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Methodological Approaches 
to Research in 
Second Language Learning 
The learning of second languages, like any educational undertaking, 
is subject ta such a complexity of influences that the strategies of re­
search cannot afford ta confine themselves merely ta those inquiry pro­
cedures that precedent alone has sanctioned. Bialystok and Swain, 
[aying down three criteria ta be used in selecting an appropriate meth­
odology for any intended inquiry, review with examples the respec­
tive attributes and limitations of case study research, evaluative research, 
and experimental studies, by way of establishing that each has its ne­
cessary and complementary raie in arriving at firm conclusions about 
language-learning. 

Language leaming and language use are influenced by a myriad of 
factors. These relate to social, affective, cognitive, and other variables 
which may be observable directly or only through inferential procedures. 
Because of the complexity associated with language behaviour, the study 
of it cannot be a simplistic or monolithic enterprise; rather, it must ac­
commodate this complexity by pursuing a variety of courses in order to 
understand the role of relevant variables. 

The progress made in a field depends to a large extent on the exist­
ing inquiry procedures. Questions themselvesare often formulated as a 
function of available methodologies rather than as a function of theore­
tical motivations. Thus, issues that are accessible through current research 
procedures may take precedence over issues that are less easily subject to 
empirical observation. Barly research in first language acquisition, for 
example, was dominated by the study of morpheme acquisition and gram­
matical descriptions (for example, Braine, 1963; Fraser, Bellugi, & Brown, 
1963; Brown & Bellugi, 1964), partly for this reason. Similarly, second 
language research began by pursuing the same course. Techniques from 
other disciplines which will permit a different perspective on analyses of 
language learning and acquisition need to be adopted as well. In order 
to diversify the range of questions, it is necessary to diversify the number 
and type of experimental procedures. 

A proliferation of methodologies, however, increases the danger that 
inappropriate techniques may be selected for the examination of certain 
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questions. Each research method is differentially specialized for the in­
vestigation of certain problems and certain purposes, and each contributes 
uniquely to our understanding of language learning in general. An error in 
selection could produce results which are invaIid or non-generalizable. 

These considerations also apply within a methodology to the choice 
of analytical techniques. Demonstration of this point has been recently 
provided by Rosansky (1976). She assessed the relative merit of using 
cross-sectional and longitudinal analytical procedures for the study of 
morpheme acquisition, and found that the longitudinal order obtained 
for a single subject across a ten-month period did not correlate with the 
cross-sectional order observed for the same subject at a single point in 
time. While it is a moot point whether her analysis provided a fair repre­
sentation of cross-sectional research in that it was based on only one 
subject, the exercise nevertheless demonstrates the need for caution in 
selecting the appropriate methodologies and techniques and in stating 
conclusions about the generalizability of the results. 

A similar problem exists with the procedures used within any 
methodological approach. Larsen-Freeman (1976), for example, com­
pared the order of acquisition of morphemes obtained through different 
tasks or different eIicitation methods. Of the five tasks used - reading, 
writing, imitating, listening, speaking (Bilingual Syntax Measure) - only 
speaking and imitating were significantly correlated. For aIl other meas­
ures, different "developmental" orders were observed. 

Given, then, the range of alternatives provided by different method­
ologies, each of which allows a number of different procedures and anal­
ytical techniques, on what basis does one choose an appropriate design 
and consequently avoid the possible ramifications attribut able to an error 
in selection? The decision is based, we suggest, on three criteria. 

The first criterion is the statistical assumptions underlying each 
methodology. Research methods differ largely in the degree of control 
each imposes on the data. GeneraIly, one aims to find a balance which 
minimizes the variability in the data and maximizes the generalizability 
of the findings. These two considerations tend to pull in opposite direc­
tions, and each of the methods discussed in this paper resolves the con­
flict between variability and generalizability differently. 

The second consideration is the scope of the study. Language may 
be examined to any depth or breadth, and the domain considered relevant 
for a particular study directs to sorne extent the selection of methodology. 
So, for example, the study of syntactic development, or negative con­
structions, or negative morphemes may each be best accomplished through 
different means. 

FinaIly, the purpose of the study is decisive as weIl in methodolo­
gical considerations. Two primary research purposes are the generation 
of hypotheses and the testing of hypotheses. These are mutually exclusive 
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to the extent that a single study can adequately ac..:ommodate only one 
of these at a time. The general study of language leaming certainly 
requires both. 

In this paper we will outline sorne of the major methodological ap­
proaches used in second language research, indicate sorne uses for which 
each is most suitable, and discuss sorne examples of research in each. The 
three traditions that will be considered are case studies, evaluation stu­
dies, and experimental studies. 

Case study research 

The case study approach is particularly suited to explora tory in­
quiry. The data may be examined to any Ievel of detaiI, and modifications 
in procedures and analyses may be implemented throughout. This flexi­
bility is a critical feature; it permits the subsequent formulation of specifie 
hypotheses, the generation of which is one of the essential and unique 
functions of case study research. Flexibility is further evident in the 
amount of structure imposed on the study; free observation of spontane­
ous speech in a variety of settings or structured interviews may be used. 

The assumption in research of this type is that any individual leamer 
is a microcosm of aIl leamers; aIl relevant variables may be observed by 
examining a single instance. Variability between individuals is rarely 
assessed for its influence on the phenomenon under investigation. 

The issues most appropriate for case study are those which exam­
ine the development of sorne aspect of language behaviour in aIl its 
contexts. For these studies, the speech of the language leamer is docu­
mented and descriptive analyses are used to reveal existing trends (e.g. 
Leopold, 1939). EmpiricaI hypotheses do not generaIly direct the search 
through the data, and large-scale parametric statistical techniques are 
not possible. This is the exploratory use of case study and is most vaIu­
able for the initial stages of inquiry. 

Analyses such as these have led to the development of descriptive 
grammars for the linguistic systems of either children acquiring their 
first or second language (for example, Bloom, 1970; Hakuta, 1976) or 
adults leaming a subsequent one (for example, Rosansky et al., 1974). 
The danger, however, in estabIishing descriptive grammar is in the pos­
sibility that they become "prescriptive"; when these hypothetical de­
scriptions become the criteria for acceptabiIity, deviations from them 
may be discounted and potentiaIly important linguistic variabiIity may 
go unnoticed. 

Adaptations of case study paradigms can be used to test specifie 
hypotheses as weIl. Krashen (1977), for example, used a single case, 
"P", to test the hypothesis that monitoring occurs under specifie condi-
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tions. To the extent that the case selected is indeed representative of lan­
guage learners in general, the procedure is appropriate. 

Case study examination is usually longitudinal, but where the target 
phenomenon is weIl defined, shorter periods of observation may be 
suffi cie nt. Peck (1977), for ex ample, observed children in a free situa­
tion to accumulate evidence of the existence of language play. The hypo­
thesis was that children engage in an activity in which language is exer­
cised for its own sake rather than for the conveyance of meaning. Ob­
servation of several children at play confirmed this speculation. Because 
the object of inquiry was so specialized, evidence of its existence needed 
only to be demonstrated for specific situations, that is, play. 

Where the data do need to span a longer time period but direct 
observation is not possible, minimal intervention methods, such as 
questionnaires or structured interviews, are necessary. In a study by 
Frohlich (1976), language learners were questioned intensively about 
their language learning experiences. Studies such as this place great 
reliance on subjects' ability to introspect and reflect on their experiences, 
and are probably susceptible to personal biases and memory inadequacies. 
Consequently a greater number of subjects than is used for most case 
study research is required to assure validity. 

The primary advantage of case study research is that it allows for 
the generation of hypotheses. Further, the phenomenon is typically ex­
amined in its natural context rather than in sorne artificial circumstance 
often created by laboratory research. The problem, however, is to assess 
the reliability of the observed effect for ail language learners. There is 
no variance in the data attributable to individual differences; the gen­
erality of the findings is the question of greater con cern. Caution is re­
quired in interpreting results of case study research. 

Evaluatfve--research 

It is largely a concern with language pedagogy that underlies mu~h 
evaluation research. The necessity for assessing various teaching mate­
rials, programs, and methods has resulted in a tradition of cvaluation. 
The general format of the question examined is: What are the effects on 
achievement of sorne factor? The factor may relate to aspects of the lan­
guage program, such as method of teaching, or to characteristics of the 
learner, such as language learning aptitude. 

Extensive testing is usually involved, both to determine the state of 
the factor under study as weil as any achievement that may be directly 
or indirectly affected by that factor. It is important to notice, however, 
that the factors and achievement measures collected are carefully tested 
but not, for the most part, manipulated. Thus, to determine the relation­
ship between aptitude and achievement, measures of both are obtained 
and compared through procedures such as factor analyses, correlation al 
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analyses, or regression analyses. There is not usuaIly an attempt to modify 
the variables examined in evaluational studies. 

An early evaluative study was conducted by Scherer and Wertheimer 
(1964) to assess the relative merits of the audio-lingual and grammar 
translation methods of teaching a second language. Large batteries of 
tests were administered to groups of students receiving instruction in 
each method, and comparisons made on various dimensions. Conclusions 
from studies of this type are concerned primarily with differences attri­
butable to major teaching approaches and are global in scope. 

More specific hypotheses may also be tested. An important on-going 
investigation by Gardner and his associa tes (for example, Gardner and 
Lambert, 1972) has been concerned with the relationship between attitude 
and achievement in a second language. The paradigm again has been to 
accumula te as much information as possible related to the independent 
variable, attitude, and observe its effects on achievement across a range 
of abilities and situations. 

Whereas Gardner's research primarily concentrates on the relation­
ship between variables at a single point in time, longitudinal study is 
also amenable to evaluative research. Primary among these studies is the 
examination of French immersion programs conducted by Swain and 
others (for example, Barik and Swain, 1976a). A group of students is 
followed throughout the program, which is assessed for its effect on 
French language achievement as weIl as for its concomitant effects on 
other cognitive and affective indices. 

Evaluative studies typically observe large groups of subjects on a 
number of measures. These precautions increase the reliability of the 
findings and make the results generalizable across the population and to 
other populations. Variance in the data is overcome by the number of 
subjects involved; deviations from the norm attributable to individual 
or smaU group differences are obliterated by the majority response which 
tends to the norm. The approach, therefore, is particularly suited to 
studies in which an average estimate of the effect of a factor for a 
large population is required. Detail about individuals or specific features, 
such as that possible through case study inquiry, is not typically examined. 
The possibility exists, however, for the in-depth examination of partic­
ular questions (e.g. Barik and Swain, 1976b). 

The data analyses used for evaluative research primarily yield in­
formation about the relationship between the independent factors exam­
ined and achievement. Such resuIts, however, do not resolve the question 
of causality: the direction of the effect is rarely specified. Arguments 
could be cited, for example, to suggest that the relationship between 
attitude and achievement, a reliable finding in the literature, should be 
interpreted to mean that success in language learning improves one's 
attitude toward the language and culture, rather than the tradition al con­
verse. Clearly the effeet is to sorne extent bidirectional, and information to 
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evaluate the relative contribution of each process is only tenuously avail­
able in the data. Certain independent variables considered in evaluative 
research are, nevertheless, less open to ambiguous interpretation; a rela­
tionship between instructional program and achievement is probably at­
tributable to the program. 

Both case studies and evaluation studies are specialized for examining 
language learning where specific hypotheses may not have been articu­
lated. Case study involves intensive observation of a small number of 
subjects to determine patterns or features, often without prior evidence 
of their existence. An examination of the order of morpheme acquisition, 
for example, need make no a priori assumptions about what that order 
may be; the data, as it were, speak for themselves. Similarly, evaluative 
research seeks relationships between factors and achievement to deter­
mine the variables relevant to language learning. Again, particular out­
cornes are not necessarily predetermined. Where a specific question is 
motivating the research, however, an experimental design, in which fac­
tors are controlled through intervention of the experimenter, is generally 
required. 

Experimental studies 

To test specific hypotheses about language learning, more rigorous 
experimental designs may be used. Thus, phenomena observed informally 
in other studies, or hypotheses derived from theoretical considerations, 
may be investigated to determine specific effects and contingencies. 

Experimental paradigms isolate a particular factor by artificially 
controlling extraneous variables. The experimental tests are designed to 
reveal patterns which may have been obscured by more global analyses 
of language learning. 

An important concern in experimental studies is the selection of an 
appropriate sample. The elimination of attention to sorne of the natural, 
interacting variables observed in case study research requires that the 
sample to be tested control for these variables by reflecting a range of 
individual differences. The assumption is that average scores obtained 
from a randomly selected group will indicate the norm for the population. 

The statistical ;Jrocedures used with experimental research provide 
precise information about relationships and causality. In addition to the 
detail derived from the particular experimental manipulation, more global 
descriptive effects are also available. For example, an analysis of variance 
not only indicates the specific behaviour of the dependent variable, but 
also identifies through the interactions differences between groups attri­
butable to, for example, age, sex, and program. Further descriptive detail 
may also be abstracted from the data. 

Within the constraints of an experimental situation, the manipulation 
of different aspects of the design allows for diversity in the questions that 
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may be examined. For example, since experiments are usually conducted 
at a single point in time, developmental issues are accommodated cross­
sectionaIly. Scovel (1977) measured the development of the ability to 
recognize foreign accents by testing subjects of different ages. This age 
difference between subjects constituted the experimental manipulation; 
aIl other factors were controIIed. 

Another application of experimental research is to conduct restricted 
and specific investigation of questions which, in a broader sense, may be 
considered evaluative. An assessment of the effectiveness of various 
treatments, such as teaching materials, may be evaluative if the effects 
are observed in a large number of naturally occurring settings and subse­
quently evaluated; the same question for experimental research requires 
the artificial introduction of the materials in a controlled setting. 

A recent study by Bialystok and Frohlich (1977) demonstrates this 
point. Students were given French passages to read in one of four cue 
conditions to assess the effieacy of various cues on reading comprehen­
sion. The resuIts showed that comprehension improved when the passage 
was accompanied by a picture or an English summary statement. The 
control over other variables in the experiment was such that a single ad­
ministration of the test produced reliable findings. Evaluative research 
which is not contrived in this way generally requires repeated examina­
tion to assure replicability. 

Hypotheses concerning constraints on language learning may be ex­
amined experimentally as weIl. A recent issue in second language learn­
ing research is the relative degree to which language learners use explicitly 
known information as opposed to intuitive information about the target 
language to formulate utterances in that language. Two hypotheses are 
that explicit information will be used, first, when there is time to do so 
(cf. Krashen, 1976), and second, when only a moderate amount of de­
tail is required by the response (Bialystok and Frohlich, in press). By 
administering a specifically developed test to second language learners 
under various conditions of time and detail these hypotheses are currently 
being examined (Bialystok, in preparation). 

The advantage of experimental research is that a great deal of vari­
ance is minimized by the exclusion of extraneous variables. Further, spe­
cifie aspects of language may be examined without the confounding 
effects of other factors. At the same time, however, this constitutes its 
greatest danger. The language is examined in an artificial situation and 
the integration of the findings into a discussion of natural language is 
sometimes precarious. Generalizability in this case depends largely on the 
representativeness of the situation from whieh the data were derived. 

The three methodologies, namely case study, evaluation, and experi­
mental, can be mutually facilitative in the examination of specifie issues; 
case study can produce the hypotheses subsequently examined through 
experimental procedures. Conclusions about language learning cannot be 
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restricted to information obtained through any one source, as aIl provide 
an essential part of the answer to the puzzle. 
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