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Abstract
Although study abroad is viewed in the United States as sine qua non, the study abroad
experience is not a panacea to achieve distinguished foreign language speaking proficiency. This
qualitative case study attempts to uncover how persistence, study abroad, motivation, and learner
autonomy play in pursuit of distinguished speaking proficiency. The literature review addresses
the need to investigate the efficacy of the study abroad experience vis-à-vis the students’ oral
proficiency, types of motivation, and learner autonomy as a means to achieve higher speaking
proficiency. Using the theoretical framework of complexity theory and phenomenological
design, the proposed study utilized interviews of four educators at an institute in the Western
United States as the primary instrument of data collection. This study investigates the roadmaps
which successful foreign language educators have utilized to achieve distinguished speaking
proficiency through interviews and documentary research. The study revealed four primary
themes which are motivation, persistence, learner autonomy, and study abroad. Data analysis of
interviews with the participants revealed that distinguished speaking proficiency is a highly
personal pursuit, characterized by different motivations based on choice of foreign language,
engagement in the target culture, grit, and time. Overall, the participants were highly selfefficacious learners, many married to foreign-speaking spouses, and spent extended periods of
time in the foreign culture and community. The present study provides possible roadmaps for
students and educators who wish to achieve near-native speaking proficiency in a foreign
language.
Keywords: distinguished proficiency, grit, study abroad, motivation.

v

Acknowledgements
It is said that a journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step. This journey began
in the fall of 2015, and is now winding down. I want to thank my dissertation chair, Dr. Rita
Deyoe-Chiullán, for her expertise and guidance throughout the dissertation process. I wish to
thank Dr. Katrina Schultz, my dissertation committee member, for her guidance and wisdom not
only during the dissertation, but throughout my time at ACE. I wish to thank Dr. Dominic
Garofalo for being a mensch and source of great strength when I did not wish to write another
dissertation; God used you to guide me on this journey. The professors at ACE are top-notch,
and I wish to thank several by name: Dr. Crystal Neumann, Dr. Elizabeth Johnson, Dr. Imani
Akin, Dr. Nancy Mims, Dr. Donald DeMoulin, Dr. Kennedy Maranga, and Dr. Theodore
Creighton. I want to thank Dr. Nina Alexandrovna Lubimova, my first doctoral dissertation
chair, for inspiring me to dedicate my life to second language acquisition and Russian as a
foreign language. Other mentors in my life include Dr. Charles McDowell, Ms. Jean Love, Dr.
George Rubinstein, Dr. Dennis Reinhartz, and Ms. Christy Williams. Finally, I wish to thank Dr.
William Lewis, the neurosurgeon who saved my life after a devastating stroke.
Dedication
Диссертация посвящается моей жене Людмиле.
In Memory
We stand on the shoulders of giants. The giants in my life were my parents, Ernest and
Charlotte Harris Franke, who allowed a 14-year old boy to travel overseas on a study abroad
experience. Thanks to you, I took the road less travelled, and that has made all the difference.

vi

Table of Contents
List of Tables ............................................................................................................................. viii
Chapter 1: Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1
Background of the Problem ............................................................................................... 2
Statement of the Problem .................................................................................................. 3
Purpose of the Study .......................................................................................................... 3
Significance of the Study ................................................................................................... 4
Research Questions ............................................................................................................ 5
Conceptual Framework ...................................................................................................... 5
Definitions of Terms .......................................................................................................... 6
Assumptions ...................................................................................................................... 8
Scope and Delimitations .................................................................................................... 8
Limitations ......................................................................................................................... 9
Summary .......................................................................................................................... 11
Chapter 2: Literature Review ...................................................................................................... 12
Literature Search Strategy ............................................................................................... 13
Theoretical Framework .................................................................................................... 14
Research Literature Review ............................................................................................. 18
Summary .......................................................................................................................... 40
Chapter 3: Methodology .............................................................................................................. 43
Research Design and Rationale ....................................................................................... 44
Research Procedures ........................................................................................................ 46
Population ............................................................................................................ 47

vii

Sample ................................................................................................................. 47
Data Collection .................................................................................................... 48
Data Analysis ................................................................................................................... 50
Reliability ........................................................................................................................ 51
Ethical Procedures ........................................................................................................... 52
Summary .......................................................................................................................... 54
Chapter 4: Research Findings and Data Analysis ......................................................................... 55
Data Collection ................................................................................................................ 56
Data Analysis ................................................................................................................... 57
Securing and Organizing Data .......................................................................... 58
Examining the Data .......................................................................................... 58
Coding Data ...................................................................................................... 59
Results ............................................................................................................................. 61
Theme 1: Motivation ........................................................................................ 62
Theme 2: Persistence ........................................................................................ 63
Theme 3: Learner Autonomy ........................................................................... 65
Theme 4: Study Abroad .................................................................................... 66
Roadmaps to Proficiency ............................................................................................................. 67
Type 1: “Traditional Student” .......................................................................... 68
Type 2: Undergraduate Student Model ............................................................ 69
Type 3: Intensive Immersion Model ................................................................. 70
Type 4: Fully Study Abroad Model .................................................................. 71

viii

Reliability and Validity ................................................................................................ 72
Summary ....................................................................................................................... 72
Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion ........................................................................................ 74
Findings, Interpretations, Conclusions ........................................................................................ 76
Summary ...................................................................................................................................... 75
Theme 1: Motivation ....................................................................................... 76
Theme 2: Persistence ...................................................................................... 77
Theme 3: Learner Autonomy .......................................................................... 78
Theme 4: Study Abroad .................................................................................. 79
Limitations .................................................................................................................... 82
Recommendations ........................................................................................................ 81
Implications for Leadership .......................................................................................... 83
References ................................................................................................................................... 85
Appendix A: Consent Form ......................................................................................................... 102
Appendix B: Interview Questions (1st Iteration) ......................................................................... 103
Appendix C: Interview Questions (2nd Iteration) ........................................................................ 104
Appendix D: Subject-Matter Expert Validation Letter ............................................................... 105
Appendix E: Site Approval Letter ............................................................................................... 106
Appendix F: Instituotional Review Board ................................................................................... 107
Appendix G: Scientific and Ethical Review Board ..................................................................... 108
Appendix H: NIH Certificate of Completion .............................................................................. 109

ix

List of Tables
Table
1. ILR Speaking Proficiency Level Descriptions .................................................................. 10
2. Key Searches of Terms ...................................................................................................... 14
3. Research Participants and Institutional Identifiers ............................................................ 57
4. Emergent Themes from Participants ................................................................................. 62

x

List of Figures
Figure
1. Complexity Theory in Second Language Acquisition ...................................................... 16
2. Progression from Pedagogy to Andragogy to Heutagogy ................................................. 28
3. Disparate Aspects of Near-nativeness as a Puzzle ............................................................ 32
4. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency – Type 1 .............................................................. 68
5. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency – Type 2 .............................................................. 69
6. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency – Type 3 .............................................................. 70
7. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency – Type 4 .............................................................. 71
8. Distinguished Proficiency Paradigm ................................................................................. 80

1

Chapter 1: Introduction
The demand for linguistic expertise continues to grow in the United States (Rivers &
Brecht, 2018). In a report given in Congressional hearings, McGinn (2015) elaborated on the
need for a wide range of missions: national security, homeland security, global diplomacy, social
services, and business. The Modern Language Association (MLA, 2010) noted that in Arabic
alone the number of students increased 46.3% from 2006 to 2009. Despite the necessity of
linguistic expertise, a perceived ceiling effect in American classrooms circumscribes students to
upper intermediate levels (Rifkin, 2005). Unfortunately, the lack of bilingualism in the United
States, combined with a dearth of college graduates attaining superior levels of language
proficiency, leave a vacuum in the United States for distinguished-level linguists.
In 2017, 332,727 students from the United States went on study abroad programs around
the world; 70% of these students traveled to Western Europe or Latin America (Institute of
International Education, 2018). Based on the calculations of Rivers and Brecht (2018), the
United States requires over 16,000 experts with distinguished levels of language proficiency in
national security, business, and diplomacy. In the past, America has often relied on heritage
communities and native speakers to fill the majority of positions requiring distinguished
proficiency (Rivers & Brecht, 2018). Although the Language Flagship Program has successfully
achieved superior level and above in critical languages with speaking proficiency, the numbers
are woefully inadequate for America’s rising demand (Davidson, Garas, & Lekic, 2016).
Based on the paucity of research into near-native proficiency and the demand for
Americans who speak at the distinguished level, the United States needs to establish language
programming at the pre-K-12 levels and the educators who could develop these programs
(Leaver, 2003; Rivers & Brecht, 2018). Although these studies have addressed some proficiency
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successes, there is no consensus to how or what duration is needed to achieve distinguished
proficiency. A pervasive gap in the literature justifies further research. Chapter 1 includes an
introduction and background of the problem, specificity regarding problem studied, the purpose
of the study, the significance of the proposed research, a description of the research questions,
the conceptual framework, definitions of terms, the scope and delimitations, the limitations of the
proposed research, and a summary.
Background of the Study/Problem
Across academia, business, government, and NGOs, distinguished proficiency is
necessary both for children in K-12 in the United States to matriculate into higher education and
for Anglophones to possess expert foreign language skills in the global marketplace (American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2017). Rivers, Robinson, Brecht, and Harwood (2013) estimate
70% of Americans consider language as important as math and science. Rivers and Brecht
(2018) note the necessity of 5% expert skills in foreign languages (distinguished proficiency) to
fulfill requirements in research and design, as well as language education and training. In order
to achieve this level of proficiency, the study sought to ascertain how some distinguished foreign
language (FL) speakers have achieved this level of proficiency. In an examination of
distinguished FL speakers, several common denominators are revealed: study abroad,
motivation, strategies for success, and persistence.
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Statement of the Problem
The problem is that people who do not master becoming near-native speakers do not
progress as fast as those that do. The background of the problem is when students become
communicatively competent, or fluent, their proficiency levels plateau. There is a
misunderstanding prevalent in the United States that functional proficiency is sufficient. As
noted by numerous scholars, advanced-level proficiency is the minimum level for
communicative purposes in numerous professions—social work, medicine, human resources—to
name a few (Rifkin, 2005; Swender, 2003). The importance of the problem lies in the fact that a
need exists in the United States for highly proficient linguists in international business,
diplomacy, and national security (Leaver, 2003; McGinn, 2015). Those impacted by this
problem include educators who are uninformed about the requirements to attain near-native
proficiency, and students who possess no roadmap to these levels. Many studies have
successfully quantified lower levels of speaking proficiency; however, there is a dearth of
literature on superior or distinguished proficiency. The discrete sections of this research are the
problem statement, purpose, research questions, literature review, research design, and
alignment.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study research was to examine how some language
learners are able to become distinguished speakers in foreign languages in the United States.
This study attempted to identify critical factors which enable FL learners to become near-native
speakers in the target language; namely, duration of study, learner autonomy, persistence,
motivation, and study abroad. The rationale for this research was to aid educators and students
in achieving distinguished proficiency and provide insights and possible roadmaps to achieve the
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stated goal. Although some studies have quantified the number of distinguished speakers in the
StarTalk program (Davidson et al., 2016; Rivers & Brecht, 2018), there appeared to be an urgent
need for a study exploring the factors necessary to achieve near-native speaking proficiency.
This qualitative, exploratory case study design examined data in a specific context;
namely, the non-cognitive, social, educational, and affective strategies employed by
Anglophones to achieve distinguished proficiency (Yin, 2018). A very limited number of nearnative speakers are found among the native Anglophone population in the United States. Yin
(2018) noted how a case study attempts to explain phenomena and illuminate decisions to
achieve the results. Creswell (2014) noted the fact that interviews are essential sources for case
study evidence. The ability of native English speakers to achieve near-native FL speaking
proficiency qualifies as such a phenomenon.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study was to explore the strategies by which FL educators
achieve near-native oral proficiency in foreign languages. While previous literature has
examined lower levels of proficiency and different variables such as gender, age, and personality
types (Baker-Smemoe, Dewey, Bown, & Martinsen, 2014; Di Silvio, Donovan, & Malone,
2014), limited data existed on distinguished proficiency (Davidson et al., 2016; Davidson, 2010;
Leaver, 2003). The study’s findings offered educators and students insights into how some
linguists have been able to achieve near-native speaking proficiency. Data from this study
provided insights into the roles of motivation, persistence, self-efficacy, and study abroad by
demonstrating participants’ roadmaps to distinguished proficiency in diverse foreign languages.
A study examining these linguistic outliers added valuable information to the extant literature.
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Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to determine how educators were able to
achieve distinguished speaking proficiency in their target language. The foci of the case study
included motivation, learning strategies, study abroad programs, and persistence. This study
addressed the following two research questions:
Research Question One: How did the participants describe the ability to achieve distinguished
proficiency?
Research Question Two: What strategies did the participants employ to achieve such high
proficiency levels?
Question One helped provide answers to each participant’s lived experience at the macro
level, and revealed unique motivation, self-efficacy, persistence, or study abroad experiences.
Question Two focused on learning strategies and roadmaps chosen to achieve near-native
proficiency. The second question narrowed the focus to include possible native-speaking
spouses or partners and the participant’s own roadmap to distinguished proficiency.
Conceptual Framework
This study utilized complexity theory (CT) as defined by Larsen-Freeman (2015) as the
conceptual framework. Larsen-Freeman (2015) posits CT as a self-organizing principle where
order emerges from interacting components, or chaos. Complexity theory initially examined
meteorology, and later was applied to physics, mathematics, and second language acquisition
(Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Safari & Rashidi, 2015). Complexity theory has now been extended to
motivation, methodology, pedagogy, and neurolinguistics (Ortega & Han, 2017). Complexity
theory comported to the research questions in this study, insofar as non-linearity, selforganization, and adaptive aspects of CT parallel with learner styles and strategies, motivation,
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and study abroad (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). In order to understand the pathways successful
learners have taken to achieve distinguished FL speaking proficiency, CT allowed the possibility
to examine this phenomenon. In relation to second language acquisition, complexity theory
allowed for learners to transform their knowledge (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Contextual factors
are constantly changing; interlocutors, situations, and resources also are in a state of flux. As
language learners extended themselves linguistically to the highest levels of proficiency,
complexity theory addressed the order from chaos.
Definitions of Terms
The following terms were used in this study. In some instances, definitions had a direct
influence on other definitions. The list also contains terms which have very different meanings
outside of the narrow field of applied linguistics.
Complexity theory (CT): seeks to uncover how elements in a complex system adapt to
one another and organize themselves. The field is transdisciplinary—from biology to stock
market performance—and is well-suited for research involving many fields, including second
language acquisition (Larsen-Freeman, 2015).
Directed motivational currents (DMC): is a phenomenon in which a person “acquires
and maintains a motivational surge over an extended period of time” (Ibrahim, 2016, p.3),
necessary in acquiring a foreign language at near-native proficiency.
Flow theory: A highly focused motivational state “when motivation, cognition, and
emotion are fully aligned with the task under completion” (Dörnyei, Muir, & Ibrahim, 2014).
Learner autonomy: The concept of taking responsibility for one’s learning and
managing the complexities associated with second language acquisition (Ceylan, 2019).
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Motivation: A highly complex aspect of psychology which connotes many nuances and
manifests itself in second language learning in the forms of energy, grit, persistence,
determination, and commitment to goal attainment on conscious and subconscious levels
(Duckworth, 2018; Pinker, 2015).
Oral proficiency: The ability to communicate in spoken modalities and be understood by
native speakers of the language (Swender, Martin, Rivera-Martinez, & Kagan, 2014).
Oral proficiency interview (OPI): An assessment tool to determine functional speaking
ability, completely independent of a curriculum or how the language was acquired (Swender et
al., 2014).
Phenomenology. A qualitative research method to examine the lived experiences of
those who experience the same phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).
Second language acquisition (SLA): A field of applied linguistics which unites
pedagogy, foreign language, and linguistics to understand how non-native languages are learned
(Saville-Troike & Barto, 2017).
Self-determination theory (SDT): The theory that human beings are motivated by three
essential needs: competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which range in a continuum from
unmotivated to intrinsically motivated (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Self-efficacy: people’s judgments of their ability to complete a task successfully
(Bandura, 1989). Germane to SLA, self-efficacy encompasses three components: willingness to
undertake complex tasks, willingness to expend effort to achieve goals, and demonstrated
persistence (Vuong, Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010).
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Study abroad (SA): is the means by which students are immersed in the foreign
language and culture for short-term or long-term periods (Marijuan & Sanz, 2018).
Target language (TL): is the foreign language being studied after the native language.
Target language is also referred to as L2 in this study (Saville-Troike & Barto, 2017).
Assumptions
In scholarly inquiry, basic philosophical assumptions underlie and enable qualitative
research and tie together the introduction, literature review, methodology, analysis, and
interpretation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Conducting this research study resulted in three
assumptions: ontological, epistemological, and methodological. Ontological assumptions
correlate with the nature of reality, and specifically, multiple realities (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
By examining three diverse languages in the study, multiple perspectives were revealed.
Epistemological assumptions allowed the researcher to myopically examine individual views of
the participants and their experiences in how to achieve near-native speaking proficiency
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Methodological assumptions in case studies permit the flexibility to
work with the particulars before generalizations and interpretations of the lived experiences of
the participants have been made (Yin, 2018). These three assumptions shed light on
distinguished proficiency.
Scope and Delimitations
The study was delimited to investigating the phenomenon of distinguished oral
proficiency as defined by the 2012 Interagency Language Roundtable Proficiency Guidelines.
The researcher made several delimitation decisions in regard to this study. The selection of
educators who possess near-native FL speaking proficiency in a specialized institute acutely
limits the potential number of participants. Native speakers of languages other than English who
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possess distinguished proficiency in the L2 were excluded. Although the study could have been
limited to one language, the insights would not have provided broader insights into distinguished
speaking proficiency. If the focus had been to investigate the duration necessary to attain
distinguished proficiency, a quantitative method would have been appropriate (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018).
Complexity theory was the framework for this study to examine study abroad,
motivation, and persistence as essential for distinguished proficiency (Larsen-Freeman, 2015).
This theory allowed for an examination of disparate elements in highly complex systems. Since
complexity theory focuses on process rather than state, second language acquisition, in general,
and distinguished proficiency specifically, lent itself to explaining these phenomena (Alemi,
Daftarifard, & Patrut, 2011).
Limitations
This study, as well as the literature review, did not examine receptive skills such as
reading or listening, nor did the study examine quantitative aspects such as text type, sociocultural competence, or lexical or structural control. Conversely, the OPI scales do account for
fluency, text type, lexical and grammatical control, and socio-linguistic competence, which are
assessed in the oral proficiency interview (OPI). The participants in this research had already
scored at the distinguished level in the target language OPI. Table 1 provides an overview of the
proficiency guidelines, as well as the equivalency on the ACTFL (2012) oral proficiency
guidelines, the professional benchmarks, and a brief description.
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Table 1
ILR Speaking Proficiency Level Descriptions
ILR
Level

ACTFL

Professional
Benchmark

5
4+
4

Distinguished

3+

Superior High

3

Superior Low

2+

Advanced High

2

Advanced Mid,
Low

1+

Intermediate
High

1

Intermediate
Mid, Low
Novice High

0+
0
1
2

Interpreter

Linguist – FBI
Linguist – U.S. Army
(recommended)
Foreign Service
Officer – State
Department
Linguist – U.S. Army
(minimum)
Graduate from
Defense Language
Institute

Shorthand Description
(Functionally Native
Proficiency)
(Advanced
Professional
Proficiency, Plus)
(Advanced
Professional
Proficiency)
(General Professional
Proficiency, Plus)
(General Professional
Proficiency)
(Limited Working
Proficiency, Plus)
(Limited Working
Proficiency)

(Elementary
Proficiency, Plus)
(Elementary
Proficiency)
(Memorized
Proficiency)

(No
Proficiency)

For most languages; some languages require Level 3 speaking proficiency
Tests on other skills (listening, reading) must also be passed to graduate
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Summary
The common denominator in globalization is language, and for many professions,
distinguished proficiency is necessary. Numerous scholars have emphasized the need for expert
language skills for national security, global diplomacy, international business, research, and
education (McGinn, 2015; Rivers & Brecht, 2018; Rivers et al., 2013). The most prestigious
study abroad program, the United States Language Flagship program, only produced 40
participants at the superior and distinguished levels of proficiency (Davidson et al., 2016). The
aim of this qualitative case study was to examine factors which may assist educators and students
to achieve distinguished proficiency. The background and statement of the problem, purpose of
the study, research questions, conceptual framework, definition of terms, assumptions,
limitations, and delimitations were addressed in evidence-based detail. The literature review
included the research search strategy, conceptual framework, and synthesis of the existing
studies.

12

Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this qualitative case study research was to examine how some language
learners are able to become distinguished speakers in foreign languages in the United States.
The setting for the research is at the Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center,
located in Monterey, California. The participants included professional educators who are nearnative speakers of Chinese, Spanish, and Russian. The problem was people who do not master
becoming near-native speakers do not progress as fast as those that do. The background of the
problem was students become communicatively competent, or fluent, and their proficiency levels
plateau (Leaver, 2003).
There is a misunderstanding prevalent in the United States that functional proficiency is
sufficient. The importance of the problem lies in the fact that a need exists in the United States
for highly proficient linguists in international business, diplomacy, and national security
(McGinn, 2015). Rivers and Brecht (2018) articulated the need for an increased focus on foreign
language education in the 21st century across a range of language proficiencies. With over 350
languages in the United States, there exists a need to support heritage, native, and immigrant
languages (United States Census Bureau, 2015). Those impacted by this problem include
educators who are uninformed about the requirements to attain near-native proficiency and
students who possess no roadmap to these levels.
This literature review examined extant studies in learner autonomy, persistence,
motivation, and study abroad, and how these aspects might provide insights to near-native
proficiency. Moreover, this literature review examined the maturation process necessary for
learner autonomy of foreign language learners through the stages of pedagogy, andragogy, and
heutagogy. Authors in the literature found more mature foreign language learners possessed
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similarities in resilience, persistence, and autonomy, resulting in less scaffolded learning and the
student becoming the teacher (Canning & Callan, 2010). This review examined the major
themes in the literature and encompassed an analysis of the gaps in the field of distinguished
proficiency. The prevailing consensus was for students to develop a foundation in the language
and to rely on study abroad as absolutely essential for higher levels of proficiency. A new and
interesting phenomenon pertains to the different types of motivation, changes and adaptation
with distal and proximal goals, and how recent findings in motivational theory might impact
those pursuing near-native proficiency. The examination of all of these aspects reviewed in this
study dovetails with complexity theory in second language acquisition.
Literature Search Strategy
This qualitative case study examined the extant literature on learner autonomy,
persistence, aptitude, motivation, and study abroad as critical components to attain distinguished
speaking proficiency. A search study began with the identification of key search terms in order
to winnow the information necessary to support the thesis (Faryadi, 2018; Machi & McEvoy,
2017). The American College of Education and the Middlebury Institute of International Studies
at Monterey electronic libraries, EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, the Journal Storage (JSTOR),
ProQuest and SAGE journals were sources for the peer-reviewed journals (see Appendix A).
The search involved general and key terms, phrases, synonyms, British spellings, and key terms
in foreign languages. Table 2 demonstrates various terms used in this study.
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Table 2
Key Searches of Terms
advanced speaking
proficiency

cognitive load

learner autonomy

pedagogy

affective variables

distinguished
proficiency
experiential learning

metacognition

persistence

motivation

speaking proficiency

aptitude

extralinguistic
variables

native-like
proficiency

strategic competence

assessment

heutagogy

near-native accent

study abroad

andragogy

Note. Boolean operators like and, not, and or were utilized in the searches. The associated
articles and publications were organized and placed in a database using the software EndNote
X8 (Clarivate Analytics, 2018).
Theoretical Framework
Complexity Theory (CT) is transdisciplinary and well-suited for research involving many
fields, including second language acquisition, and the framework employed in this study
(Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Studies by Safari and Rashidi (2015), and Hiver and Al-Hoorie (2016)
referenced CT in the literature. Complexity Theory has served as a framework within applied
linguistics in order to examine the language learning process with a new lens. Whereas
traditional SLA theorists view the learner as a static entity often defined by proficiency, CT
examines the learner as an aggregate of the mind, body, and environment (Nishino & Atkinson,
2015). CT was relevant to the given research because there are at least eight features in the
complexity theory: 1) adaptive, 2) affordances, 3) chaotic, 4) complex, 5) dynamic, 6) nonlinear,
7) open, and 8) self-organizing (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Manson (2001) analyzes complexity
theory as a set of interrelated concepts that make up a system. The system contains relationships,
internal structures, and an environment. Within the system there are behaviors, both learned and
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emergent. Finally, there is a means by which the complex system expands and changes.
Although CT has been used to explain phenomena in the sciences, i.e., how a flock of
birds emerges from the interaction of individual birds, the interdisciplinarity of near-native
speaking proficiency warrants an examination of components necessary for its genesis (LarsenFreeman, 2015). Van Lier (2000) makes explicit the relationship between unpredictability and
chaos/complex ways of thought. For example, an L2 learner put in an unfamiliar situation with a
customs agent in the foreign country, or refugees compelled to migrate to another country.
Complexity theory is most plausible with regard to self-efficacious learners: the L2 learner has
moved from pedagogical to andragogical approaches in SLA, the motivation is high, the
affective filter is low, and the student avails herself of time in the L2 community or study abroad.
The proximal goals build on one another while simultaneously striving for the distal goal.
Although lower levels of proficiency may be achieved on a linear plane, non-linearity appears at
advanced and distinguished levels.
Maturation is another variable, since life experiences, and language, play significant
roles. For example, two eyewitnesses can watch a video of a person breaking a vase. In English,
native speakers will say, “he broke the vase”. In Spanish, the event depends on intention. If the
vase was broken on accident, a distinguished Spanish speaker will not say, “he broke the vase.”
Spanish speakers, most likely will say, “the vase was broken” or “the vase broke itself”
(Boroditsky, 2018). Language shapes the way people think; to achieve near-native proficiency
an L2 learner must be able to synthesize and analyze highly abstract or socio-cultural embedded
concepts. Since linguistic variables are interdependent, each variable impacts the other, as
shown in Figure 1. Variables may lie in areas such as heritage speakers, access to the L2
community, and availability of a study abroad experience. Learning styles and strategies may be
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developed sooner or later in a person's maturation. Depending on the complexity of the L2, the
time between proficiency levels may vary. Each of these variables exemplifies non-linearity,
also found in complex dynamic systems (Larsen-Freeman, 2015).

Figure 1. Complexity theory in second language acquisition framework (Franke, 2019)
Complexity Theory posits that affordances—opportunities for learning rather than
input—allow the student to be adaptive in learning (Van Lier, 2000). Learning may occur at any
time or place. There is no specific order of progression in the learning, resulting in nonlinearity.
A learner may be afforded the opportunity to study abroad before, during, or after studies. The
opportunity to build sociocultural competence may occur in interactions with native speakers,
during study abroad experiences, or watching a YouTube video.
The complexity of language occurs in an environment of constant agents acting and
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reacting to each other, and stimuli from sight, sound, touch, feel, taste and smell impacting
billions of neurons in the human brain. The openness of CT coincides with the second law of
thermodynamics in which order evolves from disarray and chaos (Safari & Rashidi, 2015).
Larsen-Freeman (2015) suggested how CT manifests a self-organizing principle where order
emerges from interacting components, paralleling concepts of learner autonomy and heutagogy
in second language acquisition.
Complexity theory comported to the research questions in this study. In a review of the
disparate aspects necessary to attain near-native proficiency, the first aspect in CT is nonlinearity (Van Lier, 2000). Participants may have a linguistic heritage in the L2, and
consequently, integrative motivation may serve as the catalyst towards distinguished proficiency.
Another L2 speaker may move to a target country, and the desire to work, live, and thrive in the
new L2 community may inspire the learner to these lofty goals. In the second area of research in
the given study, CT serves as the means to conduct an examination of the pathways near-native
speakers have taken to achieve distinguished proficiency. CT does not isolate on a given group
whose trajectory may be from point A to point B in a linear fashion. Safari and Rashidi (2015)
acknowledged that Complexity Theory has the ability to accommodate divergent theories such as
behaviorism, universal grammar, input hypothesis, output hypothesis, and sociocultural theory
under the same umbrella.
Thus, CT corresponds to second language acquisition in proficiency assessment, insofar
as assessment does not judge how a speaker achieved a given level. The assessment evaluates
what a speaker can or cannot do with the language. Additionally, when scientists examine
phenomena such as expertise in a given profession, the issue is not aptitude or genius, nature or
nurture. The qualitative nature of case studies also permits researchers to uncover the pathways
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successful learners have employed to achieve distinguished proficiency (Brecht, Rivers,
Robinson, & Davidson, 2015).
Research Literature Review
Peer-reviewed articles, reference books and other sources were uncovered utilizing the
research terms. A dearth of literature exists on distinguished proficiency in foreign languages.
A sufficient quantity of literature exists on disparate aspects of learner autonomy, persistence,
motivation, and study abroad. Dissertations and theses retrieved from the keyword search found
modalities such as writing proficiency or lower-level proficiencies, but no research on
distinguished speaking proficiency per se. Many phenomena play a role in near-native
proficiency—both cognitive and non-cognitive—and it is relevant to ascertain whether these
aspects are penultimate in achieving distinguished speaking proficiency. These phenomena were
the foci in the research among the participants who have achieved distinguished proficiency.
Study Abroad
Study abroad (SA) is the vehicle by which students are immersed in the foreign language
and culture for short-term or long-term periods. The International Institute of Education (2018)
reported over 300,000 American students participated in study abroad for academic credit in the
2016-2017 academic year. Students take part in SA not only for language and culture, but also
for internships, social and volunteer services, and experiential learning (Toner, 2019). Apart
from language proficiency and cultural gains, students develop numerous other soft skills,
including intercultural competency, adaptability, tolerance, dealing with ambiguity, interpersonal
awareness, and cross-cultural understanding. In order to achieve near-native proficiency, Van
Lier (2000) drew our attention to the necessity of these soft skills and competencies in the
adaptation as an L2 learner.
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At some point in the continuum of second language acquisition (SLA), foreign language
learners choose to leave the foreign-language classroom and immerse themselves in a study
abroad context where the L2 is spoken natively and predominantly, normally with a planned
curriculum and host family (Collentine, 2009). In order to aggregate findings in the field of SA,
the research is focused on those aspects which lead to advanced levels of L2 speaking
proficiency: namely, intercultural competence, learner identity, socio- and intercultural
competence, linguistic gains, duration of immersion experiences, and the development of
fluency, accuracy, and automaticity. The sheer magnitude of all the components of a
distinguished speaker in the L2 is vast; the hallmark of a near-native speaker is the ability to shift
in registers, speculate on highly abstract topics, support an opinion at a high level, give both
formal and informal speeches, and interpret (Interagency Language Roundtable, 2012). The
abovementioned topics address components of SA that were relevant to the given research.
Critical Period Hypothesis
Critical period hypothesis (CPH) posits the ability to acquire full or native-like fluency is
possible up unto the point of puberty (Lenneberg, 1967; Moyer, 2018). Due to neuro-biological
limits and electro-chemical changes in the brain (plasticity, lateralization), Lenneberg
emphasized the impact of late exposure on first and second language acquisition, especially on
phonology (Moyer, 2018). According to Lenneberg, pre-pubertal children acquire language in
both hemispheres of the brain. Other scholars (Hakuta, 2001; Vanhove, 2013) propose the
critical period as a range from infancy to late teens or as late as 22. While there are
disagreements in the exact time of the critical period, scholars agree that brain changes result in a
decline in the ability for language learning (Strid, 2017; Vanhove, 2013).

20

Since Lenneberg’s initial findings on CPH, numerous scholars have examined the critical
period, brain research, and SLA. Moyer (2018) cited Bialystok’s and Hakuta’s findings on
individuals’ right hemisphere dominance for language acquisition, which raises questions on
Lenneberg’s hypothesis. Moyer also examined the research on age and maturation by Birdsong,
Bialystok and Hakuta. Hartshorne, Tennenbaum, and Pinker (2018) conducted a study of nearly
700,000 English speakers and found the optimal window to learn a second language extended far
beyond puberty, and closer to adulthood. Although the study focused on receptive skills and
literacy, similar findings can be transferred to production skills. Based on research in
neurolinguistics over the last four decades, Schouten (2015) posits “only highly exceptional
second language learners—perhaps one individual out of a thousand—will be able to surmount
the neurobiological barriers which materialize when the critical period for pronunciation closes”
(p. 4). Moreover, a weak version of CPH purports a post-pubertal learner can make up for a lack
of exposure to the L2 with intense exposure later on.
Intercultural competence and study abroad. Empirical results from study abroad
generally support a positive relationship with intercultural competence and language proficiency
gains (Du, 2015; Heinzmann, Künzle, Schallhart, & Müller, 2015; Maharaja, 2018; Marijuan &
Sanz, 2018; Shiri, 2015; Watson & Wolfel, 2015). Generally, scholars agree that intercultural
competence is a sensitivity between cultures that an individual exhibits as external behaviors
when living in another culture (Maharaja, 2018). Shiri (2015) posited that homestays in the
immersion experience greatly benefitted students’ sociolinguistic and cultural gains.
Socialization organically from the homestay impacted the students’ social networks and provided
space for the students to glean intercultural sensitivity and competence in a lowered affective
filter. Du (2015) noted similar results in more opaque languages such as Korean and Chinese,
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which are encoded languages and have an honorific system. One phenomenon noted was an
epiphany of self-discovery and the development of a global perspective, transforming students’
perspectives and sometimes their belief systems (Du, 2015; Shiri, 2015).
In developing this new identity, students encountered a fight-or-flight experience of
either questioning their American identity or homesickness for American culture (Pellegrino,
2005). In order to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency, the learner requires a level of
familiarity in the L2 culture which is almost equivalent to that of a native speaker in the
language. Indeed, most educated speakers in a language frequently lie somewhere on the
continuum between superior and distinguished proficiency. In addition, only 15% of academic
year students in the Flagship study abroad achieved distinguished proficiency (n=47) (Davidson,
2010, p. 14). Gladwell (2013) emphasized the 10,000-hour rule with examples of computer
programmers and musicians who are deemed as outliers. In the same vein, some students may
not have had the amount of exposure to an L2 as the aforementioned 15% in the Flagship
program, thus requiring additional time to address areas in their L2 which limited them to
superior proficiency (~65%).
Language gains during study abroad. Research on study abroad strongly demonstrated
language proficiency gains, especially in L2 oral proficiency (Baker-Smemoe et al., 2014;
Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1993; Davidson, 2010; Di Silvio et al., 2014; Magnan & Back,
2007). Leonard and Shea (2017), pointed out that speaking proficiency was not evenly
distributed across all dimensions. For example, in the assessment of oral proficiency, the person
tested is evaluated on global linguistic skills, sociocultural competence, grammatical control
(accuracy), lexical control, delivery, and fluency. Recent studies have examined the granularity
of speaking proficiency and determined that students with higher L2 linguistic knowledge,
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schemata, and L2 processing speed achieved higher gains and could address topics requiring a
higher cognitive load during study abroad, which corroborated hypotheses expressed by Brecht
et al. (1993) and Magnan and Back (2007). These findings also support the results of Davidson
(2010), insofar as those students who reached superior levels were already at advanced high or
superior before the beginning of the study abroad Flagship program. Indeed, Leonard and Shea
(2017) found the following: a correlation between students who had a background knowledge of
the language before the SA experience and the ability to engage in more complex syntactical and
lexical constructions. Their results indicated that students with a foundation in grammar and
vocabulary may possess more cognitive resources which allow them to enhance text type and
accuracy in the L2.
Apart from mere study abroad, the ability to experience a homestay with a host family in
the target language is often viewed as the ideal environment. Di Silvio et al. (2014) found
correlations between homestays and oral proficiency gains, as well as satisfaction with the
students’ learning. In empirical research in these languages—Arabic, Chinese, French, Spanish,
and Russian—nuanced differences were noted based on variables such as gender, age,
intercultural sensitivity, personality, affective filter, and social networks (Baker-Smemoe et al.,
2014; Di Silvio et al., 2014). Watson and Wolfel (2015) suggested that students be matched with
a program conducive to their strengths and addressed four areas of improvement: 1) addressing
strategies to maximize proficiency gains, 2) during-immersion progress checks for reflection, 3)
encouraging more participation via community service, travel, and family activities, and 4)
comparing results with alignment of the host institutions’ effectiveness. These implications
coincided with the findings of Baker-Smemoe et al. (2014); social networks were indeed the
most essential element to achieve speaking gains during the study abroad.
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Second language identity and persistence. To achieve near-native proficiency, a
student undergoes a metamorphosis in self-identity. At the level of distinguished proficiency, a
learner speaks succinctly and often uses cultural and historical references. The ability to shift in
registers in a culturally appropriate manner along with deeply embedded cultural references are
the hallmark of an L2 speaker at distinguished proficiency (ACTFL, 2012). Block (2007)
defined identity as the negotiation of meanings “at the crossroads of past, present, and future”
(p.27). Learners are shaped by their worldview and schemata along a continuum, where learners
rely on past experiences but are shaped by future ones, resulting in discord and ambivalence
from competing identities. Similarly, Roshandel, Ghonsooly, and Ghanizadeh (2018) reviewed
Lambert’s model of subtractive and additive bilingualism, where learners choose to learn a
foreign language, resulting in additive consequences. For ESL learners, the discord corresponds
to the external desire to learn the majority language; for L2 learners, the ambivalence may arise
in conflicts of core values between L1 and L2 and may impact self-efficacy as well. Through
pragmatic and sociocultural competence gains during SA, the learner progresses from advanced
to superior and ultimately distinguished proficiency. In instances where there is no past
knowledge or situations which vastly differ from L1—in this study, English—this conflict with
identity may occur. Franke (2019) conducted case studies with ELLs and one respondent stated:
I'd always defined myself as a German dude and I told everyone, "Hey, I'm from
Germany, that's me. I'm the German guy." And I used that to explain away other
idiosyncrasies and personality traits. So to come into contact with Germans my
age in high school and find that I'm not able to communicate with them like peers
and that I'm not part of that community anymore was really painful for me
actually. (Franke, 2019, p. 4)
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Furthermore, conflicts resulting from social moirés in the target culture may destabilize
one’s self-perception and a new emotional or moral balance must be achieved
(Kinginger, 2013, p. 341).
In the construction of second language learners’ identities, Sato (2014) examined three
Japanese EFL students and their perceptions of using the language as a foreigner during their
study abroad experiences. These students underwent multiple identities, from stable to awkward,
contradictory, and were often subject to constant states of change. These identities also morphed
between migrant, classroom, or study abroad settings. With Japanese students, their identity in
L1 for not “losing face” because of accuracy or pragmatic competence was questioned. When
faced with authority figures such as a professor, the affective filter was higher than when
speaking to a teaching assistant. For these students, awareness-raising activities or interaction
with native-speaking interlocutors might aid in the construction of self. Pellegrino (2005)
reported that some learners exhibited frustration since they were spoken down to and not treated
as full-fledged Russian speakers. Du (2015) noted the challenges of American students while
studying abroad in China; the Chinese community generally were receptive to American
students’ efforts at using the target language. Finally, it should be noted that identity is not
static, whether in an L1 monolingual or an L2 during a study abroad stay. For some learners,
their perceptions and awareness may occur later after the SA event.
Closely tied to the concept of identity is self-efficacy (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2013).
Bandura (1989) defined self-efficacy as peoples’ judgments of their capabilities to complete a
task successfully. This definition was later expanded to include three components: 1)
willingness to undertake complex tasks, 2) willingness to expend effort to achieve goals, and 3)
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demonstrated persistence (Vuong et al., 2010). In the extant literature, persistence has been
shown as a predictor for higher linguistic gains (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2013; Duckworth, 2018).
Numerous scholars have expounded on different components of self-efficacy. To place
oneself in harm’s way linguistically, to encounter lexical breakdown, to see others performing
tasks (role plays with a complication, speeches, and repair strategies) all aided in the construction
of the L2 self. During study abroad, changes constantly occur in students’ self-efficacy, and the
highest gains occurred in oral skills associated with longer SA stays. Interactions with the local
community indicated a direct correlation with self-efficacy gains (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2013).
Persistence is a necessity to achieve distinguished proficiency.
Learner Autonomy
Learner autonomy is commonly accepted as the notion of accepting responsibility for
one’s learning and managing the complexities involved in SLA (Ceylan, 2019). An assumption,
implicit in Ceylan’s argument, is students who rely on the teacher to set goals and leave all
responsibilities with the teacher reflect lower autonomy. Because the teacher is not always
present, learner autonomy is critical for L2 learners (Oxford, 1990). By inculcating and
engendering strategies to develop learner autonomy, the student is not restricted to the limited
knowledge in the classroom. This concept is akin to the Chinese proverb attributed to Lao Tzu
of “give a man a fish and feed him for a day. Teach him how to fish; he can feed himself for a
lifetime.” Through autonomy, language becomes fun and interesting beyond the classroom.
Students take the initiative to explore language on the internet, in movies, restaurants, and
beyond (Ceylan, 2019).
At some point in foreign language study, formal education ceases. This may occur after
an undergraduate degree, graduate school, or even the doctorate level. At this point, lifelong
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learners direct their attention toward specific needs and control the time, energy, direction, and
progression of their learning. As previously noted, autonomous learning can occur even during
formal education, when the student takes control of the learning, progression, methodology, and
even self-evaluation (Little, Dam, & Legenhausen, 2017). Thus, two definitions for learner
autonomy exist: 1) learners are actively engaged in the planning, implementation, monitoring,
and evaluation of their own learning, and 2) students must learn “how to learn” with scaffolded
instruction, with the premise that all learning is autonomous—learners develop relationships
between the known and unknown and learners construct their own knowledge (Little et al., p.
77).
In deference to autonomous learning in traditional subjects—where the learner may be
organized, efficient, and pro-active—the traits of autonomous language learners differ. First of
all, there are vast culture differences between many languages, and the L2 learner can read and
study the basics of a given culture. Secondly, the vastness of second language acquisition cannot
be overestimated. Mohammadi and Mahdivand (2019) examined the willingness to
communicate (WTC) and found strong correlations to learner autonomy. An awareness of a
learner’s shyness may shed light on student success and outcomes. Other traits include
independence in terms of selecting the means of instruction (online versus face-to-face),
materials selection, strategies, and self-assessments (Ceylan, 2019). Despite the independent
nature in autonomous learners as far as the materials or approaches are concerned, autonomous
learners demonstrate traits of collaborators in second language acquisition—whether in online or
traditional modalities—with the need for engagement and group problem solving in oral
interactions (Furnborough, 2012). There are occasions when the L2 learner must work in groups
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to engage in metacognition or higher-order thinking, as well as to frame a discussion within an
interlocutor’s frame of reference.
Pedagogy, andragogy, and heutagogy. In learner autonomy, reviewing the origins of
these concepts is essential and how they play a role in second language acquisition. When a
baby or child is engaged in the negotiation of information and knowledge, this is pedagogy
(Blaschke, 2012). Until Freire (1970) challenged the notions of a student as an empty vessel
waiting to be filled, the “sage on the stage” was de rigeur. Later, self-determined learning, or
andragogy, was accepted as learners were perceived as more capable of using their skills and
knowledge to deal with unfamiliar situations independently. Although typically adult learners,
mature high school students with intrinsic motivation may certainly exhibit self-directness and
actively engage in their own needs (Blaschke, 2012). Learners began to cultivate their own
knowledge, facilitate knowledge, were intrinsically motivated, and exhibited a focus on lifecentered goals (Halupa & Still, 2014). This concept of self-directed and student-centered
learning is referred to as andragogy (Blaschke, 2012). Recently, flipped classrooms and eportfolios are two examples of andragogical approaches to learning, and self-directed learning
and self-assessment have been demonstrated as beneficial both in K-12 and adult language
learners (Halupa & Still, 2014; Jafarigohar, Sharifi, & Soleimani, 2017); however, Wang and
Storey (2015) counter the benefits of andragogy in teaching English as a foreign language in
China. The authors contend that Chinese culture—rooted in Confucian thought—prefers rote
memorization and test-taking skills over Western communicative approaches and
personalization. The final concept is heutagogy, where learning is self-directed and requires
minimal to no assistance from an instructor or mentor (Blaschke, 2012). In online and distance
education, heutagogy is ubiquitous because of the inherent nature of this modality (Blaschke,
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2012). The illustration demonstrates the basic tenets of these concepts (See Figure 2).

Figure 2. Progression from pedagogy to andragogy to heutagogy (Blaschke, 2012, used with
permission).
Based on the illustration in Figure 2, there is a symbiotic relationship in the classroom as
a teacher scaffolds learning, allowing more mature students to take control of their own learning.
As adults, students can be more self-directed in their learning, as they construct their own
knowledge (Blaschke, 2012). Linguistically speaking, the student builds his own scaffolds to
construct his knowledge. Through heutagogy, students have the self-awareness to know the gaps
in their knowledge. For example, at the distinguished level, candidates must be able to
successfully perform speeches, both formally and informally. Using a heutagogical learning
approach, learners will put themselves in situations where they must deliver a speech, both
informal and formal. Mature students may recognize weaknesses in formal speeches and join a
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local Toastmasters in order to improve their public speaking skills. In addition, there are
bilingual clubs for learners to work in L1 and L2 (Toastmasters, 2019).
To best illustrate the differences between pedagogy, andragogy, and heutagogy from a
linguistic perspective, an analogy of a car may be utilized (Blaschke, 2012; Halupa & Still,
2014). In pedagogy, the L2 learner is in the passenger seat or sitting in the back of a car. The
learner may or may not be aware of how the car is being propelled, or what the driver is doing
while driving. In andragogy, the student has a learner’s permit, and is periodically driving the
car with the instructor as a guide on the side. There is an intrinsic motivation to “get behind the
wheel” and take charge of the learning process. To drive to school or work, the motivation is
intensified in an instrumental fashion. The student is attuned to conditions and receives input
from time to time to cultivate knowledge. In heutagogy, the student is driving on the German
Autobahn at night—at 150 miles per hour. In this scenario, the student has a license to drive, has
driven alone on highways, and is experienced driving at high speeds at nighttime. As with
weather conditions on the Autobahn, contextual situations may also play a factor in learning.
In heutagogy, the L2 learner is engaged in double-loop learning; not only is the learner
considering problems and solutions, the learner is engaged in questioning his value system and
actions (Blaschke, 2012). The student is examining both competencies and capabilities in a form
of self-reflection. In a process of conscious self-assessment, the L2 learner demonstrates selfefficacy, communication skills, creativity, and positive values (Blaschke, 2012; Gardner, Hase,
Gardner, Dunn, & Carryer, 2008). Examples of heutagogical approaches include learner
contracts and learner-directed questions in a flexible curriculum (Blaschke, 2012). During an SA
experience, the student is engaged in self-reflection on a continual basis. Until mastery is
achieved on a given task, the L2 learner remains focused. When the student encounters lexical
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breakdown on a task or a probe to a higher speaking level (as a stretch objective), the learner
seeks to scaffold her learning with a mentor or teacher. In distance learning modalities, the
student is compelled to channel energies toward distal or proximal goals—normally without
instructor control. The student connects with peers and colleagues to seek solutions to inevitable
challenges as affordances in self-determined learning activities. Self-assessment is generally
utilized in heutagogical approaches to learning by extemporaneous speeches and other tasks
raised to distinguished proficiency levels.
Metacognition. A recent phenomenon within the last century is the need to engage in
the oral expression of higher-order thinking. Whereas in 1900 only 3% of the population were
engaged in cognitively-demanding professions, today over 35% of positions require the ability to
categorize, hypothesize, or discuss abstract topics (Flynn, 2013). The world has evolved from
concreteness to a highly complex milieu. The mere writing of a dissertation compels scholars to
take the hypothetical seriously, and abstract theories flow into logical thought. Fields as diverse
as business to artificial intelligence must ask the question ‘what might have been’ rather than
‘what is’ (Flynn, 2013). The study of Kelly and Reitter (2018) touched on several points in
metacognition, including these: language acquisition, language production, bilingualism,
prediction, language comprehension, and discretization (pp. 726-727). In each of these systems,
highly complex processing occurs. Indeed, language is perhaps one of the most complex
behaviors that humans demonstrate. Among bilinguals alone, there are deep neural networks
that allow code-switching between L1 and L2 in nanoseconds. At the distinguished proficiency
level, bilingualism represents linguistic information in high-dimensional places engaged
simultaneously on two planes (Kelly & Reitter, 2018).
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In order to conceptualize the three frames of reference—metacognition, environment, and
motivation—a jigsaw puzzle may be used. In higher order thinking, rhetoric and rhetorical
devices may differ greatly between L1 and L2. In language B, religious references at higher
levels may come into play, regardless of the values, beliefs, and social moirés of the L1.
Universal truths—normally a trademark of a near-native speaker—may differ greatly between
languages. The environment may be located in a first-world country and a third world country.
In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, circumstances may dictate an American female should dress in
a niqab or abaya to go to a market or appear in public, regardless of clothing preferences. In this
scenario, the fight-or-flight instincts of a motivated L2 learner are engaged (Pellegrino, 2005).
Farsi students may be unable to travel to Iran, and seek a similar environment in Tajikistan or
Persian communities in the United States. A person’s diet may be greatly altered. Regarding
motivation, students may fluctuate between different types, or go from demotivated to highly
motivated at different points in SLA (Ushioda, 2016). A marriage with an L2 spouse may
provide more than one piece of the puzzle: on the one hand, a spouse provides an environment
for the L2; on the other hand, the L2 spouse may provide motivation to achieve higher
proficiency levels. Pluut, Büttgen, and Ullrich (2018) note the relevance of career salience and
how various factors may influence motivation at different stages. The illustration provides a
visual representation of the necessary components of a distinguished L2 speaker as pieces of a
puzzle, as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Disparate aspects of near-nativeness as a puzzle.
Motivation
Pinker (2015) noted “emotions are mechanisms that set the brain’s highest-level goals”
(p. 373). In order to achieve near-native proficiency, calculated at approximately 17 years by
some scholars (Leaver, 2003), possessing motivation is essential. Motivation has many
connotations associated with the term: energy, grit, determination, tenacity, persistence,
enthusiasm, and commitment. When the L2 students embark on the journey towards
distinguished proficiency, emotions released in the brain trigger a cascade of goals and subgoals, manifested in skills and subskills on the road to language proficiency (Pinker, 2015). The
psychological aspects of motivation are on both conscious and unconscious levels. Scholars
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have conducted longitudinal research into different types of motivation in second language
acquisition (Dörnyei et al., 2014; Gardner, 2001; McEown, Noels, & Saumure, 2014; Noels,
2001a; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Schmidt & Watanabe, 2001; Ushioda, 2016). The following pages
examine different types of motivation and their relevance to distinguished proficiency.
Self-determination theory. Ryan and Deci (2000) posited in self-determination theory
(SDT) that human beings are motivated by three psychological needs: competence, autonomy,
and relatedness. The theory views everyone on a continuum from not motivated to intrinsically
motivated. The two main types of motivation in SDT are extrinsic motivation and intrinsic
motivation. Extrinsic motivation is viewed as a lower form of motivation or orientation, and
consists of four regulations: integrated regulation, identified regulation, introjected regulation,
and external regulation (Noels, 2001a). Noels (2001b) defined integrated regulation as
assimilation to the ‘self’, not for enjoyment, but sees competence in an L2 as being in harmony
with one’s core values and identity. Ryan and Deci (2000) perceived identified regulation as a
self-determined choice to learn the L2 so the learner could better her educational development.
Introjected regulation may be defined as an orientation whereby the student behaves from ego—
fear, shame, guilt, pride—rather than by interest or choice (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The lowest
form of extrinsic motivation, external regulation, evolves from external rewards or avoidance of
punishment (Noels, 2001b).
More autonomous learners, conversely, tend to be oriented to intrinsic motivation.
Intrinsic motivation relishes L2 learning as an activity which is interesting or enjoyable (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). The feeling of enjoyment or fun originates through competence in the L2.
Relishing a drive on the Autobahn, ordering a favorite dish in a Mexican restaurant, overcoming
a situation in Chinese with a complication, all are examples of intrinsic motivation. Like
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extrinsic motivation, there are different types of intrinsic motivation found in SDT; namely,
intrinsic-knowledge, intrinsic-accomplishment, and intrinsic-stimulation (Noels, 2001a).
Intrinsic-knowledge orientation may be viewed as feelings of enjoyment for curiosity’s sake,
such as looking up obscure vocabulary words in the dictionary or surfing for videos in the L2 on
YouTube. Intrinsic-accomplishment is the feeling of enjoyment or pleasure derived from
achievements, such as learning the Spanish grammatical concepts of por versus para, or preterit
versus imperfect tenses. Intrinsic-stimulation orientation is the enjoyment of the aesthetic, such
as the melody of a mariachi band, the rhythm of a poem, or the beauty of a Japanese tea
ceremony (Noels, 2001a). Each of these orientations evokes feelings of enjoyment in the L2 and
results in a psychological state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2016).
Integrative motivation. Gardner (2001) defined integrative motivation as “a genuine
interest in learning the second language in order to come closer to the other language
community” (p. 5). Within the field of second language acquisition (SLA), Gardner (2001, p. 2)
elucidated integrative motivation into four assumptions:
1) Integrative motivation encompasses attitudes, goals, and motivations.
2) SLA implies the pursuit of distinguished proficiency and, consequently, identifying with
the L2 community.
3) Integrative motivation and integrative orientations are two distinct constructs in SLA.
4) The theory of integrative motivation should be measured and researched to test the
theory.
Within the language community, the L2 learners gravitate to the culture and develop positive
attitudes. Through a willingness to communicate, the learners initiate self-directed learning and
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autonomy beyond the classroom. Understanding the necessity of exposure and practice, the L2
learners consciously expose themselves to more practice and expand their comfort zones, while
simultaneously lowering their affective filters (Noels, 2001b).
Integrative motivation across cultures. A country or nation is not limited to a singular
mindset. Indeed, many nations have hundreds, if not thousands of different cultures within their
boundaries. For students pursuing distinguished proficiency, becoming not only bilingual but
also bicultural, is a necessary requirement. In this pursuit to integrate with the L2 culture, some
cultures are vastly different, such as an L1 with an individualistic mindset, to a collectivist
mindset in the L2. For example, McEown et al. (2014) found English-speaking students of
Japanese from Australia and the United States more inclined towards integrative orientation.
This phenomenon was replicated by Kato (2016) who found that students utilized integrative
motivation while in their home country, and this heightened integrative motivation increased
their desire to study abroad in Japan.
Conversely, Noels (2001a) found Spanish L2 learners more oriented to intrinsic
motivation, evidenced by a desire to know the language or hold intellectual discussions.
Research in China and with students of Chinese (Du, 2015; Lai, 2017) found both integrative
(ethnic Chinese, family reasons) and instrumental (use in business) equally relevant, and the
research study (n=162) revealed both forms of motivation were significantly positively
correlated. Regarding Russian, Nikitina and Furuoka (2006) noted scant evidence of Russian
learners’ integrative motivation at the beginning of a course, but after two semesters there was a
shift towards integrative motivation, and a desire to know more about Russia and its culture.
Instrumental motivation. Dörnyei and Clément (2001) delineated instrumental
motivation as more of an extrinsic orientation, largely a utilitarian effort to obtain a job or earn a
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financial benefit or reward. In their research on motivations across five languages (English,
German, French, Italian, and Russian), English scored highest in instrumental and integrative
motivations. Motivation was the lowest in Russian across all categories queried: contact with L2
speakers, integrativeness, instrumentality, vitality of the L2 community, and cultural interest.
Ellis (1997) noted instrumental motivation could not result in distinguished proficiency;
however, Leaver (2003) identified 82% of near-native L2 speakers’ motivation as instrumental.
Although the findings of the participants varied between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, 38%
of the participants identified with integrative orientations. Apart from distinguished proficiency,
there are numerous positive aspects to instrumental motivation. According to Ivanova,
Kuzmanovska, Kirova, and Dimova (2019), instrumental motivation was highest with a desire to
communicate in the foreign language (88%), being a more qualified job applicant (92%), and
usefulness in future career aspirations (99%). The National Association of Colleges and
Employer’s (NACE) survey revealed 31% of all employers desire global and multicultural
fluency as essential soft skills necessary for college graduates entering the workforce (Toner,
2019). Additionally, those taking part in an SA experience had increased chances to find
employment—even in competitive fields.
Vicarious Motivation. Leaver (2003) coined an additional motivation referred to as
“vicarious” motivation. In this study of L2 learners who achieved distinguished proficiency,
40% were married to foreign spouses. This type of motivation encompasses many forms, from
extrinsic (wanting to learn the language well for the immediate family), to external regulation,
when the L2 speaker does not want shame, to be shunted aside, or viewed as a foreigner in the
family dynamic (Leaver, 2003; Noels, 2001b). When the marriage is based in love, motivation
ranged from integrative such as feeling close and connected to the spouse (Ryan & Deci, 2000),
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to a desire to appear accultured and literate in the language. A final form of vicarious motivation
is when spouses use the L2 as the lingua franca since the L1 of both partners differ and L2
becomes the language of love (Leaver, 2003).
The concept of spousal motivation cannot be overestimated. Pluut et al. (2018)
conducted research on spousal career aspirations, examining both determinants and
consequences. In the research, career salience—the importance a person ascribes to one’s
career—is reflective of status, achievement, and money (Pluut et al., 2018). By openly sharing
ambitions and aspirations that a couple has, they can make an informed decision together. From
a linguistic perspective, Pluut et al.’s study contained a number of new insights which comport to
the multidimensionality of motivation of an L2 learner (Yaghoubinejad, Zarrinabadi, & Ketabi,
2017). As a couple integrates as a family unit, the motivations may shift between integrative,
instrumental, extrinsic, and intrinsic types. These findings of L2 learners’ ups and downs in their
development may explain the multidimensionality of vicarious motivation. On the one hand, the
L2 learner wishes to show the family in a good light such as interactions with in-laws and not
being perceived as a foreigner in the family dynamic. On the other hand, career salience may
play a role with one or both spouses. Moreover, these motivations may fluctuate over time as
motivations rise and fall (Yaghoubinejad et al., 2017).
Directed motivational currents. The final form of motivation is a novel psychological
construct referred to as Directed Motivational Currents (DMC) in the literature (Dörnyei et al.,
2014; Ibrahim & Al-Hoorie, 2019). DMC is a phenomenon in which a person “acquires and
maintains a motivational surge over an extended period of time” (Ibrahim, 2016, p.3), apropos in
the acquisition of distinguished speaking proficiency in the L2. Although numerous aspects of
motivation have been examined in various disciplines, most research has examined and
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identified forms of motivation from a static, temporal viewpoint, and myopically on a task.
DMC has examined motivation at a dynamic, holistic level whose aim is oriented more towards
persistence than task. Examples of DMC exist in all walks of life, from passing the driving test
to get a driver’s license, to going on a diet (Ibrahim, 2016). Each instance of DMC first begins
with a starting point like the launch of a rocket. Secondly, a routine is established and the L2
learner enters a phase of ‘motivational autopilot' when the acquisition of the second language
resembles the falling of domino pieces in a cascading line. Once the task or goal is set in
motion, a DMC is generated which steadily maintains momentum until the goal is achieved.
This steady current is akin to the autopilot on a car; the learner is self-propelled in fulfilling goals
and sub-goals on the road to near-native proficiency. Thirdly, the learner is thrust into an
upward spiral as the student grows in self-efficacy. Dörnyei et al. (2014) found that this
behavior of effortless learning became ingrained into a routine or habit, not unlike brushing
one’s teeth before bedtime.
To best illustrate DMC in SLA, the metaphor of LEGO® blocks can be used. LEGO®
blocks are plastic bricks which snap together. Children build things like cars, houses, and people
out of these blocks, and in so doing develop their motor skills and coordination. Similarly, L2
learners acquire knowledge such as vocabulary and grammar to construct meaning. SLA
parallels a foundation of LEGO® blocks, for knowledge builds on past knowledge and the
learner constructs meaning in the language—or co-constructs meaning through scaffolding with
a teacher or peer in a zone of proximal development (Bruner, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978; Storch,
2018). Just as the learner may eventually build a highly complex, six-foot tall sculpture of a
pencil or castle with over 100,000 LEGO® blocks, an L2 learner may eventually achieve
distinguished speaking proficiency.
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As noted previously, the concept of DMC borrowed tenets from numerous aspects of
psychology; namely, goal setting, visualization, and flow theory. In goal setting, Locke (1996)
highlighted four characteristics which comport to DMC: 1) specificity, 2) difficulty, 3) passion,
and 4) attainability. In order to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency, the proficiency
guidelines clearly demark the requirements for this level of speaking mastery. Since less than
one percent of all L2 learners become distinguished speakers in the L2, the task is difficult.
Commitment to a long-term goal in time and energy requires passion. Finally, when the learner
is convinced that the goal is attainable, the current of energy (physical, emotional, cognitive)
remains evenly distributed in pursuit of the goal. Regarding visualization, Paivio’s (1985)
seminal work on imagery in athletic performance is applicable to SLA. Through visualization,
the L2 learner sees the ideal self but is constantly directing DMC towards the future self—a nearnative speaker of the language. During the upward spiral, the learner counterbalances the future
self with the feared self—accepting less than the envisioned goal.
Finally, Csikszentmihalyi’s (2016) flow theory plays prominently as a highly focused
motivational state “when motivation, cognition, and emotion are fully aligned with the task
under completion” (Dörnyei et al., 2014, p. 22). Csikszentmihalyi’s (2016) theories posit a love
for wisdom and knowledge. There is sheer joy in the ability to communicate with others in a
bicultural, bilingual milieu. Both flow theory and DMC experience instances of ‘being in the
zone’ or in the moment. However, the difference between flow theory and DMC belies the
outcomes: in flow theory, the goal is short-term, such as a lecture, painting, or playing music.
Flow theory focuses on a single task; DMC encompasses the “big picture”. DMC circumvents,
overrides, and overcomes complications, distractions, and obstacles. Chaos, diversity, and other
factors are aligned and embraced (Dörnyei et al., 2014). In DMC, there are distal and proximal
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goals. A proximal goal may be progress in reading or writing in the L2; the distal goal is
distinguished speaking proficiency.
Summary
This literature review examined the various findings and examples of criteria used to
examine the strategies which adult language learners employ in order to achieve near-native
proficiency. There is a gap in the current literature on distinguished speaking proficiency and a
need for roadmaps to attain this level of proficiency—not only in time and energy—but noncognitive factors as well (Leaver, 2003). Another gap in the literature pertains to motivation, and
how to sustain this motivation in the long-term pursuit of distinguished proficiency (Dörnyei et
al., 2014; Ibrahim & Al-Hoorie, 2019). Additional findings examined phenomena of SLA at
intermediate, advanced, or superior levels; however, these phenomena have not been analyzed at
the distinguished level of proficiency.
A review of study abroad programs reflected a positive correlation for how students
developed oral proficiency (Davidson, 2010). With the exception of Davidson’s (2010) study of
StarTalk participants, the majority of studies examined lower levels of proficiency or short-term
study abroad programs. Conversely, the literature review demonstrated strong gains in
proficiency from a half-point to a point in academic year programs, particularly for those who
had a solid foundation in the language prior to study abroad. Short-term SA programs may serve
as motivation for the L2 learner—especially at lower to advanced levels of proficiency.
Variables such as age, aptitude, gender, personality types, heritage learners, and distance from
the L1 to the L2, as well as socio-cultural factors were not analyzed as disaggregated data. A
study highlighting these variables would add to the existing literature. Flynn (2013) makes a
number of valid points about paradigmatic change during the 20th century, demonstrating the
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need for more sophisticated language production in cognitively-demanding professions. Study
abroad may serve as a means to meet the needs of 21st century education and the workforce—
particularly as globalization and increased needs for advanced L2 speaking proficiency comes to
the fore (Davidson, 2010; McGinn, 2015; Rivers & Brecht, 2018). If history is any indication,
the need for higher-order thinking will only grow in time.
Chapter 3 also highlighted different types of motivation in SLA. Bearing in mind that
motivation may change with age, time, or priorities, the self-determination theory and its three
components—competence, autonomy, and relatedness—were analyzed and compared to other
forms of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Apart from intrinsic and extrinsic motivations,
integrative and instrumental motivations were examined considering distinguished proficiency
(Noels, 2001b). Vicarious motivation, a subset of mixed motivation among L2 learners who
married a foreign spouse, demonstrated different nuances towards distinguished proficiency
(Leaver, 2003). The most recent findings in the literature involved Directed Motivational
Currents (DMC), a descriptor for persistent motivation possessing hallmarks of both resilience
and flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 2016; Dörnyei et al., 2014). Ibrahim’s (2016) research
questions closely resembled the modus operandi of the present study, although its findings were
of a general nature in SLA, and not near-native speaking proficiency per se. Ibrahim
investigated DMC’s ability to expend optimal motivational energy over a distal time, and the
present study examined this phenomenon as well. The literature in Ibrahim’s (2016) research
contained studies which analyzed positive psychology in SLA.
This literature review analyzed four major themes pertaining to distinguished proficiency:
learner autonomy, persistence, study abroad, and motivation. Chapter 2 contained the literature
search strategy, theoretical framework, and research literature review. Chapter 3 provides the
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research design and rationale, research procedures, population and sample, data analysis, data
collection, reliability and validity, and ethical underpinnings for the study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This qualitative case study design examined the strategies that adult language learners
employ in order to achieve near-native speaking proficiency. The setting for the research was at
an educational institution in the Western United States. The participants included professional
educators who are near-native speakers of Chinese, Spanish, and Russian. These participants are
educators in both undergraduate and graduate foreign language programs. The rationale for using
case study research is three-fold: 1) the main research question addressed “why” or “how”
questions; 2) the researcher had little to no control over behaviors; and 3) the focus of the study
was on contemporary phenomena (Yin, 2018). Yin (2018) also noted that in case study the main
focus is on decisions: the rationale for taking them, how they were implemented, and what was
the result.
This study was necessary because the existing literature in second language acquisition
is limited to beginning or intermediate level learners (Leaver, 2003). Across the contexts of
near-native oral proficiency, this study examined learner autonomy (Astorga-Cabezas, 2015;
Glisan, Swender, & Surface, 2013; Leaver & Atwell, 2004; Pavlenko, 2015; Scharle & Szabo,
2013; Ünlü & Er, 2016), motivation (Edwards & Roger, 2015; Fraga-Cañadas, 2010; Lai, 2017;
Martinsen, Alvord, & Tanner, 2014; Reinders & Benson, 2017), and study abroad (Brecht et al.,
1993; Davidson, 2010; Dewey, 2017; Hyltenstam, 2016; Magnan & Back, 2007). Learner
autonomy, motivation, and study abroad are the three pillars which provide both students and
teachers with insights into distinguished proficiency. As a result of this study, insights into the
strategies used to attain distinguished proficiency were identified. Chapter 3 provides a complete
description of the methodology and design implemented in this study, including population,
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sampling, theoretical framework, data collection, ethical issues, validity, reliability, and a
summary to further elaborate on this study.
Restatement of the Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative case study research was to examine how some language
learners are able to become distinguished speakers in foreign languages in the United States.
When examining the need for near-native speakers, the aspect of Friedman’s (2007) The World
is Flat and globalization come into play. Governments interface on a daily basis to discuss
policy, security, tariffs, and geopolitical stability. The language in these interchanges is not
limited to pleasantries, but rather high-level negotiations, synthesis, and interpretation. In a
report given in Congressional hearings, McGinn (2015) elaborated on the need for a wide range
of missions: national security, homeland security, global diplomacy, social services, and
business. Additionally, since the requirements for graduates have increased to limited
professional proficiency and general professional proficiency (ILR Levels 2+/3), educators must
have the facility to teach to these higher levels of proficiency.
Research Design and Rationale
This exploratory case study examined the non-cognitive, social, educational, and
affective strategies employed by adult language learners who have achieved near-native
proficiency. Brown (2013) noted that exploratory research’s aims are to examine phenomena
where little or no research has been conducted previously. In a post-positivist approach to case
studies, Yin (2018) defined a case study as an attempt to illuminate the decisions that were taken
to achieve a result. In this manner, the case study satisfied the justification as a research method.
Although there are aspects of a phenomenological nature, the case study captured the lived
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experiences of the participants. This study also sought explanations into how some foreign
language (FL) students achieve these levels of proficiency.
The sample size of case studies consisted of four participants, who took part in two
interviews. Creswell and Creswell (2018) noted that case studies incorporate four to five cases
(p. 186). The primary investigator (PI) conducted all the interviews. The interviews addressed
the aforementioned themes, with embedded units of analysis for each theme. The interviews
lasted for approximately two hours, and there were two iterations for each participant, for a total
of four hours. The interviewees are all educators in the Monterey Bay area of California and
have all taught several years in their specific languages, namely: Chinese, Russian, and Spanish.
Yin (2018) noted interviews are “one of the most important sources of case study evidence” (p.
110). Creswell (2014) reiterated the fact that case studies are a method of inquiry to perform an
in-depth analysis of an activity of one or more individuals (p. 14). The ability for English native
speakers to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency in the L2 qualified as such an activity or
phenomenon. Through case studies, patterns of the participants’ strategies to become near-native
speakers in the foreign language were evidenced.
Role of the Researcher
In order to examine this study fully, the researcher reflected upon his positionality as a
near-native speaker of a foreign language. This positionality or relatedness as a near-native
speaker of a foreign language did not influence the research or findings. In examining the
epistemology and methodology, it was important to maintain neutrality towards other
metalinguistic communities, and not perceive oneself as an insider or outsider—simply as an
observer.
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The role of the researcher in the given study was focused on interviews, data collection,
and data analysis. The researcher had no supervision or authority over the participants. The
researcher’s position was categorized as a faculty position at the institution, and the researcher
did not have frequent contacts with the participants. The participants did not work in the same
division or directorate as the researcher. The researcher had no social or outside activities with
any of the participants. Moreover, incentives were not offered.
Research Questions
RQ1: How did the participants describe the ability to achieve distinguished proficiency?
RQ2: How did the participants achieve such high proficiency levels?
Research Procedures
The research division of this Western university provided guidance and made possible
suggestions on how to ascertain which educators possessed the requisite level of proficiency to
participate in this study. Once four participants had been chosen, the identity of the selected
participants was made available to the primary investigator, who requested their participation
and gained informed consent. The researcher provided the permission letter to each participant.
A copy of the permission letter can be found in Appendix A. Data were encrypted on a
password-protected computer and only shared with the participants to verify accuracy of the
transcriptions. The results of the study may provide a roadmap to students desiring to achieve
this level of proficiency, and give educators an insight into approaches and strategies to guide
learners to this level.
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Population and Sample Selection
The population of this study was four participants. This number was determined by
selecting participants in various foreign languages which encompass the complexities of
languages (different alphabets, scripts, right-to-left languages, tonal languages) and cultures far
removed from the English language. In the Interagency Language Roundtable (2012), languages
are categorized by difficulty of a native English-speaker to acquire the language. There are four
categories, from one to four, which define the language difficulty. Languages nearest to English
like Dutch, Spanish, or French are categorized as level one. These languages share common
alphabets, roots, and morphosyntactic structures. Indonesian, a category two language, shares
the alphabet but has different root systems and differs in culture. Russian, Hebrew and Farsi,
category three languages, contain alphabets which differ from English and are written from right
to left or are highly inflected. Arabic, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese (category four languages)
are highly inflected, tonal, contain diglossia (two or more variants in the same language), and the
cultures are far removed from English. The basis for selecting the participants was to examine
different variables that may influence second language acquisition, and to examine
commonalities or differences on the road to distinguished proficiency.
Ideally, all near-native foreign language speakers at this organization would be
interviewed, although this is beyond the scope of this research design. The participants were
selected by the principal investigator in this Western university based on advice from the
research division. There were no vulnerable groups in this study who might require special
precautions. The privacy and confidentiality was discussed with each participant. Since there
are human subjects in this study, the ethical principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and
justice were adhered to (Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1979).
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Instrumentation
This research study relied on interviews as the instrument to uncover the approaches that
various educators have utilized to achieve distinguished proficiency. Due to the complexities of
near-native speaking proficiency, the interviews were semi-structured to allow for
personalization for the individual participant. There were two interviews for each participant.
Open-ended probing questions were included in the protocol in order to gather rich data (Hill,
2012). The first set of questions addressed motivation and study abroad. The second set of
questions addressed motivation and language maintenance. The responses to these questions
were recorded, transcribed, and coded to identify themes in the participants’ pursuit of
proficiency. The participants were coded as (P) and a corresponding number. The interviews
took place at a Western university.
In the spirit of qualitative research, the researcher was not limited to the above-mentioned
questions during the interview (Phillips, Kaseroff, Flemming, & Huck, 2014). Deviations from
the protocol were permitted when the responses went beyond the purview of the initial questions.
This protocol was focused on the first interview, and the second interview delved into more
nuances between different levels of increased proficiency and the roadmap for the individual
participant. An exhaustive search was conducted to match a protocol to the context of the study.
This protocol had not been used in previous research. The use of normative questions in the
protocol allowed for replication and provided both content and construct validity (Yin, 2018).
Data Collection
Yin (2018) noted five levels of questions in a case study protocol: specific interviewees,
individual cases, patterns of findings, the entire study, and normative questions (pp. 90-91). The
interviews were recorded and transcribed for coding. The interviews were conducted at the
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institution with both undergraduate and graduate educators. The initial questions in the interview
were used to relax the participants and to put them at ease (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018;
Seidman, 2014). The interviewer took notes during the interview to capture paralanguage and
non-recorded portions of the interview (Seidman, 2014). There were two forms of recording for
redundancy. The participants had access to the transcript within 48 hours of the interview.
Participants received an email on the secured military network with their individual transcripts
for triangulation. The participants were requested to provide corrections and or comments to the
researcher. Cohen et al. (2018) noted that transcriptions inevitably lose data and expediency is a
prerequisite for data capture. This time frame aided the primary investigator in capturing
accurate data (Cohen et al., 2018; Seidman, 2014). Data from the recording were kept on a
password-protected laptop using 128-bit encryption, and no documents or copies left the
premises of this institution.
This qualitative study employed MAX Qualitative Data Analysis software (MaxQDA
Verbi, 2015) to transcribe the interviews, incorporate and code the responses. The data were
coded into themes, namely: study abroad, learner autonomy, motivation, time spent studying in
the target language country and community, and insights into distinguished proficiency. The
choice of this method hinged on the complexity of a distinguished speaker of the target language.
A distinguished speaker can synthesize, analyze, shift in registers, and interpret nuances of the
language. Consequently, there were several contexts in which to analyze this phenomenon
holistically. Specifically, the analysis provided insights into second language acquisition in
distinguished speaking proficiency. A phenomenological approach to the interviews focused on
the lived experiences of the participants and was apropos to this research design (Seidman,
2014).
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Data Preparation
After the interviews were conducted, the interviews were transcribed and coded in the
software MaxQDA. The preparation for this qualitative study included relevant questions,
attention in the interview, being adaptive to each interviewee, having a solid understanding of the
research conducted, and avoiding bias (Yin, 2018). Due to the time constraints of the interviews,
relevant questions were necessary in order to allow divergence among two or more case studies.
The aim was to examine different languages and how these educators attained near-native
proficiency. For example, some distinguished FL speakers had native-speaking spouses or
partners. Virtually all participants had spent extended time periods in-country and in nativespeaking communities. The themes collected centered on the research questions and related
topics. Themes were displayed in a visual format of a mind map, as well as tables for analysis.
Data Analysis
Within MaxQDA, the ability to combine the data into groups and assign variables (age,
gender, place) exists. Codes are available to break down the data into individual components,
and these components can be color-coded. Themes were mapped to uncover connections and
visualize the data. Themes were also quantified through text analysis for frequency. Within
member checking, the themes were discussed and analyzed with each participant in the followup interviews (Creswell, 2014).
Coding
After the interviews had been transcribed and reviewed by the participants and the
primary investigator, the transcripts were reviewed holistically. At this stage, the transcripts
were labelled for relevant themes and themes were coded (Seidman, 2014). The use of
MaxQDA software enabled the researcher to quickly scan large amounts of data and categorize
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it. Simultaneously notes were taken in paper copy during the interviews as a form of
triangulation (Cohen et al., 2018). Some codes generated at the beginning of the data analysis
may have been modified subsequently, warranting a review of all the data for consistency. The
benefit of MAXQDA software is the ability to track all decisions of the researcher, thus enabling
transparency (Seidman, 2014). A secondary coding will enable the comparison across themes
and enable the ability to create subsets (Cohen et al., 2018). Throughout the research study the
data was maintained in a locked office on a secured government computer.
Reliability and Validity
Validity and reliability are of paramount importance in research design (Yin, 2018, p.
45). The construct and internal validity focused on the data collection process to establish chains
of evidence and provide logic models. The external validity was implemented with multiplecase studies by utilizing the participants to uncover more themes. Creswell (2014) points out
seven validity strategies: triangulation, member checking, rich descriptions, discrepant
information, prolonged time in the field, peer debriefing, and clarification. During the follow-up
interview in the case studies, analysis, findings, and themes may have been discussed with the
participants to elicit comment on the findings. By documenting the procedures and utilizing the
case study protocol, reliability was evidenced in the study. Five subject-matter experts with
advanced degrees in applied linguistics and research at different educational institutions have
reviewed the questions for reliability and validity (Appendix D). Revisions to the original
instrument were made after the experts’ feedback. Additionally, a field study of the instrument
was conducted after the IRB but before the actual study (Zamanzadeh et al., 2015).
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Ethical Procedures
Ethical considerations throughout the research process—before the study began through
completion of the study—were critical in any involvement with human subjects (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Yazan, 2015). Although many of the principles emanate from the medical
fields, the four moral principles—respect for autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and
justice—are equally applicable for research conducted in the humanities (De Roubaix, 2011).
This research also abided by these principles. During the interviews with the participants, as
well as before and after the research, the researcher reflected on his own positionality and
avoided bias and leading questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Respect for Autonomy
Respect for autonomy focused on participants and the avoidance of misusing the
participants by respecting their privacy, anonymity, and right to participate or not (Marshall &
Rossman, 2016). All participants in the study were adults at least eighteen years of age. Each
participant freely participated in the study, and for their participation they were fully informed
(See Appendix A) of the following five aspects: 1) the purpose of the study, 2) their participation
was voluntary, 3) the extent of their commitment to the study, 4) their identities were protected,
and 5) there would be minimal risks associated with the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).
In addition to the informed consent, other aspects of their autonomy were addressed.
Numbers (1 to n) replaced names in order to protect the confidentiality of the participants. All
recordings, transcripts and data were stored on a password-protected computer with encryption.
Loe, Winkleman, and Robertson (2016) noted that federal law does not require consent from the
participants when personal information is not used. Nevertheless, the Institutional Research
Board did require informed consent (Appendix F & G) . Access to the data was limited to the
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principal investigator. The transcripts, along with other data, were maintained on a three-factor
authenticated Department of Defense computer in a secure military facility.
Non-Maleficence
Non-maleficence is derived from the dictum primum non nocere [first, do no harm]
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016). As noted previously, the consent form (Appendix A) outlines all
possible risks to the participants. Steps were taken to protect the participants’ anonymity and
confidentiality, and a private place on campus ensured the protection of the participants’
identities. Participants did not take part in any group settings, and the interviews only had the
primary investigator and the participant present. Although there are questions of a personal
nature in the interview protocol (Appendix B & C), the PI strove to minimize stress or avoid
evoking emotive responses from the participants. Seidman (2014) noted two possible scenarios
for risk, during the interview and after the interviews have been completed. Since the interview
protocols sought in-depth answers to the phenomena of distinguished proficiency, there was a
possibility of emotional discomfort and the researcher worked to mitigate these instances.
Beneficence
Another ethical consideration in research is beneficence, attained by weighing the pros
and cons of conducting the study. The potential for harm, the costs, and the benefits were all
calculated. In the event that the benefits outweigh the risks, there is a positive beneficence to the
study (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). In the given research, the insights into near-native
proficiency could produce a significant value for both teachers and students. Additionally, the
research could potentially lead more students to achieve distinguished proficiency.
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Justice
The final ethical principle is justice. All persons are entitled to justice; namely, fairness
and equality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). All participants will have equal access to and benefit
from the contributions of this research. Potential biases were avoided at all costs, limitations of
the primary investigator’s competence, and boundaries of expertise (American Psychological
Association, 2017). Since the participants were well-known in the organization, the need to put
the participants at ease and avoid bias was key. As the primary investigator was not an
administrator on the campus, there would be no impact on the participants’ evaluation or
assignments.
Summary
Chapter 3 outlined a systematic and logical methodology and sample selection for the
case study. The necessity of multiple case studies was justified based on the research design.
The primary instrumentation for the case study was the interview. The criteria the participants
must meet was identified. The data collection and protocol were directly aligned to the research
questions. The validity and reliability within the research were addressed. The tools for the
study provided for triangulation of the data, as well as methods to approach qualitative data both
visually and quantitatively. The limitations of the study were the number of languages
researched and the one or two case studies in each particular language.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Data Analysis Results
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to examine the lived experiences
of some educators who were able to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency in their target
language. The study is focused on production skills, namely speaking, rather than literacy or
receptive skills. Since the literature on speaking modalities at the near-native level is sparse, the
lived experiences of those who have achieved distinguished proficiency in the L2 was warranted.
This phenomenological case study was guided by two research questions:
Research Question One: How do the participants describe the ability to achieve
distinguished proficiency? This question was designed to capture data and insights into the
educators who became near-native speakers in a foreign language. The participants shared
unique experiences and insights to achieve very high levels of speaking proficiency.
Additionally, the participants related stories which demonstrated their tenacity, persistence,
motivation, and determination to excel. An awareness of these traits may serve educators and
students alike whose aim is to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency.
Research Question Two: What strategies did the participants employ to achieve such high
proficiency levels? This question explored the paths each participant took in order to become a
near-native speaker in the foreign language. Participants revealed fascinating and important
insights into overcoming obstacles, as well as transitions from advanced to superior and
ultimately distinguished proficiency. The common thread among participants was language
learning is not linear, and each participant encountered different challenges in a highly
personalized way. The findings encountered from this research question may provide further
justification for tailored instruction geared to each FL student—especially at advanced levels.
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Utilizing data from in-depth, semi-structured, open-ended interviews of educators in
Monterey, California, Chapter 4 provides a summary of the processes for data collection, data
analysis, results, a presentation of emerging themes, as well as measures used for maintaining
validity and reliability. The principal investigator included a field test to examine the interview
questions and to practice the interview process. Based on the responses from the field study
participant and subject matter experts, the principal investigator made modifications to some of
the questions to ensure preciseness and to establish a timeline for near-native speaking
proficiency. In addition, the field test identified the time necessary to conduct the case study
interviews.
Data Collection
Data collection took place between November 23 and December 10, 2019. This study
consisted of open-ended interviews with four faculty members who teach foreign languages in
the Monterey Bay Peninsula of California. Creswell and Creswell (2018) note
phenomenological studies range from three to ten participants. The primary investigator sent an
email to the participants at their institutions to participate in the study. In one instance, a
potential subject declined based on privacy concerns. To maintain anonymity, each participant
was given an alphanumeric code. Table 3 presents the participant identifiers, professional title at
the institution, and years of experience.
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Table 3
Research Participants and Institutional Identifiers
Participant Code

Job title

P1
P2

Professor
Teacher
educator
Retired teacher
Course
developer

P3
P4

Years of
teaching
experience
19
20
28
20

The institution’s Scientific and Ethical Review Board granted permission to conduct
research and interview participants on campus (Appendix G). One participant chose to be
interviewed at an off-campus location, and another participant chose to travel from one campus
to the main campus. The off-campus location was not selected for privacy, but as a matter of
convenience. In each instance, accommodations were made for dates, times, and locations.
Recorded interviews lasted approximately 40 minutes each. Transcriptions of the
interviews and editing by the principal investigator lasted 80 hours. Conversations—both before
and after the interview—were captured in notes and provided an additional point of reference on
the subject’s recollections and experiences regarding aspects of motivation, study abroad,
persistence, spousal support, and distinguished proficiency. Although there were no unusual
events or circumstances during the interviews, there were deviations to the semi-structured
interview template (Appendix A and B), when warranted.
Data Analysis
Qualitative study and data analysis are unique and, consequently, often uncover surprises
along with truths and commonalities (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).

58

Saldaña and Omasta (2018) view data analysis “as a through-line—that is, a thematic thread that
weaves throughout the research endeavor or extended experience” (p. 51). The metaphor of a
thread is apropos in the case study of near-native speaking proficiency, for hundreds or
thousands of interlocutors contributed “to weave” an elaborate tapestry in the form of the
distinguished speaker’s oral proficiency. The semi-structured interview posed the same
questions to each participant (Appendix A and B); however, the interview deviated with a few
questions to those participants without a foreign-speaking spouse to attain the same granularity
as their counterparts. The principal investigator informed the participants of the efforts
implemented to protect their privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity.
Securing and Organizing Data
The interview data consisted of the recorded interviews, consent forms, transcripts,
correspondence, emails, and site approvals. The principal investigator secured the data on a
password-protected laptop using 128-bit encryption in a locked facility, and also organized the
data in a similar manner to the collection process. The procedure further organized the recorded
interviews, consent forms, transcripts, correspondence, emails, site approvals, and the files
created from MaxQDA and Excel spreadsheets. After the participants reviewed the transcripts
and the principal investigator completed edits, the transcripts were imported into MaxQDA. To
ensure anonymity, the principal investigator utilized alphanumeric codes to label the transcripts
in MaxQDA.
Examining the Data
Initially, the transcripts were examined for typographical errors and errata. After the
review of the transcripts, the data were summarized and initial codes and themes identified. As
noted by Saldaña and Omasta (2018), thematic analysis can be approached from two
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perspectives. First, themes may result from initial analytic work on categories or codes. Second,
themes may be constructed independently from a holistic view of the data corpus for patterns of
thoughts or ideas (p.319). By analyzing the data—whether with nascent categories or a holistic
view of the data—themes emerged from the data as main ideas. This inductive analysis
established a relationship between the participants’ experiences and the data.
Coding Data
Before analysis of the data, the principal investigator developed a conceptual framework.
Questions in the interviews were formulated in a two-pronged manner—both ontological and
epistemological—to directly address the research questions. The foundation for this approach
allowed for both deductive (questions formulated beforehand) and inductive (emergent, datadriven questions) coding of the data (Saldaña, 2016). Coding is a method for researchers to
facilitate the retrieval of data, often found in transcribed interviews as words or phrases (Rubin,
Rubin, & Haridikas, 2010). In this study, codes were established from transcripts and field
notes. In advance of the coding of the transcripts, a hard copy of the interviews was reviewed
thoroughly, data were circled, highlighted, and underlined, and memos and post-it notes were
written in the margins (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Subsequently, the initial coding was open
in nature to focus on major categories of information (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As themes
emerged, these initial categories were condensed. These themes were the over-arching linkage
of the phenomena shared by all the participants.
Since qualitative studies are unique, the approaches and methods to coding often require
two or more methods (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldaña, 2016). At the onset, first-cycle coding
captured the major categories, followed by second-stage coding to collapse the codes into
specific groups, events, and themes. To achieve the depth and breadth of the findings in this
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study on distinguished proficiency, the principal investigator implemented both cycles of coding
before, during, and after the initial review of the data. A priori were the coding decisions
corresponding to the methodological foundations of the study.
First-cycle coding. First-cycle coding is a cyclical act of labelling data and bringing
them together so the researcher can inspect, interpret, and revisit developing topics (Bloomberg
& Volpe, 2018; Saldaña, 2016). During this process, codes are added or revised as they emerge.
In the analysis of the data, several aspects of discovery revealed themselves, including the
participant’s voice, motivations, attitudes, cultures, identities, life course patterns, and processes.
Through this cyclical act, various aspects of the phenomenon were amplified, focused, or
highlighted which captured the participant’s lived experiences. At the same time, the coding of
the data in the first cycle aligned with the phenomenon, research questions, and purpose of the
study.
During the first-cycle coding, data were contracted or expanded. Although some data
were initially coded, later the coding was deemed irrelevant. The goal of the first-cycle coding
was to achieve precision and clarity in grasping for meaning or building a theory. In vivo coding
was utilized to capture the voice of each participant, to include exact phrasing or words used
(Saldaña, 2016). To align the codes correctly, there were instances when codes were recoded or
eliminated. After the four case studies were transcribed, each of the interviews was reviewed for
code alignment. A total of 407 items were ultimately assigned to 53 unique codes.
Second-cycle coding. After the first-cycle coding, a more focused, or second-cycle
coding took place (Saldaña, 2016). The purpose of this focused coding was to generate more
descriptive labels for broader themes. The participants’ recordings were reviewed to uncover
each participant’s intent, inflection of the voice with stress or tone, and descriptions containing
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emotions in each interview. Not unlike Bloom’s Taxonomy, data were interpreted, analyzed,
and synthesized. By focusing on the lived experience of each participant and cross-referencing
the multiple cases, the broader phenomenon of distinguished proficiency revealed itself, and is
also referred to as the quintain (Stake, 2015). The review of the codes, transcripts, recordings,
and notes aids in the analysis and interpretation of both the individual case and the quintain.
Although there are several forms of second-cycle coding, the main form is pattern
coding. While pattern codes not only aid in organization of the corpus, pattern codes also
assemble first-cycle codes into fewer groups and seek to attribute meaning to the groupings.
Through this second-cycle coding, four primary themes emerged. The themes which emerged
were (1) motivation, (2) persistence, (3) learner autonomy, and (4) study abroad. In addition,
different forms of motivation revealed themselves in the second-cycle coding. The participants’
lived experiences were expressed through both emotion codes and in vivo coding. The following
section demonstrates the results of the case study, the themes and subthemes arising from the
results, the alignment with both research questions, and analysis of the data.
Results
The interviews with the respondents revealed several commonalities shared by the
participants. Each of the participants addressed the research questions. The overarching theme
pertains to motivation from genesis to the achievement of the goal. The next theme addresses
the persistence of each of the subjects. The participants who took the longest time to achieve
distinguished proficiency demonstrated the greater amount of grit; those participants who
achieved distinguished proficiency faster demonstrated a more intense directed motivational
current (DMC). Similar to the proverb “all roads lead to Rome”, the participants in the study
exemplified persistence in different ways to achieve their goal. To achieve the goal of near-
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native proficiency in the foreign language, each of the subjects articulated learner autonomy as a
key to success. Finally, the role of study abroad was a necessity to reach distinguished
proficiency. The time spent in study abroad ranged from approximately ten months to ten years.
Table 4 illustrates the emerging themes from the respondents.
Table 4
Emergent Themes From Participants
Thematic Code

Motivation
To study the chosen language
Intrinsic motivation
Challenges and competition
Persistence
Learner Autonomy
Study Abroad

No. of
interviews
which mention
this theme
4

4
4
4

Theme 1: Motivation
In an examination of the phenomenon of distinguished proficiency, motivation is clearly
a major driver of success. Initially, the participant’s choice of language plays a critical role.
Later, different forms of motivation combine with determination to aid the participant’s goal of
near-native speaking proficiency. Finally, a tertiary form of motivation—challenge or
competition, ultimately leads to achievement. One participant in the study summarized success
in the foreign language in this manner,
Although I don't feel like I'm particularly smarter than a lot of other people I studied with.
It came more naturally to me than it did to a lot of other people. So I guess I would have
to confess to an apparent presence of a higher degree of aptitude. Although it's my
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studied opinion having watched a lot of people in the way they work with languages that
a lot more of that natural aptitude is just natural stubbornness and refusal that they can
accept anything less than excellent for myself [sic] when it comes to language learning,
whereas other people are more content with just getting by. (P3)
This sentiment was echoed by all participants in one form or another. Another
participant noted, “One is just my personality. I see my different students and their motivations
and stuff like that. I was very ambitious and competitive. This interview will not necessarily
reflect well on me. I just was very competitive. I wanted to be number one in the class. Even if
maybe I didn't care that much, I wanted to be number one. For me, school was a sport” (P1).
Another respondent stated,
That stuff motivated me. But when I started... When I realized that through literature,
culture is attained, that was my motivation. It is like I didn't want to really study
literature and language, but what my motivation, the literature I realized taught me the
language and the culture. And like I already told you before, nobody tells me what to do.
I don't work that well. I'm not motivated by others. I'm motivated by myself. I didn't
like literature that much. I got what I got, what I needed from it and I was ready to move
on. (P4)
Theme 2: Persistence
All of the participants recognized the role of persistence in the phenomenon of lived
experiences as distinguished foreign language speakers, although some of the participants
expressed both negative and positive attributes in regards to their nature and persistence. One
participant defined persistence in this fashion: “I got an undergrad degree and still didn't speak
[the foreign language]. I got a master's degree and still didn't speak [the foreign language]. "I'll
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be damned if I'm not going to learn this language." That's what pushed me into the PhD
program” (P1). Another participant attributed persistence as, “It's just moving forward. I like
for my everything, my life to move forward. And I love to study number one. I love books. I
love to read, I enjoy homework, I love going to class, I love intellectual discussions and I love to
study what drives me. So it was just a matter of doing what I already love, which is just study
and then study what I love” (P4). Another participant demurred at the concept of persistence, but
nevertheless defined the concept in the following way:
Number one has to be determination. I, I was determined to learn this and I loved
learning it. It was, it was like an adventure every single day. Discovering this language,
discovering this culture. I just found it fascinating when I was learning and, and I saw
myself improving. That was highly motivating and I just kept going. And so, you know,
I, you know, while I was in [country], I was working the whole time, whether it'd be in a
kindergarten teaching English or later on at a university teaching English teaching during
the day at night I would study [the target language]. That's what I would do. The
weekends, the same thing. The other part of that, I think part of that success would be the
way I taught myself. The strategies I use. They were definitely strategies to help me
immerse myself in the language, not with other people necessarily, but with me. (P2)
The final participant expressed persistence as “That to me was just always the natural intent. It
never once entered my mind, even from the very beginning before I ever got to [study], the first
time that I was going to go there to try to meet minimum standards. That's just not in my psyche.
I couldn't even begin to wrap my mind around that level of standard for oneself. I'm like, Oh
yeah, I just want to do what it is required and party or something like that. Not even in my
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mentality. I went there with the intent that if it's possible to do so, I want to speak [the target
language] like a native” (P3).
Theme 3: Learner Autonomy
The primary theme of learner autonomy pertains to the absence of formal instruction at
the distinguished level. While subjects and vocabulary on abstract topics, hypotheses , and
supported opinion may be raised to the distinguished level in a classroom setting, giving a public
speech in the target language is rarely performed. In addition, informal tailoring at the
distinguished level requires sophisticated dexterity in the language. Below is an English
example of an informal tailoring role-play:
A colleague and you sit down in your office. Your colleague’s son has decided to get a
tattoo on his face. Since you are younger than your colleague, the colleague has asked
you to convince the son NOT to get the tattoo. Speak to the son and convince the son not
to get the tattoo. The oral proficiency tester will play the role of the son.
In this scenario, the candidate must not only be nimble with language, there is a register shift
from one generation to the next. Slang, argot, and substandard language may be introduced—
elements normally not taught in a classroom setting. As long as the topic is not taboo, it is
permissible to be asked to perform an informal role-play at the distinguished level.
The participant’s responses to learner autonomy were very revealing. An experienced
educator noted, “I've always been independent from the day I walked out of my mom's stomach
from what she tells me. I don't need people telling me what to do” (P4). Another participant
expressed learner autonomy in this fashion:
When I was in country, I wanted to study there. In fact, I needed to find a school for
visa purposes so I could study, but what I found out is that most of these schools that I
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went to were there to help me get my visa stamp. They weren't that serious about
teaching foreigners the language, and so one example is one, the first school I went to,
they put me a beginner in with a group of advanced Korean students to study [the
language], and there was one American in there. I got nothing out of that. I switched
schools and found out that classes were optional, honestly, and so I decided, “well, I'm
going to have to do this on my own”, and I was happy to. I've learned some things in
college about, I was a psych major, so I'd learned some things about learning and I tried
to apply those and adjusted as I went along. (P2)
Due to circumstances beyond the participant’s control, the participant was compelled to
develop learner autonomy. Fortunately, the participant had the wherewithal and inclination to
use learner strategies to achieve distinguished proficiency. Additionally, a participant expressed
his viewpoint as: “Essentially my, my sense to be competitive eventually got completely
overcome by my sheer determination to survive the summer and, and you know, reap the
benefit[s] of the program. But to get through it was kind of more the theme of the day. If I read
enough of this stuff to be able to talk about it in class, maybe I'll survive yet another day” (P3).
The final participant noted, “I was in school, but I always think... I say this. I'm not sure about
the definition of autonomous. I was in school, but I was always highly motivated, even in a
formal setting. I felt like I was doing it for myself, but within that formal setting” (P1).
Theme 4: Study Abroad
The one theme that ran throughout all the case studies pertained to study abroad.
Whereas some participants had a limited amount of study abroad, others spent virtually the entire
foreign language study abroad. One respondent noted, “I was on the CIEE program for a
summer, and then later after my master's I was on the CIEE program for a year. Before I came to
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DLI but after college, I would regularly take groups of students over to the country. Maybe I
took them over six times in all, and that was only ever for about a month at a time. I think three
weeks. Three weeks, so three weeks times six, so another 18 weeks” (P1). The participant who
spent virtually the entire time overseas stated, “it was the first eight years I was there. I was
there for about eight years. Then I went to grad school and then I went back for two more years.
So altogether 10 years in country” (P2). The next respondent said, “[I went] TDY (temporary
duty) there for six weeks in ‘05, I went there for three years working at the embassy. And since
then I've probably made, I don't know, 20 some trips for about anywhere from 10 days to a
month at a time. The final participant stated, “During my college years I did two study abroad.
The first one was after sophomore year when I went in-country in 1997 for summer and then,
and I went to school out there and lived with the host family and then the following year in 1998
I went to [another country]” (P4). The participants also reinforced the notion of study abroad as
indispensable. At a minimum, the participants spent at least ten months immersed in the target
language and culture. Some participants married foreign-speaking spouses, and the language
spoken in the home was virtually always in the target language, or the participant and spouse
spoke in one another’s native language —thus serving as a model of each other’s language.
Roadmaps to Proficiency
After a review of the participants’ transcripts, the roadmaps to distinguished proficiency
were varied and became very salient. The mere fact of applying effort to talent in developing
foreign language skills, or applying effort to these newly-developed skills for achievement only
paints half the picture. Each participant demonstrated grit by overcoming obstacles on the path
to near-native proficiency, and a visual display of each participant’s roadmap is warranted. In
total, there are four roadmaps: a “traditional” student model, an undergraduate student model, an
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intensive immersion model, and a completely study abroad model. The first roadmap of a
“traditional” student is depicted in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency (Type 1 – “Traditional Student” Model).
The first model represents a student who began foreign language studies in junior high
school. As told by the participant, the foreign language teachers were average and the input was
also sub-par. After high school, the participant went on the first study abroad experience and
realized that proficiency skills were lacking. The participant matriculated as a foreign language
major undergraduate student. The participant went on two more study abroad opportunities,
including an internship. Upon graduation from college, the participant had achieved advanced
level speaking proficiency. The student was invited to teach the foreign language and actively
began a graduate program. During graduate school, in addition to teaching duties, the participant
went on an additional study abroad program. The participant galvanized culture, literature, and
language during graduate school. Upon completion of the graduate degree, the participant had
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achieved superior mid proficiency and began teaching the language intensively. Over the next
five years the participant was responsible for instruction and curriculum development in
advanced FL programs. During this period the educator taught students to superior proficiency in
all modalities, focusing on extended discourse, abstract topics, register shifts, and hypothesis.
Additionally, the participant married a foreign language-speaking spouse and engaged in highlevel language usage with erudite native speaking colleagues. This milieu, both at work and at
home, propelled the participant to distinguished level proficiency. The next roadmap depicts a
model of an undergraduate student in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency (Type 2 – Undergraduate Student Model).
The second model represents a student who began foreign language studies in an
undergraduate program. Based on interviews with the participant, the educator wanted to study a
less-commonly taught language (LCTL). After the practicum, the student graduated from the
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undergraduate program at an intermediate high proficiency. Wanting to speak the language well,
the participant continued the foreign language in a graduate program. During graduate school,
the participant studied abroad and reached advanced proficiency. The participant continued in a
doctoral program and again studied abroad in an academic year program. While in the doctoral
program, the participant achieved distinguished proficiency. Later, the participant taught the
foreign language in undergraduate programs and led study abroad programs. The combination of
extensive doctoral courses, teaching at the advanced level, and strong phonology instruction
pushed the participant to distinguished proficiency. In Figure 6, the next roadmap demonstrates
a fully intensive model.

Figure 6. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency (Type 3 – Intensive Immersion Model).
The third model represents a student who achieved foreign language proficiency solely in
intensive instruction. The participant noted previous study of a foreign language aided in
additional language study. While in a year-long intensive program, the participant achieved
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advanced speaking proficiency after only seven months. After one year, the participant achieved
distinguished proficiency in all modalities—reading, listening, and speaking proficiency. The
participant continued graduate-level studies in another year-long intensive program, as well as
three years in-country. At this stage, the participant had achieved superior high proficiency.
Additionally, the participant matriculated in a graduate program--again in an intensive
environment—which propelled the participant to distinguished level proficiency. In Figure 7,
the last roadmap depicts a model of a fully study abroad student.

Figure 7. Roadmap to Distinguished Proficiency (Type 4 – Fully Study Abroad Model).
The fourth model represents a student who achieved distinguished language proficiency
in study abroad instruction. After graduation from college, the participant chose to move to the
target country. The participant taught English and simultaneously studied the foreign language.
After two years in-country the student achieved advanced speaking proficiency. At the four-year
mark the participant achieved superior level proficiency. At this point, the participant taught
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content courses in the target language and married a foreign-language spouse. The participant
began a translation bureau with the spouse and achieved superior proficiency after eight years.
Wanting to improve translation and interpretation skills, the participant matriculated into
graduate school. After two years in the graduate program and an additional year in-country, the
participate broke the ceiling at the superior level into distinguished proficiency.
Reliability and Validity
The term reliability, most often found quantitative studies, equates to the term
dependability in qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Likewise, the term validity can be
viewed as credibility or transferability in qualitative research (Saldaña, 2016). Ultimately,
reliability and validity lend themselves to transferability and trustworthiness in the findings of
the given study. In the same vein, transferability connotes that what was observed or reported in
one location may also be observed in other locations (Saldaña, 2016). In quantitative research,
transferability corresponds to internal validity in the qualitative realm (Terrell, 2016).
In qualitative research design, credibility may be demonstrated in several different ways.
First, by adhering to the participant selection criteria, credibility is evidenced. Second, by using
reflexivity—the ongoing process of critical self-examination—the principal investigator ensured
credibility validity (Darawsheh, 2014). Third, by emailing the transcripts of the interviews to the
participants in a timely manner, credibility was maintained between the investigator and the
participants. Finally, by continuously reviewing the data and recordings during the analysis,
credibility and trustworthiness were demonstrated.
Summary
Chapter 4 presented a summary of the descriptive findings of a qualitative case study of
distinguished speakers of foreign languages in the Monterey Bay Peninsula of California. This
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chapter discussed data collection procedures, and the descriptive findings of the study resulted in
themes. The primary themes were motivation, persistence, learner autonomy, and study abroad.
Chapter 5 presents a comprehensive analysis and interpretation

74

Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to qualitatively examine the lived
experiences of foreign language educators in an institution in northern California. The study was
founded on two primary research questions:
Research Question One: How do the participants describe the ability to achieve
distinguished proficiency?
Research Question Two: What strategies did the participants employ to achieve such high
proficiency levels?
This study was conducted because there was a dearth of literature on distinguished proficiency in
foreign languages. Although literature exists on lower to advanced levels of speaking
proficiency, there is no literature on near-native speaking proficiency per se. In the 21st-century,
the demand for Americans to speak at the distinguished level across academia, business,
diplomacy, and national security sectors is quite apparent (American Academy of Arts and
Sciences, 2017; Davidson et al., 2016; McGinn, 2015; Rivers & Brecht, 2018). In addition,
studies have shown that the majority of Americans view language as being as important as math
and science (Rivers & Brecht, 2018). Nevertheless, the United States has failed to produce the
required number of foreign language experts necessary to meet demand (Rivers et al., 2013). In
this vein, little is known about the processes to achieve near-native speaking proficiency
(Davidson, 2010; Davidson et al., 2016; Leaver, 2003). Even less is known about the lived
experiences of American educators who have actually achieved distinguished proficiency. which
justifies the efficacy of this study.
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Key findings revealed in Chapter 4 clearly demonstrated that distinguished foreign
language speakers are not a homogeneous group nor can a single roadmap be devised in a linear
fashion. In fact, the case studies revealed that no two profiles were alike, and the path from
beginning to distinguished FL speaker depends on the environment, time in country, motivation,
and determination. The experiences described by the participants address Research Question 1,
which was to explore the phenomena of distinguished speaking proficiency among foreign
language educators in Northern California. Research Question 2 posed the question of strategies
and roadmaps to near-native proficiency and how these strategies enabled the participants to
achieve their goal. The responses to Research Question 2 raised issues on the Critical Period
Hypothesis (CPH) specifically and revealed individual roadmaps to distinguished proficiency.
Since each of the participants achieved near-native distinguished proficiency, puberty cannot be
the only determinant on native or near-native fluency. Optimal input, neural maturation,
behavioral maturation, and aptitude all play a role in ultimate attainment (Hakuta, 2001;
Hartshorne et al., 2018; Moyer, 2018; Strid, 2017; Vanhove, 2013). The roadmaps—although
not a hypothesis tested in grounded theory—suggest foreign language students pursuing nearnative proficiency may need to introspectively actualize their own roadmaps based on myriad
factors such as self-efficacy, maturation, determination, study abroad, and time. Each of the
participants demonstrated directed motivational currents (DMC), for the shortest time period was
10 years, and the longest time period was 21 years. Data suggested participants had very high
self-awareness, self-efficacy, strategies personalized to their own goals, and motivation to
achieve distinguished proficiency.
Chapter 5 commences with a summary of the findings, interpretations, and conclusions
which were extracted from the data. The interpretations, findings, and conclusions are proffered

76

in relation to the research questions, theoretical framework, and analyzed with the literature
review in Chapter 2. Limitations of the study are presented as well as recommendations for
leadership and the conclusions.
Findings, Interpretations, Conclusions
Consistent with the themes extracted from Chapter 4, the findings are presented in a
sequential order. Themes are characterized vis-à-vis findings, interpretations, and conclusions.
Additionally, each theme is analyzed with the findings in the literature review of Chapter 2 and
scrutinized in the context of the theoretical framework to ensure alignment of the study.
Theme 1: Motivation
Theme 1 explored the motivational factors necessary to achieve distinguished
proficiency. Questions pertaining to motivation revealed three themes: motivation for the chosen
language, intrinsic motivation (further refined as directed motivational currents and oneness),
and competition. From the onset, the choice of foreign language and its motivational role played
a lesser role in pursuing distinguished speaking proficiency. Both sets of the research questions
focused on various aspects of motivation and approached motivation through different lenses. In
the discussion on the participants’ lived experiences on the phenomenon of motivation, there was
frequent overlap in the themes (RQ1 & RQ2).
Theme 1 findings, interpretations, and conclusions. In some instances, the choice of a
foreign language was serendipitous. The participant chose a challenging language and ultimately
committed to mastering the foreign language. On other occasions, the choice of language was
clear from the onset and the participant remained myopically committed to the goal of nearnative proficiency. In the same vein, the respondents assimilated the culture with the language.
Some participants married a spouse from the target culture and raised bilingual families.
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Additionally, intrinsic motivation was evidenced in the data with all participants. The final form
of motivation was via competition or a challenge to oneself. As reflected in the interviews, the
competitive aspect was not to be the best in the class or to boast, rather the competition was
internal—to be the best version of oneself. This type of motivation encompassed intrinsic
motivation as well.
Findings in Theme 1 revealed the critical role of motivation in the pursuit of
distinguished proficiency (RQ1). The joie de vivre of speaking a foreign language similar to a
highly-articulate, well-educated native speaker was evident in the participants’ motivations.
Other respondents noted love for speaking the language and equating the language with love
(P4). The word ‘love’ was frequently expressed to demonstrate both motivation and passion.
Directed motivational currents (DMC) was evident with each participant; however, the
destination or duration was not always known. Ibrahim and Al-Hoorie (2019) emphasized the
existence of ‘motivational autopilot' in the pursuit of distinguished speaking proficiency in the
TL.
Theme 2: Persistence
Theme 2 explored the role of persistence or grit on distinguished foreign language
speaking proficiency. Questions pertaining to persistence were not as direct as other topics, or
posed from a position of failure. The role of grit or persistence is rarely discussed in second
language acquisition. During the interviews the examples for persistence were more obscured.
The lack of wherewithal, poor structure of study abroad experiences, or simply needing more
time reflected grit. For example, if the participant required more time to achieve advanced
proficiency, the evidence was in the timeline. In other instances, the participants clearly
demonstrated resilency and directed motivational currents towards their goals.
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Theme 2 findings, interpretations, and conclusions. Grit and persistence served as the
x-factor to achieve distinguished speaking proficiency. Each participant encountered obstacles
which required persistence. For some participants, they were compelled to develop their own
learning strategies in lieu of quality instruction. Other participants developed speaking
proficiency at a slower rate, compelling them to pursue distinguished proficiency in graduate or
doctoral programs. Another participant matriculated into a graduate school, known for the
intense immersion environment and higher-caliber students. The pursuit of a goal from 10 to 21
years evidenced both grit and persistence.
Theme 3: Learner Autonomy
Theme 3 explored the motivational factors necessary to achieve distinguished
proficiency. Questions pertaining to learner autonomy revealed independent learners who sought
proficiency based on their own strategies and learning styles. Learner autonomy was particularly
evident in graduate programs and after formal schooling. Self-regulation and taking control of
one’s learning was demonstrated by each participant, and new dimensions of autonomy were
examined between language learning and teaching.
Theme 3 findings, interpretations, and conclusions. In the participant’s path to
distinguished speaking proficiency, the educators were compelled to hone learner autonomy. In
study abroad programs, the participants placed themselves in awkward situations which required
sophisticated linguistic skills. In the event of poor instruction, some participants learned music,
taught themselves, or simply went beyond the classroom curricula. Other participants reached
distinguished speaking proficiency much later after formal language learning had ended. As
educators, the participants realized gaps in their knowledge, and sought to remedy those
weaknesses on their own. Additionally, all participants worked in an environment with highly-

79

articulate, well-educated native speakers which provided optimal input.
Theme 4: Study Abroad
Theme 4 examined the role of study abroad and quantified time spent in the foreign
country and its impact on distinguished proficiency. The roadmaps of each of the participants
revealed strong language gains during or after the study abroad event. As was reflected in the
literature, the strongest gains occurred after a lengthy study abroad experience. For several
participants, the ability to assimilate into the culture and acquire higher socio-cultural
competence was key to reach superior and distinguished speaking proficiency. The outlier
among the participants with one year in various countries augmented the immersion experience
by extensive time periods in the target culture, community, and L2 usage in the home.
Theme 4 findings, interpretations, and conclusions. Based on both this study and the
literature, study abroad is sine qua non for foreign language proficiency (Brecht et al., 1993;
Davidson, 2010; Magnan & Back, 2007). Some participants experienced an epiphany in their FL
speaking ability through study abroad. Other participants galvanized disparate aspects like
culture, optimal input, and quality language instruction. Of note, many participants sought study
abroad opportunities at critical junctures in their journey, particularly between the intermediateadvanced threshold or the advanced-superior threshold. Finally, one participant took part in
complete immersion in a study abroad program, compelling the participant to do all life activities
in the target language.
The Distinguished Proficiency Paradigm
Based on the findings, interpretations, and conclusions, the principal researcher
developed a diagram shown in Figure 8. At the beginning of the process, the directed
motivational currents (DMC) is launched in the learner. Throughout this process, the student is
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engaged in acquiring knowledge though peers and experts in Vygotsky’s zone of proximal
development (ZPD).

Figure 8. Distinguished Proficiency Paradigm.
In this paradigm, goals are represented by circles in a hierarchy. The paradigm is an
oversimplification of the highly complex process of SLA at distinguished speaking proficiency.
Study abroad may occur at any time in the process. Frequently study abroad is the bridge
between major levels: intermediate to advanced speaking proficiency, advanced to superior
proficiency, or superior to distinguished proficiency. The text type of paragraph-level discourse
is the hallmark of advanced proficiency, the accuracy in superior speaking proficiency is
evidenced through automaticity, and register shifts and speeches (informal and formal) represent

81

distinguished proficiency. A student may possess distinguished proficiency in other modalities
like reading or writing; however, typically more time is necessary to achieve distinguished
speaking proficiency. Consequently, language learning is not linear.
The final aspect to the diagram concerns grit. The red X in the circle represents a failure;
a failed course, a setback in the language learning, or an obstacle in the learner’s roadmap. As
noted in the literature review, a learner may be compelled to dress in a niqab or abaya. The
student may have poor chemistry with an educator, or be unable to afford a study abroad
program or successful immersion event. The student finds any means to adapt or overcome the
setback. Grit enabled the participants to perservere many years until they reached a milestone.
Moreover, grit grew stronger as the participants were able to attain goals.
Limitations
This qualitative case study was limited to educators in northern California who possessed
near-native speaking proficiency. Faculty members were invited to participate in the study via
email. This study was confined to one institution in northern California and the findings may not
be generalizable to the broader public. In addition, the research findings were limited to the
lived experiences of the respondents who took part in the study.
Recommendations
This qualitative phenomenological case study was confined to educators at an institute in
northern California. The findings are limited to this region and the limitations of
phenomenological inquiry. Based on these limitations, several suggestions for future study are
recommended.
•

Ideally, a focus on one specific language in a grounded study may result in more
refinement to this study.
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•

In the United States, assessing ELL students who have achieved distinguished or
native speaking proficiency using this methodology should provide educators and
students with concise insights into successful roadmaps.

•

Institutions with heritage programs should develop syllabi geared towards
students who seek distinguished speaking proficiency. The speed of acquisition
should be adjusted for heritage learners.

•

Dual language programs should be fostered in the United States. The ability to
become bicultural and bilingual should aid government and the private sector with
job requirements.

•

Portfolios and diagnostic assessments can aid students during changes in their
learning. These tools would provide experienced educators the ability to tailor
and personalize instruction for foreign language learners.

These recommendations represent moderate changes to existing programs supported by
this study and existing study abroad and Flagship programs. The principal researcher further
recommends educators, administrators, and other stakeholders in foreign language education to
utilize the findings of this study as a means to advise, assist, and choose the right programs in the
student’s individual roadmap. At a national level, further strategic planning and budgeting should
be addressed at all levels to provide funding for foreign language programs and robust study
abroad opportunities.
Implications for Leadership
The findings of this study suggest the commitment the participants possessed to attain
near-native proficiency. Greater numbers of distinguished FL experts are necessary to meet
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current and future demand in the marketplace. Along with this study, the literature suggests a
need to increase programs—both nationally and locally—which may increase the Nation’s need
for FL experts (Davidson et al., 2016; Leaver, 2003; McGinn, 2015; Rivers & Brecht, 2018).
This research study identified the phenomena of distinguished proficiency among
educators in northern California. Language experts are needed for education, business,
diplomacy, and the government. The responsibility of today’s and tomorrow’s leaders should
include a systematic development of FL programs which engender and inculcate greater
quantities of near-native FL experts. This study provided evidence of the necessity to establish
robust FL programs—both in the United States and abroad—which should increase the number
of distinguished speakers. The increase of dual language and baccalaureate programs are a start;
encouragement and financial support for less-commonly taught languages are essential for
national defense, diplomacy and America’s role in the global marketplace.
Conclusion
This study examined the lived experience of four brilliant distinguished foreign language
educators in northern California. This research included a small sample of near-native FL
speakers of the thousands who have engaged in the imponderabilia of distinguished proficiency
in the United States. The principal researcher is hopeful that leaders in foreign language
education—at the national level through policy and language associations—will examine the
study, reflect on the participants’ voices, and consider how the Nation can enhance and increase
the number of distinguished foreign language speakers.
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Appendix A: Consent Form
Consent for Participation in Interview Research
I volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by Dr. Jack Franke from the Defense
Language Institute Foreign Language Center (DLIFLC). I understand that the project is designed
to gather information about academic work of faculty on campus. I will be one of approximately
4 people being interviewed for this research.
1. My participation in this project is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for my
participation. I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without penalty. If I
decline to participate or withdraw from the study, no one on my campus will be told.
2. I understand that most interviewees will find the discussion interesting and thought-provoking.
If, however, I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, I have the right to
decline to answer any question or to end the interview.
3. Participation involves being interviewed by the researcher from the DLIFLC. The interview
will last approximately 60 minutes. Notes will be written during the interview. An audiotape of
the interview and subsequent dialogue will be made. If I don't want to be taped, I will not be able
to participate in the study.
4. I understand that the researcher will not identify me by name in any reports using information
obtained from this interview, and that my confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain
secure. Subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to standard data use policies which
protect the anonymity of individuals and institutions.
5. Faculty and administrators from my campus will neither be present at the interview nor have
access to raw notes or transcripts. This precaution will prevent my individual comments from
having any negative repercussions.
6. I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) for Studies Involving Human Subjects: Behavioral Sciences Committee at
the DLIFLC. For research problems or questions regarding subjects, the Institutional Review
Board may be contacted through Ms. Marzenna Krol at the Defense Language Institute.
7. I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my questions
answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.
8. I have been given a copy of this consent form.
____________________________ ________________________
My Signature
Date
____________________________ ________________________
My Printed Name
Signature of the Investigator
For further information, please contact:
Dr. Jack Franke jack.franke@dliflc.edu
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Appendix B: Interview Questions (1st Iteration)
Interview Questions
Project Title:
Pursuing Distinguished Speaking Proficiency with Adult Foreign Language Learners
Document Title:
Interview Questions
Researcher Contact:
Dissertation Chair: Dr. Rita Deyoe-Chiullán, National Faculty,
American College of Education, 214-718-2160, (Rita.Deyoe@ace.edu).
Researcher: Dr. Jack Franke, American College of Education, 831-242-7913,
(jack.franke@dliflc.edu).
Interview Questions
1. Why did you choose to study language X?
2. How long did you study the language before studying abroad?
3. How long did you spend abroad?
4. In your opinion, what made you successful in learning a foreign language?
5. How did you pursue the language in graduate school?
6. How did you achieve superior level proficiency by graduation in your undergraduate
degree?
7. At what point in your career did you become an autonomous learner?
8. What compelled you to learn the language to near-native proficiency?
Version Date: 07/01/2019

Page 1 of 1
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Appendix C: Interview Questions (2nd Iteration)
Interview Questions
Project Title:
Pursuing Distinguished Speaking Proficiency with Adult Foreign Language Learners
Document Title:
Interview Questions
Researcher Contact:
Dissertation Chair: Dr. Rita Deyoe-Chiullán, National Faculty,
American College of Education, 214-718-2160, (Rita.Deyoe@ace.edu).
Researcher: Dr. Jack Franke, American College of Education, 831-242-7913,
(jack.franke@dliflc.edu).
Interview Questions
1. Do you or did you live with a spouse or partner who speaks the target language?
2. Is the foreign language used in the home?
3. What role did your spouse or partner play in your language success?
4. How did you experience an increase in proficiency with your spouse or partner?
5. What role did your students play in your near-native proficiency, if any?
6. How do you actively continue to maintain your language proficiency?
7. What techniques do you employ to maintain your proficiency?
8. What roles does culture play in your L2?
9. Can you map out in a timeline when you went from advanced to superior to distinguished
proficiency?
Version Date: 07/01/2019
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Appendix D: Subject-Matter Expert Validation Letter
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Appendix E: Site Approval Letter
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Appendix F: Institutional Review Board

August 7, 2019
To:

Jack Franke
Rita Deyoe, Dissertation Committee Chair

From: Becky Gerambia
Becky Gerambia
Assistant Chair, Institutional Review Board
Office of Institutional Analytics
Re:

IRB Approval

“Pursuing Distinguished Speaking Proficiency with Adult Foreign Language Learners: A Case
Study”
The American College of Education IRB has reviewed your application, proposal, and any
related materials. We have determined that your research provides sufficient protection of
human subjects.
Your research is therefore approved to proceed. The expiration date for this IRB approval is one
year from the date of review completion, August 7, 2020. If you would like to continue your
research beyond this point, including data collection and/or analysis of private data, you must
submit a renewal request to the IRB.
Our best to you as you continue your studies.
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