Londoners or New Yorkers? This is an unrealistic
aim. The primary goal is that students be understood.
Good pronunciation is needed for this, but a “perfect

accent” is not (Harmer, 1991).

5. Basic phonolosgical differences
in standard American and British
English models.

British Received Pronunciation (RP) is used
as a model for English language learners to learn,
this is in spite of the fact that it is only spoken by
a very small percentage of the British population
and is often seen as a standard for the British
Broadcasting Corporation (BCC). For American
English, general American (GA) is used as a model
for learners to aspire to and is spoken by around 33%
of the American population, again a minority model.
Although there are a countless number of accents
and dialects across the UK and USA this discussion
will only examine how RP and GA differ. RP has 20
vowels in comparison to GA's 16. Although most of
these vowels are used similarly some words have
differing vowel sounds. Words containing ‘arr’ in
their spelling for example can be different. Such
sounds are pronounced as /&/ in RP and /e/ in
GA. My name Barry is a typical example. It is
pronounced ‘beeri’ in RP and Beri in GA. British
RP pronunciation employs the /a:/ sound in words

such as class and grass and GA uses the ‘short a’ /
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ae/ sound. The word ‘classes’ for example would be
written in the International Phonetic Alphabet as /
kla:siz/ in RP and /klaesiz/ in GA. Similarly the word
‘can't is pronounced as /kant/ in RP and /kzent/ in
GA.

In consonants there are some differences
in the use of the 't" sound in some words such as
‘water and ‘pity . The t is pronounced in RP but
can sound like a weak ‘d" in GA as it is pronounced
in the intervocalic position. This is also reflected in
some spelling of past tense verbs such as ‘learnt’ in
British English and ‘learned in American English.
We can also make a distinction between GA and
RP in their use of /r/. GA is rhotic while RP is not.
This means that the /r/ sound is pronounced in all
scenarios in GA but in RP it is only pronounced in
postvocalic situations (Skanda & Burleigh, 2011).
In American English for example, ‘hard’ would be
pronounced as ‘hard but the /r/ sound is dropped
in RP as in /ha:d/.

6. Writing, punctuation and grammar

Writing is an area where American and
British English differences are very apparent.
In an English Academic writing course I teach
(See Kavanagh, 2016) students have to submit an
academic paper based on a research topic on their
major. In this class I teach about the basic academic
conventions of academic writing such as referencing,
direct and indirect quotations as well as the structure
and principles of academic writing. The APA style
1s used often in academic writing and many journals
require this format. In the APA style, American
English is used and spelling must conform to the
Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (2005)
which is an American dictionary.

In American written English there is
a tendency to use double quotation marks in
comparison to the British single use. There are

also differences with how quotation marks and

punctuation are used as the following show.

American English
He said, “This thesis is the best he has ever seen”.
British English

He said that ‘this thesis is the best he has ever seen.”

The use of the serial comma is also not
a writing style or writing convention that British
English adheres to but is consistently used in
American English as in “Hamburgers, fries, and a
coke.” British English would omit the comma after
“fries” . Collective nouns that refer to a group of
individual things take verbs as conjugated for the
singular noun in American English but the plural
noun in British English. This is dependent on whether
or not the group is considered as one concept or as

many individuals as in the following examples.

American English

Manchester United has won the cup.

The Staff has worked on this problem all day.
British English

Manchester United have won the cup.

The staff have worked on this problem all day.

Delexical verbs are also used differently,
take the British “I'm going to have a bath” in
comparison to the American ‘I’ m going to take a
bath.” Prepositions may also differ as in the use of
‘at the weekend (British) and ‘on the weekend’
(American). I would say I studied linguistics at
school but Americans may use in  instead of ‘at.
With verbs such as ‘write’ the proposition ‘to’ can
be omitted in American English as in “Write me” in
comparison to the British “write to me”. The use of
the present perfect tense is used frequently more in
British than American English as in “Have you had
dinner yet” ? (British English) in comparison to “Did

you have breakfast yet?”
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As a teacher marking academic and non-
academic papers for my students, peer reviewing
papers for fellow scholars and creating examinations
for Japanese students I need to be aware of and also
use these American English writing conventions.
An ability to recognize and teach such differences if
appropriate is also beneficial.

I usually send papers to academic journals
that favor American English. I would normally spell
the proceeding favor as favour’ but as an academic
who writes consistently for journals with some
that state a preference for American English, my
grammar and spell check is always set on American
English. Fortunately, most journals have no particular
preferences and on rare occasions British based
journals request British English only. This is of course
fine for me but I have had American colleagues
ask me for advice when reviewers of their papers
have commented on the Americanisms or American

English used in their paper.

7. Conclusion

Many teachers of English reading this may
not have been unaware of all of the differences raised
in this paper. The spelling and lexical differences are
probably the most well understood but the differences
in phonology and grammar less known especially
for teachers of American English. An awareness of
these differences can help teachers answer student
questions as they are raised in class. Although the
phonological differences between the American and
British English is interesting, an ability to know and
use the International Phonetic Alphabet is not a
necessary prerequisite for language teachers but an
understanding of its basic concepts can help teachers
and students build their knowledge of the language.
It is also beneficial for teachers to be aware of the
conventions of academic writing and grammar as
these will invariably be noticed by our students in the

course of their studies.
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A survey of tools to objectively evaluate L2 speech
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1. Introduction

Speaking ability is an essential part of second
language acquisition, and one that has been especially
difficult for Japanese EFL learners. For these reasons,
the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology has decided to change
university examinations to include evaluations of
spoken English, and Japanese universities have
been putting an ever increasing focus on improving
students’ English speaking skills. However, if
teachers are to implement speaking tasks in their
classes and improvement in spoken English is made
a learning outcome, it must be evaluated somehow.
While subjective tests can be made, and rubrics can
help to ensure that they are as fair as possible, they
are still susceptible to tester bias and take too much
time to be practical in all classes. Here, objective
measures of spoken L2 English could be incredibly
helpful, as they are fair for all participants and have
tester reliability, and can be conducted very quickly
in classes. Therefore, speaking tests that use objective
measures for evaluation could potentially be used to
evaluate students in classes, help students to know
what areas they need improvement in, and motivate
them to practice speaking both in and outside of the
classroom. This paper gives an overview of some of
the latest research in objective spoken L2 analysis
and the tools that can be used to perform them in
hopes that it might help other instructors of English

and other foreign languages to implement speaking

tests in their own classes, education projects and

research.

2.Trends in objective L2 speech
analysis
A number of different objective measures of speech
have been offered as potential metrics for L2 speech
evaluation, but the literature seems to have reached
a high level of consensus that the components of
L2 speech that must be evaluated are: fluency,
complexity and accuracy (Kormos & Dénes, 2004;
Lambert & Kormos, 2014; Thai & Boers, 2016; Yuan
& Ellis, 2003; etc.). However, though these three
components have been agreed upon, there is still
some flexibility in how to measure them, and so many
studies often look at multiple measures at once (e.g.
Kato, Spring & Mori, 2016; Thai & Boers, 2016; etc.).
Various measurements of each and current trends
are detailed below, with some of the most common

summarized in Table 1.

Fluency

Fluency is generally considered to be a measure of
how fluidly a person can speak, i.e. quickly, lengthily,
and without unnatural pauses. Therefore, a number
of different measures of fluency have been suggested,
and many are generally used in conjunction to get
an overall view of one’s fluency in an L2. Measures
of fluency related to the quickness of L2 speech

include (but are not limited to): speech rate (SR;
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spring.ryan.edward.c4@tohoku.ac.jp
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usually measured in either words or syllables spoken
per minute or per second), and phonation rate (the
number of either words or syllables spoken divided
by amount of time spent speaking minus pauses) (e.g.
Kato et al, 2016; Kormos & Dénes, 2004; Lambert &
Kormos, 2014). Measures of fluency used to evaluate
the lengthiness of L2 speech include: speaking time
(amount of time from start to stop of the speech),
phonation time (amount of time from start to stop of
the speech minus pauses), and total number of words
or syllables spoken (e.g. Boeersma & Weenink, 2018;
Hirotani, Matsumoto & Fukuda; 2012; Matsushima,
2011; Spring, Kato & Mori, 2019). The measures of
quickness and lengthiness listed above can be based
on raw speech (exactly as it was spoken) or trimmed
speech (what was spoken in the end, with deletions
of duplications from restarts and self-corrections),
and often both are considered (e.g. Thai & Boers,
2016; Kato et al, 2016). Finally, measures of pausing
are generally: number of pauses and total length of

pausing time (e.g. Hirotani et al, 2012; Wood, 2010).

Complexity

Complexity is another complex component to
speech analysis that usually contains measures of
both syntactic and semantic complexity. There are
a number of measures of syntactic complexity, but
some of the most common include number of clauses
per speech unit, and mean length of utterance (how
many words or syllables were spoken on average
per utterance — speech unbroken by a pause) (Kato,
Spring & Mori, 2016; Skehan, 2009; Thai & Boers,
2016). Semantic complexity is sometimes measured
in the number or percentage of different words (Lu,
2012; Thai & Boers, 2016), but can be difficult to
evaluate in an L2, because other measures, such as
the number or percentage of rare or difficult words,
are generally language specific (Hirotani et al, 2012;
Lu, 2012). However, in the case of spoken English

analysis, there are fortunately many tools and lists

that help make this job easier. For example, many
studies choose to give measures of the percentage
of words that fall outside of the most common 2,000
words in English (e.g. Laufer, 2005), and others look
at the percentage of words that are found in academic
word lists such as the one found in Coxhead (2000).
However, other recent advances have been made,
with Lu (2012) finding that the three best ways to
measure semantic complexity in spoken L2 English
include the number of different words expected
from a sequence of 50 (NDW-ES50; mean T of 10
random 50-word sequences), corrected type-token
ratio (CTTR; the number of different words divided
by the square root of two times the total number of
words), and corrected verb variation (CVV1; number
of different verbs divided by the square root of two

times the number of total verbs).

Accuracy
Accuracy is often considered less frequently than
the other measures (Thai & Boers, 2016). In studies

where accuracy is measured, it is usually done

Table 1. Recommended metrics for evaluating L2
speech

Component Metric

speech rate (SR)

phonation rate (PhR)

Fluency number of pauses (P)

pausing time (PT)

number of trimmed words (TW)

Complexity Clauses per speech unit (C/AS)

(Syntactic)

Mean length of utterance (MLU)

Rare words (RW; beyond the basic 2,000
most common)

NDW-ES50
CTTR
Cvvl

Complexity
(Semantic)

Percent of (grammatically) error free
clauses (GAc)

Accuracy
Percent of words accurately deduced by

machine transcription (PrAc)
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by looking at grammatical accuracy, measured in
the percentage of error free clauses (e.g. Yuan
& Ellis, 2003; Thai & Boers, 2016; etc.). However,
another type of accuracy that can be measured is
pronunciation accuracy, which has been measured
in percentage of words with correct pronunciation

(Spring, forthcoming).

3. Tools available for L2 speech
analysis
Conducting objective L2 speech analysis may
seem daunting and time consuming to educators
and researchers because there are three separate
components that should be measured and each has
several potential metrics. Fortunately, there are a
number of tools that can help to make this process
easier. This section introduces some of them and

their benefits and shortcomings.

Praat

Praat (Boeersma & Weenink, 2018) is a free
software that can be combined with online scripts
to automatically evaluate WAV sound files on a
number of different measures of fluency including
spoken time, speech rate (in syllables per second),
phonation time, phonation rate (in syllables per
second) , number of pauses, length of pausing time
and number of syllables spoken. The automated
process helps to keep evaluation especially objective,
reduces human error, and saves time because the
measures are being performed by a computer
and not a human. Special scripts can be found for
evaluating particular languages, but in general, Praat
is thought of as being sufficient for measuring fluency
accurately for a number of languages (De John &
Wempe, 2009), and thus one of the most enticing
aspects about the program is that it can be used with
L2s other than English. However, one drawback to
Praat is that though it can conveniently be set to

measure the fluency from batch WAV files, it cannot

help transcribe the files or measure complexity or

accuracy.

L2SCA

L2SCA 1is a free, online tool that can measure
syntactic and semantic complexity and provide all of
the metrics listed in the previous sections and more
(Lu & Ai, 2015) . This can be done with batch files,
individual text files, or through copying and pasting
text into a field in a web browser. Though this tool
is incredibly useful, it unfortunately requires that the
spoken text be transcribed and turned into trimmed
speech (see explanation in the previous section),
which can be somewhat time consuming. Another
shortcoming of this tool is that it is currently only

available for analyzing English speech.

Youtube transcription

Though there are several transcription services
available to the public, the large majority of them
must be purchased. To circumvent this, it is possible
to use Youtube's automatic subtitle feature to provide
free transcriptions. This is achieved by uploading
files to youtube in a private, locked video so that they
cannot be viewed by others, and then downloading
the automatic transcription as a text file. The video
can then be deleted from youtube to ensure no
private information is leaked. The transcriptions
are created automatically, which means they are
often faulty. This is a double edged sword. Having
computerized transcriptions allows one to then
objectively give a pronunciation accuracy score to a
spoken text by having a human listen to the sound
file and making a note of how many words the
program could correctly guess. The human worker
can then also revise the transcript to be correct,
trimmed speech upon listening to the file. While
this task may be time consuming, having a base
transcription that is somewhat accurate also greatly

reduces the amount of time that is required for this
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task. Finally, one drawback to Youtube's automatic
transcription is that it is currently only available for

English language.

4. Future Work

The metrics and tools for evaluating them introduced
in this research note are mostly designed for
objectively evaluating EFL speech, but many of
the same metrics can be used for other foreign
and second language speaking evaluations as well.
Though the tool Praat can be used with any L2,
L2SCA and Youtube's automatic transcription
services can only be used with English. Furthermore,
though Youtube's transcription service is helpful
in reducing the time required for making objective
evaluations, it still requires time and manpower to
clean the transcriptions and make judgements of
them to create scores of pronunciation accuracy.
Therefore, without support staff, even with Youtube
and L2SCA evaluating transcribed speech still takes
too much time to be used by teachers for every
single class, especially for assistant professors at
Tohoku University, who have as many as 8 classes
per semester. Thus, one of my future goals is to
attempt to further automate the process of objective
speech evaluation so that it becomes pragmatic
for English teachers at Tohoku University to use.
This will then help to create a fair test of spoken
English that can be implemented in classes and help
to push students towards the academic skills (i.e.
speaking skills) that they will need in the future. One
promising technology that could help to do this is
transcription computer scripts that can be used with
Praat, but currently, many are still too error-ridden to
be used confidently. It is my hope to work with these
scripts so that they might provide more accurate
transcriptions, and so that they might also give a
measure of confidence in its transcription that can
then be used as a metric of pronunciation accuracy.

Finally, my second goal would be to help teachers

of other foreign languages at Tohoku University to
develop similar tools and metrics so that they can
also objectively test students oral proficiencies, which
will undoubtedly become increasingly important in

the future.
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