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Abstract 

 This study examines the social network development of L2 Spanish learners over 

the course of an academic semester spent studying abroad in Spain. Social network 

analysis has been utilized widely in sociological research to understand and predict a 

range of human behaviors, and has also been applied to research in sociolinguistics 

(Milroy, 1980) and second language acquisition (SLA) (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; 

Isabelli-García, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2017). The present investigation proposes to utilize 

this level of analysis to identify patterns in university sojourners’ social experience, to 

describe the relationship between these patterns and L2 Spanish proficiency 

development, and to contextualize these findings within the landscape of contemporary 

U.S. study abroad practice.  

 Data for this investigation were collected from 43 L2 Spanish learners who were 

university students enrolled in various institutions in the U.S., and who spent the spring 

2019 academic semester studying abroad in Spain. Students were recruited from six study 

abroad programs located in four cities in Spain (Granada, Madrid, Sevilla, Toledo). 

Social network data were collected via a specially designed social network questionnaire, 

while linguistic data were collected via the administration of two Spanish language 

proficiency tests, a Diploma de Español como Lengua Extranjera (DELE) exam and an 

elicited imitation task (EIT) (Ortega, Iwashita, Norris, & Rabie, 1999). Data collection 

was performed at the beginning and end of the participants’ sojourn in Spain, a period of 

time lasting approximately 12 weeks.  

 The results of this study identify four prominent social network patterns exhibited 

by students during their time abroad, characterized by varying levels of Spanish language 
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use, emotional proximity to contacts, frequency of interaction, contact nationality, and 

network cohesion. These patterns exert a significant influence on learners’ gains in 

Spanish proficiency, with the most powerful influences on proficiency gains being the 

development of Spanish language-dominant social networks with NNS program peers, as 

well as the development of high numbers of integrated NS/NNS social groups. These 

findings are discussed in the context of the current state of U.S. study abroad 

programming.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1.1 Context and rationale for the study 

 In one of the earliest large-scale assessments of the effects of study abroad on 

second language acquisition (SLA), Carroll (1967) states that “time spent abroad is 

clearly one of the most potent variables we have found [on proficiency development], and 

this is not surprising, for reasons that need not be belabored” (p. 137). While popular 

belief would certainly agree that this claim is not surprising, empirical research over the 

last 53 years has belabored this point considerably, and for good reason. In fact, rather 

than describe a rich, uniformly beneficial language learning environment, this research 

has repeatedly and consistently characterized study abroad as a context of great 

variability for SLA outcomes (see, e.g., Davidson, 2010; Kinginger, 2008; Yang, 2016), 

with the potential to exacerbate individual differences among learners (Huebner, 1995).  

 The fact that study abroad does not act as an unwavering boon to language 

learning is not, in itself, surprising or remarkable. After all, there is not a single 

component of the study abroad experience whose features can be generalized across all 

contexts, from program structure, to sojourner profile, to the nature of host communities. 

Each of these areas is subject to its own set of complexities, and possesses a deeply 

variable nature. This has shone through SLA study abroad literature in a number of ways. 

At a general level, for instance, the diversity of sojourner target language (TL) 

experiences abroad can be gleaned through the inability of mere quantitative language 

contact to account for second language (L2) gains. While some studies have claimed a 

direct relationship between L2 gains and the amount of time spent engaged in L2 
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interaction during a sojourn abroad (e.g., Hernández, 2010; Yager, 1998), others have 

reported no such relationship (e.g., Magnan & Back, 2007; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004).  

  Examinations of the nature of sojourner experiences and, in particular, their 

interpersonal L2 interactions, have likewise reported a high degree of variation. Face-to-

face interaction with native speakers (NS)1 of the TL is widely believed to be a primary 

motor of acquisition, due to the ability of such interactions to provide language learners 

with comprehensible input, opportunities to engage in negotiation of meaning, and 

exposure to corrective feedback (Long, 1996). Several studies have taken quantitative 

measurements of the degree to which these features of interaction are present when 

sojourners engage in conversation with NS interlocutors abroad. But while these studies 

at times report that study abroad interactions with host family members or language 

partners are successful in actively engaging learners in meaningful L2 communication, 

this engagement – as measured via the presence of interactive moves proposed as 

facilitative to SLA – varies widely (e.g., Bryfonski & Sanz, 2018; Fernández-García & 

Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014). 

 Many complexities of the study abroad experience are not amenable to 

quantitative measurement. Language learning, especially in immersive environments, 

depends not on mere exposure but on the quality and type of social relationships that 

mediate an individual’s participation in, and membership into, “communities of practice” 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). From this perspective, if sojourners do not display dramatic L2 

                                                       
1 The author recognizes the complex and sometimes problematic nature of the term “native speaker” and of 
the supposed dichotomy between “native” and “non-native” speakers, as has been observed by numerous 
researchers who have challenged its viability and use (e.g., Firth & Wagner, 1997; Kramsch & Whiteside, 
2007). However, in the interest of clarity and convenience, the present investigation will from this point use 
the terms “native” and “nonnative” without further elaboration or qualification.  
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gains while abroad, “it is because they do not become sufficiently or meaningfully 

engaged in the practices of their host communities” (Kinginger, 2011, p. 67). An 

increasing number of qualitative analyses have illustrated the processes that sojourners go 

through as they forge relationships with host community members, with varying degrees 

of success. Some studies have described these experiences as interpersonal minefields, 

replete with potential linguistic and cross-cultural misunderstanding (e.g., Wilkinson, 

2002). Others have painted a more optimistic – if still complex and variable – picture of 

sojourner-host community social interaction as an opportunity for mutual personal and 

linguistic growth (e.g., Cook, 2006; DuFon, 2006; Shively, 2011). In all cases, social 

processes in study abroad depend on a patchwork of “dispositions, ideologies, identities, 

and relationships of all participants” (Shively, 2018, p. 101). 

 To what extent do sojourners have access to host community membership and 

language socialization processes during their time abroad? In the case of participants in 

U.S.-based study abroad programs, the answer to this question may not yield as much 

variability as the preceding paragraphs would lead to believe. American study abroad 

programs have long been noted for their tendency to replicate the institutional 

characteristics of the U.S. university system in host environments (e.g., Kline, 1998). 

Consequently, programs act in loco parentis (Kinginger, 2010), assuming responsibility 

over the academic, administrative, and social domains of the study abroad experience. It 

is of interest, then, to characterize the whole of sojourners’ social and linguistic 

experiences abroad, beyond the qualitative analysis of individual interactions with 

particular host community members, or in particular host community contexts. One 

emergent method for doing so is social network analysis. 
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 Social network analysis is concerned with the effect of sets (i.e., networks) of 

personal relationships on individual and group behavior. The essential postulate of social 

network analysis is that many behaviors can best be understood not by looking at 

individual interactions, but at the broader constellation of interactions and personal 

relationships under which a given behavior is manifested. Researchers in science and 

sociology have utilized this level of analysis to explicate a range of behavioral practices, 

including the spread of obesity (Christakis & Fowler, 2007), the cessation of smoking 

(Christakis & Fowler, 2008), the likelihood of divorce (McDermott et al. 2013), and the 

commercial success of Broadway productions (Uzzi & Spiro, 2005). Social network 

analysis was first applied to sociolinguistic research by Milroy (1980), who used it to 

help explain the diffusion of linguistic change in Belfast, Northern Ireland. Milroy 

proposed that, more than individual variables like age or gender, change in speech pattern 

is determined by in-group identity and the implicit relational obligations necessary to 

maintain social community membership. The more an individual could be shown to 

maintain social ties to a community, the more resistant that individual’s speech patterns 

would be to change.  

 More recently, SLA research has adopted similar methodologies to examine the 

nature of language socialization and acquisition in study abroad. For the most part, these 

studies have utilized social network analysis as an illustrative device to represent the 

degree to which sojourners are successful in fostering deep social connections with NS 

host community members (e.g., Campbell, 2011; Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Lybeck, 

2002; Shiri, 2015; Trentman, 2015). A handful of larger-scale quantitative applications of 

social network analysis to study abroad SLA have been performed (e.g., Baker-Smemoe 
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et al., 2014; Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013; Mitchell et al., 2017); however, rather 

than take stock of sojourner networks in their entirety, these studies have focused solely 

on discrete social network variables (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; Dewey, Belnap, & 

Hillstrom, 2013), or else have operationalized social network analysis only as a numerical 

measure of language socialization (Mitchell et al., 2017). 

 The present investigation applies social network analysis to the study of SLA in 

study abroad. More precisely, it does so through an examination of the personal social 

networks of 43 U.S. university L2 Spanish language learners spending an academic 

semester in Spain, in six study abroad programs in four cities. The primary data for this 

study come from a specially designed social network questionnaire, as well as L2 Spanish 

language testing via a listening comprehension exam and an elicited imitation task (EIT). 

These data sources were supplemented with additional questionnaires and qualitative 

interviews performed by the researcher, who spent the duration of the data collection 

period in Spain among the various participant sojourner groups. This investigation 

acknowledges, a priori, that social language learning processes and outcomes in study 

abroad will vary greatly among learners. It also contends that such variation may 

nevertheless display identifiable patterns that can provide insight into the nature of social 

experience and language learning abroad, as well their connection to predominant trends 

in U.S. higher education study abroad practices.  

 

1.2 Research questions (RQ) 

RQ1: What is the relationship between individual social network characteristics (e.g., 

network size, density, L2 use) and L2 Spanish proficiency development, as measured via 
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gains in scores on an EIT and B2 DELE listening comprehension exam, over the course 

of a semester abroad? 

 

RQ2: What social network patterns are exhibited by students enrolled in U.S.-based study 

abroad programs over the course of an academic semester in Spain?  

 

RQ3: Are some patterns in social network development correlated more strongly than 

others with gains in Spanish language proficiency scores? 

 

RQ4: Are some patterns in social network development related more strongly than others 

with particular study abroad program structures? 
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Chapter 2: Review of the literature 

 

2.1 Context and outline 

Given the large body of scholarly research that the term “study abroad” can be 

said to encompass, the context of the present study must be clarified somewhat. While 

“study abroad” can loosely be defined as “a temporary sojourn of pre-defined duration, 

undertaken for educational purposes” (Kinginger 2009, p. 11), such sojourns vary 

enormously. Perhaps the most important point of variation is that of language and 

language learning. Second language use is, in most cases, neither a presence nor a 

priority, as students most often choose to study in countries where their L1 is spoken as 

an official language (Isabelli-García et al. 2018, citing data from UNESCO 2014). In the 

case of students who do choose to study in a country where a language other than their 

L1 is spoken, language acquisition may not be a primary motivation; as of 2013-2014, for 

example, only 7.8% of all US-based students going abroad were foreign language majors 

(Institute of International Education 2015, cited in Shively 2018). 

 Within the literature focusing on the study abroad experiences of students 

traveling to countries where their L1 is not spoken, another large division can be made 

between studies considering destination countries where the TL is English, on the one 

hand, or a non-English language, on the other. According to one research synthesis 

(Yang, 2016), nearly half of the literature produced on study abroad pertains to the study 

of sojourns in English-speaking settings. Given the unique status of English as a 

globalized language, such literature is, to an extent, considered in a different light from 
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research performed on non-English SLA abroad, and indeed it is often labelled under 

terms other than “study abroad” (Isabelli-García et al., 2018).  

Despite its current popularity, scholarly research into SLA in study abroad has 

mostly emerged over the last twenty years. In fact, in an analysis of 66 studies on SLA in 

study abroad, Yang (2016) found that only five (7.7% of the total) were published 

between the years 1991 and 2000 (the earliest period analyzed). The nature of these 

studies has, by and large, mirrored larger trends in the field of applied linguistics, with 

early studies centering on quantitative language learning outcomes, especially proficiency 

outcomes (Kinginger, 2009). 

As noted by countless authors and research summaries (see, e.g., Isabelli-García 

et al., 2018; Kinginger, 2009, 2011; McCormick, 2018; Yang, 2016), study abroad SLA 

literature has generally failed to paint a straightforward picture of the SLA process in 

study abroad. If there is one point of agreement, it is that the context of study abroad – 

despite popular intuition or the folklore propagated by an industry of study abroad 

program providers (Kubota, 2016) – does not amount to anything close to a language 

learning cure-all. Empirically measured language learning outcomes do not live up to the 

anecdotal hype. But beyond serving as a near-obligatory disclaimer in the introductory 

paragraphs of studies produced on the topic, this recognition of the complexity of the 

relationship between study abroad and language learning has had a number of 

consequences for study abroad SLA literature. Most germane to the present study are two 

trends that have emerged over the last ten to twenty years: first, an increased interest in 

the analysis of the study abroad environment itself in regard to its ability to provide 

sojourners with opportunities to engage in TL interaction that may be facilitative of SLA; 
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and second, an increased interest in understanding the role of learner identity and 

socialization processes in SLA as it occurs in study abroad. 

The present study seeks to demonstrate the utility of a level of analysis that aims 

to combine these interaction- and socialization-based perspectives: holistic (combined L1 

and L2) social network analysis. Specifically, it will explore the extent to which oral and 

aural L2 Spanish proficiency development can be understood and accounted for by this 

approach. The remainder of this literature review will be dedicated to the following 

topics: (1) the study of proficiency development in study abroad; (2) the ability of study 

abroad experiences to provide opportunities for (social) interaction thought to be 

facilitative to SLA; (3) the role of learner identity and socialization in the SLA process in 

study abroad; and (4) social network analysis and its application to linguistics and SLA 

research.  

 

2.2 L2 proficiency development in study abroad 

 Scholarly research into the benefits of the study abroad experience on SLA 

processes has tended, over time, to mirror larger trends in the field of applied linguistics 

(Kinginger, 2009). Early studies primarily concerned themselves with determining the 

extent to which the study abroad context positively affects sojourners’ general linguistic 

competence, or proficiency, in the L2. One of the most influential early studies in this 

vein is that of John B. Carroll (1967), who, in a large-scale, federally-funded project, 

performed a “national assessment”2 of the language proficiency levels of 2,782 

                                                       
2 Remarkably, the sample of 2,784 participants in Carroll’s (1967) study constituted 24% of all majors in 
the U.S. for the languages included, at the time of the study. It is also noteworthy that this sample 
population constituted an average of 51% of all language majors from participating institutions (for the 
languages included in the study). 
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university-level students from the U.S. majoring in French, German, Italian, Russian, and 

Spanish. This assessment took stock of language majors’ achievement at a particular 

point in time (participants were tested only once), and did not focus exclusively on study 

abroad, though experience abroad was included in a four-page questionnaire administered 

to participants regarding their history of language study. Overall, Carroll reports that the 

“most striking thing about [the results] is the generally low median levels of attainment in 

audio-lingual skills” (speaking and listening), which, along with reading and writing 

proficiency results that are not much higher, amount to a “net showing of college foreign 

language majors [that] is not impressive” (p. 134).  

Beyond just reporting language major proficiency outcomes themselves, Carroll 

was interested in describing the influence of certain variables on these outcomes. In 

particular, he reports a strong association between proficiency level and two variables of 

language learning background: time spent abroad, and the time (by academic level) of the 

start of language study. Regarding time spent abroad, Carroll states that “time abroad is 

certainly one of the most potent variables we have found,” with results providing “a 

strong justification for a ‘year abroad’ as one of the experiences to be recommended for 

language majors.” These results are also extended to shorter-term sojourns, as “even a 

tour abroad, or a summer school course abroad, is useful, apparently, in improving the 

student’s skill” (p. 137). This effect is found equally for Spanish, French, and German 

(the languages with sufficient numbers to be included in this part of the analysis). On the 

MLA proficiency scale, students with no experience abroad scored an average of roughly 

40 points, compared with an average score of 45 for students with some experience 
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abroad (“toured, or summer school abroad”), and of 50 for those students who spent an 

entire school year abroad.3 This effect was enough for Carroll to reflect not only on the 

beneficial effect of study abroad on language learning, but of its necessity in the post-

secondary language curriculum, as “those who do not go abroad do not seem to be able to 

get very far in their foreign language study, on the average, despite the ministrations of 

foreign language teachers, language laboratories, audio-lingual methods, and the rest” (p. 

137). 

Carroll’s (1967) wholesale endorsement of the linguistic benefits of study abroad 

notwithstanding, subsequent literature has painted a far more complex picture of the 

relationship between study abroad and L2 development. This is particularly true in the 

case of studies analyzing general L2 proficiency development, as one of the most salient 

features of empirical work in this area has been the variation, among students, in the 

improvement of scores from beginning to end of sojourn. When attempting to generalize 

the ability of study abroad to promote language proficiency to whole populations, “a 

recurrent finding is of striking individual differences whose explanation offers only 

tantalizing glimpses into the nature of study abroad experiences” (Kinginger 2009, p. 68). 

To take one notable example, Davidson (2010), performing a large-scale assessment of 

the speaking, listening, and reading proficiency development of 1,881 university L2 

Russian students participating in various study abroad programs in Russia, reports 

“remarkable levels of variation…among different learners within the study abroad 

cohort” (p. 23). This variation was so apparent for this group that, in the case of the oral 

                                                       
3 These results come from listening proficiency scores, which Carroll (1967) used as a marker of overall 
proficiency given its correlation with other modalities. 
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proficiency results, students with an initial proficiency of 24 (Advanced) were reported to 

have “about an equal chance of remaining at the 2 level after one year of study, of 

advancing to the 2+ level, or of attaining the 3 (Superior) level of proficiency” (p. 22).  

Variation in language learning outcomes has led to the proposition, by some, that 

the study abroad environment may even exacerbate pre-existing contrasts in learner 

proficiency levels (e.g., Huebner, 1995). The observation of variation has also had an 

influence in determining the path of applied linguistics literature on SLA in study abroad. 

Two trends, in particular, are of interest to the present study: (1) the investigation of the 

study abroad environment itself, and the extent to which it creates opportunities for TL 

interaction that can be presumed to aid language learning; and (2) qualitative work that 

explores the experiences of individual learners as they engage in TL practices in the study 

abroad environment, with a particular interest in the influence exhibited by learner 

identity and language socialization processes. 

 

2.3 Interaction in study abroad 

 The interaction hypothesis (Long 1983, 1996) has influenced much SLA literature 

on study abroad. Previous studies have quantified the extent to which different domains 

of the study abroad experience provide different types of interaction and negotiation (e.g., 

Bryfonski & Sanz, 2018; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014; 

McMeekin, 2003, 2006), operationalized self-reported TL use as a quantitative 

                                                       
4 Participants in Davidson (2010) were tested via the ACTFL/Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) 
proficiency examinations, with results presented on the ILR scale such that scores of 0 pertain to ACTFL 
Novice, scores of 1 pertain to ACTFL Intermediate, scores of 2 pertain to ACTFL Advanced, and scores of 
3 pertain to ACTFL Superior. Sublevels on the ILR scale are indicated, where appropriate, by “-” and “+” 
symbols.  
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representation of interaction and measured its effect on language acquisition abroad (e.g., 

Collentine, 2004; Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Magnan & Back, 2007), and 

highlighted the role of interaction in this context as a window into social positioning and 

cultural immersion (e.g., Iino, 2006; Wilkinson, 2002). The following sections will 

address each of these areas in turn, after first giving a brief theoretical overview of the 

hypotheses which undergird these approaches to the study of SLA in study abroad.   

  

2.3.1 Theoretical context 

 The interaction hypothesis (Long, 1983, 1996) proposes a fundamental role for 

interaction in SLA due to its ability to break down input into a form that is 

comprehensible for language learners, a process “mediated by selective attention and the 

learner’s developing L2 processing capacity” (Long, 1996, p. 414). While stopping short 

of claiming that interaction is necessary, in the strictest sense, to acquisition, Long 

proposes that negotiation of meaning, in which negative feedback results in learners’ 

attention being directed to gaps between interlanguage and target language, may facilitate 

acquisition generally. It may, in particular, be “essential for learning certain specifiable 

L1-L2 contrasts” (p. 414). Interactional adjustments in L2 conversation vary in a number 

of ways within and across linguistic and cultural contexts; however, it would appear that 

such negotiation, including the provision of negative evidence, is at the very least 

extremely common (and possibly universal) to such processes. 

 A central component of Long’s (1996) hypothesis is that, given the evidence 

currently available, it would appear that input alone is not sufficient for adults to achieve 

certain abilities in the L2. In response to claims made by the input hypothesis (Krashen, 
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1982), Long cites cases of L2 learners who have lived in a natural immersive 

environment for years, with an abundance of comprehensible input, little to no L1 use, 

and no observable hinderance to their affective filter, and yet who still display many 

forms in their L2 use that do not match the input in their environment. In such cases, 

Long argues, if only comprehensible input is available to the learner, without the 

opportunity for actual TL interaction, then such input may work against L2 acquisition, 

as learners who understand the meaning of a message may then fail to notice new 

linguistic forms. Consequently, a failure in comprehension must sometimes occur in 

order for interlanguage development to continue.  

 Under this framework, the ability to process new L2 input is not solely reliant 

upon the input itself, but rather on the conversational adjustments that take place in 

interaction and which direct learner attention as needed to meet their communicative and 

linguistic needs (Mackey, 2007). It is the active engagement of both L2 learner and 

interlocutor in negotiation that serves to increase the saliency of input and to “reveal the 

meaning of new forms and so [make] the forms acquirable” (Long, 1996, p. 452). The 

precise ways in which this occurs in interaction will vary according to context and other 

factors. In all cases, however, the belief is that interaction through negotiation provides 

an environment in which the messages being communicated through language are 

“semantically transparent” (Long, 1996). This semantic transparency serves not only to 

make input more comprehensible, but to draw learner attention to the linguistic form 

contained in that input. 

 Interaction also holds value for learners because of its ability to prompt language 

production, or output. The output hypothesis (Swain, 1985) calls attention to the unique 
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characteristics of output itself in interaction, and their necessity in the SLA process. 

Swain’s claims originate from observations of the linguistic outcomes of students 

enrolled in Canadian French immersion schools (with L1 English), and in particular the 

contrast between the outcomes of a group of these students (n=69) and those of L1 

French students (n=10) enrolled in a monolingual French school. Comparing 

measurements of the grammatical, discourse-related, and sociolinguistic competence of 

these groups, results showed that there were significant differences between the groups’ 

linguistic repertoires, with especially large contrasts for grammatical and sociolinguistic 

competence. Immersion students simply did not reach the same levels of competence in 

French as the L1 French students, despite robust exposure to comprehensible TL input 

over the course of seven years. Swain’s explanation was that the immersion group was 

relatively limited in their access to opportunities to engage in conversational interaction, 

and therefore suffered certain grammatical limitations in their development. Furthermore, 

Swain argues, it is not the communicative exchange itself that is facilitative to 

acquisition, nor is it merely the ability of such interaction to provide comprehensible 

input; rather, output itself has several important functions independent of input and 

interaction. The reason that immersion students did not demonstrate the same competence 

as L1 French students was “not because their comprehensible input [was] limited but 

because their comprehensible output [was] limited” (Swain 1985, p. 249, emphasis in 

original).  

 The term “comprehensible output” is intended to illustrate the way in which 

learners must be encouraged to make use of language that is slightly beyond their current 

level of L2 competence. This forces the learner to pay conscious attention to their use of 
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the TL, and to identify which forms being used are subsequently deemed as acceptable 

and understood (or unacceptable and inscrutable) to their interlocutor. The role of the 

learner is therefore much more active in the case of output production than in the case of 

input comprehension, triggering a deeper level of processing. Whereas learners may feign 

full or partial comprehension upon being exposed to linguistic input, this option is not 

available to them when they are asked to produce TL output (Swain, 1995). Nor, in the 

case of output, are contextual clues of any assistance in the actual formation of 

utterances, in the way that they may be in the case of listening and reading.  

 Empirical studies on the effects of interaction on SLA have sought to show that 

interaction-rich environments are more facilitative to L2 acquisition than passive, input-

laden ones. Mackey (1999), for example, analyzed the development of question 

formation for a group of ESL leaners according to the level of engagement (and, hence, 

interaction) required of the participants by altering tasks in one of several ways. A 

picture-drawing task, a story completion task, and a story-sequencing task were 

performed in NS-NNS dyads and were – at least potentially – reliant on the cooperation 

of the partners. NNS engagement in interaction was controlled in one of three ways. 

While some learners were left to interact naturally with their NS partners, another group 

received only scripted input from their partners and was unable to ask questions or 

otherwise engage in interaction to complete the task. A third group was only able to 

observe the tasks being completed by other pairs (therefore observing the production of 

question forms). Results show clear advantages for the groups that were actively involved 

in interaction during these tasks, an advantage that was evident for learners of all 

proficiency levels. For Mackey, this was direct evidence in support of the claims made by 
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the interaction hypothesis, demonstrating that “interactional modifications led to [second 

language] development and more active involvement in negotiated interaction led to 

greater development” (p. 583).  

 

2.3.2 Study abroad as facilitative to interaction 

 Central to beliefs regarding the superior ability of study abroad to facilitate 

language learning is the assumption that it affords learners with a greater opportunity to 

interact with the target language, whether passively or actively (Yager, 1998), than other 

contexts. Given that empirical results for study abroad language learning outcomes have 

not fully supported – and have at times contradicted – these beliefs (DeKeyser, 2010; 

Rees & Klapper, 2008), it is reasonable to question what the interactions of sojourners 

actually look like. Does study abroad in fact provide students with a greater opportunity 

to engage with the TL? What is the nature of students’ interactions with members of the 

host community? Can the interactions of students during study abroad be said to facilitate 

SLA? 

 The most direct application of the interaction hypothesis to SLA research in study 

abroad has come in the form of studies seeking to describe the quantity and quality of 

interactive moves exhibited by sojourners and their interlocutors in particular contexts 

thought to be typical of the study abroad experience (e.g., with host families, language 

partners, study abroad classroom instructors, etc.), independent of measurable language 

learning outcomes. Such research, while limited, has shed light on the variable nature of 

interaction and negotiation in study abroad. In a dissertation and follow-up study, 

McMeekin (2003, 2006) compared the patterns of interaction found in two study abroad 
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contexts, the host family and the language classroom, for five L1 English-L2 Japanese 

speakers studying abroad in Japan. The author video- and audio-recorded 20 hours of 

interactional data from these learners over the course of an eight-week study abroad 

program, which were then coded for the number of negotiations. Based on the framework 

established by Pica (1996), a negotiation was considered to be initiated by either a NS or 

NNS indication that a misunderstanding has occurred. These indications result from 

“triggers,” which are the actual utterances that can be said to have caused the 

misunderstanding. In addition to the number of instances of negotiation, McMeekin also 

quantified the level of comprehensible input according to the NS’s response for requests 

for clarification from the NNS (each clarification was counted as an instance of 

comprehensible input). 

 Results from McMeekin’s (2003, 2006) study reveal clear differences between the 

host family and study abroad classroom environment with regard to both the quantity and 

quality of interactive negotiation. Students engaged more frequently in negotiation in 

communication with their host families (19 times per 50 minutes of conversation) than in 

the classroom (14.8 times per 50 minutes). It was also the host family environment in 

which these negotiations more frequently led to the provision of comprehensible input via 

NS clarification; host family interlocutors modified their speech more than twice as 

frequently as classroom instructors. Conversely, it was in the classroom that students 

modified their own utterances more frequently in response to clarification and 

confirmation requests from NS interlocutors (their instructors).  

McMeekin argues that both environments provided students with opportunities 

for negotiation and focus on form. The higher rate of negotiation in host family 
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communication is especially noteworthy for its contrast with previous studies that had 

proposed a reduced role for negotiation in informal contexts due to face-saving concerns 

arising from a desire to not call attention to perceived L2 linguistic deficiencies or to 

avoid difficult topics (Iino, 1996; Richardson, 1997). The author cites various possible 

explanations for the higher rate of negotiation in host family communication, including 

differences in the topics of conversation (where negotiation with host families serves as a 

compensatory resource for students engaged in communication on unfamiliar topics), 

relational symmetry (with higher symmetry in the host family being conducive to 

negotiation), and use of English (reported to be common in classroom interaction, 

resulting in fewer instances of negotiation). McMeekin (2006) ultimately argues that “a 

combination of in- and out-of-class interaction with native speakers in a study abroad 

environment provides students with maximum opportunities for exposure to 

comprehensible input, modification of output and focus on form” (p. 202). While the low 

number of participants is rightfully noted, at a minimum these results again point to the 

potential for study abroad to provide language learners with contexts for communication 

that are qualitatively different than those found in the classroom. It should be noted, 

however, that the amount of variation in these results is unknown, as data were 

aggregated. Thus, it is not possible to know to what extent the type of engagement in 

active host family communication was uniform across the five participants.  

 Apart from the host family and classroom setting, another potential opportunity 

for TL interaction and negotiation in study abroad takes the form of language partner 

programs. Sojourners are often given the opportunity (organized by their study abroad 

program, a local university, or both) to meet regularly with a NS peer from the host 
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community in order to receive conversational practice in the TL, or to exchange such 

practice mutually in each individual’s L1. As in the case of the host family environment 

explored by McMeekin (2003, 2006), it can be supposed that, in comparison to the 

classroom environment, such exchanges would provide sojourners with an opportunity to 

take a more active role in interaction (exchanges often take place in pairs or small groups, 

and there is likely to be a higher degree of relational symmetry), and hence a greater 

frequency of negotiation and, ultimately, language acquisition.  

 The extent to which informal language tandem conversations in study abroad 

provide learners with negotiation opportunities was examined by Fernández-García and 

Martínez-Arbelaiz (2007), who were specifically interested in the presence of modified 

input from NS language partners in interaction. Participants were eight L1 English-L2 

Spanish learners studying abroad in San Sebastián, Spain, each of whom was paired up 

with a L1 Spanish-L2 English learner as part of a voluntary, semester-long language 

tandem program designed to benefit each learner’s TL development through informal 

conversational practice in English and Spanish. A single Spanish conversation for each 

dyad was analyzed, and, using the coding procedure of Varonis and Gass (1985) and Pica 

(1988), the authors identified all instances in which the NS responded to a difficulty in 

comprehension on the part of the NNS partner. These instances could take several forms: 

explicit statements of misunderstanding; “inappropriate” responses in which a NNS 

utterance could not be considered a logical response to the preceding NS utterance; “no 

verbal response,” where NNS silence indicates a lack of comprehension; “echo,” 

whereby the NNS repeats a preceding NS utterance; “rephrasing with rising intonation,” 

involving a NNS repetition of NS utterance, serving as comprehension check; and finally 
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“direct appeal for assistance,” consisting of a NNS solicitation of additional details of a 

NS utterance due to insufficient or incomplete comprehension. Upon receiving these 

indications of NNS comprehension deficits, NS moves were likewise classified according 

to their response and the degree to which these responses could be said to comprise 

comprehensible input. These NS responses were: repetition of the original utterance or 

NNS response; expansion of a previous utterance for the purpose of clarification; 

rephrasing of the trigger utterance; acknowledgement, serving to confirm the NNS’s 

comprehension; or reduction, in which the NS repeats part of a trigger or indicator 

utterance in simplified form. 

 Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2007) report that, in the context of 

study abroad language tandem interactions, NNSs almost exclusively express 

comprehension difficulty in one of three ways: explicit statement of misunderstanding 

(51%), “echo” (33%), and direct appeals for assistance (16%). Other indicators 

(inappropriate responses, silence, and use of English) were extremely rare. It is reported 

that these NNS indicators were effective in eliciting modified input from NS partners, 

especially in cases where NNS indicators took the form of direct appeals for assistance or 

explicit statements of misunderstanding. Crucially, however, the presence of these types 

of negotiations varies greatly by dyad, as “some learners appear not to be much inclined 

to signal comprehension problems in the first place” (p. 59). Furthermore, the authors 

observe that a variety of competing factors contributed to the level of negotiation found 

in conversations. For example, two dyads exhibited a near total lack of negotiation, as 

quantified through NNS indications of misunderstanding. While in one case this appeared 

to be due to the NNS’s high level of Spanish proficiency relative to the other participants 
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(resulting in a lack of need to clarify NS input), in the other case it was the “roles that 

each dyad member adopted” which led to the lack of non-comprehension signals, as 

“[the] NS was a rather passive interlocutor [who] did not produce much language” (p. 

54). 

 In a follow-up study, Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2014) used the 

same set of data from the eight L2 Spanish study abroad students to identify instances of 

negotiation in which NNSs were pushed to modify their own output in response to a 

variety of prompts from NSs. The negotiations under investigation, then, were initiated 

by NNS triggers (utterances that cause misunderstanding), which were reacted to by the 

NS (the “indicator” utterance), resulting in modified output (the “response”) by the NNS. 

Through an inductive analysis of the data, the authors identified five “interactive moves” 

in the NS-NNS conversations that results in NNS output modification. Most common 

were recasts (36% of all interactive moves), consisting of a NS’s correct reformulation of 

all or part of a NNS utterance that is perceived (by the NS) to be grammatically ill-

formed (though the message content itself is understood without issue). Also common 

were instances of “lexical assistance” (27.6% of interactive moves), instances in which 

the NNS, “with a varying degree of implicitness/explicitness attempts to involve the NS 

in the construction of her output” (p. 98). Other moves were less common: negotiation of 

meaning (resulting only from NS misunderstanding of NNS output; 15.8%), NS 

completion of an incomplete NNS utterance (11.8%), and lastly “form assistance” 

(referring to overtures made by the NNS to elicit NS help with a grammatical 

construction; 8.3%). The authors report that recasts were likely the most frequent 

interactive move in the conversations due to their ability to be easily blended into 
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conversation, in line with previous research on negative feedback in the classroom 

environment. More distinct to this informal tandem environment, they remark, is the high 

proportion of moves in the data that were initiated by the learners’ themselves (e.g., 

“lexical assistance,” the second most frequent move). This may be due to the nature of 

the language tandem conversational environment and its effect on speakers’ self-

perception, as “unlike classroom interactions or service encounters where the study 

abroad student is permanently positioned as a second language learner or user, in 

[tandem] exchanges the role of learner is particularly fluid since it is alternatively played 

by the dyad members.” This permitted a “shared identity as language learners allowed for 

a more equally distributed management of the conversation…with both the learner (the 

NNS) and the ‘expert’ (the NS) taking the lead in assigning the topic and focusing on 

form” (p. 102). 

 As in the other studies covered here (McMeekin 2003, 2006; Fernández-García & 

Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007), Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2014) highlight the 

potential of the study abroad language exchange to facilitate SLA in a way that may be 

less available in other contexts such as the classroom. In another similarity, these results 

again display a high degree of variation among participants regarding the quantity of the 

observed discourse moves: the total number of interactive moves, per dyad, ranged from 

eight to 61. As noted by Fernández-García and Martínez-Arbelaiz (2007), this variation 

may be due to the personality traits and conversational tendencies of each individual. It 

should also be noted, however, that the quantity of interactive moves may vary over time; 

as a student progresses through their sojourn abroad, the way in which they interact with 
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other individuals (whether NSs or not) may change, a development which could be 

manifested in the number and type of interactive moves present in their conversations.  

Bryfonski and Sanz (2018) explored the question of interaction development over 

time in an analysis of interaction in NS-NNS conversation groups for a group of 

American L1 English-L2 Spanish students studying abroad in Spain. Participants (n=19) 

were partnered with NS Spanish peers for a series of group conversations over the course 

of a semester abroad, with groups varying with regard to the number and distribution of 

NNS and NS individuals. Data were analyzed for the number of instances of corrective 

feedback in interaction, whether implicit (recasts, clarification requests, and confirmation 

checks) or explicit (focused on form and offering information on “specific grammar rules 

or a translation,” p. 12). While it was not possible to track individual participant patterns 

over time (group compositions changed, and not all participants were present in the 

conversations of all data collection points), group trends reveal a large decrease in the 

total number of instances of feedback (both implicit and explicit) between the beginning 

and end of the semester abroad. According to the authors, this trend is supported by 

qualitative data collected through interviews with the participants, who indicated that, as 

the semester progressed, “conversations had less of a language focus, were more natural, 

and led to fewer communication breakdowns” (p. 15; words are the authors’ own 

description of the students’ sentiments). The authors furthermore indicate that this could 

be an indication – albeit an indirect one – of improvement in comprehension skills, as all 

nine participants reported only being corrected (receiving feedback) by NSs in cases 

where there were misunderstandings. This possibility is backed up more directly by 

students’ 48% recall rate on a tailored quiz administered after the study abroad sojourn, 
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on target words and phrases that were the focus of the feedback recorded in the 

conversation groups.  

The above studies on interaction in study abroad, while limited in number and 

scope, offer valuable insights into the nature of student interaction in different 

communicative contexts thought to be typical of study abroad experience. The contrast 

between these contexts (i.e., host family, language partner dyads, conversation groups) 

and the classroom is clear not just intuitively, but quantitatively, in the amount and type 

of negotiation and feedback available to learners. Importantly, there also appears to be a 

high degree of variability among participants regarding the quantity of negotiation and 

feedback. Nevertheless, these studies give evidence of an interactional dynamic in study 

abroad that is qualitatively distinct from what students are most frequently exposed to in 

the traditional language classroom. In fact, this is perhaps the most salient overarching 

feature of the informal communication studied in these contexts to date: a greater degree 

of communicative symmetry, highlighted both in host family (McMeekin, 2003, 2006) 

and language partner (Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014) 

communication. These results lend empirical support to anecdotal claims regarding study 

abroad’s ability to facilitate TL use that is qualitatively different from that of the 

traditional FL classroom. They do not, however, give an indication of how frequent such 

interaction is for a typical study abroad sojourner (to the extent that such a 

characterization – “typical” – can be made). These studies are likewise unable to draw a 

direct connection between such study abroad interaction and language learning outcomes 

(qualitative observations from Bryfonski & Sanz 2018 notwithstanding). This will be the 

focus of the studies reviewed in the following section. 
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2.4 Study abroad and language contact 

 There is a longstanding interest, on the part of SLA researchers, to document the 

quantity of L2 use that language learners engage in, and to correlate this level of use with 

any number of measures of TL development. Efforts to quantitatively track language use 

in SLA date back to at least the 1970’s (e.g., Seliger, 1977), and have been employed in a 

variety of contexts (e.g., immersion, foreign language study, residence and study abroad), 

with varying degrees of success (for some overview, see Fernández & Gates Tapia, 

2016). In the context of study abroad, interest in the measurement of sojourners’ TL 

interaction took hold during the 1990’s, as researchers increasingly considered the 

“complexity of interacting factors [of study abroad] that may prevent spontaneous and 

straightforward immersion in the L2” (Fernández & Gates Tapia, 2016, p. 1). Whether in 

its original or modified form, the most frequently applied tool for such measurement in 

study abroad is the Language Contact Profile5 (LCP) developed by Freed (1990, 1995), 

and ultimately formalized and published by Freed et al. (2004).  

 The LCP developed by Freed et al. (2004) is divided into three sections, and 

elicits self-reported information on language use from respondents in addition to other 

language learning-related information and background factors (e.g., personal 

characteristics such as gender, native language, prior experience learning the TL, 

previous experience abroad). Questions asking respondents to report their language use 

are divided into two sections, with the first (a pre-test) referring only to language use 

prior to study abroad. These questions are general, in the sense that they ask only for 

                                                       
5 It should be noted that the name “Language Contact Profile” (LCP) had previously been used to refer to 
various other measurements of language use not developed by Freed et al. (e.g., Seliger, 1977).   
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approximations (i.e., “never,” “a few times a year,” “monthly,” “weekly,” or “daily”) of 

engagement in different modes of language use (e.g., watching television, reading 

newspapers in the TL, watching movies in the TL). The second part of the survey is 

focused exclusively on reported language use for the sojourn abroad, and is considerably 

more detailed. Respondents are presented with a range of different TL activities, and are 

asked to report the number of days per week they “typically used” the TL, in addition to, 

on average, how many hours per day they did so (by hours of use, choices include “0-1,” 

“1-2,” “2-3,” “3-4,” “4-5”, and “more than 5”). Questions are based around several 

different categories of use, including interlocutor characteristics (e.g., time spent 

speaking with instructors, versus friends, classmates, strangers, etc.), purpose of 

communication (e.g., whether the TL was used to clarify classroom-related work, to 

“obtain directions or information,” “extended conversations,” or for “superficial or brief 

exchanges”), and modality of communication (i.e., the extent to which the TL was used 

in reading, writing, speaking, or listening). This last category includes the most breadth, 

asking respondents to approximate their weekly language use for a wide variety of 

specific activities within each modality of use. For example, beyond asking respondents 

to indicate how many hours they spent reading in the TL each week, the survey includes 

separate questions for the number of hours spent reading novels, the number of hours 

spent reading magazines, the number of hours spent reading the newspaper, and the 

number of hours spent reading “e-mail or Internet web pages.” 

 The model of the LCP developed by Freed et al. (2004) has been adapted by a 

number of studies seeking to characterize L2 development in study abroad. As stated 

above, the initial motivation behind such studies was the observation that study abroad 
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does not always provide sojourners with an immersive L2 experience, with one result 

being a great degree of variation in language learning outcomes. If the potential of study 

abroad as an immersive language learning experience lies in its ability to provide a 

greater number of opportunities for L2 interaction, then measuring this interaction could 

account for the observed variation in L2 development. 

 Studies utilizing the LCP to track L2 use and development in study abroad have 

focused almost exclusively on oral language skills, whether through holistic oral 

proficiency measures or more fine-tuned fluency measures. Their results have been 

varied; while some studies report a positive relationship between self-reported levels of 

L2 interaction and L2 language gain (e.g., Hernández, 2010; Yager, 1998), others report 

little or no such relationship (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; Magnan & Back, 2007; 

Segalowitz & Freed, 2004).  

In one of the clearest endorsements of language contact as a predictor of 

proficiency development, Hernández (2010) administered Simulated Oral Proficiency 

Interviews (SOPI) (pre- and post-tests) to 20 university students participating in a 

semester-long study abroad program in Madrid, Spain. Spanish language interaction was 

measured via an abbreviated (10-item) version of the LCP developed by Freed et al. 

(2004), and an additional variable of interest, motivation, was measured via integrative 

and instrumental motivation scales. Overall, students displayed a remarkable degree of 

improvement in their oral proficiency; of a total of 20 students, sixteen displayed an 

increase of at least one sublevel on the SOPI, with five of those students increasing two 

sublevels. Language contact, as measured via the combined score of all LCP items, was 

shown to vary greatly (ranging from 31.5 to 115.5 hours of language contact per week), 
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and to have a significant positive influence on the degree of students’ improvement on 

the SOPI. For the five students who improved their SOPI scores two sublevels from pre- 

to post-test, the average combined total of self-reported weekly Spanish language contact 

was a remarkable 92.3 hours, compared to the total group average of 60.68 hours. In 

contrast, the four students who did not display any gain in SOPI scores reported an 

average of 43.75 hours of contact per week. 

Oral language development was similarly found to benefit from increased 

language contact by Yager (1998), who adopted a more fine-grained characterization of 

both oral proficiency and contact itself. Participants were 30 university L2 Spanish 

learners studying abroad in Guadalajara, Mexico. Wary of the lack of detail offered by 

the blunt assessment metric of the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) (see, e.g., Kinginger, 

2009; Milleret, 1991), a group of Spanish NS judges (n=32) was used to evaluate one-

minute audio samples of participants’ oral Spanish use in a picture description task. 

Judges rated participants’ level of “nativeness” in Spanish on a seven-point scale (ranging 

from 1, “not at all native-like” to 7, “completely native-like”) for three separate 

categories: “general,” “grammar,” and “pronunciation.” Self-reported language contact, 

on the other hand, was distinguished between “interactive” (“time spent speaking Spanish 

with Mexicans and others outside of the classroom”) and “noninteractive” (time spent 

“watching television, reading, listening to music or [the] radio”) (p. 901). Participants 

were also asked to list the people with whom they “most enjoyed being with” while 

abroad, with interactive language contact scores for interaction with these people being 

weighted more heavily than “more superficial interaction” (p. 901).6  

                                                       
6 It should be noted that while Yager (1998) references a contrast between this weighted interactive 
language contact and “more superficial interaction” (p. 901), this “superficial,” non-weighted interactive 
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Results reported by Yager (1998) show a significant positive correlation between 

interactive Spanish language contact and beginner students’ gains in “nativeness” 

evaluations, but not that of intermediate or advanced students (with “beginner,” 

“intermediate,” and “advanced” evaluated according to pre-sojourn “nativeness” scores). 

In contrast, noninteractive language contact displayed a significant negative correlation 

with gains in “nativeness” scores for beginner and advanced students, but not for 

intermediate students. In discussing the lack of influence of interactive contact on 

language gains for intermediate and advanced students, Yager proposes that “these 

learners probably had already gone through the stage of L2 acquisition in which 

interactive contact relates to relatively strong gains in Spanish” (p.908), citing the 

difficulty in measuring language gains at more advanced levels.    

Several other studies measuring L2 oral proficiency against quantitative language 

contact have reported no significant positive correlation. In a study of 100 L1 English 

students studying abroad in a variety of locations and studying a variety of TLs, Baker-

Smemoe et al. (2014) measured the effect of several learner variables, including language 

contact, on oral proficiency gains. Rather than reporting what they perceived to be their 

average weekly or daily TL use, participants were asked to complete a one-week 

language log during the middle of their program in which they reported, each day, how 

many hours they had spent engaged in a variety of TL activities (“talking in class,” 

“talking with friends/roommates,” “listening to music in the L2,” etc.). Similar to the 

                                                       
contact appears only to refer to language use in students’ living situations, as these are the only remaining 
questions in the LCP used by Yager that are not reported to be weighted. Overlap is therefore possible 
between non-weighted interactive scores (where participants are not asked to list the individuals with 
whom they are in contact in their living situation) and weighted ones (where participants are asked to list 
individuals by name). 



 
31 

approach adopted by Yager (1998), this language contact was then separated into four 

categories: total language use, total in-class language use, total receptive language use, 

and total interactive language use. Overall, participants displayed average gains in OPI 

scores of just shy of one sublevel, progressing from a pre-sojourn average of 5.71 

(between ACTFL Intermediate-Mid and Intermediate-High) and a post-sojourn average 

of 6.55 (between Intermediate-High and Advanced-Low); however, no significant 

difference was found between students who gained at least one sublevel and those who 

did not for any category of language contact. 

Language contact was similarly found not to correlate with improvement on the 

OPI by Magnan and Back (2007), in an analysis of L2 French oral proficiency 

development in semester-long study abroad in France. Contact was self-reported by 

students (n=20) via a shortened version of the LCP developed by Freed et al. (2004), and, 

as in the studies by Yager (1998) and Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014), was divided into 

several categories in the hopes of gauging which kinds of TL contact would most benefit 

development. While Magnan and Back do not explicitly use the terms “interactive” and 

“receptive,” LCP items were divided in a similar fashion, with a further distinction being 

made between French use with other American students, on one hand, and French use 

with French NSs, on the other. In all, five categories of language contact were 

established: “speaking French with American classmates”; “speaking French with native 

or fluent French speakers”; “reading French newspapers”; “watching French movies or 

videos”; and “trying to catch other people’s conversations in French.” While students, as 

a group, displayed significant improvement on the OPI over the course of the semester 

abroad (six students improved one sublevel; six students improved two sublevels; and 
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eight students maintained the same sublevel), this improvement was not positively 

correlated with any of the categories of language contact as measured on the LCP. In fact, 

the only correlation found between language contact and improvement on the OPI was a 

negative one: students who reported spending more time speaking with their fellow 

American study abroad sojourners in French improved significantly less on the OPI; the 

eight students who did not improve their OPI score over the course of the semester 

reported an average of six hours per week speaking with U.S. peers in French, versus an 

average of three hours a week for students who improved by one sublevel, and an average 

of one hour for students who improved by two sublevels. This finding is reported as both 

“surprising” and “troubling,” and is proposed as “[reinforcing] the need to seek more 

fluent speakers as guides to language improvement” (p. 56). 

Finally, more detailed measures of oral language development in study abroad 

have likewise been reported not to be sensitive to levels of language contact as measured 

by the LCP. In an investigation of the effect of learning context (study abroad vs “at 

home”) on L2 Spanish oral language use, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) examined the 

change in various measures of oral fluency for a group of students studying abroad in 

Alicante, Spain (n=22), comparing their development with a group of “at home” learners 

in the U.S. (n=18). The authors report that the students studying abroad made significant 

gains in several measures of L2 fluency (speech rate, mean length of speech run not 

containing filled pauses, and longest fluent run not containing silent hesitations or filled 

pauses), while their “at home” counterparts did not. However, no measure of general out-

of-class or modality-specific (i.e., contact pertaining only to L2 reading, writing, 

listening, or speaking) language contact was significantly correlated with these fluency 
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gains. Another surprising result surfaces here as well, as the authors report a negative 

correlation between time spent speaking with host family and gains in the length of 

longest turn (the “ability to hold the floor”). While this correlation was not found to be 

statistically significant, the authors propose that this may be due to the nature of students’ 

interactions with their host families, which “may have consisted largely of short 

exchanges – greetings, simple requests, and short formulaic exchanges (chitchat) – that 

resulted, if anything, in greater ability to communicate without necessarily holding the 

floor for a long time” (p. 193).    

 By and large, results from studies seeking to correlate L2 speaking development 

to quantity of TL interaction via the use of the LCP have not been straightforward. Rather 

than pointing solely to a lack of effect for extracurricular L2 use on L2 development, this 

inconsistency may be due to complications in the instrument itself. As observed in a 

critical appraisal of the LCP by Fernández and Gates Tapia (2016), student self-reporting 

of language use lends itself to results that are both inflated and internally inconsistent. 

Using a slightly modified version of the one developed by Freed et al. (2004), Fernández 

and Gates Tapia administered the LCP to 12 L2 Spanish learners studying abroad in 

Argentina. When asked to report the total number of hours spent, per week, speaking in 

Spanish with “native/fluent Spanish speakers,” participants reported an average of 13.4 

hours; however, when tallying the individual LCP items asking after the time students 

spent speaking in Spanish with different categories of Spanish NSs (e.g., host family 

members, language partners, strangers), the total was more than double this figure (30.7 

hours per week). A considerable degree of variation was present in these self-evaluations 

as well: when added together by interlocutor, students’ interactions with Spanish NSs 



 
34 

ranged from 5.8 to 103 hours per week, with the average of 30.7 hours per week yielding 

a standard deviation of 25.7 hours. For Fernández and Gates Tapia, this level of internal 

inconsistency “renders inter-respondent comparisons unconvincing, and possibly invalid” 

(p. 29). 

 The pattern of inconsistent findings of studies seeking to describe the relationship 

between LCP scores and L2 development may also point to the primacy of the qualitative 

aspects of L2 use in study abroad (as opposed to mere quantity of use). This has been 

noted repeatedly and explicitly by the studies cited here (Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; 

Fernández & Gates Tapia, 2016; Hernández, 2010; Yager, 1998). It has also served, in 

part, as motivation for the proliferation of studies that have shifted the focus of study 

abroad SLA research onto the role of learner identity and socialization. 

 

2.5 Learner identity and socialization in study abroad 

The preceding sections of this literature review have considered several aspects of 

the study abroad experience that previous studies have shown to exhibit a high degree of 

variation among sojourners: language learning outcomes, patterns of interaction and 

negotiation between sojourners and their interlocutors, and self-reported levels of 

quantitative TL contact and interaction. Another line of research has sought to uncover 

the reasons why this variation is so apparent in the study abroad context. Reflective of a 

wider poststructuralist evolution in the social sciences, such studies have been the fruit of 

a “general uneasiness about a certain conceptual and epistemological narrowness” in 

SLA and a “push to open up [the field] beyond its roots in linguistics and cognitive 

psychology” (Block, 2007, p. 864). For SLA research in study abroad, this has led to an 
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interest in the role of identity in the language learning process, and to a recognition of the 

fraught nature of the relationship between learner (and interlocutor) identity, interactional 

patterns, and the acquisition process. Identity, rather than exist as a static entity which 

can be either added onto or subtracted from, has come to be seen as fundamentally 

fragmented, contested, and simultaneously negotiated between – and among – 

individuals. This “negotiation of difference” (Papastergiadis, 2000) is especially apparent 

in the context of residence or study abroad, where sojourners are more likely to encounter 

practices and values that run counter to their own. Seen in this light, a student’s “success” 

in learning a language abroad “depends both upon how [they] are received in the contexts 

they frequent (e.g., classrooms, homestays) and upon how these same students choose to 

interpret the social, cultural, and linguistic practices of their host communities” 

(Kinginger, 2013, p. 341).  

 Many of the studies adopting this perspective (for a more complete overview, see 

Block, 2007; Isabelli-García et al., 2018; Kinginger, 2013) have focused on the language 

socialization practices that students experience in interaction with members of the host 

community in study abroad. Much of this work is grounded, as well, in the work of Lave 

and Wenger (1991), who describe learning as a deeply social, participatory activity. 

Through what Lave and Wenger call “legitimate peripheral participation,” learners 

(“newcomers” to a given community) gradually gain social legitimacy in a community of 

practice, through an active process of social participation in that community. As in the 

consideration of negotiation of difference, this process takes place in flux; the notion of 

identity itself is seen as more process than product. Summarizing the work of sociologists 
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who have adopted this perspective on identity development and learning, Block (2007), 

states: 

 
These authors did not accept that structure could ever be 100% determinant of 
behavior and thought, but at the same time, they did not wish to portray identity 
as merely a matter of individual agency. Thus, individuals do not carve out an 
identity from the inside out or from the outside in, as it were; rather, their 
environments impose constraints whilst they act on those environments, 
continuously altering and recreating them. (p. 866) 
 

This kind of dialogic consideration of the relationship between social structure 

and identity has been central to qualitative work on SLA in study abroad over the last two 

decades. This work has highlighted not only the centrality of language socialization in 

students’ relationships with host communities abroad, but also the variation and 

complexity that these processes lend to students’ L2 linguistic development in this 

context. This has been shown, especially, through analyses of sojourners’ relationships 

and interactions with host families (e.g., Cook, 2006; DuFon, 2006; Iino, 2006; 

Kinginger, 2016; Wilkinson, 2002). 

In an analysis of mealtime conversations between five study abroad sojourners 

and their host families in Indonesia, DuFon (2006) identifies various social and linguistic 

practices facilitated by just one topic: food. Through an analysis of journals and 

recordings, students were shown to be exposed to new linguistic forms (e.g., the labeling 

of food items, formation of proper complements of food) as well as social practices (e.g., 

the proper use of food as a gift). Often, students’ socialization through mealtime 

conversations was implicit, taking place through student observations of mealtime 

practices. For example, DuFon cites one student, Charlene, who reported using the 
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strategy of simply observing her host siblings’ behavior as a cue of how to interact at the 

mealtime table, including when and how to complement the food being served. Such 

observations “implicitly [sent] the message of the importance of food as pleasure,” 

leading not only to the introduction of new foods or eating patterns to sojourners, but also 

“changing the way in which they viewed food” (pp. 116-117, emphasis mine). At other 

times, socialization was more explicit, as host families oriented sojourners to food 

through labeling or describing tastes and accepted eating practices.  

 DuFon (2006) notes that, on some occasions, socialization occurs for both 

students and their host families, fitting with the dynamic of mutual influence and 

negotiation of difference described above. This dynamic between sojourner and host 

family is likewise reported by Cook (2006) in an examination of the joint construction of 

folk beliefs during mealtime conversations for a group of eight U.S.-based university 

students studying abroad in Japan. For the purposes of the study, “folk beliefs” are 

operationalized as “topics that assert or compare the generalization or stereotype of some 

aspects of culture, that of the Japanese hosts or that of the learners” (p. 128), of which 52 

are identified in the analysis of 22 audio- and video-taped dinnertime conversations. 

While it is the Japanese host families that, in nearly all instances, initiate conversations 

on such folk beliefs, it is the sojourners who challenge them. This is done through the use 

of counterexamples, as well as with statements supporting the “universal point of view,” 

or expression that all human beings are similar in the most essential ways, despite 

superficial cultural differences. According to Cook, this pattern (of folk belief 

presentation and counterexample) creates an “opportunity space,” where “both parties, 

but in particular the host family members, potentially become aware that what they have 
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believed to be true may not be true, or what they have held to be true unconsciously 

becomes conscious knowledge” (p. 132, citing Ochs et al., 1989).  

The nature of host family-sojourner dinnertime interactions was also explored by 

Iino (2006), for 30 students from the U.S. studying abroad in Japan. Iino, like Dufon 

(2006) and Cook (2006), notes the potential for a mutual exchange of linguistic and 

cultural resources; however, Iino also highlights the complexity and confusion 

surrounding role expectations and the underlying norms of interaction, on the part of both 

sojourners and host family members. At the most general level of behavior, for instance, 

“both Japanese hosts and American students played certain predictable roles consciously 

or unconsciously” during the two-month stay (p. 159). The extent to which sojourners’ 

and host families’ behavior was altered is difficult to gauge with any precision; however, 

the author reports that, at the very least, this behavior was “unusual” and “different” 

compared to patterns exhibited before or after the program. In an interview, one host 

parent told the researcher “gakusei ga kaetta ato mata shisso na tabemono ni modottan 

desu yo (after the student left, we came back to our simple menu again),” reflecting a 

behavioral change that lasted the entirety of the one-semester sojourn. Other changes in 

behavior were manifested in speech patterns, such as those pertaining to terms of address. 

Some students were told by their host families to use the terms otoosan (“dad”) and 

okaasan (“mom”), which “would probably never happen if the guest student had been a 

Japanese person,” partly reflecting, the author argues, a greater degree of ambiguity in the 

host family setting regarding interactional norms as compared to, for example, a work or 

school setting (where linguistic norms, such as terms of address, would be more clearly 

defined and formulaic). Additionally, nearly all host family members accommodated 
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their dialect – switching from their habitual Kyoto dialect to standard Tokyo dialect – 

whenever they addressed their American guest students. While host families did this 

because of their expectations of what sojourners would be more familiar with (since 

Tokyo dialect is typically used in Japanese as a Foreign Language instruction), Iino notes 

that such overaccommodation “might have been perceived by the American guest 

students as being condescending or controlling” (p. 170).  

Iino (2006) makes clear that, in all interactions between sojourner and host family 

members, a degree of artificiality will inevitably be present, undermining the supposition 

that study abroad – and, in particular, host family arrangements – will provide sojourners 

with completely “authentic” linguistic immersion. Indeed, Iino notes that “it is naïve to 

conclude that the participating host families and students speak native-like Japanese in 

these situations simply because the students are there to learn authentic Japanese” (p. 

170). This sentiment is likewise reported for host family interactions by Wilkinson 

(2002), who describes the classroom-like discourse patterns exhibited by a group of four 

American students enrolled in a summer study abroad program in France. This discourse 

pattern – characterized by corrective feedback and metalinguistic talk – was initiated by 

host family members and students alike, to an extent deemed “pervasive and extensive.” 

Host parents were observed to frequently adopt the role of language instructor, initiating 

correction and repair sequences, a habit which was by turns appealing and off-putting to 

sojourners. Sojourners, too, initiated classroom-like discourse, though seemingly for 

different reasons; faced with challenging or destabilizing conversation topics, pragmatic 

norms, and discourse patterns, students introduced classroom discourse patterns “as an 

appeal to the structurally familiar” (p. 163). Absent any previous experience with French 
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language use outside of the instructional setting, students relied on these classroom norms 

to communicate confidently with their host families. For Wilkinson, the result was 

“limiting at best and often inappropriate in out-of-class conversations” (p. 168), and in 

general may serve to undermine the perceptions that host families and students have of 

each other. 

 In the patterns described by Wilkinson (2002), discourse is determined first and 

foremost by pre-existing – and, therefore, inevitable – influences owing to the constraints 

of sojourners’ language learning background. In the same manner as the sojourner-host 

family interactions observed by Iino (2006), the discourse of a would-be “authentic” 

communicative environment is fundamentally altered – and therefore inauthentic – from 

the outset. Citing Edmondson (1986), Wilkinson likens this to Labov’s “observer’s 

paradox,” only in this case “we wish to teach our students how to speak a foreign 

language when they are not being taught” (p. 114, cited in Wilkinson, p. 169). The 

pervasiveness of these features of study abroad interaction are, no doubt, crucial to 

understanding the nature of sojourners’ TL exposure. At the same time, however, other 

studies have highlighted the agency of learners as they navigate novel communicative 

norms abroad, particularly as they choose (or not) to adopt TL pragmatic norms. Shively 

(2011) investigated the L2 Spanish pragmatic development of seven U.S. university 

students studying abroad for a semester in Toledo, Spain, as they engaged in a variety of 

service encounters. Linguistic norms for service encounters have been shown to vary 

considerably between American English and Peninsular Spanish. While in the former 

requests are made primarily via speaker-oriented want statements (“I would like a 

coffee”), need statements (“I need a coffee”), and conventional indirectness (“can I get a 
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coffee?”) (Pinto, 2002), the latter favors hearer-oriented imperatives (“Ponme un café; 

give me a coffee”) and simple interrogatives (“¿Me pones un café?; You give me a 

coffee?”), as well as elliptical forms (“Un café; A coffee”).  

Over the course of the semester in Spain, Shively (2011) reports that students 

shifted away from speaker-oriented requests to the more pragmatically acceptable hearer-

oriented requests when engaged in service encounters. Students also employed increased 

levels of direct and syntactically less complex verb forms, another progression toward the 

pragmatic norms of the host community. Interestingly (and representative of the personal 

agency involved in socialization processes), students differed with regard to their 

understanding of the social meaning of the newly acquired pragmatic norms. While one 

student, Kyle, was instructed by his host father on how direct speech forms were viewed 

in Spain, another, Greta, continued to interpret such speech forms through the lens of her 

first (American) culture. Instead of considering of how direct speech acts might be 

interpreted differently in Spain, Greta continued to view their use in service encounters as 

reflective of an authoritarian attitude. 

The particular interactional and psychological experience of each study abroad 

sojourner has also been found to result in the explicit refusal to accept certain TL 

practices. Using role plays, Bataller (2010) studied the development of L2 Spanish 

request strategies in service encounter scenarios of 31 American students enrolled in a 4-

month study abroad program in Valencia, Spain. Over the course of the sojourn, students 

“slightly changed the strategies they used to request a service, moving them closer toward 

the NS norm” (p. 170). In certain cases, however, students exhibited an unwillingness to 

alter their linguistic practices even when they were aware that their (L1-influenced) 
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speech pattern violated the pragmatic norms of the host community. As one student 

reported: 

 
Once I was at a restaurant with my Spanish conversation partner and I said 
something like “¿Puedo tener una cuchara? [Can I have a spoon?]” He told me 
that in Spain people don’t ask [sic] things that way, that I should say “dame una 
cuchara, por favor [give me a spoon, please],” that I had to be more direct. […] 
He said it made me sound like a foreigner, but still, I cannot say – una cuchara [a 
spoon] or – dame una cuchara [give me a spoon], I just don’t like it (p. 172).  

 

The above qualitative studies have laid bare important realities of the study 

abroad experience, and the role played by learner identity and socialization processes in 

shaping that experience. In this light, language learning in study abroad is a much more 

complex affair than had been articulated by early research on the subject, with a 

constellation of socially-bounded factors combining to form a language learning 

environment that is, perforce, unequal to the idealized “total immersion” imaginary 

(Kubota, 2016). This does not imply that sojourners are deprived of opportunities for 

linguistic development in this environment, and indeed the picture that emerges from 

social considerations of study abroad is still, quite often, an optimistic one. One 

remaining question is that of if and how such social complexities can be understood at a 

level of analysis above that of the qualitative magnifying glass. 

 

2.6 Social network analysis 

 The “social turn” (Block, 2003) in SLA research has, for many, demonstrated the 

impossibility of maintaining the traditional, exclusive focus on individual cognition as the 

motor for L2 development. Socially-based, qualitative narratives in SLA have provided a 
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“glimpse into areas so private, personal, and intimate that they are rarely – if ever – 

breached in the study of SLA” but that are “at the same time at the heart and soul of the 

second language socialization process” (Pavlenko, 2001, p. 167, cited in Block, 2007). 

And while some studies (e.g., Shively, 2011) have drawn connections between 

socialization processes and measurable L2 linguistic change, such research has generally 

represented “a shift in emphasis from the interface between language use and linguistic 

development to the interface between language use and identity” (Block, 2007, p. 867). 

This shift, in other words, has resulted in a decreased emphasis in outcomes-based 

studies. More recently, however, the incorporation of social network analysis has 

emerged as a way to account for complex social processes in study abroad while 

simultaneously measuring language use and linguistic outcomes. The following sections 

will give a background of social network analysis and its use in sociolinguistic research, 

which will be followed with a review of its application to the study of SLA in study 

abroad.   

 

2.6.1 Background and use in sociolinguistics  

 According to an aphorism attributed to the late social philosopher Eric Hoffer, 

when people are free to do as they please, they usually imitate each other. This 

observation can be said to underpin social network analysis, which has long been used in 

a wide range of disciplines as a way to understand and predict human behavior as it is 

contextualized within a larger network of social relationships. One advantage of this level 

of analysis is that it provides a “macro-micro bridge” between “large-scale statistical, as 

well as qualitative studies [offering]…insight into such macro phenomena as social 
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mobility, community organization, and political structure,” on one hand, and “micro level 

theory…about what transpires within the confines of the small group” on the other 

(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1360).  

 Social network analysis is concerned with the nature of the relationships between 

individuals, and the effect that those relationships have on both individual and network 

behavior. The fundamental postulate of social network analysis is fairly self-evident, 

namely that “social actors” (i.e., individuals of any stripe) “always create their own 

limited personal communities which provide them with a meaningful framework within 

which they can solve problems of their day to day existence” (Mitchell, 1986, p. 74). The 

ingenuity and utility of this type of analysis lies in its ability to articulate and track the 

different kinds of relationships that can be said to exist between individuals (or groups of 

individuals), along with the kinds of network structures that emerge from sets of these 

relationships. Social network analysis can be separated into two general categories of 

research design. In “whole-network” studies, the object of interest is the entire set of ties 

(relationships) among a given set of individuals (e.g., all employees in a professional 

organization; see below descriptions of Christakis & Fowler, 2007; Uzzi & Spiro, 2005), 

while in “personal-network” studies there is a set of focal nodes (individuals, referred to 

as “egos”), each of whose “ties” with others are assessed individually (Borgatti, Everett, 

& Johnson, 2018).  

 A number of different relational and network characteristics can be used to 

describe a given social network, with the goal being to accurately describe the degree to 

which these characteristics dictate, or at least influence, the behavior of an individual or 

group. For example, two individuals who have some contact with each other have a “tie,” 
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and that tie can be measured according to its “strength,” or the “combination of the 

amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the 

reciprocal services which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). Interpersonal 

ties can also be described according to their “multiplexity,” where relationships can be 

said to be more multiplex (contrasted with “uniplex”) the greater the number of contexts 

in which individuals interact (e.g., if two individuals work together and also live together 

or in the same neighborhood). Other characteristics can describe an entire network of 

individuals. A network can, first of all, be either large or small, according to the total 

number of individuals connected to a given person (in the case of personal-network 

analyses) or representing some other limited group (in the case of whole-network 

analyses). That same network can also be measured according to its cohesion, or the 

degree of connectedness of its members (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2018), where a 

relatively dense network is one where a high proportion of network members are 

connected to each other (see Chapter 3 for a full list of the social network variables used 

in the present study).  

 Social network analysis has gained purchase in a variety of academic fields. Uzzi 

and Spiro (2005), for example, demonstrated that the financial and artistic performance of 

Broadway musicals was highly dependent on the “small world” social structure of their 

casts. Creativity, they argue, is “not only, as myth tells, the brash work of loners, but also 

the consequence of a social system of actors that amplify or stifle one another’s 

creativity” (p. 448). For Broadway musicals, Uzzi and Spiro highlight the influence of so-

called “small world” networks, representing the degree to which actors who work 

together in a cluster (i.e., in a cast ensemble) are simultaneously connected through work 
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on previous collaborations as well as through common third parties. In a whole-network 

analysis of Broadway musicals produced between 1945 and 1989, they found that as the 

“small world” nature of a Broadway group increases, the group gains the “necessary level 

of credibility needed to facilitate the spread of potentially fresh but unfamiliar creative 

material by artists in the network” (p. 493), resulting in a high likelihood of creative and 

commercial success. Interestingly, the influence of “small world” networks has a 

threshold effect; past a certain point, “high levels of connectivity homogenize the pool of 

creative material,…decreasing artists’ ability to break out of conventional ideas or 

styles,” with subsequent negative consequences for commercial success as measured by 

box office sales.  

 In another application of social network analysis, Christakis and Fowler (2007) 

tracked the spread of obesity in the United States between 1971 and 2003 for an 

interconnected social network of 12,067 people. The authors set out to examine whether 

weight gain in any given individual could be associated with the subsequent weight gain 

of other individual’s in that person’s network (i.e., friends, colleagues, spouses, 

neighbors, etc.). Results from the study showed, first, that obese individuals (defined as 

having a body-mass index ≥ 30) tended to cluster together in the network. The figure 

below, taken from Christakis and Fowler (2007), shows how this can be represented 

visually in a social network graph. In it, each circle (“node”) represents a single person 

from the data set (n=2,200 for this graph), and the size of each node corresponds to an 

individual’s body-mass index (BMI). 
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Figure 1. Largest connected subcomponent of the social network in the Framingham Heart Study in the 
year 2000, from Christakis & Fowler (2007). 
 

 In their study, Christakis and Fowler (2007) demonstrated not only that obese 

individuals tend to cluster together (i.e., that if an individual is obese, that individual’s 

close contacts are more likely to be obese), but that obesity can be shown to spread from 

one individual to another over time. For example, a person’s likelihood of becoming 

obese increased a full 57% if that person had a friend who had previously become obese 

in a given interval. Furthermore, certain types of relationships were found to be more or 

less influential in the spread of obesity. For example, the spread of obesity from spouse to 

spouse was relatively low (37% increase in chance of becoming obese if one spouse 

became obese), while among friends of the same sex the chance of spread was much 

higher (71% increase in probability). 

 Other studies have investigated the influence of social network characteristics on 

a range of areas of inquiry, including movements in homelessness (Mitchell, 1987), the 

psychological well-being of migrant community members (Martínez et al., 2002), the 

spread and cessation of smoking (Chistakis & Fowler, 2008), and the spread and 



 
48 

likelihood of divorce (McDermott et al. 2013). In all cases, social network characteristics 

can be shown to work in conjunction with, and at times override, individual-centered 

variables (e.g., age, sex, ethnicity, etc.). In linguistics, the first formal application of 

social network analysis was by Milroy (1980), in a personal-network analysis of the 

diffusion of linguistic innovation in a group of neighborhoods in Belfast, Northern 

Ireland. Citing earlier findings from Labov’s (1972) study of linguistic change on 

Martha’s Vineyard, and in line with previous sociological work in social network 

analysis, Milroy proposed that it is in-group identity and solidarity pressure that exhibit 

the greatest effect on the diffusion – or lack thereof – of novel language features, 

compared to “corporate” social variables like age or class. For Milroy, this was a way of 

addressing the “actuation problem” in sociolinguistics: “why do changes in a structural 

feature take place in a particular language at a given time, but not in other languages with 

the same feature, or in the same language at other times?” (Weinreich et al., 1968, p. 102, 

cited in Milroy & Milroy, 1985).  

 In her Belfast study, Milroy (1980) focused on two principles of social network 

analysis to describe the adoption of vernacular forms. The first is the idea that social 

relationships (and therefore networks) are transactional in nature, and are, as such, 

predicated on notions of obligation and exchange: 

 

The notion of obligation is contingent on that of exchange. Sometimes more 
valued goods and services may be provided by one person or another, thus 
creating an obligation to return them. Again these goods and services may be 
material, or they may stem from qualities of personality and leadership, an ability 
to tell jokes or converse wittily. The important point is that, because of this 
asymmetry, the network becomes a mechanism whereby pressures, resulting from 
obligations contracted within the network, are applied to influence an individual’s 
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behavior. If the individual wishes to protect social relationships, these constant 
obligations must be honoured (Milroy, 1980, p. 49, emphasis in original). 

 

 These network “obligations” include linguistic ones, as the maintenance of in-

group identity requires – or, at least, pressures – an individual in the network to maintain 

the perceived in-group linguistic standard. This pressure is manifested through certain 

measurable social network characteristics such as cohesion (the degree of connectivity 

among network members; see above) and multiplexity (the degree to which network 

members share different contexts of interaction, e.g. work and home; see above). So, for 

example, linguistic norms can be predicted to be more strictly enforced in networks that 

are denser and more multiplex. 

 The second principle applied by Milroy (1980) refers not to enforcement of 

norms, but to the mechanism for diffusion of linguistic innovation: that it is through weak 

relational connections (“ties”) that linguistic change will be spread. Social ties can be 

characterized as “weak” or “strong” according to a variety of factors, generally having to 

do with the amount of time, emotional intensity, and reciprocal services characterizing 

the relationship (Granovetter, 1973). As Granovetter observed, the closer the relationship 

between two individuals, the more relational ties they are likely to have in common (they 

are more likely to know the same people and therefore share a larger proportion of their 

social network). Conversely, two individuals will share the least number of social ties in 

the event that they themselves are not tied together (i.e., if they have no relationship). 

Assuming two individuals A and B have some relationship, there is a greater probability 

that information shared between them will reach a greater number of people if the ties 

between A and B are weak, as there would be a lesser degree of overlap between their 
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respective social networks. Granovetter gives the example of a rumor: “If one tells a 

rumor to all his close friends, and they do likewise, many will hear the rumor a second or 

third time, since those linked by strong ties tend to share friends” (p. 1366). In contrast, 

the rumor will reach a larger audience when passed through weak ties, since weak ties 

represent social relations that are outside of the original group and less likely to be shared 

by that original group’s members. This is what Granovetter refers to as the “strength of 

weak ties,” as such ties are more likely to be responsible for the diffusion of novel 

behavior. 

 Milroy (1980) demonstrated the complex ways that these principles acted in 

conjunction with geographic location (by neighborhood) and corporate variables like sex 

and age in the diffusion of linguistic innovation in Belfast, where in-group network 

identity (manifested in dense, multiplex networks) acted to resist such change. Milroy 

developed a “network strength scale” in order to gauge the relative strength of an 

individual’s ties to the speech community, as well as that individual’s ties to other speech 

communities. This scale included five conditions measuring density and multiplexity, 

with each participant being assigned one “point” for the fulfillment of each condition: (1) 

membership of a high-density, territorially based cluster; (2) having substantial ties of 

kinship in the neighborhood; (3) working at the same place as at least two others from the 

same area; (4) having the same place of work as at least two others of the same sex from 

the area; and (5) voluntary association with workmates in leisure hours (Milroy, 1980, pp. 

141-142). It is this scale, and the network principles therein, that provided the first 

impetus for the application of social network analysis to SLA investigations in study 

abroad. These studies will be reviewed in the following section. 
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2.6.2 Application to study abroad  

 In SLA, social network analysis has primarily been used to measure – either 

qualitatively or quantitatively – the degree of social engagement that sojourners exhibit 

with L2 host communities, usually in exclusive reference to relationships with NSs of the 

TL (e.g., Campbell, 2011; Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Lybeck, 2002; Shiri, 2015; 

Trentman, 2015). Often based directly off of the work of Milroy (1980), this application 

to study abroad applies the flip side of the coin from the Belfast study, predicting that 

sojourners’ L2 development abroad will be positively associated with the degree of social 

integration with host community networks, as manifested in, for example, NS network 

density and multiplexity. Where for Milroy such network characteristics would enforce 

pre-existing social and linguistic norms, in study abroad, the logic goes, integration into 

NS networks with these characteristics would promote sojourner language change (i.e., 

greater use of, and development in, the L2). Notably, the degree of formality with which 

social network analysis has been adopted by SLA study abroad research has varied 

considerably; while some studies use the term “social network” as a catchall for 

qualitative descriptions of social engagement abroad (e.g., Campbell, 2011; Shiri, 2015; 

Stewart, 2010; Trentman, 2015), others have been more measured in their approach for 

both qualitative (e.g., Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006) and quantitative (e.g., Baker-Smemoe 

et al., 2014; Dewey et al., 2013; Gautier & Chevrot, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2017) analyses. 

The present review will focus on those studies that have related social network 

development to specifiable measure(s) of L2 development. 
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 In one early adoption of social network analysis to SLA abroad, Lybeck (2002) 

analyzed the acquisition of Norwegian pronunciation patterns by a group of L2 

Norwegian speakers. These L2 speakers (n=9) were not actually study abroad sojourners, 

but were living permanently (or at least indefinitely) in Norway, and at the time of the 

study had already been living there for between ten and thirty months. Lybeck’s 

application of social network was closely aligned with that of Milroy’s Belfast study, 

with the prediction being that the L2 pronunciation patterns of these speakers would be 

sensitive to in-group pressures from the NS community. Lybeck solicited speakers’ social 

network data via a questionnaire, with network ties described according to the type of 

support given in participants’ relationships (e.g., emotional, social, practical), 

multiplexity, and reciprocity, as well as to structural components such as density and 

group size. Results showed that both the degree of social integration and pronunciation 

patterns varied widely among the nine participants; however, the author argues that for 

the majority of speakers there was a positive correlation between network scores and 

increases in native-like pronunciation patterns as judged via a real-aloud speaking task, 

role plays, and a semi-structured informal interview. Participants who the author 

described qualitatively as having “supportive native-speaker relationships” were also 

those that reported high social network integration scores and high scores on 

pronunciation exercises.  

 Isabelli-García (2000, 2006) likewise employed social network analysis as a 

potential correlate of L2 development, along with separate measures of motivation, 

attitude, and acculturation, for a group of four American university study abroad 

participants in Argentina. In a similar adoption of the criteria used by Milroy (1980), 
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social networks were characterized in terms of their density and multiplexity (measured 

via social network logs kept by students) as a way of representing the degree to which 

students were able to integrate into the host community. In order to achieve this 

integration, it was predicted that sojourners would need to first develop weak ties with 

Spanish NSs in Argentina, which would then grant these sojourners access into 

increasingly dense, multiplex NS social networks, ultimately aiding their L2 

development. Results for the four participants were varied, but the author makes the case 

that sojourners’ gains in oral proficiency (measured via an OPI) and accuracy (tense and 

mood selection in oral speech samples) were buoyed by their integration into local social 

network. Isabelli-García furthermore argues that the ability of these students to establish 

such networks was intimately tied to their attitude and motivation, with social networks 

acting as a conduit between motivation and language learning. For example, the one 

participant who was shown not to advance in oral proficiency was described as being 

severely restricted in her ability to establish a NS social network beyond that of her host 

family. 

The majority of studies in SLA study abroad that have purported to analyze 

sojourners’ social networks have done so in a mostly descriptive and qualitative way. In 

her study of American sojourners in Argentina, for example, Isabelli-García (2006) 

stipulates that “the social network concept is used here as an illustrative device for 

describing social relations abroad from which one can learn how the learner participants 

envision and incorporate themselves in the host culture” (p. 241). In a more quantitative 

exploration of the use of social networks as a representation of L2 host community 

integration, the Language and Social Networks Project (LANGSNAP) (Mitchell et al., 
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2017) tracked the social and linguistic development of L2 French and L2 Spanish 

learners (N=57) engaged in study abroad, workplace internships, and teaching 

assistantships in France, Spain, and Mexico. Participants, who all participated in year-

long sojourns, completed a specially designed social network questionnaire (before, 

during, and after the sojourn) that contained questions on patterns of interaction and 

language use for their primary social contacts (largely focused on frequency of 

interaction, and context of interaction). In addition, participants were asked to list their 

“Top 5” contacts, defined for participants as the “five people they interacted with the 

most across all contexts” (p. 63). The researchers defined network ties as “strong” if a 

participant reported contact with that individual either “every day” or “several times a 

week,” and “medium” for those individuals with whom a participant interacted either “a 

couple of times a week” or “a few times a month” in the case that such contact was of a 

duration exceeding three hours per month. “Weak” ties were those contacts with whom 

the participant interacted “a few times a month” for a total of less than three hours. 

It is important to note that Mitchell et al. (2017), while adopting a far more 

quantitative application of social network analysis to study abroad SLA than previous 

studies, continued to operationalize social network data as a single score by which to 

judge the degree of linguistic integration exhibited by a participant’s L1 and L2 social 

networks (a separate score was calculated for English and L2 networks, with the same 

method of calculation). These L1 and L2 “Social Network Indices” (SNIs) were designed 

in the mold of the index developed by Milroy (1980), tallying scores according to 
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whether or not a (L1 or L2) social network met five conditions. These conditions are 

measures of density (condition 1) and multiplexity (conditions 2-5), and are as follows7:  

 

(1) Having at least two people from place of work/study with L2/mixed 
interaction; (2) Having at least two strong L2 ties; (3) Having at least three ties 
with L2/mixed interaction in any free time context (organized and/or general); (4) 
Having at least one L2/mixed tie in two different contexts (excluding home life); 
(5) Having at least three people from Top 5 with L2 interaction (p. 140).  
  

 Mitchell et al. (2017) report that sojourners across programs sustained active L1 

and L2 networks simultaneously, with contrasts between work/study locations regarding 

the level of L2 use (in particular, sojourners in Mexico and Spain reported higher L2 SNI 

scores compared to sojourners in France). The authors then correlated in-sojourn L1 and 

L2 SNI scores with the “gain” scores (difference between pre- and post-sojourn scores) 

for several linguistic measures: elicited imitation task score, error-free clauses (oral 

production), error-free clauses (written production), and speech rate. While participants, 

overall, improved across these L2 categories, this improvement was not significantly 

correlated with participants’ SNI scores (L1 or L2) in any case but one: there was a 

“small” significant positive correlation (r = 0.35; p<0.01) between L2 SNI and gain in 

speech rate. The authors nevertheless conclude that “[the study has] been able to show 

the overall importance of both diversity and intensity in L2 social networks for 

development of important aspects of L2” (p. 247). In an exploration of participants’ 

individual case studies, it is emphasized that “the residence abroad experience is firmly a 

                                                       
7 The conditions included here are for L2/mixed networks, which included any contacts with whom the 
participant reported L2 or mixed L1/L2 interaction; however, the same set of conditions was used by 
Mitchell et al. (2017) to tally the scores for the L2 social network index. 
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multilingual one, with at least two languages present in every sojourner’s daily social and 

personal practices,” and that L2 gains are achieved “by a variety of different routes” (p. 

244).  

 To date, the single other quantitative operationalization of social network analysis 

to SLA in study abroad is that of Dan Dewey and his colleagues (Baker-Smemoe et al. 

2014; Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013; Dewey et al., 2012; Dewey, Ring, Gardner, & 

Belnap, 2013). These studies have utilized various iterations of the specially designed 

Study Abroad Social Interaction Questionnaire (SASIQ). Relative to the questionnaire 

used by Mitchell et al. (2017) – which, following Milroy (1980), dealt exclusively with 

characteristics of density and multiplexity – the SASIQ broadens the view of sojourners’ 

social networks to include variables of network size (represented by the total number of 

individuals in the social network), intensity (an indication of the respondent’s emotional 

proximity to each network member), durability (frequency of contact), and dispersion 

(the total number of social groups in a respondent’s network (see Methods for full 

descriptions on the operationalization of these variables).  

In contrast to Mitchell et al. (2017) and Milroy (1980), Dewey and colleagues 

have compared social network characteristics with L2 gains not through the use of 

integrated scores of various social network variables, but rather through discrete 

comparisons of individual L2 network variables (without inclusion of L1 network traits) 

to scores in L2 gains (most often self-reported). For example, Dewey et al. (2012) 

analyzed the relationship between self-reported oral proficiency gains and social network 

characteristics for 204 learners of Japanese studying abroad in Japan (average length of 

sojourn = 8.4 months). Overall, the greatest predictors of self-perceived gains were initial 
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proficiency (students who felt they were less proficient reported the greatest gains) and 

time spent abroad (those who stayed longer reported greater gains). Following these 

measures, however, was social network dispersion; students who reported belonging to 

greater numbers of social groups also perceived greater L2 oral proficiency gains. In 

another study adopting this same methodology, Dewey, Belnap, and Hillstrom (2013) 

examined the social network characteristics and self-perceived L2 gains of 30 L2 Arabic 

learners studying abroad in either Morocco or Jordan. Results show that, for this group, 

the greatest predictor of self-perceived L2 gain was the English language proficiency of 

participants’ Arab contacts while abroad (greater gains were perceived by learners whose 

contacts reportedly had higher English proficiency). While this was an unexpected result, 

the authors note that, for these particular study abroad programs, students were 

encouraged by the programs to use English as a way of gaining access to Arabic (e.g., by 

serving as English tutors and subsequently receiving tutoring in Arabic). The authors also 

report that intensity significantly predicted self-perceived L2 oral proficiency gains; 

students who reported having stronger emotional connections with Arabic contacts in 

their network also reported greater L2 gains in Arabic.  

 In a study by Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014, some of these same social network 

characteristics were found to be significant predictors of L2 gains as measured by 

improvement on the OPI over the course of a sojourn abroad. Participants were 102 

university students, studying abroad in a variety of different host countries (Spain, 

Mexico, France, Russia, Egypt, and China) and with a variety of languages of study 

(French, Russian, Arabic, Spanish, and Chinese). Students completed official OPIs before 

and after their sojourns abroad, which ranged from eight to 16 weeks. In addition to oral 
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proficiency and social network characteristics (via the SASIQ), measurements were taken 

to track L2 use (via a language contact profile), intercultural sensitivity (via the 

Intercultural Development Inventory), and personality (via the NEO-FFI personality test). 

In a comparison of students who gained at least one sublevel on the OPI over the course 

of their sojourn and students who did not, the authors report that “of all the variables 

examined in the study, social network variables were the greatest predictors of language 

gains” (p. 478). Four social network characteristics, in particular, stood out: the English 

proficiency of learners’ friends, decrease in social network size over time, intensity of 

contacts, and dispersion (the number of social groups in a learner’s network). 

 Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) offer various explanations for why these social 

network variables appear to have influenced oral proficiency development. In the case of 

interlocutor English proficiency, for example, the authors hypothesize that, while 

counterintuitive, this positive influence may come from the fact that English-proficient 

host community contacts could have facilitated entry into local communities of practice 

(as reported by Dewey, Belnap, and Hillstrom, 2013), especially since such contacts were 

anecdotally reported to have “typically lived abroad in English-speaking countries and 

were therefore sympathetic and wanted to provide support” to L2 learners (p. 478). In the 

case of change in network size and emotional intensity, it is proposed that these two 

variables may have worked in conjunction: students’ social networks may have decreased 

in size as a result of an increase in emotional proximity (i.e., those students became closer 

with the contacts that they maintained). Finally, in the case of dispersion, a participant’s 

involvement in a greater number of social groups “may…indicate that learners are better 
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integrated into the target culture,” and could also “afford greater opportunities for varied 

types of interaction” (p. 479). 

 The above applications of quantitative social network analysis to research in study 

abroad have neglected two notable considerations. First, they have not examined how 

different social network variables may work in conjunction with one another to promote 

or discourage L2 development in a given network. While Mitchell et al. (2017) included 

measures of both density and multiplexity in their analysis, variables were combined into 

a single group average score for L1 and L2 SNIs, masking the distributions of the social 

network variables for individual learners. Meanwhile, studies incorporating the SASIQ 

(Baker-Smemoe et al. 2014; Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013; Dewey et al., 2012; 

Dewey, Ring, Gardner, & Belnap, 2013) have examined only the effect of individual 

social network variables, in isolation, on groups of sojourners’ L2 development, likewise 

masking any patterns in the makeup of individuals’ networks. The second area of neglect 

is with regard to the consideration of combined L1 and L2 social networks of sojourners. 

Sojourners’ L1 and L2/mixed networks were each considered in isolation by Mitchell et 

al., while in the case of Dewey and colleagues (utilizing the SASIQ) participants reported 

information only for those contacts with whom they spoke in the L2, or who were NSs of 

the L2 with whom they spoke in their L1. 

 In an exception to this trend, Gautier and Chevrot (2015) performed a study of 

seven American students studying abroad in France for a semester, analyzing sojourners’ 

combined L1/L2 social networks through measurements of the combined effect of 

network structure (density), total number of NS L2 (French) contacts, total number of 

NNS L2 contacts, and the amount of time reported speaking French. To collect social 
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network data, the researchers asked students to maintain a “contact diary,” for one week 

(toward the end of their sojourn), in which they recorded every conversation they had, 

including information regarding the name of the person(s) involved, the length of the 

conversation, and the language(s) used. These data were then supplemented with a 

questionnaire that was based on the information from the contact diary, inquiring after 

network members’ age, sex, nationality, habitual language of use, and context of 

relationship (e.g., host family, classmate, etc.). Sojourners then reported which of these 

contacts knew each other (i.e., what the makeup of social groups was). Linguistic data 

were collected via semi-structured interviews conducted at the beginning and end of the 

sojourn, with analysis centering on two sociolinguistic variables: the retention or 

omission of the pre-verbal negative particle ne and the variable realization of liaisons.  

 Though the total number of participants was quite small (N=7), Gautier and 

Chevrot (2015) identified three social network types as emerging from the data collected 

on network density, language use, and interlocutor nationality. Two students developed 

networks that were both dense (a high proportion of contacts knew each other) and 

“Anglophone” (there were no French NSs present, and communication in French was 

generally low, averaging about six hours per week). Three other students had 

“composite” networks (low density) that were likewise classified as “Anglophone.” 

Finally, the remaining two students developed composite networks that included both 

NSs of French as well as a much higher overall level of French use (approximately 27 

hours per week). Relations between these network patterns and sociolinguistic 

development must be taken with a heavy grain of salt given the low numbers of each 

social network type; however, the authors do report the most consistent reduction in rates 
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of ne and variable liaison (representing movement toward the informal, NS norm) for 

sojourners with “Composite Anglophone” networks.  

 

2.7 Summary of the literature and context for the present study 

 Taking account of the studies reviewed here on SLA in the context of study 

abroad, perhaps the most striking common thread is the high degree of variation evident 

in sojourner experience. This variation colors the research of many aspects and 

perspectives of study abroad. First, the effect that a sojourn abroad has on measurable L2 

development is far from uniform, especially in the case of L2 proficiency development. 

This characteristic has been highlighted both by large-scale analyses of proficiency 

development abroad (e.g., Davidson, 2010) and by summative assessments of SLA study 

abroad literature (e.g., Isabelli-García et al., 2018; Kinginger, 2009), and has led to the 

proposal by some (e.g., Huebner, 1995) that study abroad serves to exacerbate individual 

differences in L2 learning.  

 Variation has also characterized the results of investigations into the nature of 

interactive patterns thought to be facilitative to SLA (Long, 1996) as manifested in study 

abroad. While several studies have shown that interaction in study abroad provides 

learners with opportunities to engage in negotiation for meaning and to receive corrective 

feedback (Bryfonski & Sanz, 2018; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014; 

McMeekin, 2003, 2006), the prevalence of these features varies greatly. It would 

furthermore appear that this variation is owed to several different variables, including 

context of language use (McMeekin, 2003, 2006), speaker personality (Fernández-García 

& Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014), and L2 proficiency (Bryfonski & Sanz, 2018; 
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Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2007, 2014). It is also not clear to what extent 

the overall quantity of L2 interaction, regardless of the prevalence of negotiation or 

feedback, contributes to L2 development. While some studies claim a high degree of 

influence for quantitative language contact abroad (e.g., Hernández, 2010; Yager, 1998), 

others have reported no such effect (e.g., Magnan & Back, 2007; Segalowitz & Freed, 

2004).    

 In line with wider trends in applied linguistics literature, many more recent 

studies have highlighted the importance of identity development and socialization 

processes in study abroad. These studies have shown that social and linguistic 

experiences abroad are not just highly variable, but also highly complex. This complexity 

at times yields unexpected consequences that are harmful both to cultural understanding 

and linguistic development, as argued by Wilkinson (2002) with regard to the fraught 

nature of learner-host family relationships. Iino (2006) similarly depicts a complicated 

HF environment for sojourners in Japan, in which confusion regarding behavioral norms 

results in interaction and language use that can be viewed as artificial or unnatural. 

Meanwhile, other studies have presented this environment in a very different light, 

perhaps in recognition of the idea that negotiation of difference and language 

socialization are by their very nature conflictive, ambivalent processes (Block, 2007). 

Cook (2006) highlights this dynamic in the HF-learner relationship during mealtime 

conversations in Japan, where learners actively challenge HF folk beliefs, creating an 

“opportunity space” in which “both parties…potentially become aware that what they 

have believed to be true may not be true, or what they have held to be true unconsciously 

becomes conscious knowledge” (p. 132). A similar observation is made by DuFon (2006) 
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for sojourners and HF members in Indonesia, with both parties taking part in implicit and 

explicit socialization processes. More precise linguistic outcomes of these processes are 

recorded by Shively (2011) and Bataller (2010), who likewise highlight the complex 

nature of the SLA process in study abroad and its deep connections to language learner 

identity.    

 It is also clear that, apart from the complexity of social relationship development 

abroad, sojourners may not have the opportunity to access L2 communities of practice in 

the first place (Kinginger, 2010). Social network analysis has emerged as one method of 

tracking the presence, absence, and nature of these opportunities for socialization and 

language use in study abroad. Where the “social turn” in applied linguistics shifted the 

focus from “the interface between language use and linguistic development to the 

interface between language use and identity” (Block, 2007, p. 867), social network 

analysis has the potential to incorporate all three of these domains. While many of the 

studies incorporating social network analysis to study abroad SLA have been qualitative 

in nature (e.g., Campbell, 2011; Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Lybeck, 2002; Shiri, 2015; 

Stewart, 2010; Trentman, 2015), more recent applications have highlighted the potential 

for this method to describe the patterns of social development abroad on a larger scale, 

and to quantitatively relate these patterns to measures of L2 development (e.g., Baker-

Smemoe et al., 2014; Dewey et al., 2013; Mitchell et al., 2017; for further context, see 

Taguchi & Collentine, 2018).  

Quantitative analyses of sojourners’ social network characteristics have so far 

served a somewhat narrow purpose, namely that of representing language socialization 

processes. In the work of Mitchell et al. (2017), for example, measurements of 
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sojourners’ social networks were combined to form a Social Network Index score, 

designed to indicate the degree to which sojourners had socially integrated into the host 

community (with separate scores used for L1 and L2/mixed networks). Dewey and 

colleagues have likewise used quantitative social network analysis to represent the degree 

of sojourner social integration in the L2 community, analyzing the effect of discreet 

variables (e.g., network size, density, intensity), in isolation, on L2 development. This 

application of social network analysis, and its relation to language socialization, is 

summed up by Dewey, Ring, Gardner, and Belnap (2013): 

 
Social networking arises from meeting new people and getting to know and being 
introduced to the family, friends, acquaintances, etc., of others, and this 
networking leads to further expert-apprentice interactions. From this, the L2 
learner becomes a part of a network consisting of native-speaker (NS) 
interlocutors who supply the learner with ample opportunities to learn the L2, 
enabling them to become a member of a “community of practice” and acquire 
proficiency in the L2. When considered thus, social networks and language 
socialization are not independent notions. Rather, they are closely interrelated in 
their importance to L2 proficiency development. (p. 270)  

  

 While the present study does not wish to dispute the validity or value of this 

perspective, it does wish to propose a wider application of social network analysis for 

understanding the social and SLA experiences of study abroad sojourners. First, given the 

variability evident in sojourners’ social experiences abroad, it is worth asking not just 

which individual social network variables have an effect on language learning outcomes, 

but also which particular combinations of those variables work in conjunction to aid or 

hinder SLA processes. Indeed, this is the very utility and purpose of social network 

analysis as it has been popularly applied in sociological research (e.g., Christakis & 

Fowler, 2007, 2008; McDermott, Fowler, & Christakis, 2013; Mitchell, 1987; Uzzi & 
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Spiro, 2005). Such an analysis furthermore allows the researcher to represent sojourner 

social networks visually, as explored by Gautier and Chevrot (2015), facilitating a 

holistic and structure-oriented tracking of social networks and their change over time 

(see, esp., Christakis & Fowler, 2007).  

 The present study proposes to expand the focus of social network analysis to 

study abroad SLA beyond the area of language socialization. While language 

socialization through interaction with NSs of the host community is no doubt an 

important factor in study abroad L2 development, the focus of previous applications of 

social network analysis to study abroad on this element has come at the expense of 

considerations of other areas of learners’ social and linguistic experience. One especially 

notable area is L2 use with NNS program peers, which for many sojourners represents an 

important portion of their L2 use while abroad. For American sojourners in particular, the 

opportunity for substantial L2 use and socialization with NSs from the host community is 

often severely limited (Kinginger, 2010); however, it is possible that some learners will 

nevertheless develop L2-dominant social networks with co-national NNS peers. This 

social and linguistic side of study abroad is understudied, though exploratory work has 

highlighted the complex and highly integrated nature of NS/NNS networks abroad and 

their potential impact on L2 development (Gautier, 2019; Gautier & Chevrot, 2015). 

Characteristics of combined NS and NNS networks may also be, in part, a product of 

study abroad program characteristics, which vary considerably among programs (Norris 

& Dwyer, 2005).  

 The research questions for this study have been formulated in consideration of the 

above, and are re-stated here:  
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RQ1: What is the relationship between individual social network characteristics (e.g., 

network size, density, L2 use) and L2 Spanish proficiency development, as measured via 

gains in scores on an EIT and B2 DELE listening comprehension exam, over the course 

of a semester abroad? 

 

RQ2: What social network patterns are exhibited by students enrolled in U.S.-based study 

abroad programs over the course of an academic semester in Spain?  

 

RQ3: Are some patterns in social network development correlated more strongly than 

others with gains in Spanish language proficiency scores? 

 

RQ4: Are some patterns in social network development related more strongly than others 

with particular study abroad program structures? 
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Chapter 3: Research design and method 

 

3.1 Participants 

The participants for this study were 43 L2 Spanish learners who were full-time 

university students enrolled in various colleges and universities across the United States. 

Data collection and participant observation occurred over the course of the spring 2019 

academic semester. During this time, each participant was enrolled in one of six 

semester-long study abroad programs in Spain. These programs were based in four cities 

in Spain: Granada, Madrid, Sevilla, and Toledo (see section 3.2 program information).  

 Out of the 43 participants, 36 (84%) self-identified as female, while seven (16%) 

self-identified as male. The age range of all participants was between 18 and 22, with a 

mean age of 20 (this was also the median age). All students but one (a senior), stated that 

they were in their sophomore (n=13) or junior (n=29) year of academic study in college. 

The majority of students (n=34; 79%) were Spanish majors (n=17) or minors (n=17) at 

the time of data collection. Eight students stated that they were not majors or minors, and 

that they had no intention of changing this status in the future, while one student stated 

that they were considering taking on a Spanish major/minor in the future. 

 

3.1.1 Language background and previous study of Spanish  

 All participants were L2 learners of Spanish, having begun the study of Spanish at 

some point in their formal education (see below for detail). This formal education did not 

include any type of Spanish immersion school education. Participants entered the study 

with a range of Spanish proficiency levels, as will be addressed in the analysis and 



 
68 

accounted for where appropriate. No participant reported Spanish use at home, or with 

family. 

Thirty-nine students reported English as their only native language, while two 

students stated that English was their native language in addition to another language: 

Igbo (n=1) and French (n=1). Two students reported that they did not speak English as a 

native language: one of these students moved to the United States seven years prior to the 

study, from Belarus, and spoke Russian as her first language; the other student reported 

Mandarin Chinese as her first language, though she did not specify at which age she 

arrived to the United States. While participants’ English language skills were not 

formally assessed as part of this investigation, all were enrolled as full-time students at 

college in the United States. All students furthermore reported speaking English at home; 

however, for six students English was spoken in addition to another language in this 

environment (Russian, n=2; Hebrew, n=1; Igbo, n=1; French, n=1; and Chinese, n=1).  

The exact starting point of participants’ Spanish language study varied. With only 

one exception, all participants reported having completed some high school Spanish 

language coursework (though not all students took Spanish classes consecutively between 

their high school starting point and their college-level Spanish study). No participant 

reported previous enrollment in the immersion school setting; however, some students 

did report taking Spanish language coursework during elementary school: six participants 

took Spanish class starting in the first or second grade; two students took Spanish starting 

in the fifth grade; and 21 students began taking Spanish class in middle school (between 

sixth and eighth grades). Thirteen students began their formal study of Spanish in high 

school, while only a single participant began studying Spanish in college, as a freshman.  
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 For university-level study, participants’ experience ranged from zero to six 

semesters of enrollment in Spanish coursework, with a mean of 3.3 and a median of 3. 

Most (n=29; 67%) participants reported being enrolled in Spanish coursework at their 

home university during the semester prior to their study abroad (fall 2018). These courses 

of most recent enrollment represent a range of coursework, from intermediate language 

courses to upper-division content courses in Hispanic literature, culture, and linguistics.    

  

3.1.2 Previous travel abroad 

A number of participants reported some previous experience traveling abroad, on 

vacation, to a Spanish-speaking country, though the total length of this travel varied. Six 

participants stated that they had spent, in total, more than four weeks traveling in a 

Spanish-speaking country prior to the time of the current study. Ten students reported a 

total of two to four weeks of such experience, while the same number (n=10) reported a 

total cumulative travel of one week or less in Spanish-speaking countries. The remaining 

students (n=17) stated that they had never traveled to a Spanish-speaking country on 

vacation.  

 Regarding previous experience in academic study abroad programs, little such 

experience was reported by participants, regardless of program duration. Thirty-eight 

students (88% of the total) reported having no previous experience studying abroad in a 

Spanish-speaking country for any length of time. Two students reported having 

participated in a study abroad program in a Spanish-speaking program for between two 

and four weeks, while an additional two students reported previous participation in such a 
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program for between five and eight weeks. One student reported having spent a full 

academic semester abroad in a Spanish-speaking country (Argentina) during high school. 

 

3.1.3 Recruitment 

As researcher, I recruited the participants for this study myself, with the aid of 

various study abroad program administrators. The exact method of recruitment varied 

somewhat by study abroad program, with this variation being dependent on my 

relationship to each program, as well as my ability to meet in person – or not – with 

prospective participants from each program. In the case of the Toledo program, I was 

able to meet with the entire group of students enrolling in this program during their pre-

departure orientation held in the United States, and to speak with students directly to 

explain the project and ask for participation. In the case of the Granada program, a 

program administrator for one of the U.S. provider universities for this program 

facilitated my meeting with students via a Skype videoconference call for the purposes of 

recruitment, and also agreed to disseminate information about the project via email. For 

the Sevilla and Madrid programs, program administrators agreed to disseminate 

information about the project to students via email, requesting that any interested students 

contact the researcher directly. After this initial facilitation of contact by program 

administrators, all ensuing communication was performed directly between me and any 

interested students. 

In order to be eligible for participation in the study, each student was required to 

be enrolled full-time at a U.S.-based post-secondary educational institution; to be 

enrolled full-time in an academic study abroad program in Spain during the spring 2019 
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semester; to not identify Spanish as a native language (or as a language that, regardless of 

an individual’s consideration of the term “native language,” the student considered to be 

used “at home” in any capacity); and to have had some prior - if only minimal - formal 

study of the Spanish language (excluding education in the immersion school setting). In 

order to maximize the number of participants to be recruited for the study, no minimum 

or maximum number of years of prior Spanish study, or other independent language 

proficiency measure, was used to further filter participants.  

 Through initial recruitment, 51 students expressed interest in participating in the 

study, and completed the first round of questionnaires and language testing. Out of this 

original total, 43 students completed the study in its entirety. Only information from this 

group of 43 will be reported on throughout the remainder of this dissertation. As will be 

noted where appropriate, not all 43 students completed all language testing; however, 

these 43 students, at a minimum, completed all questionnaires related to their personal 

background, study abroad language contact, and study abroad social networks, as well as 

both rounds (at the beginning and end of the data collection period) of the Diplomas de 

Español como Lengua Extranjera (DELE) listening comprehension exam. All 

participants were compensated monetarily for their participation. 

 

3.2 Study Abroad Programs 

All 43 participants were enrolled in one of six semester-long study abroad 

programs in Spain during the spring 2019 academic semester. Data collection was carried 

out during this time, from January until May of 2019 (see below for information 

regarding the timing of collection across programs). Each of the participating study 
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abroad programs was administered by either an American university or a U.S.-based, not-

for-profit international education exchange organization (from here referred to as 

“independent providers”), and was located in one of four cities in Spain: Granada, 

Madrid, Sevilla, and Toledo.  

With the exception of Madrid, where participants came from three separate study 

abroad programs, participants were recruited from a single study abroad program at each 

location. Table 1 shows the distribution of participants across these study sites. 

 

 Granada Madrid Sevilla Toledo TOTAL 

Participants 4 11 16 12 43 

Table 1. Total participants, by study abroad location  

 

 The design of study abroad programs can be considered according to a variety of 

criteria, though hard-and-fast definitions are, generally speaking, not plausible. Instead, 

program design may be considered on a continuum. On one end are “island” programs, 

which seek to “[replicate] most aspects of the American college/university learning 

context in a self-contained context, a bubble, within the host country” (Norris & Dwyer 

2005, p. 121); on the other end are programs in which students perform all of their 

coursework through direct enrollment in a host country institution. All participants in the 

present study were enrolled in study abroad programs that can be said to occupy a space 

somewhere between these two extremes. For the purposes of this study, the term “island 

program” will be used to refer to study abroad programs in which students’ academic 

coursework was administered primarily through an educational center associated with the 

students’ U.S. university or U.S.-based independent provider. This does not mean that the 



 
73 

coursework in such programs was conducted in English, and in fact this was seldom the 

case for the participants of this study. Descriptions of the study abroad programs, and 

study sites, are given below, and are followed by aggregated information regarding the 

characteristics of academic enrollment, living situation, and extracurricular activity of all 

43 participants (independent of any generalization of program designs).     

 

3.2.1 Granada 

  Granada is a city of approximately 250,000 inhabitants located in the province of 

the same name, in the autonomous community of Andalucía, less than 50 miles north of 

Spain’s southern coastline. The city is home to the University of Granada, and attracts a 

large number of international students, most notably from within Europe via the Erasmus 

exchange program, as well as from the United States via a wide variety of universities 

and independent providers.  

 Four participants in the current study spent the spring 2019 semester in Granada, 

through an independent provider which ran its coursework through a language institute 

affiliated with a local Spanish university. This language institute, while affiliated with the 

local university, administers coursework designed for international students from outside 

of Spain, from a variety of countries of origin. Students enroll in one of several academic 

tracks within this program, determined by Spanish language proficiency, tested upon 

arrival to Spain. Logistical support, housing, and cultural excursions are all managed by 

the independent provider.  

 Of the four students studying in Granada, three reported living with a host family 

at the start of the semester, while one student reported living in a dormitory/apartment 
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setting with other American students (this student later transferred into a host family). 

Academic coursework for three of these students was conducted entirely in Spanish, 

while one student reported taking coursework in both English and Spanish. All four of 

these students participated in either a volunteer (n=3) or workplace internship (n=1) 

opportunity throughout the semester.  

 

3.2.2 Madrid 

 Madrid is the capital city of Spain, located in the autonomous community of the 

same name. Madrid is the also the largest city in Spain, with a population of 

approximately 6.5 million inhabitants. In the present study, 11 participants studied in 

Madrid. These participants were enrolled in three different study abroad programs: six 

students were enrolled in an island program administered by a small liberal arts college; 

four participants were enrolled with a non-island independent provider; and one 

participant was enrolled in an island program administered by a Spain-based international 

education institute affiliated with the student’s home university.  

 

3.2.2.1 Madrid island program. The Madrid island program is administered 

entirely by a U.S. home institution, a small liberal arts college located in the northeast of 

the United States. In its entirety, this program enrolls roughly 30 students per semester. 

Six students from this program participated in the present study. Classes are primarily 

held in the island program’s study center, though students are given the option to enroll 

directly in coursework at a local Spanish university as a supplement to the coursework 

administered in the study center. Only one student from this group chose to enroll in such 
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a course, while the rest were enrolled only in coursework held at the study center, 

organized by the program. While they were administered in an island setting, these 

courses were taught by local Spanish professors, not otherwise directly affiliated with the 

U.S. home institution, and were conducted in Spanish. These classes were designed for 

U.S.-based study abroad students; no Spanish, international, or other students not 

enrolled in this island program were eligible for enrollment. Of these six students, one 

reported involvement in a workplace internship, while two others reported participating 

in both a workplace internship and a volunteer work program.   

The Madrid island program places a heavy emphasis on Spanish language 

development. All students enrolled in one of three levels of language coursework 

throughout the semester, the placement of which is determined by an entrance exam 

administered at the start of the semester. Students are furthermore required to sign a 

language contract, stating that they will communicate in Spanish at all times throughout 

the semester, without exception (i.e., that they must communicate with each other 

exclusively in Spanish, both in- and outside of official coursework and other program 

activities).8 Program regulation also stipulates that all students live with Spanish host 

families for the duration of the semester. 

 

3.2.2.3 Madrid independent provider. Four participants were enrolled in a study 

abroad program through a large independent provider in Madrid. In contrast to island 

program participants, these students enrolled in all of their coursework at a local Spanish 

                                                       
8 As will later be discussed in greater detail, participants reported that this rule is often not followed in its 
entirety. While some students adhered to the language contract with devotion, others slipped into a pattern 
of frequent English language use with their peers, often at the near total expense of Spanish language use in 
social settings outside of the host family.  
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university. This coursework was, for all four students, a mixture of courses designed for 

international students and regular Spanish university courses designed primarily for – and 

attended primarily by – students from Spain. In both cases, courses were conducted in 

Spanish. Three of the four students in this program also participated in a workplace 

internship throughout the course of the semester. Students in this program were not 

required to sign any sort of language contract; however, they anecdotally reported a 

similar division of Spanish and English language use among participants, with the most 

common practice being - throughout the program as a whole - majority English usage in 

social settings. 

 Students participating in the Madrid independent provider program were given the 

option of living either with a host family or in an apartment. Two of the participants lived 

with host families for the entirety of the semester, while two others lived in an apartment 

(though one of these students transferred into a host family for the final month of the 

semester). The two participants living in the apartment lived in the same apartment 

together, along with another American university student (enrolled in the same program), 

as well as a Spanish university student.  

 

3.2.2.4 Madrid international institute. The final Madrid participant was 

enrolled in a study abroad program facilitated by her home institution and run through an 

international study center. This international center functioned in a similar fashion to 

island program study centers: all administration and coursework was held in the same 

location, and functioned independently of any Spanish university. This student’s courses 

were conducted in both English and Spanish, and were in all cases designed for students 
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whose first language was not Spanish. This student lived with a host family, and also 

reported participating in a workplace internship. 

 

3.2.3 Sevilla 

 Sevilla is a city in the south of Spain, located in the province of the same name, in 

the autonomous community of Andalucía. It is a mid-sized city, with a population of over 

1.5 million inhabitants, and is a popular study abroad destination for students from the 

United States and elsewhere.  

 Sixteen of the participants in the present study spent the spring 2019 semester in 

Sevilla, all of them enrolled in a large study abroad program administered by an 

independent provider. This provider offered a number of different tracks of study which 

students could select according to their area of academic interest (e.g., liberal arts, 

business, global studies). Depending on the track selected, as well as each individual’s 

preference, students could elect to take courses at the independent provider’s study 

center, through direct enrollment in a local Spanish university, or a combination of the 

two. Of the sixteen participants in Sevilla, five took all of their courses at the provider’s 

study center; two took only courses at the local Spanish university; and the remaining 

nine took classes in both settings. Courses in all settings were conducted in Spanish. 

Regarding extracurricular activities, eight students participated in volunteer work 

programs, and one student participated in a workplace internship. All students studying in 

Sevilla lived with local host families.  
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3.2.4 Toledo 

 Located near the geographical center of Spain, the city of Toledo is part of the 

province of the same name and the autonomous community of Castilla-La Mancha. With 

a population of roughly 80,000, Toledo is the smallest of the study sites represented in 

the present study. It is, however, located close to the city of Madrid, which can be 

reached in under an hour by bus. 

 All participants studying in Toledo were enrolled in an island program affiliated 

with their U.S. home university and administered by a Spanish international education 

institute. This institute operated independently of any Spanish university, and contracted 

its own local professors to administer classes directly to students. Out of a total of 

approximately 70 students enrolled in this program, the vast majority came from 

universities in the United States; however, there was also a group of students from Puerto 

Rico (approximately 10% of the student population), as well as two students from Japan. 

While students were offered the opportunity to enroll in limited coursework through a 

local Spanish university, only one participant did so. All coursework was conducted in 

Spanish. 

 Students enrolled in the Toledo program are given the choice between living with 

a host family and living in a residence hall that is located in the same building as the 

program’s study center. Of the twelve participants studying in Toledo in the present 

study, eight lived with host families for the duration of the semester, while four lived in 

the residence hall.   

 In a similar fashion to the Madrid island program, the Toledo program places a 

heavy emphasis on the use of Spanish among its students. Students pledge to 
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communicate only in Spanish for the duration of the semester, and are frequently 

reminded of this fact by program staff. Some informal incentives are offered to encourage 

the out-of-class use of Spanish, for example through offers of free coffee to groups of 

students observed speaking only in Spanish during meals taken at the program center. 

 

3.3 Summary of participants and program design 

 Overall, the participants of the current study display a considerable degree of 

variation with regard to the overarching structure of their study abroad experience. As 

highlighted above, this is in large part due to the varying structure of the six study abroad 

programs themselves. Variation is especially notable with regard to the site of study 

abroad coursework, as shown in Table 2.  

 

 Site of coursework 
Program 
location 

Study abroad 
center 

Spanish 
university 

Both TOTAL 

Granada 0 1 3 4 
Madrid 6 3 2 11 
Sevilla 5 2 9 16 
Toledo 11 0 1 12 
TOTAL 22  

(51%) 
6  

(14%) 
15  

(35%) 
43 
 

Table 2. Site of coursework 

 

It is also important to note that many students (70% overall) participated in some 

form of volunteer or workplace internship opportunity, across locations and program 

structures, as a supplement to their academic coursework (Table 3).  
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 Organized extracurricular commitments 
Program 
location 

Volunteer Workplace 
internship 

Both Neither TOTAL 

Granada 3 1 0 0 4 
Madrid 0 5 2 4 11 
Sevilla 8 1 0 7 16 
Toledo 5 4 1 2 12 
TOTAL 16 

(37%) 
11 

(26%) 
3 

(7%) 
13 

(30%) 
43 
 

Table 3. Organized extracurricular commitments, by program location 

 

Finally, across all study abroad programs and locations, placement with a host 

family from the host community was by far the most frequent housing structure for 

students, accounting for 84% of all students’ living situations (Table 4).  

 

 Living situation 
Program 
location 

Host family Dorm/apt (U.S. 
students) 

Dorm/apt 
(mixed) 

TOTAL 

Granada 3 1 0 4 
Madrid 9 0 2 11 
Sevilla 16 0 0 16 
Toledo 8 4 0 12 
TOTAL 36 

(84%) 
5 

(12%) 
2 

(5%) 
43 

Table 4. Living situation of participants 

 

3.4 Data collection instruments 

 Data collection for this study was centered on materials designed to (1) elicit 

information regarding each participant’s personal background and experience with the 

Spanish language prior to study abroad; (2) elicit information regarding the nature of 

each participant’s use of Spanish while studying abroad in Spain, particularly as 
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manifested through the social contacts that each student made and maintained while in 

Spain, in English and Spanish; and (3) to assess various aspects of each student’s Spanish 

language proficiency at both the beginning and the end of the semester. Descriptions of 

these instruments, and their administration, are given below, while an explanation of the 

general timing and administration of instruments is offered in the following section.  

 

3.4.1 Questionnaires 

 

3.4.1.1 Background questionnaire. A background questionnaire was 

administered to participants at the outset of the semester (see Appendix A for full 

questionnaire). This was done in order to assess various aspects of their previous 

academic and personal experience with Spanish, as well as to assess some general 

characteristics of the study abroad programs in which they were enrolled. Through this 

questionnaire, participants identified their academic major/minor area of study; the total 

number, and timing, of years of previous study of Spanish; use of Spanish as a native 

and/or home language; previous experience studying and traveling abroad; and general 

characteristics of their study abroad program (e.g., living situation, language of study, 

academic setting). This questionnaire also included questions regarding students’ basic 

demographic information, including age and gender (self-identified).  

 

3.4.1.2 Exit questionnaire. Participants completed a brief exit questionnaire at 

the end of their sojourn (R3). The purpose of these “exit” questions was to elicit 

information regarding participants’ travel habits over the course of the semester, as well 
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as their impression of what factors most aided, or hindered, their Spanish language 

learning. Two questions asked students to indicate the number of weeks that they spent 

traveling outside of their city of study, with separate questions for domestic (i.e., inside of 

Spain) and international travel. Two questions were open-ended, asking students to 

reflect on what they perceived to be the most beneficial/detrimental factors to their 

Spanish language development, as well as what they perceived to be the “most 

important” parts of the study abroad experience. This last question was intentionally 

designed to be non-specific, asking students simply to reflect on their experience and 

anything that they were proud of, or which they could have done differently.   

 

3.4.1.3 Social Networks Abroad Questionnaire (SNAQ). Quantitative measure 

of participants’ social networks was taken via an online survey designed specifically for 

use in this study, the Social Networks Abroad Questionnaire (SNAQ) (Appendix C). The 

SNAQ was designed by the researcher, with the use of the online survey software 

Qualtrics, allowing students to complete the survey on their computer or smartphone. 

This questionnaire was administered to participants three times: at the beginning (R1), 

middle (R2), and end (R3) of the period of data collection.  

The measurements and design of the SNAQ were adapted from previous social 

network questionnaires, most notably those used by Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014), 

Mitchell et al. (2017), and Gautier and Chevrot (2015). In order to elicit accurate data on 

the size, structure, and quality of students’ combined English- and Spanish-language 

social networks, questions were included for the following variables: size (total number 

of contacts); cohesion (the degree of connectedness of network members); context of 
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interaction; durability (frequency of contact with each individual in the network); 

intensity (the participant’s emotional proximity to each individual in the network); 

language use (degree to which English, Spanish, or another language was used in 

interactions with each individual in the network); nationality of contact; and English 

language ability of contact. Additional information on each of these measures, as well as 

their elicitation on the SNAQ, is given below.  

 

3.4.1.3.1 Size. Network size is defined as the total number of individuals listed in 

a participant’s social network. In the first portion of the SNAQ, respondents are asked to 

list all of the people they can reasonably said to have “regular contact with, whether 

casual acquaintances or close friends” at that point in time, in Spain. This step in the 

process of network data collection is referred to as a “name generator” (see, e.g., Gautier 

& Chevrot, 2015). To aid the accurate recollection of all contacts who fit these criteria, 

respondents are given several social contexts under which they may wish to include such 

contacts: school/class; organized free time (e.g., clubs, sports teams, volunteer work, 

etc.); unorganized free time; living situation; and “other.”  

 

3.4.1.3.2 Cohesion. In the broadest sense, network cohesion refers to the 

connectedness of members in a given network (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2018). 

Cohesion can be expressed through a number of different variables (e.g., density; 

dispersion), but in all cases requires knowledge of which contacts in a network are 

connected to which other contacts within the same network (i.e., who knows whom). 

Respondents to the SNAQ, after creating the lists of network contacts by context of 
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interaction (see above description), were then asked to group contacts together according 

to which of those contacts knew each other. Each contact could, naturally, belong to more 

than one social group, and respondents were told this explicitly in the instructions.  

 

3.4.1.3.3 Context of interaction. After generating the names of their social 

network contacts, respondents were asked a series of questions regarding the 

characteristics of each individual, as well as their relationship with that individual. This 

included the context of interaction with the individual, for which two questions were 

included: “In which context did you originally meet this person?” (multiple choice, 

including the same set of social contexts used as prompts in the name generator); and “In 

which of these contexts do you interact with this person?” (multiple selection of the same 

set of contexts). 

 

3.4.1.3.4 Durability. Durability refers to the frequency of contact that a 

participant has with each individual in their network. For each individual listed in the 

name generator portion of the SNAQ, respondents were asked to indicate how frequently 

they interacted with that person: “every day”; “several times a week”; “a couple of times 

a week”; “a few times a month”; or “a couple of times a month”. They were then asked 

how long each interaction with the individual would typically last: “a few minutes”; “15-

30 minutes”; “1-2 hours”; or “several hours or more.” Participants were also asked to 

indicate how frequently they communicated with each individual via text (e.g., 

WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, etc.).  
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3.4.1.3.5 Intensity. After the above questions regarding an individual contact’s 

durability, respondents were asked to rate their level of friendship with the same 

individual. To do so, respondents were given a scale from one to eight. This scale is 

described, on the SNAQ, as representing a range of emotional proximity from “mere 

acquaintance to close friend/confidant” (with higher numerical values corresponding with 

higher emotional proximity). This measure has been used in previous research on social 

network analysis, and was adopted for the present study directly from Baker-Smemoe et 

al. (2014).  

 

3.4.1.3.6 Language use. Respondents were asked to approximate the distribution 

of their language use with each individual listed in the name generator, whether in 

English, Spanish, or another language. The following options were given to describe the 

language use of a typical encounter with each individual: “90-100% English”; “About 

75% English and 25% Spanish”; “About 50% English and 50% Spanish”; “About 75% 

Spanish and 25% English”; “90-100% Spanish”; or “other.”  

 

3.4.1.3.7 Nationality of contact. The nationality of each contact was asked for, 

with the following options given in a multiple-choice question: American; Spanish; Other 

(native English-speaking); Other (native Spanish-speaking); and Other (not listed).  

 

3.4.1.3.8 English language ability of contact. Respondents were asked to report 

the perceived English language ability of each of the contacts listed in their network. This 

was done in accordance with previous studies (Baker-Smemoe et al. 2014; Dewey, 
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Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013) that reported greater gains in TL proficiency over the course 

of a sojourn abroad for those students whose NS contacts had higher levels of English 

language proficiency (the native language of the participants in those studies). 

Respondents were asked to indicate if each contact’s English language ability was “native 

English speaker”; “extremely good English ability”; “very good English ability”; “pretty 

good English ability”; “low/minimal English ability”; or “unknown.” 

    

3.4.1.3.9 Summary of the SNAQ. In summary, the SNAQ is broken up into three 

parts. First, the respondent is asked to generate a list of names of their social contacts, by 

context (e.g., school, free time, living situation). Second, the respondent must indicate 

what relationships exist among this list of social contacts (i.e., who knows whom). Lastly, 

for each social contact listed in the name generator portion of the SNAQ, the respondent 

answers a series of questions pertaining to different characteristics of the contact as well 

as of their relationship with the contact. These questions correspond with various broad 

categories of variables used in social network analysis (e.g., size, structure, durability). 

(See Analysis, section 3.6.1, for the transformation of these categories into useable 

variables).  

 

3.4.2 Spanish language proficiency testing 

 

3.4.2.1 DELE listening comprehension exam. In order to measure participants’ 

listening proficiency development in Spanish during their sojourn in Spain, the Diploma 

de Español como Lengua Extranjera (DELE) exam was administered at the beginning 
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and end of the data collection period. The DELE exam has various versions, each of 

which is designed to test a specific level of language proficiency as outlined by the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), running from A1 

(lowest) to C2 (highest). For the present study, all participants took the B2 DELE exam 

for listening comprehension in Spanish, at the first (R1) and last (R3) round of data 

collection. The CEFR describes B2 language learners as “independent users,” capable of 

“understanding the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, 

including technical discussions in [their fields] of specialisation” (www.coe.int). A level 

of B2 listening comprehension corresponds roughly with Advanced-Mid on the ACTFL 

Listening Proficiency Test (LPT).  

 When administered in an official capacity, the DELE exam is given as a level-

specific, pass-fail test. For the purposes of the present study, such evaluation via the 

DELE exam was neither possible (participants took a publicly available practice version 

of the exam) nor desirable (of interest was the change, over time, of students’ numerical 

scores on the exam, regardless of whether their scores, at either testing point, landed 

above threshold for B2-level proficiency). Given that participants for the present study 

were recruited regardless of their Spanish language proficiency, and given that students 

enrolled in undergraduate Spanish coursework do not typically reach ACTFL Advanced 

listening proficiency until the end of their university studies (Strawbridge, Soneson, & 

Griffith, 2019), the aim of the B2 DELE exam was expected to be well above the 

proficiency of most participants. Nevertheless, it was desired to avoid ceiling effects (i.e. 

reaching the maximum score of a selected listening proficiency test) at either testing 

point, as this would make the analysis of some participants’ language scores impossible. 

http://www.coe.int/
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Previous work has successfully utilized the B2 DELE exam to study L2 Spanish listening 

comprehension skills under similar circumstances: Llanes and Botana (2015) 

administered an abbreviated B2 DELE exam to a group of university students at the 

beginning and end of a six-week study abroad program in Costa Rica, reporting average 

post-sojourn scores that neared the maximum possible score. 

 The B2 DELE listening comprehension exam used in the present study was 

obtained from the Instituto Cervantes, and is a version of the test used in 2013 that has 

since been made publicly available as a practice test (www.examenes.cervantes.es). This 

exam consists of five discrete listening comprehension exercises, each containing six 

questions, for a total of 30 questions. The exact content of each exercise varies 

somewhat, both with regard to the content of the audio clips and the nature of the 

questions asked (all questions are some form of multiple choice). Table 5 displays the 

format and topic of each of the five listening comprehension exercises included in the 

exam. For each exercise, the audio is played twice for test takers.  

 

Exercise Form of 
audio 

Topic Multiple choice format 

1 Six short, 
unrelated 
audio clips 

Varied, by 
question 

General comprehension question on each 
short dialogue given (e.g., “¿Para qué 
habla la mujer con su compañero?”; Why 
is the woman speaking with her 
colleague?) (three choices per question) 

2 Conversation 
between two 
friends 

Issues with 
home internet 
service 

For each question, test taker must indicate 
to which speaker each of six items refers: 
Eva, Jose, or neither of the two. 

3 Interview with 
famous painter 

Life and 
profession of 
painter 

General comprehension question on the 
content of the interview (three choices per 
question).   
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4 Six short clips 
of different 
speakers 
giving 
business 
advice 

Starting a 
business 

Test taker is given a list of nine 
descriptions, and must select which 
description matches each of six short 
audio clips on the topic of starting a 
business. 

5 Conference 
talk given by a 
businessman 

Life story 
and business 
advice 

General comprehension question on the 
content of the interview (three choices per 
question). 

Table 5. B2 DELE listening comprehension exam exercises 

 

3.4.2.2 Elicited Imitation Task (EIT). An elicited imitation task (EIT) was 

administered, by the researcher, to 30 of the 43 study participants at the beginning and 

end of the data collection period (see Appendix D). Elicited imitation tasks require 

language users to listen to, and repeat, a series of utterances, with utterances typically 

being limited to the sentence level (Bowden, 2016). As noted by Bowden, EITs have 

been used to test both L1 (e.g., Slobin & Welsch 1968, 1973) and L2 (e.g., Naiman, 

1974; Savignon, 1982) language ability. Most frequently, EITs are administered in order 

to measure general proficiency in a target language, and have previously been used as a 

measure of proficiency development in the context of study and residence abroad (e.g., 

Huensch & Tracy-Ventura, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2017). 

 Generally speaking, the rationale for using an EIT as a measure of global 

language proficiency is that, in order to produce an accurate repetition of a given target 

utterance, the speaker must be able to both parse and comprehend the TL input (Bley-

Vroman & Chaudron, 1994). Both the external validity and internal reliability of the EIT 

have been demonstrated in previous studies, particularly as it concerns the Spanish 

version of the EIT developed by Ortega et al. (1999). In a study of 16 L2 Spanish fourth-
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semester university learners, Ortega (2000) reported a high degree of correlation (r = 

0.87) between scores on the Spanish EIT and the Spanish Simulated Oral Proficiency 

Interview (SOPI). A similarly high degree of correlation between the EIT and SOPI (r = 

0.88) was again reported by Ortega, Iwashita, Norris, and Rabie (2002), for a group of 28 

fourth- and sixth-semester L2 Spanish university students. Finally, using the same 

version of the Spanish OPI, Bowden (2016) reported an even higher correlation between 

the EIT and SOPI, at r = 0.91. Bowden furthermore found that the EIT was significantly 

correlated – albeit more modestly – with self-ratings of proficiency. This correlation was 

higher with self-ratings in speaking (r = 0.75) and listening (r = 0.73), compared to 

reading (r = 0.62) or writing (r = 0.59) (confirming the ability of the EIT to tap, above 

all, oral/aural proficiency over reading and writing proficiency). Regarding the internal 

validity of the EIT, Bowden reports a high level of internal consistency for the items on 

the test, with a Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of 0.98.  

 The current study uses the version of the Spanish EIT developed by Ortega, 

Iwashita, Norris, & Rabie (1999), and used as the basis for analysis in subsequent studies 

on L2 Spanish proficiency (e.g., Bowden, 2016; Mitchell et al., 2017; Ortega, 2000). This 

EIT contains 30 sentence-length items, given in order of increasing length by total 

number of syllables, ranging from seven to 17 syllables per item. Only one change was 

made from the wording of the items used in Ortega (2000): in item six, the word manejar 

(“to drive”) was changed to conducir (“to drive”), as it was thought that this synonym 

would be more commonly heard by students while in Spain. Given the nature of the test, 

each EIT must be administered individually. This was done by the researcher (see section 

3.5).  
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Each item on the EIT was played for the participant one time, with a two-second 

pause given between the end of the utterance and the participant attempting its repetition. 

This pause duration was chosen in line with Bowden (2016), who allowed participants a 

two- to three-second pause, a duration which was in turn based on the recommendation of 

Chaudron and Russell (1990). The goal is to avoid echo-like repetition of EIT items (in 

the case that repetition were allowed to occur immediately following the utterance being 

played), as well as to prevent more controlled processing strategies from being used 

(Chaudron & Russell 1990, as reported in Bowden 2016).  

All items on the EIT were recorded expressly for use in the current study, by a 

male, monolingual Spanish speaker, originally from the city of Zaragoza, Spain. With the 

selection of any speaker for these purposes, there a possibility that some participants will 

be more - or less - familiar with the dialect of the speaker used for EIT item recording; 

however, given that no students had reported extended experience traveling or studying 

in Spain prior to the study, and that none of the participants in the study was located in 

Zaragoza for their sojourn, any such influence was thought to be minimal and to not pose 

a serious risk to the validity of data collection.  

 

3.5 Data collection procedure  

 All data collection was performed by the researcher, during the spring 2019 

academic semester. Due to the fact that participants were enrolled in various, unrelated 

study abroad programs, the exact length and schedule of the spring academic semester 

varied by participant group. For all participants, data collection was divided into three 

rounds: R1, R2, and R3. The timing of each round was scheduled in accordance with 
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each participating study abroad program’s academic schedule, with data collection taking 

place over a period of approximately 12 weeks for all participants. The precise time 

elapsed between R1 and R3 is shown in Table 6, and ranged from a minimum of 11.6 

weeks (Madrid Independent Provider) to a maximum of 12.1 weeks. R2 data collection, 

consisting of the administration of electronic surveys (SNAQ; LCP), took place six 

weeks after R1 testing (see below for variation of timing by participant group).  

 Language testing (i.e., administration of the DELE exam and EIT) took place at 

R1 and R3, and was administered in a quiet classroom setting, arranged with the aid of 

study abroad program administration from participating study abroad programs. While 

the time between R1 and R3 was approximately 12 weeks for all participants, there was 

some variation in the amount of time between students’ arrival in Spain and the 

administration of testing at R1. This was due to both the time that was needed to confirm 

cooperation from study abroad program administration and the participation of study 

abroad students,9 as well as the need for the researcher to be physically present with 

students to collect data from the various study abroad groups.10 As shown in Table 6, the 

time elapsed between student arrival to Spain and administration of R1 language 

proficiency testing ranged from a minimum of nine days (Toledo program) to a 

maximum of 31 days (Madrid Independent Provider).   

                                                       
9 On more than one occasion, study abroad administration was unwilling to allow students to participate in 
language testing relating to this study until after arrival and orientation activities had completed. For the 
DELE exam, especially, cooperation from study abroad administration was necessary to facilitate the use of 
classrooms to hold testing. 
10 While DELE testing could have been performed remotely (assuming the aid of participants’ home 
university staff to act as proctor), participants simply came from too many home universities in the United 
States to make this feasible. For example, the 16 participants in the Sevilla Independent Provider program 
nearly all came from different institutions in the United States. Regarding the EIT, the administration of 
this test must be done one-on-one, which likewise would not have been feasible to ask of staff from the 
various home institutions, most of whom the researcher did not know personally.     
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Program* n Arrival date Arrival to 
R1 

R1 R3 R1 to R3  

Granada 4 Jan 28th  16 days Feb 13th  May 16th  12.1 weeks 
Mad-Is 6 Jan 28th  17 days Feb 14th  May 7th  11.7 weeks 
Mad-IP 4 Jan 22nd  31 days Feb 25th  May 17th  11.6 weeks 
Mad-II 1 Jan 28th  14 days Feb 11th  May 8th  12.3 weeks 
Sevilla 16 Jan 16th 22 days Feb 7th  May 2nd  12.0 weeks 
Toledo 12 Jan 21st  9 days Jan 30th  April 25th  12.1 weeks 

Table 6. Testing schedule, by study abroad program (*Mad-Is = Madrid Island; Mad-IP = Madrid 
Independent Provider; Mad-II = Madrid International Institute) 
 

 The R1 LCP and SNAQ, which participants completed online, were administered 

to participants two weeks after their arrival to Spain. This was done in order to allow 

sufficient time for participants to establish something of a social and academic routine. (It 

would not be particularly informative, for example, to measure a student’s social network 

on day one, when very few, if any, social relationships have been established). R3 

questionnaires were administered approximately at the time of R3 language testing. Due 

to the fact that participants completed these questionnaires privately (out of the sight of 

the researcher), the exact day and time of collection of the completed questionnaires 

varied somewhat by participant. 

 

3.6 Analysis of the data 

 The analysis of the current study centers on three main pieces: the creation of 

social network variables (from raw questionnaire data) to be correlated with language 

testing; the analysis of EIT and DELE testing results at R1 and R3, including their 

correlation with individual social network variables; and a cluster analysis performed on 

R3 social network responses, used to discern patterns in students’ social networks and to 
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relate these patterns to language proficiency testing results. Data from the LCP were not 

included in the final analysis (with the exception of qualitative responses to R3 LCP 

open-ended questions), after initial analysis revealed a lack of correlation between any 

individual LCP item and language proficiency testing results.  

 

3.6.1 Creation of social network variables 

 The social network data used in the present analysis are derived from the R3 

SNAQ social network questionnaire. As described above (section 3.4.1.3), the raw data 

collected from the SNAQ yield information regarding several general categories of 

variables that may be utilized in social network analysis: size (number of contacts), 

durability (frequency of interaction with each contact), cohesion (degree of mutual 

connection of network contacts), intensity (emotional proximity), personal characteristics 

of contacts (e.g., Spanish speaker status; nationality), and proportional language use 

(Spanish, English, or other).  

 The data obtained by the SNAQ provide a greater number of variables (in their 

raw form) and potential variables (via combination and transformation) than would be 

practical to consider together in a single analysis. For example, for each contact listed in 

the questionnaire, the SNAQ asks a single question regarding language use: “When you 

are with this person, which language do you speak?” For a given respondent, the scores 

on this question from all contacts listed in their SNAQ can be combined in order to give a 

general picture of general language use, on a scale from 1 (“90-100% English”) to 5 (“90-

100% Spanish”). This variable can then be combined with others in order to offer a more 

specific view of language use. For example, by examining the variable “language use” in 
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conjunction with the personal characteristics of a respondent’s contacts, it may be asked 

what the average language use (from 1-5) is for a given participant with only NNS 

contacts. Likewise, it may be asked what the average language use is for a participant 

with only those NNS contacts with whom the respondent sees either “several times a 

week” or “every day” (a measure of durability). 

 Due to the lack of previous research investigating the effect of combined L1/L2 

social network variables on L2 development, it was important to consider a wide range of 

variables, and to individually test their correlation to L2 development as displayed in 

DELE and EIT results. Only then could a cluster analysis be performed that would 

deliberately consider groups of variables that may combine to show insightful patterns 

regarding social network traits and their effect on L2 proficiency development over time. 

Descriptions are given below, by category, for the social network variables (including 

combined variables) that were included in the initial analysis of the data and correlated, 

individually, with changes in language proficiency testing results between R1 and R3. 

Table 7 also includes information regarding the transformation, where relevant, of 

descriptive multiple choice answers on the SNAQ into corresponding numerical values 

(e.g., for the question “At each [in person] encounter, how much time did you spend with 

this person?” the answer “a few minutes” = 1).  

Finally, for measures relating to the total number of Spanish NS’s in a 

participant’s entire social network, the number of host family contacts counted toward the 

total was limited to two. This was done in order to avoid distortion due to a small number 

of cases where participants reported unusually large numbers of host family members, 

thereby giving the appearance of an extensive NS social network that was in reality 
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owing exclusively to a large number of low-frequency contacts (mostly younger host 

siblings) in a single setting (i.e., living situation). Thus, the higher numbers of NS 

contacts reported in these cases did not correspond to the breadth of these participants’ 

social network development over the course of the semester. While initial data analysis 

did not indicate a significant effect for this occurrence in the data, it was thought that 

limiting the number host family members represented in a network to two would be more 

conceptually appropriate for the present analysis of social network development. 

Importantly, no such limitation was made for social network variables used in the 

analysis that concerned participants’ “Top” contacts (those contacts with whom the 

participant reported the highest combined ratings for durability and intensity).     

 

Category/ 
Variable 

Description 

  
Size & Durability  
Network size Total number of contacts listed in an individual’s network 
Total Spanish-
dominant contacts 

Total number of contacts with whom the participant reported 
speaking in Spanish at least 50% of the time in a typical 
encounter (regardless of Spanish language background or ability 
of contact) 

NS contacts (HF 
max 2) 

Total number of contacts in an individual’s network listed as 
being NSs of Spanish 

High durability 
contacts 

Total number of contacts with a combined durability (frequency 
of interaction) score of at least six. Durability is measured in two 
questions on the SNAQ: “How often do you interact with this 
person” (numerical scores of 1-511) and “At each (in person) 
encounter, about how much time do you typically spend with this 
person?” (numerical scores of 1-412) 

                                                       
11 Numerical scores 1-5 correspond, respectively, to “a couple times a month”; “a few times a month”; “a 
couple of times a week”; “several times a week”; and “every day.”  
12 Numerical scores 1-4 correspond, respectively, to “a few minutes”; “15-30 minutes”; “1-2 hours”; and 
“several hours or more” 
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Spanish-dominant 
high durability 
contacts (HF max 
2) 

Total number of high durability (frequency) contacts with whom 
the participant reported speaking in Spanish at least 50% of the 
time in a typical encounter (regardless of Spanish language 
background or ability of contact) (HF max 2) 

High durability 
Spanish NS 
contacts (HF max 
2) 

Total number of high-durability contacts described as NS’s of 
Spanish (HF max 2) 

  
Language  
Language Aggregate score of proportional language use between English 

and Spanish with all contacts, coded numerically: 1 = “90-100% 
English”; 2 = “About 75% English and 25% Spanish”; 3 = 
“About 50% English and 50% Spanish”; 4 = “About 75% 
Spanish and 25% English”; and 5 = “90-100% Spanish.” 
Responses of “Other” were not included in this score.  

High durability 
language 

Average language score of social contacts counted as “high 
durability” (see above) 

NS language Average language score of NS contacts 
NNS language Average language score of NNS contacts 
Percent Spanish-
dominant (HF max 
2) 

Proportion of total network contacts with which interactions were 
described as Spanish-dominant, defined as exhibiting at least 50% 
Spanish language communication in a typical encounter. 

Percent NS (HF 
max 2) 

Percentage of all network contacts identified as NS 

  
Cohesion   
Density Network density is the proportion of actual ties (i.e., relationships 

between network members) in a network to the number of total 
possible ties in that network, where the number of possible ties is 
equal to n(n-1)/2, with n being the number of nodes (individuals) 
in the network (Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2018).  

Dispersion The total number of social groups reported in an individual’s 
social network. There was no minimum number of connected 
individuals in order to be considered a group; if a participant 
listed a sole individual as a social group (a common occurrence), 
that individual was still counted as a social group.13  

                                                       
13 This is in contrast to the study performed by Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) on social network development 
and SLA in study abroad, who counted only those social groups that contained at least two non-ego 
contacts (“ego” being the respondent of the survey themself). Those authors did not provide a detailed 
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Intensity  
Spanish-dominant 
intensity 

The average intensity (emotional closeness) of those contacts 
with which the respondent indicated speaking in Spanish during 
at least 50% of typical encounters. 

High durability 
Spanish-dominant 
intensity  

The average intensity of contacts with which the respondent 
reported both a Spanish-dominant and high durability 
relationship. 

NS intensity The average intensity of all contacts listed as NSs of Spanish 
High durability 
NS intensity 

The average intensity of all NS contacts who are also high 
durability contacts 

Top 5 language Average language score (1-5, see above) of top five contacts in an 
individual’s network, where “top” is defined as the combined 
durability and intensity scores of contacts14  

Top 5 Spanish-
dominant contacts 

Total number of individuals in the Top 5 with whom the 
respondent reported speaking in Spanish at least 50% of the time 
during a typical interaction 

Top 5 NS Total number of NS contacts in the Top 5 contacts 
  
NS English  
NS English The reported perceived English ability of NS contacts in an 

individual’s network, with descriptive multiple-choice responses 
(see above) coded from 1 (“Low/minimal English ability”) to 5 
(“Native English speaker”)  

Table 7. Descriptions of the social network variables 

 

3.6.2 Cluster analysis 

 A cluster analysis was performed in order to identify which social network 

variables combined to form informative social patterns for different groups of students 

during their sojourn abroad. As this was an exploratory analysis seeking to describe 

                                                       
justification for this method, and for the purposes of the present study there was no reason, conceptually, to 
not consider these individuals as each constituting a social group.  
14 In cases where there was a tie for fifth place for the combined durability/intensity “top” ranking, the 
average language score was taken of these individuals and counted as a single score for the calculation of 
the Top 5 average language score.   
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social patterns inductively, the hierarchical clustering method was chosen (cf., K-means 

clustering). This means that there was no pre-determined number of clusters to be formed 

in the analysis. Instead, it is the researcher who decides what number of clusters is the 

most conceptually insightful while maintaining an acceptable level of statistical 

reliability. This analysis was performed in R using the “hclust” function, which is an 

agglomerative method of hierarchical clustering (cf., divisive hierarchical clustering). 

This means that each member (participant) is first considered to constitute its own single-

element cluster, with each step of the algorithm combining the two clusters that are the 

most alike into a new cluster. This process is repeated until all original clusters are 

combined into a single cluster group (representing the entire group of members included 

in the analysis).  

Clusters are formed by comparing the relative “distance,” or dissimilarity, 

between each pair of observations, represented by the between-cluster contrast in the 

value of the data included in the analysis, after normalization. In R, the Euclidean 

measure of distance is used as the default method of calculating this distance. This is a 

common measure of distance used in cluster analysis, and was used for the present 

analysis. Additionally, in hierarchical agglomerative cluster analysis there is the question 

of how to compute the distance between each new cluster formed and the “old” clusters. 

For example, in complete-link clustering, this distance is defined as the maximum 

distance between any member of one cluster with any member of another cluster, while 

in average-link clustering the distance between two clusters is equal to the average 

distance between any member is one cluster with any member of the other cluster 

(Borgatti, Everett, & Johnson, 2018). For the present analysis, average-link clustering 
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was used, though it should be noted that cluster formation was not greatly changed when 

using the complete-link method. 

In hierarchical clustering, there is no fixed number of clusters from a single group 

that should, necessarily, be used; however, it is possible to find out the relative 

“compactness” of certain clusters in order to determine at which height to “cut” the 

dendrogram. The degree to which a given cluster can be said to be “compact” (and hence 

dissimilar from neighboring clusters) can be expressed via the silhouette coefficient, 

which expresses the ratio of a cluster member’s mean within-group similarity to its mean 

similarity to the nearest neighboring cluster (where “similarity” is measured by Euclidean 

distance) (Rousseeuw, 1986). The scale of the silhouette coefficient is (-1, +1), where a 

value of 1 represents the greatest possible in-group similarity for a cluster. Ultimately, 

there is no fixed prescription for how to choose the optimal number of clusters to 

consider in a given analysis. Instead, this decision must be made in consideration of (a) 

which number of clusters yields the highest average silhouette coefficient, and (b) which 

number of clusters is the most conceptually informative.  

As discussed above, there are more possible social network variables available 

from the data generated by the SNAQ than would be practical to include in the cluster 

analysis. Additionally, many of these variables are highly correlated with each other, and 

would not add conceptual or statistical validity to the analysis. In selecting a group of 

variables to include, it was desirable to choose social network variables that would (a) 

exhibit a degree of influence on language proficiency development on their own; and (b) 

yield conceptually interesting information regarding a variety of structural and relational 

characteristics. After a preliminary analysis of variable correlations with improvement in 
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DELE and EIT scores from R1 to R3, five variables were chosen for the cluster analysis 

for the present study (see Table 7 for descriptions): “Percent Spanish-dominant (HF max 

2)”; “NS contacts (HF max 2)”; “Top 5 Language”; “Top 5 NS”; and “dispersion”. No 

two of these variables showed an especially high degree of correlation (see Results), 

though two moderate to high correlations should be noted: “Percent Spanish-dominant 

(HF max 2)” and “Top 5 language,” at r = 0.69; and the correlation of “NS contacts (HF 

max 2)” and “dispersion,” at r = 0.57. In both cases these variables were considered to be 

conceptually quite distinct, and unproblematic for the present analysis.   

 Finally, given that participants for the present study were recruited regardless of 

their initial level of Spanish proficiency, it was necessary to decide whether to include all 

participants in a single cluster analysis, or to separate them according to initial 

proficiency. Preliminary analysis showed no correlation (Pearson’s Coefficient) between 

R1 scores on the DELE and change in DELE scores between R1 and R3 (r = -0.10). So, 

for the group of participants who completed the DELE (n=43), a single cluster analysis 

was performed for all participants.15  

For the group completing the EIT (n=30), there was a weak to moderate negative 

correlation (r = -0.43) between R1 EIT scores and change in EIT scores from R1 to R3. 

Observation of R1 EIT scores revealed three relative outliers in the data set, who had 

either unusually high or unusually low R1 EIT scores compared to the rest of the data: 

one student obtained an R1 EIT score of 10, which was 16 points below the next highest 

R1 EIT score; and two students scored 91 and 98, which were 10 and 17 points above the 

                                                       
15 Also under consideration is the possibility that initial (R1) proficiency level could affect participants’ 
social network development itself, independent of their change in proficiency over time. As will be 
addressed in the Results and Discussion, this information is not lost upon making the choice to perform a 
single cluster analysis for all participants. 
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next lowest R1 EIT scores, respectively. After removing these three participants’ scores, 

only a weak correlation (r = -0.27) was found between R1 EIT scores and change in EIT 

scores between R1 and R3. The remaining participants (n=27) were included in a single 

cluster analysis.  

 

3.6.3 Scoring of the EIT 

 Participant recordings from the EIT were scored, by the researcher, according to 

the scale provided by Ortega (2000). Abbreviated score descriptions, reproduced from 

Bowden (2016), are given in Table 8 (see Appendix E for full descriptions and 

examples). Each item on the test is assigned a score from zero (minimal or no repetition 

of target utterance) to four (exact, complete repetition of target utterance). The researcher 

performed the scoring of the EIT tests, however a subset (n=10) of participants’ tests was 

also graded by an external evaluator trained on the EIT scoring measures. This subset 

yielded a 96% agreement with the corresponding original scoring.  

 

Score Criteria 
4 Perfect repetition 
3 Meaning preserved; use of synonyms or (grammatical or 

ungrammatical) changes in grammar that do not affect meaning 
2 More than half of the concept preserved; slight changes in content that 

make content inexact, incomplete, or ambiguous 
1 Half or less of content repeated; important content is left out; meaning 

may be unrelated or opposed to stimulus 
0 Silence, unintelligible content, or only one content word 

Table 8. Spanish EIT rating criteria (abbreviated) (reproduced from Bowden, 2016) 
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 The complete EIT that was administered to students at R1 and R3 contains a total 

of 30 items. However, throughout testing and initial data analysis it became clear that 

participant responses (repetitions) to the first item on the EIT were unreliable for 

analysis; participants occasionally reported not being completely ready to begin upon 

hearing the first utterance (despite indicating otherwise before the start of the EIT), or 

requested to have the volume on the speakers adjusted after hearing the first item played. 

Due to this perceived unreliability, scores from the first item of the EIT were not included 

for analysis. This results in a total of 29 items on the EIT, with a maximum score of 116.  

    

3.6.4 Scoring of the DELE 

 Each item of the DELE includes only one correct answer, and was scored 

automatically as students completed the exam via an online answer sheet16 in the 

platform Qualtrics (one point is awarded for each correct answer, while incorrect answers 

receive zero score). Participants completed a total of five activities from the DELE B2 

listening comprehension exam; however, only results from the first three activities are 

included in the present analysis. This was done in recognition of the fact that activities on 

the DELE were perceived by students to be more difficult, a perception which was 

confirmed - albeit minimally - by initial analysis of the results: average R1 scores for the 

first three listening activities was 2.6 (out of a maximum possible score of 6 for each 

activity), compared to 2.4 for activities four and five.17 Perhaps more importantly, 

preliminary analysis also revealed a greater degree of movement in scores, from R1 to 

                                                       
16 DELE testing itself was administered to participants in person; however, students recorded their answers 
via online survey. 
17 This difference was not found to be significant at p<0.05 by a two-sample t-test. 
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R3, for the first three activities on the DELE: an average positive change in scores of 0.7 

points (activities 1-3), compared to 0.2 points (activities 4-5). It was surmised that this 

greater change in scores from R1 to R3 for activities 1-3, combined with the greater 

perceived degree of difficulty for activities four and five, would result in a more reliable 

and expressive comparison of DELE score development with any social network patterns 

that may be revealed by the cluster analysis.     
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

4.1 Proficiency testing 

 

4.1.1 DELE scores 

 For R1 DELE testing, participants (n=43) obtained an average score of 7.9, out of 

a maximum possible score of 18. At R3, this average score increased by 2.0, for an 

average R3 score of 9.9. A paired t-test revealed this average difference in scores to be 

significant at p < 0.001. As shown in Table 9, this trend of positive difference between 

R1 and R3 DELE scores displays a notable degree of variation: the standard deviation 

(SD) for the average increase in DELE scores (SD = 2.2) is larger than the average 

increase itself (avg. = 2.0). The range of participants’ R1/R3 contrast in DELE scores 

runs from -2 to +8.  

 

Program* DELE R1 DELE R3 DELE 
diff. 

Min diff Max diff 

Granada 
(n=4) 

6.5 
(1.9) 

7.8 
(1.7) 

1.3 
(2.4) 

-2 3 

Mad-Is 
(n=6) 

10.0 
(0.6) 

12.3 
(1.6) 

2.3 
(1.6) 

0 4 

Mad-IP 
(n=4) 

8.8 
(1.7) 

11 
(2.9) 

2.3 
(2.2) 

-1 4 

Mad-II 
(n=1) 

6 
(NA) 

6 
(NA) 

0 
(NA) 

NA NA 

Toledo 
(n=12) 

7.3 
(3.1) 

10.4 
(3.5) 

3.1 
(2.5) 

-1 8 

Sevilla 
(n=16) 

7.8 
(1.9) 

9.2 
(2.8) 

1.4 
(1.9) 

-1 5 
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All DELE 
(n=43) 

 

7.9 
(2.3) 

9.9 
(3.0) 

2.0 
(2.2) 

-2 
 

8 

Table 9. Average DELE scores at R1 and R3 (standard deviation in italics); max score = 18; *(Mad-Is = 
Madrid Island; Mad-IP = Madrid Independent Provider; Mad-II = Madrid International Institute) 
 

A similar trend is observed across programs and locations, both regarding a 

general increase in scores from R1 to R3 as well as the sizeable degree of standard 

deviation for those average increases. On average, it is the Toledo (n=12) group that 

displays the greatest increase in DELE scores between the two rounds of testing (avg. = 

3.1; SD = 2.5). With the exception of the Madrid International Institute program (with 

only a single participant), the program with the lowest average change in DELE scores 

over time is the Granada group (n=4), with an average positive difference of 1.3 points. 

As previously alluded to (see section 3.6.2), a correlation test (Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient) was performed in order gauge the extent to which participants’ 

initial score on the DELE had an influence on their change in score from R1 to R3. This 

revealed no correlation, at r = -0.10 (p = 0.53), and is displayed visually in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Correlation: R1 DELE and DELE diff (R1 to R3) 
 

4.1.2 EIT scores 

Out of a maximum possible score of 116, participants in the EIT analysis (n=27) 

obtained an average R1 score of 58 (SD = 15.7). This is equivalent to an average score of 

2.0 per item on the EIT (see Appendix E). By R3, this average score had increased to 75 

(a score of 2.6 per EIT item), an average difference of 17 points (Table 10). As with the 

DELE score results, there was a notable degree of variation in EIT score differences 

between R1 and R3. This is seen in the standard deviation of average score differences 

between R1 and R3 (SD = 9.9), as well as the minimum and maximum differences in 

individual participants’ scores between the two rounds of testing, which range from a 

decrease of nine points to an increase of 45 points. The group with the greatest average 

change in EIT score from R1 to R3 is the Sevilla group (n=6), with an average increase of 

22.8. The group with the lowest average change in EIT score over time (excluding the 
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single participant in the Madrid International Institute program) is the Toledo group, with 

an average increase of 14.3.  

 

Program* R1 EIT R3 EIT R1/R3 
diff. 

Min diff Max diff 

Mad-Is 
(n=5) 

65.4 
(8.5) 

85.2 
(10.3) 

19.8 
(10.8) 

10 36 

Mad-IP 
(n=4) 

64.3 
(5.3) 

83.0 
(7.8) 

18.8 
(3.0) 

15 22 

Mad-II 
(n=1) 

55.0 
(NA) 

46.0 
(NA) 

-9 
(NA) 

NA NA 

Toledo 
(n=11) 

55.5 
(19.7) 

69.8 
(16.9) 

14.3 
(5.4) 

5 27 

Sevilla 
(n=6) 

51.0 
(16.6) 

73.8 
(17.0) 

22.8 
(12.2) 

10 45 

All EIT 
(n=27) 

 

58 
(15.7) 

75 
(16.2) 

17 
(9.9) 

-9 45 

Table 10. Average EIT scores at R1 and R3 (SD in italics); Max score = 116; (*Mad-Is = Madrid Island; 
Mad-IP = Madrid Independent Provider; Mad-II = Madrid International Institute) 
 

 The figure below displays the relationship between R1 EIT scores and the change 

in EIT scores over time. This correlation (Pearson) was weak, at r = -0.27 (p=0.18).  
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Figure 3. Correlation: R1 EIT and EIT diff (R1 to R3) 
 
 

4.2 Social networks 

 The present analysis takes five social network variables into primary 

consideration (see section 3.6.2): “percent Spanish-dominant (HF max 2)”; “NS contacts 

(HF max 2)”; “top 5 Language”; “top 5 NS”; and “dispersion”. Table 11 displays the 

average value of each of these social network variables for all participants, at R3.  

 

Program % Span-
dom. 

NS contacts Top 5 lang. Top 5 NS Dispersion 

Granada 
(n=4) 

0.54 
(0.16) 

2.75 
(1.0) 

3.7 
(0.6) 

2.6 
(1.1) 

3.25 
(0.5) 

Mad-Is 
(n=6) 

0.86 
(0.13) 

2.8 
(1.8) 

3.6 
(1.1) 

1.1 
(0.7) 

3.5 
(1.4) 

Mad-IP 
(n=4) 

0.61 
(0.15) 

5.5 
(2.5) 

3.3 
(0.1) 

2.8 
(0.5) 

5.5 
(1.3) 

Mad-II 0.08 1.0 1.2 1 2.0 
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(n=1) (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 
Sevilla 
(n=16) 

0.49 
(0.24) 

3.9 
(2.3) 

2.6 
(1.0) 

1.7 
(1.0) 

5.5 
(2.7) 

Toledo 
(n=12) 

0.52 
(0.39) 

2.0 
(0.9) 

3.1 
(0.7) 

1.1 
(0.9) 

4.6 
(2.1) 

Total 
(n=43) 

0.56 
(0.29) 

3.2 
(2.1) 

3.0 
(1.0) 

1.6 
(1.0) 

4.7 
(2.2) 

Table 11. Average score for social network variables at R3, by participant group (*Mad-Is = Madrid Island; 
Mad-IP = Madrid Independent Provider; Mad-II = Madrid International Institute) (SD in italics) 
 
 

4.2.1 Cluster analysis: DELE 

 Hierarchical clustering analysis can be depicted graphically via a dendrogram, a 

tree-like plot that displays different levels of similarity among participant cluster groups. 

The dendrogram for the group of participants completing the DELE (n=43) is displayed 

in Figure 4, with the degree of similarity between clusters represented as “height,” on the 

y-axis. The entire group exists as a single cluster at maximum height, with progressively 

smaller clusters being “cut” at decreasing heights in the dendrogram.  
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Figure 4. Cluster dendrogram of DELE participants (n=43)18 
 

The decision regarding the optimal number of clusters to be used in the analysis 

(i.e., where to make the “cut” in the dendrogram) depends on what is conceptually most 

desirable for a given analysis, as well as on the average value of silhouette coefficients 

for a group of clusters. Table 12 displays the average silhouette coefficients for several 

possible “cuts” to the dendrogram for the DELE participant group. The range of the 

silhouette coefficient is (-1, +1), with clusters being increasingly more compact (i.e., 

                                                       
18 All participant names, here and elsewhere, are pseudonyms 
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statistically distinct from other clusters as measured via Euclidean distance) as the value 

approaches +1 (see section 3.6.2).19 

 

Clusters in 
“cut” 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

Avg. 
silhouette co. 

0.30 0.30 0.26 0.25 0.23 0.23 

Table 12. Average silhouette coefficient (DELE), by total number of clusters included in analysis 
 

The highest silhouette coefficient for the present analysis is achieved when 

participants are split into two or three cluster groups (average silhouette width of 0.30 in 

both cases), though this value is not greatly reduced when participants are split into four 

and five clusters (at 0.26 and 0.25, respectively). For the present study, it was decided to 

use the three-cluster “cut” as the primary focus. Concerning statistical validity, the 

average silhouette value of 0.30 is considered above the range of acceptability for 

analysis (compare to, e.g., value of 0.20 used in Winke & Gass, 2018), and indicates a 

clear contrast between intra- and inter-cluster characteristics. In the Figure 5, the 

silhouette plot shows the range of silhouette coefficients for the members of these three 

clusters, as well as the average value of silhouette coefficients for each cluster itself. 

 

                                                       
19 Note that the cohesiveness of clusters (measured via the silhouette coefficient) does not necessarily 
increase as the number of clusters examined becomes greater (or smaller).   
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Figure 5. Silhouette plot, DELE group (n=43) social network variables, clusters = 3. 
 

For conceptual reasons, as well, it was desirable to focus on a relatively small 

number of clusters, resulting in a greater average number of participants in each cluster. 

The three clusters identified by the cluster analysis are shown in Figure 6, and labeled by 

number.  
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Figure 6. Cluster dendrogram of DELE participants (n=43), “cut tree” = 3 (Cluster numbers indicated  
above each cluster [cluster 1, n=18; cluster 2, n=20; cluster 3, n=5]) 
 

The degree to which each of these three clusters varied with respect to the five 

social network variables included in the analysis is shown in Table 13. It is important to 

note that this table does not show the actual average value of the five social network 

variables, but rather the relative score obtained for each variable after data normalization.  

 

Cluster % Span-
dom 

NS contacts Top 5 lang. Top 5 NS Dispersion 

1 
(n=18) 

-0.92 -0.25 -0.90 -0.49 +0.02 
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2 
(n=20) 

+0.70 -0.28 +0.69 +0.20 -0.39 

3 
(n=5) 

+0.52 +2.03 +0.49 +0.98 +1.49 

Table 13. Social network attributes (normalized) for DELE group, by cluster 

 

While this does not provide any direct information regarding each individual cluster’s 

social network characteristics, it does give some insight into which variables most 

distinguished each cluster from the others. For example, especially large contrasts are 

observed for % Spanish-dom between cluster 1, on the one hand, and clusters 2 and 3, on 

the other. Likewise, cluster 3 shows an especially large value for NS contacts and 

dispersion (number of social groups), compared to cluster 1 and cluster 2. Table 14, in 

contrast, shows the direct average value of each of these social network variables for the 

three clusters.  

 

Cluster % Span-
dom 

NS contacts Top 5 lang. Top 5 NS Dispersion 

1 (n=18) 0.28 
(0.17) 

2.7 
(1.5) 

2.1 
(0.61) 

1.1 
(0.73) 

4.7 
(2.11) 

2 (n=20) 0.76 
(0.20) 

2.6 
(1.3) 

3.7 
(0.68) 

1.8 
(1.11) 

3.8 
(1.43) 

3 (n=5) 0.71 
(0.11) 

7.4 
(1.7) 

3.5 
(0.31) 

2.6 
(0.55) 

8.0 
(2.35) 

Table 14. Social network variables, by cluster (DELE group) (absolute average values) 

 

Regarding the use of Spanish, cluster 1 scores notably lower than the other two 

clusters on both metrics: on average, these students report speaking in Spanish with a 

lower proportion of their social contacts (“% Span-dominant,” at 28% compared to 76% 

and 71% for cluster 2 and cluster 3 respectively), as well as a lower rate of Spanish use 
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with their closest contacts (“Top 5 language”)20. Regarding this last measure, students in 

cluster 1 report an average Spanish language use of 2.1 with their closest contacts, equal 

to roughly 75% English use with those contacts with whom they felt closest to 

emotionally and also spent the most time with. The averages for cluster 2 and cluster 3, 

on the other hand, are very close for this measure, at 3.7 and 3.5 respectively (equivalent 

to roughly 60-70% Spanish use with “Top” contacts).  

 Where cluster 1 is something of an outlier with regard to language use, it is cluster 

3 that most stands out in regard to both measures accounting for Spanish NS contacts. 

While cluster 1 and cluster 2 report similar averages for overall NS contacts (at 2.7 and 

2.6, respectively), participants in cluster 3 report having nearly three times as many of 

such contacts (average = 7.4). This contrast among clusters is also seen in the case of the 

average number of NS contacts in students’ Top 5 contacts, albeit not quite as starkly; the 

average value for cluster 2 here (avg. = 1.8) is almost squarely in the middle of those of 

cluster 1 (avg. = 1.1) and cluster 3 (avg. = 2.6).  

 For the measure of dispersion (number of social groups), it is again cluster 3 that 

displays, by some distance, the highest average value, at 8.0. The average dispersion 

score is less than half of this for cluster 2 (3.8), and slightly more than half in the case of 

cluster 1 (4.7).  

 

4.2.2 Cluster analysis: EIT  

 A separate cluster analysis was performed for the subgroup of participants (n=27) 

who completed the EIT. The dendrogram for this analysis is displayed in Figure 7.  

                                                       
20 “Top 5” contacts are those contacts with the highest combined durability (frequency of contact) and 
intensity (emotional closeness). See Analysis for full explanation of social network variables.  
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Figure 7. Cluster dendrogram of EIT participants (n = 27) 
 

 
As was the case for the DELE cluster analysis, the decision regarding at which 

height to “cut” the dendrogram is influenced by both statistical and conceptual 

motivations. As shown in Table 15, there was not a great degree of variation in the 

reliability of the “cuts” as measured through their silhouette coefficients. 

 

Clusters in 
“cut” 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

Avg. 
silhouette co. 

0.33 0.30 0.29 0.31 0.29 0.28 
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Table 15. Average silhouette coefficient (EIT), by total number of clusters included in analysis 

 

The cluster reliability of the EIT group once again hovers around a silhouette coefficient 

of 0.30. A “cut” of four was chosen as the primary focus of the analysis for the EIT 

group’s social network clusters.  

 

 
Figure 8. Silhouette plot, EIT group (n=27) social network variables, clusters = 4. 
 
 

While this cut’s average silhouette coefficient was slightly lower than those of 

other groupings, it produced a more evenly distributed number of participants across 

clusters: clusters 1-4 contained eight, seven, nine, and three participants, respectively. In 
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contrast, “cut=3” produced clusters containing 17, seven, and three participants each. The 

clusters at “cut=4” for the EIT group are shown in Figure 8. 

 

 
Figure 9. Cluster dendrogram of EIT participants (n=27), “cut tree” = 4 (cluster numbers indicated  
above each cluster [cluster 1, n=8; cluster 2, n=7; cluster 3, n=9; cluster 4, n=3]) 
 

The degree to which each cluster is characterized by each of the five social 

network variables is displayed in Table 16. Note, again, that these are not the raw values 

of each social network variable average, but rather the normalized data values. 

 

Cluster % Span-
dom 

NS contacts Top 5 lang. Top 5 NS Dispersion 
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1 (n=8) -0.65 -0.17 -1.14 -0.80 -0.31 
2 (n=7) +1.17 -0.66 +0.94 -0.65 -0.67 
3 (n=9) -0.56 -0.05 +0.06 +0.83 +0.25 
4 (n=3) +0.67 +2.15 +0.68 +1.15 +1.64 

Table 16. Social network attributes (normalized) for EIT group, by cluster 

 

 As shown in Table 16, certain clusters show especially notable values for certain 

variables, relative to the other clusters. For example, cluster 4 shows exceptionally large 

values for the variables “NS contacts,” “Top 5 NS,” and “Dispersion.” Also noteworthy 

is the value given to cluster 2 for the percentage of contact members characterized as a 

predominantly Spanish-language relationship (“% Span-dominant”), at +1.17. The raw 

values for these variables, by cluster, are displayed in Table 17.  

 

Cluster % Span-
dom 

NS contacts Top 5 lang. Top 5 NS Dispersion 

1 (n=8) 0.33  
(0.26) 

2.8 
(1.8) 

2.0 
(0.6) 

0.6 
(0.5) 

4.1 
(1.7) 

2 (n=7) 0.92 
(0.13) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

3.7 
(0.5) 

0.8 
(0.8) 

3.3 
(1.8) 

3 (n=9) 0.36 
(0.21) 

3.0 
(1.2) 

3.0 
(0.4) 

2.3 
(0.5) 

5.4 
(1.3) 

4 (n=3) 0.76 
(0.10) 

7.7 
(1.2) 

3.5 
(0.4) 

2.7 
(0.6) 

8.7 
(3.1) 

Table 17. Social network attributes (raw values) for EIT group, by cluster 
 

Cluster 1 is characterized by low use of Spanish, both regarding the percentage of 

relationships that are Spanish-dominant (“% Span-dom”; avg.=0.33), as well as the 

Spanish language use with Top 5 contacts (2.0, approx. 25% Spanish use), including Top 

5 NS contacts (avg.=0.6). Cluster 2 contrasts this pattern; it displays the highest 

proportion of Spanish-dominant relationships of all clusters (at 92%), as well as the 
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highest use of Spanish with their Top 5 contacts (avg.=3.7, approx. 50-75% Spanish use). 

With regard to NS contacts, however, cluster 2 displays the lowest averages overall for 

all contacts in the network (avg.=1.7), as well as the second-lowest for Top 5 contacts 

(avg.=0.8). In comparison, Cluster 3 displays high average values for NS contacts (both 

overall, at avg.=3, and in the Top 5, at avg.=2.3), though for this group both measures of 

Spanish language use (“% Span-dominant” at 0.36; “Top 5 language” at 3.0, or 50%) are 

notably lower. Finally, cluster 4 displays the remarkably high average values for all 

social network variables included in the analysis. Especially notable for cluster 4, relative 

to other clusters, are the averages for NS contacts (avg.=7.7) and dispersion (avg.=8.7).  

 

4.3 Influence of social network on proficiency development 

Both individual R3 social network variables, as well as DELE and EIT cluster 

groups, were related to changes in proficiency scores from R1 to R3. 

 

4.3.1 Effect of individual social network variables on change in proficiency  

Table 18 displays the individual correlation of each individual social network 

variable with students’ change in DELE (n=43) and EIT (n=27) scores from R1 to R3. 

 
Variable DELE cor. EIT cor. 

% Span-dom. 0.32* 0.51** 
NS contacts 0.23 0.34 
Top 5 lang. 0.32* 0.51** 
Top 5 NS 0.08 0.22 
Dispersion 0.27 0.19 

Table 18. Social network variable correlation to proficiency testing change over time (*=p<0.05; 
**=p<0.01). 
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No individual social network variable displays more than a moderate correlation 

with the change of participants’ proficiency scores over time, from R1 to R3. For both the 

DELE and the EIT, change in score shows the highest correlation with the same two 

variables: percentage of network that is Spanish-dominant (“% Span-dom”); and the 

average language use of the top five social contacts (“Top 5 lang). For all social network 

variables but one (dispersion), correlations with the change in proficiency score over time 

is higher for the EIT than the DELE.  

 

4.3.2 Effect of cluster membership on DELE testing  

 The cluster analysis for social network patterns displayed by the DELE group 

(n=43) yielded three primary clusters (see section 4.2.1). Table 19 displays the average 

DELE scores for each of these clusters at R1 and R3, as well as the average difference in 

DELE scores between R1 and R3 for these clusters. 

 

Cluster R1 DELE R3 DELE DELE diff. 
1 (n=18) 6.8 (2.2) 7.9 (2.6) 1.1 (2.1) 
2 (n=20) 8.5 (2.2) 11 (2.5) 2.6 (2.2) 
3 (n=5) 9.6 (1.9) 12.8 (1.6) 3.2 (0.4) 

Table 19. Average DELE scores and change from R1 to R3, by cluster 

 

 Contrasts can be observed among clusters both for R1 DELE scores as well as the 

difference in DELE scores between R1 and R3; both of these values increase from cluster 

1, to cluster 2, and to cluster 3. One-way ANOVAs were run to test if there was a 

significant difference among clusters groups for the variables “R1 DELE” and “DELE 

difference.” The contrast among clusters according to average R1 DELE scores were 
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found to be significant at p<0.05 (F[41, 189] = 4.3, p=0.02), while the contrast among 

clusters for “DELE difference” approached significance (F[27, 171] = 3.2, p=0.05). Table 

20 displays the effect sizes (Hedge’s g) for all between-cluster comparisons for both of 

these variables. 

 

Cluster comparison Effect size, R1 
DELE 

Effect size, R1-R3 
DELE diff. 

1 - 2 0.74 0.66 
2 – 3 0.53 0.32 
1 - 3 1.30 1.10 

Table 20. Effect sizes of cluster comparisons: R1 DELE score; R1-R3 difference in  
DELE score (effect size = Hedge’s g) 
 

 For each between-cluster comparison, there is a larger contrast between clusters 

according to average R1 DELE scores, compared to the average difference in DELE 

scores from R1 to R3. However, the effect size of both of these variables falls within the 

same range: a small to moderate contrast between clusters 2 and 3; a medium to large 

effect size for the contrast between clusters 1 and 2; and a very large effect size for the 

contrast between clusters 1 and 3.  

Finally, the Table 21 displays the combined information for the three DELE 

group clusters, including average DELE scores (R1 and R1-R3 difference) and the 

average (raw value) social network variables, shown previously in the tables above. 

 

Cluster R1 
DELE 

DELE 
diff. 

% Span-
dom 

NS 
contacts 

Top 5 
lang. 

Top 5 
NS 

Disper- 
sion 

1 (n=18) 6.8 
(2.2) 

1.1 
(2.1) 

0.28 
(0.17) 

2.7 
(1.5) 

2.1 
(0.61) 

1.1 
(0.73) 

4.7 
(2.11) 

2 (n=20) 8.5 
(2.2) 

2.6 
(2.2) 

0.76 
(0.20) 

2.6 
(1.3) 

3.7 
(0.68) 

1.8 
(1.11) 

3.8 
(1.43) 
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3 (n=5) 9.6 
(1.9) 

3.2 
(0.4) 

0.71 
(0.11) 

7.4 
(1.7) 

3.5 
(0.31) 

2.6 
(0.55) 

8.0 
(2.35) 

Table 21. DELE clusters, by average R1 DELE score, average R1-R3 DELE difference, and social     
network variable raw values 
 

 When viewed together, certain tendencies can be observed clearly for the 

relationship between R1 DELE and DELE difference, on the one hand, and social 

network average scores on the other. Cluster 1, which displays the lowest R1 DELE and 

DELE difference scores of all clusters, also displays notably low averages across all 

language-related social network variables. This includes proportional network Spanish 

use (“% Span-dom) and both “Top” variables (for language use and NS presence). In 

comparison, cluster 2 displays higher averages for both R1 DELE and DELE difference. 

These characteristics are, most notably, accompanied by a higher proportional use of 

Spanish with their contacts (“% Span-dom”), as well as a higher use of Spanish with their 

closes contacts (“Top 5 lang”). Finally, Cluster 3 displays high marks across all 

categories, both regarding DELE scores (R1 and DELE diff.) and social network 

characteristics (relating both to Spanish language use, NS presence, and dispersion). The 

contrast between cluster 3 and all other clusters is especially notable in the case of 

dispersion (number of social groups), where the cluster 3 average is roughly double that 

of clusters 1 and 2. 

 

4.3.3 Effect of cluster membership on EIT testing  

 As previously described, the EIT group (n=27) cluster analysis yielded four 

primary clusters. Table 22 displays the average EIT scores for these clusters at R1 and 

R3, as well as the average difference in EIT score between these two rounds.  
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Cluster R1 EIT R3 EIT EIT diff. 
1 (n=8) 56.4 (16.8) 66.0 (15.9) 9.6 (8.7) 
2 (n=7) 59.7 (16.4) 81.0 (14.4) 21.3 (8.3) 
3 (n=9) 56.6 (16.8) 72.7 (17.0) 16.2 (5.1) 
4 (n=3) 59.3 (15.9) 88.3 (3.2) 29.0 (13.9) 

Table 22. EIT average scores and change from R1 to R3, by cluster 

 

 In contrast with the DELE cluster group, the EIT clusters show only negligible 

contrasts for R1 EIT scores; a one-way ANOVA confirmed that clusters are not 

significantly differentiated by R1 EIT scores (F[62, 6358] = 0.07, p = 0.97). With regard 

to the change in EIT scores over time, however, clusters show a considerable degree of 

variation. Cluster 4 displays the greatest average change from R1 to R3 (avg. = 29.0), 

followed by cluster 2 (avg. = 21.3), cluster 3 (avg. = 16.2), and lastly cluster 1 (avg. = 

9.6). A one-way ANOVA confirmed that contrasts in EIT difference among clusters is 

significant (F[1001, 1549] = 5.0, p = 0.008). The effect sizes for the between-cluster 

contrasts in average EIT difference from R1 to R3 is shown in Table 23. 

 

Cluster comparison Effect size 
1 – 2 1.37 
1 – 3 0.94 
1 – 4 1.92 
2 – 3 0.77 
2 – 4 0.77 
3 – 4 1.66 

Table 23. Effect sizes of EIT cluster comparisons, by average EIT difference from R1 to R3 (effect size = 
Hedge’s g) 
 

All effect sizes for the contrast among EIT clusters in EIT difference from R1 to 

R3 are large, with the lowest effect sizes (for the comparison between clusters 2 and 3, 
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and 2 and 4) still reaching a value of 0.77. Other effect sizes for cluster contrasts are very 

large, with the largest effect size reaching 1.92 (Hedge’s g), for the contrast between 

clusters 1 and 4.  

Table 24 displays the EIT cluster characteristics together, including both social 

network raw average values, R1 EIT average scores, and the average difference between 

R1 and R3 EIT scores.    

 

Cluster R1 EIT EIT 
diff. 

% Span-
dom 

NS 
contacts 

Top 5 
lang. 

Top 5 
NS 

Dispersion 

1 (n=8) 56.4 
(16.8) 

9.6 
(8.7) 

0.33  
(0.26) 

2.8 
(1.8) 

2.0 
(0.6) 

0.6 
(0.5) 

4.1 
(1.7) 

2 (n=7) 59.7 
(16.4) 

21.3 
(8.3) 

0.92 
(0.13) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

3.7 
(0.5) 

0.8 
(0.8) 

3.3 
(1.8) 

3 (n=9) 56.6 
(16.8) 

16.2 
(5.1) 

0.36 
(0.21) 

3.0 
(1.2) 

3.0 
(0.4) 

2.3 
(0.5) 

5.4 
(1.3) 

4 (n=3) 59.3 
(15.9) 

29.0 
(13.9) 

0.76 
(0.10) 

7.7 
(1.2) 

3.5 
(0.4) 

2.7 
(0.6) 

8.7 
(3.1) 

Table 24. EIT clusters, by average R1-R3 EIT difference, and social network variable raw values 

 

 Average cluster scores for EIT difference appear to coincide with the average 

values of social network variables, with each cluster displaying a unique pattern of these 

variables. Cluster 1, with the lowest value for EIT difference by a considerable margin 

(avg. = 9.6), also displays the lowest average values of all clusters for %Span-dom (0.33), 

Top 5 lang (2.0), and Top 5 NS (0.6). Cluster 2, displaying an average EIT difference 

(avg. = 21.3) that is nearly double that of cluster 2, shows notably higher values for social 

network variables related to language use (%Span-dom, at 0.92; Top 5 lang., at 3.7). 

Cluster 3 displays an average EIT difference (avg. = 16.2) that falls between the averages 

of cluster 1 (avg.=9.6) and cluster 2 (avg. = 21.3), and shares certain social network 
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characteristics with each of these clusters: like cluster 1, members of cluster 3 report 

using Spanish with a low proportion of their contacts (%Span-dom = 0.36); and like 

cluster 2, members of cluster 3 report using more Spanish with their closest contacts 

(Top5 lang. = 3.0; about 50% Spanish use). In contrast to both cluster 1 and cluster 2, 

members of cluster 3 report a high number of NSs in their closest contacts (Top5 NS = 

2.3). Finally, cluster 4, which displays the highest average EIT difference, also reports 

high values for all social network variables. The contrasts between cluster 4 and all other 

clusters is especially stark in the case of NS contacts (avg. = 7.7) and dispersion (number 

of social groups; avg. = 8.7). 

 

4.3.4 Summary of the effect of cluster membership on language testing 

 Cluster groups for both the DELE and EIT differ significantly according to the 

change in testing score from R1 to R3. Furthermore, several similarities can be observed 

between the composition, in terms of average social network variables, of DELE and EIT 

cluster groups. Four general characterizations (i.e., patterns) can be identified among the 

seven cluster groups emergent from the DELE and EIT cluster analyses, and have been 

given names according to their most salient social network characteristics: “Bubble 

Abroad,” “Language contract,” “Compartmentalization,” and “Deep Dive.” Descriptions 

of these groups are given in Table 25. 

 

Cluster pattern Predominant characteristics DELE EIT 
“Bubble 
Abroad” 

English is the primary language of 
communication with most contacts (~70%); 
Very little (~25%) Spanish use with closest 

X (#1) X (#1) 
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(“Top”) contacts; Very few, if any (~0 or 1), 
close (“Top”) NS contacts 

“Language 
Contract” 

Spanish is the primary language of 
communication with most contacts (~75-
95%); High use of Spanish with closest 
contacts (~70%); Few NSs among closest 
(“Top”) contacts; Fewer social groups (low 
dispersion) 

X (#2) X (#2) 

“Compartmen-
talization” 

English is the primary language of 
communication with most (64%) contacts; 
Spanish and English both used with closest 
contacts (~50% each); High presence of NSs 
in closest contacts (2.3/5 in Top 5)  

 X (#3) 

“Deep Dive” Spanish is the primary language of 
communication with most contacts (~75%), 
including Top 5 contacts; High overall 
presence of NSs (~7.5 per network); High 
presence of NSs in closest (Top 5) contacts; 
Very high number of social groups 
(dispersion; ~8 per network) 

X (#3) X (#4) 

Table 25. Cluster patterns and presence (righthand columns, marked with “X”) in DELE and EIT cluster 
analyses (cluster number, where applicable, in parentheses) 
 
 

The first group, which is present in both DELE (cluster #1) and EIT (cluster #1) cluster 

analyses, is labeled “Bubble Abroad,” owing to a predominance of NNS co-national 

contacts with whom communication was sustained primarily in English. In such 

networks, participants reported using English as the primary language of communication 

with roughly 70% of their contacts, a language practice which was likewise reflected with 

their closest (Top 5) contacts (with whom they reported speaking in English about 75% 

of the time, on average). In comparison, the “Language Contract” group is the flip side of 

the coin. Here, while NNS peers continued to predominate in networks compared to 

Spanish NSs, Spanish language use was high, both as the overall language of preference 

for approximately 75-95% of all contacts, as well as with Top 5 contacts (Spanish was 



 
129 

used during ~70% of interactions with Top 5 contacts). The Language Contract pattern 

was observed for both the DELE (cluster 2) and EIT (cluster 2) cluster analyses.  

 The third group, identified only for the EIT cluster analysis (cluster 3), is labeled 

the “Compartmentalization” group. This pattern reported what appears to be a divide, or 

compartmentalization, between high English language use with co-national NNS 

contacts, on one hand, and high Spanish language use with Spanish NS contacts, on the 

other. While these individuals used English as the primary language of communication 

with most of their contacts overall, they reported equal Spanish and English language use 

with their closest (Top 5) contacts, about half of whom were Spanish NSs.  

 Finally, in both the DELE (cluster 3) and EIT (cluster 4) cluster analyses, a small 

group of students exhibited high engagement with Spanish across the board. This group is 

labeled the “Deep Dive” group. These students used Spanish as their primary language of 

communication with roughly 75% of all of their contacts, including their Top 5 contacts. 

Additionally, however, they reported a far greater number of NS contacts, on average, 

than any of the other cluster groups (approximately 7.5 per network). NS contacts also 

made up over half of this group’s Top 5 contacts. Finally, the Deep Dive group is also 

noteworthy for its high average number of social groups (dispersion), which, at 

approximately eight social groups per network, is over double the number of social 

groups reported by participants in all other groups.  

 As described previously, these clusters contrast with regard to average differences 

in DELE and EIT language proficiency scores. Table 26 and Table 27 reproduce these 

clusters’ language testing and social network averages, and include the cluster pattern 

names just described. 
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Cluster R1 
DELE 

DELE 
diff. 

% 
Span-
dom 

NS 
contacts 

Top 5 
lang. 

Top 5 
NS 

Dispersion 

1 (n=18) 
“Bubble 
Abroad” 

6.8 
(2.2) 

1.1 
(2.1) 

0.28 
(0.17) 

2.7 
(1.5) 

2.1 
(0.61) 

1.1 
(0.73) 

4.7 
(2.11) 

2 (n=20) 
“Language 
Contract” 

8.5 
(2.2) 

2.6 
(2.2) 

0.76 
(0.20) 

2.6 
(1.3) 

3.7 
(0.68) 

1.8 
(1.11) 

3.8 
(1.43) 

3 (n=5) 
“Deep 
Dive” 

9.6 
(1.9) 

3.2 
(0.4) 

0.71 
(0.11) 

7.4 
(1.7) 

3.5 
(0.31) 

2.6 
(0.55) 

8.0 
(2.35) 

Table 26. DELE clusters, by average R1 DELE score, average R1-R3 DELE difference, and social network 
variable raw values 
 

Cluster R1 
EIT 

EIT 
diff. 

% Span-
dom 

NS 
contacts 

Top 5 
lang. 

Top 5 
NS 

Dispersion 

1 (n=8) 
“Bubble 
Abroad” 

56.4 
(16.8) 

9.6 
(8.7) 

0.33  
(0.26) 

2.8 
(1.8) 

2.0 
(0.6) 

0.6 
(0.5) 

4.1 
(1.7) 

2 (n=7) 
“Language 
Contract” 

59.7 
(16.4) 

21.3 
(8.3) 

0.92 
(0.13) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

3.7 
(0.5) 

0.8 
(0.8) 

3.3 
(1.8) 

3 (n=9) 
“Compartme
-ntalization” 

56.6 
(16.8) 

16.2 
(5.1) 

0.36 
(0.21) 

3.0 
(1.2) 

3.0 
(0.4) 

2.3 
(0.5) 

5.4 
(1.3) 

4 (n=3) 
“Deep Dive” 

59.3 
(15.9) 

29.0 
(13.9) 

0.76 
(0.10) 

7.7 
(1.2) 

3.5 
(0.4) 

2.7 
(0.6) 

8.7 
(3.1) 

Table 27. EIT clusters, by average R1 EIT score, average R1-R3 EIT difference, and social network 
variable raw values 
  

As seen in Table 26 and Table 27, the social network patterns that emerge from 

both the DELE and EIT cluster groups (i.e., Bubble Abroad, Language Contract, Deep 

Dive) display a similar relation to average R1-R3 score differences for both proficiency 

tests. The Compartmentalization group, present only in the EIT cluster analysis, displays 
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an average gain of 16.2 on the EIT. This is notably greater than the average difference of 

9.6 obtained by the Bubble Abroad group, though it falls short of the gains obtained by 

both the Language Contract (avg. = 21.3) and Deep Dive (avg. = 29.0) groups.  

   

4.4 Influence of study abroad program on social network cluster membership 

 Lastly, it was of interest to examine to what extent the students from each study 

abroad program were likely to belong to a given cluster for the DELE and EIT cluster 

groups. Table 28 shows the distribution of participants according to DELE cluster group 

and study abroad program.   

 
 

Cluster R1 
DELE 

DELE 
diff. 

Gra. Mad
-Is 

Mad
-IP 

Mad
-II 

Sev. Toledo Total 

1 
“Bubble 
Abroad” 

6.8 
(2.2) 

1.1 
(2.1) 

1 1 0 1 9 6 18 

2 
“Language 
Contract” 

8.5 
(2.2) 

2.6 
(2.2) 

3 5 2 0 4 6 20 

3 
“Deep 
Dive” 

9.6 
(1.9) 

3.2 
(0.4) 

0 0 2 0 3 0 5 

TOTAL 6.8 
(2.2) 

1.1 
(2.1) 

4 6 4 1 16 12 43 

Table 28. Total number of students in DELE cluster groups, by study abroad program 

 

As shown in Table 28, some study abroad programs would appear to “favor” 

certain DELE cluster groups over others. For example, while students from the Sevilla 

(an “Independent Provider” program) program are represented in all three cluster groups, 

students from the Toledo (“island”) program are represented in cluster 1 (Bubble Abroad) 

and cluster 2 (Language Contract), but not in cluster 3 (Deep Dive). In fact, no student 
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from any island program (Granada, Madrid Island, Madrid International Institute, 

Toledo) is represented in cluster 3 (Deep Dive). Conversely, no student enrolled in the 

Madrid IP program is represented in cluster 1 (Bubble Abroad); rather, these four 

students are split evenly between cluster 2 (Language Contract) and cluster 3 (Deep 

Dive).  

 Table 29 displays this same information for the EIT cluster groups, along with 

average scores for R1 EIT and EIT difference. 

 

Cluster R1 
EIT 

EIT 
diff. 

Mad-
Is 

Mad-
IP 

Mad-
II 

Sevilla Toledo Total 

1 
“Bubble 
Abroad” 

56.4 
(16.8) 

9.6 
(8.7) 

2 
 

0 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

8 
 

2 
“Language 
Contract” 

59.7 
(16.4) 

21.3 
(8.3) 

3 
 

0 0 0 4 
 

7 

3 
“Compartmen-

talization” 

56.6 
(16.8) 

16.2 
(5.1) 

0 3 
 

0 2 
 

4 
 

9 

4 
“Deep Dive” 

59.3 
(15.9) 

29.0 
(13.9) 

0 1 
 

0 2 
 

0 3 

TOTAL R1 
EIT 

EIT 
diff. 

5 4 1 6 11 27 

Table 29. EIT cluster groups, by study abroad program 

 

 Here again it appears that certain study abroad programs, or program types, favor 

some cluster groups over others. As in the case of the DELE cluster groups, no student 

from any of the “island” programs (Granada, Madrid Island, Madrid International 

Institute, Toledo) is represented in the Deep Dive cluster (cluster 4). Conversely, the 

Language Contract (cluster 2) cluster is composed exclusively of students from island 
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programs (Madrid Island and Toledo). All study abroad programs but one (Madrid-IP) 

are represented in the Bubble Abroad (cluster 1) cluster. Likewise, the composition of the 

Compartmentalization (cluster 3) group is spread fairly evenly among groups, including 

students from the Madrid Independent Provider (Mad-IP), Sevilla, and Toledo programs.    

 

4.5 Summary of results 

Participants in this study, on average, displayed significant gains in Spanish 

proficiency testing scores from R1 to R3, on both the DELE and EIT. The trend of 

positive improvement on the DELE and EIT held for participant groups from all study 

abroad programs, with the exception of the single representative of the Madrid 

International Institute program. However, this overall trend of improvement in Spanish 

proficiency testing belies the high degree of variation in testing scores apparent across 

program groups. This was especially true in the case of the DELE, where the average 

improvement for all participants (avg. = 2.0) was exceeded by the standard deviation (SD 

= 2.2). While this variation was not as stark in the case of the EIT, it was notable 

nonetheless; across all students, the difference in EIT score from R1 to R3 ranged from -9 

to +45.  

 Variation in language proficiency testing was best described by the social network 

patterns emergent from DELE and EIT cluster analyses. While individual social network 

variables were not highly correlated with DELE and EIT progression, cluster groups 

showed significant contrasts with regard to the average difference in language testing 

scores between R1 and R3. The final cluster groups identified (and decided on for 

analysis) in the DELE and EIT cluster analyses, though different in number, displayed 
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remarkably similar trends. These cluster trends appeared to be clearly related to greater or 

lesser average improvement in DELE and EIT testing scores.  

In both cluster analyses, a “Bubble Abroad” group was identified, characterized 

by social networks that were composed primarily of co-national (i.e., American) NNS 

Spanish speaker peers, with whom participants reported speaking in English during the 

vast majority of interactions. This group displayed the least average gains in DELE and 

EIT scores from R1 to R3. Another social network pattern emerged in which, as for the 

Bubble Abroad group, most contacts (including Top 5 contacts) were NNS co-nationals, 

but in which Spanish was used as the primary language of communication with the vast 

majority of contacts. This “Language Contract” group, while lacking in NS contacts, 

nevertheless displayed average gains on the DELE and EIT that were more than double 

those of the Bubble Abroad group. The largest DELE and EIT gains of all groups, by far, 

were displayed by the “Deep Dive” group. This group used Spanish as the primary 

language of communication with the vast majority of their contacts, and at the same time 

established far greater numbers of NS contacts (between two and four times as many) 

compared to other clusters. These students also appear to have expanded their social 

networks considerably more than other groups, establishing roughly twice the number of 

social groups, on average.  

Finally, certain of the study abroad programs (and program types) appear to 

facilitate the development of certain social network patterns. While students from some 

programs (e.g., the Sevilla program) were dispersed relatively equally among cluster 

groups, others were more limited (e.g., Madrid Island). The significance of all of the 
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above findings, including their relation to this study’s research questions, are discussed 

and contextualized in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

5.1 Outline 

 The results of the present study highlight the roles of a number of areas of the 

study abroad experience in L2 proficiency development. Through the identification of 

prominent social network patterns, several foci of study abroad SLA research that are 

most often considered independently – including variation in L2 proficiency outcomes, 

quantitative language contact, and language socialization in host communities – can be 

viewed together in order to work toward a more complete understanding of L2 

development in this context.  

The present discussion will address each of these areas, and their manifestation in 

the results of this study, in turn. First, language testing results will be discussed, 

specifically with regard to their high degree of variation and their relation to individual 

social network variables (RQ1). Following this, the effect of social network patterns on 

proficiency development will be addressed, with a special focus on the most salient 

features of those social networks (RQs 2 & 3). These include the role of language use 

with NNS program peers, the role of intense NS relationships within NNS-dominant 

networks, and the distinct Deep Dive networks. This will be followed by an exploration 

of possible explanations for why and how these particular social network patterns 

emerged in the current context, and the degree to which study abroad program structure 

bears responsibility for them (RQ4).   
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5.2 Variation in language testing results 

 High degrees of variation in L2 outcomes in study abroad have frequently been 

reported in previous studies (e.g., Davidson, 2010; Yang, 2016), which have included the 

observation that this context may even exacerbate individual learner differences 

(Huebner, 1995). This trend is again echoed in the present results, as students’ contrasts 

between R1 and R3 proficiency scores vary widely. In the case of the DELE listening 

comprehension test, the average improvement in score for all students (avg. = 2.0) was 

surpassed by its standard deviation (SD = 2.2). Likewise, individual sojourners’ R1-R3 

differences on the EIT spanned a 54-point spectrum, ranging from a -9 point slide to a 

+45 point improvement. This degree of variation is especially reminiscent of previous 

studies that have performed language testing with large groups of students representing a 

variety of study abroad programs and experiences (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; 

Davidson, 2010). In the present results, variation can be observed across study abroad 

programs. On the DELE, for example, the minimum individual R1-R3 contrast in score is 

zero or below zero for every study abroad program included. For the EIT, the average of 

all study programs’ contrast between minimum and maximum individual scores is 22.5. 

 Given how frequently variation in L2 outcomes has been reported in previous 

studies, the mere fact that the same pattern has shown through the present results is 

unremarkable. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that this variation shines through so clearly 

in what can be described, at least generally, as a highly motivated (if eclectic) group. 

Compared to the general population of U.S. study abroad students, the participants in the 

present study were in the clear minority for having chosen to study abroad for an entire 

semester, in a country where their L1 is not spoken. Of the 43 participants in this study, 
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40% (n=17) were Spanish majors, and another 40% (n=17) were Spanish minors. 

Importantly, variation in language proficiency outcomes was present not only across all 

study abroad groups, but also across both lower- and higher-proficiency learners (in 

reference to their R1 scores). In contrast with some previous studies reporting greater L2 

gains for students with lower initial levels of proficiency (e.g., Baker-Sememoe et al., 

2014; Davidson, 2010), the present results displayed no significant correlation between 

R1 scores and R1-R3 contrasts on the DELE or EIT (though there was a weak correlation 

between R1 EIT scores and R1-R3 EIT difference).  

 

5.3 Proficiency development and individual social network variables 

 The first research question posed by this study was in regard to the effect of 

individual social network variables on the change, between R1 and R3, of language 

proficiency testing scores. As previous applications of social network analysis to study 

abroad SLA have favored qualitative assessments of social network characteristics (e.g., 

Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006) or composite scores of social network indices representing 

the degree of sojourner socialization in host communities (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2017), 

little is known about the extent to which individual social network measurements may 

influence L2 proficiency scores. As noted previously, however, Baker-Smemoe et al. 

(2014) report that sojourners who made gains of at least one sublevel on the OPI 

displayed significantly higher scores on dispersion (number of social groups) and 

intensity (emotional proximity) in their social networks.  

 The present analysis related five social network variables (%Span-dom, NS 

contacts, Top 5 lang., Top 5 NS, Dispersion) to sojourners’ change in DELE and EIT 
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scores over the course of a 12-week semester. Correlations were generally modest, with 

larger correlations found for the relation of social network variables to change in EIT 

testing scores, compared to correlations with change in DELE scores. In the case of both 

the EIT and the DELE, it is noteworthy that the social network variables with the highest 

correlations with change in proficiency scores were those that did not address 

characteristics of language use specific to interactions with Spanish NSs. For example, 

the greatest effect, for change in both DELE and EIT scores, was found for %Span-dom, 

a measurement of the percentage of all contacts in an individual’s network with whom 

language practice was at least 50% Spanish in a typical interaction. Given the importance 

usually attributed to NS contact in study abroad, it is somewhat surprising that a larger 

influence was not found for NS-specific variables such as NS contacts (r = 0.23 and 0.34 

for correlation with change in DELE and EIT scores, respectively; p < 0.05) or Top 5 NS 

(r = 0.08 and 0.22 for correlation with DELE and EIT difference, respectively; p > 0.05).  

While no single variable displays a strong correlation with proficiency 

development, it is clear that this development is dependent on a variety of different 

aspects of their experience, including durability (frequency) of language contact (e.g., 

%Span-dominant, Top 5 language), intensity (Top 5 language, Top 5 NS) and cohesion 

(dispersion, or number of social groups). Despite the modesty of the correlation sizes, this 

finding backs up the intuition that any number of different types of engagement with the 

L2 in study abroad will aid L2 development, at least to a degree. Previous studies have 

proposed the benefit of some of these same social network characteristics (e.g., Baker-

Smemoe et al., 2014; Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013); however, those studies have 

highlighted contrasting variables as being the most influential for language gain. For 
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example, both Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) and Dewey, Ring, Gardner, and Belnap 

(2013) report that one of the most positively influential social network variables for 

learners was their NS interlocutors’ English language ability. Given that English was the 

L1 of the sojourners (i.e., not the TL in question), this result is surprising. The authors of 

those studies propose that English language ability and communication, even if at the 

expense of L2 practice, may have served to promote mutual trust with NS contacts and, 

ultimately, greater access to NS social networks. These authors also report roles for 

overall intensity with NSs, as well as dispersion (total number of social groups).  

The results of the present study differ from those of Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) 

and Dewey, Ring, Gardner, and Belnap (2013), especially with regard to NS interlocutor 

English ability. This variable, while not in the final data analysis of the present study, was 

included in the Social Network Abroad Questionnaire (SNAQ). In a preliminary analysis 

of the data, however, NS interlocutor English ability was found to have only a negligible 

correlation with gains on the DELE (r = 0.16; p > 0.05) and EIT (r = -0.04; p > 0.05). (It 

was for this reason that this social network variable was not included in the cluster 

analysis). This contrast is likely due to differences in study abroad locations and 

programs. Sojourners in Dewey et al. (2013), who were L2 Arabic learners studying in 

Morocco and Jordan, were reportedly encouraged to use English with NS acquaintances 

as a means of integrating themselves with host community social circles, and ultimately 

engaging in greater use of Arabic. The authors furthermore report that Arabic NS 

interlocutor proficiency in English was highly correlated with English language use with 

these NS interlocutors, meaning that it too was connected with L2 Arabic development 

for sojourners (though only English language ability was included in the analysis). In 
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contrast, participants in the present study reported only negligible English language use 

with their Spanish NS contacts. While it is certainly true that many participants did not 

establish substantial social networks with Spanish NSs, when they did establish such 

contacts the relationships were almost always Spanish language-dominant. Across all 

participants, the average reported language use with Spanish NS contacts was 4.5/5, 

equal to approximately 85-90% Spanish use in a typical interaction.21  

The studies by Dewey, Ring, Gardner, and Belnap (2013) and Baker-Smemoe et 

al. (2014) also report a beneficial effect for overall social network intensity on L2 

development. This finding is less surprising, given that it is natural to believe that a 

deeper level of friendship will lead to greater and more varied opportunities for language 

use. Intensity was indeed found to be useful in characterizing participant social network 

patterns in the present study; however, by itself it did not exhibit a strong correlation with 

L2 development on the DELE or EIT. The variable “Top 5 NS,” representative of 

intensity (as well as durability) and included in the final analysis, displayed no 

meaningful correlation with increase in DELE scores (r = 0.08, p > 0.05), and only a 

weak correlation with EIT difference (r = 0.22, p > 0.05).  

Finally, Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) also reports a significant positive effect for 

dispersion (number of social networks) on oral language proficiency improvement; 

students who gained at least one sublevel on the OPI reported interacting with a 

significantly greater number of social groups than those who did not make any gain in 

OPI score. Though the results of the present study reveal dispersion to have only a 

                                                       
21 After coding SNAQ responses on language use in a typical encounter, a score of 4 is equal to the answer 
“About 75% Spanish and 25% English” and a score of 5 is equal to “90-100% Spanish.” The average, 
across participants, of 4.5 for language use with Spanish NSs, falls directly between these two scores.   
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moderate correlation with increases in L2 Spanish proficiency, it was likewise deemed 

sufficient to warrant further investigation (i.e., inclusion in the cluster analysis).  

 While previous studies (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014; Dewey, Ring, Gardner, 

and Belnap. 2013) have reported effects for dispersion, intensity, and L2 NS English 

proficiency that are statistically significant, group differences in those studies were 

modest. Using a 10-point scale to measure intensity (10 = closest emotional 

proximity/friendship), the “gainer” group in Baker-Smemoe et al. reported an average 

network intensity (reporting on NS and L2-dominant contacts) of 5.27, compared to an 

average of 4.69 for the “non-gainer” group. Equally modest were the group contrasts for 

dispersion (2.27 average number of social groups for gainers, compared to 1.50 for non-

gainers) and English proficiency of contacts (2.86 for gainers, compared to 2.41 for non-

gainers, on a five-point scale). Seen in this light, results from the present study are in line 

with this trend, suggesting that the degree to which these individual variables themselves 

are responsible for L2 proficiency development abroad is not large. This is especially true 

for the effect of dispersion and intensity, which, in contrast to the variable of NS contact 

English language proficiency, may be less likely to vary depending on L2 language or 

study abroad location. Regardless of context, however, a more conceptually appealing 

and practically useful question is that of how such variables might work in conjunction 

with other aspects of social experience to promote L2 development.  

 

5.4 Social network patterns and L2 Spanish proficiency development 

 Viewed together as a group, it would not be possible to define a single “typical” 

study abroad social experience for the 43 participants of this study. As in the case of 
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language proficiency testing results, learners exhibit high variability in average social 

network variables, as seen in group standard deviations. This is to be expected, and is 

likely due to a number of factors, including study abroad program characteristics (Norris 

& Dwyer, 2005), motivation (e.g., Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006), host community social 

structure (e.g., Block, 2007), and other learner-specific social experiences and beliefs 

(e.g., Kinginger, 2010, 2013; Kramsch, 2009; Shively, 2018). Within the context of a 

single TL and host country, participants in this study represent a relatively wide range of 

study abroad programs (n=6), host communities (n=4), sites of academic enrollment (e.g., 

study center vs. Spanish university vs mixed), initial L2 Spanish proficiencies, academic 

priorities, and, of course, personalities, motivations, and individual predilections whose 

quantitative measurement was outside the scope of this investigation.  

 In this light, it is remarkable that the 43 participants of this study exhibited such 

consistent patterns with regard to their social experiences, and that these patterns 

displayed a similar relationship to two separate measures of proficiency development. 

Cluster analyses yielded four prominent social trajectories for sojourners across locations, 

based on social network variables that take into account Spanish language use as a 

proportion of overall language use (%Span-dom), the raw number of NS contacts (NS 

contacts), durability (frequency) of language use with high intensity contacts (Top 5 

lang), durability of language use with high intensity NS contacts, and network cohesion 

(dispersion, representing the number of social groups). Labelled here as Bubble Abroad, 

Language Contract, Compartmentalization, and Deep Dive, these social network patterns 

highlight the importance of various aspects of social network development abroad, not 

just for NS network development and socialization practices, but for NNS network traits, 
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as well as the combined effect of NS and NNS network characteristics. Equally as 

important, these patterns also reveal information regarding social network development 

that is detrimental to development in L2 proficiency testing.  

 

5.4.1 The double-edged sword of NNS networks 

 In the results of the present study, NNS networks (whether characterized by L1, 

L2, or mixed language use) played a prominent role in sojourners’ social network 

development. With regard to its effect on L2 proficiency development, the presence of 

NNS program peers played out in a number of different ways. Given that the presence of 

NNS social networks in study abroad is typically assumed to be a hindrance to L2 

development (e.g., Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2017; McMeekin, 2003, 

2006), it is striking to see the degree to which L2 proficiency development appears to 

hinge on NNS networks in the present results. This is seen first and foremost in Language 

Contract clusters. These students engaged in high proportional use of Spanish with their 

entire social networks, despite developing only minimal NS networks beyond the host 

family. This pattern, and its effect on proficiency growth, is evident in both DELE and 

EIT cluster groups. The EIT Language Contract cluster, especially, shows a strong 

pattern of networks that are populated overwhelmingly by NNS U.S. program peers with 

whom the primary language of communication is Spanish. These students report Spanish-

dominant language use (defined as a minimum of 50% Spanish use in a typical 

interaction) with an average of 92% of all contacts, while at the same time reporting an 

average of only 1.7 Spanish NS contacts.22 This pattern is extended into these students’ 

                                                       
22 As a reminder, HF NS contacts to be counted in the analysis were limited at two. This means that for the 
84% of all participants who lived with a HF (n=36), members of that HF (a minimum of one) were 
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relationships with their closest contacts, who are also overwhelmingly NNSs (avg. Top 5 

NS = 0.8), and with whom these students report nearly 75% Spanish language use in a 

typical interaction.  

 Social network graphs can provide a greater appreciation of the nature of these 

social networks, especially in regard to their structural characteristics. For instance, 

Language Contract students’ networks tend to be highly cohesive. In the present analysis 

this is seen through the low average dispersion (number of social groups) of this cluster 

group, which in preliminary analysis was positively correlated with high density 

(connectivity among network members). Language Contract students for the DELE and 

EIT typically maintained about three social groups in their networks, in which most 

contacts knew each other and were connected through their shared study abroad program. 

Figure 10 and Figure 11 display the graphs of two such networks that are typical of the 

Language Contract cluster.23 In these graphs, each shape represents a different individual 

in a sojourner’s network (the sojourner, or “ego,” is not displayed), with different shapes 

indicating whether an individual is a NNS U.S. co-national peer with whom interaction 

was Spanish language-dominant (triangle), NNS U.S. co-national peer with whom 

interaction was English language-dominant (circle), Spanish NS host family member 

with whom interaction was Spanish-dominant (square), or Spanish NS peer with whom 

interaction was Spanish-dominant (diamond). Lines (“ties”) connecting these shapes 

indicate which contacts knew each other and belonged to the same social group, as 

                                                       
included in this count. In other words, an average of 1.7 NSs per Language Contract network reflects, in 
many cases, that HF members constituted the entirety of an individual’s NS social network. (See section 
3.6.1). 
23 These graphs, and all other graphs displayed in this dissertation, were created using Social Network 
Visualizer (SocNetV), an open-access software application (Kalamaras, 2015) 
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reported by the participants. So, in the case of Chrissy’s network (Figure 10), three social 

groups can be identified (dispersion = 3): a primary group of NNS peers with Spanish-

dominant communication, a small clique consisting of two NNSs and the respondent 

herself (with mixed Spanish- and English-dominant communication), and a host family 

consisting of three host family members and the respondent.  

 

 
Figure 10. Social network graph: Chrissy (Program = Madrid Island; DELE cluster = Language Contract; 
EIT cluster = Language Contract; DELE diff. = 4; EIT diff. = 36) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; 
circle = NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
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Figure 11. Social network graph: Blake (Program = Toledo; DELE cluster = Language Contract; EIT 
cluster = Language Contract; DELE diff. = 4; EIT diff. = 27) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle 
= NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
 
 

Both Chrissy and Blake display patterns typical of the Language Contract 

students, with the overwhelming majority of contacts consisting of study abroad program 

peers, who are highly interconnected and make up the sojourners’ primary social group. 

NS presence is minimal, coming only in the form of a HF social clique (Chrissy) or 

single language partner peer contact (Blake). Still, both of these students made 

remarkable improvement in their Spanish proficiency scores over the course of the 12-

week data collection period. Chrissy and Blake’s improvement on the DELE (diff. = 4, 

for both students) and EIT (Chrissy diff. = 36; Blake diff. = 27) are above Language 

Contract cluster averages (2.6 and 21.3, respectively); however, the network patterns that 

they exhibit are typical of this group, and serve as a noteworthy example of the capability 

of this network type to encourage L2 growth. 
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 The social network patterns exhibited by Language Contract students were, as the 

cluster name might suggest, very much typical of the “island” study abroad program 

structure. In fact, the EIT Language Contract cluster was made up exclusively of island 

program participants (Mad-Is, n=3; Toledo, n=4). Students enrolled in these programs 

took a pledge which committed them to use only Spanish to communicate with host 

families, language partners, and U.S. NNS peers alike, for the duration of the semester in 

Spain. This was done with varying levels of formality. For instance, students enrolled the 

Madrid Island program signed a physical “contract” on paper, and were informed that 

they could suffer disciplinary action (type unspecified) upon violating the contract. For 

students enrolled in the Toledo program, Spanish language use was likewise strongly 

encouraged and presented as an integral part of the study abroad program (though, in 

contrast to the Madrid Island program, enforcement more often took the form of positive 

reinforcement).    

 Language Contract sojourners represent an important segment of the social 

network patterns identified in this study (20 of 43 participants in the DELE analysis, 

seven of 27 in the EIT analysis), and display the second-highest average gains in 

proficiency scores, after students in the Deep Dive cluster. Importantly, however, these 

same students also regularly reported that their Spanish language habits were the 

exception, not the rule, to study abroad program norms. As attested to in previous studies 

(e.g., Coleman, 1997; Kinginger, 2010), the norm for “the rest of the group,” according to 

participants, was to maintain tight U.S. peer-based social cliques within which 

communication was maintained almost exclusively in English in social settings outside of 

class. For Language Contract students, the formation of high-density social circles may 
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have acted as a norm-enforcement mechanism similar to what is reported by Milroy 

(1980) for the maintenance of in-group language norms in Belfast. In this way, the social 

network acts as a “mechanism whereby pressures, resulting from obligations contracted 

within the network, are applied to influence an individual’s behavior. If the individual 

wishes to protect social relationships, these constant obligations must be honoured” (p. 

49). Such group solidarity was, for Language Contract students, dependent on the regular 

use of Spanish.  

Language Contract sojourners’ Spanish use was often mixed with English 

language communication with the same network contacts. Chrissy, for example, reported 

an average of 50% Spanish use with her Top 5 contacts, all but one of whom were NNSs 

from her program. In the case of Blake and his circle of close friends in the Toledo 

program, this researcher can personally attest to a similar pattern, with English and 

Spanish both being regularly used among the same dense group of contacts, often taking 

the form of an improvised, tongue-in-cheek code-switching. Language Contract students 

were both highly motivated to practice their Spanish, as well as acutely aware of their 

shared English language-dominant cultural background and the impossibility of engaging 

in conversation on topics arising from this shared background without a heavy reliance 

on English language vocabulary and cultural reference. From what this researcher 

observed, this balancing act was performed with a heavy dose of humor and served as a 

potent in-group marker in dense, NNS-dominated social cliques. From the viewpoint of 

Spanish proficiency development, what appears to have been most critical for Language 

Contract students was the consistency of this Spanish language use. While it may have 

been mixed – with varying degrees of regularity – with English language use, these 
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sojourners’ persistent use of Spanish with NNS peers exhibited a clear influence on their 

Spanish language development, given the near-total lack of NS social network presence. 

 The effect of Language Contract sojourners’ social network pattern on their 

language proficiency development is all the more acute upon consideration of the flip 

side of the island program coin: the Bubble Abroad clusters. With regard to network 

structure (i.e., cohesion) and NS network development, Language Contract and Bubble 

Abroad groups are remarkably similar; both groups developed few NS relationships 

beyond the host family and spent most of their social time in a small number of dense 

NNS cliques. Moreover, these students tended to come from the same island programs as 

Language Contract students, often enrolling in the same courses administered through 

U.S. university study centers. When it came to out-of-class social interactions, however, 

Bubble Abroad students only engaged in regular Spanish language use with about 30% of 

their contacts (compared to approximately 75-95% for Language Contract students). The 

effect of this contrast with Language Contract students is evident in proficiency 

outcomes: for Bubble Abroad sojourners, the average difference between R1 and R3 

DELE (avg. = 1.1) and EIT (avg. = 9.6) scores was less than half of the average 

difference obtained by Language Contract clusters (avg. = 2.6 and 21.3 on the DELE and 

EIT, respectively). Figure 12 and Figure 13 display the social network graphs of two 

students belonging to the Bubble Abroad cluster category. 
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Figure 12. Social network graph: Reanna (Program = Sevilla; DELE cluster = Bubble Abroad; EIT cluster 
= Bubble Abroad; DELE diff. = -1; EIT diff. = 14) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, 
Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
 
 
 

 
Figure 13. Social network graph: Anita (Program = Toledo; DELE cluster = Bubble Abroad; EIT cluster = 
Bubble Abroad; DELE diff. = -1; EIT diff. = 12) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, 
Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
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 As in the case of Language Contract social networks, the primary locus of social 

interaction for Bubble Abroad students is with NNS study abroad program peers, in a 

limited number of dense cliques. This tendency does not come at the total expense of NS 

social contact. Anita, for example (Figure 13), lived with a fairly large host family (n=4), 

and also reported some regular contact with a Spanish NS peer through her workplace 

internship. Nevertheless, for both Anita and Reanna the vast majority of their social 

interaction was with NNS peers from their program, which took place almost exclusively 

in English. In line with Bubble Abroad group averages, Anita and Reanna each reported 

roughly 75% English language use with their closest (“Top”) contacts, with four of these 

five closest contacts being NNS program peers for each learner. Anita and Reanna 

display negative R1-R3 DELE differences (-1 for both), and EIT differences of 12 and 

14, respectively (in line with Bubble Abroad averages, and below the Language Contract 

average of 21.3).   

Previous studies have frequently observed that NNS peers play a prominent role 

in sojourners’ social experiences abroad (e.g., Block, 2007; Coleman, 1997; Kinginger, 

2010; Mitchell et al., 2017; Ogden, 2007). Non-native speaker networks tend to be 

especially prominent in the case of American sojourners, whose study abroad programs 

often do not prioritize social or academic engagement with host communities (Ogden). 

While there is no doubt that some students nevertheless develop meaningful host 

community social networks (see, e.g., Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006), a constant of the 

sojourner experience has been to have a “default” option of spending time with NNS 

peers (Block). This observation has likewise emerged from investigations into the nature 
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of social network development abroad, where sojourners are reported to maintain strong 

social networks in both their L1 and L2 (Mitchell et al.). 

But despite the common recognition of the importance of NNS social connections 

in study abroad, little attention has been paid to them as a source of L2 practice and 

development. Instead, the superior potential of study abroad (over other contexts) to 

promote L2 development is assumed to rest squarely with the extent to which learners 

interact and socially integrate themselves with NSs. To take one example, McMeekin 

(2006), in a study of L2 Japanese sojourners in Japan, cites several beneficial aspects of 

sojourners’ interactions with host families that are not present in the classroom. With 

their host families, compared to in the classroom, students were observed to engage in a 

wider variety of conversation topics, to enjoy greater relational symmetry with their 

interlocutors, and to generally be “more motivated to actively contribute to the 

conversations,” leading them to “openly exchange ideas and information in the L2 and 

choose topics that they were interested in” (p. 200). There is little doubt that these 

interaction characteristics were indeed beneficial for sojourners’ L2 development (though 

it was not measured in McMeekin’s study), but it should be pointed out that all of these 

presumably beneficial characteristics seemed to also have been present in the out-of-class 

NNS-NNS interaction reported by participants in the present study. Moreover, the 

freedom and relational symmetry reportedly felt by the sojourners described by 

McMeekin may in many cases be even greater in the peer interactions of NNS sojourners 

engaged in L2 communication, given the nature of close peer friendships. While it was 

not uncommon for sojourners to report close emotional bonds with host family members, 

it was also not uniform. Such bonds with NNS peers, on the other hand, were almost 
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always present in participants’ networks, due to the far greater number of NNSs per 

network compared to host family members per network. Furthermore, as observed by 

Wilkinson (2002), NNS sojourner interactions with NS host family members may 

become infused with classroom norms, as sojourners feel more comfortable resorting to 

the more familiar roles of teacher and student in interaction. This dynamic, Wilkinson 

argues, is “limiting at best and often inappropriate in out-of-class conversations” (p. 168), 

and may undermine the potential for relational symmetry and informality that this setting 

holds. Iino (2006) also reports on the sometimes fraught nature of sojourner-host family 

relationships resulting from ambiguity around communicative norms and social roles.  

Considering the benefits of communicative environments in study abroad, 

McMeekin (2006) concludes that “a combination of in- and out-of-class interaction with 

native speakers…provides students with maximum opportunities for exposure to 

comprehensible input, modification of output, and focus on form” (p. 202). In line with 

the wider trend in study abroad SLA, NNS-NNS interaction is presumed to be less than 

ideal as a communicative environment for learners. And indeed, there is some evidence 

to suggest that NNS interlocutors provide quantitatively less corrective feedback in 

conversation, and that this feedback is furthermore viewed negatively by learners. In an 

analysis of study abroad conversation groups involving a mix of Spanish NSs and NNS 

Spanish learners, Bryfonski and Sanz (2018) found that while NNS learners “asked 

specifically to be corrected by the NSs…their reaction to peer feedback was met with 

mixed reviews,” and that “one [NNS] student who often explicitly corrected her peers 

was perceived as annoying and rude by the others” (pp. 19-20). This may very well be 

true; however, it is also true that the benefits of out-of-class interaction likely have to do 
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with much more than a tally of corrective feedback moves. As McMeekin rightly pointed 

out, sojourners were, on a more general level, more motivated to actively contribute in 

conversations with their host families in which they (the sojourners) were afforded a 

greater level of relational symmetry than they were accustomed to. The results of the 

present study indicate that this also rang true of NNS-NNS interactions for Language 

Contract students, who reported high Spanish use with their peers – including, crucially, 

those peers with whom they reported the greatest contact and the highest emotional 

proximity (“intensity”).  

The limited research that has reported on the effect of NNS-NNS language use in 

study abroad has been quick to reinforce the received assumption that such interaction is 

problematic for learners. In a language contact study of L2 French sojourners (n=20) 

studying abroad in France, Magnan and Back (2007) reported that the only correlation 

between use of French (measured via the LCP) and improvement on the OPI was a 

negative one: students who spoke French with their NNS peers were less likely to 

improve on the OPI. While the actual correlation found between these two variables was 

modest (r = -0.39), and the authors themselves profess some doubt regarding the 

reliability of the LCP as an accurate measure of language use, many of the stated 

conclusions and recommendations for language programs are striking: 

 
Does speaking French with Americans not support acquisition (perhaps because 
time is lost with native speakers) or does it somehow hinder it? Could it be that it 
is not the lack of authentic input from native speakers that is at issue, but rather 
the interlanguage input from nonnative peers on the same proficiency level? 
Given that Intermediate-level learners are not full partners in conversations, two 
learners on this level would likely need to converse in minimal or fractured 
French. The output for one student becomes the input for the other, resulting 
perhaps in no measurable improvement in either…For study abroad learners, it 
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reinforces the need to seek more fluent speakers as guides to language 
improvement…From this study, the best advice to give to prospective study 
abroad students would be: Take advanced coursework before going to France and 
when there, do not speak French with other Americans (pp. 56-57) 

 

 The results of the present study strongly contradict the findings of Magnan and 

Back (2007) regarding the effect of NNS-NNS L2 communication for proficiency 

development, as well as the claim that intermediate-level NNSs are not able to function 

as “full partners” in conversations. On the contrary, Language Contract students 

displayed an ability to maintain robust NNS-dominant social networks in which 

communication was carried out in Spanish for the majority of interactions. While OPIs 

were not conducted for the present analysis, the majority of these students’ L2 

proficiency fell somewhere in the ACTFL Intermediate range referred to by Magnan and 

Back. Blake (Figure 10) is one such example, as his proficiency at the start of the sojourn 

was likely at the low end of the Intermediate range. His R1 DELE score of 9 and R1 EIT 

score of 26 were well below the group averages of 12.6 and 57.6, respectively.24 

Nevertheless, his gains on both these proficiency tests were well above group averages, at 

4 (DELE) and 27 (EIT) (compared to group averages of 2.0 and 17.0 on the DELE and 

EIT, respectively, for all 43 participants).   

While Language Contract sojourners’ NNS-NNS interaction may have contained 

fewer instances of negative feedback, and while input from NNS peers almost certainly 

contained a degree of grammatical error and deviations from NS host community 

pragmatic and sociolinguistic norms, it should also be remembered that this interaction 

                                                       
24 According to the results obtained by Bowden (2016), an EIT score of 26 is equivalent, for most students, 
to a SOPI rating of 1.3 (Intermediate low).  
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did not take place in a vacuum. At the same time that they engaged in L2 interaction with 

members of their primary social networks, sojourners attended Spanish language 

coursework, conversed with NS host families and program staff, and engaged in service 

encounters in the host community. In other words, sojourners’ L2 interaction with NNS 

peers was informed by a wider context of language learning and exposure. Language 

Contract and Bubble Abroad students shared this context, but they did not share the same 

degree of language gain. Language Contract sojourners’ Spanish proficiency appears to 

have benefited greatly from high levels of L2 interaction with NNS peers, standing in 

stark contrast to the largely neutral – and sometimes negative – L2 proficiency 

development of Bubble Abroad sojourners over the course of a semester abroad.  

 Sojourners from both the Language Contract and Bubble Abroad groups were 

aware of their own patterns of language use. Responding to the question, “Reflecting 

back on the semester, what things do you think were most beneficial to your Spanish 

development during your time here? What things were most detrimental to it?” (included 

in the R3 LCP of the present study), students regularly commented on their relationships 

and language use with NNS peers. While HF relationships were almost uniformly 

mentioned first, students also clearly shared the impression, substantiated in the present 

results, that it was important to maintain Spanish language use with NSs and NNSs alike 

in order to improve their proficiency. Occasionally, this came in the form of self-critique 

for not practicing Spanish more. Blake (Figure 10), for example, recognized both the 

benefit of his motivated practice and the detriment of wider tendencies among sojourners 

in his island program (Toledo):  
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Having an [NS language exchange] partner and talking Spanish with my friends 
most of the time were pretty helpful. However, when interacting with lots of other 
people from the [study abroad program center] there wasn’t a lot of Spanish being 
spoken for the most part. 

 

Regarding the general trend of English language use among “everyone else,” this was a 

common refrain, and highlights the motivation of Language Contract students who 

maintained Spanish communication with even their closest friends.  

 Students from the Language Contract cluster were also quick to mention the 

perceived importance of their Spanish language coursework for language development. 

Common reflections from these students reported a kind of language learning trifecta 

represented by host family, NNS peers, and Spanish coursework. Alison, a Language 

Contract student enrolled in the Madrid Island program, reported:  

 
Living in a host family and having the ‘code of honor’ to always speak Spanish 
outside the program were critical, as was my language class which helped me 
understand the concepts of the Spanish language in a way that I did not before. 
 

 
Brittney, another Language Contract student (Granada program), expressed a similar 

sentiment, emphasizing the importance of time on task:  

 
There were three very beneficial things to my [Spanish language] development here 
in Spain. Always speaking Spanish with my host family, traveling inside Spain and 
practicing my Spanish on the weekends (on my free time) and taking all of my classes 
in Spanish. Practicing and practicing was the only way that I gained any knowledge.  
 
 

These comments point to the observation, made previously, that L2 use with NNS 

peers in the study abroad environment does not take place in isolation. Instead, for 

Language Contract students, it is informed by a combination of explicit classroom 
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instruction and positive input from host family members and instructors. It is also, for 

both better and worse, subject to influence from social network pressures on the 

maintenance of in-group practices; beyond internal motivation to use Spanish, sojourners 

are dependent on the behavior of their study abroad program peers. For example, Alyssa, 

a participant in the Toledo program, reported that although living with a host family and 

speaking Spanish with certain of her peers was beneficial to language learning, she was 

unable to use Spanish to the full extent that she desired due to group behavior. In spite of 

her own motivation, speaking Spanish all the time “was almost impossible to do 

considering how much nobody felt comfortable speaking just in Spanish with each other 

at the [study abroad program center].” For Alyssa, this NNS group tendency toward 

English language use, rather than push her social network into a Bubble Abroad pattern, 

resulted in a social and linguistic bifurcation between a primary, English language NNS 

social group, and several smaller, Spanish language-dominant NS/NNS cliques. This was 

characteristic of the (EIT analysis) Compartmentalization cluster of which Alyssa was a 

part, and to which this discussion now turns. 

 

5.4.2 The role of NSs in study abroad social networks 

Previous applications of social network analysis to the study of SLA in study 

abroad have focused their efforts on the characterization of sojourner relationships with 

host community NSs. Generally speaking, their aim has been to describe, through social 

network analysis, the degree to which sojourners can be said to experience meaningful 

language socialization experiences that may enhance mutual intercultural understanding 

and, for the study abroad sojourner, L2 language development. As such, much 
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importance has been given to the intensity (emotional proximity) – however precisely 

measured – of sojourners’ relationships with NS host community members. Isabelli-

García (2000, 2006) describes a highly interconnected and dynamic relationship among 

sojourner motivation, attitude, and social network development; sojourners who 

experienced the most L2 improvement abroad were those that maintained high 

motivation and positive attitudes toward the host culture, while simultaneously gaining 

access into second-order NS social networks (i.e., meeting NS friends of friends, thus 

gaining access to higher social integration and more opportunities for language practice). 

Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014) also highlight the role of intensity, both as an isolated 

measure of sojourners’ social networks and in conjunction with decreases in network 

size, as sojourners “become emotionally closer with a smaller number of individuals” (p. 

479). Mitchell et al. (2017) likewise designed their social network indices (SNI) around 

the supposition that language gain would be dependent on integration into host 

community networks, via the measurement of various density- and multiplexity-related 

variables.  

While much has been made of the importance of the development of intense NS 

relationships for L2 development, quantitative findings for the effect of this variable 

alone have been modest. In the results of Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014), who reported that 

sojourners’ L2 development seemed to have benefited from developing emotionally close 

NS contacts, statistical contrasts on this measure between “gainer” and “non-gainer” 

students (according to sublevel gain on the OPI) were not large; on a 1-10 scale, “gainer” 

students reported an average intensity of 5.26 (SD = 1.01), compared to 4.69 (SD = 0.85) 

for “non-gainers.” Mitchell et al. (2017), using the L2 SNI to measure overall host 
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community network integration, report a significant effect of SNI on only a single 

variable, oral speech rate gain. The correlation between L2 SNI scores and gain in speech 

rate was low, at r = 0.35. 

When looking at the role of NS intensity in isolation, the results of the present 

study show only an extremely modest influence for this variable on L2 proficiency 

development. The variable “Top 5 NS,” representing the five contacts in an individual’s 

network according to the combined scores of intensity and durability (frequency of 

contact), showed no correlation with gain on the DELE (r = 0.08) and only a weak 

correlation with gain on the EIT (r = 0.22). However, in the EIT cluster analysis the 

presence of close NS contacts emerged as the defining characteristic for 

Compartmentalization students (n=9), who displayed a notable advantage in L2 

proficiency development over Bubble Abroad cluster students.25 

Compartmentalization students’ NS network development was, in actuality, 

severely limited, much in the same way as the networks of students in Bubble Abroad 

and Language Contract clusters. Figure 14 displays the social network graph for Alyssa, 

the same student referenced above who expressed frustration at the unwillingness and 

discomfort with regard to speaking Spanish exhibited by her NNS peers in the Toledo 

island program. In Alyssa’s network, in line with Compartmentalization cluster patterns, 

certain structural similarities with both Language Contract and Bubble Abroad social 

                                                       
25 “Top 5 NS” was also a defining variable for the Deep Dive groups in the DELE and EIT cluster analyses, 
with a notable impact on that group’s proficiency development. However, since for Deep Dive students this 
variable worked in conjunction with other variables in a fundamentally different way (and with notably 
different consequences regarding L2 proficiency development) compared to Compartmentalization 
students, the role of NS intensity and Top 5 NS in Deep Dive students’ networks will be addressed in 
section 5.4.4.  
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networks are evident, most notably the continued presence of a primary, dense NNS 

social group in which English language communication predominates.  

 
 

 
Figure 14. Social network graph: Alyssa (Program = Toledo; DELE cluster = Language Contract; EIT 
cluster = Compartmentalization; DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = 13) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; 
circle = NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
 
 
 
 Alyssa reported Spanish-dominant communication with exactly half of the 

contacts in her social network, which is somewhat above the Compartmentalization group 

average of 36%. The compartmentalization group, like the Bubble Abroad group, tended 

toward English use with most of their contacts (36% for Compartmentalization, 

compared to 33% for the Bubble Abroad EIT clusters). Like the Bubble Abroad group, 

too, they typically established very few NS contacts outside of their host family (avg. NS 

contacts = 3 for Compartmentalization, compared to avg. NS contacts =  2.8 for Bubble 
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Abroad EIT).26 However, alongside these largely NNS- and English language-dominant 

networks are compartmentalized Spanish language-dominant NS and NNS relationships.  

Compartmentalization students developed particularly close relationships with 

Spanish NSs, who constituted roughly half (avg. = 2.3) of their “Top 5” contacts on 

average, resulting in an equal proportional use of Spanish with Top 5 contacts. In fact, in 

most cases Compartmentalization students’ only Spanish language-dominant 

relationships were with Spanish NSs. These relationships tended to be close, as reflected 

in the NS presence in these students’ Top 5 contacts. Two of Alyssa’s Top 5 contacts, for 

example, were Sabrina (host mother) and Paco (NS peer friendship resulting from a 

language exchange). This was also the case for Kristin, a student from the Madrid 

Independent Provider program whose social network graph is shown in Figure 15.  

 

 
Figure 15. Social network graph: Kristin (Program = Madrid Independent Provider; DELE cluster = 
Language Contract; EIT cluster = Compartmentalization; DELE diff. = -1; EIT diff. = 18) (Graph key: 
triangle = NNS, Span-dom: circle = NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], 
Span-dom) 
                                                       
26 As a reminder, for the variable “NS contacts,” a maximum of two host family contacts were included. 
See section 3.6. 
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While Kristin reported that her primary social group was that of her NNS U.S. 

peers, she also established close relationships with her host mother (Palma, above) and a 

NS peer who was one of her friend’s roommates (Paloma). She likewise maintained a 

language exchange partner (Victor). All in all, while these NS contacts constituted only 

43% of Kristin’s social network, all three were in her Top 5 contacts. Unsurprisingly, 

Kristin credits “making friends in social environments outside of organized activities” as 

being the most beneficial aspect of her experience for her Spanish language ability. For 

Kristin, communicating in Spanish in social settings outside of class was a point of pride, 

as she felt “proud of [her] ability to communicate without a lot of problems in almost any 

setting now.”  

 

 
Figure 16. Social network graph: Jill (Program = Toledo; DELE cluster = Bubble Abroad; EIT cluster = 
Compartmentalization; DELE diff. = 2; EIT diff. = 19) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom: circle = 
NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
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For four out of the nine students belonging to the Compartmentalization EIT 

cluster, the sole NS contacts were host family members. Again, this trait in itself is 

similar to the experience of NS contact exhibited by Bubble Abroad students, with the 

contrast being that Compartmentalization students were those that established close 

relationships with these host family members. For the four Compartmentalization 

students whose only NS contacts were host family members (see, e.g., Figure 16 and 

Figure 17), each individual reported two host family members in their Top 5.  

 

 
Figure 17. Social network graph: Mara (Program = Toledo; DELE cluster = Bubble Abroad; EIT cluster = 
Compartmentalization; DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = 13) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom: circle = 
NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom) 
 
 

 The three social network cluster groups reviewed thus far display quite similar 

average numbers of NSs per network (max of two NSs from each host family), ranging 

from 1.7 (Language Contract) to 3.0 (“Compartmentalization”). Given that these three 

groups, combined, constitute 89% (24/27) of students in the EIT cluster analysis, as well 
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as 88% (38/43) of students in the DELE cluster analysis (since all Compartmentalization 

students belonged, in the DELE analysis, to either Bubble Abroad or Language Contract 

groups), certain observations can fairly be made regarding “typical” NS network 

development and its effects on proficiency development. First, and most obviously, 

students tended not to establish extensive NS networks. Furthermore, the relationships 

with NS contacts that students did develop were, in most cases, isolated from their 

primary social circles, which were predominantly made up of NNS peers. The trend held 

even in social networks where strong relationships with NSs were established (i.e., the 

Compartmentalization group). 

 Overall, 84% (n=36) of participants in the present study lived with a host family 

for the duration of their semester abroad, with host families also constituting a large 

portion of student’s NS networks. Nearly all of these students (n=30; 83%) cited their 

host family as being among the most beneficial factors for their Spanish language 

improvement. This perception, on the part of sojourners, is noteworthy regardless of 

quantitative language gains, and offers some evidence against the proposal that sojourner-

host family relationships are often problematic for intercultural communication and 

linguistic advancement (e.g., Wilkinson, 2002). Whether through relationships with host 

family members or NS peers, the present sojourners’ NS networks did appear to have 

some appreciable effect on proficiency development, as exemplified by the 

Compartmentalization cluster. In line with previous studies (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 

2014; Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006), the extent of this effect appeared to be largely 

dependent on the intensity and durability of these relationships. Compartmentalization 

students, who developed close relationships with a small number of NS contacts, showed 
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substantially higher improvement on the EIT than their Bubble Abroad counterparts. It is 

striking, however, that these gains are also clearly lower than those exhibited by 

Language Contract students, who reported an even lower average number of NSs in their 

networks, including a negligible presence of NSs among Top 5 contacts (avg. = 0.8). On 

the one hand, this points to the importance of frequent L2 use, regardless of the 

interlocutor attribute of NS or NNS. Additionally, however, this trend highlights the 

importance of language use that is, apart from mere quantitative language practice, tied to 

the maintenance of an individual’s social contracts. For Bubble Abroad, Language 

Contract, and Compartmentalization groups, high-stakes social relationships and 

obligations were rooted firmly in NNS-dominant networks; however, it was only in the 

case of Language Contract members that this communication tended to take place in 

Spanish. The next section of this discussion will address the stark contrasts between these 

three groups and the Deep Dive group, which exhibited a fundamentally contrasting 

pattern in regard to NS/NNS integration, social network size and cohesion, and Spanish 

proficiency development.   

   

5.4.4 Deep Dive: From apart to a part 

 Students in the Deep Dive cluster groups for DELE and EIT analyses contrasted 

with all other cluster groups in several different ways. The first was with regard to the 

quantitative measure of each individual social network variable (see section 4.2); for all 

these variables, Deep Dive students displayed average values that were either equal to, or 

above, those of all other clusters. These students exhibited as much proportional Spanish 

language use as Language Contract students, as many NSs in their Top 5 contacts as 
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Compartmentalization students, and as much Top 5 Spanish language use as both 

Language Contract and Compartmentalization groups. Meanwhile, Deep Dive students 

reported an average of over twice as many NSs in their social networks compared to any 

other group (nearly three times as many for the DELE analysis), at 7.4 and 7.7 NS 

contacts in the DELE and EIT analyses, respectively. Dispersion for this group, too, was 

roughly double that of all other cluster groups.  

The remarkably high average values of Deep Dive students’ social network 

measures led this group to achieve similarly distinctive marks in their L2 proficiency 

development. For both the DELE and EIT, Deep Dive students displayed average gains 

well above those of any other group, with the degree of this difference reflected in the 

effect sizes for between group contrasts in proficiency gain scores (see Table 20 and 

Table 23). But what most stands out for the Deep Dive group is not any single social 

network variable, or the contrasts, themselves, in average proficiency gains. Instead, what 

is most striking is what these sojourners’ patchwork of social network variables, taken as 

a whole, reveals about the nature of their study abroad experience, and, with regard to 

language learning, the consistency of language development compared to other groups. 

With regard to the nature of their social experience, Deep Dive sojourners’ social 

networks were not concentrated around a central, dense group of NNS peers, as was the 

case for Bubble Abroad, Language Contract, and Compartmentalization groups. Instead, 

these students developed relationships with NS and NNS peers in mostly equal numbers, 

as well as with mostly equal degrees of emotional proximity (intensity) and frequency of 

contact (durability). Figure 18 shows the network of Emily, a student in the Sevilla 

program. 
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Figure 18. Social network graph: Emily (Program = Sevilla; DELE cluster = Deep Dive; EIT cluster = 
Deep Dive; DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = 45) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, Eng-
dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
 
 
 
 As is evident from her social network graph, host family and peer NS 

relationships played a prominent role in Emily’s social experience in Sevilla, 

outnumbering her NNS peer group contacts (even when limiting host family 

representation to two members). Emily lived with a large host family, and she reported 

being most proud of “developing close relationships with all of the members of my host 

family,” including “finally [being able to] understand my two-and-a-half-year-old niece.” 

Two of Emily’s Top 5 contacts were members of her host family (her host parents), and 

through this network Emily was introduced to host siblings’ romantic partners (Marta and 

María), who became integrated into her regular peer group network. Emily also proved 

herself to be highly motivated to socialize in non-host family settings. For instance, she 

reported developing a friendship with a classmate (Manuel) at the Spanish university in 
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Sevilla where she took some of her classes, as well as a close relationship with her 

language exchange partner (María). Despite sometimes feeling “anxious and 

embarrassed” about using her Spanish early on in her sojourn, Emily pushed through, 

stating that she was proud of “making myself speak Spanish without fear…and feeling 

like I can truly communicate who I am and my personality to [my Spanish friends].”  

 Given the focus of the current analysis on quantitative representations of 

sojourner social networks, the depth of qualitative narratives is limited. Nevertheless, 

remarks from sojourners like Emily give a strong indication that the structure of social 

networks, as seen through network graphs and the measure of discrete variables, is 

reflective of the degree to which learners were successful in developing close 

relationships with NS peers and host family members that became a meaningful and 

central part of their social experience abroad. For Deep Dive students, these two 

communities were often heavily mixed, as in the case of Jim (Figure 19).  
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Figure 19. Social network graph: Jim (Program = Mad-IP; DELE cluster = Deep Dive; EIT cluster = Deep 
Dive; DELE diff. = 4; EIT diff. = 20) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, Eng-dom; 
square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
 
 
 
 Jim, a participant in the Madrid Independent Provider program, developed a 

social network that displays not only a high number and proportion of NS peers, but also 

a high degree of integration between NS and NNS peer friend groups. This stands in stark 

contrast to Bubble Abroad, Language Contract, and Compartmentalization social 

networks, where NS networks, to the extent that they were developed at all, were isolated 

from the primary NNS social clusters. Jim reported that his closest friend, Sean, was a 

fellow American peer from his study abroad program; however, while Jim’s one-on-one 

communication with Sean mostly took place in English, together they developed several 

close friend groups with a mix of American and Spanish peers, including a lunch group 

(Sean, Fernando, Juan), free time friend group (Sean, Fernando, Oscar), and a class work 

group (Sean, Alejandra, Tony, Paco, and Roberto).  
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 Several of Jim’s social groups stemmed from relationships that he established 

with Spanish NS peers through direct enroll courses at a local Spanish university in 

Madrid. This was true not only of his class work group, but also his lunch group and his 

free time friend group. Three of Jim’s four spring semester courses were direct 

enrollments at the Spanish university, and while this was a particularly high proportion of 

direct enroll coursework for participants in the present study, it was also a trend among 

Deep Dive sojourners, all of whom were direct enrolled in at least one course at a local 

Spanish university.  

 

 
Figure 20. Social network graph: Lisa (Program = Sevilla; DELE cluster = Deep Dive; EIT cluster = Deep 
Dive; DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = 22) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, Eng-dom; 
square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
 
 
 

For Deep Dive sojourners, relationships with Spanish classmates frequently 

formed an important part of their social experience abroad, whether or not they 
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blossomed into close friend groups that spent time together in their free time. Lisa 

(Figure 20), a student in the Sevilla program, reported that she regularly spent time with 

her Spanish university classmates to work on a project that spanned most of the semester. 

This group, consisting of Raquel, Cristina, Ryan, and Isabel, is another example of an 

integrated NS/NNS social group. Lisa credits this class group, together with her 

relationships with her host family, as the most beneficial parts of her experience for her 

Spanish language development.  

In a separate instance, Lisa’s acquaintance with a Spanish NS classmate, Patricia, 

resulted in Patricia’s incorporation into a free time social group consisting of Lisa’s close 

(NNS) friends from her study abroad program, reinforcing the Spanish language use of 

this group. This was another trend in the Deep Dive cluster group, and is exemplified as 

well by Anne (Figure 21), a sojourner in the Madrid Independent Provider program.  

 

  
Figure 21. Social network graph: Anne (Program = Mad-IP; DELE cluster = Deep Dive; EIT cluster = 
Compartmentalization; DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = 22) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = 
NNS, Eng-dom; square = NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
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Again, beyond a near-equal distribution between NS and NNS contacts, Anne’s 

social network displays a clear interconnectedness between NSs and NNSs within her 

primary social cliques. In Anne’s case, Spanish and English language use appears to have 

been fairly well divided according to the L1 of her contacts. Nevertheless, where network 

structure is concerned, the integration of NS and NNS peers in the same social groups is a 

far cry from the consistent bifurcation displayed by all other social network cluster 

groups.  

 

 
Figure 22. Social network graph: Tyler (Program = Sevilla; DELE cluster = Deep Dive; EIT cluster = NA; 
DELE diff. = 3; EIT diff. = NA) (Graph key: triangle = NNS, Span-dom; circle = NNS, Eng-dom; square = 
NS [HF], Span-dom; diamond = NS [peer], Span-dom)  
 

 

The last Deep Dive sojourner, Tyler (Figure 22), developed a social network 

containing several of the aforementioned characteristic traits of this cluster group. Tyler 
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reported having a primary friend group composed of NNS study program peers (Katie 

and Kayla), a regular school work group of NS and NNS classmates from one of her 

direct enroll classes at a Spanish university in Sevilla (Salvador, Sally, Anabel, Mar), a 

romantic relationship with a free time Spanish NS contact (Jóse), and a successful, 

amicable relationship with a large host family. For Tyler, this pattern was reflected not 

only in above-average language gains, but also in a heighted sense of confidence using 

Spanish. As she put it quite plainly: “Every Spanish speaker I talk to says my Spanish is 

incredible, and I never could have imagined that ever being told to me before coming 

here.” 

With very little variation among them, Deep Dive students displayed integrated 

NS/NNS social networks, with high Spanish language use, in addition to a high presence 

of Spanish NSs with whom these sojourners forged close emotional bonds. To say that 

this pattern stood in contrast with the other social network patterns identified in this 

analysis would be an understatement. In both DELE and EIT cluster analyses, the very 

highest “cut,” or separation clusters, was made between Deep Dive clusters, on one hand, 

and all other clusters, on the other (see dendrograms in Figure 6 and Figure 9). Clearly, as 

well, these groups constituted only a small minority of all participant sojourners in the 

current study, at just 12% (n=5) of the DELE group and 11% (n=3) of the EIT group.  

As has been highlighted several times, for both DELE and EIT analyses Deep 

Dive students display language proficiency gains that are notably above those of Bubble 

Abroad and Language Contract groups. Furthermore, a comparison of the quality and 

structure of social networks among these groups points to a fundamentally different 

social experience between Deep Dive, on one hand, and both Bubble Abroad and 
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Language Contract students, on the other. This fundamental contrast – whereby only 

Deep Dive students developed disperse, integrated NS- and NNS-centered social 

networks – may also point to language learning-related gains that are not fully 

appreciated by language proficiency testing scores. For example, in addition to greater 

overall proficiency gains, Deep Dive students may have simultaneously enjoyed greater 

sociolinguistic and pragmatic development compared to Bubble Abroad and Language 

Contract groups. Language Contract students, though they displayed impressive gains in 

DELE and EIT proficiency scores, were, by definition, exposed to far lesser amounts of 

interaction with host community members and local practices of interaction. In fact, as 

noted previously, qualitative observation of Language Contract students confirmed that 

their (NNS-NNS) peer interaction was most often characterized by a reliance on familiar 

interactional practices, cultural reference, and even English language use and improvised 

code switching. The quality of these interactions, while still leading to notable gains in 

proficiency, stands in stark contrast to the nature of Deep Dive students’ Spanish 

language use in integrated NS and NNS networks. The following section will explore 

possible explanations for this disparity in the patterns of study abroad social experience, 

particularly as it relates to the U.S. study abroad context.  

 

5.5 Influences on study abroad social experience 

 

5.5.1 Initial proficiency 

 Several factors may have influenced the patterns in social network development 

exhibited by participants in the present study. The first to emerge from quantitative 
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results is initial (R1) proficiency, which in the case of the DELE analysis had a 

significant effect on cluster membership. Sojourners with higher R1 DELE scores were 

more likely to develop Language Contract and Deep Dive social networks. The role of 

linguistic competence for the development of social relationships with L2 NSs has been 

noted previously, with the former possibly acting as a pre-requisite for the latter (Benson 

et al., 2012). As observed by Benson et al.:  

 
While measurable language proficiency gains such as increase in vocabulary size 
or improved grammatical competence appear to have no direct impact on identity, 
there may be an indirect impact if enhanced proficiency is connected to 
competencies such as problem-solving, making friends or speaking appropriately 
in varied social situations. (p. 182) 

 
 

It is possible that for the present sojourners linguistic competence facilitated their 

ability to maintain Spanish language use with a high proportion of their friends (in the 

case of the Language Contract group), to develop close emotional bonds with host family 

members or language exchange partners (in the case of the Compartmentalization group), 

or to gain entry into Spanish NS peer social cliques (in the case of Deep Dive students). 

Initial proficiency seems to have exerted the largest influence in determining whether 

students with lower proficiencies maintained English language-dominant Bubble Abroad 

networks or succeeded in establishing Spanish language-dominant Language Contract 

networks; eight of 18 students in the Bubble Abroad DELE cluster started the semester 

with DELE scores under seven, compared to only four of twenty students in the 

Language Contract cluster. As discussed previously, these two network types display a 

remarkably similar structure (dense networks with low dispersion) and composition (high 

proportion of NNSs), differing most notably in language use. It is possible that students 
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with lower level of proficiency at the outset of the semester felt generally less willing or 

able to insist on majority Spanish language use with their peers. 

It is also clear that R1 language proficiency alone cannot account for social 

network cluster membership. First, while a significant effect was found for R1 DELE 

score on cluster membership, no such effect was found in the EIT cluster analysis. In fact, 

EIT cluster groups displayed a remarkable degree of similarity with regard to their initial 

proficiency scores, ranging only from R1 scores of 56.4 (Bubble Abroad) to 59.7 

(Language Contract), out of a maximum possible score of 116. The EIT has previously 

been shown to display high correlations with the SOPI (Bowden, 2016; Ortega et al., 

1999), and may be a more reliable indicator of the present participants’ overall oral/aural 

proficiency than the abbreviated DELE exam used in the analysis. Additionally, for both 

the DELE and EIT cluster groups, there are several examples of high R1 proficiency 

sojourners developing Bubble Abroad social networks, as well as of relatively low R1 

proficiency sojourners developing Language Contract and even Deep Dive social 

networks. Kayla, for example, a member of the Bubble Abroad cluster, obtained R1 

scores of 10 and 60 on the DELE and EIT, respectively, placing her in the upper range of 

participant averages for both of these tests. Conversely, Emily, an Deep Dive sojourner, 

obtained an R1 EIT score (43 points) that was well below the average for both her cluster 

group and all participants together (her DELE score, at 9, was closer to the overall group 

average of 7.9).  

 Regardless of whether or not participants’ proficiency at the outset of their 

semester abroad held some influence over their social network development, proficiency 

level did not appear to greatly restrict sojourners in their social development. For the EIT 
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group (n=27), for instance, based off of the correlation analysis performed by Bowden 

(2016) between the EIT and SOPI, the majority of students began their sojourn with the 

equivalent of ACTFL Intermediate low or mid.27 The ability of many of these sojourners 

to develop robust Spanish language-based social networks, and, in the case of Deep Dive 

students, to substantially integrate NNS study abroad program peer networks with 

Spanish NS peer networks, calls into question the claim that “Intermediate-level learners 

are not full participants in conversations” (Magnan & Back, 2007, p. 56). Intermediate 

language skills, on the ACTFL scale, are indeed often referred to as “survival” language 

skills, the minimum needed to get by in travel situations, operating at the level of 

sentence or connected-sentence discourse. But as has also rightly been pointed out, 

standard characterizations of language proficiency such as the ACTFL OPI may not 

adequately capture the nature of skills practiced and acquired by learners using language 

in naturalistic environments like study abroad (Kinginger, 2009). Clearly, it is the present 

study’s contention that language use in study abroad will yield gains in standard 

measures of language proficiency. Nevertheless, the idea that social development and 

language use in study abroad will translate into gains on standard proficiency measures 

does not imply that those proficiency measures necessarily describe with great accuracy 

what sojourners are capable of doing with their language skills in the development of 

social relationships abroad. Indeed, it would appear that proficiency measures, while 

useful for their ability to track general trajectories in sojourners’ language development, 

                                                       
27 The EIT participant group obtained an average score of 58 (SD=15.7) on the EIT. Of these, 18 (66%) fell 
within one standard deviation from the mean. These participants’ scores ran from 41 to 72 which, 
according to the analysis performed by Bowden (2016), correlate approximately with a range in SOPI 
scores of 1.3 (Intermediate low) to 1.8 (Intermediate high) (the vast majority of the EIT scores in this range 
correlating with Intermediate low and Intermediate mid). Bowden reports an overall correlation between 
EIT and SOPI scores of r = 0.91.  
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are not a fine-grained assessment of what those sojourners will do with their language, or 

how they will do it, during a sojourn abroad.  

 

5.5.2 Motivation and program structure 

 Individual motivation, and the precise kind of motivation exhibited, has long been 

considered an important influence on the language learning process (e.g., Ely, 1986; 

Ramage, 1990) and proficiency development (e.g., Hernández, 2006; Masgoret & 

Gardner, 2003). The level and type of motivation exhibited by L2 learners may play a 

particularly influential role in study abroad language development. For example, 

Hernández (2010) reported a significant relationship between integrative (socially driven) 

motivation and the time that U.S. student sojourners in Spain reported interacting in 

Spanish. Isabell-García (2006) likewise reported a strong interconnectivity among 

motivation for language learning, attitude toward host culture, social network 

development, and language gains in her analysis of U.S. sojourners studying abroad in 

Argentina. As no quantitative measure of motivation was included in the present 

investigation, no formal distinctions can be made between sojourners regarding their 

respective levels or types of motivation, nor can any statistical correlation be described 

between sojourner motivation and social network or linguistic achievement. 

Nevertheless, qualitative data collected through questionnaires and interviews with 

participants allow for some insight.  

The most consistent expression of motivation among participants was in regard to 

a desire to use the Spanish language as much as possible throughout the sojourn. Students 

with Spanish language-dominant social networks, especially, expressed a clear desire to 
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speak only in Spanish, or at least to use Spanish over English in as many situations and 

interactions as possible. These same students were often simultaneously aware of their 

Spanish use as well as critical of their own (in)ability to succeed in this regard as much as 

they may have wanted. As described previously in the case of Alyssa (Toledo), 

frustration was often expressed at the mismatch between an individual’s own motivation 

to use Spanish and what that individual reported as a group tendency against this 

language use in social interactions. Caitlin, a student in the Toledo program and member 

of the Language Contract cluster, expressed this sentiment as well, stating: 

 
In terms of the things that were most detrimental to my Spanish development, I would 
say that my peers at the [U.S. program study center] impeded my ability to speak Spanish 
24/7. Most of the students here were not interested in using Spanish all the time. Granted, 
I have the ability to only use Spanish and could refuse to speak English, but this creates 
an awkward superiority dynamic and feels uncomfortable. 
 
 
Here, the implicit group pressure is against Spanish language use, which may give the 

impression of a “superiority dynamic” in which a sojourner who insists on only speaking 

Spanish with peers risks being interpreted as condescending or judgmental. While Caitlin 

herself was quite successful at translating her motivation into a Spanish-dominant social 

network (she maintained Spanish-dominant language use with 100% of her social 

network contacts), for many students the patterns of language use exhibited by fellow 

sojourners outweighed individual motivation. Here the “obligations” of the social 

network (Milroy, 1980) were acutely felt, as sojourners balanced personal motivations 

with and against social group identity. Individual motivation was often not enough, in 

and of itself, to overcome English language-dominant social group structures that were 

overwhelmingly perceived by sojourners to be the program group norm.  
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 The question remains, then, as to whether any overarching influences made 

certain social network patterns more or less available to sojourners. The present 

investigation was interested, in particular, in the effect of study abroad program structure 

on sojourners’ social experiences, and whether or not certain programs might favor the 

development of certain social network patterns. As has already been noted throughout 

this discussion, the majority of sojourners’ social networks displayed patterns that were, 

at least structurally, quite similar. Leaving aside the question of reported language use or 

registered gains in language proficiency, most sojourners developed networks that were 

dense, composed primarily of a low number of NNS-dominant social groups. The notable 

exception to this trend, of course, is the Deep Dive group, which differs from this 

generalization in every regard. Though Deep Dive students are low in number (DELE 

n=5; EIT n=3), it is noteworthy that they were enrolled in only two of the six study 

abroad programs included in this analysis: Madrid Independent Provider and Sevilla. 

These were the two largest programs in terms of total enrollment (not participation in this 

study), the most de-centralized in their administrative structure, and subsequently the 

least “island-like.” Island programs (Madrid Island, Toledo, and to a slightly lesser 

extent, Granada) were structured in a self-contained fashion, with a host of academic and 

extracurricular support mechanisms provided by a U.S. university-run study center. 

Perhaps most influential in the social network development of the present investigation’s 

sojourners was the site of coursework, which for island participants took place almost 

exclusively in their program’s study centers. For Madrid Island and Toledo students, 

these study centers were both physically isolated and administratively independent from 

host community academic institutions. While students in these programs reported the 
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availability of an option to direct enroll in coursework through local Spanish universities, 

this practice was far less common (only one participant from these two programs did so, 

out of a total of 18 participants). Granada participants (n=4) were enrolled in courses that, 

despite being housed in local Spanish university buildings, were administrated through a 

language center with courses designed for international students for whom Spanish was a 

second language. None of these students enrolled directly into Spanish university 

coursework outside of this language institute.  

 In contrast to island participants, each of the five Deep Dive sojourners took at 

least one “direct enroll” course at a local Spanish university, with full time students of the 

Spanish university system. This coursework resulted in a remarkable amount of social 

opportunity, both through the classes themselves as well as the wider university life in 

which sojourners took part. This was a point of pride for Deep Dive sojourners, who 

described their direct enroll experiences as highly challenging and highly rewarding. Jim 

(Madrid Independent Provider, Deep Dive) credited his direct enroll coursework as being 

the area where he most noticed his Spanish language improvement:   

 
What I noticed the most that I can give as a big benchmark was in the beginning 
in my [direct enroll] classes I was so, like my head hurt after coming home, I’d 
have to concentrate so hard to only get like fifty or sixty percent of what [the 
professor was] saying, and now I get everything…The language isn’t a problem 
anymore it’s just me worrying about the class…I’d say I really noticed that I 
started to now get everything [the professor] was saying like two months in…like 
everything, my head stopped hurting after a month and it wasn’t that bad like it 
wouldn’t be exhausting for me but I maybe still wouldn’t get everything and then 
a month after that I’d say I could understand anything that anyone was saying, it’s 
not a question anymore. 
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 Other students expressed less struggle with in-class work, instead reporting that 

bigger hurdles were faced in regard to the educational system itself. Kristin (Madrid 

Independent Provider, Language Contract [DELE] and Compartmentalization [EIT]), 

commented:  

 
I can understand everything [the professor is] saying, I can comprehend it. 
Sometimes I might miss a few things or he might use too big of a vocabulary 
word but luckily usually it’s close enough to English that I understand it so that 
happens a lot…and I also start to see also how me as a student, how that affects 
the situation…and I asked my professor, like, so how does this work basically, 
because I’m used to the U.S. system of everything being literally told to you 
almost, like you have your syllabus and everything is written out, you don’t really 
have to search for too much, you know exactly what’s going on, versus here in 
Spain it’s just completely different they don’t really tell you directly. 

 
 

The results of this analysis indicate that both program structure and individual 

motivation are critical factors in determining the social network development of 

sojourners. On one hand, program structure exhibits an overarching influence on student 

experience that, in the case of island programs, has the potential to all but prohibit, a 

priori, the kind of complex, host community-integrated social network development 

demonstrated by Deep Dive students. While Deep Dive social networks represented a 

low proportion of all participants, it is remarkable that only two of six study abroad 

programs proved capable of facilitating this level of social development. These two 

programs were decidedly “non-island” in their design. Sojourners in the Madrid 

Independent Provider program, for example, completed all of their coursework through a 

local Spanish university, whether or not that coursework was “direct enroll” (coursework 

designed for fulltime students of that university) or designed specifically for international 

students for whom Spanish is a second language. Of the Madrid Independent Provider 
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participants in the current analysis (n=4), half (n=2) developed Deep Dive networks. The 

Sevilla program shared a similar structure, though for that program students were also 

given the option to take courses housed within a separate study abroad program center (in 

addition to “direct enroll” courses and courses administered at a local Spanish university 

but designed for international students). Of the Sevilla participants in the present study 

(n=16), 19% (n=3) developed Deep Dive social networks.  

The typology of social networks on display in the current results are reflective of 

general trends in the U.S. study abroad landscape, where sojourners’ default option is to 

spend time with NNS program peers (Block, 2007), and where study abroad programs 

themselves have “enjoined [sojourners] to avoid engagement with local host 

communities” (Kinginger, 2010, p. 220). While American study abroad programs have 

long been noted for their tendency to act as home campus replicas (e.g., Kline, 1998), this 

characteristic has become even more salient in recent years, which have seen decreases in 

both average length of sojourn and in the focus of language study in academic 

coursework, as the once popular “junior year abroad” has long since been left to the 

wayside. According to Ogden (2007), these changes have resulted in a fundamentally 

different profile for “typical” study abroad students. These students, “rather than immerse 

themselves into the host community to the extent possible,…embrace the privileges 

afforded to them as short-term guests,” as “learning the local language, developing 

meaningful relationships within the community or exploring the uniqueness of the host 

culture all become relatively less important” (p. 38). Ogden describes a vicious cycle in 

the current U.S. study abroad climate: as changing sojourner expectations exert pressure 

on programs to guarantee the presence of familiar social, academic, and institutional 
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amenities in the mold of the American university system, programs respond in kind with 

flexible program designs that acquiesce to these demands and result in the continued 

expectation of this type of highly catered experience.  

The participants of the present study do not fit neatly into the “colonial student” 

mold described by Ogden (2007), nor indeed into national averages for study abroad 

sojourns.  First, all participants completed sojourns of a full spring academic semester, 

compared to only 30% of U.S. study abroad students nationally (Institute of International 

Education, 2019). Additionally, while only about 5% of all U.S. sojourners are foreign 

language majors, this was true of 39% (n=17) of the present participants (with another 

39% of participants being Spanish minors). Sojourners also self-selected for participation 

in this study, and while they were compensated for this participation it is likely that they 

represent a somewhat more motivated, more language learning-oriented group than their 

non-participant program peers. But while participants themselves generally proved to be 

motivated language learners with an eagerness to meet Spanish peers and engage with the 

host community, the structure of study abroad programs, whether unwittingly or not, 

presented them with significant obstacles. This was true even for Deep Dive students 

enrolled in programs that were, relative to small island programs, de-centralized and 

more oriented toward student independence. One such obstacle was in regard to direct 

enrollment in Spanish university courses, which seems to have been uniformly 

discouraged by program administration. Jim, who took all but one of his courses through 

direct enrollment, stated that he was “strongly advised” against this decision by his 

program (Madrid Independent Provider). 
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In short, it was a challenge for even highly motivated sojourners to overcome the 

implicit expectations and explicit institutional constraints of study abroad programs to 

create a network of social connection with host communities and descend from the 

“colonial veranda” (Ogden, 2007). As one participant, Kristin (Madrid Independent 

Provider), put it: 

 
The fact that we put a lot of effort into branching out…we put so much effort into 
it but even with that we probably don’t have as many Spanish contacts as we wish 
we did…and we are like really putting an effort into it all the time so it makes 
sense that someone who doesn’t put that much effort into it is not going to be able 
to really do it. 

 
 
 For students in all programs, the easiest route was, understandably, to remain 

tethered to the program bubble. It is this same pattern that is reflected through 

measurements of student’s social networks. Importantly, however, this overarching social 

reality did not emerge because of a lack of interest, on the part of sojourners, in 

socializing with host community members, or because sojourners were “oblivious to 

differing cultural patterns of socialization or faced with language barriers too trying to 

overcome” (Ogden, 2007, p. 38). This is not to say that such issues did not exist for the 

present sojourners. But for the 43 sojourners in this investigation, neither insufficient 

cultural awareness nor insufficient language proficiency amounted to a systematic 

inhibitor against integrated social network development. More often than not, sojourners 

voiced a motivation to get to know host community peers and neighbors more intimately, 

as well as a frustration at not being able to do so. When these sojourners remained 

tethered to the program bubble, it was simply because it was the option most readily 

available to them.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1 Outline 

  The conclusion of this dissertation is divided into four parts. First, a summary of 

findings is offered, highlighting the most salient results and discussion points addressed 

in the preceding chapters. The implications of these findings are then addressed in 

relation to the “big picture” of current SLA research, as well as the application of the 

current study’s findings to study abroad curriculum design. This is followed by a 

discussion of this study’s limitations and directions for future research. Finally, some 

concluding thoughts are offered. 

 

6.2 Summary of findings 

 This study has utilized combined L1-L2 personal social network analysis in order 

to gain insight into the social and language learning experiences of 43 U.S.-based 

university study abroad sojourners spending an academic semester in Spain. Results from 

cluster analyses have identified four salient patterns in sojourner social networks. Three 

of these patterns are characterized by dense social networks, which are low in dispersion 

(number of social groups) and are composed primarily of NNS study abroad program 

peers. These three groups differ notably, however, with regard to their use of Spanish. 

While Bubble Abroad students engage in little Spanish language communication, the 

communication of Language Contract students overwhelmingly favors Spanish language 

use. Meanwhile, Compartmentalization students were notable for their use of Spanish 

with a small number of close contacts, who were often NS host family members or 

language partners. Another social network pattern was displayed by a small number of 
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students (n=5 for DELE, n=3 for EIT), and stood in stark contrast to all others. These 

Deep Dive students developed large social networks that included close relationships 

with both NNS and NS contacts, who were often incorporated into the same social 

groups.  

This dissertation has argued for the utility of social network analysis as a means 

of better understanding both language learning and social experience in study abroad. 

While the focus of this study has been on study abroad as it is carried out in the context 

of U.S.-based programming, this level of analysis could be applied to analogous studies 

of other study abroad contexts (see, e.g., Gautier 2019). In the current context, two 

findings are particularly salient. The first is in regard to the role of NNS peers in the L2 

development of sojourners. While previous studies have proposed that TL interaction 

with program peers may be detrimental to L2 development (e.g., Magnan & Back, 2007), 

for participants in the present study this interaction was associated quite clearly with 

gains in L2 Spanish proficiency scores as measured via the DELE and EIT. Language 

Contract students, who reported high rates of Spanish language use in social networks 

that were overwhelmingly populated by NNS peers, obtained average gains on both the 

DELE and the EIT that were more than double those of Bubble Abroad students, who 

reported high levels of English language use in social networks that were likewise 

populated almost exclusively by NNS peers.  

The second main finding of the current study is somewhat less optimistic, namely 

that program structure appeared to most often discourage host community-based 

language learning and social development. While it is hopeful that some (Language 

Contract) students showed impressive L2 proficiency gains via social development that 
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was dependent on NNS peer groups, these students may have missed other opportunities 

for L2 growth, for example in pragmatic and sociolinguistic development that is, by its 

very definition, dependent on interaction with communities of speakers outside of one’s 

own study abroad program bubble. Furthermore, while Language Contract students made 

up a considerable proportion of the present study’s participant group (18 of 43 DELE 

cluster participants; 7 of 27 EIT cluster participants), this distribution was likely not 

representative of the general populace of these participants’ study abroad programs. 

Participants across all cluster groups reported that “everybody” tended to speak English 

in the majority of interactions with their primary social networks outside of the host 

family environment or Spanish language coursework. In the context of U.S. study abroad 

programming as it exists today, this trend is representative of what has been reported 

previously (see, e.g., Kinginger, 2010; Kline, 1998), where in-country program structure 

largely serves to replicate home-country (i.e., U.S.) academic, administrative, and social 

norms. Only a small number of students (Deep Dive groups) broke this social pattern, and 

their ability to do so appeared to be due to both individual motivation and program 

structure. Regarding the latter, these students were, without exception, enrolled in de-

centralized non-island programs through which they participated in “direct enroll” 

Spanish university coursework as part of their academic course load.  

The following section will address the implications of the above findings for SLA 

and study abroad research, and study abroad curriculum design.   
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6.3 Implications 

 The last several decades have produced an abundance of research into the nature 

of language learning and intercultural development for university students engaged in 

study abroad. One of the primary missions of this research has been to expose the 

inherent complexity of this learning context, in part by challenging, through empirical 

analysis, the decidedly unempirical popular belief that study abroad amounts to a 

language and culture learning cure-all. Taguchi and Collentine (2018) refer to this issue 

as the “access premise,” which study abroad SLA research must address both through 

time-on-task measures (e.g., the LCP) as well as the study of the individual psychological 

and cognitive factors that mediate them. Much important work has been achieved by 

qualitative studies that have highlighted the variable nature not just of learning outcomes 

in study abroad, but of the study abroad experience itself (e.g., Kinginger, 2008; Shively, 

2011; see Chapter 2). It is in this area, too, that social network analysis has most 

frequently been applied to study abroad SLA research. That is, social network analysis 

has largely accompanied qualitative analyses, as a tool to help illustrate narrative 

accounts of sojourners’ dynamic social relationships with host community members (e.g., 

Dewey, Ring, Gardner, & Belnap, 2013; Isabelli-García, 2006).  

 Study abroad SLA research has had less success in testing the validity of the 

“access premise” of study abroad folklore through large-scale characterizations of study 

abroad experiences (Taguchi & Collentine, 2018). The most widely applied tool for 

measuring L2 interaction in study abroad, the LCP, has proved insufficient in this 

endeavor, due to levels of internal consistency that may invalidate its use altogether (see 

Fernández & Gates Tapia, 2016). To date, only a few studies have utilized social network 
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analysis as a means to characterize the entirety of sojourner social experience in study 

abroad (e.g., Gautier, 2019; Mitchell et al., 2017). Nevertheless, its use in a range of other 

academic disciplines has confirmed its utility, and its potential for use in study abroad 

SLA is increasingly noted by researchers (see Taguchi & Collentine, 2018). Taguchi and 

Collentine point out that while there are so far no ready-made social network analysis 

instruments for SLA, such development “should extrapolate data points from SLA social 

theories and [social network analysis] fundamentals” (p. 563), and would ideally 

corroborate survey data with qualitative analyses via follow-up interviews with 

sojourners. 

 While the current study has been limited in its ability to perform a truly mixed-

methods analysis of social and linguistic development in study abroad, it has developed 

and tested a ready-made instrument capable of simultaneously accounting for a variety of 

variables representative of sojourners’ socially-bound experience in study abroad. These 

variables move beyond the measurement of time-on-task, instead accounting for more 

detailed aspects of social relationships that may – and, judging from the present results, 

do – have consequences for language learning (e.g., emotional intensity, network 

dispersion). This tool may be applied to the study of any number of variables relating to 

linguistic or intercultural development in study abroad. Furthermore, the application of 

social network analysis in this environment need not be bound to a particular theoretical 

framework. To this end, Coleman (2015) notes the following: 

 
Whether we accept a cognitive-interactional or sociocultural theoretical basis for 
second or foreign language acquisition, we agree on the crucial role played by 
intensive, frequent, meaningful interactions in the target language…If students 
enhance their proficiency in the target language by eating, drinking and sleeping 
French (or Spanish, or Japanese, or Arabic), i.e. through the immersion which 
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underpins the whole notion of residence abroad, then no literature review is 
required in order to justify the obvious research questions: Who do they eat with? 
Who do they drink with? Who do they sleep with? (p. 34, emphasis in original) 
 

 Coleman (2015) observes that there is a “patent absurdity” to attempts to 

reference “the” study abroad context, as if such a context could be generalized with any 

degree of accuracy. The key to the framework for any application of social network 

analysis to investigations into study abroad, then, is that it be capable of identifying 

systematic inter-sojourner variability. In other words, it is critical that we find a way to 

characterize the whole of a given sojourner’s experience abroad, thus allowing for (with 

large enough numbers) an examination of patterns between learners and groups of 

learners.  

With the above goal in mind, the method of social network analysis used in the 

present investigation is, of course, not the only option available. Coleman (2015), for 

example, proposes a model that represents study abroad social networks as concentric 

circles. According to this model, sojourners’ social experience can be predicted to follow 

a general pattern whereby the locus of social activity shifts from interaction with co-

nationals (represented by the innermost circle), to interaction with “other outsiders” (non-

co-national, non-host community members), and finally to locals of the host community: 

 
Students begin by socialising with co-nationals. With time and motivation they 
add other non-locals to their social circles. If circumstances (including sojourn 
duration) permit and their own motivations, attitudes, actions and initiatives 
allow, they can additionally include locals. One circle does not replace another; 
rather, the process is additive, with the circle broadening during the sojourn. The 
circles represent progression of friendships rather than intensity…and are not 
mutually exclusive…In social network terms, uniplex ties become multiplex, first 
order become second-order, dense networks in the inner or middle circles become 
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spare networks (with thinner links) in the middle or outer networks, which 
themselves become denser (p. 44). 

 

 In regard to socialization into host community networks, this framing of social 

network development recalls the application used by Isabelli-García (2006) to describe 

the process by which sojourners – at varying rates and with varying degrees of “success” 

–  accumulated social capital in the host community. In contrast with Isabelli-García’s 

application, however, Coleman’s model of concentric circles proposes a greater 

acknowledgement of entire personal networks, through a recognition of the central role 

played by co-national social networks (especially in the early stages of a sojourn).  

 If we consider a 12- to 15-week semester to be a short period of time in terms of 

social development, then the concentric circles model could be applied to characterize the 

progression – or lack thereof – of sojourners’ social network development in the present 

study. In line with the prediction that early stages of social network development will be 

dominated by co-national social dependency, the vast majority of participants exhibited 

social networks that were dominated by co-nationals and contained only very few host 

community contacts. Expressed in terms of the analysis performed by this investigation, 

sojourner’s social networks strongly favored the development of a small number of dense 

NNS-dominant social cliques, regardless of the primary language of communication (this 

was the structural pattern of Bubble Abroad, Language Contract, and 

Compartmentalization groups). We might predict that, with more time, sojourners’ social 

networks would continue to evolve, expanding to include increasing numbers of “other 

outsider” and “local” contacts. Indeed, Gautier (2019) reported a movement away from 

dense co-national networks in a longitudinal study of American sojourners studying 
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abroad for an academic year in France. It may have been the case that the non-Deep Dive 

sojourners in the present study simply did not have enough time to expand their social 

networks beyond the dense co-national cliques developed early on in the semester.  

 While the present investigation can only speculate on what would have been 

sojourners’ social network development over the course of an extended stay abroad (i.e., 

beyond a single semester), the results speak directly to the state of affairs of U.S. 

contemporary study abroad program design, and offer a glimpse into how this design 

affects both language learning and social development abroad. As has been addressed 

previously (see Chapter 5), program structure appears to have played a heavy hand in 

sojourners’ short-term social development. Notwithstanding any potential long-term 

linear trends toward host community integration (e.g., as proposed by the concentric 

circles model), some participants clearly faced higher barriers of entry than others from 

the start of the sojourn. Most notably, not a single participant from an “island” program 

developed the immersive, NS-NNS integrated network of Deep Dive sojourners.  

While the tendency of U.S. study abroad programs to favor insular, controlled 

environments is deeply rooted and longstanding (Gore, 2005; Kline, 1998), the results of 

the present study suggest that certain meaningful curricular changes can be made to 

enhance host community engagement and language learning. From a structural 

standpoint, social network development was least constrained to NNS-dominant social 

circles in larger, de-centralized programs; sojourners enrolled in such programs were far 

more likely to take coursework with students from outside of their own study abroad peer 

group. Even in cases where sojourners from these programs (e.g., Madrid-IP, Sevilla) 

took only courses designed for international students, such courses were administered 
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through local universities and not through physically isolated study abroad program 

centers. This provided opportunities for social engagement with a larger number of age 

peers, including international age peers with whom communication may take place either 

in English or Spanish (the “other outsiders” in Coleman’s concentric circles model). 

Programs would do well to encourage a mix of enrollment options for students, thus 

providing a means of social expansion – beyond the immediate home group – that is 

baked into the very structure of experience. Ideally, this would also include “direct 

enroll” options in which sojourners are enrolled in university coursework alongside 

degree-seeking host community peers. This was a primary motor of social network 

development for Deep Dive sojourners, yet it is also an option that seems to have been 

universally discouraged by program administration (even in the case of larger, more de-

centralized programs). Program administrators should consider the value of direct enroll 

coursework for students, both social and academic. To overcome the barrier of entry 

presented by sojourner TL proficiency, modified grading standards or pass/fail 

enrollment options could be explored, to the extent possible in a given context.  

 Beyond the application to curriculum design, a consideration of program structure 

as central to linguistic development and host community engagement in study abroad 

carries methodological implications for quantitative SLA research in study abroad. The 

“patent absurdity” (Coleman, 2015) of lumping all of study abroad experience into one 

category has long been noted, and this acknowledgement has led SLA study abroad 

research away from purely quantitative analysis into qualitative explorations of individual 

student experiences. Referring to the research that has emerged from this evolution, 

Kinginger (2011) notes the following: 
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This research clearly demonstrates that language learning in study abroad is a 
dialogic and situated affair whose success depends on not only the attributes and 
intentions of the student but also the ways in which the student is received within 
his or her host community. A student who is mindful of his or her role as a 
peripheral participant (Lave & Wenger, 1991); who actively seeks access to 
learning opportunities; and who is welcomed as a person of consequence, worthy 
of the hosts’ time and nurture, is likely to succeed (p. 60).  

 

 One of the consequences that this line of research has had is to reveal the 

impossibility – or at least the grave inadequacy – of simplistic comparisons of the 

linguistic effects of “at home” and “study abroad” environments. There is no doubt that 

the complexity and variability of study abroad experiences is due to, among other factors, 

both the intentions of sojourners as well as the ways in which those sojourners are 

received in host communities. In addition, the results of the present study highlight 

another inherent reality of study abroad experiences, namely that of large-scale 

differences between groups of learners due – at least in part – to broad characteristics of 

program design. These results also demonstrate that, whether and to what degree 

individual contrasts in linguistic outcomes are due to program design or personal 

characteristics (e.g., motivation, intercultural competence, language proficiency, etc.), 

individual experiences can nevertheless be seen to fit broader social patterns and trends. 

For future SLA research in study abroad, quantitative analysis should again be viewed as 

a viable methodological approach, though only insofar as it seeks to account for these 

social patterns and program characteristics, and to pair these considerations with 

qualitative narrative accounts from sojourners and host community members.  
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6.4 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

 Some limitations to the current analysis should be noted. First, while all efforts 

were made to obtain an eclectic group of sojourner participants, the final participant 

group was, of necessity, self-selected. As has been noted previously, this likely resulted 

in a participant group that was not entirely representative of the respective study abroad 

programs. Participants were in all likelihood more motivated with regard to Spanish 

language learning than many of their non-participant peers, and indeed this was 

expressed by many of the participants directly. If future studies were able to include 

whole study abroad program participant groups, a more reliable representation could be 

given of what the predominant social network patterns produced by a particular program 

are. The inclusion of whole programs would also make possible additional types of social 

network analysis. In line with previous applications of social network analysis to 

linguistics and SLA, the present study has relied on personal network analysis (see 

section 2.6), describing the social networks of individuals separately and not of the study 

abroad group in its entirety. A whole network application of social network analysis to 

study abroad would provide greater insight into how the effects of social obligations are 

felt more widely, especially if analyzed longitudinally via multiple data collection points 

throughout the sojourn.  

Whether focusing on personal network analysis or whole network analysis, future 

studies would also benefit from the inclusion of a wider and more complex range of 

social network variables than those used in the present analysis, such as measures of 

centrality that would highlight the differing levels of influence exerted by particular 

individuals in a network (see, e.g., Gautier, 2019). Given how strongly language 
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proficiency gains in the present study were related to language use with NNS peers, it 

would also be wise to collect more information on the language proficiency of 

participants’ interlocutors. Sojourners may show greater proficiency gains, for example, 

in the event that the NNS peers with whom they engage in L2 communication possess 

relatively greater L2 proficiency. Future social network questionnaires could include 

questions regarding respondents’ perception of their interlocutors’ language level, as well 

as questions related to their interlocutors’ desire to use the L2.   

 In addition to an expansion of social network analysis itself, future studies would 

benefit from the greater inclusion of learner background information in the analysis. The 

present analysis did not take into consideration questions of gender, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic background, or other social variables that may affect sojourners’ 

experiences abroad in a variety of ways. More generally, these considerations could be 

incorporated into a mixed-methods study that supplemented quantitative social network 

analysis with a range of qualitative measures. Qualitative analysis could include regular 

interviews with participants, as well as with members of their social circles. Given the 

importance of program structure in the results of the present analysis, it would also be 

helpful to interview program administration and to account for their perspective on 

sojourner opportunities for social engagement abroad.  

Whether through a quantitative, qualitative, or mix-methods approach, it would be 

especially important for future studies to measure various aspects relating to sojourners’ 

motivation. The limited qualitative data gathered in this study has suggested that 

motivation likely played an important role in influencing sojourners’ language use and 

social network development, and these relationships should be explored more formally as 
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part of future social network analyses. Other factors could likewise be considered as 

potentially impactful for social network development. For example, previous studies have 

suggested the possibility of a relationship between intercultural competence and social 

network development (Taguchi, 2014). Further examination of measures of intercultural 

and pragmatic competence could be incorporated into quantitative approaches to social 

network analyses such as the one utilized in the present study.   

 Finally, the present study was rather limited in its measurement of language 

development, focusing only on two measures of L2 proficiency. Given the relative 

novelty of research applying social network analysis to the quantitative measure of 

language development in study abroad, any number of areas could be investigated. 

Perhaps most pertinent to the context of study abroad, and in response to the issue of 

ecological validity emerging from the inability of traditional measures to capture the 

interactive language development thought to benefit from study abroad (Kinginger, 

2009), special attention should be given to naturalistic language use. Recordings of 

sojourners’ interactions with the members of their social networks could be utilized to 

gain insight into areas such as sociolinguistic change (see, e.g., Gautier & Chevrot, 2015) 

and interactional competence (see, e.g., Shively, 2015).  

 

6.5 Final thoughts 

 The 25 years since the publication of Barbara Freed’s volume Second Language 

Acquisition in a Study Abroad Context have seen a proliferation of research performed on 

that same topic. Throughout that time, however, the question of how to reliably 

characterize language learning in study abroad at a level of analysis beyond close 
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qualitative study has remained elusive. This is due in no small part to the complex social 

relationships within which language learning occurs, and upon which language learning 

depends. The present investigation has endeavored to shed some light on the shape that 

these experiences take when viewed from above, through the application of social 

network analysis. 

 The examination of sojourners’ social network patterns has provided insight into 

motors of L2 development that tend to be overlooked in discussions of the benefits of 

study abroad for SLA. Most notably, the participants of this study quite clearly benefitted 

from L2 social interaction, even if that interaction took place almost exclusively with 

fellow NNS program peers. This is encouraging, and an important example of the 

potential benefits of study abroad for language learning in areas other than host family or 

language partner interaction, transactional service encounters, or academic coursework. 

Compounding this finding is another. For students who did not maintain regular L2 

communication with their NNS peers, the influence of limited NS relationships (i.e., host 

family stays, language exchange partners) on L2 development was more modest. For 

many participants in the current study, as for those reported on in previous studies, this 

was often the full extent of the L2-based social development available to them.  

 The value of study abroad lies in much more than a numerical score of language 

proficiency. While it is encouraging to see that motivated students exhibited remarkable 

L2 use and L2 gains in NNS peer-dominant social networks, the finding that this network 

type prevails over all others drives home what has long been described as the nature of 

U.S. study abroad programming, namely that it acts as a conduit for the replication of 

domestic (U.S.) institutional, academic, and social norms. For the current participants, 
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this likely impeded L2 language development in a number of ways, and more importantly 

hindered their ability to develop the kinds of social relationships with new and different 

groups and perspectives that are so often touted as the essence of the study abroad 

experience, and which many participants expressed a clear desire for. Clearly, too, the 

situation is not a hopeless one, thanks in large part to sojourners themselves. Indeed, in 

spite of what has been reported as the rise of a “colonial” student profile (Ogden, 2007), 

most sojourners proved to be motivated and hopeful, traits which for a small group shone 

through especially brightly in rich social and linguistic experience.  
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A: Background questionnaire 
 
 

 
Study Abroad Background Questionnaire 

 
 
Q1 What is your name? (please include first and last name) 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q2 What is your age? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q10 What is your current academic year? 

o Freshman  (1)  

o Sophomore  (2)  

o Junior  (3)  

o Senior  (4)  

o Continuing education or other  (5)  
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Q11 Which of the following best applies to you? 

o I am a Spanish major  (1)  

o I am a Spanish minor  (2)  

o I am not a Spanish major/minor and I do not plan to be one  (3)  

o I am not a Spanish major/minor but I may become one in the future  (4)  
 
 

 
Q3 What is your native language?  

o English  (1)  

o Spanish  (2)  

o English and Spanish  (3)  

o Neither English nor Spanish  (4)  

o English and another language  (5)  

o Spanish and another language  (6)  
 
 

 
Q4 What language do you speak at home (in the United States)? 

o English  (1)  

o Spanish  (2)  

o English and Spanish  (3)  

o Neither English nor Spanish  (4)  

o English and another language  (5)  

o Spanish and another language  (6)  
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Q5 If you have listed speaking another language in addition to English and/or Spanish in 
the above questions, please indicate which language(s) and a brief explanation.   

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q6 Have you ever been on vacation to a Spanish speaking country? 

o No  (1)  

o Yes, for 1 week or less  (2)  

o Yes, for 2-4 weeks total  (3)  

o Yes, for more than 4 weeks total  (4)  
 
 

 
Q7 Have you ever studied abroad in a Spanish speaking country? (prior to your current 
experience)  

o No  (1)  

o Yes, for 2-4 weeks  (2)  

o Yes, for 5-8 weeks  (3)  

o Yes, for one full semester  (4)  

o Yes, for two full semesters  (5)  

o Yes, for more than two full semesters  (6)  
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Q8 Please check any of the following immersion school contexts that you have been 
enrolled in: 

▢ Grades 1-5 elementary school immersion school  (1)  

▢ Grades 6-8 middle school immersion  (2)  

▢ Grades 9-12 high school immersion  (3)  
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Q9 Please check any of the following grades for which you were enrolled in Spanish 
class at school (non-immersion): 

▢ 1st grade  (1)  

▢ 2nd grade  (2)  

▢ 3rd grade  (3)  

▢ 4th grade  (4)  

▢ 5th grade  (5)  

▢ 6th grade  (6)  

▢ 7th grade  (7)  

▢ 8th grade  (8)  

▢ 9th grade  (9)  

▢ 10th grade  (10)  

▢ 11th grade  (11)  

▢ 12th grade  (12)  

▢ University: freshman year, fall semester  (13)  

▢ University: freshman year, spring semester  (14)  

▢ University: sophomore year, fall semester  (15)  

▢ University: sophomore year, spring semester  (16)  

▢ University: junior year, fall semester  (17)  
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▢ University: junior year, spring semester  (18)  

▢ University: senior year, fall semester  (19)  

▢ University: senior year, spring semester  (20)  
 
 

 
Q12 Which Spanish course were you enrolled in during the fall 2018 semester? If 
possible, please list the full name and number of the course (for example, "SPAN3107W 
- Introduction to Spanish Linguistics") (this information is likely listed on your unofficial 
academic transcript). If you do not know the name/number of the course, please describe 
the course to the best of your ability. If you did not take any Spanish course during the 
fall 2018 semester, please describe the most recent Spanish course that you have taken, 
and when this was. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q13 Where are you currently studying abroad? 

o Madrid  (1)  

o Toledo  (2)  

o Granada  (3)  

o Sevilla  (4)  
 
 

 
Q15 In which language are (or will) your academic courses conducted while in Spain? 

o Spanish  (1)  

o English  (2)  

o Some are in Spanish, others are in English  (3)  
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Q16 Which of the following best describes where you take (or plan to take) your 
academic courses? 

o At a center associated with my study abroad program, with other non-Spanish 
students  (1)  

o At the local Spanish university  (2)  

o In both of the above contexts  (3)  

o Other  (4)  
 
End of Block: Default Question Block 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B: Exit questionnaire  

 
Q30 What is your name? (please include first and last name) 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q32 What is your gender? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Q31 What is your current living situation? 

o Host family 

o Dormitory or apartment with other Americans 

o Dormitory or apartment with international peers 

o Other 
 
 
 
Q39 Did your living situation change over the course of the semester? If yes, please 
specify how and when your living situation changed. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Block 2 

 
Start of Block: Reflecting back... 
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Q33 You have had about 12 weekends since we met for the first round of activities. How 
many of those weekends have you spent traveling <u>internationally (outside of 
Spain)</u>? 

o 1 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 

o 10 

o 11 

o 12 
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Q34 You have had about 12 weekends since we met for the first round of activities. How 
many of those weekends have you spent traveling <u>in Spain (outside of your study 
abroad location)</u>? 

o 1 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 

o 10 

o 11 

o 12 
 
 
 
Q35 Did you participate in an internship, volunteer program, or other related activity 
(e.g., teaching English classes) while in Spain? If yes, please provide a brief description 
of what this was (e.g., where you worked/volunteered, what you did there, etc.).  

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q40 About how much time did you spend at your internship/volunteer/job per week?   

o 1-5 hours 

o 6-10 hours 

o 11-15 hours 

o More than 15 hours 
 
 
 
Q36 How much of the time did you spend speaking Spanish at your 
internship/volunteer/job? 

o Always 

o Most of the time 

o About half the time 

o Sometimes 

o Never 
 
 
 
Q41 Reflecting back on the semester, what things do you think were most beneficial to 
your Spanish development during your time here? What things were most detrimental to 
it?  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q42 Reflecting back on the semester, what were the most important parts of the 
experience for you? (This can be related to language learning or not). Are there things 
that you are especially proud of? Are there things that you wish you had done 
differently?  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Social Network Abroad Questionnaire (SNAQ) 
 

 
Social Network Abroad Questionnaire 

 
Q42 What is your name? Please include your first and last name. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Personal information 

 

Start of Block: Lists of contacts 

 
Q43 In the following questionnaire you will be asked about the people that you spend 
time during your study abroad in Spain. The first part of the questionnaire will ask you to 
simply list the names of the people that you have contact with in Spain, according to the 
context from which you know them (e.g., school, host family, free time, etc.). The 
following sections will ask you more specific information about these people. 
 
 
As indicated in the questions, you should include all people that you have regular contact 
with, whether casual acquaintances  or close friends. It does not matter if these are people 
from your study abroad program, host family members, Spanish friends that you have 
met while abroad, etc. In the first section, when you are listing your contacts, it might be 
useful to copy the names into a Word document at the same time that you add them to the 
survey, as you will need to refer to these names later.  
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to fill this out in as much detail as possible. If you have 
any questions or doubts about how to complete the survey, please feel free to email me at 
straw055@umn.edu.  
 
 

 
Q1 Please list all of the people from SCHOOL/CLASS that you have some form of 
regular contact with. These people can be either casual acquaintances or close friends, but 
should be people that you have met more than once or can otherwise reasonably describe 
as someone that you interact with on a regular basis. 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q2 Please list all of the people from your ORGANIZED FREE TIME that you have some 
form of regular contact with. This includes things like clubs or regular extracurricular 
activities that you participate in that are organized in some way (e.g., sports teams, yoga 
class, language exchanges, book club, etc). Again, these should be people that you 
interact with on a somewhat regular basis.  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q3 Please list all of the people from your UNORGANIZED FREE TIME that you have 
some form of regular contact with. These can be people that you do any number of 
activities with in your free time (e.g., walking, getting a drink, going out with groups of 
friends, watching television or movies, etc).  Again, these people can be either casual 
acquaintances or close friends, but should be people that you have met more than once or 
can otherwise reasonably describe as someone that you interact with on a regular basis. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q4 Please list all of the people from your LIVING SITUATION that you have some form 
of regular contact with. These can be any people that you live with and that you see on a 
regular basis in this environment. 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q7 Please list any additional individuals that were not included in the previous questions 
but that you have regular contact with. Again, these people can be either casual 
acquaintances or close friends, but should be people that you have met more than once or 
can otherwise reasonably describe as someone that you interact with on a regular basis.  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Lists of contacts 

 

Start of Block: Social groups 

 
Q71 In this section, you will identify which of your contacts know each other and how 
they know each other by grouping them together according to where they should know 
each other from. Each survey question number in this section (free responses) will 
represent a different social group. For each question, first type in the context that you 
associate this group with (e.g., host family, hiking club, movie group, friend group, etc.). 
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Then, list any contacts that belong in this group (referring back to the first part of the 
survey as necessary.  
 
 
Please make sure you include each contact in ALL social networks of which you consider 
him or her a part. For example, let's say one of your groups consists of your host family, 
and another group consists of friends that you go to the movies with every Wednesday. If 
your host sibling (member of the "host family" group) also goes to the movies with you 
every week, then she/he should be included in BOTH groups. Include as many groups as 
necessary, and once you are finished simply leave the remaining boxes blank and move 
on to the next section.  
 
 

 
Q81 Group 1:  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q82 Group 2:  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q83 Group 3:  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q84 Group 4:  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q85 Group 5:  

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q86 Group 6: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q44 Group 7: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q45 Group 8: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q46 Group 9: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q47 If you have more than 9 social groups, please list remaining information here:  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Social groups 

 

Start of Block: Information by contact (#1) 

 
Q87 You will now answer a series of short questions on each of the contacts that you 
listed in the first part of the questionnaire. You will do this for ONCE FOR EACH 
CONTACT listed.  You can refer to your contact lists as needed by hitting the "back" 
arrow located at the bottom of this page, then returning to the current page. You may also 
wish to copy and paste the names of the previously listed contacts in another window for 
easy access.  
 
 
You will most likely find that there are more sets of questions for contacts than there are 
contacts in your list. Once you finish recording information for ALL of your contacts, 
simply hit the forward arrow button at the bottom of the page to skip to the end of the 
survey.  
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[REPEATED X25] 
 
Q33 Name of contact: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q34 What is this person's gender? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary/third gender  (3)  
 
 

 
Q35 In which context did you originally meet this person? (choose one) 

o School  (1)  

o Organized free time activity  (2)  

o Unorganized free time activity  (3)  

o Living situation  (4)  

o Other  (5)  
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Q36 In which of these contexts do you interact with this person? Check all that apply (use 
"cmd+click" to select multiple options) 

▢ School  (1)  

▢ Organized free time activity  (2)  

▢ Unorganized free time activity  (3)  

▢ Living situation  (4)  

▢ Other  (5)  
 
 

 
Q37 What is this person's nationality? (choose one) 

o American  (1)  

o Spanish  (2)  

o Other (native English-speaking)  (3)  

o Other (native Spanish-speaking)  (4)  

o Other (not listed)  (5)  
 
 

 
Q38 How often do you interact with this person (in person)?  

o Every day  (1)  

o Several times a week  (2)  

o a couple of times a week  (3)  

o a few times a month  (4)  

o a couple times a month  (5)  
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Q39 At each (in person) encounter, about how much time do you typically spend with 
this person? 

o a few minutes  (1)  

o 15-30 minutes  (2)  

o 1-2 hours  (3)  

o several hours or more  (4)  
 
 

 
Q40 When you are with this person, what language do you typically speak? 

o 90-100% English  (1)  

o About 75% English and 25% Spanish  (2)  

o About 50% English and 50% Spanish  (3)  

o About 75% Spanish and 25% English  (4)  

o 90-100% Spanish  (5)  

o Other  (6)  
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Q48 How would you characterize this person's English language ability?   

o Native English speaker  (1)  

o Extremely good English ability  (2)  

o Very good English ability  (3)  

o Pretty good English ability  (4)  

o Low/minimal English ability  (5)  

o Unknown  (6)  
 
 

 
Q49 How often do you communicate with this person via text (WhatsApp, SMS, 
Facebook Messenger, etc)? 

o Every day  (1)  

o Several times a week  (2)  

o a couple of times a week  (3)  

o a few times a month  (4)  

o a couple of times a month  (5)  
 
 

 
Q50 When you text with this person, what language do you and this person typically use? 

o 90-100% English  (1)  

o About 75% English and 25% Spanish  (2)  

o About 50% English and 50% Spanish  (3)  

o About 75% Spanish and 25% English  (4)  

o Other  (5)  
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Q41 Please indicate your level of friendship with this person, ranging from mere 
acquaintance to very close friend/confidant. Note that in terms of communication, level 
of friendship ranges from engaging in occasional friendly exchanges (low on the scale) to 
sharing one’s deepest feelings or asking for advice regarding personal challenges (high 
on the scale).  Refer to the diagram below to help interpret this range.   
  
  

o 1 (Acquaintance)  (1)  

o 2  (2)  

o 3  (3)  

o 4  (4)  

o 5  (5)  

o 6  (6)  

o 7  (7)  

o 8                            (very close friend/confidant)  (8)  
 
End of Block: Information by contact (#1) 

 
 

 

Appendix D: Elicited imitation task (adapted from Ortega, 2000) 
 
1. Quiero cortarme el pelo (7 syllables) 
 
2. El libro está en la mesa (7 syllables)  
 
3. El coche lo tiene Pedro (8 syllables) 
 
4. Él se ducha cada mañana (9 syllables) 
 
5. ¿Qué dice usted que va a hacer hoy? (9 syllables) 
 
6. Dudo que sepa conducir muy bien (10 syllables) 
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7. Las calles de esta ciudad son muy anchas (11 syllables) 
 
8. Puede que llueva mañana todo el día (12 syllables) 
 
9. Las casas son muy bonitas pero caras (12 syllables) 
 
10. Me gustan las películas que acaban bien (12 syllables) 
 
11. Después de cenar me fui a dormir tranquilo (13 syllables) 
 
12. El chico con el que yo salgo es español (13 syllables) 
 
13. Quiero una casa en la que vivan mis animales (14 syllables) 
 
14. A vosotros os fascinan las fiestas grandiosas (14 syllables) 
 
15. Ella ha terminado de pintar su apartamento (14 syllables) 
 
16. El niño al que se le murió el gato está triste (14 syllables) 
 
17. Ella sólo bebe cerveza y no come nada (15 syllables) 
 
18. Me gustaría que el precio de las casas bajara (15 syllables) 
 
19. Cruza a la izquierda y después sigue todo derecho (15 syllables) 
 
20. Me gustaría que empezara a hacer más calor pronto (15 syllables) 
 
21. Una amiga mía cuida a los niños de mi vecino (16 syllables) 
 
22. El gato que era negro fue perseguido por el perro (16 syllables) 
 
23. Antes de poder salir él tiene que limpiar su cuarto (16 syllables) 
 
24. La cantidad de personas que fuman ha disminuido (17 syllables) 
 
25. Después de llegar a casa del trabajo tomé la cena (17 syllables) 
 
26. El ladrón al que cogió la policía era famoso (17 syllables) 
 
27. Le pedí a un amigo que me ayudara con la tarea (16 syllables) 
 
28. El examen no fue tan difícil como me habían dicho (17 syllables) 
 
29. ¿Serías tan amable de darme el libro que está en la mesa? (17 syllables) 
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30. Me pregunto si el tren de las ocho habrá llegado ya o no (17 syllables) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E: EIT scoring protocol  
 
 
The below criteria are from Ortega (2000). Examples are from the present study. 

 

Criteria Examples 
 

Score 0 descriptor 
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Garbled (unintelligible, usually 
transcribed as XXX) 

 

Minimal repetition, then item abandoned 
- Only one word repeated 
- Only one content word plus 

function word(s) 
- Only function word(s) repeated 
- Only one or two content words out 

of order plus extraneous words that 
weren’t in the original stimulus 

- XXX el cucha (item 4) 
- XXXX muy bien (item 6) 
- Puedo X mañana todavía 

 
Score 1 descriptor 

When only about half of idea units are 
represented in the string but a lot of 
important information in the original 
stimulus is left out; sometimes the 
resulting meaning is unrelated (or 
opposed) to stimulus 

- Después la cenar me fui XXXX 
(item 11) 

- Ella terminaba pintó (item 15) 
- Me gustaría ir a las casas mañana 

(ítem 18) 

Or when string doesn’t in itself constitute 
a self-standing sentence with some 
(related or not to stimulus) meaning. This 
may happen when only two of three 
content words are repeated and no 
grammatical relation between them is 
attempted. 

- Puedo que hoy mañana todo el día 
(item 8) 

 

 
Score 2 descriptor 

When content of string preserves at least 
more than half of the idea units in the 
original stimulus; string is meaningful, 
and the meaning is close or related to 
original, but it departs from it in some 
slight changes in content, which makes 
content inexact, incomplete, or 
ambiguous. 

- Me gustaría que empieza hacer 
más calor temprano (item 20) 

- Una de mi amigas cuida los niños 
cuando cena (item 21) 

 
Score 3 descriptor 

Original, complete meaning is preserved 
as in the stimulus. Strings which are 
ungrammatical can get a 3 score, as long 

- Ella sólo bebe cerveza no come 
nada (item 17) 
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as exact meaning is preserved. Some 
synonymous substitutions are acceptable:  

- Anything with or without muy 
(“very”) should be considered 
synonymous 

- Substitutions of y (“and”) or pero 
(“but”) are acceptable 

- Antes de pueda salir él tiene que 
limpiar su cuarto (item 23) 

Changes in grammar that don’t affect 
meaning should be scored as 3. 
(Ambiguous changes in grammar that 
could be interpreted as meaning changes 
from a NS perspective should be scored as 
2. That is, as a general principle in case of 
doubt about whether meaning has changed 
or not, score 2.) 

 

 
Score 4 descriptor 

Exact repetition: String matches stimulus 
exactly. Both form and meaning are 
correct without exception or doubt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix F: Proficiency testing and cluster analysis results, by participant 
 

Name Program 
R1 
DELE 

DELE 
Diff 

DELE 
Cluster 

R1 
EIT 

EIT 
Diff 

EIT 
Cluster 

Michelle Granada 5 1 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Summer Granada 5 3 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 
Brittney Granada 7 3 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 
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Monica Granada 9 -2 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 

Megan Mad-II 6 0 
Bubble 
Abroad 55 -9 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Anne Mad-IP 11 3 Deep Dive 70 22 Compart. 

Jim Mad-IP 7 4 Deep Dive 67 20 
Deep 
Dive 

Kristin Mad-IP 8 -1 Lang. Con. 58 18 Compart. 
Jason Mad-IP 9 3 Lang. Con. 62 15 Compart. 

Kayla Mad-Is 10 1 
Bubble 
Abroad 60 10 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Ricky Mad-Is 9 4 Lang. Con. 79 11 
Bubble 
Abroad 

Alison Mad-Is 10 0 Lang. Con. 58 25 
Lang. 
Con. 

Chrissy Mad-Is 10 4 Lang. Con. 62 36 
Lang. 
Con. 

Mandy Mad-Is 10 2 Lang. Con. 68 17 
Lang. 
Con. 

Veronica Mad-Is 11 3 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 

Emily Sevilla 9 3 Deep Dive 41 45 
Deep 
Dive 

Lisa Sevilla 12 3 Deep Dive 70 22 
Deep 
Dive 

Tyler Sevilla 9 3 Deep Dive NA NA NA 

Reanna Sevilla 4 -1 
Bubble 
Abroad 36 14 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Rose Sevilla 7 1 
Bubble 
Abroad 35 21 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Rachel Sevilla 9 -1 
Bubble 
Abroad 52 25 Compart. 

Dorie Sevilla 5 3 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Kristy Sevilla 7 0 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Natalie Sevilla 7 1 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Stephanie Sevilla 8 -1 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Katherine Sevilla 9 -1 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Leslie Sevilla 9 0 
Bubble 
Abroad NA NA NA 

Tina Sevilla 7 5 Lang. Con. 72 10 Compart. 
Joy Sevilla 6 3 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 
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Ashley Sevilla 8 1 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 
Shawn Sevilla 9 3 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 

Cecily Toledo 5 7 
Bubble 
Abroad 63 13 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Anita Toledo 7 -1 
Bubble 
Abroad 46 12 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Carol Toledo 11 4 
Bubble 
Abroad 77 5 

Bubble 
Abroad 

Mara Toledo 3 3 
Bubble 
Abroad 31 13 Compart. 

Hillary Toledo 5 2 
Bubble 
Abroad 48 11 Compart. 

Jill Toledo 6 2 
Bubble 
Abroad 35 19 Compart. 

Blake Toledo 4 4 Lang. Con. 26 27 
Lang. 
Con. 

Caitlin Toledo 6 8 Lang. Con. 79 13 
Lang. 
Con. 

Larissa Toledo 7 3 Lang. Con. 65 15 
Lang. 
Con. 

Joey Toledo 10 0 Lang. Con. 60 16 
Lang. 
Con. 

Alyssa Toledo 12 3 Lang. Con. 81 13 Compart. 
Jeff Toledo 12 2 Lang. Con. NA NA NA 
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