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Every Tuesday and Thursday, in the Von Kleinsmid Center on the University Park campus of USC, nine USC students meet with their professor, Professor Kim, to increase their ability to speak, read, write, and communicate in Korean.  The class, called Advanced Korean 1, or EALC 315, meets in room 153, a tiny room with barely enough room to accommodate the students and the teacher.  Although seven of the nine students are Korean in blood, the nine students are each diverse in their own way.  For example, each student has ranging experience living in or visiting Korea, ranging from none to eighteen years.  Other than the seven Korean students, there is also one White student, who lived in Korea for two years, and a Black student, who lived in Korea for 17 months, studying abroad.  The ages of the students vary from nineteen to twenty-two.  The student that is the least proficient in Korean speaks with a heavy accent, and is difficult to understand.  His writing is that of a first grader, but he can comprehend most of the spoken language.  On the other extreme, the student that is the most proficient in Korean has Korean as his first language and English as his second, and therefore can speak, read, write, and understand Korean better than he can English.
The campus on which the class is located, USC, is set in South Los Angeles, formerly called “South-Central.”  It is a small, gated campus with brick buildings and beautiful fountains.  About 3 miles north of USC is Koreatown, where, currently, an estimated 160,000 Koreans live.  This makes Los Angeles’ Koreatown the largest concentration of Koreans outside of Korea itself.  Many of the signs are written in Korean, and many of the storeowners can only speak Korean.  Learning Korean, therefore, can help the students communicate with the storeowners and people around the community, and is sometimes vital for getting around Koreatown.

The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) states that there is a “biologically determined period of life when language can be acquired more easily and beyond which time language is increasingly difficult to acquire” (Brown, 2007, p. 57).  This time is usually considered to be until puberty.  If someone acquires a language after puberty, his/her pronunciation skills will not be as fluent as one who acquires it before puberty.  Although there are many other factors, such as social factors, the CPH states that the critical period is the most important factor in language acquisition. 


The evaluation of the experiences of the students in EALC 315 and their proficiency levels in Korean supports the Critical Period Hypothesis.  As mentioned previously, there are seven Korean students, one White student and one Black student.  All of the Korean students grew up speaking Korean to their parents, among other relatives and adults.  The two non-Korean students, however, did not learn Korean until high school (after puberty).  Even though Korean isn’t the first language of all of the Korean students, their pronunciation and grammatical skills are proficient.  One girl, Jennifer, has never been to Korea before, but is fluent in pronunciation.  On the other hand, John, who is White, lived in Korea for two years during high school, but cannot pronounce Korean fluently.  His grammar skills and vocabulary is excellent, but his pronunciation is lacking.  This is because he did not learn Korean until after puberty.

In teaching this diverse group of students, the instructor uses combinations of various methods and theories.  The Grammar Translation Method (GTM) is a method in which “a focus on grammatical rules [is used] as the basis for translating from the second to the native language” (Brown, 2007, p. 16).  Although the instructor used certain aspects of the GTM, he did not solely use this theory.  Audiolingual Method (ALM) is a method that has an “overemphasis on oral production drills” (Brown, 2007, 18).  This method was a direct rejection of the GTM.  A method that incorporates a few characteristics from each of these methods, called Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), is the method that Professor Kim uses (Brown, 2007, p. 378).  This is a method of language teaching that “emphasizes authenticity, interaction, student-centered learning, task-based activities, and communication for real-world, meaningful purposes” (Brown, 2007, p. 378).  During the entire 80 minutes class time, the students and the teacher speak mostly Korean to each other.  The teacher encourages conversation, and this is possible because the class is so small.  The class discusses anything from current events to weekend activities.  By communicating to each other as well as to the professor, the students “learn about language in social contexts, such as the difference between speaking with an elder and a peer,” which is a key characteristic of CLT” (Hoffman, 2006).  Professor Kim not only encourages communication, but he also provides the students with many communication activities and tasks to complete.  He often gives exercises for the students to complete in pairs, and he has the students verbally communicate the answers to him.  The readings from the book apply to real life and the vocabulary comes directly out of the readings.  Therefore, the students learn the vocabulary in context.  All of these methods are characteristics of the CLT.  Furthermore, the students are required to repeatedly say the vocabulary words for each chapter out loud, fulfilling the emphasis on oral production drills by the ALM.  There is also a section of grammar, and it is also highly emphasized.  The students spend a lot of time on this section, but it isn’t applied to the readings in a valuable manner.  Therefore, even though a lot of time is spent on grammar, it isn’t incorporated authentically, and is not as useful to the students.  This emphasis on grammar comes from the GTM.


Although the instructor does an excellent job of using the various methods to teach the diverse group of students, the level of learning would increase even more if the instructor incorporated the grammar into the readings, and used multimedia in his teaching. GTM emphasizes grammar and rules, and has “elaborate explanations of the intricacies of grammar” (Brown, 2007, p. 16).  However, it does not emphasize the grammar’s actual usage in conversation.   Therefore, even though a student may know the rules of the language, it may be difficult for him/her to actually apply them.  Grammar is important in communication, which is what CLT emphasizes.  Using CLT as the theory for teaching language, “multimedia is […] ideal” (Hoffman, 2006).  This is because multimedia provides students with realistic situations of communication in the language.  By watching various television shows and movies in the language, the students would have a better understanding of pronunciation, use of vocabulary, as well as use of grammar.  This would especially be beneficial to the two non-Korean students since it would help them with pronunciation.  ALM greatly emphasizes the importance of pronunciation.

Professor Kim does an excellent job in teaching the eclectic group of students that meet for EALC 315.  He combines various methods in order to accommodate for the diversity within the group.  By using different characteristics of ALM as well as GTM, with CLT as a backbone, Professor Kim meets almost everyone’s needs in learning Korean as a language.  And even though there are a couple areas in which he could improve in order to expand the amount of learning that occurs in the classroom, I doubt any of his students would complain about his methods of teaching, nor the amount of learning going on in the classroom.
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