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I n t r o d u c t i o n

The �dea that study abroad (SA) �s an �deal context for acqu�r�ng language �s 
one largely supported by fore�gn language (FL) students and the�r teachers, the lat-
ter often recollect�ng the�r own successful �f not l�fe-transform�ng sojourns abroad 
(K�ng�nger, 2008) . Accord�ng to R�vers (1998), SA represents “an env�ronment 
wh�ch most closely resembles the env�ronment of the first language learner: con-
t�nuously ava�lable target language �nput, �n all poss�ble modal�t�es, reg�sters, and 
doma�ns” (p . 492) . Yet desp�te potent�al benefits, students often do not take full 
advantage of learn�ng opportun�t�es dur�ng SA, �nstead spend�ng t�me outs�de the 
classroom soc�al�z�ng w�th SA peers rather than try�ng to access soc�al networks 
�n the commun�ty that would most enhance FL learn�ng (Freed, Segalow�tz, 
& Dewey, 2004; M�ller & G�nsberg, 1995; W�lk�nson, 2000) . In several cases, 
research has shown that host fam�ly members were the only nat�ve speakers w�th 
whom students had regular contact dur�ng SA (Kaplan, 1989; Tanaka, 2007) . 
Further, at least two stud�es (Magnan & Back, 2007; R�vers, 1998) compar�ng lan-
guage ga�n by SA part�c�pants l�v�ng �n homestay fam�l�es versus �n res�dence halls 
contrad�cted the assumpt�on that homestay contact results �n super�or l�ngu�st�c 
outcomes . Mendelson (2004) concluded that most of SA part�c�pants’ �nterac-
t�ons outs�de the classroom �n the FL were “l�m�ted spurts to fulfill very spec�fic 
funct�ons” w�th �nterlocutors such as bus dr�vers, store clerks, travel agents, and 
wa�ters (p . 51) . 

Even when SA part�c�pants engage �n susta�ned �nteract�ons w�th nat�ve 
speakers outs�de the classroom, those �nteract�ons are not always as natural as one 
m�ght bel�eve s�nce students have been shown to rely heav�ly on roles and norms 
of the classroom env�ronment, attempt�ng to cast �nterlocutors �n a teacher-l�ke 
role, a pract�ce that �s l�m�t�ng �f not �nappropr�ate (M�ller & G�nsberg, 1995; 
W�lk�nson, 2002) . In add�t�on, nat�ve speakers commun�cat�ng w�th SA part�c�-
pants have been found to l�m�t pragmat�cally appropr�ate language to be more 
read�ly understood (I�no, 2006; S�egal, 1995) . 
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Beyond research c�ted above po�nt�ng to a more nuanced v�ew of student 
learn�ng dur�ng SA, the “typ�cal” SA exper�ence for U .S . students today �s not 
what �t once was . Whereas the “Jun�or Year Abroad” model dom�nated by FL 
majors was once the norm, most SA part�c�pants are now spec�al�sts �n soc�al 
sc�ences, bus�ness and management, and human�t�es, w�th FL majors account�ng 
for only seven percent of total enrollments (Inst�tute for Internat�onal Educa-
t�on, 2008; K�ng�nger, 2008) . In add�t�on, most students now part�c�pate �n SA 
programs of less than e�ght weeks durat�on whereas less than five percent do so 
for an academ�c year (Inst�tute for Internat�onal Educat�on) . These trends toward 
shorter stays by non-FL majors call �nto quest�on the mot�ves �nform�ng why stu-
dents choose to study abroad and assumpt�ons about the �nev�tab�l�ty of �nterac-
t�ve contact and l�ngu�st�c ga�n dur�ng SA . 

G�ven prev�ous research reveal�ng SA part�c�pants’ l�m�ted susta�ned �nterac-
t�ons �n the FL dur�ng SA, th�s study �nvest�gated �nteract�ve contact w�th French 
outs�de the classroom for 18 part�c�pants dur�ng short-term SA . In part�cular, 
th�s study sought to answer the follow�ng quest�on: How much interactive contact 
with French (� .e ., SA part�c�pant-homestay fam�ly members; SA part�c�pant-SA 
peers; SA part�c�pant-nat�ve speakers of French �n the commun�ty) did SA par-
ticipants report and to what degree was each form of contact perceived as a valuable 
affordance for FL learning?

Two not�ons mot�vated th�s study’s focus . F�rst, most SA research to date 
has concentrated on document�ng l�ngu�st�c outcomes, often compar�ng SA w�th 
at-home FL �nstruct�on, rather than �nvest�gat�ng what students themselves do 
dur�ng SA to promote language learn�ng . As Mendelson (2004) cla�med, “Out of 
class contact, both �nteract�ve and non�nteract�ve, �s often lauded but rarely put 
to ser�ous �nvest�gat�on” (p . 44) . Second, as I have argued elsewhere (Allen, 2010; 
Allen, �n press), successful classroom FL students do not necessar�ly become suc-
cessful learners outs�de the classroom dur�ng SA, although the ways �n wh�ch 
students learn to take an �ncreas�ngly act�ve role �n language learn�ng has been 
called “a relat�vely unexam�ned �ssue” (van L�er, 2008, p . 177) . Thus, by delv-
�ng �nto students’ exper�ences �nteract�ng w�th�n the target language commun�ty 
and the�r percept�ons regard�ng the�r trans�t�on from the FL classroom to SA, we 
can garner cr�t�cal knowledge to �nform the SA and undergraduate FL curr�cula . 
That �s to say, �ns�ghts related to both students’ successful �nteract�on strateg�es 
dur�ng SA as well as the�r d�fficult�es �n attempt�ng to commun�cate w�th speak-
ers of the target language should �nform the content and goals of FL �nstruct�on 
before, dur�ng, and after SA .

H e a t h e r  A l l e n
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T h e o r e t i c a l  f r a m e w o r k : 
A  s o c i o c u l t u r a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n 
l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g

Vygotsk�an cultural-h�stor�cal psychology (Vygotsky, 1978), commonly 
called soc�ocultural theory �n SLA research, �s a theory of m�nd recogn�z�ng the 
cr�t�cal role of soc�al relat�onsh�ps and culturally constructed art�facts �n organ�z�ng 
human th�nk�ng (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) . Research �nformed by soc�ocultural 
theory focuses pr�mar�ly on learners’ part�c�pat�on �n soc�al �nteract�ons w�th oth-
ers (rather than learn�ng outcomes) as a means of becom�ng a part�c�pant �n new 
d�scurs�ve spaces (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000) . Mediation, a key concept �n soc�ocul-
tural theory, �mpl�es that humans’ relat�onsh�ps to the world are establ�shed us�ng 
phys�cal and psycholog�cal tools, w�th language as the pr�mary tool for d�rect�ng 
and controll�ng behav�or and relat�ng to the world (Lantolf & Appel, 1994) . 

It follows from th�s perspect�ve that learn�ng �s first organ�zed and regulated 
by more competent others (such as a parent or teacher) w�th the eventual goal that 
w�th appropr�ate collaborat�on and support, the learner w�ll ga�n control, or self-
regulat�on, and assume an agent�c role �n learn�ng (Lantolf & Appel, 1994) . Such a 
v�ew, descr�bed by van L�er (2008, p . 177) �n spec�fic relat�on to language learn�ng 
as “the process of find�ng one’s way �n the l�ngu�st�c world  . . . and tak�ng an �ncreas-
�ngly act�ve role �n develop�ng one’s const�tut�ve role �n �t,” foregrounds the not�on 
of agency, or learners’ contextually dependent �n�t�at�ve or respons�b�l�ty for learn-
�ng . Agency �s seen not as a stable tra�t but a co-constructed phenomenon where�n 
�nd�v�duals cont�nually pos�t�on themselves �n relat�on to the learn�ng process and 
learn�ng env�ronment (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001) . Moreover, accord�ng to K�ng-
�nger, “Access to language �s shaped not only by learners’ own �ntent�ons, but also 
by those of the others w�th whom they �nteract—people who may v�ew learners as 
embod�ments of �dent�t�es shaped by gender, race, and soc�al class” (2004, p . 221) . 
Thus, the man�festat�on of a learner’s agency �s jo�ntly dependent on the �n�t�at�ve 
of the learner and the recept�on of others �n the learner’s env�ronment .

Whereas �n many SLA theor�es and much research on negot�at�on, pr�-
macy �s g�ven to �nput transm�tted to the learner �n the learn�ng env�ronment, 
soc�ocultural theory pr�v�leges the not�on of l�ngu�st�c affordance, or a “par-
t�cular property of the env�ronment that �s relevant  . . . to an act�ve, perce�v�ng 
organ�sm �n that env�ronment  . . . [�]f the language learner �s act�ve and engaged, 
she w�ll perce�ve l�ngu�st�c affordances and use them for l�ngu�st�c act�on” (van 
L�er, 2000, p . 252) . The role of affordances p�cked up by the learner at that they 
 promote h�s or her further act�on and lead to h�gher, more successful levels of 
�nteract�on (Van L�er, 2004) . Thus, emphas�s �s not placed solely on the learner 
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or the env�ronment but the relat�on between them . As such, the not�ons of 
l�ngu�st�c affordance and learner agency are useful for �nvest�gat�ng cogn�t�ve 
(�nternal) and contextual (external) aspects of FL learn�ng, someth�ng part�cu-
larly relevant to th�s study s�nce language learn�ng dur�ng SA has been called 
“h�ghly unpred�ctable and serend�p�tous” (W�lk�nson, 2005, p . 47) .

T h e  s t u d y

Participants and the SA context
E�ghteen undergraduate students part�c�pated �n th�s study . Among these, 17 

spoke Engl�sh as the�r first language and all were U .S . c�t�zens . At the t�me of the 
study, 8 were �ntermed�ate-level French students (typ�cally complet�ng a French 
m�nor or Internat�onal Bus�ness Cert�ficate) who had completed two semesters of 
elementary-level French at the�r home �nst�tut�on pr�or to SA and 10 were major-
�ng �n French (often w�th a second major) and had already completed advanced-
level l�terature or cultural stud�es courses at the college level . The major�ty of par-
t�c�pants (78 percent) had stud�ed French �n h�gh school (on average for three 
years), �nclud�ng five of the �ntermed�ate-level part�c�pants and n�ne of the French 
Majors . The group �ncluded 12 women and 6 men whose average age was 20 .4 
years (See Append�x 1 for part�c�pants’ background �nformat�on .)

The s�x-week program took place dur�ng Summer 2006 �n Nantes, a large 
c�ty �n Western France . The program was organ�zed by the part�c�pants’ home 
un�vers�ty, and students were taught by a U .S . faculty member and two nat�ve-
speak�ng un�vers�ty professors of French based �n Nantes . Intermed�ate students 
completed three courses—�n French language, culture and conversat�on, and 
creat�ve wr�t�ng . Advanced students also completed three courses—French art 
h�story, advanced culture and conversat�on, and creat�ve wr�t�ng . Per program 
rules, students were expected to use French to commun�cate dur�ng class, weekly 
cultural act�v�t�es organ�zed by the program ass�stant, and free t�me spent �n the 
academ�c fac�l�ty . Students l�ved w�th French homestay fam�l�es (one per fam-
�ly) who prov�ded a pr�vate bedroom and da�ly meals . The s�ze of these fam�l�es 
ranged from a s�ngle woman (three part�c�pants) to a couple (one part�c�pant) 
to a couple w�th one or two ch�ldren at home (seven part�c�pants) and several 
couples w�th three or more ch�ldren at home (seven part�c�pants) .

Research methods
To �nvest�gate part�c�pants’ exper�ences and percept�ons related to �nterac-

t�ve contact w�th French dur�ng SA, a m�xed-methods des�gn was used, �nclud�ng 
quant�tat�ve survey data and qual�tat�ve �nterv�ew and learn�ng blog data . By first 
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analyz�ng data sources separately and later tr�angulat�ng them, �t was poss�ble 
to document part�c�pants’ percept�ons and reported �nteract�ve contact, under-
stand the mean�ng and s�gn�ficance of learn�ng exper�ences from the part�c�pants’ 
perspect�ve, and �nterpret how the�r exper�ences and percept�ons relate to how 
learner agency �s enacted dur�ng SA and what types of �nteract�ve contact are 
most mean�ngful for SA part�c�pants .

Past SA research has revealed students’ journals, travel logs, and d�ar�es to 
be r�ch sources of data enabl�ng a focus on personal stud�es of language learn-
�ng (K�ng�nger, 2004) . In th�s study, learn�ng blogs completed tw�ce weekly as 
a component of the wr�t�ng course were the most comprehens�ve data source . 
Students were �nstructed to focus blog entr�es on FL and cultural learn�ng, 
how and w�th whom t�me was spent outs�de class, and how the�r learn�ng goals 
evolved . Blogg�ng �n French or Engl�sh was acceptable s�nce the rat�onale for 
blogg�ng was not language pract�ce but reflect�on1 . In real�ty, seven of the e�ght 
�ntermed�ate-level part�c�pants’ blogs were wr�tten �n Engl�sh whereas among 
advanced-level part�c�pants, four blogged �n Engl�sh, four �n French, and two 
m�xed Engl�sh and French . Sem�-structured �nterv�ews conducted �n Engl�sh, 
d�g�tally recorded, and transcr�bed verbat�m were another �mportant data 
source, and part�c�pants were �nterv�ewed �nd�v�dually tw�ce—a month before 
SA and dur�ng the program’s final week .

Secondary data sources �ncluded surveys and e-ma�l correspondence 
between part�c�pants and the researcher �n the year after SA . The �nternet-based 
surveys were completed a month before SA and dur�ng the program’s final week . 
The pre-SA survey �ncluded a Language-Learn�ng H�story and Language Con-
tact Profile (adapted from Allen, 2002) whereas the post-SA survey �ncluded the 
Language Contact Profile plus L�kert-type quest�ons ask�ng part�c�pants to assess 
the�r level of sat�sfact�on w�th goal accompl�shment and var�ous forms of contact 
w�th French dur�ng SA . 

Patterns and themes found �n blogs and �nterv�ews were �dent�fied us�ng 
�nduct�ve techn�ques (Strauss & Corb�n, 1990) and coded us�ng a qual�tat�ve 
analys�s program, QSR NVIVO . Once �n�t�al, unrelated cod�ng categor�es were 
establ�shed, they were clustered �nto categor�es conta�n�ng mult�ple subcategor�es, 
a recurs�ve process that led to recod�ng data several t�mes . Several strateg�es were 
used for ver�ficat�on of th�s study’s analys�s . Data was collected over a yearlong 
per�od �nclud�ng the s�x-week SA program, where�n the researcher �nteracted 
w�th part�c�pants mult�ple t�mes weekly, fac�l�tat�ng the development of trust and 
engagement . Mult�ple data types were used to establ�sh a confluence of ev�dence, 
and, conversely, the researcher searched for negat�ve ev�dence by look�ng for 
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 d�sconfirm�ng ev�dence to refine work�ng hypotheses . Member checks took place 
as part�c�pants re-read the�r blogs, add�ng comments and clar�ficat�ons, and later 
ver�fied the accuracy of transcr�bed �nterv�ews .

Readers of th�s study should be aware that �ts find�ngs are based on survey, 
�nterv�ew, and blog data rather than the researcher’s measurement of learn�ng 
outcomes . Thus, find�ngs �llum�nate how part�c�pants themselves perce�ve, rep-
resent, and �nterpret a short-term SA exper�ence . However, general�zab�l�ty of 
find�ngs to other populat�ons and sett�ngs, part�cularly for SA programs of d�f-
ferent durat�ons, may not be appropr�ate, and transferab�l�ty of study �mpl�ca-
t�ons should be �nterpreted by readers themselves . 

F i n d i n g s

In the follow�ng pages, find�ngs related to part�c�pants’ reported �nteract�ve 
contact �n French w�th host fam�ly members, SA peers, and other French speak-
ers �n Nantes as well as part�c�pants’ percept�ons of those forms of contact as 
l�ngu�st�c affordances are synthes�zed . Append�x 2 presents a summary of part�c�-
pants’ reported �nteract�ve contact �n French .

Homestay contact in French as linguistic affordance 
Among the three types of contact �nvest�gated, part�c�pants’ �nteract�ons 

w�th homestay fam�ly members were reported as the most frequent and �mpor-
tant form, desp�te var�at�on �n number of contact hours and percept�ons of the 
fam�ly’s role �n learn�ng . In fact, d�fferences �n part�c�pants’ v�ews emerged even 
before SA . The assumpt�on that res�d�ng w�th a homestay fam�ly ensures SA 
part�c�pants of ongo�ng, susta�ned �nteract�on �n the FL was reflected �n pre-SA 
comments of most part�c�pants . Character�st�c of these students hold�ng an �de-
al�st�c v�ew of homestay contact as a l�ngu�st�c affordance were pre-SA comments 
from Kr�sten:

That w�ll be the best way, because I am go�ng to have to speak French, and 
that w�ll make me really want to  . . . �f I was go�ng to l�ve w�th other students 
�n a dorm, �t would be harder for me to try to make myself [speak French]  . . . 
�t’s exc�t�ng, I’m exc�ted .

Ev�dent �n these remarks �s the bel�ef that l�v�ng w�th a fam�ly would automat-
�cally compel Kr�sten to commun�cate �n French and thus guarantee �mmers�on 
and enhanced language ab�l�t�es . In add�t�on, Kr�sten, l�ke several others, pos�ted 
language acqu�s�t�on as d�fficult �f not �mposs�ble w�thout a host fam�ly sojourn .
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Yet not every part�c�pant shared th�s outlook . Several v�ewed homestay as a 
potent�ally valuable affordance for learn�ng language and/or culture and also a 
respons�b�l�ty �n terms of respect�ng fam�ly norms and expectat�ons . For example, 
Abb�e expla�ned that homestay would “help me w�th a ton of my personal goals 
w�th French . And I guess they’re go�ng out of the�r way for me, so I can change 
somewhat for them . I’m just very �ndependent and don’t want to offend them .” 
In add�t�on, three students expressed ret�cence at the �dea of l�v�ng w�th a French 
fam�ly . Among these, El�se was “very worr�ed” after a prev�ous less-than-successful 
homestay sojourn �n Spa�n yet wanted to try aga�n . For Er�c and Rachel, homestay 
s�mply d�d not draw them to SA—as Er�c expla�ned, “[I]f the program had offered 
a s�ngle-bedroom apartment for me to stay �n, that wouldn’t have changed my �dea 
of go�ng .” S�m�larly, Rachel was uncerta�n that she w�shed to l�ve w�th a fam�ly but 
sa�d �t m�ght “feel a l�ttle more homey than l�v�ng �n a dorm .”

Part�c�pants’ remarks related to the�r goals for SA also revealed d�fferences 
�n percept�ons of the homestay fam�ly role . When asked to l�st learn�ng goals and 
later to expla�n how they env�s�oned pursu�ng them, the most common role st�p-
ulated for homestay contact was �n learn�ng about French culture (n�ne part�c�-
pants) or �mprov�ng the�r French (s�x part�c�pants) . More spec�fically, homestay 
contact was v�ewed as a way of exper�enc�ng French da�ly l�fe, cultural compar�-
sons, fam�ly dynam�cs, and pol�t�cal perspect�ves . Interest�ngly, all s�x part�c�pants 
who ment�oned l�ngu�st�c goals related them to orality (e .g ., “forc�ng myself to 
talk,” “further advanc�ng my accent,” “be comfortable speak�ng w�th a nat�ve 
speaker”) rather than comprehens�on of spoken language or other l�ngu�st�c ele-
ments . F�nally, five part�c�pants expla�ned soc�al goals such as “get[t�ng] close w�th 
my fam�ly” or “bu�ld[�ng] fr�endsh�ps /relat�onsh�ps w�th host fam�ly .” 

Dur�ng SA, part�c�pants’ reported da�ly homestay contact ranged from one 
to s�x hours, averag�ng 2 .9 hours (see Append�x 2), w�th advanced-level students 
report�ng � .� hours da�ly contact versus �ntermed�ate-level students report�ng 
2 .5 hours of da�ly contact . Accord�ng to part�c�pants, most contact occurred 
around d�nnert�me and act�v�t�es outs�de the home were fa�rly l�m�ted—jo�n�ng 
host fam�ly members at a cultural or sport�ng event, play, or mov�e was the most 
common act�v�ty, usually reported as occurr�ng once (e�ght part�c�pants), fol-
lowed by d�n�ng at another fr�end’s or fam�ly member’s home or �n a restaurant 
(four part�c�pants), and runn�ng errands or attend�ng rel�g�ous serv�ces (three 
part�c�pants each) . 

Regardless of the�r �ncom�ng level of French, commun�cat�on w�th the home-
stay fam�ly was an ongo�ng struggle to part�c�pate �n conversat�ons for many stu-
dents . Typ�cal of these exper�ences were the follow�ng blog entr�es:
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Anna: I find myself trapped �n a world between ch�ldhood and adulthood, 
able to comprehend and converse w�th the ch�ldren eas�ly, but there’s more 
d�fficulty w�th the adults . I can comprehend, I just can’t always answer back . 
I th�nk I’m yearn�ng for a m�ddle ground …

Kathleen: Je su�s très tr�ste que je ne commun�que pas avec mes frères et mes 
parents plus fac�le . J’a� beaucoup pour parler ma�s c’est très dur . Quand j’a� 
parle de mon jour avec ma mere est fac�le ma�s le conversat�on comme entre les 
frères et les parents sont d�ffic�le pour mo� être un part�e du conversat�on . 

[I am sad that I am not commun�cat�ng w�th my brother and my parents 
more eas�ly . I have a lot to say but �t �s very hard . When I talk about my day 
w�th my mom �t �s easy but conversat�on l�ke between the brothers and the 
parents �s hard for me to be a part of the conversat�on .]

Further, even�ng meals, the pr�mary context for homestay �nteract�on, were 
not always perce�ved as fac�l�tat�ng language use �n the ways part�c�pants had 
prev�ously �mag�ned . Cons�der Rebecca’s explanat�on of a meal w�th her hosts’ 
extended fam�ly: 

[I]n larger groups of people, I don’t have as much confidence �n add�ng th�ngs 
to conversat�ons or mak�ng jokes … they d�dn’t have too many quest�ons 
for me �n that sett�ng, so I spent a lovely � .5 hour meal essent�ally as s�lent 
[Rebecca] … I just haven’t gotten to the comfort level yet where I can just 
randomly add to the conversat�on .

Another example of d�fficulty �n negot�at�ng commun�cat�on was descr�bed 
by Natal�e, who reflected on her fam�ly’s attempt to teach her an express�on for 
“I have had enough to eat”:

[L]ast n�ght I was try�ng to tell my mom and dad that I was full, and they 
gave me a phrase, someth�ng l�ke “J’a� essayez,” but w�thout see�ng �t wr�tten 
down, I’m not sure exactly how �t goes . They spelled �t for me and I remember 
�t ended �n a z, but then �t doesn’t make sense because “essayer” �s “to try” 
and us�ng the passé compose �t would make you say “I have tr�ed,” wh�ch I 
suppose could mean “I am full,” but then why �s the end of the word spelled 
w�th a z?
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Natal�e never real�zed that the word used was not essayer but assez; conse-
quently, she fa�led to learn the �d�omat�c express�on (J’en ai assez mangé) that her 
fam�ly �ntroduced. She expla�ned later that she could “only learn a word when I 
not only hear �t but can look at �t also .” 

In l�ght of these commun�cat�ve d�fficult�es, host fam�ly members reacted 
�n vary�ng ways, w�th many tak�ng on the role of teacher . For example, Abb�e 
expla�ned, “I told my mom the first day, ‘Don’t hes�tate to correct me .’ And �t’s 
funny when we talk, ‘cause �t’s l�ke every five seconds she corrects me, but �t’s 
great .” S�m�larly, Cla�re descr�bed �nteract�ons w�th her homestay mother: “[E]lle[E]lle 
s�mplement m’expl�que ce que les mots étrangers veulent d�re . Constru�re mes 
propres phrases c’est la vra�e d�fficulté  . . . Mar�e-Ann�ck est m�sér�cord�eusement 
pat�ente . Elle attend pendant quelques longues secondes sans �nterrompre .�� (She .�� (She 
s�mply expla�ns to me what fore�gn words mean . Construct�ng my own phrases �s 
the real d�fficulty  . . . Mar�e-Ann�ck �s merc�fully pat�ent . She wa�ts several long sec-
onds w�thout �nterrupt�ng .) In total, 10 part�c�pants d�scussed host fam�ly mem-
bers assum�ng a teacher-l�ke role and us�ng strateg�es of overt correct�on, expla-
nat�ons of French words or express�ons, recasts of �ncorrect phrases, or slow�ng 
down speech, all v�ewed by part�c�pants as helpful and welcomed . Conversely, five 
part�c�pants descr�bed host fam�ly members not conform�ng to th�s role, result�ng 
�n d�sappo�ntment or frustrat�on . For �nstance, Chad wrote �n h�s blog,

When my host fam�ly speaks to each other, I rarely understand the top�c of 
conversat�on unless they take the t�me to work w�th me and expla�n what 
they’re talk�ng about . Th�s happens often  . . . the fam�ly has many th�ngs to 
talk about when they all come home from school, work, etc ., and l�ttle t�me 
to work w�th me .

Even at SA’s end, Chad reported feel�ng “lost �n the shuffle” s�nce the fam�ly 
was “so busy w�th themselves .” He, l�ke others who expressed d�sappo�ntment �n 
a perce�ved lack of effort by host fam�ly members to help them l�ngu�st�cally, saw 
t�m�ng as problemat�c, s�nce conversat�ons typ�cally took place around d�nner-
t�me and fam�l�es had busy schedules and several ch�ldren requ�r�ng attent�on .

One th�rd of part�c�pants (s�x) reported commun�cat�on breakdowns be�ng 
resolved by host fam�ly members sw�tch�ng from French to Engl�sh, a strategy 
perce�ved as useful by some and frustrat�ng by others . Character�st�c of those 
constru�ng codesw�tch�ng as helpful was Natal�e, who descr�bed typ�cal commu-
n�cat�on w�th her host fam�ly as follows:
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When we aren’t talk�ng about bas�c pleasantr�es (food, the k�ds, our days, 
the weather, etc .) and we are talk�ng about more �mportant th�ngs, we use 
the fine art of Frengl�sh . Somet�mes I �mprov�se, I’ll say a whole sentence �n 
French, and then out of nowhere  . . . ENGLISH  . . . oops, but my mother and 
father do the same to me . 

However, not all part�c�pants found th�s pract�ce useful . As George 
expla�ned,

L�ke yesterday, when [my host mother and I] were talk�ng about how she 
got pulled over by the pol�ce for not lett�ng someone merge and I d�dn’t 
understand a word, so she expla�ned �t all �n Engl�sh . I was l�ke, “I understand 
what you’re say�ng, I just don’t get th�s one word .” Her way of solv�ng �t �s to 
say �t all �n Engl�sh . Wh�ch I was l�ke, “I understand Engl�sh … I’m not here 
for that .”

A common theme for several part�c�pants was the d�scovery that �nteract�ve 
contact w�th the�r French fam�ly d�d not occur spontaneously but had to be nur-
tured . For example, Rebecca wrote,

Two n�ghts ago I walked home w�th [Anna] and I was just really worked up 
and frustrated, ma�nly about l�fe at “home” here  . . . I st�ll can’t make myself 
feel at ease . So I got home and felt awkward because the fam�ly seemed to 
be work�ng on someth�ng �n the k�tchen, but �t seemed as though I was 
�nterrupt�ng . So I went to my room frustrated unt�l d�nner and then we ate . 

[After d�nner] I helped clean up and then �t felt awkward aga�n and so I felt 
defeated and was head�ng back up to my room . I dec�ded I needed to be 
downsta�rs, so I brought postcards to wr�te and my book to read and sat at the 
k�tchen table hop�ng that could encourage some �nteract�on . That ended up 
be�ng a GREAT �dea  . . . �t allowed for conversat�on—actual conversat�on—
rather than the one phrase quest�ons and responses .

El�se also reflected on how she had “forced herself to be �n hard s�tuat�ons,” 
such as a recent even�ng when her host mother �nv�ted fr�ends to d�nner, say�ng, 
“[From the moment people got there to the moment people left, I was down 
there . Regardless �f I understood, �f I was t�red, I stayed there the whole t�me 
 . . . I’ve always made a really b�g effort to talk  . . . to be there .” For these students, 
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�nteract�ng �n French w�th host fam�ly members was a struggle, yet they real�zed 
that max�m�z�ng contact was a cho�ce, and, as a result, they ma�nta�ned the�r 
mot�vat�on to commun�cate �n French . 

It would be m�slead�ng to suggest that all part�c�pants exerc�sed agency accord-
�ngly . To the contrary, several s�mply changed focus when homestay commun�ca-
t�on broke down . For example, l�ke Rebecca, Rachel could not seem to find ade-
quate opportun�t�es to �nteract w�th her host fam�ly, so, rather than seek�ng out 
new opportun�t�es as d�d Rebecca, her even�ng rout�ne evolved �nto the follow�ng, 
accord�ng to her blog: “After d�nner, I go to my room and l�sten to mus�c and read 
unt�l I am ready to go to bed .” Then, just a week later, Rachel wrote:

[My host fam�ly and I] have very l�ttle �nteract�on and they seem content to 
keep �t that way . I am no longer very opt�m�st�c that I w�ll get to know my 
fam�ly better and that be�ng around them w�ll be any less awkward  . . .W�th the 
two weeks left �n Nantes I want to do some more travel�ng . I am go�ng to the 
beach and Mont St . M�chel th�s weekend and Italy the weekend after that .

L�ke Rachel, L�ndsay called homestay “probably the most awkward part of 
[SA],” expla�n�ng, “When I was home, I was usually try�ng to do my work but 
probably not much else  . . . I was busy . At first I felt a l�ttle b�t abandoned, but then 
I had th�ngs to do and people to go out w�th �f I wanted .” For these students, l�fe 
�n the homestay fam�ly �nvolved ch�ldren’s busy schedules and a lack of �ntegra-
t�on, result�ng �n a sense of demot�vat�on to pursue l�ngu�st�c goals . Common to 
these part�c�pants were blog d�scuss�ons of t�me-consum�ng act�v�t�es for home-
stay s�bl�ngs (e .g ., study�ng for the baccalauréat or compet�ng �n horse shows) 
caus�ng the fam�ly to be preoccup�ed . 

As was the case before SA, at �ts end, vary�ng percept�ons ex�sted among 
 part�c�pants as to the role of the homestay fam�ly . Descr�pt�ons �ncluded cultural, 
soc�al, and l�ngu�st�c roles, w�th some students focus�ng on one and others �dent�-
fy�ng two �n response to the quest�on “What role, �f any, d�d your host fam�ly play 
�n your SA exper�ence?” Str�k�ng was the fact that less than half of part�c�pants 
(e�ght) focused the�r remarks on ways that l�v�ng w�th a fam�ly had �mpacted 
the�r French language use, w�th sl�ghtly more (ten) concentrat�ng on cultural 
aspects (e .g . “my fam�ly was more l�ke the cultural th�ngs … what a fam�ly does, 
what you eat, what you do on a day-to-day bas�s”) and n�ne v�ew�ng the fam�ly as 
a source of soc�al-psycholog�cal support or fr�endsh�p (“�t’s been very helpful to 
have a mother and father figure here as a comfort th�ng”) . As was the case before 
SA, oral�ty was the cont�nued focus of remarks by those students focus�ng on 
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l�ngu�st�c aspects, w�th more attent�on now shown to �ssues of reg�ster (and, �n 
part�cular, “français familier”) and pragmat�c elements of language use .

In post-SA surveys, two th�rds (12) of part�c�pants �nd�cated that they were 
sat�sfied w�th homestay �nteract�on �n French . Those groups most sat�sfied were 
students who l�ved w�th a s�ngle woman, couple, or fam�ly w�th four or more 
ch�ldren . The group of s�x part�c�pants �n fam�l�es w�th two to three adolescents 
and /or young adults was markedly less sat�sfied than others and both d�ssat�s-
fied part�c�pants (Chad and Rachel) were �n th�s group . G�ven the fact that most 
part�c�pants were sat�sfied w�th homestay contact �n French, �t was rather unsur-
pr�s�ng that two th�rds were “completely certa�n” or “very l�kely” to rema�n �n 
contact w�th the�r host fam�ly after SA . However, contrary to these �ntent�ons, 
few part�c�pants rema�ned �n commun�cat�on w�th them: Only El�se, Kathleen, 
and Molly cont�nued exchang�ng ema�ls or letters w�th a host fam�ly s�bl�ng and/
or mother �n the year after SA . 

In summary, �t appeared that for the major�ty of part�c�pants, homestay 
contact �n French dur�ng SA was an �mportant affordance for cultural and/or 
language (pr�mar�ly oral �nteract�on) learn�ng . Part�c�pants’ comments suggested 
that to develop confidence for �nteract�ng �n French �n the homestay sett�ng, �t 
was necessary to overcome “awkwardness,” frustrat�on, and busy fam�ly schedules 
to cap�tal�ze on opportun�t�es for commun�cat�on, although d�nnert�me conver-
sat�on, the ma�n context for �nteract�on, d�d not always afford opportun�t�es for 
susta�ned d�scourse or negot�at�on of mean�ng . F�nally, desp�te h�ghly sat�sfy�ng 
exper�ences �nteract�ng w�th homestay contact dur�ng SA for most part�c�pants, 
few susta�ned contact afterwards .

 
Peer-to-peer contact in French as linguistic affordance 
As demonstrated �n prev�ous research, part�c�pants spent s�gn�ficant amounts 

of t�me w�th U .S . peers dur�ng SA, w�th reported da�ly contact outs�de course-
work rang�ng from none to five hours, averag�ng 2 .5 hours per part�c�pant . Inter-
med�ate- and advanced-level part�c�pants reported s�m�lar amounts of da�ly peer 
contact—averag�ng 2 .� versus 2 .7 hours respect�vely . In compar�son w�th t�me 
spent �nteract�ng w�th host fam�l�es dur�ng SA (averag�ng 2 .9 hours da�ly), eleven 
part�c�pants sa�d they spent as much or more t�me w�th peers . In terms of the 
language used w�th peers outs�de class, on average, part�c�pants reported us�ng 
French half the t�me, w�th four cla�m�ng to use French 75 percent of the t�me 
or more, n�ne us�ng �t half the t�me, and five us�ng �t 25 percent of the t�me (see 
Append�x 2) . Somewhat pred�ctably, advanced students cla�med to use French 
more than �ntermed�ate students (55 versus 44 percent) . 
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Unl�ke �nteract�ve contact �n French w�th homestay fam�l�es, largely 
 perce�ved as e�ther a l�ngu�st�c or cultural affordance (or both), part�c�pants’ peer 
�nteract�ons �n French generated more d�v�ded percept�ons . Whereas e�ght par-
t�c�pants v�ewed commun�cat�ng �n French w�th peers was helpful, ten bel�eved 
�t was not . Intermed�ate- and advanced-level part�c�pants were s�m�lar �n terms of 
a d�v�ded v�ew be�ng observed w�th�n the two groups: For �ntermed�ate students, 
four out of e�ght (50 percent) v�ewed peer contact �n French as an affordance; for 
advanced students, four out of ten (40 percent) v�ewed �t as an affordance .

Thus, beyond certa�n cultural, psycholog�cal, and/or soc�al benefits of the�r 
peers’ presence (descr�bed by nearly all part�c�pants �n blogs), �n total, e�ght par-
t�c�pants v�ewed �nteract�ng �n French w�th U .S . peers as benefic�al . Shared by 
these students was the �dea that convers�ng casually or d�scuss�ng quest�ons related 
to learn�ng French together represented a safe, comfortable context, (termed “the 
Amer�can safety net” by one part�c�pant), allow�ng them to bu�ld l�ngu�st�c con-
fidence . Er�c, an �ntermed�ate student, expla�ned the d�st�nct�on between casual 
�nteract�ons w�th homestay fam�ly members versus h�s advanced peers, pos�t�ng 
an advantage for the latter:

W�th my fam�ly, I l�ke tak�ng part �n [conversat�ons �n French], but I just l�ke 
to soak �t �n rather than ask quest�ons and slow th�ngs down  . . . I l�ke to g�ve 
them the rhythm and s�t back and l�sten to �t . W�th the advanced students, 
�t’s much eas�er to have a conversat�on . 

Also common to these students was the �dea that certa�n �nd�v�duals or a sub-
group of peers were helpful �n the�r l�ngu�st�c efforts . Sam c�ted an advanced peer 
who was “a very helpful resource … talk�ng to h�m has �mproved my conversat�onal 
French s�gn�ficantly,” and Kr�sten, another �ntermed�ate student, cla�med advanced 
peers “help me w�th th�ngs when I have quest�ons . Somet�mes I th�nk �t’s eas�er to 
learn from someone the same age or at a closer level to you .” Kathleen, an advanced 
student, also descr�bed the ass�stance of peers, say�ng they had “helped her a lot” w�th 
her oral French by offer�ng correct�ons and volunteer�ng vocabulary when she floun-
dered . Another advanced student, Rebecca, expla�ned �n her blog how three peers 
(Adam, Anna, and George) supported her efforts to use French outs�de class:

J’apprends beaucoup de la langue et auss� j’amel�ore dans la langue quand je la 
parle avec mes am�s (quand je su�s a l’a�se) . Auss� je pose beaucoup des quest�ons 
et nous d�scutons quelque chose de la gramma�re et la vocabula�re auss� .
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[I learn a lot of language and also I �mprove my language when I talk w�th 
my fr�ends (when I am relaxed) . Also I ask a lot of quest�ons and we d�scuss 
th�ngs about grammar and vocabulary also .]

Rebecca elaborated on her blog comments �n a follow-up �nterv�ew, stat�ng 
that �n conversat�ons w�th her host fam�ly, she had a tendency to “second guess 
myself and hes�tate and then �t doesn’t make sense for me to say what � was go�ng 
to say” whereas dur�ng �nteract�ons “w�th my fr�ends and th�s k�nd of sett�ng, �t 
�s a lot eas�er .”

However, more than half of part�c�pants (eleven) felt that the�r Amer�can 
peers and, more spec�fically, the �nfluence of the group more so than spec�fic �nd�-
v�duals �n �t, were d�sadvantageous for efforts to commun�cate �n French . In par-
t�c�pants’ blogs, several �ssues emerged and percept�ons expla�ned wh�ch, taken 
together, clar�fy why the peer group was v�ewed as a constra�nt . The most w�dely 
d�scussed problem was a percept�on that desp�te the fact that part�c�pants were 
�n a SA program �n France, French was not the group’s l�ngua franca . As Er�c 
descr�bed �t, “Whenever there are more than three or four people, Engl�sh �s let 
loose .” Further, as L�ndsay expla�ned, “Whenever one person says anyth�ng at 
all �n Engl�sh, everyone �n the conversat�on turns to Engl�sh .” A dual sense of 
d�sappo�ntment and frustrat�on w�th th�s s�tuat�on was ev�dent �n a blog entry 
by Taylor:

NO ONE here speaks French . It’s th�s r�d�culous game—you speak �n 
French, they respond �n Engl�sh . I guess I thought �f we had “Engl�sh t�me” 
every now and then when we got here, people wouldn’t be overwhelmed so 
much by culture chock and we could accl�mate . Instead “Engl�sh t�me” has 
become progress�vely more prevalent .

Th�s dynam�c had a number of consequences on �nd�v�dual part�c�pants, 
�nclud�ng l�ngu�st�c demot�vat�on and anx�ety that �f a part�c�pant persevered �n 
speak�ng French, �t would result �n reject�on by peers . As Rebecca descr�bed �t, 

Quelquefo�s, les autres dans le grand group empêchent mes object�fs avec 
la langue, parce que souvent les gens parlent angla�s et s� je veux fa�re de la 
conversat�on avec eux, je me sens obl�gé de parler angla�s auss� … �l y a un 
st�gma je pense autour de l’�dée de la langue—quelque chose qu� crée la 
d�v�s�on et un peu des complexes d’�nfér�or�té et supér�or�té .
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[Somet�mes, the others �n the b�g group h�nder my goals w�th (French), 
because often people speak Engl�sh and �f I want to make conversat�on 
w�th them, I feel obl�gated to speak Engl�sh too  . . . there �s a st�gma I th�nk 
around the �dea of (French)—someth�ng that creates a d�v�s�on and a b�t of 
�nfer�or�ty and super�or�ty complexes .]

Anna faced s�m�lar mot�vat�onal challenges, wr�t�ng, “I feel myself struggl�ng 
to keep up the att�tude to cont�nue try�ng, espec�ally when there are people who 
rarely speak a s�ngle word of French when we’re not �n class .” In fact, when asked 
to �dent�fy her b�ggest challenge dur�ng SA, she repl�ed, “The hardest and most 
frustrat�ng part �s deal�ng w�th everyone’s d�fferent goals for be�ng here . I guess 
I’m naïve, and I expect everyone else to have the same att�tude and mental�ty 
I d�d .” 

In add�t�on to the group’s dom�nant use of Engl�sh, a second problem devel-
oped—a sp�r�t of compet�t�on that resulted �n open cr�t�c�sm of certa�n students’ 
French . As Kathleen expla�ned, “The att�tude that has started between people �s 
d�stract�ng and annoy�ng . It’s n�ce to have the help and learn from one another 
but �t’s almost become a contest of who can speak the best French .” S�m�larly, 
Molly descr�bed feel�ng as �f more advanced peers were “frustrated” when �nter-
act�ng w�th �ntermed�ate students and “looked down on them .” Her classmate 
El�se descr�bed a comparable op�n�on: “ I feel that they are judg�ng me based on 
my ab�l�t�es (or lack thereof ) … I am sl�ghtly �nt�m�dated by them, but I am do�ng 
my best .” In effect, th�s �ssue was also ra�sed by two advanced students dur�ng 
�nterv�ews, Anna and Rebecca, w�th Anna openly adm�tt�ng,“[W]e got �n a rut 
w�th our group of fr�ends of just be�ng real cr�t�cal of everyone else, l�ke, ‘Those 
people aren’t speak�ng French!’ or ‘D�d you hear what th�s person sa�d?’” Ev�dent 
�n all these comments was the underly�ng real�ty that w�th�n the group, be�ng an 
advanced student funct�oned as a sort of status marker, whereas some �ntermed�-
ate students felt demoral�zed by more advanced peers and anx�ous when speak-
�ng French w�th them, a phenomenon that those same students d�d not report �n 
relat�on to other fluent French speakers .

To summar�ze, part�c�pants �n th�s study spent on average as much or more 
t�me w�th peers than w�th homestay fam�ly members and French was not the 
dom�nant language for peer-to-peer �nteract�ons, although �t was used to a con-
s�derable degree . Moreover, �n compar�son w�th �nteract�ons �n French w�th 
homestay fam�l�es, �nteract�ons �n French w�th�n “the Amer�can safety net” were 
perce�ved to a lesser degree as a valuable l�ngu�st�c affordance w�th more than half 
of part�c�pants v�ew�ng the U .S . peer group as a mot�vat�onal constra�nt . 
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Contact with French speakers in the local community 
 as linguistic affordance 

Although students and teachers m�ght �mag�ne SA part�c�pat�on lead�ng 
naturally to spontaneous FL �nteract�ons beyond the classroom and forma-
t�on of new relat�onsh�ps w�th local nat�ve speakers, part�c�pants �n th�s study 
cla�med to have had a d�fferent exper�ence . W�th l�ttle except�on, the only 
�nterlocutors w�th whom part�c�pants had repeated, susta�ned �nteract�ons �n 
French were host fam�ly members and, �n some cases, college-age fr�ends of two 
part�c�pants’ host fam�ly s�bl�ngs (see Append�x 2) . A common exper�ence for 
part�c�pants was hes�tat�on to �n�t�ate �nteract�ons �n French w�th strangers, par-
t�cularly young people . Thus, when part�c�pants were asked �n a post-SA sur-
vey �f they establ�shed contact w�th French people beyond the�r host fam�ly, 
seven responded that no such contact had occurred and s�x others sa�d the�r 
only contact �n French beyond serv�ce encounters was soc�al out�ngs w�th SA 
peers and young French fr�ends of Molly’s or Kathleen’s homestay brothers . A 
shared percept�on among many part�c�pants was that French youth were not 
outgo�ng and thus unapproachable . Chad summar�zed th�s as “that’s not how 
the French work, you don’t usually just walk up to someone and start talk�ng to 
them .” As Natal�e expla�ned, “The young people here are a l�ttle more reserved 
than what we are used to �n the U .S ., so I d�dn’t meet a lot [of them] … �t wasn’t 
that I was go�ng out and mak�ng fr�ends .” The five other part�c�pants descr�bed 
meet�ng French young people (who started conversat�ons w�th the U .S . student, 
not v�ce-versa) �n a bar, tra�n, or at the beach dur�ng a one-t�me occas�on, and 
for each, the contact was construed as valuable yet short-l�ved . Comments by 
Er�c, an �ntermed�ate-level student, suggested that part�c�pat�on �n such soc�al 
�nteract�ons was challeng�ng but reward�ng: 

[A]t the bar last n�ght there were several French k�ds that came over and started 
talk�ng to [Sam] and I . And �t was just �nteract�ons l�ke that that were really, 
really �nterest�ng …more towards the end I was w�ll�ng to put myself �n that 
s�tuat�on whereas at the beg�nn�ng, �t would have been “Oh, jeez, no .”

Rather than susta�ned conversat�ons w�th French speakers �n the commun�ty, 
chance encounters (� .e ., prov�d�ng d�rect�ons to a stranger from another town) 
were descr�bed �n several �ntermed�ate-level part�c�pants’ blogs as qu�te mot�vat-
�ng, prov�d�ng a means of see�ng the part�c�pant’s progress �n negot�at�ng commu-
n�cat�on w�th strangers �n French . Typ�cal of these anecdotes was Sam’s explana-
t�on of h�s efforts to pursue the goal to engage as act�vely as poss�ble �n French:
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A woman at my morn�ng bus stop asked me �f the bus had already gone 
by . Rather than s�mply tell�ng her �t hadn’t, I expla�ned to her that �t was 
common for th�s bus to be between five and 10 m�nutes late because of the 
traffic  . . . She knew I wasn’t exactly French, but that d�dn’t matter  . . . I was 
proud of my ab�l�ty to do �t . These are the k�nds of exper�ences I would l�ke 
to have more of every day dur�ng these last two weeks .

G�ven the l�m�ted susta�ned �nteract�ons �n French reported beyond the 
part�c�pants’ homestay fam�l�es, a somewhat surpr�s�ng find�ng was that 10 par-
t�c�pants were e�ther sat�sfied or very sat�sfied w�th contacts formed �n the local 
commun�ty, whereas just two, Cla�re and Rebecca, cla�med to be d�ssat�sfied (s�x 
sa�d that they were ne�ther sat�sfied nor d�ssat�sfied) . In add�t�on, when asked at 
SA’s end whether there were any th�ngs that they had tr�ed to do unsuccessfully 
or whether they had any regrets about SA, only one part�c�pant (Cla�re) referred 
to �nteract�ng w�th locals . Among the four students stat�ng they were “very sat�s-
fied” was Chad, who reflected on th�s aspect of SA and called �t a “huge accom-
pl�shment”: “It made me feel l�ke I wasn’t the fish �n the fishbowl anymore—I 
was actually m�ngl�ng w�th other French people and do�ng �t well … . It’s a great 
feel�ng to be able to fit �n w�th the French crowd .” However, not all part�c�pants 
were successful �nteract�ng w�th French people dur�ng SA . In a blog entry at the 
program’s end, Cla�re expla�ned regret that she had only formed one contact—
her host mother:

[L]es expér�ences de ce séjour sont form�dable, ma�s mon seul l�en à France 
est Mar�e-Ann�ck . Je n’a� pas autres relat�ons avec les Franca�s alors je n’a� 
pas pu profiter de mon séjour comme j’aura�s souha�té … the vra� culturel 
�mmers�on que j’ava�s esperé pour n’est pas arr�vé .

[The exper�ences from th�s stay are wonderful, but my only connect�on 
to France �s Mar�e-Ann�ck . I do not have other relat�onsh�ps w�th French 
people so I could not take advantage of my stay as I would have l�ked  . . . the 
real cultural �mmers�on that I had hoped for d�d not happen .]

Therefore, �n general, part�c�pants’ �nteract�ve contact �n French w�th people 
�n the local commun�ty was l�m�ted, typ�cally not extend�ng beyond the c�rcle 
of homestay fam�l�es and cons�st�ng of casual soc�al conversat�ons w�th young 
people . G�ven the fact that nearly 40 percent of part�c�pants reported no �nter-
act�ve contact �n French outs�de rout�ne serv�ce encounters �n the commun�ty, 
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th�s contact was seen as a valuable l�ngu�st�c affordance to a lesser degree than 
other forms of contact analyzed . 

D i s c u s s i o n

Th�s study’s find�ngs prov�de a deta�led analys�s of how much �nteract�ve 
contact w�th French part�c�pants �n a short-term SA program report and to what 
degree contact w�th host fam�ly members, U .S . peers, and other French speakers 
�n the local commun�ty are perce�ved as valuable affordances for FL learn�ng . 
Whereas part�c�pants reported on average 2 .9 hours of da�ly contact �n French 
w�th host fam�l�es and 1 .� hours w�th SA peers, �nteract�ons �n French �n the 
commun�ty beyond rout�ne serv�ce encounters were �nfrequent and reported as 
occurr�ng never for �9 percent of part�c�pants . In add�t�on, �n compar�son w�th 
t�me spent �nteract�ng w�th host fam�l�es, over 60 percent of part�c�pants sa�d 
that they spent as much or more t�me w�th peers (2 .5 hours on average) . What 
l�ttle �nteract�ve contact part�c�pants had w�th locals typ�cally occurred at bars or 
cafés as groups of U .S . students soc�al�zed on occas�on w�th young French fr�ends 
of two host fam�l�es’ college-age sons .

Thus, taken together, find�ngs from th�s study support prev�ous research 
demonstrat�ng SA part�c�pants’ lack of �nteract�on �n the commun�ty beyond the 
homestay fam�ly and tendency to create a “compatr�ot �sland” (W�lk�nson, 2005) 
w�th peers rather than tak�ng part �n other soc�al networks . Qual�tat�ve data from 
th�s study’s part�c�pants sheds l�ght on how students spend the�r t�me dur�ng 
SA and the�r percept�ons of the l�ngu�st�c env�ronment of SA, find�ngs wh�ch 
complement and help expla�n find�ngs from outcome-focused �nvest�gat�ons of 
language learn�ng dur�ng short-term SA that have often revealed less dramat�c 
language ga�n than ant�c�pated by students . Further, th�s study’s find�ngs prov�de 
concrete examples of challenges encountered when SA part�c�pants attempt to 
part�c�pate �n FL conversat�ons (part�cularly mealt�me ones) and negot�ate com-
mun�cat�on, part�cularly �n large host fam�l�es . Ev�dence was also prov�ded that 
�nteract�ve FL contact w�th host fam�l�es was perce�ved by most part�c�pants as 
a valuable source of cultural and/or l�ngu�st�c learn�ng, albe�t not always �n the 
ways prev�ously env�s�oned .

F�nd�ngs related to amounts of reported �nteract�ve contact as�de, the more 
�nterest�ng contr�but�on of the present study may l�e �n what �t reveals about how 
part�c�pants �nteracted outs�de the classroom dur�ng a typ�cal SA sojourn and 
perce�ved var�ous sources of FL contact . W�th�n the SA group, not only d�d great 
var�at�on ex�st among �nd�v�duals—even those w�th the same �ncom�ng level 
of French—�n terms of how much they �nteracted (or fa�led to �nteract) w�th 
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host fam�ly members, peers, and others �n the commun�ty, part�c�pants also held 
d�vergent percept�ons of how others �n the learn�ng env�ronment contr�buted to 
the�r language learn�ng, and those percept�ons, �n turn, med�ated the�r cho�ces 
and behav�ors related to �nteract�ons . For example, whereas some part�c�pants, 
l�ke El�se, felt snubbed by peers and rejected opportun�t�es to �nteract �n French 
w�th them outs�de class wh�le embrac�ng opportun�t�es for host fam�ly contact, 
others, l�ke Rachel, d�d the oppos�te, hav�ng sa�d even pr�or to SA that l�v�ng w�th 
a host fam�ly was not of �nterest to her . Wh�le some part�c�pants, such as Cla�re, 
regretted the “Amer�can safety net” and her fa�lure to make contacts �n the host 
commun�ty beyond her host mother, others, such as Chad, found sat�sfact�on �n 
soc�al �nteract�ons w�th young French people and felt that they contr�buted to 
not feel�ng l�ke the “fish �n the fishbowl” dur�ng SA . Moreover, whereas certa�n 
types of �nteract�ons such as d�nnert�me conversat�ons w�th host fam�ly members 
represented a valuable affordance for enhanc�ng some SA part�c�pants’ l�ngu�st�c 
ab�l�t�es and language-learn�ng mot�vat�on, for others, the�r �nab�l�ty to under-
stand the conversat�ons around them and the�r percept�ons that the�r hosts were 
not mak�ng appropr�ate l�ngu�st�c accommodat�ons for them caused frustrat�on . 
Thus, alongs�de certa�n general trends related to �nteract�ve contact �n French for 
the group ex�sted a mult�pl�c�ty of �nd�v�dual exper�ences .

In terms of th�s study’s theoret�cal �mpl�cat�ons, the d�vers�ty d�splayed �n 
�nd�v�dual percept�ons and exper�ences prov�des support for the not�on, rooted 
�n soc�ocultural theory, that learners are not s�mply process�ng dev�ces convert-
�ng l�ngu�st�c �nput from the learn�ng env�ronment �nto output but agents who 
“act�vely engage �n construct�ng the terms and cond�t�ons of the�r own learn�ng” 
(Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001, p . 145) . In fact, data from several part�c�pants dem-
onstrate cr�t�cal moments when a language learner was faced w�th a cho�ce—to 
g�ve a m�n�mal utterance �n the FL or prov�de a deta�led response (e .g ., Sam’s bus 
stop encounter), to retreat to the safety of one’s bedroom (e .g ., Rachel) or to wa�t 
through t�mes of awkwardness to encourage more �nteract�on (e .g ., Rebecca) . In 
those key moments, we see agency enacted �n ways that pushed certa�n learn-
ers’ l�ngu�st�c ab�l�t�es and ult�mately resulted �n h�gher levels of �nteract�on and 
susta�ned mot�vat�on . Data from th�s study also show d�vers�ty �n learner agency 
�n terms of how certa�n strateg�es or behav�ors were max�m�zed or avo�ded . For 
some part�c�pants, strateg�es such as code-sw�tch�ng were v�ewed as helpful, 
whereas for others, they were not; some part�c�pants pushed themselves to �nter-
act w�th French speakers �n the commun�ty wh�le others �nteracted only w�th 
peers or host fam�ly members, find�ng commun�cat�ng w�th locals too stressful 
or d�fficult .
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It must also be noted that (although beyond th�s study’s focus) the reasons 
why learners construct learn�ng as they do are anchored not only �n the�r �nterac-
t�ons w�th and percept�ons of the learn�ng env�ronment but also �n the�r soc�al h�s-
tor�es, language-learn�ng mot�ves and goals, and future academ�c or profess�onal 
asp�rat�ons (see Allen, 2010, for a related d�scuss�on) . A perusal of part�c�pants’ 
reasons for choos�ng to SA (see Table 1) reveals much d�vers�ty w�th�n the group 
as well as the fact that several cla�med to have part�c�pated �n SA to excel progress 
toward meet�ng academ�c requ�rements . Indeed, two of those students (Chad and 
Rachel) were among the part�c�pants who were least sat�sfied w�th homestay con-
tact wh�le s�multaneously report�ng a major�ty of peer �nteract�ons �n Engl�sh .

In add�t�on, th�s study’s find�ngs contrad�ct an assumpt�on �mpl�c�t �n much 
SA research—that the SA context as a learn�ng env�ronment naturally generates 
language learn�ng for students, who s�mply absorb language from nat�ve speakers 
around them l�ke sponges . Instead, th�s research presents ev�dence to support 
a relational defin�t�on of SA as a learn�ng context emerg�ng from the dynam�c 
�nterplay between the learner’s �ntent�ons versus those �n h�s or her commun�ty 
of pract�ce . A number of elements med�ate how language learn�ng and learners’ 
mot�vat�on to cont�nue us�ng the FL evolve dur�ng SA—both �nternal (e .g . ., 
language-learn�ng mot�ves and goals, bel�efs related to the FL and host culture, 
personal�ty factors, capac�ty for r�sk-tak�ng, percept�ons of the l�ngu�st�c env�-
ronment) and external (e .g ., recept�on by host fam�ly members and others �n 
the commun�ty, relat�ons w�th peers) . Further, the concept�on of mot�vat�on 
supported by th�s study as based partly on how the language learner �nteracts 
w�th the surround�ng soc�al env�ronment �s cons�stent w�th other researchers’ 
(Dörnye�, 2009; K�m, 2009; Ush�oda, 2007) recent assert�ons that mot�vat�on �s 
not a stable tra�t but �s s�tuat�on-dependent and var�es over t�me .

F�nally, find�ngs from th�s study have a number of pract�cal �mpl�cat�ons for 
SA part�c�pants, faculty, and program adm�n�strators . Although, on one hand, 
these find�ngs challenge the �deal�st�c yet w�despread not�ons that �nteract�ve 
FL contact and the format�on of last�ng relat�onsh�ps �n the host commun�ty �s 
�nev�table dur�ng SA, on the other hand, they prov�de clear examples of produc-
t�ve learn�ng behav�ors that resulted �n sat�sfy�ng l�ngu�st�c �nteract�ons and SA 
sojourns . Such examples should be d�scussed w�th students as part of pre-pro-
gram or�entat�on to l�ngu�st�c and cultural challenges of SA along w�th cand�d 
�nformat�on on what realistic expectat�ons for short-term SA should be . Perhaps 
�f students were expl�c�tly told that establ�sh�ng fr�ends w�th French youth the�r 
age was more the except�on than the rule, they could be challenged to find spe-
c�fic contexts �n wh�ch such �nteract�ons could be nurtured; l�kew�se, �f students 
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were aware that homestay contact does not flour�sh organ�cally but must be nur-
tured act�vely, they could better prepare for the d�fficult trans�t�on of l�v�ng w�th 
a host fam�ly . Further, g�ven the var�at�on among SA part�c�pants’ percept�ons 
and exper�ences �n th�s study, programs would be well adv�sed to gather data 
(e .g ., quest�onna�res and �nterv�ews) from future SA part�c�pants and have fac-
ulty meet w�th �nd�v�dual students to d�scuss strateg�es for max�m�z�ng �nter-
act�ve contact g�ven the �nd�v�dual’s l�ngu�st�c and cultural �nterests and goals . 
Moreover, the fact that part�c�pants �n th�s study reported d�fficulty �n �n�t�at-
�ng conversat�ons and find�ng top�cs for d�scuss�on w�th �nterlocutors suggests 
an over-rel�ance on classroom d�scourse norms where�n the teacher controls the 
�nteract�ons and students are relegated a more pass�ve role . Address�ng th�s phe-
nomenon would requ�re concerted effort by FL faculty at all levels of the FL cur-
r�culum to create and carefully structure act�v�t�es and tasks to �ncrease student 
�n�t�at�ve �n classroom �nteract�ons and other language-learn�ng act�v�t�es .

C o n c l u s i o n

F�nd�ngs from th�s study offer �ns�ghts �nto the benefits of part�c�pat�ng �n 
short-term SA and the l�m�tat�ons of SA part�c�pants’ contact w�th the host com-
mun�ty . Although, as W�lk�nson (2002, p . 169) noted, “Perhaps �mmers�on �n 
a target-language commun�ty does not always take students as far beyond the 
classroom as one m�ght �ntu�t�vely bel�eve,” �t rema�ns the task of researchers to 
cont�nue �nvest�gat�ng why th�s �s the case and how the FL curr�culum can best 
support efforts to max�m�ze language learn�ng before, dur�ng, and after SA . 

N o t e
1 Part�c�pants’ blog entr�es are c�ted as they were posted onl�ne . Errors of spell�ng 
and grammar �n French have not been corrected . However, when referr�ng to 
other part�c�pants, pseudonyms have been �nserted .
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