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Applied Linguistics, published by Oxford University Press, is a quarterly journal which was founded in 1980 with aim of publishing “research into language with relevance to real world problems” (website).  Perhaps the most explicit indicator of the journal’s orientation can be found in the “Aims” statement of the printed edition, which defines the term applied linguistics “…not only as the relation between theory and practice, but also as the study of language and language-related problems in specific situations in which people use and learn languages.”  The journal thus announces its concern with language in real-world contexts, approached in a rigorous and theoretically-grounded manner:  “the journal is less interested in the ad hoc solution of particular problems and more interested in the handling of problems in a principled way by reference to theoretical studies.”  While pedagogical issues and implications are dealt with in many of the articles, the emphasis is on empirical investigation, whatever the overt context.  Aside from language learning and teaching, the journal lists several areas of enquiry from which it encourages contributions, including critical linguistics, discourse analysis, language planning, lexicography, multilingualism, stylistics and rhetoric, and translation.

The current editorial board and readers are made up of professionals associated in various ways with second language acquisition.  These include editors Martin Bygate and Claire Kramsch, as well as Christopher Candlin, Susan Gass, Diane Larsen-Freeman, Merrill Swain, and Nina Spada.  Included as well are a fair number of names specifically associated with discourse analysis of one form or another:  Dwight Atkinson, Douglas Biber, Malcolm Coulthard, Norman Fairclough, Thomas Huckin, Ben Rampton, John Swales, and Michael Stubbs.  While both Europe and North America are represented, there is a clear orientation towards British and European schools of applied linguistics.  Similarly, although one can find a range of discourse analytic approaches within its pages, Applied Linguistics exhibits a distinct preference for descriptive studies.  This is not to say that critical analyses of the type espoused by Fairclough and Teun Van Dijk are eschewed, but that these are not the norm.  Swalesean genre analysis is well-represented, as is sociolinguistic and conversation analysis.  The journal has also recently published studies of intonation, stylistics, and pragmatics.

Topics and Articles

A quick glance over the past three years (twelve issues) of Applied Linguistics reveals a large proportion of studies involving some kind of discourse analysis.  I counted a total of 52 articles (excluding forum pieces and reviews), of which 18 are what might be called “full-blown” discourse analyses, while another 18 discuss or employ discourse analysis in the context of a larger study or argument (for example, in a comparison of research methodologies, or as a tool to measure language proficiency).  Some examples of full-blown DA studies include:  “A Sociolinguistic Analysis of the Language Preferences of Adolescent Bilinguals: Shifting Allegiances and Developing Identities” (Caldas and Caron-Caldas, 2002); “Task Design, Plan, and Development of Talk-in-Interaction: An Analysis of a Small Group Activity in a Japanese Language Classroom” (Mori, 2002); and “Metaphor and Genre: The Presence and Role of Metaphor in the Building Review” (Caballero, 2003).  These titles also suggest the range of topics that can found in the journal.  Caldas and Caron-Caldas, for example, analyze the language preferences of three bilingual children over six years, using tape-recordings of the children at home.  Mori, on the other hand, presents a microanalysis of a single language learning activity.  In contrast to these two, Caballero’s study looks at one type of professional discourse by analyzing the metaphors used by architects writing for architectural design magazines.
A Representative Article

A closer look at one study (Kelly and Bazerman, 2003) serves to illustrate the typical format and style of an Applied Linguistics article.  This study, which presents an analysis of two highly rated papers written for a writing-intensive university oceanography course, is similar in structure to many of the empirical studies that the journal publishes in that it essentially follows the Introduction-Methods-Results-Discussion (IMRD) format widespread in the social and natural sciences (Swales, 1990).  Following the abstract, the introduction (which, like many articles in this journal, is not explicitly labeled as such) begins by framing the study in terms of the areas of enquiry and theoretical frameworks that are being drawn on.  This is followed by a detailed and lengthy literature review, divided by headings, which looks first at rhetorical studies of science, and then the role of writing in science in education.  At these respective steps, the researchers establish the gap that their own study is filling, and then in a final subsection describe the educational setting and previous studies from which their data are derived.

The Methods section for this study (which is so labeled) begins much like a literature review by outlining methods and results of previous studies, as well as carefully establishing a rationale for both the what (i.e. the texts under consideration) and how (i.e. the components of the data analysis) of the study. The latter are illustrated with a spreadsheet including samples of one student’s text, accompanied by the analytical categories (rhetorical moves, level of generality, and cohesion) that the researchers used.  The Results section (also labeled) takes up each of these analytical categories in turn and compares data from each paper.  There is a great deal of quantification and conceptual representation here:  rhetorical moves are charted, levels of generality are presented on bar graphs, instances of cohesion are presented in table and spreadsheet form.  In short, the study aims to describe, in as fine a detail as possible, the two texts as seen through the analytical lens that the researchers have chosen.

The final section of the article (labeled “Discussion”) is relatively brief and concentrates on the educational implications of the study by first summarizing the findings, and then discussing ways of making the tacit knowledge exhibited in the two papers explicit to teachers and students.  The article concludes with a more general discussion of educational issues related to written argument.  An appendix reproduces the writing assignment to which the students responded.

A few notes on language:  in keeping with the IMRD structure, the style and tone of the article varies noticeably from section to section.  For example, in the introductory section, the common sentence pattern has a particular study, a series of studies, or a theoretical approach as the subject, along with an active present perfect verb.  Certain studies have examined, and theoretical approaches have developed in certain ways.  The authors shift into the present tense and use “we” to talk about the goals of the present study (e.g. “In this study, we consider…”).  The Methods and Results sections are mainly in the past tense, with passive constructions predominating in the former; both sections also contain instances of “we” (e.g. “we created this chart in order to show…”).  The final section also uses “we,” in this case to rhetorically emphasize some of the more speculative conclusions (e.g. “A second issue we raise concerns…”).  In short, articles published in this journal (insofar as this particular study is representative) tend to follow a social scientific model common to journals such as TESOL Quarterly, Language Learning, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, and the Modern Language Journal.
Submission Requirements

General guidelines for submissions are included at the back of the printed edition, with more extensive and exemplified guidelines (including sample Reference entries) on the website.  Maximum length for articles is 9000 words.  In addition, articles must include an abstract of no more than 200 words, and a brief (90-word) biographical blurb.  To submit, send five copies to one of the editors, with authors’ names and institutional affiliations printed on a separate detachable cover sheet (to facilitate blind peer reviewing).  Following the peer-review process, final versions of articles need to be submitted in disk and hard-copy form.

Some Final Observations

Clearly, as far as the field of applied linguistics is concerned, this is a major journal.  Pieces submitted to Applied Linguistics will be reviewed not just by professionals in the field, but by well-known and well-published professionals in the field.  Accordingly, the studies that the journal publishes are quite broad in scope.  In looking through some of the authors’ notes, I also noted that many articles are co-authored by an established researcher and a junior colleague or graduate student (such as the Kelly and Bazerman article discussed above).  Finally, it is important to reiterate the concern with theoretical and empirical rigor which I noted at the outset.  Since the journal publishes research in diverse areas employing varying methodologies, submissions are expected to present clear and detailed reasoning for methods, analytical frameworks, and theoretical orientations, and the article discussed above is a good example of this.  Indeed this bridging of theory and practice at all levels of a study is one of the journal’s hallmarks.
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