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This article compares recent topical and methodological trends in second language 

research published in two domestic (English Teaching and Modern English Education) 

and two international journals (Language Learning and The Modern Language 

Journal) from 2007 to 2012. The journals were selected in consideration of the extent 

to which the area of language teaching and learning is given prominence, impact 

factors at the time of data collection, and comparability in the total number of articles 

during the period. A total of 867 articles were analyzed by two raters cooperatively in 

terms of data collection/analysis methods, target language skills, and research themes. 

Results reveal that there has been a significant change in domestic research over the 

past six years when compared to surveys before 2007. Overall, with some emerging 

region-specific issues and orientations, researchers in Korea seem to have embraced a 

greater diversity of topics and methods that are comparable to the international trends. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This study surveys contemporary trends of research in second language acqms1t1on 

(SLA) through a comparative analysis of data-based articles in two Korean journals 

' Preliminary findings of this paper were presented at the 2013 Korea Association of Teachers of 
English SIG (Special Interest Groups) Conference, January 2013, Daegu. We would like to thank 
Byung-Kyoo Ahn, Jin-Wan Kim, and three anonymous reviewers of the earlier version of this 
paper for their comments and suggestions. 
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(English Teaching and Modern English Education) and two international journals 

published in the United States (Language Learning and The Modern Language Journal) . 

The goal is to identify the main issues in and the transitions of research from 2007 to 2012. 

Since the late 1900s, empirical and theoretical research on second language (L2) 

teaching has been expanding both in quality and quantity, resulting in an increasing 

number of publications in journals, books, and conferences specializing in SLA. Over the 

last two decades, this growth has been particularly distinctive not just in terms of the 

number of publications but also in their methodological rigor and sophistication. Many 

works have attempted to explain the general properties underlying SLA. At the same time, 

research problems differ from region to region as they are situated in reference to the 

specific goals for which they are implemented. The emerging interest in region-specific 

aspects of SLA has prompted researchers to explore diverse teaching and learning contexts. 

For instance, Language Teaching, one of the leading journals in the field, devoted a special 

issue in 2011 to the review of research concerning teaching practices in varying regions. 

Given the growing number of studies conducted in different countries, it appears to be 

timely to overview the past progress and future needs in research topics and methodologies 

from a local-international comparative perspective. 

Although synthesizing previous studies in retro- or prospective viewpoints is now a 

usual practice in the field (e.g., Lee, 2005; Ryu & Hwang, 2010; Seong & Nam, 2010; Yoo, 

2006), there have been few reviews in the same line as the present one - comparisons of 

research between domestic and international journals; to the best of our search, there were 

only five: Kim, 2000, 2004, 2006; Lee, 2008; Rhoo, 2011. Especially, Kim has pioneered 

this line of research in an effort to catch up with the world trends of the field and, in so 

doing, to project the future directions of English teaching in Korea. He identified four 

developmental stages of TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) research in 

Korea: Beginning Stage (1965-1974), Experimental Stage (1975-1984), Developmental 

Stage I (1985-1994), Developmental Stage II (1995-2005). According to him, it was not 

until the mid- l 980s that English education in Korea had emerged as an independent 

discipline with firsthand data-based research in standard format having begun to appear at 

regular intervals. Developmental Stage I was characterized as the advancement of 

empirical and experimental studies in the guise of positivism, leaving gradually apart from 

the preceding stage when documents consisted predominantly of theories and reviews of 

literature. The second developmental stage featured the advent of several periodicals 

concerning foreign language teaching and of various research themes including task-based 

language teaching, corpus/genre analysis, program evaluation, critical pedagogy, critical 

discourse analysis, learner development, teacher variables, and so on, which has enlarged 
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the horizon of inquiry pursued by the field. 1 Despite this fast-paced progression, the 

previous studies have invariably raised concerns about methodological practices in Korea, 

warranting further ongoing investigation. Kim (2004, 2006) pointed out that the majority 

of studies published in Korea were still quantitative, primarily descriptive, and less 

interpretive or ideological. The present study is largely motivated by this observation and 

sets out to update and expand upon the earlier surveys. 

Our research question is whether and to what extent methods and themes in SLA 

research have changed in recent years. The purpose is not only to better understand 

contemporary trends in the field but to inform future research practices. Articles published 

in four domestic and international journals since 2007 were collected and examined in 

terms of three coding schemes: data collection and analysis, target language skills, and 

research themes. It is worth noting, however, that the classification of studies based on a 

set of categories does not mean that an article falls clearly into one single category. Many 

studies are expected to touch upon more than one issue at the same time, for SLA research 

is essentially in a symbiotic relationship with enormously complex and multifaceted issues 

pertaining to human learning. 

2. METHODOLOGICAL TRENDS IN SLA 

The field of SLA has arisen from efforts to understand how L2 learners acquire the 

target language in natural or instructional settings so as to incorporate the findings into the 

practice of teaching. The development of the field can be traced back from descriptive 

studies of problem areas for L2 learners, contrastive and error analysis in the l 950s- l 970s, 

evolving towards a focus on products, processes, and contexts of acquisition from the 

1980s onwards. Advances in relevant disciplines such as linguistics and psychology have 

also brought new knowledge that bears on the issues in SLA. Researchers have continued 

to investigate the traditional subcomponents in language (i.e., phonology, morphology, 

syntax, semantics, and pragmatics) along with the development of language skills and 

intercultural competence. The effect of the context of learning has bred studies on such 

areas as immersion programs, bilingual education, study abroad, use of technology, and 

1 Quite the same progress was also observed in other Asian countries as well. For instance, in a 
review of over two thousand articles published in Chinese and international journals from 1978 to 
1997, Gao, Li, & LU (200 I) reported that trends in research methods have been changing from 
personal experience --> realism --> relativism in ontology, subjective reportism --> objective 
positivism --> interactive constructivism in epistemology, and anecdotal --> quantitative --> 

qualitative in methodology. Stapleton's (2013) analysis of the trends in 30 years of Japanese 
Association of Language Teachers conferences also revealed that the increased number of research 
had manifested a growing preference for qualitative methods. 
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classroom discourse. Moreover, the recognition of the learner as an individual with a 

variety of backgrounds, needs, and aptitudes has inspired researchers to look into the effect 

of motivation, anxiety, and students' perspectives on their learning experience. Although 

we are still far from a complete understanding of the factors and processes that influence 

language learning, the ever growing volume of research has steadily added to our 

knowledge of the intricate interplay of variables that may inhibit or enhance the task of 

learning an L2. Given the large contextual and thematic scope of current SLA research as 

well as space restrictions, it would be unwieldy to encompass the topical trends of research 

in this section. Therefore, what follows mainly focuses on some marked methodological 

trends in recent years. 

In the beginning, the study of SLA was dominated by a single broad approach dubbed 

cognitivism (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; Ritchie & Bhatia, 1996). 2 However, 

alternative intellectual resources have blossomed in the 1990s, including Vygotskian 

sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 1994), second language identity and socialization (Duff, 

1995; Norton, 1997), conversation analysis (Markee, 1994, 2000), usage-based associative 

learning theories (Ellis, 1996, 1998; Larsen-Freeman, 1997), and sociocognitive 

approaches to SLA (Atkinson, 2002), extending the constructs and methodologies of SLA. 

Most of these theories oriented towards social explanations of SLA phenomena from 

interpretive qualitative perspectives, and challenged cognitivism as the core approach for 

L2 research. This epistemological and methodological proliferation is what Block (2003) 

characterized as "the social tum" (recited from Ortega, 2012). 

Examination of the literature reveals a substantial broadening of the methodology 

adopted for current research in SLA. In her seminal assessment, Lazaraton (1995) 

commented that although the number of qualitative data-based articles published in major 

journals in the early 1990s was small, the prospects for qualitative research were promising 

(see also Cumming, 1994). A decade later, introducing a special issue of The Modern 

Language Journal on methodology, epistemology, and ethics in research, Magnan (2005) 

observed that "our discipline now embraces a variety of qualitative methods as accepted, or 

even preferred, methods of inquiry" (p. 315). Surveys of current research lend some 

support to this view (e.g., Gao, Li, & Lil, 2001; Holliday, 2007; Lazaraton, 2002, 2005; 

Richards, 2003, 2009). In a review of the contents of Language Learning, The Modern 

Language Journal, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, and TESOL Quarterly from 

1991 to 1997, Lazaraton (2002) found that l 0% of the data-based articles used qualitative 

approaches. In the extended survey up to 2001, this figure had risen to 14%, with the 

proportion of qualitative studies reaching 40% in TESOL Quarterly (Lazaraton, 2005). Gao 

2 See Atkinson (2011) for a refined definition of "cognitivism" and its central doctrines m 
comparison with other schools. 
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et al. (2001) compared China and the west in terms of methodological trends, covering the 

years 1978-1997. Reviewing four western journals, they noted a shift toward the 

qualitative direction, saying that "from the mid- l 990s, the percentage of qualitative studies 

has been approaching that of quantitative studies" (p. 7). This reflects that qualitative 

methods have been challenging quantitative methods as the only favorable form of L2 

research. 

More recently, Benson, Chik, Gao, Huang, and Wang (2009) reported on a survey of 

qualitative data-based articles published in 10 major journals between 1997 and 2006. The 

survey revealed that 477 (22% of the total) articles had appeared in the 10 journals over 

this period and that the year-by-year totals were relatively stable over the 10-year period of 

the survey. Martynychev's (2010) survey of the studies published in nine North American 

journals during 2002-2008 revealed that of the 636 research articles 406 (64%) used 

quantitative research design, 177 (28%) used qualitative research design, and 53 (8%) used 

mixed research design. This shows an evident increase of qualitative and mixed studies and 

the decrease of quantitative studies in 2002-2008, as compared to Lazaraton (2005) who 

reviewed the same journals in 1991-2001. More subtle or advanced issues such as different 

paradigms within the qualitative tradition and the combination of quantitative and 

qualitative techniques have also attracted research interest. Methodological eclecticism, 

rather than adherence to established traditions, is now the dominant characteristic in our 

field (Domyei, 2007; Mackey & Gass, 2012; Motha, 2009). 

Nevertheless, there has also been a growing skepticism about the range of problems 

SLA research is required to cover. Seidlhofer (2004) contends that the field has been 

plagued by self-doubt, identity crises, and the fear of fragmentation since very early on in 

its history. The major reason for the uncertainty lies in the fact that the discipline itself 

encompasses such a multitude of subject matters. "What is the merit of the co-existence of 

various cognitively-oriented, quantitative, positivist work, on the one hand, and socially

oriented, qualitative, post-structuralist work, on the other? Can ontological and 

epistemological diversity be feasible or would it be better off if the research communities 

unite to one methodology over the others?" (Ortega, 2012, pp. 206-207). Also related to 

this, SLA lacks its own standards for carrying out and reporting on research (Oswald & 

Plonsky, 2010; Plonsky & Gass, 2011). In his historical review of classroom-based 

research over the entire twentieth century in The Modern Language Journal, Chaudron 

(2001) provided a critical discussion of methodological shortcomings such as low or 

unreported estimates of instrument reliability, poor experimental design, uncontrolled 

intervening variables, etc. 

As the tension between quantitative and qualitative methods has been heightened, many 

scholars and practitioners also express more and more uncertainty about the findings of 

current research. Serious doubts have arisen over the educational relevance and social 
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accountability of the findings abstracted by the varied manipulation and analysis of data 

(Clarke, 1994; Edge, 1989; Ellis, 2012; Sarangi & Candlin, 2003). One may argue that 

unlike applied linguistics, SLA research need not be practically relevant, hence it can be 

regarded as a separate, theoretically-inspired, field of inquiry (e.g., Widdowson, 2006). 

However, research is principally a practical part of our daily lives. In order for the 

enterprise to be successful in the long run, it should emphasize real world problems and the 

means of resolving them. It is thus conceivable that the following areas have received 

increasing attention in recent years: action research, ethnographic descriptions of 

classroom interactions, the critical appraisal of previous and current work, ethical issues in 

teaching and assessment, and the role of applied disciplines in mediating between research 

and practice (Silva & Leki, 2004). What is crucial is that methodological diversity per se is 

not sufficient for the development of the field and that methods that are practitioner

friendly could better bridge the (ever widening) gap between academic and pragmatic 

practices. 

Lastly, what would the future of SLA studies be? DeKeyser (2010), the former editor of 

Language Learning, remarked in a special issue of The Modern Language Journal on the 

publishing trends in applied linguistics journals: 

It seems to me that a bifurcation is taking place in the field between, on the one 

hand, ever more tightly controlled psycholinguistic experiments and ever more 

sophisticated statistical analyses and, on the other hand, qualitative research that 

uses neither experimental treatments nor inferential statistics. Regardless of one's 

individual preferences for one or the other, one cannot fail to observe that if this 

trend continues, SLA research will be absorbed completely into 

psycholinguistics or cognitive psychology, on the one hand, and anthropology or 

sociology, on the other hand. Not only would this be worrisome from the point 

of view of those who have a vested interest in the field of SLA, it would also be 

regrettable for those who take the term "applied linguistics" seriously, as neither 

the extreme laboratory nor the extreme qualitative approaches have much to say 

that is both generalizable and of direct interest to language teachers and learners. 

(p. 647) 

Similarly, Cook (2005) has considered three possible scenanos for the future 

development of the field. The first involves the continuation of the present paradigms. That 

is, practitioners will avoid major debates by keeping incommensurate approaches detached 

and differences hidden through the use of general (hence, fuzzy) definitions. The second 

scenario is the possibility that one of the sides in the debate will win over the others. 

Because all the competing views are held by scholars who have committed their careers to 
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advocating and promoting these views, such a development seems unlikely. The third 

possibility is that scholars will pay increasing attention to their differences of opinion so 

that the divisions deepen to the point of divergence. Accordingly, scholars with radically 

new views of language and communication will become the representatives of divergent 

schools of thought. With this concern in mind, Ellis (2008), in the introduction of his 

second edition of The Study of Second Language Acquisition, notes that "whereas in the 

1994 edition I expressed concern over whether SLA would survive as a coherent field of 

study, today I am more prepared to acknowledge that this may not be important and that 

diversity of approach and controversy constitutes signs of the fie ld's vigour" (p. xxii). 

Ortega (2012) also shares the view saying "epistemological diversity is a disciplinary 

reality that is here to say and it is a good thing" (p. 206). While controversy exists 

regarding the boundaries and orientations of SLA research, it appears that the current 

dialectic is being used to improve the scientific base of the discipline. 

3. METHOD 

3. 1. The Scope of the Study 

To delimit the scope of the present review, we decided to use four major journals 

aforementioned which were accessible through the university library subscriptions to full

text databases. Articles published in these journals were filtered through peer-review 

processes. The selection of journals for the survey was determined in consideration of three 

factors: the extent to which they cover and give prominence to language teaching and 

learning, impact factors at the time of data collection, and comparability in terms of the 

total number of articles during the period (all the journals under investigation are 

quarterlies).3 We tried to reveal the diversity of the literature that has appeared in these 

journals, so as to point to marked changes, if any, in the current research, and to guide 

future researchers in planning their own investigations. 

Since we decided to use only four journals (English Teaching, Modern English 

Education, Language Learning and The Modern Language Journal), the scope is 

admittedly limited. Besides, our analysis of articles is cursory in that it gives only a broad 

3 A recent survey conducted by Richards (2009) found that most of the leading journals fall roughly 
into two groups in terms of the extent to which they feature papers involving qualitative 
methodology: those where qualitative papers take up less than I 0% (e.g., International Review of 
Applied Linguistics, Language Learning, English/or Specific Purposes, ELT Journal) and those in 
which one fifth or around a quarter of the papers are qualitative (e.g., The Modern Language 
Journal, Applied Linguistics, TESOL Quarterly, Language Teaching Research). Accordingly, we 
chose one from each group. 
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depiction of the studies. We did not attempt to critique or summarize the findings reported. 

Undertaking a detailed content-level comparison would be possible only if the coverage 

were both confined and sufficient enough to assess any specific claims. It would require 

referencing a much broader range ofresearch drawn from other sources. Lastly, though the 

selected journals are among the most widely recognized ones, whether they are truly 

representative of SLA research can be a matter for debate. Therefore, we can make no 

greater claim than that this selection is a reasonable starting point which allows only a 

fleeting glimpse at the transitions of the field. All this notwithstanding, this article will help 

readers to be in a better position to carry out more focused studies on specific topics in the 

future.4 

3.2. Developing the Coding System 

A total of 499 articles were collected from the two Korean journals and 368 from the 

two international journals (see Table 1). In order to develop a coding scheme appropriate 

for the present purpose, research articles published in the four journals from 2007 to 2012 

were all downloaded and skimmed by each researcher. 

TABLE 1 

The Number of Articles Investigated 

Journals 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

ET 66 51 42 44 48 
Domestic 

ME,E 38 34 31 32 59 

LL 20 24 24 27 39 
International 

ML.! 36 26 34 27 39 

Total 160 135 131 130 185 

Note. Domestic journals: ET (English Teaching), MEE (Modern English Education) 

International journals: LL (Language Learning), MLJ (The Modern Language Journal) 

40 

14 

39 

33 

126 

Total 

291 

208 

173 

195 

867 

Drawing on the bottom-up analysis, we decided to examine the articles in terms of three 

dimensions: data collection/analysis, target language skills, and research themes. 

4 Indeed, research synthesis focusing on specific language skills are well on the way to constituting a 
part of current research in Korea (e.g., Joh & Seon, 2007 for reading; Kim, 2007a for speaking; 
Kim, 2007b for listening; Song & Lim, 2010 for reading and writing). Lee (2008), for example, 
analyzed 94 corpus-based studies in applied linguistics published in major domestic and 
international journals in terms of research topics, methodology, and characteristics of corpora, 
revealing that the majority provided simple frequency and distribution information about 
individual lexical items based on native written corpora. 
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Considering the strengths and weaknesses of similar studies in the past, we tried to create 

an optimal number of categories that were able to meet the need for a balance between the 

coverage of each category and its distinctiveness from the others. Also, we had in mind 

that they must reflect the inherently complex characteristics of L2 research in that two or 

more theoretical constructs or variables might be investigated in one study (cf. Kim, 

2007b; Lee, 2005). We piloted the coding system with the four selected journals' first issue 

published in 2007. After alternation and elaboration, the final version was devised with six 

categories for data collection/analysis, nine for target language skills, and ten for research 

themes, respectively (see Table 2). 

CD Theoretical 

CZ) Statistical 

® Qualitative 

@ Mixed 

® Synthesis 

® Others 

CD Listening 

CZ) Speaking 

® Reading 

@ Writing 

® Vocabulary 

® Grammar 

([) Pragmatics/Interaction 

® General proficiency 

® Others 

CD Classroom pedagogy 

CZ) Sociolinguistic analysis 

® Testing/ Assessment 

@ Curriculum/Policy 

® Sociocultural factors 

® Cognitive factors 

([) Affective factors 

® CALL/Multimedia 

® Materials 

@ Learner traits 

TABLE2 

Coding Categories 

Data Collection and Analysis 

non-empirical, demonstrative 

quantitative research using statistical techniques 

observations, interviews, ethnography, etc 

quantitative plus qualitative 

research review, synthesis, meta analysis 

unclassified (corpora, texts, materials analysis, etc.) 

Target Language Skills 

findings/implications pertaining to listening ability 

findings/implications pertaining to speaking ability 

findings/implications pertaining to reading ability 

findings/implications pertaining to writing ability 

findings/implications pertaining to vocabulary learning 

specific linguistic features or rules 

meaningful language use in context 

unspecified L2 proficiency/achievement 

unclassified (affects, literature, cultural constructs, etc.) 

Research Themes 

classroom-based/-oriented, learning strategies 

CA, DA, ethnographic descriptions 

language testing, assessment 

curriculum, policy, programs, teachers 

identity, socialization, learning contexts, etc 

memory, attention, processing, attrition 

motivation, attitude, perception, anxiety, preference 

computer/multimedia application 

materials development/evaluation 

LI, age, gender, ethnicity, aptitude, proficiency, etc. 
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Since the developing process made it evident that many studies were covering multiple 

language skills and topics at the same time, we chose to mark every relevant entry as to the 

"target language skills" and "research themes" dimensions. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

After determining the coding system, the researchers independently analyzed the articles 

and categorized them according to the developed schemes. lnterrater reliability calculations 

showed very high agreement (over 93 percent in general) on data collection and analysis, 

target language skills, and research themes, with the agreement rate on data collection and 

analysis being the highest followed by target language skills and research themes. Any 

disagreements were resolved through reexamination and discussion and otherwise with the 

help of a third party's independent ratings. The overall high agreement rates demonstrated 

that the scope of each coding category was properly set up and the researchers fully 

discussed the categories in advance and shared their understanding. 

4.1. Data Collection and Analysis 

The yearly sums of articles using each method are shown in Tables 3 and 4 for the 

domestic and the international journals, respectively. Results are presented in descending 

order. For ease of comparison, Figure 1 jointly displays the total percentages of articles 

from the two sources. 

Above all, studies in which statistical techniques were used account for approximately 

50 per cent of the domestic and international research alike. This indicates that quantitative 

methods emphasizing the external validity of findings are still powerful in SLA. The 

proportion of theoretical research is relatively low though it has appeared more frequently 

in the international journals. This reflects that many researchers in the field attempt to 

provide pedagogical implications through (semi-)empirical/experimental research findings. 

Interestingly, the percentage of mixed research is higher in the domestic journals than in 

the international journals. In Korea, L2 education mostly happens in institutional settings, 

and so researchers as well as educators try to generalize research findings and apply them 

to institutional settings aiming at greater educative results. Since methodological 

triangulation is one of the best ways to enhance not only the internal but also the external 

validity of research, it is not surprising that the rate of mixed research has risen steadily 

especially in EFL situations where effectiveness of formal L2 education is taken seriously. 

Unexpectedly, the percentage of qualitative research shows little difference between the 

domestic and international journals. Moreover, in the case of the proportion of research 

교보문고 KYOBO Book Centre



A Comparison of Current Research Topics and Methods 89 

synthesis and other methodologies, there is no substantial difference either. Just a few 

years earlier, Kim (2004, 2006) expressed his concern over the dominance of quantitative 

studies in Korea and stressed the necessity of more diverse research including qualitative 

and interpretive ones. One purpose of the present study was to explore whether and to what 

extent methodological orientations in SLA research have changed in recent years. It seems 

that research conducted in Korea has successfully embraced a variety of research methods 

in a few years. Overall, there is no marked contrast between domestic and international 

research when it comes to data collection and analysis. This can be considered as a positive 

message supporting that researchers in Korea are striving to look into the subjects of 

inquiry with diverse methodologies and to keep pace with the global changes. 

Statistical 

Mixed 

Qualitative 

Others 

Theoretical 

Synthesis 

Total 

Statistical 

Qualitative 

Theoretical 

Mixed 

Others 

Synthesis 

Total 

TABLE3 

Data Collection and Analysis: Domestic Journals 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
44 38 36 30 57 
18 18 12 12 12 
16 14 II 14 14 
6 8 7 6 10 

14 4 4 3 II 

6 3 3 II 3 
104 85 73 76 107 

TABLE4 

Data Collection and Analysis: International Journals 

2007 
25 
12 
II 

5 
I 

2 
56 

2008 
27 
10 
8 

4 

50 

2009 
27 
9 
9 
5 
6 
2 

58 

2010 2011 
23 43 
10 20 
4 6 
6 5 
5 2 
6 2 

54 78 

2012 
28 
14 
8 
2 
2 

54 

2012 
44 
6 

14 
7 

72 

Total(%) 

233(47) 
86(17) 
77(15) 
39(8) 
38(8) 
26(5) 

499(100) 

Total(%) 

189(51) 
67(18) 
52(14) 
32(9) 
15(4) 
13(4) 

368(100) 
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FIGURE 1 

Comparison between Domestic and International Journals: Data Collection and Analysis 
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4.2. Target Language Skills 

As mentioned before, the area of target language skills were divided into nine categories, 

and double marking was allowed for an article covering multiple language skills. Tables 5 

and 6 summarize the results along with Figure 2 in which the percentages of articles within 

each category are compared between the domestic and international journals. 

TABLE 5 

Target Language Skills: Domestic Journals 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Total(%) 

Others 18 19 16 19 17 13 102(19) 

Grammar 18 22 12 12 21 6 91(18) 

Writing 15 8 12 8 13 19 75(14) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 13 6 7 8 10 9 53(10) 

Speaking 5 7 4 6 26 2 50(10) 

Reading 6 5 5 13 14 6 49(9) 

Vocabulary 10 8 4 4 12 7 45(9) 

Listening 5 2 3 4 6 9 29(6) 

General proficiency 8 4 3 5 3 2 25(5) 

Total 98 81 66 79 122 73 519(100) 
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TABLE6 

Target Language Skills: International Journals 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Total(%) 

Grammar 14 18 18 24 25 24 123(34) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 13 4 8 8 12 6 51(14) 

Others 4 9 8 9 14 7 51(14) 

Vocabulary 8 6 6 5 II 12 48(13) 

Speaking 6 3 2 5 6 3 25(7) 

General proficiency 2 3 7 5 4 4 25(7) 

Reading 6 3 4 5 20(5) 

Writing 3 2 6 4 16(4) 

Listening 2 2 2 2 8(2) 

Total 56 47 54 59 84 67 367(100) 

Aside from studies unclassified in terms of the target language skills (labeled 'others' in 

Figure 2), those on specific grammatical features such as phonological, morphological, and 

syntactic rules constitute the largest portion in both domestic (18%) and international 

journals (34%). Among four language skills, research of productive language skills 

(writing and speaking) has been published more than that of receptive language skills 

(reading and listening) in the domestic journals, evidencing growing interest in expressive 

language ability these days. 

% 

FIGURE2 

Comparison between Domestic and International Journals: Target Language Skills 
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The proportion of research on listening is the lowest in the domestic and international 

journals alike.5 Besides four language skills, research on vocabulary has been carried out 

actively in Korea as well as over the world. In the two international journals, the proportion 

of research on vocabulary was even higher than research covering four language skills, 

showing an increasing interest in L2 vocabulary acquisition. This is in line with the recent 

tendency that more than 90 percent of studies on L2 vocabulary have been conducted over 

the last couple of decades with the help of advanced technologies. 

In general, current research in domestic and international journals covers diverse target 

language skills including four language skills, grammar, vocabulary, overall L2 proficiency, 

and interactive and pragmatic features. Concerning the category of others, research on 

learners' affective factors using questionnaires, in-service L2 teacher training program, and 

curriculum development and evaluation are found mostly in the domestic journals while 

research on cognitive factors and learner traits are more in the international journals. One 

of the findings that draw our attention is that the rates of all four language skills-listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing-are higher in the domestic journals while those of 

grammar, vocabulary, language use, and overall proficiency are higher in the international 

journals. This may imply that stakeholders of SLA in Korea are still more interested in 

enhancing separate language abilities whereas L2 researchers over the world pay more 

attention to smaller units that construct four language skills, or bigger ones that utilize four 

skills. 

4.3. Research Themes 

The area of research themes were divided into ten categories. As in the target language 

skills, double marking was allowed for those dealing with multiple themes together. The 

results are summarized as follows. 

5 This is in part attributable to the fact that we have classified studies concerning specific phonetic 
and phonemic features into "grammar." 
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TABLE? 

Research Themes: Domestic Journals 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Classroom pedagogy 50 34 24 29 37 

Leamer traits 22 27 12 17 27 

Affective factors 17 20 20 13 23 

Curriculum/Policy 13 14 20 II 9 

Sociolinguistic analyses 12 5 9 13 12 

CALL/Multimedia 16 10 8 6 9 

Testing/ Assessment 5 4 6 8 19 

Materials 5 7 6 8 7 

Sociocultural factors 5 6 4 5 6 

Cognitive factors 4 3 

Total 95 127 109 114 152 

2012 

30 

8 

15 

8 

5 

5 

5 

3 

2 

1 

82 

93 

Total(%) 

154(23) 

113(17) 

I 08(16) 

75(11) 

56(8) 

54(8) 

47(7) 

36(5) 

28(4) 

8(1) 

679(100) 

It turns out that studies on individual differences hold a large majority in both domestic 

and international journals. The proportion of research related to classroom pedagogy and 

learning strategies is the highest in the domestic journals and research related to individual 

learner traits accounts for the highest proportion in the international journals. The highest 

percentage of research on classroom pedagogy and learning strategies suggests that L2 

researchers and educators in Korea put their effort to find out more effective teaching 

methodologies and learning strategies as Korean learners mostly learn their L2 in 

institutional settings. 

Leamer traits 

Classroom pedagogy 

Affective factors 

Sociocultural factors 

Cognitive factors 

Sociolinguistic analyses 

Curriculum/Policy 

CALL/Multimedia 

Testing/ Assessment 

Materials 

Total 

TABLES 

Research Themes: International Journals 

2007 2008 

19 19 

6 16 

7 8 

6 4 

3 3 

8 4 

2 

54 57 

2009 2010 

19 

9 

6 

7 

4 

2 

II 

2 

5 

66 

27 

13 

8 

4 

6 

5 

5 

69 

2011 2012 Total(%) 

27 17 128(30) 

27 17 88(21) 

8 7 44(10) 

11 8 34(8) 

6 8 33(8) 

8 4 33(8) 

6 11 27(6) 

2 4 20(5) 

4 2 10(2) 

I I 8(2) 

100 79 425(100) 
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FIGURE3 

Comparison between Domestic and International Journals: Research Themes 
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On the other hand, the backgrounds of international journal articles are not limited to 

instructional settings, and studies in international journals could cover more diverse 

individual learner traits (e.g., Ll, age, and Ll/L2 proficiency level) potentially having an 

effect on target language acquisition. Not surprisingly, relatively large proportion of 

research related to instructional settings such as curriculum, teacher training, and materials 

development and program evaluation are found in the domestic journals reflecting L2 

education situation in Korea. 

In the domestic journals, more research on learners' affective factors is found but little 

on cognitive factors . This might be due to research environments since research on 

cognitive factors require more complex equipments and tools. In the international journals, 

research on learners' cognitive as well as affective factors are well balanced compared to 

research in the domestic journals. The number of studies concerning sociocultural factors 

published in the domestic journals is smaller than in the international journals. This is 

partially because the participants are rather homogeneous compared to those in the latter. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Any study of this kind is likely to suffer from shortcomings stemming from sampling 

and criteria of classification. As mentioned in section 3, our analysis of the articles in four 

journals is not only very limited in its scope but also superficial in its depth, whose 

generalizability may well be called into question. With awareness of such limitations, we 

summarize some key outcomes of this review here. When it comes to research 
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methodology, there is no substantial difference between domestic and international studies. 

Although no evidence of a continuing expansion of qualitative research is found, its 

position seems secure and there are signs of growth in domestic journals. Another 

significant movement that has emerged recently is a shift towards mixed methods research. 

Since the study of L2 acquisition cannot be detached from the social context and other 

individual variables that are difficult to capture quantitatively, more studies would benefit 

from combining quantitative and qualitative approaches. It seems that mixed methods are 

bound to feature much more prominently in the future. As Chaudron (2001) remarked, 

however, methodological diversity does not guarantee the quality of research; researchers 

tend to have under- or overstated findings to suit their own generalizations and arguments, 

not fully revealing methodological shortcomings. Thus, it is crucial for current and 

prospective L2 researchers to be well aware of research ethics and train themselves 

continuously. 

As for target language skills, interest in the areas of writing and vocabulary has been on 

the rise in recent years while there is a need for more studies on listening. In general, the 

rates of four language skills are higher in the domestic journals while those of grammar, 

vocabulary, pragmatics, and general proficiency are higher in the international journals. 

Although this tendency is understandable since L2 education happening in classroom 

settings in Korea mostly aims to improve four language skills, we also need to keep in 

mind that one of the fundamental purposes of L2 learning is to use the target language 

communicatively, and developing four language skills separately does not necessarily lead 

to communicative competence regarding what to talk about with whom, when, where, and 

in what manner (Brown, 2007; Hymes, 1972). 

The growth in the numbers of articles using qualitative or mixed methods appears to 

correspond to a widening of the scope of research topics. One major trend in research 

topics is that studies in Korea are oriented toward embracing diverse issues comparative to 

the international trends. We can also find a larger number of studies covering complex and 

multifaceted issues in domestic journals than in international journals. This is probably due 

to the fact that the ultimate purpose of L2 education in Korea is to discover effective 

teaching and learning methods and to provide pedagogical implications to the stakeholders 

including L2 researchers and educators. 

As a final note, in the course of our review, we felt that the relationship between 

research and practice had not been closer than before and would likely remain problematic 

in coming years. It goes without saying that in order for the discipline to continue to be 

mature and viable in the future, it should address real world problems and the methods of 

resolving them. If L2 researchers wish to ensure that their work is of relevance to teachers, 

they need to serve a mediating role by examining how they can facilitate the process by 

which research findings can interface with teachers' own practical knowledge of teaching 
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(cf. Ellis, 2012). 
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APPENDIX 
Results from Each Journal 

TABLE 1 

Data Collection and Analysis 

English Teaching 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 20 12 Total(%) 

Theoretical 3 3 2 2 11(4) 

Statistical 30 18 16 16 30 19 129(44) 

Qualitative 8 11 8 12 6 5 50(17) 

Mixed 16 16 II 7 5 12 67(23) 

Synthesis 3 2 2 8(3) 

Others 6 5 4 6 3 2 26(9) 

Total 66 51 42 44 48 40 291 (100) 

Modern English Education 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Total(%) 

Theoretical II 4 2 9 27( 13) 

Statistical 14 20 20 14 27 9 I 04(50) 

Qualitative 8 3 3 2 8 3 27(13) 

Mixed 2 2 5 7 2 19(9) 

Synthesis 3 2 3 9 18(9) 

Others 3 3 7 13(6) 

Total 38 34 31 32 59 14 208(100) 

Languag_e Learning_ 

2007 2008 2009 20 10 2011 20 12 Total(%) 

Theoretical 1 3(2) 

Statistical 17 19 18 13 3 1 33 131(76) 

Qualitative I 2 2 1 7(4) 

Mixed 2 3 4 2 5 17(10) 

Synthesis 2 3 4 2 5 9(5) 

Others 6 2 6(3) 

Total 20 24 24 27 39 39 173(100) 

Modern Languag_e Journal 

2007 2008 2009 20 10 20 11 2012 Total(%) 

Theoretical 11 8 8 3 5 14 49(25) 

Statistical 8 8 9 10 12 II 58(30) 

Qualitative II 8 8 10 18 5 60(31) 

Mixed 3 4 2 3 2 15(8) 

Synthesis 2 4(2) 

Others 1 4 2 1 9(5) 

Total 36 24 34 27 39 33 195(100) 
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TABLE2 

Target Language Skills 

English Teaching 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 Total(%) 

Listening 2 3 2 2 6 15(4) 

Speaking 3 7 3 5 24 1 43( 12) 

Reading 4 3 2 5 3 5 22(6) 

Writing 12 6 9 2 8 13 50(14) 

Vocabulary 9 5 2 2 4 6 28(8) 

Grammar 9 15 7 9 13 6 59( 16) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 10 4 6 4 2 6 32(9) 

General proficiency 7 3 l 3 2 2 18(5) 

Others 17 17 15 17 14 12 92(26) 

Total 73 60 48 49 72 57 359(100) 

Modern English Education 

2007 2008 2009 20 10 201 1 2012 Total(%) 

Listening 3 2 2 4 3 14(8) 

Speak ing 2 I 2 7(4) 

Reading 2 2 3 8 11 1 27( 17) 

Writing 3 2 3 6 5 6 25( 16) 

Vocabulary I 3 2 2 8 17(1 1) 

Grammar 9 7 5 3 8 32(20) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 3 2 1 4 8 3 21(13) 

General proficiency 1 2 2 l 7(4) 

Others 1 2 2 3 I 10(6) 

Total 25 21 18 30 50 16 160( I 00) 

Language Learning 

2007 2008 2009 20 10 2011 20 12 Total(%) 

Listening I 2 5(2) 

Speaking 2 4 9(4) 

Reading 4 2 2 4 14(7) 

Writing 2 4 4 10(5) 

Vocabulary 5 4 6 5 9 6 35(17) 

Grammar 10 14 IO 17 14 2 1 86(4 1) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 5 4 2 3 4 19(9) 

General proficiency 2 5 4 3 3 18(9) 

Others 0 2 I 4 5 13(6) 

Total 29 26 28 32 45 49 209( 100) 

Modern Language Journal 

2007 2008 2009 20 10 2011 201 2 Total(%) 

Listening I I 3(2) 

Speaking 4 2 2 4 2 2 16(10) 
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Reading 2 2 2 7(4) 

Writing 1 2 2 5(3) 

Vocabulary 3 2 2 6 13(8) 

Grammar 4 4 8 7 II 3 37(23) 

Pragmatics/Interaction 8 3 4 6 9 2 32(20) 

General proficiency 1 2 7(4) 

Others 4 7 7 8 IO 2 38(24) 

Total 27 20 27 27 39 18 158(100) 

TABLE3 

Research Themes 

English Teaching_ 

2007 2008 2009 2010 201 1 20 12 Total(%) 

Classroom pedagogy 39 2 1 12 17 15 19 123(30) 

Sociolinguistic analyses 7 4 8 11 4 4 38(9) 

Testing/ Assessment 2 1 2 7 9 4 25(6) 

Curriculum/Policy 5 10 12 5 4 7 43(10) 

Sociocultural factors 4 4 3 5 3 2 21(5) 

Cognitive factors 2 2 5( 1) 

Affective factors II 9 8 3 12 9 52(13) 

CALL/Multimedia 10 5 5 2 3 5 30(7) 

Materials 4 2 2 3 2 14(3) 

Learner traits 11 14 7 8 14 7 61 (15) 

Total 93 70 59 63 67 60 412(100) 

Modern English Education 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 20 12 Total(%) 

Classroom pedagogy 11 13 12 12 22 II 8 1(26) 

Sociolinguistic analyses 5 1 1 2 8 I 18(6) 

Testing/ Assessment 3 3 4 IO 22(7) 

Curriculum/ Policy 8 4 8 6 5 32( 10) 

Sociocultural factors 2 3 7(2) 

Cognitive factors 2 I 3(1) 

Affective factors 6 II 12 10 II 6 56( 18) 

CALL/Multimedia 6 5 3 4 6 24(8) 

Materials 5 3 5 6 21(7) 

Learner traits II 13 5 9 13 52(16) 

Total 52 57 49 51 85 22 3 16(100) 

Language Learning 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 20 12 Total(%) 

Classroom pedagogy 6 10 5 5 16 15 57(28.5) 

Sociolinguistic analyses 2 2 7(3 .5) 

Testing/ Assessment 2 2(1) 
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Curriculum/Policy 

Sociocultural factors 3 

Cognitive factors 2 

Affective factors 3 

CALL/Multimedia 

Materials 

Learner traits 8 

Total 23 

2007 

Classroom pedagogy 

Sociolinguistic analyses 7 

Testing/ Assessment l 

Curriculum/Policy 2 

Sociocultural factors 3 

Cognitive factors I 

Affective factors 4 

CALL/Multimedia 

Materials 

Learner traits II 

Total 31 

Applicable levels: All levels 
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2 1 3 

2 2 5 3 

5 2 3 
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11 15 17 18 

31 26 30 48 

Modern Language Journal 
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6 4 8 II 

3 3 5 6 

2 2 

2 5 6 

2 1 3 8 

I 5 I 3 

3 5 6 5 

10 2 

4 

8 4 IO 9 

26 40 39 52 

103 

0(0) 

4 13(6.5) 

5 19(9.5) 

3 17(8.5) 

3 4(2) 

2(1) 

10 79(39.5) 

42 200(100) 

2012 Total(%) 

2 31(14) 

2 26(12) 

2 8(4) 

11 27(12) 

4 21(9) 

3 14(6) 

4 27(12) 

16(7) 

6(3) 

7 49(22) 
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