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INTRODOCTION

The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, we report on our endeavor to make language lab activities more enjoyable, active and interactive in a cooperative learning framework.  Academic lectures are a challenge for L2 listeners and we see Jigsaw technique can successfully facilitate classroom interaction and eventually comprehension of the lectures.  Our new digital technology in the language lab turns out to be a powerful tool to learning because of its easy and quick access. Second, we discuss the possibility and significance of learner-oriented attention to discourse organizing expressions which are common in classroom teaching. Our focus is whether L2 learners can generate interest in those specific, functional phrases in the process of communicative activities whose initial goal is active interaction and fruitful cooperation.

BACKGROUND

Traditionally, students work individually in the language lab. They practice pronunciation and intonation on their own. They work on listening comprehension alone. However, one of the biggest problems here is that passive, individual, and private learning has its potential limits. Some students easily get distracted and lose concentration and interest.  They cannot take responsibility for their own learning. This spoils the whole classroom atmosphere even though each student is engaged in the individual activities.

     Why can’t we learn together? Simply put, the principles of cooperative learning ideology are all about “helping students work together more effectively.” (Jacobs, Power & Loh, 2002, ix) Learning occurs in the context of classroom: students get together to learn.  According to Kagan (2004), a success of classroom learning depends on the following four conditions.


Students learn best,


1. when they can encourage and tutor each other,


2. when they are held individually accountable,


3. when they all participate about equally,


4. and when there is a great deal of active, interactive engagement.

                                                             (Kagan, 2004)

This is a strong and consistent pedagogical footing and we have to examine if our language lab activities meet each of the above conditions.  

Moreover, L2 listening development is actually considered to be two overlapping processes: we learn to listen in the L2 and learn the L2 through listening at the same time.  (Rost, 2002) In other words, listening is indispensable both in communication in the L2 and acquisition of the L2. The role it plays in language learning is immense and indispensable. Therefore, classroom tasks and activities must be organized in a way that they provide learners with ample opportunities to listen. They must serve the dual purposes.  On the other hand, passive listening neither helps learners develop the listening skills, nor promote language learning. We have to encourage students to participate in the active learning process. In so doing, we introduce cooperative learning principles into our classroom routines and let students take initiative in their own learning while helping them become autonomous learners.

L2 LISTENING COMPREHENSION AND ACADEMIC LECTURES

Academic lectures are said to be difficult for L2 listeners. Rost (2002) writes, “For example, understanding a three-minute segment of an academic lecture is considered to be more challenging than understanding a three-minute story.” (pp. 128-129) There are some possible reasons for this difficulty and they are inherent in the nature of live, public talk with educational purposes in classroom.

First, listeners must make much use of their background knowledge in the specific field while listening. To put it another way, listeners have to process the language and consult their previous knowledge of the outside world at the same time. (Dudley-Evans & St. John, 1998) This is too much a burden to take for inexperienced L2 listeners. Second, lecture comprehension relies on the structure and organization of the ideas as well as the words and expressions in it. Dunkel & Davis (1994) claim that the inter-relatedness of the components in the whole structure of the lecture is more important than the individual sentences. That’s why classroom teaching has a lot of overt discourse markers to show the moves and steps in the discourse. This is the field where much research has been done so far. For example, Chaudron & Richards (1986) investigate what kind of signals help the listeners in comprehension, and Swales and Malczewski (2001) examine the usage of some discourse signals based on the data in their large academic language corpus. Third, academic talk shares features of both academic writing and conversation: their discourse characteristics are rather mixed. For example, conversation is unplanned discourse and writing is planned. Lectures are mostly planned, but only to a certain extent: teachers have to make spontaneous decisions during classroom hours. They are forced to make adjustments, big and small, on the spot under a variety of conditions. Besides, classroom teaching has more instances of “stance expressions” than academic writing. According to Biber, Conrad & Cortes (forthcoming), “stance expressions” are the phrases which “express attitudes or assessments of certainty that frame some other proposition.” Some of them show attitudes or intention of the speaker and others are comments. For example, in classroom teaching, teachers often use verbs of desire to initiate new topics: what I want to do… or and I’d like t…. They may use phrases to direct students to do something: you need to know… or you may want to…. They are rather fixed phrases, some of which are also common in conversation.1 It is clear that classroom teaching shows stereotypically “oral” character.2 When it comes to linguistic structures and forms, classroom talk depends more on verb-phrase-based expressions, which are also abundant in academic writings and textbooks while in conversation we use more noun-phrase-based constructions.  According to their corpus-based research, Biber, Conrad & Cortes (forthcoming) conclude that the frequent use of VP-based lexical sequences indicates “written” character of the register. To summarize, classroom teaching shares “oral” character with conversation and “written” character with academic prose and textbook language. Or rather it may be more appropriate to say that classroom teaching is distinct from either of them.

From the observation above, it is safe to say that L2 listeners can and will be more successful in lecture comprehension if they learn the nature of teaching in classroom as a distinct register.

JIGSAW

Here we report the use of Jigsaw technique in listening comprehension. Actually this is not new. For example, Listening links (Geddes & Sturtridge, 1979) uses the technique extensively. Each of the three separate groups listens to a different part of the whole and later shares the information. Finally all get the pieces together. Our lecture material for Jigsaw is “New Kinds of Food” from Contemporary topics 1. (Solorzano & Frazier, 2002)  In this lecture, the speaker talks about three advantages and three disadvantages about new food which is genetically modified. The material is not originally for Jigsaw, but we make groups of six students, every one of whom is supposed to be an expert of one feature of the genetically modified food.

Jigsaw has a variety and two types of Jigsaw are introduced in Jacobs, Power & Loh (2002). Both have strength and weakness. In Jigsaw everyone is assigned to just one part of the whole and he or she will have to be an expert of that particular aspect, but doesn’t know about anything else. Everyone is accountable. They are responsible for their own learning and that of the others. It is essential in Jigsaw that experts should be real experts.  That means they have to work on it alone quite well before working together. Also they have to listen to the other students attentively to learn from others. They will have a serious trouble when one or more of the experts are not good enough to teach others.  

On the other hand, in Jigsaw II experts don’t have to be really good since all have every piece of information or knowledge. Everyone has the whole AND his or her own piece. This is safer because there is less of a chance to miss information, but weaker students can just depend on strong ones. Or some may take over the activities and everyone may not have equal participation.  

Now, let us introduce Jigsaw III. First, in “New Kinds of Food,” students listened to the introduction part and got the gist of the lecture: new kinds of food are available and they have both benefits and risks. This gave them the general idea of the whole. Then students were assigned to his or her own part of the lecture. These new products seem promising but inherently dangerous as they are not natural. Each student was to become an expert of one feature among the six. This was for realizing individual accountability.  (Condition 2) When the homework was done, each of the six expert groups had a session and got prepared. Now everyone consolidated knowledge of their own piece. They worked together and helped each other not to miss information and have a clearer idea. They were more confident at this stage. (Condition 1) Students got back to their home team and took turns to teach and learn from each other. They had to explain clearly so that the others could follow and get the idea. They had to listen to the others carefully to get information from them. They were supposed to participate equally in the mutual tutoring.  (Conditions1 & 3) Because everyone had the general and overall idea of the lecture at the beginning, they were less likely to be at a loss. After this, students were allowed to listen to the whole lecture. During the course of these steps, they had to take part in their learning activity, and interaction among students was encouraged and promoted. (Condition 4)  Table 1 below shows the six features and examples of genetically modified food.

	             Benefits
	            Risks

	corn
	less pesticide/less pollution
	tomato
	dominate the environment

	strawberries
	grow better
	corn
	hurt animals and insects

	tomato
	stay fresh longer
	strawberries
	may be harmful to humans


                                  Table 1

We can generalize our activities as follows. Jigsaw gives a good opportunity to work alone AND with others in groups: to be independent, and also responsible and interdependent. We have to take responsibility to be an expert, but we don’t know everything. We are sharing the same learning experience. We have to learn from others.  To be good at the whole topic or theme, we have to listen to the other experts carefully and cooperatively because we are sharing knowledge. We will ask questions. We will ask for clarification. Sometimes we will give support when the expert is having difficulty explaining his or her part. We cannot lose anyone of the team during the whole activity.  Most importantly, from the standpoint of language learning, we have interaction. We do meaningful communication in the course of the activities. Each one should be active; otherwise they do not make use of a chance to use the language, learning doesn’t take place, and it is not fun.

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY

In our language lab, it is quite easy to get access to each section of the lecture thanks to the digital technology. Each part is a file on the computer and they are in a folder with a name, “New Kinds of Food.” In other words, they are separate files grouped together in a folder.  The students have only to choose their own piece on the monitor of the booth. They can repeat any part, move forward or backward on the file.  

     The folder and the files are very convenient and easy to use. They have easy access. They are user-friendly. The students have only to choose the file on the computer and start it. When they have trouble in expert sessions or in tutoring in the home team, they can get back to the files and check. They are convenient to the teachers, too. They are easy to put in or edit on the server. We can also change the order of the files in the folder. This last character is rather important in our present case study. We’ll get back to this point later.

DISCOURSE ORGANIZERS AND FOCUS-ON-FORM

Academic lectures use a lot of discourse organizers which guide listeners. This is one of the most salient features of the register as we have seen. In fact Contemporary Topics 1 introduces those functional phrases in pre-listening exercise section as a note-taking tip.  That is, the textbook uses an option of “pre-emptive focus-on-form.” Learners are supposed to have learned those phrases before they listen to the lecture material. They are taught about how ideas are organized in a lecture in advance with a purpose: classroom teaching language has a structure and some functional expressions serve as road signs. In our Jigsaw, on the other hand, students engaged first and foremost in communicative activities. Meaning was the only focus: get the information and knowledge. Attention to form was neither mentioned nor instructed before or in the course of the cooperative learning activities. Our first question was whether incidental attention to focus-on-form, in this case, to the phrases with discourse-organizing functions while doing communicative tasks does or does not happen.
     In our case study, in order to let them pay attention to the internal structure of the lecture, the students had to be given another task after the initial communicative tasks of Jigsaw III were over. At the beginning of the activity, they had been randomly assigned to a piece. No category (benefits or risks), nor order was given. Now they were instructed to do the grouping and reordering of the six features: three benefits and three risks. At this stage all the students knew all the facts. They listened to the whole lecture and now they were given a different piece in this second phase. The technique we used was Jigsaw II, since they had already had all the pieces. Here, for the first time, the students looked for the organizational clues, or phrases with discourse organizing functions.
	topic
	genetically modified food

	  subtopics
	benefits
	 risks

	explicit

discourse

markers
	One benefit is that….

Another benefit……
Finally, a third benefit……
	One risk is that…..

Another risk is that…
(..but probably) the most

important risk is that…..


                                Table 2

As is shown above, the students took notice of some pronouns, an adverb and a superlative form which work as discourse markers. They also learned that ideas are structured in a clear and consistent way in this particular lecture. It is true that the “noticing” was induced by the teacher instruction. It was not learner-oriented and the noticing was rather “reactive.” We must admit that it took teacher intervention to bring about focus on the specific functional phrases. However, it was the students themselves who picked out the phrases in Table 2 above. They activated their lexical and grammatical knowledge which they had already acquired, and learned the new function of those expressions once given the new tasks: categorizing and ordering the features. They were communicative tasks in that they engaged in problem-solving activities and worked together with a purpose.  
We may not have to stick to the idea that “noticing” should be incidentally generated on the part of the learners in the course of communicative classroom activities. Teachers have a part to play to induce “noticing” on the side of the students. Or we might not have to pursue the ideal that focus-on-form and focus-on-meaning should be strictly simultaneous, because both can be done in using a single material. The students will learn both from the material and from what they have actually done with the material during the process because form and meaning are interrelated and inseparable in a way.

Ellis, Basturkmen & Loewen (2002) define focus-on-form as “the treatment of linguistic form in the context of performing a communicative task.” (p. 419) Our case study shows that focus-on-form can be performed as part of a communicative classroom activity and we can see that cooperative learning techniques perfectly fit in this type of learning, too.
CONCLUSION

Language labs are different from what they used to be. They are not the place students just have to work alone. They can be a place learners learn together. Technological invention can be innovation only when it is used in an innovative way. Digital technology can be incorporated into our cooperative learning framework, where meaning-focused learning brings about interaction among learners and also offers a ground for a wider scope of learning, including the controversial focus-on-form.

Notes
1. Biber, Conrad & Cortes (2004) call those expressions “lexical bundles.” They are rather longer phrases which are too common for researchers to take notice of. They have not yet been paid an appropriate amount of attention to because of their ordinary nature. Their corpus-based approach reveals that these prefabricated phrases show the characteristics of the registers in question.
2.  Stance bundles are underrepresented in textbook lecture materials. Contemporary topics 1 is no exception. Learning materials should include more instances of these expressions.
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