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Abstract

Microgenesis of the Subject-Predicate Construction of a Japanese
Learner of English:
An Analysis of Learner-Teacher Dialogues

Tomoko TODE

This case study examines the microgenesis of the English subject-predicate construction
in novice-expert dialogues between a Japanese learner of English as a foreign language and his
teacher. Previous studies (e.g., Umehara & Tominaga, 2014) have shown that some Japanese
learners of English have difficulty learning the syntactic subject due to semantic influence of
their first language. The current study explores how a low-proficiency adult learner of English
learns to self-regulate the production of the subject-predicate construction through a microge-
netic approach, which is based on Sociocultural Theory and Complexity Theory/Dynamic
Systems Theory of second language development. The participants were an undergraduate
taking a task-based English course in a university in Japan and his teacher. Throughout the
semester, the student wrote an essay at the end of each class, after performing some tasks dur-
ing the class. After each class the student corrected his essay, focusing on the subject-predi-
cate construction, with his teacher’s dialogic help. The help ranged from giving no cues to
giving both semantic cues (e.g., Who did it) and formal cues (e.g., Something is wrong with
the word order). Each clause in the essays was rated on a self-regulation scale, referring to
the transcriptions of the learner-teacher dialogues. The score changes were then examined
separately for two types of clause: (1) clauses containing verb phrases which were encountered
at least twice in class tasks and (2) new clauses not containing the verb phrases used in the
tasks. The results revealed that marked improvement toward self-regulation was manifested
in the former type of clause while at least semantic help was needed to produce the latter type
of clause successfully. The paper suggests that learning is usage-based and that in order to
facilitate usage-based abstraction the classroom should afford the target-language semantic

space.



