
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 308 710 FL 018 073

AUTHOR Selinker, Larry; Douglas, Dan
TITLE The Problem of Comparing Episodes in Discourse

Domains in Interlanguage Studies.
PUB DATE Oct 86
NOTE 14p.; In: Proceedings of the Annual Eastern States

Conference on linguistics (3rd, Pittsburgh, PA,
October 10-11, 1986). The complete Proceedings are
available from the Dept. of Linguistics, Ohio State
University, Columbus.

PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Technical (143) --
Speeches /Conference Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE MF01 Plus Postage. PC Not Available from EDRS.
DESCRIPTORS Audiotape Recordings; Classroom Communication;

Discourse Analysis; *English (Second Language);
Higher Education; Interaction; *Interlanguage;
*Language Processing; *Language Research; *Languages
for Special Purposes; *Research Methodology; Second
Language Learning; Student Attitudes; Videotape
Recordings

ABSTRACT
This study builds on research that identified

empirical evidence indicating that at least one language for special
purposes (LSP) domain and one non-LSP domain are in fact associated
with some differential results in the consequent interlanguage (IL)
structure of non-native users of English. The current study focuses
on the methodological problems in establishing an "episode" in which
English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) learners use the internally bound
IL contexts that they have developed. Video- and audio-taped sessions
of language interaction between a native-Chinese-speaking graduate
student teaching mathematics and his students were used as primary
data. Secondary data consisted of commentary on these interactions by
the students in his class (coparticipants) and by subject-specialist
informants. It is maintained that the student-informant insights come
out of the internally-created discourse domains that are the
initiators of second language acquisition. (DJD)

***********************************************************************

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the original document.

****************************A******************************************



The Problem of Comparing Episodes in
piscourse Domains in Interlanguage Studies

by

Larry Se linker and Dan Douglas

from

Proceedings of the Third

EASTERN STATES CONFERENCE ON LINGUISTICS

The University of Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

October 10-11, 1986

Fred Marshall
Editor

The University of Pittsburgh

Ann Miller
Associate Editor
The Ohio State University

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL IN MICROFICHE ONLY
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

0_

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)."

Zheng-sheng Zhang
Associate Editor
The Ohio State University

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Office of Educational Research and Improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

Vi(his document has been reproduced as
received from the person or organization
originating It

0 Minor changes have been made to improve
reproduction Quality

Points of view or opinions staledinthisdocu-
ment do not necessarily represent official
OERI position or policy

P



THE PROBLEM OF COMPARING EPISODES IN DISCOURSE DOMAINS
IN INTERLANGUAGE STUDIES*

Larry Selinker Dan Douglas
The University of Michigan Iowa State University

We have argued (Selinker, 1980; Selinker and Douglas, 1985)
for a discourse domain (DD) view of interlanguage (IL), where it
is at least possible that some large set of IL forms are related
to the attemped expression of meaning with regard to such
contextual factors as importance to the learner, subject matter,
audience, and so on. In the 1985 paper, we present empirical
evidence that at least one language for specific purpose (LSP)
domain and one nonLSP domain are in fact associated with some
differential results in the consequent IL structure and in the
way nonnative (NN) users of English actually structure
information in IL discourse. Ws have thus proposed a view of Il
development, where the learner, wrestling with context as
language user, first develops DDs that are important and/or
necessary for him/her to talk and/or write about. In this paper,
we are interested in continuing the process of creating an
empirical methodology for studying this view of how learners
develop internallybounded contexts in IL. Here we report on
methodological problems in establishing an "episode" the unit
of comparative analysis in our approach. We discuss comparative
criteria and show structural differences within comparative
episodes across domains.

In Selinker and Douglas (1985) we have presented discussions
of relevant literature, which we will not repeat here. We are
ready to be corrected here, but the only reference we have been
able to find that discusses episodes in a similar way to that
which we intend is Levinson (1979). Levinson begins the
discussion by introducing his notion of activity type:

I want to introduce as a term of art the notion of an
'activity type'... In particular I take the notion of an
activity type to refer to a fuzzy category whose focal
members are goaldefined, socially constituted, bounded
events with constraints on participants, setting and so
on, but above all, on the kinds of allowable contribu
tions...The category is fuzzy because...it is not clear
whether it includes a chat (probably) or the single telling
of a Joke (probably not)...

Levinson 1979:367-368
(emphasis in original)

Levinson goes on to describe characteristics of various
"activities". Where the notion begins to link up with our work
is when Levinson faces the problem of subdividing an activity:

Elements of the structure of an activity include its
subdivision into a number of subparts or episodes as
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we may call them (for example, a seminar usually involves
first a presentation, followed by a discussion. while a
court case is divided into a statement of the case, cross
examinations, the passing of sentence. etc.)...In general
wherever possible I would like to view these structural
elements as rationally and functionally adapted to the
point or goal of the activity in question, that is the
function or functions that members of the society see
the activity as having.

Levinson 1979:369
(emphasis in original)

Although there are differences between our approach and that
of Levinson in that his apv....rs to be somewhat more external to
the language user (for example, "social episodes" p. 393) than we
believe fits the creator of an IL, there is a clear link in that
what Levinson refers to as "goal" of the activity appears to us
often to relate to the rhetorical and conversational principles
that we use to compare episodes. Nevertheless, his appeal to
Wittgenstein's (1945) notion of "language games," towards the end
of his paper, fits in closely with the prespective we are
attempting to develop. In Selinker and Douglas (1985), the
notion of language games is mentioned in connection with the
study of context in IL learning, and Levinson amplifies for us
this connection:

...there seems to be healthy tendency towards the
rational construction of language games as organizations
adapted to achieving certain goals the main purpose of
the activity in question. A very good idea of the kind
of language usage likely to be found within a given
activity can thus be predicted simply by knowing what
the main function of the activity is seen to be by
participants.

Levinson 1979:394

Levinson, however, does not describe in any detail the
methodological problems of empirically establishing episodes
within activity types. or, from our perspective, discourse
domains. Our goal in this paper is to continue the process of
developing an empirical methodology for establishing an "episode"

the unit of comparative analysis in our approach reflectino
back, hopefully, to our underlying purpose of understanding the
role of context in IL learning (Selinker and Douglas, 1985).

DISCOURSE DOMAINS

We now present our current bestshot definition of discourse
domains:

A discourse domain is personally and internally constructed
"slice" of one's life that has importance and over which
the learner exercises content control. Importance is
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empirically shown by the fact that in interaction one
repeatedly talks for writes/ about the area in question.
Discourse domains are primarily dynamic and changing,
and may become permanent parts of a learner's cognitive
system. Some domains may be created temporarily for
particular important purposes. The concept also has a
discontinuous aspect to it in that a domain can be
taken up, dropped. left dormant and revived. Such
domains are usually thus not fixed for life but may
change with one's life experience and often do.

The criteria for recognizing a discourse domain are thus
importance to the learner, interactional salience,
discontinuousness, control of content (in that the learner knows
about the topic, but not necessarily the language to express it),
and the fact that such domains are highly personal. An important
additional feature of some domains is temporariness. Take, for
example, the discourse domain "talking about one's own research."
We see this domain at work with graduate student colleagues
working on doctoral dissertaions. Such colleagues have reported
feelings such as "these days I can only talk about my own
research I can't talk about anyone else's" and "before going on
a Job interview, I have to read up on other people's work now in
order to be able to talk about it in case sDmeone brings it up."
We resonably expect a temporary aspect to the strength of this
domain.

We hypothesize, for example, that during the taking of a
language telt (cf. Douglas and Selinker 1985 for more details),
the test taker, in order to render the test or test item
intelligible, (a) may engage an already existing domain, whether
initially temporary or fossilized, (b)Molcontextualize without
domain creation, or (c) may struggle for contextualization,
trying out various hypotheses and adjustments in an attempt to
"make sense" of the test text. We further hypothesize that these
choices are ordered and that which option is cognitively chosen
depends upon whether the learner controls factors such as topic
or its initiation in the interaction.

Though it is important to emphasize that learners do create
very personal domains that are not necessarily shared by other
individuals, one gains generalizabilitg by conceiving of
"prototypical" discourse domains: individuals often create
similar domains such as "life story" domains, "talk about work"
domains, "defending one's culture" domains, etc. It is the
notion of prototypical domains and texts that are typical of a
domain that we feel provides a link with the creation of
intelligibility in L2 performance, and also with our view that
thZ closer the language task is to prototypical IL contexts, the
greater the likelihood that the learner's IL competence will be
engaged and measured.

Deaugrande (1984) adds some empirical substance to our
perspective when he points out that:
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...speech in behalf of views one doesn't believe in has
a noticeably higher proportion of errors.

Beaugrand 1984:28

Here, he refers to empirical work by Mehrallian (19741. It
is important to note that Beaugrande and Mehrabian are working in
native speaker (NS) contexts. Though NSs, in our view, clearly
create discourse domains, it should be noted here that there may
be important distinctions between NS and NNS discourse domains.
However, speculation on this point is beyond the scope of this
paper.

METHODOLOGY

In general, our approach combines grounded ethnography in
ethnomethodology (Frankel and Beckman 1982) with the subject
specialist informant procedure (Selinker 1979) in LSP studies.
In this methodology, which we describe in detail elsewhere
(Selinker and Douglas 1985), we employ video and audiotape
technology to record 1) language interactions between subjects
and their coparticipants, and 2) commentary on the interactions
provided by the coparticipants and by subjectspecialist
informants. The first kind of data we term "primary data," and
the second we term "secondary data." In the commentary or review
session, the informant reviews the video data with the
instruction to stop the tape where he/she sees or hears something
"interesting, unusual, different or problematic." The commentary
provided in this secondary data can guide the analysis of the
interaction in the primary data in quite profound ways by
providing insights not accessible to the researchers through
analystbased techniques alone. Importantly, the student
informant insights, we claim, come out of the internallycreated
discourse domains which, we claim further, are the initiators of
secondlanguage acquisition.

PROCEDURE

Subjects: The subjects studied for this paper were a group
of foreign teaching assistants in various techniLal subjects at
Wayne State University. They were enrolled in an LSP course for
foreign teaching assistants who had failed a test of spoken
English proficiency required by the University. The course
involved peer teaching, videotaping of student lectures, and
selfcritique. During the term when the data reported on were
collected the instructor in the course was one of the present
researchers. In addition to the video lecture data, recordings
were made of the class participants engaged in conversational
interaction in a number of contexts. The subject that we choose
to report on here is Chinese, a Ph.D. student in mathematics, in
his mid twenties. He clearly has pronunciation and fluency
problems in spoken English, and was referred back to the course
for a second semester by his department. At the time of the
study, he had been in the United States for approximately two
years and was teaching an introductory mathematics class.
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Data: For the subject we report on here, we have the
following video and audio recorded data. 1) a 15minute lecture
on a mathematics problem, presented in the class for foreign
teaching assistants, 2) a 15minute lecture on the topic of
Chinese music, also in the class, 3) a group conversation with
other Chinese teaching assistants and one of the investigators on
the topic of Chinese food; 4) a dialogue interview with one of
the investigators on the topic of the subject's life story; 5)
audio data from the subject's review of the video data. In this
paper we present episodes from 1) and 4), with commentary from
5).

RESULTS

Episode pair 1, part it This episode comes from the lecture
on a mathematics problem, where the subject is discussing the
following problem:

A boy will be twice as old as his sister three years
from now. Three gears ago, he was four times as old
as his sister. How old is each one now?

The studentinformant was referring to pictures of the boy and
girl he had drawn on the blackboard to illustrate the problem:

EPISODE PAIR 1 PART 1: TECHNICAL DOMAIN

now we have...another informat:on the boy will be twice
as old as his sister three years from now so...three
years... from now... uh here's boy...grown up... here's
girl...she will be grown up...uh three years from now the
girl will be three years older than...now so...she will
be three X plus three years old uh at that time the
boy...will he twice as old as his sister so...it will
be...she will be...he oh he will be two times X plus
three twice as old as his sister (Al uh should be two
times X plus three years old

SECONDARY DATA: STUDENT INFORMANT COMMENTARY EA]

Student: is that is it correct it is?

Researcher: mm hmm where lemme go back

Student: if I said it is eh will be

Researcher. y' mean where you were talking about the formula?

Student: no I was uh talk about the boy I said it will be
and I found out the boy cannot use it...can I say it
will be...sometimes

Researcher: yeah if y' say

Student: grammar is was
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bad but

Researcher: yeah y' c'n say it wily be but if you if
you say that people will think you're talking about
the formula the formula will be two times X plus
three=

Student: oh

Researcher: =if y' say he will be they know you're talking about
the boy so you can say either one but they mean
different things

In the primary data, the bracketed CA] refers to the point
where the student informant stops the video tape and provides
commentary on the episode. One of his concerns is represented in
the secondary data above, that of correct pronoun use, which the
researcher does not at first understand. In line 7 of Figure 2,
the learner says, "...it will be...she will be...he oh he will be
two times X plus three twice as old as his sister". In the
review session, the learner says, "Is that is it correct it
is?" The researcher then says "y'mean where you were talking
about the formula 7", indicating (and we have verified this) thathe is unclear as to what the learner is referring to in thephrase "is it correct?" The learner says, "No I was uh talkabout the boy..." indicating he was using the phrase "is itcorrect?" to mean "is the use of the pronoun it correct here?",and idiosyncratic IL interpretation, pot the normal targetlatouage (TL) interpretation of the English phrase "is itcorrect?". The researcher then begins to establish a common
domain framework (what we_think ordinary cooperative conversation
is largely about) where they are both talking about the domainthat Vie learner names "sometimes...grammar...is was bad...",
somethir'g that our secondary aata clearly shows is quiteimportant to him. The interlocutor then gives the learner achoice: he could nave said "it" if he were referring to theformula or "he" if he wers referring to the boy. Notice thathere in terms of validitu of gaining access to the learner'sdomains and domain structures, in the secondary data. we havegotten the learner to name the domain of concern to him:
"sometimes...grammar is was bad...". We have other examples in
our data of learners doing this in review sessions (see e.g.Se linker and Douglas 1985). This commentary on his difficulties
with English pronouns gave us the clue to look at pronoun use in
a rhetorically similar episode in a different domain. The
learner's overall rhetorica] structure of the information in thelecture. which we cannot reproduce here owing to spaceconsiderations, is one of "concentricity." That is, he states
the mathematical problem. which begs for solution, moves to the
logic of the problem, using visual aids, moves to setting up an
equation. and then moves back to the problem statement, plugging
in the solution. These moves are signalled by 1) his use of theright and left sides of the blackboard, and 2) his use of theword "now", as appears in the beginning of the transcript above.We know from trying this mathematical problem out on colleagues
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that his concentric rhetorical organization of it is not a

necessary one, there are other ways of handling this information.
Episode pair 1, part 2: This episode pair part occurs in the
interview with one of the researchers concerning the subject's
life story. The interviewer has just asked the subject about his
siblings:

EPISODE PAIR 1 PART 2: LIFE STORY DOMAIN

Researcher: have you got brothers and sisters?

Student: yeah is a sister she lives in...in...Peking
Peking my my younger brother now is in university
pretty good university in China he studies com...
computer science studies computer science

Researcher: uh huh
computer science

Student: and my sister from she graduated
from a university in Pek.ng...her major...her
major...was ah management now she is the uh
coal industry...coal=

Researcher: uh huh

Student: =inaustry (magistrate?)

Researcher: mm hmm
than you

Student: yeah she's older than me...two years [D]

oh? so she's older

SECONDARY DATA: STUDENT INFORMANT COMMENTARY CB3

Student: [laugh]

Researcher: now you didn't make any mistakes there

Student: no...I was thinking about it

Researcher: thinking about it?

Student: yeah...I know it's a problem...in China we don't talk
about woman very much so in English I have to think
about he and she

In the primary data, the bracketed CD] indicates the point
in the text where the student informant stops the tape and makes
his comments. In this life story domain, the learner's
rhetorical organization of information is also one of
concentricity. He begins by discussing people that are close to
him his parents then moves to a discussion of people further
from him his teachers moves to a process/event description of
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education, to a place description of his school, then to a
comparison of education systems. and finally back to his own
biography. This rhetorical structure is repeated several times
throughout the interview.

It is interesting to us that the subject's pronoun use
differs by domain, in that in the technical domain, his use of
the personal pronoun was a problem for him, while in the life
story domain it was not. Later in this paper we discuss some of
the possible implications of this data, but here it is important
to note the methodological principle of using the secondary data
to provide clues to analyzing the primary data comparatively.

METHODOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES

Here we wish to report to colleagues that the hardest part
of working out the domain theory in IL studies has been creatinga methodology to investigate and develop the theory. This
process has been heuristic in that we have moved back and forthbetween theory and method, the two aspects of our work
influencing each other. We now wish to suggest some
methodological principles based on our experience. We focus onthe use of secondary data to provide clues for the isolation and
analysis of episodes in the primary data.

First, in review sessions, try to elicit from coparticipant
reviewers, whether learner or native speaker, information ontransition points, to. changes in activity and information onzgments which were problematic, interesting or unusual for the
participant. Elicit a characterization of these segments interms of what the goal or intention of the participant was, aswell as what problems in communication or the expression of
information there might have been. If possible, try to discover
what the participant presupposed about the situation or theaudience, why the participant hesitated where he/she did, whyrepairs were initiated if they were. why the participant wassilent at a particular point, etc.

The analyst must balanze reliance on the participantreviewer's sensitivities to the "problematic. interesting orunusual" with the need to discover exactly what to compare andwhat is comparable across domains. When is intervention andprompting a reasonable analytic procedure? We feel that theanalyst should intervene in the review process when there areclear signals in the primary data that P.Jeg for discussion. Forexample, in the data presented here above, the researcher
prompted the student informant in the second review session: "nowyou didn't make any mistakes there." with the informantacknowledging the point and providing language transfer and/ornative cultural information that could be further investigated.Signals that can provide clues are wellknown gesture,movement, stress and intonation, facial movements etc. Useful
information about the relationship of the rhetorical organization
of IL information structure and the participant's view of theaudien( can be gained here as well. For example, in the datapresented above on the mathematics lecture, the subject"packaged" the problem in a certain way (cf. Sacks, l963) on
"recipient design"), related to the audience he was presupposing.

10
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Second, we have found that various types of expert reviewers
are able to provide different sorts of information, different
approaches and in general, different clues for the researchers to
use in approaching the primary data. Some reviewers focus on
gesture, others on the structuring of information, others on the
technical subject matter, and still others on grammatical
structure. The important point to be made here, however, is that
no matter what: interesting perspectives these expert reviewers
and colleagues might provide for the analysis, the overriding
methodological concern is the setting up of a comparative
framework for the analysis of pairs or even groups of episodes
across domains for microanalysis, which is our perspective and
not necessarily that of our expert informants.

FURTHER DISCUSSION

In general, we propose a qualitative analysis as primary,
with quantification entering as background at key points. Ellis
(1985) argues this point in detail. Ellis notes that in his
data, control or noncontrol of topics is an important factor in
the developing IL. We see this variable at work in our data:
the student informant. in the life story domain, experienced a
number of difficulties with vocabulary that Just did not come up
in the technical domain. Furthermore, when viewing the video,
the researchers had no real clues that vocabulary was giving him
trouble it was only brought out in the participant review
session. For example, in the primary data, the subject said that
his school was only a hundred meters from his home. He pointed
out in the review session that he was unsure of how to express
the notion of "home" since he and his family did not live in a
"house" nor yet an "apartment" but only a "part" of an apartment.
Again, in reviewing his discussion of the role of a school
teacher in the primary data, the subject noted that he had had a
very hard time with expressing the role. He had wanted to make
the point that the relationship of the teacher to the pupils was
like that of parent to child, but when he says it in English it
is not satisfactory because the relationship between parents and
children is different in the United States than it is in
China...children don't take care of their parents here..." Our
point is that even in the domain of his life story, which he
controls, the learner finds himself at times in situations whicn
he does not control and where he is "at the edge of his
capability" (Selinker and Douglas 1985) and his attention
"diverted to new intellectual subject matter" (Selinker 1972). We
would claim that it is precisely at such points that we can see
IL learning taking place, and perhaps see syntax development
taking place (Hatch 1983), but we would need domainspecific
longitudinal studies to be sure. augmented by the study of domain
transfer.

Another point that we wish to make about the rhetorical
structuring of information in episodes involves the concept of
linearity. In the technical, mathematics domain, the subject
structured the information in a linear, logical, spare manner,
which was nevertheless concentric, as we have described. In a
precise sense, he did not choose to provide a narrative for
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explaining the mathematical information, which he could have
done. Some of the information in the life story domain, however,
is structured in quite a different way, using narrative style.
The following example will illustrate the point:

EPISODE PAIR 2 PART 2: LIFE STORY DOMAIN

Researcher lemme talk to you for Just a minute about something
different have you ever felt at any time in your
life that your life was in danger...that you might
be killed...that you might be injured or something
like that...have you ever had that experience?

Student: yeah

Researcher: can you tell me about it

Student: uh...in the two years for example when I as in in uh
the countryside and all the...at that tine the...the
young boys they they they are forced to go into the
countryside...they a'e unhappy so they they they did
they did something awful like like the people are
unemployed on umemployment here (something) like
that and so they did very bad things for example
I I I I didn't play with them so they they
don't...didn't like me they didn't like me...when I
read my book in my apartment so called apartment
[laugh) then the there was a big. big rock flying
[laugh] broken the window and flying in the hou...
in the in the in the in the room

Part one of episode pair two, a significant portion of the
technical lecture, is not presented since it would be too long to
reproduce here. Though we would need expert advice on this point,
we wish to suggest that the rhetorical structure represented by
the episode above is quite nonlinear, and as perhaps reflective
of native language rhetorical transfer. The
interviewer/coparticipant, during the interview, at the point
where the subject said a) "...they didn't like me..." and b)"when I read my book in my apartment...", assumed that the
rhetorical link was between a) and b), and was thrown off by the
fact that the subject intended to link b) with c), the throwing
of a rock through his window. The interviewer thus anticipated a
causative structure when there was none. No such interpretive or
anticipation problems occurred within the linear structure of the
mathematics lecture.

As a sideproduct, this paper notes the question ofreplication within the domain theory. Replication has been
traditionally difficult to perform in SLA studies owing to the
difficulty in ensuring sameness of variables from one study to
another. However, the attempts at comparison seem to have the
advantageous eti"ect of achieving greater specificity in defining
SLA data sets. We are able to link our work up with the European
Science Foundation project (Perdue, 1984) where global comparison

12
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prcves difficult but large comparative "local data sets" are
indeed possible. The link we see involves the criteria For
comparison, that of rhetorical and conversational structure. ut
we are left with serious questions. We believe that spe..xers
create a context during verbal interaction and that this affects
IL and fossilization. What we need to be able to work on
concerning replication is the comparison of segments within a
particular framework in comparative ways that make sense. We
have to wonder if a universal rhetoric makes sense for IL, e.g.
learners providing place descriptions vs. place descriptions that
occur only within a particular context. In this data we find
the rhetorical notions "concentricity" and "linearity" useful in
setting up rhetorical comparison within the domain theory and
wonder how far this methodological perspective would go. We hope
colleagues will cor:tinue work on this problem.

Finally, given this additional dlta, we note the prediction
(Selinker, 1980; Selinker and Doug .s, 1985) that IL and LSP
concerns are united in the following nontrivial way: that the
important SLA processes such as language transfer, fossilization,
and backsliding, as well as various avoidance, communication and
learning strategies, do not occur globally across ILs but rather
within discourse domains. We see differences across domains
which we find in our research as continuing evidence of the
plausibility of our position.

NOTE

*We w;sh to thank Richard Frankel for his extensive professional
help, as well as for his personal encouragement. This is a
slightly revised and enlarged version of a paper,given at the
SECOND LANGUAGE RESEARCH FORUM (SLRF), UCLA, February, 1985. We
wish to thank colleagues at that conference who provided spirited
and useful feedback, especially Elaine Andersen, Mike Long, Mike
Sharwood Smith, Russ Tomlin and Paul VanBuren. We intend this
version to relate to some of the useful criticism we received
from them.
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