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In this project group work interaction between learners of German was
investigated. The data was collected in a content- and task-based classroom in which communicative
group work tasks were video recorded. After each group work students were interviewed to gain an
introspective view. The analysis is rooted in sociocultural theory, in which language learning takes

place in interpersonal interaction.

Nine face critical episodes in group work activities were found: noticing mistakes, difficulties in
expression, assistance, difficulties in comprehension, disagreement, disapproval, acknowledgement,
unexpected situations, and uncertainty. Learners who are more actively involved in a task are more
likely to accept a potential face-threat through verbalizing a question or offering feedback,
especially if the task result could benefit from that interaction. If group members are less
actively involved, or if a comment does not contribute to the task outcome, a face-threat will be

avoided.



[Theoretical Background

Group work activities have been established as a crucial component of the modern
language classroom to create situations for learners to use the target language in a
safe environment. Interactions among peers are regarded as opportunities for language
and meaning related negotiations, referred to as Language Related Episodes (LRE) (Swain
& Lapkin 1998) or Negotiations for Meaning (NfW) (Pica 1987). Various studies have
shown that peer interaction plays a vital role in fostering learners’ abilities to
independently use the target language (cf. Sato & Ballinger 2016). Especially in task-
based language learning the benefits for learners to join efforts to find a cooperative
solution for a task are widely acknowledged (cf. Ellis 2003).

In sociocultural concepts learning is viewed as social practice, which implies that
interaction is not just a tool for learning but the manifestation of the learning
process itself. To progress, a learner needs assistance - so called scaffolding - from
a parent or a teacher to reach the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky 1978). Later
studies have shown that even peer can help each other to develop their language skills
through collective scaffolding (Donato 1994).

However, practitioners as well as researchers have also described a range of challenges
connected to group work in second language education, such as reluctance to correct
each other’ s oral or written products, being hesitant to actively participate due to
the lack of confidence in one’ s own language abilities or the preference for the
consultation of a dictionary instead of asking for help within the group (cf. Philp et
al. 2014).

The focus of this project is the role of face, based on Goffman’ s face concept (1967),
as an influence on learners’ decisions to address certain topics during peer
interaction. The central research questions are:

1. What face threats do learners encounter in group work?

2. How do learners deal with face threats?

3. How do face-relevant interactions affect group work?
The goal of this research project is to gain a deeper understanding of how social
aspects influence interactions within the group in a classroom setting. Taking the
shift towards online teaching into consideration due to the pandemic while this research
project was conducted, group interaction in breakout sessions during online classes
were included.

/Method

The main data collection was conducted in an intact content- and task-based classroom
in which communicative group work tasks were video recorded over the course of five
weeks. These group work tasks were part of the regular class work and each group
consisted of three to four students. Following each recorded group work, five students
were asked to participate in video stimulated recall sessions to gain an introspective
view on the interactional data. These sessions were audio recorded. These two primary
sources of data were supplemented by short surveys on each group work experience,
students’ notes, and the given tasks. The analysis focused on a qualitative approach
which was rooted in sociocultural theory, in which there is the underlying assumption
that cognitive development - such as language learning - takes place in interpersonal
interaction. Figure 1 gives an overview over the process of collecting, processing and
analyzing the data.
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Figure 1: Data Analysis

The interactional data from the group work as well as the data acquired through video
stimulated recall were transcribed and combined into one transcription score
(Partiturtranskript) for each of the 20 groupworks (5 sessions with 4 groups each).
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Figure 2: Transcript Examples without (left) and with introspective data (right)

/Results

1) Macro-analytical Description: Each of the 20 groupwork transcripts were coded for
language choice (Japanese, German, English), individual active participation
(utterances coded by learner, one learner = one color) and interactional dimensions
(Content = blue, Language Related Episodes = green, Organization/Process = yellow,
interpersonal interaction = pink). Figure 3 shows an example of the coding visualized
through a feature of MAXQDA, a software for qualitative data analysis.

Figure 3: Language choice (left), Individual Participation (middle), interactional
dimensions (right)

The visualization of the language choice (on the left) shows the preferred language in




one specific group (in Figure 3 the group predominantly used German (coded black)).
The depiction in the middle visualizes verbal participation in this group (the student
coded in light blue was slightly dominant). The codes of the different dimensions (on
the right) in each group shows that the groups organized their cooperation differently.
A closer look at the realization of the different verbal actions revealed that
especially unplanned utterances, such as genuine surprises, are challenging for the
students. During group work these interactions are realized either by one-word
contributions and repetitions, nonverbally by gestures and pointing, or in the their
first language.

2) Based on the combined transcript (group work and introspective data) nine distinct
face critical episodes (FCE) in group work activities were found.

noticing mistakes

difficulties in expression

assistance

difficulties in comprehension

disagreement

disapproval

acknowledgement

unexpected situations

. uncertainty

For each of these episodes a face-threat was identified in the introspective data
through content analysis (coding) and described in the context of different
interactional realizations.

Furthermore, through a discourse analytical approach it was shown that learners apply
different strategies to deal with various face-threats depending on to two main factors:
Degree of activity - individually as well as collectively - during the specific group
work, and relevance to the task.
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Figure 4: Activity and Task Relevance
Learners who are more actively involved in
a task are more likely to accept a
potential face-threat for themselves or
other group member through verbalizing a
Implementing question or offering feedback, especially
FCE if the task result could benefit from that
interaction. On the other hand, if group
members are less actively involved, or if
a comment or a question does not seem to
contribute to the task outcome, a face-
threat will be avoided. This could be shown
by embedding the face critical episodes
into the macro-analytical description of
the group work process as well as the
participating learners’ characteristics
(such as language choice or dimension of
interaction).

These results highlight social factors of
group work in the language classroom and the complexity of peer interaction in a
learning scenario. Even though interaction is widely regarded as being beneficial for
learning processes, this study shows how interpersonal considerations influence

learners’ decisions to address certain language or content related topics.

under certain
conditions
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3) Supplementary studies using data from online interactions in breakout sessions were
conducted to complement the main results. The supplementary data was recorded in an
introductory-level German course for learners in Japan, Korea, and Taiwan and during
a virtual exchange project between German and Japanese students. One main finding is
that advanced language skills do not necessarily lead to increased initiative or
activity during a group task. Similar to the in-person sessions learners contribute
their skills at different levels in online settings as well. Another important finding
specific to online interaction is, that explicit requests for participation, which are
necessary in an online setting, since physical clues are absent, are not always accepted
by the addressed person, which might result in awkward silence.



All the findings need to be verified in different settings - such as in advanced groups
or for other languages and cultural background. However, it can be derived, that the
role of face should be considered for the practice of group work in a second language
classroom.
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