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The Language Resource Center grant for 1999-2002 through the Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition (CARLA) included funding for a study entitled “Language Learning in a Non-School Environment.”  The research was conducted in the summer of 2001 within Concordia Language Villages (CLV).  CLV is the oldest and most extensive summer residential program for elementary and secondary students in the United States, offering summer programs for over 6,000 young people ages 7-18 in the following thirteen languages: German, French, Spanish, Italian, Russian, Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Norwegian, Swedish, Finnish, Danish, and English as a Second Language.  These camp programs take place in retreat-style communities where counselors/instructors and learners live everyday life in the target language, typically engaging in a wide variety of activities including sports, arts and crafts, dancing, cooking, swimming, nature programs, singing, banking, and shopping.  Several times a day, learners meet with a small group of peers (usually 6-8 learners) at their language level and an instructor/counselor to focus specifically on language forms and functions that then can be practiced in the ongoing daily activities.

Although in-depth investigation was undertaken in three programs: the German Language Village (Waldsee), the Russian Language Village (Lesnoe Ozero), and the French Wilderness Program (Les Voyageurs), for the purposes of publication, Hamilton and Cohen have focused on the German Language Village.  To understand the dynamics of the language learning and use context at Waldsee, we undertook extensive ethnographic participant-observation and video-recording of language use in small language learning and residential groups and conducted focus group and individual interviews, and administered written questionnaires.  The questionnaires were constructed to tap language use patterns by the villagers, the counselors, and the instructors.  Specifically, questions were designed to probe how counselors used the target language with villagers, how they used the target language with other counselors in the presence of villagers, the factors determining the extent to which villagers used the target language with the counselors, and the factors determining the extent to which villagers used the target language with each other.  Emphasis was given to various situations over the span of the village day and evening, ranging from those led by staff to those involving staff but undirected, to those where staff were not present.  

In addition a study was conducted to assess the acquisition of German prepositions.  The experiment was conducted July and August of 2001.  Two native-speaking instructors taught German prepositions for 3 weeks – those taking the dative case, those taking the accusative case, and two-way prepositions (Wechselpraepo-sitionen).  Grammatical forms were taught explicitly in class and then reinforced and repeated elsewhere, such as through experiential and hands on use of prepositions in yoga, the ropes course, and table setting.  The learners went on a canoe trip where their project when they came back was to map their trip with post-it notes, using sentences with prepositions in them.  Oral and written pretest and posttest measures were obtained of productive ability with German prepositions (posttest in beginning of 4th week).  

· Written measure:  25 blanks for completion   words or endings, scored for choice of prepositions and case marker.  (Comparative baseline data collected from 6 native speakers.)

· Oral measure:  first describing crazy place setting, then how they were setting it correctly, then how it looked, and finally the “sculpture” they made from the tray, napkin, plate, glass, and silverware.  (Comparative baseline data collected from two native speakers.)

Additionally, there were focus group data on 12 learners, as well as interviews with the two native German-speaking instructors.  In addition, approximately 15 journal entries each from the 12 learners over the 4 weeks were assessed to look at the villagers’ performance with prepositions.

At any given time at Waldsee, there are approximately 180 learners and 60 counselors/instructors.  Just under half of the staff members are native speakers of German; the vast majority of the non-native speakers on staff have excellent or nearly native command of the target language acquired by significant experience living abroad.  They range in age from 18 through 40, with most in their early to mid-20s.  Some are trained as language teachers; others have skills and knowledge that are important in other ways to the community, including music, art, sports, environmental sciences, and drama.  The learners, who range in age from 7-18, come from across the United States as well as from several foreign countries.  Approximately half learn German in school.  Each summer more than half of the previous year’s participants – staff and learners alike – return to Waldsee.

The guiding principles of the language immersion camps that emerged from observations and videotaping of CLV activities, from counselor/instructor and villager focus group data, and from the “Best Practices” questionnaire (see Hamilton, Crane, & Bartoshesky, in press) were as follows:

1) Activities take place in linguistically and culturally authentic   surroundings; 

2) Village practices are experiential, hands-on, and create a playworld – involving multiple senses, drawing on multiple intelligences, and departing from routines and indentities; 

3) Village practices are based on a real need to interact and communicate and involve the recycling of language in new contexts; and 

4) Village practices are embedded within extended projects.

5) Village practices are learner-centered in order to motivate learning; 

6) Activities are designed to give learners courage to participate and use the language.

The following were findings with regard to target language use patterns of counselors and villagers: 

a.  Counselor/instructor using the target language with villagers  counselors used mostly the target language (TL).  Health and safety issues sometimes caused a shift to English and counselors would sometimes speak English if they were trying to get to know kids better in the cabins, especially late at night.

b.  Counselors speaking the TL to each other in the presence of villagers –  Sociolinguistic or dialectal range came out more there because they were not simplifying for the kids. Villagers got a realistic view of the pace, vocabulary, style of native conversations. 

c.  Use of target language by villagers with counselors – there was found to be lots of variation depending on the activity, the time of day, the English skills of the counselor: 

· high during class and culture periods, 

· relatively high during meals, 

· high at store and at the bank since transactions need to be in the target language; 

· somewhat less use in free-choice activities, in cabin, and for more personal intimate conversations with a counselor.

d.  Factors determining villager-villager target language use  least often, but it also depends on the activity: highest in class, meals, and other organized activities.  The following were contributing factors: the villager’s proficiency in the TL, their own motivation (e.g., at the village because they want to be there), being Sprachmeister or counselor for the day, their age, the number of summers in the village, their level of acquaintance with the other speaker (less target language if closer friends). 

With regard to the results from the experiment in teaching German prepositions within the communicative context of an immersion camp, the pre-posttest results for the written task (filling in a word or ending) showed improvement.  The journal entries were analyzed for prepositional use and showed interesting variation across villagers.  The oral data are still being analyzed.  When these analyses are completed, a paper summarizing this part of the study will be written.

With regard to the ethnographic phase of the study, with the focus on the German Village, Waldsee, it was found that such a summer language program constructs a playworld in which rich language acquisition contexts and opportunities exist.  While Waldsee is a constructed discourse community, in every part of its design, it invites learners to use language in a variety of real world contexts and encourages them to reshape old language to suit the new contexts they encounter, even at a beginner’s level.  The exploration produced a description of the complex interplay between language and context in language acquisition – and illustrated, particularly, how essential situational context is in motivating learners to take chances in a second language.

On the basis of their research findings, Hamilton and Cohen sketched out some implications for teachers and curriculum planners in more traditional school-based programs: 

1) Even within the physical constraints of most schools, teachers can offer a wider range of language play opportunities by setting up different physical areas to be utilized at different times within the classroom or school, frequently regrouping students, and changing types of activities.  Within the classroom, adding several shelves of everyday (possibly culturally authentic) objects and a coat closet full of second-hand clothes will spark learners’ creativity and help to maintain an overall play frame.  Collaborations between foreign language teachers and faculty within music, art, or drama departments may open up opportunities for students and teachers to create a playworld outside the confines of their regular classroom space. 

2) In order to encourage students to enter into the playworld and take advantage of the language use opportunities it presents, the scale should be tipped away from the routine.  Solid expectations can be established first and then utilized as the basis for creative improvisation. Students’ interest will be piqued by surprise.  It will be difficult for them to sit back in their seats and not enter into the playworld.  In addition, students can be encouraged to reshape “old language into new contexts,” to take language they already know from songs and classroom routines and to play with it.  

3) Classroom instructors may find they are able to give students courage to get past the need for private rehearsal time by establishing a playworld in the classroom where both learner and teacher identities are fluid and wide-ranging.  As the teacher shifts from “king” to “shop owner” to “head waiter” to “movie star,” the opportunities for language use extend far beyond those available within the traditional roles of teacher and student.  
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