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This volume within the EuroSLA Studies Series has been motivated by two
fundamental reasons. Firstly, the assumption that applied linguistics research
should first and foremost deal with topics of great social relevance, and, secondly,
that it should also deal with topics of scientific relevance. Both ideas have led us
to choose the theme ‘contexts of language acquisition’ as the topic around which
the monograph would be constructed.

The aim of this introduction is to set the scene and present the three contexts
on focus in the monograph and justify this choice of topic within second lan-
guage acquisition (SLA) research, the perspective taken in this volume. Starting
with the latter, in the past two decades the examination of the effects of differ-
ent contexts of acquisition has attracted the attention of researchers, based on
the idea that “the study of SLA within and across various contexts of learning
forces a broadening of our perspective of the different variables that affect and
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impede acquisition in general” (Collentine & Freed 2004: 157). The authors con-
tinue, “however, focusing on traditional metrics of acquisition such as grammat-
ical development might not capture important gains by learners whose learning
is not limited to the formal classroom (ibid: 158)”. With reference to the social
relevance of the topic, European multilingual policies in the past decades have
been geared towards the objective of educating our young generations in order
to meet the challenge of multilingualism (Coleman 2015; Pérez-Vidal 2015a), ul-
timately as an effect of “globalization and the push for internationalization [on
campuses] across the globe”(Jackson 2013: 1). Indeed, the majority of European
member states have embraced the recommendations made by the Council of Eu-
rope, encapsulated in the well-known 1+2 formula, according to which European
citizens should have democratic access to proficiency in their own language(s)
plus two other languages. In order to reach such a goal, a couple of decades ago
the Council of Europe put forward a series of key recommendations to member
states: i) an earlier start in foreign language learning; ii) mobility (the European
Action Scheme for the Mobility of University Students, ERASMUS, exchange
programme was launched in 1987, and since then more than three million stu-
dents have benefitted from it); and iii) bilingual education, whereby content sub-
jects should be taught through a foreign language (Commission of the European
Communities. 1995). The latter recommendation has given rise to a number of
immersion programmes at primary, secondary and tertiary levels of education,
in parallel to the existing elite international schools (see the Eurobarometer fig-
ures and Wächter & Maiworm 2014, respectively). Such programmes are mostly
taught through English, but also through French, German, Catalan, and other
languages. Whether such learning contexts, which we have called ‘international
classrooms’ and include classrooms at home and abroad (Pérez-Vidal et al. 2017),
are de facto conducive to language acquisition is a matter which indeed needs to
be investigated.

Against such a backdrop, this research monograph deals with the effects of
different learning contexts mainly on adult, but also on adolescent learners’ lan-
guage acquisition. More specifically, it aims at comparing the effects of three
learning contexts by examining how they change language learners’ linguistic
performance, and non-linguistic attributes, such as motivation, sense of iden-
tity and affective factors, as has been suggested not only by Collentine (2004)
mentioned above, but also by a number of other authors (to name but a few, Pel-
legrino 2005; Dewaele 2007; Hernández 2010; Lasagabaster et al. 2014; Taguchi
et al. 2016).
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1 Context effects in second language acquisition

More specifically, the three contexts brought together in the monograph in-
clude i) a conventional instructed second language acquisition (ISLA) context, in
which learners receive formal instruction (FI) in English as a Foreign Language
(EFL); ii) a study abroad (SA) context, which learners experience during mobility
programmes, with the target language no longer being a foreign but a second lan-
guage, learnt in a naturalistic context; iii) the immersion classroom, also known
as an integrated content and language (ICL) setting, in which learners are taught
content subjects through the medium of the target language - more often than
not English, hence the term English-Medium Instruction (EMI), and possibly En-
glish as a Lingua Franca (ELF) (Björkman 2013; House 2013). One last point needs
to be made, concerning the issue of internationalisation, as is clearly stated in
the title of the monograph:at any rate, the three contexts of acquisition on focus
in this volume represent language/culture learning settings in which an interna-
tional stance may be promoted in learners, as described below, in some cases also
including the internationalization of the curriculum (Leask 2015).

In the SLA tradition in which the different chapters contained in the volume
are framed, the comparison across contexts has been established under the as-
sumption that contexts vary in the “type of input received by the learner (implicit
vs. explicit), the type of interaction required of the learner (meaning-focus vs.
form-focused)” (Leonard & Shea 2017: 185), and, most importantly, the type of ex-
posure to the target language, with variations in the amount of “input, output and
interaction opportunities available to them” (Pérez-Vidal 2014b: 23). As the focus
is on three different learning contexts - SA, EMI, and FI - we suggest that they can
be understood as situated on a continuum in which the most “interaction-based”,
with more favorable quantity and quality of input, would occur during a SA pe-
riod. Second in order would be a semi-immersion context, as might take place
EMI programmes, and the most “classroom-based” being FI in ISLA. Similarly, it
is also along such a continuum, that these contexts make possible for learners to
develop an attribute which Ushioda & Dörnyei (2012) refer to as an international
stance. That is to say, learners have the opportunity to incorporate a new view
of the world that integrates languages and cultures other than their own, often
through the use of English as a lingua franca as a means of communication.

Turning to the cognitive mechanisms made possible in different linguistic en-
vironments or learning contexts, these have ultimately also been claimed to be
different. DeKeyser (2007: 213) draws on skill acquisition theory, which distin-
guishes three stages - declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge and autom-
atization - to suggest that, “a stay abroad should be most conducive to the third
stage. It can – at least for some learners – provide the amount of practice nec-
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essary for the gradual reduction of reaction time, error rate, and interference
with other tasks that characterize the automatization process”. Similar cognitive
perspectives might be applied to the classroom immersion context, on the as-
sumption that it generates a ‘naturalistic’ academic context in which language is
learnt through focusing on curricular content, one of the issues the monograph
seeks to explore.

As for the existing set of findings concerning how learners develop their target
language abilities in ISLA, research has reached considerable consensus around
some of the main issues by now, although some remain controversial, some
barely examined, and some entirely unexplored. Let us now turn to a brief pre-
sentation of current thinking.

Instructed SLA investigates L2 learning or acquisition that occurs as a result
of teaching (Loewen 2013: 2716). This field of research theoretically and empiri-
cally aims to understand “how the systematic manipulation of the mechanisms
for learning and/or the conditions under which they occur enable or facilitate
development and acquisition of a [second] language” (Loewen 2015: 2). Formal
instruction is a particular environment in instructed SLA that has been exten-
sively researched for many decades.

In 1998, Michael Long reviewed eleven studies that examined the effect of FI
on the rate and success of L2 acquisition. Of the studies that were reviewed, six
of them showed that FI helped, three indicated that the instruction was of no
help, and two produced ambiguous results. Long (1983) claimed that instruction is
beneficial to children and adults, to intermediate and advanced students, as well
as in acquisition-rich and acquisition-poor environments. His final conclusion
was that FI was more effective than “exposure-based” in L2 acquisition. These
findings led researchers to ask whether instruction (FI) or exposure (SA, EMI,
etc.) produced more rapid or higher levels of learning.

Since Long’s (1988) seminal review of the effects of FI, there have been a num-
ber of studies of the effect of FI. For example, Norris & Ortega (2001) conducted
a meta-analysis of the effects of L2 instruction. Their study used a systematic
procedure for research synthesis and meta-analysis to summarize findings from
experimental and quasi-experimental studies between 1980 and 1998 that investi-
gated the effectiveness of L2 instruction.Through their meta-analysis, they found
that the literature suggests that instructional treatments are quite effective. They
went on to investigate how effective instruction was when compared to simple
exposure and found that there was still a large effect observed in favor of in-
structed learning.
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Trenchs-Parera (2009) conducted a study on the effects of FI and SA as it re-
lated to the acquisition of oral fluency. Her results found that although both con-
texts have different effects on oral fluency and production, both of these contexts
did have a positive effect. She went on to say that “the differences between these
two contexts [FI and SA] may not fulfill the popular expectation that SA makes
learners producemore native-like speech than does FI at all levels” (p. 382).While
these results do indicate that FI can have a positive effect on L2 acquisition, they
are unable to demonstrate that FI has learning effects that are conclusively more
positive than those of more naturalistic environments.

We now turn to the examination of the effects of SA, often contrasted with
ISLA, and occasionally also with at-home immersion. SA research has gener-
ated a wealth of studies, monographs, and handbooks on both sides of the At-
lantic, starting in 1995 with Barbara Freed’s (1995) seminal publication, followed
by, to name but a few, Collentine & Freed (2004); Pellegrino (2005); DuFon &
Churchill (2006), DeKeyser (2007); Collentine (2009); Kinginger (2009); Jackson
(2013); Llanes & Muñoz (2013); Regan et al. (2009); Mitchell et al. (2015); Pérez-
Vidal (2014a; 2017),and Sanz & Morales-Front (2018). Two periods can be distin-
guished in such research (Collentine 2009; Pérez-Vidal 2014). The first one was
initiated by Freed’s volume. In those years research mainly focused on the lin-
guistic gains, or lack thereof, accrued with SA, with some attention paid to the
impact of learner profiles and previous SA experiences (see for example, Brecht
et al. 1995). Following that, new themes, besides linguistic impact, and new an-
gles to approach them, have emerged throughout the second period. Following
Collentine’s (2009) tripartite distinction, such new themes include: (i) cognitive,
psycholinguistic approaches looking into cognitive processing mechanisms dis-
played while abroad; (ii) sociolinguistic approaches analyzing input and inter-
action from a macro- and a micro-perspective; and, most centrally, (iii) socio-
cultural approaches derived from a paradigm shift from a language-centric (i.e.
etic) approach to a learner-centric (i.e. emic) one (Devlin 2014). As established in
Pérez-Vidal (2017: 341), indeed, within the latter paradigm, and in order to focus
on the learner and his/her immediate circumstances, SA research has recently
begun to investigate non-linguistic individual differences which affect learning
in such a context, “that is: (a) intercultural sensitivity and identity changes; (b)
affects, such as foreign language anxiety (FLA) or willingness to communicate
(WTC) and enjoyment; (c) social networks, particularly through the use of new
technologies and social platforms, and their effect on linguistic practice”. Now,
as DeKeyser (2014: 313) emphasizes, “a picture is beginning to emerge of what
language development typically takes place [during SA] and what the main fac-
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tors are that determine the large amount of variation found from one study to
another”.

Turning now to the positive effects of SA on learners’ linguistic progress, in
a nutshell, empirical studies paint a blurred picture. They seem to show that SA
does not always result in greater success than FI in ISLA - some learners do man-
age to make significant linguistic progress while abroad, while others do not
(DeKeyser 2007; Collentine 2009; Llanes 2011; Pérez-Vidal 2015b; Sanz 2014). In
fact, what such results seem to prove, is the notorious variation in amount of
progress made, which has often been attributed to the variation in learners’ abil-
ity to avail themselves of the opportunities for practice that a SA context offers.
These differences in turn are explained by learners’ individual ability for self-
regulation while abroad, as further discussed below Ushioda & Dörnyei (2012).

Looking at progress in more detail, empirical research has repeatedly shown
that oral production seems to be the winner, with effects on fluency being sig-
nificantly positive after SA, (Towell & Bazergui 1996; Freed et al. 2004; Llanes &
Muñoz 2009; Valls-Ferrer &Carles 2014). One interesting related finding has been
made concerning the nature of the programmes (Beattie 2014): robust immersion
programmes organized at home and including a substantial number of hours of
academic work on the part of the learners can be as beneficial as a similar length
of time spent abroad (i.e.Freed et al. 2004). In contrast to the results for fluency
in oral production, results for grammatical accuracy and complexity have been
mixed, with DeKeyser (1991) not finding much improvement, whereas Howard
(2005) or Juan-Garau et al. (2014), to name but a few, report that progress is made
after a period spent abroad. The other main area of improvement is pragmatics,
in particular when associated with the use of formulaic routines, and perception
and production of speech acts (see for a summary Pérez-Vidal & Shively forth-
coming), and particularly when paired with pragmatics instruction. This takes
us back to the key question of how the nature of the exchange programme can
affect linguistic outcomes. More specifically, issues such as type of accommoda-
tion, length of the stay, or initial level, have been found to significantly deter-
mine linguistic and cultural development while abroad. Concerning initial level,
Collentine (2009) stated that there should be a threshold level which learners
must reach to benefit fully from the SA learning context. Once that level has
been reached, most studies report better results for their respective lower level
groups, confirming that the kind of practice most common while abroad, that is
interaction in daily communication, mostly benefits the less advanced learners,
while academic work done outside the classroommay benefit the most advanced
ones (Kinginger 2009). As for type of accommodation, home-stays with families
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have proved most beneficial An alternative option is with the so called family
learning housing, where students reside with target language speakers of their
own age, having signed a language pledge not to use any other language but
the target language (Kinginger 2015). Length of stay also seems to be associated
with advanced level learners, who may require longer periods to automatize the
larger number of structures they have learnt at home than the lower level learn-
ers (DeKeyser 2014). However, interestingly, shorter periods abroad, of less than
one month, may also significantly benefit EFL learners’ fluency, accuracy and
listening abilities (Llanes & Muñoz 2009). Three month periods may be more
beneficial than six months (Lara et al. 2015). Listening has in fact clearly been
shown to undergo significant progress while abroad (Beattie et al. 2014), as has
reading (Dewey 2004). Writing and vocabulary have also been shown to signif-
icantly benefit from SA (Sasaki 2007; Sasaki 2011; Barquin 2012; Zaytseva et al.
2018).

Regarding learners’ individual differences, age seems to play a role, as SA has
been shown to be more beneficial for children than for adults in relative terms
(Llanes & Muñoz 2013). Regarding aptitude, a certain level of working memory
(Sunderman & Kroll 2009), phonological memory (O’Brien et al. (2007)) and pro-
cessing speed (Taguchi 2008) seem to correlate with accurate L2 production, oral
production and reception of pragmatic intentions, respectively. Finally, concern-
ing the emotional variables underlying self-regulation during exchanges in the
target language country, the expectation is that motivation will have a positive
role and that anxiety, paired with the capacity for enjoyment, will as well. De-
waele et al. (2015) have found that SA benefits emotional stability, self-confidence
and resourcefulness. While identity goes through a process of repositioning, this
process is not exempt from difficulties, which often conditions degree of contact
with target language speakers while abroad. More willingness to communicate
and less foreign language anxiety seem to obtain during SA (Dewaele &Wei 2013;
Dewaele et al. 2015).

Turning to the third type of context, although it is still in its infancy, immer-
sion, the integration of content and language as an educational approach in pri-
mary, secondary (CLIL) and tertiary levels (ICL), has also given rise to a sizeable
number of research studies (such as for example: Admiraal et al. 2006; Dalton-
Puffer 2008; Airey 2012; Cenoz et al. 2014). The integration of content and lan-
guage in higher education (ICLHE) came to be recognized in its own right in
2004, with the first conference examining this context, and has steadily grown
to this day (Wilkinson 2004).
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Findings from immersion and CLIL contexts, abundantly examined in the SLA
literature, report that CLIL and immersion learners demonstrate language gains
superior to learners who participate in FI alone, with equal or superior con-
tent learning outcomes (Wesche & Skehan 2002; Genesee 2004; Jiménez Catalán
& Iragui 2006; Seikkula-Leino 2007). Specifically, gains are reported in recep-
tive skills, vocabulary, morphology, and fluency, whereas fewer gains have been
observed according to syntax, writing, pronunciation and pragmatics (Dalton-
Puffer 2008), although results may be mixed (Pérez-Vidal & Roquet 2014). Re-
search on non-linguistic outcomes has found that CLIL learners seem to be more
motivated, or that CLIL can maintain students’ interests and change attitudes to-
wards multilingualism. Moreover, students generally perceive CLIL participation
as a positive experience (Lasagabaster & Sierra 2009).

Turning now to adult education, the main focus of this monograph, a large
body of research has been generated within the frame of ICLHE which is specif-
ically interested in the widespread implementation of English-taught programs
at mainly post graduate levels. This has come to be known as English medium
instruction (EMI) which is characterized as a setting where English is used as a
medium for instruction by, and for non-native English speakers in non-English
speaking environments (Hellekjaer & Hellekjaer 2015). Researchers in this field
have begun investigating the phenomenon from a wide variety of angles, for ex-
ample by looking at the implementation and policy making end of the spectrum
(Tudor 2007). What has been found is that the implementation of EMI must be
carefully managed in order not to create tensions, considering the role of the
first language, attitudes towards English, and the widespread effects of interna-
tionalization, not only affecting faculty and students, but also governing bodies
and administration (Doiz et al. 2014). Others report on beliefs, attitudes and chal-
lenges from both the student/learner perspective and the faculty/institution’s
perspective. Findings show that stakeholders in EMI relate English instruction
to internationalization very clearly, with some believing that one cannot exist
without the other (Henry & Goddard 2015). This belief also proves to be a strong
motivator for students to enroll in EMI courses (Margić & Žeželić 2015), although
the experience does not always meet their expectations regarding language im-
provement and more support is often desired (Sert 2008). Finally, perhaps the
least investigated aspect of EMI involves the assessment of outcomes measured
in linguistic as well as non-linguistic terms.

On the one hand there are investigations looking at non-linguistic effects from
EMI participation (Gao 2008; González Ardeo 2016). Research shows that a grad-
ual implementation supporting both faculty and students is the most effective
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for maintaining and creating positive attitudes and motivation (Chen & Krak-
low 2015). On the other hand, there are studies regarding the content learning
implications of learning through a foreign language (Dafouz 2014). It has been
argued that upon completion of a degree program there is no difference in con-
tent knowledge (Dafouz & Camacho-Miñano 2016). A few studies investigating
language outcomes from such a context (Lei & Hu 2014; Ament & Pérez-Vidal
2015; Ritcher 2017) show little evidence of language improvement from EMI par-
ticipation. They also reveal that at this point there is simply not enough research
to point to any clear conclusions. EMI is growing rapidly around the world and
its close relationship with internationalization will ensure its continuance for
time to come. What must be kept in mind is that, in order to properly implement,
benefit from, and provide appropriate support to faculty and institutions offering
EMI instruction, and maintain quality education, more research on this context
must be carried out, specifically considering both linguistic and non-linguistic
effects, which is precisely what this monograph aims to bring to light.

However, to our knowledge, no publication exists which places the three con-
texts along the continuum already mentioned, as suggested in Pérez-Vidal (2011;
2014) with SA as ‘the most naturalistic’ context on one extreme, ISLA on the
other, and ICL somewhere in between. The present monograph seeks to make a
first attempt at filling such a gap, by including a number of studies analysing the
effects of EMI, and another series of studies doing the same with SA, in contrast
with ISLA. In such a comparison it is further assumed that EMI programmes are
often experienced at the home institution either as an ‘international experience
at home’ (internationalization at home), or as a preparation for the ‘real’ expe-
rience of an SA period spent in the target language country, in which learners
will most probably be expected to regularly attend academic courses. In such a
circumstance, whatever the local language, quite probably some of the courses
offered, if not all, will be EMI courses for international students, that is, they will
be what we call ‘international classrooms’ (Coleman 2013; Leask 2015).

The monograph will thus be organized around the two contexts, EMI and SA,
on the understanding that their effects will be contrasted with those obtained
in ISLA, when appropriate. Both linguistic and non-linguistic phenomena will
be investigated, employing quantitative but also qualitative methods, indepen-
dently or combined. Regarding target countries in the immersion programmes
examined, they include data from Spain and Colombia. Of the SA programmes
scrutinized, data include exchanges having the following destinations: England,
Ireland, France, Germany and Spain, in Europe, but also Canada, the USA, China,
Brazil and Australia. The EMI chapters deal with tertiary level language learners,
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a section of the population which has received much less attention in research
thus far, compared to secondary or primary learners, as mentioned above. Simi-
larly, one SA chapter deals with adolescent learners, again a research population
scarcely examined in such a context.

As for the internal organization of the volume, following the introduction by
the editors, the first chapters will deal with EMI contexts of acquisition, and the
remaining ones with SA contexts.

More specifically, we open up the monograph with four chapters devoted
to the immersion context: three examine tertiary education data, and the last
one primary and secondary. In Chapter 2, Dakota Thomas-Wilhelm and Carmen
Pérez Vidal explore EMI in Catalonia, Spain, in contrast with ISLA, focusing on
a syntactic phenomenon and its cognitive correlates, namely English countable
and uncountable nouns. In Chapter 3, Jennifer Ament and Júlia Barón examine
two EMI programmes with different intensity, also in Catalonia, looking into
pragmatics, namely, the use of English discourse markers and their acquisition
in the EMI context. Chapter 4, by Sofia Moratinos-Johnston, Maria Juan-Garau
and Joana Salazar-Noguera, analyses a non-linguistic issue, that is, learners’ lin-
guistic self-confidence and perceived level of English according to the number of
EMI subjects taken at university in the Balearic Islands, Spain. Chapter 5, by Is-
abel Tejada-Sánchez and Carmen Pérez-Vidal, closes the set of chapters devoted
to immersion, by investigating the complexity, accuracy and fluency of written
productions by young EFL immersion learners in Colombia.

Subsequently, the series of chapters on SA begins with Chapter 6, by Pilar
Avello, which takes a fresh perspective and discusses the methodological intri-
cacies associated with the measurement and analysis of pronunciation gains ob-
tained during a sojourn abroad in an English-speaking country (England, Ireland,
Canada, the USA, Australia). Chapter 7 by Victoria Monge and Angelica Carlet,
contrasts ISLA and SA.These authors compare L2 phonological development, fol-
lowing a three-month period in any of the above-mentioned English-speaking
countries, while controlling for proficiency level, in an attempt to follow up on
Mora’s (2008) seminal study with a reverse design. In Chapter 8 Carmen del
Rio, Maria Juan-Garau and Carmen Pérez-Vidal contrast the impact of a three-
month SA period and FI at home, in the case of adolescent EFL learners, an age
band which has received comparatively less attention than others, focusing on
the learners’ foreign accent and comprehensibility, as judged by a group of non-
native listeners, with the objective of assessing progress, following Trofimovich
& Isaacs (2012). Motivation, identity and international posture is the focus of
Chapter 9, in which Leah Geoghegan compares tertiary level students spending
a SA in an English-speaking country with those in Germany or France, using
qualitative research tools in order to gain a more detailed picture of the role of

10



1 Context effects in second language acquisition

ELF in SA. After that, Chapter 10 by Iryna Pogorelova and Mireia Trenchs ex-
plore intercultural adaptation during the experience of a SA period in different
countries in Europe, but also in Canada, the USA, China, Brazil, and Australia.
Finally, in Chapter 11 Ariadna Sánchez-Hernández deals with acculturation and
pragmatic learning by international students in the USA, to close the series of
chapters dealing with SA.
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