BI/MULTILINGUAL INFORMATION RETRIEVAL BY SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN AN ACADEMIC CONTEXT


   1
BI/MULTILINGUAL INFORMATION RETRIEVAL BY SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN AN ACADEMIC CONTEXT












Bi/Multilingual Information Retrieval by Second Language Learners in an Academic Context
Magdalena Petko
University of Hawai’i at Mānoa
















Bi/Multilingual Information Retrieval by Second Language Learners in an Academic Context
Abstract 

    In recent years, digital cataloging and advances in technology have made the retrieval of information in multiple languages more feasible for learners and teachers with bi/multilingual backgrounds alike. This study investigates the use of multi/bilingual information retrieval by second language users in an academic context in regards to language choice when conducting research for foreign language (FL) classes. FL students were recruited from the University of Hawai’i located in Oahu, Hawai’i. A total of 14 (N=14) students completed an anonymous web-based survey through a link that was forwarded to students by their FL professors. Findings indicate that students used multiple languages for information retrieval. Language proficiency, which was based on students’ skill perception in the FL,  correlated with the use of the target language when entering search terms. Additionally, results indicated that the nature of assignments in terms of familiarity and types of assignment outputs influenced the information retrieval behavior of more proficient FL learners.
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Introduction
    In our globalized world in which technology provides ever developing options to connect us to other people and communities, and with rapidly evolving resources that are a “mouse-click” away, spontaneous and planned research appear to be ordinary occurrences. Conducting research for class projects such as oral presentations and papers is an integral part of foreign language (FL) classes in an academic setting. Digital cataloging and advances in technology have made the retrieval of information in multiple languages more feasible for learners and teachers with bi/multilingual backgrounds alike. As a consequence, one would hypothesize that students utilize all the languages they know, including their first language (L1), for information retrieval in FL classes. In my current study, I use a web-based anonymous survey, whose link was sent by FL professors to students in the foreign language department at the University of Hawaiʻi, to investigate the use of multi/bilingual information retrieval by second language learners in an academic context. Findings could support and affect the use of bi/multilingual research in foreign language (FL) classrooms, FL teaching practice, and library source management.
Negative Perception of Translanguaging in Foreign Language Teaching
    The culprit of information retrieval in two or multiple languages for FL classes is the controversial discussion if and how much L1 should be used in an FL context. Some theories and teaching methodologies, such as the Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theory and the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach, suggest a “target language only” approach for the FL classroom. These approaches consider the utilization of the students’ native language (L1) to teach or learn a foreign language as a setback (Moore, 2013). As a consequence, teachers in FL classes often emphasize the use of the target language (TL). Feeling the pressure to teach their students’ in a context of limited language exposure, many instructors advise their pupils to sideline their native language for explicit use of the TL, even during the information retrieval process. Canagarajah (2011) suggests that some FL teachers view the deliberate but also the unintentional use of a students’ first language (L1) in the meaning making process, which can be referred to as translanguaging, more as an obstacle to language learning than an asset, and thus convey this inhibitive perspective to their students. As a result, students in foreign language classrooms are likely to secretly use translanguaging while looking for information or trying to grasp meaning (Canagarajah, 2011).
Positive Aspects of Translanguaging in Foreign Language Teaching
    On the contrary, a growing number of researchers in the field of applied linguistics argue that the use of L1 in the FL classroom should become the norm and even be promoted instead of being ostracized. Moore (2013) mentions that the foundation for this perspective is the goal of a multilingual student instead of a student that is an L1 speaker of an L2, in other words, someone who has “compartmentalized two languages” (Cook, 2001).
    Many researchers have investigated the interplay between a person’s available languages in the meaning-making process. Cummins, for example, formulated in the common underlying proficiency model that bi/multilingual learners’ language systems connect in a combined fundamental unit that learners can access to develop knowledge in all their languages (as cited in Garcia &Sylvan, 2011). Later, Baker described translanguaging as “the process of meaning making, shaping experiences, gaining understanding and knowledge through the use of two languages” (as cited in Garcia &Wei, 2014). Garcia and Wei (2014) furthered Baker’s description by adding a layer of cultural complexity to translanguaging which functions as a key component in students’ identity development.
    According to Hornberger, being able to draw from the full linguistic repertoire to make meaning by using all languages a student knows, amplifies learning rather than repressing it (as cited in Garcia, 2014; Lewis, Jones &Baker, 2012). As a consequence, Bourguet’s (2006) claim for instituting “a list of enabling technologies and related areas of research” using translanguaging to help minority language children also needs to be extended to education in FL classrooms as well. Following Garcia’s (2011) lead that “translanguaging refers to pedagogical practices that use bilingualism as resource, rather than ignore it or receive it as a problem” (cited in Celic&Selzer, 2013) and underscoring the idea that translanguaging is a facilitator in the meaning making process, students in FL classes should be encouraged to use their L1 when retrieving information from the internet’s common search engines and library databases. 
Translanguaging in Information Retrieval
    In general, translanguaging and information retrieval behavior have not received as much attention in FL classrooms as in bilingual education classrooms. Nzomo, Ajiferuke, Vaughan and McKenzie (2016) found in a study about multilingual information retrieval and use with a focus on the perceptions and practices of bi/multilingual English as a Second Language (ESL) students that many ESL students used English as their primary language for research in electronic databases. Moreover, they discovered that the language choice was not based on language ability but the nature of the assignment (Nzomo et al., 2016). A different study by Pavón Vázquez and Ramos Ordóñez (2018) contradicts Nzomo et al’s view as their results show that students in a Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) classroom used their L1 more for research when less proficient in the FL. 
    Moore (2013) explored the interpersonal use of L1 in student centered task-based learning in preparation for an oral presentation in an L2 context and found that students L1 use declined throughout the preparation phase of their peer research project that was leading up to an oral presentation. 
    Few researchers have focused on FL classrooms and the information retrieval phase per se that has a limited interpersonal aspect because oral communication is not always necessary during this phase. This study attempts to narrow the process of meaning making to the information retrieval phase in preparation for presentations in FL classrooms. The Internet and library databases have become accessible tools for a growing number of college students in the US. Since most colleges and universities offer FL classes to their students or even require students to take FL classes, students’ information retrieval behaviors in the form of language choice move into focus. The target group of this study consists of students at the University of Hawaii who study foreign languages and have reached an intermediate or advanced level of FL proficiency. Since the use of L1 in the FL context is still controversial, but a growing influence of research suggests that L1 use is supportive in the meaning making process, this study investigates the research question to what extent college-level students enrolled in foreign language classes use their native language/s to retrieve information when researching for these classes? 
More specifically, the study explores:
 1. Do college-level students enrolled in foreign language classes use their native language/s to retrieve information for class work? 
2.   What factors are influencing the extent that college-level students use their native languages/s to retrieve information? 
The former generates the sub-questions whether:
a) the production outcome (written report/ oral presentation) and/ or 
b) the familiarity of a topic (familiar/unfamiliar), and/or 
c) language ability affects students’ language choice in information retrieval. 
Methods

Participants

A number of 14 college-level students (N=14) voluntarily took an anonymous, web-based survey that was dispensed via google survey. The survey was posted between November 2 and November 18, 2018. After receiving permission from the department chair of one of the foreign language departments of the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa in Honolulu, Hawaiʻi, the author sent a link to the web-based survey to four FL instructors/professors who forwarded the link to the survey to the FL students enrolled in their FL classes. Instructors forwarded the link to ensure the confidentiality of students’ email addresses within class/instructor boundaries. 
The survey targeted FL learners from intermediate and advanced level classes. By clicking the URL that was embedded in the instructor’s email, the students were guided to the google survey. According to the course schedule, 49 students were enrolled in intermediate and advanced level classes in this department. 14 students submitted their responses ensuing a response rate of 35%. The respondents included eight males and six female participants of which ten (71%) reported to be seniors and four (29%) reported to be juniors. Their ages ranged between 18-35 years with ten (71%) people reporting to be in the 18-25 year age range and four (29%) self-reporting an age between 26-35 years. 
 Participants’ academic backgrounds were plentiful with the largest number (5) of participants listing Biology as their major field of study. Other students listed Economics (3), German (2), History (1), Communications (1), and Music (1) as their major fields of studies. All students reported English as their native language with three exceptions who were bilinguals of English/German (1), English/Indonesian (1), and English/ Japanese (1). With no exception, all participants were or are currently enrolled in German language classes.
Survey
The survey (Appendix A) contained a brief introductory statement ensuring students of the anonymity of the survey and indicating the purpose and motivation of the survey. The statement was followed by 25 question items of which the first gathered information about participants’ demographics including participants’ university standing, gender, age, major, and native language/s. The items that followed explored general computer-based information retrieval behavior in regards to frequency of participants’ internet use, utilization of different types of search engines, university database use, and language choices. The last items explored more specific use of Internet resources and library databases in the context of FL classes targeting responses about the use of their available languages in percent for different outputs (oral/written) and diverse topics (familiar/unfamiliar).
Results 
According to the survey data, all students (n=14) documented English as their native language (NL) (two students reported native like knowledge in another language) and primary language of instructions. All participants used the Internet daily for various purposes such as emails, shopping, social media, research, checking current news, finance, and phone calls. All students recorded to use another language in their Internet searches. More specifically, all students used German as an additional resource in their Internet searches and two students reported the use of a third language (Indonesian, Japanese) as well. 
Students from three different classes (FL 410, FL 304, FL 301) submitted their responses with a majority of 12 (86%) attending 300-level classes and only two attending 400-level classes. Participants were asked to indicate their proficiency in the language of their FL class, which will be referred to as the target language (TL) throughout the result and discussion section. Regardless of the levels indicated by the course number of their FL class (FL 410, FL 304, FL 301), seven students (50%) self-reported good proficiency and seven students (50%) reported average proficiency in the TL, as can be seen in 
figure 1.
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Figure.1 Self-reported proficiency in FL 


When asked to report their use of library databases of their university library, 13 students indicated using the library database regularly, mostly using databases such as OneSearch, which was used by the majority, but also JSTOR, EbscoHost, and Proquest. Only one participant documented no use of the library databases. Seven students (50%) reported that they had used library databases for more than six years while six students (43%) submitted a use for 4-6 years. Most of the students had received information about the university library databases from their class instructors (12), the librarian (8), or from the library website (4). 
Investigating students’ language choice in their search terms when researching for their FL class projects revealed that 8 students (57%) used the TL of the foreign language classroom, and 6 students (43%) used their native language (NL), which happened to be English for all participants. Distinguishing between the percentage scores of the group of students with self-reported good proficiency (GP) and the group with average proficiency (AP), six students (86%) with good proficiency reported to use the TL in their search terms while only two students (33 %) out of the group of average proficient learners reported doing so, as documented in figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Search term language and proficiency

Students stated that most Internet searches led to results in the language of the search term that was used for information retrieval. Only two students listed getting their results in another language.
The average percentage of information retrieval in the native language (NL) for class projects by all students was 51%. The average calculated for the two different groups of learners revealed that the NL was used at an average of 46% by the GP group in comparison to 56% in the AP group. Findings asking for more specific reports on language choice in information retrieval for oral and written projects showed that the  overall mean for students’ NL use was 47% for oral presentation research, and 42% for written output research. More specifically, the NL was utilized at an average of 41% by the GP group for oral presentation research and 27% for written output information retrieval. For the AP group this resulted in 54% for oral presentation research and 58% for written output research. All of this data can be seen in figure 3. 
Lastly, the study investigated the extent of NL use for researching familiar or unfamiliar topics in the foreign language classroom context. Overall, students used the NL at an average of 42% for familiar and 56% for unfamiliar topic research. The group of GP students used their NL at an average of 30% for familiar topic research and 47% for unfamiliar topics. The group of AP students reported using the NL at an average of 54% for familiar and 65% for unfamiliar topics, as shown in table 1.

	Table 1. Average use of NL in FL classroom research in %

	FL Learner
	Use of NL
	Use of TL
	Oral Output
	Written Output
	Familiar Topic
	Unfamiliar Topic

	Good Proficiency
	46
	54
	41
	27
	30
	47

	 
Average Proficiency
	 
56
	 
44
	 
54
	 
58
	 
54
	 
65

	 
All
	 
51
	 
49
	 
47
	 
42
	 
42
	 
56


 



Independent Samples T-Test measures indicated for most constellations of group sample analysis no significant values. The only evidence for a significant difference between two sample groups was a T-Test result comparing the scores of the written output for students with good proficiency and average proficiency (p=0.019).

Discussion
The current study focuses on investigating bi/multilingual information retrieval behavior of second language learners in an academic setting in regard to their language choices. Researchers, such as Moore (2013), have pointed out that the foundation for this is the perspective of a multilingual student rather than a student who has “compartmentalized two languages” (Cook, 2001). By looking at students’ language choices in information retrieval, this study indicates that students in foreign language classes become confident multilinguals instead of compartmentalized monolinguals of two languages. As the results point out, participants enrolled in FL classes use both the TL and their NL, here English, for online research. 
The information retrieval phase of class research can be seen as the stage of meaning making for the student. Translanguaging, as described by Garcia and Wei (2014), is the process of building knowledge and making meaning through the use of multiple languages. Participants of this study showed that they used all of their languages (English 51%/ TL 49%) to create meaning and retrieve information to be used in their FL classes. These numbers indicate that students find it helpful to use all available resources for class projects. 
Furthermore, this study shows a correlation between self-reported proficiency in the TL and students’ language choices in their search terms. As figure 2 shows, the group of students with higher proficiency in the TL used the TL more often (86%) in their search terms than the group of students with average proficiency (33%). In other words, they were less likely to use their NL for research. Since the language choice in their search terms related to the language in which students received their results, the study indicates that less proficient learners need more language support from their native language to gain an understanding of their research than more proficient learners. These findings side with  Pavón Vázquez and Ramos Ordóñez’ (2018) research that pointed out that students use their NL more for research when less proficient in the FL. On the other hand, the current study’s results diverge from Nzomo et al.,’s (2016) findings that stated no relationship between the language ability and language choice and pointed to a connection between the nature of the assignment and language choice. 
While the overall percentages of TL and NL use in information retrieval do not point out a statistical significant difference in language choice in regards to the nature of the assignment in terms of familiarity or the output, the analysis of the data for the more proficient learner lead to the conclusion that the familiarity of the topic and the type of output had an impact on the language choices of more proficient students. The average percentage of TL use for written outputs (27%) was 14% lower than the average for oral output and 17% lower for familiar topics than unfamiliar topics. These results indicate that the nature of the assignment in regard to the familiarity of topics and the format of the output play a role in the information retrieval behavior of more proficient students. Furthermore, even though not statistically significant enough to backup certain claims, there are tendencies in the data that show that familiarity and output could indeed be relevant if there would be a larger amount of data available.
The study shows that students are aware of the resources that they can utilize in their search for information. Most of them used the Internet and library databases for their research and showed interest in using all their available languages for research. The results back up the importance from a student’s perspective of utilizing all of their available languages to shape their ideas and gain knowledge. In the teaching context, this indicates that FL instructors should be aware of student’s use of their NL to make meaning and gather knowledge. Going a step further, the findings suggest that the use of  students’ NL should be incorporated into the information retrieval and research phase of projects instead of being discouraged.
Future research and limitations:

While the study might not be generalizable because of its small sample size, there are tendencies that could be further investigated in larger scale studies in the future which could potentially include FL students from different FL departments (e.g. European, Asian languages etc.). Furthermore, a clear distinction between proficiency and use of the target language could not clearly be made using the class level as an objective since only a few students from the higher-level classes (400-level) submitted responses. Instead of using the level of the class as an indicator for proficiency (300 level =intermediate; 400 level =advanced) the author had to rely on the students’ own perception of proficiency in their foreign language to compare participants’ foreign language use to their proficiency level. Additional investigation of the impact of translanguaging throughout the information retrieval phase on the quality of the output could be another lead for future research.
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