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Macroscopic and Microscopic Views of L2 Classrooms

NINA SPADA AND ROY LYSTER
McGill University

■ This commentary briefly describes the development and organization
of two research instruments for use in L2 classroom observation research
and in L2 teacher education/reflective practice. They are contrasted in
terms of the different perspectives they take on descriptions of classroom
behaviours—one that provides a broader and more general view (i.e.,
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macroscopic) and the other that is more specific and focussed in its
description (i.e., microscopic). They are the Communicative Orienta-
tion of Language Teaching (COLT) observation scheme (Spada &
Fröhlich, 1995) and Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) error treatment model.
Both instruments include a set of predetermined categories to describe
features of instructional input and interaction in L2 classrooms. In this
way, they are similar to other research tools that are used within the
interaction analysis tradition of classroom observation research. Both
instruments also permit quantitative and qualitative descriptions and
analyses of L2 classroom data (see Chaudron, 1988, Long, 1980; Mitchell,
1985; van Lier, 1988, for descriptions of different approaches to class-
room observation research, and Spada, 1994, for a description of how
COLT compares with other approaches to observation in L2 classrooms).

An observation scheme that provides a macroscopic description of L2
classrooms at the level of activity types and the verbal interactions within
them is COLT. This instrument was developed in the early 1980s to
describe differences in the communicative orientation of language
teaching and to determine whether and how this contributes to differ-
ences in L2 learning outcomes. The categories included in COLT are,
for the most part, theoretically driven. Their conceptualization was
derived from a comprehensive review of theories of communicative
language teaching, theories of communication, and theories of first and
second language acquisition (SLA) research (see Allen, Fröhlich, &
Spada, 1984, and Fröhlich, Spada, & Allen, 1985, for descriptions of the
development and validation of the COLT scheme). COLT consists of two
parts. Part A, which describes classroom practices and procedures at the
level of the activity, is done in “real” time. Part B, which describes the
verbal interactions between teachers and students within activities, is
used in post hoc analyses that in most instances are done from transcrip-
tions of audio-recorded data.1 Most of the 73 categories that are
distributed across Parts A and B of COLT represent binary distinctions in
instructional practices (e.g., student-centred vs. teacher-centred partici-
pation; reaction to form or message; genuine vs. pseudo requests;
restricted vs. unrestricted language, minimal vs. sustained speech; see
the Appendix, Figure 1). The COLT scheme has been used in a variety of
L2 contexts to examine process and product relationships and to
discover matches and mismatches between L2 program goals and
practices. (See Spada, 1990a, 1990b; Spada & Fröhlich, 1995, for a
detailed description of COLT and its use in L2 classroom research.)

A research instrument that affords a more microscopic view of L2

1 Only in exceptional circumstances can the verbal interaction data be coded with COLT
Part B directly from the audio recordings.
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classrooms is Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) error treatment model, which
was developed in content-based L2 classrooms to describe teachers’
reactions to errors and learners’ immediate responses (i.e., learner
uptake) to this feedback. The model is presented in the form of a
flowchart (see the Appendix, Figure 2) and thus differs from COLT’s
grid format, which allows for concurrent coding and observation.
Accordingly, the flowchart, which permits a turn-by-turn analysis of error
treatment sequences in teacher-student interaction, has been used
exclusively to code transcribed interactional data. In this respect, the
model shares some similarities with the discourse analysis tradition in
classroom observation research. Unlike COLT, the categories comprising
the model are predominantly data driven. They emerged from detailed
descriptions of the different types of error treatment interactions ob-
served in immersion classrooms where L2 instruction was primarily
content-based via subject-matter and language arts themes (see Lyster &
Ranta, 1997; Lyster, in press-a, in press-b, for descriptions of how these
categories have been used in the analysis of classroom discourse). The
development of the error treatment categories was also influenced by
other feedback-on-error models used in classroom research (e.g., Doughty,
1994a, 1994b) and by two of the main features categories in COLT, Part
B. The development and use of the categories in the error treatment
sequence are a good example of the shift from macroscopic to micro-
scopic views of language classrooms and of when and why such a shift
becomes necessary.

As indicated above, there are many categories within Parts A and B of
the COLT scheme. Thus, it has the capacity to capture information
about a multitude of different classroom behaviours at the level of
activity type and the verbal interactions that take place within them.
Depending on the reasons for its use, however, it may not be (and,
indeed, in most cases is not) necessary to use both parts of the scheme or
all the categories within each part. For example, some users whose goals
are to obtain a general picture of the communicative orientation of
teaching in L2 classrooms at the level of pedagogical activities will find it
adequate to use COLT, Part A. If one’s research goals are to closely
examine a specific feature of the linguistic interactions between students
and teachers, a more focussed and detailed description is required. In
such cases, one is free to either select or adapt the relevant categories
from a more comprehensive scheme (e.g., features on COLT, Part B) or
develop a new set of categories. Lyster and Ranta (1997) did both in
designing the categories for their error treatment model. To meet their
research goals, they revised the categories “reaction to form/message”
and “incorporation of student utterances” in COLT, Part B. Further-
more, because this work required precise descriptions of the various
types of corrective feedback and learner uptake, it was necessary to
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create additional categories that could more fully describe the linguistic
behaviours of the teachers and learners in their database. In doing so,
they moved from a macrolevel to a microlevel description of corrective
discourse in L2 classrooms.

The COLT observation scheme and the error treatment model have
been used primarily in classroom research to investigate relationships
among instructional input, interaction, and SLA. However, both instru-
ments can be (and have been) used to help teachers reflect on their
teaching practices. For example, if teachers are motivated to examine
how often their students are given opportunities to use the L2 in
extended classroom discourse, to make genuine versus pseudorequests,
or to discover whether the primary focus is on language form or
meaning, they can make an audio or video recording of their own class
and carry out a relatively simple analysis of their classroom behaviours
using a few categories from COLT. Observing one’s own class is also a
useful way of discovering whether what teachers think they do is
consistent with what they actually do in their teaching. For example, to
reflect on their beliefs and practices concerning error treatment, teach-
ers can begin by thinking about whether and how often they provide
feedback on students’ errors. They can also consider which errors they
focus on (e.g., grammatical, lexical), how they do so (e.g., through
explicit or implicit provision of correct forms versus signals that push
learners to self-correct), and in what contexts (during or after communi-
cative interaction). This can be followed by an audio or video recording
of a lesson that teachers can then examine, using categories from the
error treatment model to determine whether their beliefs are consistent
with their practices (see Malamah-Thomas, 1987; Weinryb, 1992, for
guidelines concerning the use of observation schemes in teacher educa-
tion and reflective practice, and Mckay, 1994; Zotou, 1993, for reports of
studies in which teachers’ practices were examined in relation to their
beliefs).

To conclude, it must be remembered that the choice of whether to use
instruments such as the COLT scheme, with its wide range of categories
and macroscopic perspective, or the error treatment model, with its
specific focus and microscopic view, is entirely dependent on one’s
research goals. In some instances it may even be advantageous to use
both. It is also important to keep in mind that as tools for either SLA
classroom research or for teacher education and reflective practice, both
instruments can be (and have been) easily adapted to serve (rather than
direct) research in a variety of L2 contexts.
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APPENDIX

Research Instruments for Classroom Observation
FIGURE 1

Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching (COLT) Observation Scheme



79
4

T
E

SO
L

 Q
U

A
R

T
E

R
L

Y

Note. From Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching (COLT) observation scheme: Coding Conventions and Applications (pp. 13, 20), by N. Spada and M.
Fröhlich, 1995, Sydney, Australia: Macquarie University, National Centre for English Language Teaching and Research. Copyright 1995 by the National
Centre for English Language Teaching and Research, Macquarie University, Sydney, New South Wales, 2109, Australia. Reprinted with permission.

FIGURE 1 (continued)



RESEARCH ISSUES 795

FIGURE 2

Error Treatment Sequence

Note. Adapted from “Corrective Feedback and Learner Uptake: Negotiation of Form in
Communicative Classrooms,” by R. Lyster and L. Ranta, 1997, Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, 19, 44.


