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Foreword 

 

This December 2012 edition of the Asian EFL Journal is a compilation of research that is of 

practical interest to English language practitioners, researchers and stakeholders across Asia and 

beyond. The authors offer new findings and insights that enhance our collective understanding 

across various areas of English language education, while at the same time expanding our 

conceptions of the ways we can research and characterise certain aspects of language and/or 

language practices when doing so. A prominent theme within this issue is that the articles offer 

cohesive insights that are not only applicable to current EFL-related debates and practices, but 

also show how changing perspectives and notions are building reflective, contextualised research 

agendas and recommendations for enhancing English language pedagogy and assessment in 

Asia. 

 

In the first article, Revisiting English in Thailand by John Draper, the role of English in Thailand 

is readdressed with particular reference to recent accounts of the dominance of English in highly 

visible domains of activity, which often centralise elite minorities and overlook broader realities 

of language and educational practices. In his contextualised and empirical account of English 

vis-à-vis the various languages and dialects of Thailand, Draper highlights the dangers of 

offering oversimplified accounts of Thailand, and by association nations more generally, as his 

research clearly demonstrates vast differences in the implications and effects of language 

practices and policies, with particular reference to the link between first language, location and 

educational achievement. Draper offers a convincing argument for policy-driven support for 

multilingualism (reflecting the current Thai linguistic landscape) and for a transformation of the 

role of English in Thai education, which, he argues, should offer opportunities for empowerment 

rather than being a somewhat exclusive tool for those already empowered. 

  

In “Do You Understand?”: An Analysis of Native and Non-native EFL Teachers’ Questioning 

Patterns at a Taiwanese Cram School, Shin-Mei Kao and Wang-Chi Weng examine question 

types, and their effects on interaction and engagement, used by teachers in a cram school in 

Taiwan. In this under-researched EFL context, native and non-native English speaker teachers 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

6 
 

are compared while teaching both high and low level groups within the same school. The authors 

present findings that often relate as much to the level of the students and contextual purpose of 

the questions as to the linguistic background of the teacher. Kao and Wang, in this article, offer 

some interesting findings, a strong overview of literature in the area, as well as some interesting 

implications for pedagogy and future classroom research. The result is a paper that is relevant to 

teachers and researchers, both of whom can benefit from the authors’ discussions and findings. 

 

The next article is Thematic Clustering in Second Language Vocabulary Learning: Scenarios 

versus Mental Scenes by Luca Rognoni and Carla Cristina Munhoz Xavier. In this article, the 

authors present an interesting account of vocabulary learning literature in the areas of scenarios 

and mental scenes, which are of direct relevance to learners and teachers alike. How best to 

memorise and operationalize vocabulary is of central importance to language pedagogy, and this 

article offers an empirical and highly accessible account of the field. This attempt to ascertain 

whether mental scenarios are optimally effective as a means of acquiring vocabulary engages 

with some interesting issues, and brings up an interesting discussion of methodological and 

theoretical considerations in vocabulary acquisition research, as well as some interesting ideas 

for practitioners to consider. 

 

In Using Cognitive Diagnostic Assessment to Model the Underlying Structure of a Listening 

Test: A Sub-Skill-Based Approach, Vahid Aryadoust provides a compelling account of the 

importance of sub-skills in listening assessments, along with many other considerations that 

often go unconsidered in English assessment. As well as offering a detailed overview of theory, 

principles and research in the area, and the various methodological considerations that one 

conducting language assessment research should engage with, his research exemplifies the 

relevance and effectiveness of utilising Cognitive Diagnostic Assessment, with particular regard 

to the lecture comprehension section of the a sample listening test. Drawing on this example of 

listening assessment practices that conflict with emerging wisdom in language assessment 

research, implications for language testing, and for fairer and more realistic listening assessment 

practices in general, are discussed and supported with reference to research findings and 

literature in the field. 

  

The next article by Angelia Lu, entitled Transitivity Shifts in Academic Writing, investigates 
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shifts in clause-types in multiple drafts of essays across four groups of student writers. Lu 

analyses the types of feedback received by the students in order to establish the relationships 

between the feedback type and the clause-type shifts among her sample of novice writers. This 

article raises awareness of the importance and functions of authorial choices in scientific essay 

writing, which are approached from both theoretical and pedagogical perspectives, providing 

insights into transitivity, functional grammar and English writing pedagogy. Statistical analyses 

of the changes made to the students’ writing between drafts are provided alongside suggested 

reasons for those changes, e.g. factors that led to enhanced scientific genre awareness. Finally, 

suggestions for EAP/ESP writing pedagogy are offered, centring on how teachers might enhance 

students’ appreciation of the roles and functions of particular aspects of the writing process. 

 

The Effects of Instruction in Reduced Forms on the Performance of Low-Proficiency EFL 

University Students by Paul Underwood and Matthew Wallace gives a positive account of the 

place of reduced forms in ELT curricula generally, but specifically focus on Japanese contexts, 

where they exemplify numerous benefits of including reduced forms in the curriculum of 

low-level classes. Some reasons are proposed for why this aspect of English speech performance 

has not, to date, been adopted as readily as it might have been, particularly at lower levels and 

with production, rather than listening comprehension, in mind. They put forward a strong case 

for why learning and practicing reduced forms would be beneficial for learners’ production and 

receptive skill in English, particularly when engaging with the English spoken by native 

speakers, which, they highlight, does not only involve physically engaging with native speakers. 

Highlighting the benefits to their sample of low-level Japanese learners and their ability to 

produce and understand the reduced forms that they were taught, the authors offer a thorough 

account that will raise awareness, among teachers and course/materials designers, of the 

potential of incorporating reduced forms into ELT programmes. 

 

Hui-ju Liu’s article, Exploring Academic Self-Concept among Learners with Foreign Language 

Anxiety, addresses issues of anxiety and its effects on learners’ conceptions of self and their 

language learning. This study reports thought-provoking results from students’ reports of their 

own language ability and self-concepts as well as their English ability/progress in relation to 

their peers. The author issues a timely call for language teachers to avoid overlooking the 

relevance of anxiety and self-concept in the language learning process. It is clear that academic 
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self-concept is a complex notion, as is its interrelationships with pedagogy, experience and 

anxiety; however these interrelated factors cannot be ignored due to their clear impact on 

learners’ attainment, abilities and sense of purpose. Liu therefore encourages teachers to acquaint 

themselves with the aspects of self-conception that she identifies and explains, and endeavour to 

ensure that feelings of anxiety do not disrupt their language learning progress. Through this 

study, and other research upon which the author draws, the stark relevance of emotional and 

self-conceptual aspects of language learning is made clear, which cannot fail to enhance 

teachers’ understanding of their learners and the extent of their roles in guiding them. 

 

The final article, Wen-hsien Yang’s Evaluating the effectiveness of genre-based instruction: A 

writing course of English for hospitality and tourism, evaluates an attempt to enhance ESP 

students’ writing through genre-based instruction and multiple drafting. The students’ writing 

was assessed for affectiveness, analysed through keyword analysis, and then follow-up 

interviews were conducted with the students regarding the effectiveness of the instruction they 

had received. The results were interesting, highlighting the complex issues with which 

practitioners have to contend on a daily basis. The students’ writing, while not unsuccessful, did 

not appear to have met the requirements of the course in terms of genre convention awareness, 

whereas the students clearly had extremely positive impressions of the instruction they had 

received, its contribution to their learning and appropriateness to their aims. The discussion of 

these results, and the application of genre-based classroom practices, is of great interest to 

writing instructors, particularly those dealing with ESP groups and needs. 

 

Overall, the contributors to the December 2012 edition of the Asian EFL Journal offer diverse 

research on and new insights into factors that relate closely to English learning, assessment and 

teaching in Asia. The most prominent aspects that we ought to consider are the features of the 

learners, landscapes and practices that are investigated and explained in these contributions, all 

of which can enhance language teachers’ awareness and understanding of their complex yet 

rewarding roles. 

 

 
Robert Baird 
Production Editor
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Lao (Isan) community of Northeast Thailand: Implications for language maintenance and 
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Abstract 

The article considers the impact of English in Thailand in the context of Thailand's minority 
peoples, especially Thailand's largest minority, the Isan of Northeast Thailand. It addresses the 
issues of bilingualism and multilingualism in Thailand and examines to what extent these have 
been implemented. It also considers linguistic obligations placed on Thailand as a result of its 
membership of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Place of birth is presented 
as a significant individual difference in terms of predicting academic success, either due to the 
barrier of acquiring an education in the medium of education serving as a second language or 
because of the quality of education in minority areas. Statistical data supporting this conclusion 
is presented. The development of education and general educational standards are considered, as 
is achievement in the national language, Thai. The role of English in Thailand is reassessed, 
together with its potential for developing the lives of minority people. Official multilingualism is 
suggested as a solution to Thailand's obligations to both its people and to policy developments at 
the level of ASEAN. 

 

Keywords: English studies, Isan, language policy, multilingualism, Northeast Thailand 

 

Introduction 

At the 36
th

 Annual TESOL Convention in April 2002, David Nunan delivered a paper addressing 

the impact of English as a global language on the impact of English on educational policies and 

practices in the Asia-Pacific Region (Nunan, 2003). In it, he reviewed the situation in China, 

Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam and called for further research in the region, 
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particularly of a sociocultural nature and particularly of developing countries, including research 

on the effects on their ethnic minorities. One of the largest EFL/ESL markets in the 

Southeast-Asia region, Thailand, was conspicuous by its absence in Nunan's article, as were 

three relatively well understood EFL/ESL contexts, namely Malaysia, the Philippines and 

Singapore. While textbooks about the EFL/ESL situation and the position of ethnic minorities 

have been written about the latter three countries, Nunan's call for an understanding of how 

English affects educational policy, economic advancement and language policy for the whole 

population rather than elite groups has only been partly met in the case of Thailand. 

 

Thailand presents a context where the education system is severely underfunded and where 

only 50% of the population has access to education in their own language (Coleman, 2009, citing 

Kosonen, 2008). As a result, ethnicity is the single largest individual difference that predicts 

academic success (Coleman, 2009; Jumpatong, 2008; Kosonen, 2008; NIETS, n.d.a, n.d.b, 2011; 

for the latter three see Appendices A, B, C and D). This is either because having to study 

academic subjects in Thai instead of the home language presents an additional barrier to learning 

or because the quality of education in a locality, which is generally equivalent to ethnicity (see 

the language map in Kosonen, 2008), is relatively weak compared to the Central Thai region, or 

both. This basically means that for half the population, English is not a second language and that 

discussions of Thai-English bilingualism in the literature are irrelevant. More meaningfully, 

questions should be asked of how to implement an official multilingual education system, 

together with the position that English would hold in such an arrangement. 

 

That is not to say that the general context for English in Thailand is poorly understood. 

Briefly cherry picking from the standard literature on English in Thailand in the last decade (all 

of which overlook the position of linguistic minorities) Wiriyachitra (2002) reviewed some of the 

obstacles to English language acquisition in Thailand within the general planning context for the 

decade. Baker (2003) examined how the L1 and L2 culture could be integrated in the Thai 

context, while Adamson (2003, 2005) addressed English teacher development together with 

religiously- and culturally-derived learner attitudes and behaviour in the Thai context. A broader 

examination of how Thai cultural values and norms influence higher education in general can be 

found in Prpic and Kanjanapanyakom (2004). In a substantial article (titled English in Thailand, 

hence the reference in the title of the present article), Foley (2005) assessed the Thai context for 
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English language learning both in general terms and in terms of curriculum development towards 

a communicative approach. A similarly detailed article, broadly reviewing English in Thailand 

and with a focus on cultural awareness, can be found in Baker (2008). Examples of more recent 

articles which add to our understanding of the Thai educational pedagogical context for English 

include that by Brown (2006), which highlighted the need for motivational techniques to 

encourage participation in an English conversation class in Thailand. Khamkhien (2010) 

revealed problems with the design of speaking test formats, while Tasneen (2010) addressed the 

issue of EFL/ESL literacy and literature in Thailand. Finally, taking the application of 

culturally-derived pedagogy to its logical conclusion, James (2010) applied Buddhist Dhamma 

science to EFL/ESL vocabulary development. However, it should again be stressed that none of 

this literature addresses the most important indicator for success – ethnic background. 

 

The present article reports part of a larger study that addresses language policy and 

multilingualism in Northeast Thailand, which has a population of approximately 19 million. It 

reviews the position of English in Thailand and adds a level of perception from the point of view 

of Thailand's largest minority, the Isan of Northeast Thailand. Taken together with Draper 

(2010a, 2010b) on the relationship between Isan and Thai and Draper (in press), which examines 

the Isan people's use of and attitude towards English, a critical picture of English in Thailand is 

now emerging that goes some way to meeting Nunan's call for a detailed, in depth understanding 

of the position and effects of English as a global language on Thailand.  

 

Background and Status of English 

English is typically not seen as a language of Thailand when compared with the situation in other 

Southeast Asian countries, where it is seen as a product of various colonial systems (e.g., 

Kirkpatrick, 2007), to the extent that it is even an official language in the Philippines and 

Singapore. However, the evidence suggests that Thai monarchs early on encouraged the 

acquisition of English as a response to contact with the Western powers and the belief systems 

they promulgated (Wyatt, 1994), and it was therefore taught as a response to the colonial period 

and has had seen many decades of development. Thai English is nevertheless omitted in a 

chapter on Southeast Asian Englishes by Kirkpatrick (2007), nor does McArthur (2003) include 

an entry on Thailand and English. Thus, English is frequently seen as peripherally relevant to 

Thailand. Kachru and Nelson (2006), employing Kachru's (1985) framework, place English in 
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Thailand in the Expanding Circle of Asian countries using English, together with countries like 

Indonesia, and in contrast to an Outer Circle of India, Singapore and the like, and an Inner Circle 

comprising Australia, New Zealand and so on. Kachru and Nelson (2006, p.30) state that English 

in countries like Thailand is not officially endorsed outside of the school system, where Inner 

Circle norms for English are basically accepted as standards, and only exist in the form of 

'performance varieties'. They appear to endorse the position that English has not been nativized 

in Thailand: they only note that the gender of third person singular pronouns may not be fixed 

for a referent in Thai English (p. 191). Internally, English is important as the gateway language 

for the medical and other professions as it is an important component of national entrance exams; 

it therefore serves as a barrier to entry for the less educated, such as the minorities. 

 

Recently, however, English was made the working language of ASEAN (ASEAN 

Secretariat, 2009), as part of ASEAN's development towards a single community. The ASEAN 

Socio-cultural Community Blueprint refers to English in multiple instances, undertaking to 

“promote the use of English” (p.2), “Support the citizens of Member States to become proficient 

in the English language, so that the citizens of the ASEAN region are able to communicate 

directly with one another and participate in the broader international community” (p. 3), and 

“Promote the use of English as an international business language at the work place” (p.3). Thus, 

unlike the European Union, which prefers translation, ASEAN has undertaken to implement 

English as a common language ready for the planned formation of an ASEAN union in 2015. As 

a result, there is a real possibility that this could strengthen the barrier to both knowledge and 

opportunities at the international level, as candidates for political positions and commercial 

employment opportunities with a fluent knowledge of English would be preferred over those 

candidates without. In the case of Thailand, this means that minorities would suffer, as can be 

seen from national test results (NIETS, n.d.a, n.d.b). As can be seen, the Blueprint suggests that 

English is seen as a gateway language to the wider international community, perhaps a reference 

to other ASEAN-related bodies such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and ASEAN plus three 

(China, Japan and Korea), or the United Nations. It also stresses the business use of English, and 

it should be noted in this context that ASEAN is currently engaged in a process of signing free 

trade agreements with a number of countries. One result of the Blueprint  is that selected 

schools in Thailand were provided with English language briefing packs and teaching materials 

in 2010. These materials were quite advanced and suitable only for bilingual or international 
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schools, i.e., they were not suitable for the majority of schools in Northeast Thailand. Without 

real and substantial reforms of the education system in Thailand, it seems likely that Thailand 

will remain at a disadvantage compared to those ASEAN countries where English is commonly 

used as part of an official policy, such as Singapore and the Philippines. 

 

English in Education 

The move towards making English the official language of ASEAN realization may have been 

behind the Thai Minister of Education's 2010 announcement that English would become the 

official second language of Thailand. In a rapid and somewhat oblique turnaround, this proposal 

was dropped (“Plan to make English 2nd language vetoed,” 2010), and English was merely 

confirmed as the principal foreign language. Furthermore, as noted by Coleman (2009, citing 

SEAMEO, 2008), the proposal would have directly clashed with another ASEAN policy, namely 

the Southeast Asian Ministers of Education position on mother tongue education, which, 

following the position of linguists (e.g., Kosonen, 2008) strongly supports the use of indigenous 

languages (such as Northeast Thai or 'Isan') as the first language of education. Considering the 

perspective of minorities, there was a clear risk that this stance would have been violated and 

that other, minority languages of Thailand would have been further relegated to the back seats of 

the educational arena if English had been made an official language. This is because future 

government funding commitments would likely have been prioritized English over the 

development of projects, such as those of Khon Kaen University's Center for Research on 

Plurality in the Mekong Region (for Isan in the Northeast of Thailand) or Mahidol University's 

Research Institute for Languages and Culture of Asia (for Malayu in the Deep South, as well as 

other small minorities), to establish minority language education as part of a multilingual system. 

Finally, this whole episode was a source of potential confusion, as Thailand does not have a 

constitutionally-based official first language. What it does have is a series of government decrees 

and edicts from departments such as the Thai Ministry of Education making Thai a mandatory 

language of officialdom, a mandatory school subject and also a medium of instruction for certain 

Thai sociology subjects. This is the case even in international schools that make English the 

medium of instruction, where the aim seems to be to inculcate and preserve a Thai ethical 

viewpoint in Thai students.  

 

This carefully considered policy has evolved over decades and is the result of a long-held 
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desire to acquire the potential political and economic benefits of knowing the English language 

and embracing Western culture against a potential cultural colonization (Wyatt, 1994). Despite 

this wariness, English has had a long and influential history within Thailand, as noted by Foley 

(2005) and Wyatt (1994), to whom readers are referred for education developments prior to the 

Cold War period. In the Cold War period, the First and Second National Education Development 

Plans (NEDP) promoted English for international communication, deriving from Thailand’s 

alignment with the United States (Foley, 2005). An English pidgin derived from US military 

involvement in Southeast and East Asia entered Thailand during this period (McArthur, 2003). 

Moving on, Foley (2005) notes that English became an elective following curriculum 

developments in 1977 and 1980, due to the innovations associated with the Fourth NEDP, which 

stressed competence in the first language (assumed to be Thai). This stance drew on earlier 

research by the Office of the National Education Commission that urged teaching in the Thai 

medium at the primary school level (UNESCO, n.d). At the time, universities required six credits 

of a foreign language, which was almost always English (Foley, 2005). However, until the 1990s, 

opportunities to acquire English at the tertiary level outside Bangkok were few. For example, 

there was only one accredited university in Northeast Thailand until this period: Khon Kaen 

University. Consequently, the effects of this tertiary English education experience likely had little 

impact on the wider northeastern community of 19 million citizens (Thai National Statistics 

Office, n.d.). 

 

     What can be seen as a fundamental change took place in 1996, when English became a 

mandatory subject from the first grade in primary school for the duration of six years of primary 

education (Foley, 2005) in response to the government’s assessment of the country’s structural 

requirements (Mackenzie, 2002). English language learning was repurposed from being simply 

for international communication to include both the acquisition of knowledge and 

communication, together with career advancement and further studies. The subsequent 1999 

National Education Act, introducing a goal of nine years of compulsory education in the form of 

six primary and three secondary years (Ministry of Education, 2000), emphasized 

student-centered learning and the four Cs in English: communication, culture, connection and 

communities. The Amended National Education Act of 2002 confirmed nine years of compulsory 

education (MoE, 2002), with a core curriculum including in every year a mandatory foreign 

language such as English to be fully implemented by 2005. Foley (2005) notes the curriculum for 
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primary and secondary education in English is presently divided into four sublevels, each with 

stated learning objectives. At the upper secondary level, students diversify into science and 

non-science streams (Boonklurb, 2005), the latter often specializing in language, almost always 

English. However, at minority schools attendance is a particular problem, either because of a 

dislike of the use of Thai as the medium of instruction in the education system  (Jumpatong, 

2008) or because of the need to aid the family in farming-related work.  

 

As a typical picture, a primary student in a mainstream program at a good school in 

Northeast Thailand may only receive three 50-minute periods of English per week, i.e., 108 

periods in the 36 weeks of the school year, with four 50-minute periods of English per week at 

the secondary level, or 144 periods of English in total (Foley, 2005). Teachers often teach 20-28 

hours per week on average, are poorly paid (“Broken English,” 2004) and teach classes of 

around 35 students at secondary level (UNDP, 2007). They also typically employ an eclectic mix 

of teaching materials, including government-approved textbooks published by both foreign and 

Thai publishers, such as the Headway and Compass series, together with teacher assembled work 

books and worksheets. There are some elite government schools as a bilingual school system 

was officially authorized from 1995 in Thailand, ('Bilingual Education,' n.d.), being regulated in 

detail in 2001 and 2003 (MoE, 2003). The number of accredited government bilingual schools, 

known as 'English Program' or 'Mini English Program' schools, depending on the extent of 

bilingualism, was around 162 in 2009, with 51 at the primary level and around 111 at the 

secondary level (Bax, 2010). However, the majority of these schools were situated in Bangkok 

and Central Thailand, with few bilingual schools in Northeast Thailand. 

 

Thus, the opportunity for access to a 'bilingual' education in the Northeast is limited, and the 

majority of such schools are located in urban areas, often attached to universities. English is the 

dual language for almost all bilingual schools, and no schools offer English in combination with 

the home language. Whether or not such bilingual schools are effective is not known, due to a 

dearth of test data (Bax, 2010). The introduction of bilingual schools is actually challenged by 

authors such as Coleman (2009), who see no need for an additional language of instruction – 

unless it is the home language. Coleman sees the use of Thai as a medium of instruction rather 

than the home language as a disadvantage and cites OECD (2007) data which shows Thailand's 

grade 9 students ranked 41
st
 in reading in Thai, 43

rd
 in mathematics and 44

th
 in science, from 57 
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OECD countries. Coleman notes that Kosonen (2008) states that the different languages of 

teachers and students causes minority students with a poor understanding of Thai to 

underperform by as much as 50% in all principal subjects. As a result, introducing bilingual 

schools throughout rural areas – perhaps as a result of making English an official second 

language – could actually harm educational achievement. This would be almost certain to happen 

if the education sector was already under stress in minority areas, and the following section 

reviews the weaknesses in the education sector. 

 

Barriers to Progress 

That the education sector in Thailand is under resourced is not in doubt, and it is especially the 

case in minority areas. Thailand has experienced a lack of language teachers totaling 70,000 

teachers for all languages (Atagi, 2002), together with serious weaknesses in both Thai teachers 

(Fry, 2002) and in pre-service and in-service teacher education programs. These include notably 

little awareness of the need for change; little understanding of recent educational theories, 

assessment, evaluation strategies, or innovations; a general lack of knowledge and skills; and 

outdated pre-service and in-service courses (Queensland University of Technology, 2002). While 

around 75% of primary and secondary school teachers possess at least a bachelors degree (Fry, 

2002), with the current theoretical minimum qualification for teaching in high school being a 

4-year Bachelor of Education, the quality of teacher educators has been criticized (Fry, 1999), 

and there have been serious problems in instituting any accreditation or quality assurance for 

university programs (QUT, 2002). Attempts to improve the quality of teaching in schools, 

deriving from the 1999 Education Act, have been instigated, but reports from initiatives such as 

the National Pilot Study present a mixed picture (Wiratchai, 2002). In addition, while a teacher 

licensing system was introduced in 2002 (Fry, 2002), there have been difficulties deploying it 

and in maintaining standards of teacher licensing, and a 2010 test of high school teachers failed 

around 75% of teachers in their own subjects, (Bunnag, 2010), although the results for English 

are not available. 

 

     What is clear is that there is, for historical reasons, a two-tier education system that 

favours children who are not from ethnic minorities (NIETS n.d.a, n.d.b, 2011; see Appendices 

A, B, C and D), as can be seen in Table 1 below, which shows statistically significant differences 

(p < .05, using t-tests on regional means) in the mean scores of Northeastern Thai (mainly Lao 
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and Khmer ethnicity) students of 8.97 and 8.42 percent lower than the Central Region students 

for 2005/6 and 2010/11. Overall, an ANOVA on the means of all regions for 2010/2011 yields a 

significant effect of region on means, F(6, 354524) = 67711, p < .01, r = .73, i.e., a large effect. 

Similar findings are evident for Deep South (majority Malay ethnicity) students as compared 

with Central Region students in both years of measurement (p < .05, using t-tests on regional 

means). Recent initiatives designed to increase standards have included professional 

development projects such as the English Language Development Center (MoE, 2005), which 

appears to have a special emphasis on technology resources and vocational skills. Also, in 

2005-2006, the Ministry of Education pumped 300 million baht into teacher training in English 

(MoE, n.d.). However, some initiatives have proved transient, such as the One Tambon, One 

Scholarship program designed to send Thai scholars overseas to attain international 

qualifications. Although it may have offered the opportunity for bright minority students from 

rural areas such as the Northeast to study overseas, it fell into disfavour and has encountered 

serious financial issues (MoE, 2009). In addition, the NIETS data from 2010 shows no real 

improvement in terms of the ranking of northeastern provinces in either Thai or English on the 

2005-2006 data, despite the massive investment. 

 

Table 1: Summary of Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results by Region and Province for English 
Academic Years 2005/2006 and 2010/2011 (Figures in Parentheses Indicate Means) 

 

REGION (n 
- provinces) 

N '05 
HIGHEST  
RANK '05 

LOWEST 
RANK '05 

MEAN  
'05 

N '10 
HIGHEST 
RANK '10 

LOWEST 
RANK '10 

 MEAN 
'10 

Central (20) 88350 1 (43.79) 56 (28.70) 37.51 105537 1 (30.29) 54 (15.74) 24.25 

East (7) 18088 6 (35.31) 69 (27.83) 32.02 18429 6 (22.82) 71 (14.85) 19.56 

North (14) 42219 5 (36.15) 66 (27.85) 31.81 45198 7 ( 22.58) 67 (11.82) 18.79 

South (10) 32047 2 (39.27) 57 (28.50) 31.67 42077 2 (25.95) 60 (15.46) 18.60 

West (3) 6509 29 (30.69) 50 (29.11) 29.94 8004 28 (18.36) 48 (16.22) 17.08 

Northeast 
(19) 

115366 36 (30.28) 76 (26.96) 28.53 121224 35 (17.63) 76 (14.34) 15.83 

Deep South 
(3) 

11852 64 (28.04) 74 (27.30) 27.70 14062 72 (14.70) 75 (14.49) 14.62 

Total 314431    354531    

 

     A recurring problem is that government standards, which are not published in any detail, have 

apparently not been met by the majority of students in the opinion of language testers 

(Wongsothorn, Sukamolson, Chintammit, Noparumph, & Rathanothaythayaronda, 1996), who see 
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large class sizes, lack of materials, lack of native speakers as models and overworked teachers as 

structural problems that seriously impede planning (Chulalongkorn University Academic Service 

Centre, 2000, cited in Foley, 2005). Despite this, Foley (2005) states, “the role of English in 

Thailand has become not just a subject to be learned in the classroom but also a medium for social 

and practical use” (p. 232). This is typically only true for those wealthy enough to afford a private 

education or attend a good school in a major city. It is patently untrue for ethnic minorities (NIETS, 

n.d.a). To illustrate, even in Khon Kaen University, the regional accredited university for the 19 

million inhabitants of Northeast Thailand, most Faculty of Education undergraduates, i.e., future 

teachers, were unable to conjugate basic English irregular verbs (Draper, 2004). Thus, as noted by 

Luangthongkum (2007), “Generally speaking, English language teaching and learning in Thailand 

may be regarded as a failure” (p. 190). Test data shows this is particularly true outside the more 

prosperous Central Thailand region, and so basic competencies in English probably remain remote 

for the majority of the ethnic minority population, including the Isan. Despite these poor test 

results, it can be argued that the migration of rural people, mainly from the Northeast and North 

to Bangkok and tourist provinces into labor or basic services, which is a major socioeconomic 

Thai phenomenon (Kermel-Torrès, 2004; Phongpaichit & Baker, 2002; Rogers, 1996), has likely 

increased exposure to the use of English for some of these minority peoples. This does not 

necessarily imply acquisition, however, and the impact of both domestic and international labor 

migration on English acquisition in the region requires further community-based sociolinguistic 

research to see how or whether McArthur's (2003) pidgin English has been evolving.  

 

     In fact, acquiring an ‘acceptable’ level even in Standard Thai may be quite rare in areas 

outside Central Thailand, as suggested by national test scores (NIETS, n.d.b, see Appendices C 

and D). Table 2 below shows statistically significant differences (p < .05, using t-tests on 

regional means) in the mean scores of Northeastern Thai (mainly Lao and Khmer ethnicity) 

students of 10.87 and 7.81 percent lower than the Central Region students for 2005/6 and 

2010/11. It is not possible to say this is an improvement as the tests are not standardized. Overall, 

an ANOVA on the means of all regions for 2010/2011 yields a significant effect of region on 

means, F(6, 351626) = 134405, p < .01, r = .83, i.e., a very large effect. Much worse findings of 

15.54 and 14.09 percent lower are evident for Deep South (majority Malay ethnicity) students as 

compared with Central Region students in both years of measurement (p < .05, using t-tests on 

regional means).  
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Table 2: Summary of Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results by Region and Province for Thai Academic 
Years 2005/2006 and 2010/2011 (Figures in Parentheses Indicate Means) 
 

REGION (n 
- provinces) 

N '05 
HIGHEST  
RANK '05 

LOWEST 
RANK '05 

MEAN  
'05 

N '10 
HIGHEST 
RANK '10 

LOWEST 
RANK '10 

 MEAN 
'10 

Central (20) 87900 1 (61.41) 57 (45.80) 56.17 102291 1 (50.6) 55 (39.55) 47.08 

East (7) 17974 6 (55.26) 68 (43.89) 51.36 20119 7 (46.48) 68 (38.21) 43.88 

South (10) 37027 2 (59.11) 59 (45.78) 51.23 42531 2 (48.84) 63 (38.51) 43.70 

North (14) 37036 7 (54.97) 67 (43.89) 50.78 45038 12 (45.26) 70 (37.66) 42.87 

West (3) 6484 31 (50.03) 47 (47.48) 48.99 7913 23 (43.68) 49 (40.49) 41.76 

Northeast 
(19) 

115053 46 (47.60) 73 (42.15) 45.30 119717 43 (41.25) 73 (36.98) 39.27 

Deep South 
(3) 

11845 74 (41.40) 76 (39.79) 40.63 14024 74 (34.67) 76 (32.37) 32.99 

Total 313319    351633    

 

As English in the classroom is mainly learned through the Thai medium, with there being few 

bilingual programs in Thailand (Draper, in press), achieving high levels of English is even more 

problematic for indigenous minorities. It is well understood that achieving an advanced level of 

language use requires considerable exposure to input (McGroarty, 2006). However, high 

region-wide levels of poverty (UNDP, 2003, 2007), together with a lack of investment in primary 

schools (Arhuja, Chucherd, & Pootrakool, 2006) also worsen any prospects of high levels of Thai 

language acquisition. This is particularly the case in minority areas such as the Northeast and 

Deep South, where Thai is not usually the home language. To illustrate the resulting education, 

interview data was collected on 10
th

 October 2010 (using a translator) from an open-ended 

interview with a senior teacher in a peri-urban high school on the periphery of the capital of 

Northeast Thailand. This school was generally seen as above average for the area. The data 

suggests that only around 20% of students graduating lower secondary had full control of writing 

the Thai alphabet. Also, only 50% could read and understand a paragraph from the front page of 

a Thai newspaper. Attempts to improve the standard of English in such a school must first 

overcome the obvious failure of many students to properly acquire the academic language. Of 

course, it is theoretically possible that students could bypass Thai altogether and acquire English, 

but this only seems plausible if English has a substantial community-based role. This is 

considered in the next section. 
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Critically Reviewing the Role of English 

In general, English has a restricted role in Thailand because it is not widely understood 

(Khamkhien, 2010; Wiriyachitra, 2002). National test results for English, one of the eight 

subjects in the now discontinued Ordinary National Educational Test, which contributed to 

university entrance exam results, showed especially low ability in the Northeast and generally 

low levels outside Central Thailand (NIETS, n.d.a). As this data is now unavailable, Appendix A 

presents academic year 2005-2006 data for English in the only year a provincial breakdown was 

publicly available until 2010, the results for which are presented in Appendix B. How little 

people actually understand English is, however, not clear since test results are not reported with 

any references to standards in the form of benchmarking or detailed criteria. However, it has 

been claimed, perhaps for reasons of image, that nearly all Thais can speak English (National 

Identity Board, 2000). Interestingly, Baker (2008) claims for English de facto second language 

status, when in fact it is generally recognized by linguists (e.g., Smalley, 1994) as a third or even 

fourth language. It stands in a hierarchy of languages that may include a 'local' minority 

language, of which there are around a dozen in Isan, numbering approximately 2,230,000 

speakers (Lewis, 2009), then Isan, serving as a regional lingua franca, then Thai as the national 

language. There is, however, an English-speaking group within Thailand, consisting of the Thai 

social elite, the business community, the expatriate community, and couples in mixed marriages 

together with their children; the latter three may or may not be elite. The Thai components of this 

community, however, represent a tiny proportion of the total Thai population. 

 

Overestimation by authors such as Baker (2008) of the role of English in Thailand is perhaps 

explained by the presence of English in high prestige and high visibility social areas, such as the 

media, government, business and the education systems servicing the children of the elite. For 

example, English is used for publishing in the case of two national English language newspapers, 

The Bangkok Post and The Nation, which are important sources of news to this group, though 

combined circulation was only approximately 120,000 in 2002 (Siriyuvasak, 2002). In addition, 

there are several local English newspapers, both online and print, in cities such as Hua Hin (Hua 

Hin News), Chiang Mai (Chiang Mai Mail), Pattaya (Pattaya Mail, Pattaya People) and Phuket 

(Phuket Wan, Phuket Post). However, these are mainly aimed at the expatriate community. 

Furthermore, the sole local English language newspaper available for the approximately 19 

million Thais of Northeast Thailand claims a circulation of only 2,000 copies (The Korat Post, 
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n.d). In addition, although English language cable TV and radio are available (Siriyuvasak, 

2002), figures for viewers or listeners are likely very small and restricted to the elite Thai and 

expatriate communities.  

 

It is typically argued that English plays an important role in diplomatic, scientific and 

technical communication and that it is at the forefront of business communication (e.g., 

Wongsothorn et al., 1996). It is theoretically predominant within the education system 

(Wongsothorn et al., 1996), even to the extent that within elite Bangkok institutions, such as 

private Catholic schools and universities, there are attempts to make English the main language 

of education and everyday use. For example, Assumption University has a policy to use English 

as the medium of instruction and favours monolingual English signage. However, there is little 

research on the development of this diglossic aspect of English within the school system, which 

in any case remains exceptionally rare outside elite academic circles. It is not certain to what 

extent it has penetrated the upper echelons of Thai society to any great extent, particularly 

considering the primacy of Thai.  

 

Whether this Thai version of English that is spoken at times by the elite is a real variant is 

debatable. Baker (2008) notes that various sources such as Wikipedia now allege that there are 

Thai varieties of English, and tentative evidence is beginning to emerge to confirm this. For 

example, Huebner (2006) has probed the use of English in the context of Bangkok's linguistic 

landscapes, finding that English is used to create a high prestige social context as well as to 

advertise in tourist and other commercial districts. The same study alleges a “nascent Thai 

variety of English” (p. 50) but acknowledges that little relevant research has been conducted. 

Buripakdi's (2008) study of 20 professional Thai writers found English was perceived by a 

Bangkok-centered class of professional writers mainly as a language for instrumental and 

cosmopolitan purposes; other than one notable exception, the concept of Thai English was 

recognized ideologically but rejected as illegitimate and inferior. The overall research picture 

confirms Watkhaolarm’s (2005) position that a nascent Thai variant of English has potential to 

develop but is yet to truly emerge. This is confirmed by work by Draper (2010a, in press), which 

details how a semi-rural Isan community views and uses English and suggests (Draper, 2011) a 

number of reasons for the Isan minority in particular failing to acquire English, including  a 

lack of resources, malnutrition resulting in stunting, and the late arrival of a tertiary education 
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system. Buripakdi's (2008) study, however, strongly suggests Thai English does exist within 

cosmopolitan circles but remains unrecognized because of an ideology of internal colonization 

via a dominant discourse of Western-derived elite modernity that has been explored elsewhere by 

Mulder (2000). Perhaps the spectre of the pidgin English which arose during the Cold War as 

mentioned previously – together with its association with a tourist scene that at its low end 

congregates around a bar scene and prostitution - haunts elite Thais in a way that causes them to 

state that they prefer to be seen as speaking 'British English' or 'American English' rather than 

any variant of Thai English. 

  

Conclusion 

Access to an international language offers the prospect of financial advancement by providing 

enhanced employment opportunities in global businesses (Crystal, 2003). Not only can the 

international language open doors to industries such as tourism or construction, but it also 

provides the means to protest, through avenues such as the internet, against a corporatist agenda 

(Alexander, 2003) that presently sees a Bangkok educated elite profiting from increasing growth 

and concurrent increasing wealth inequality in Thailand (Fofack & Zeufack, 1999; Motonishi, 

2003). In other words, acquiring English could be of great economic use and a social leveler for 

indigenous minorities such as the Isan of Northeast Thailand. This could occur through several 

mechanisms, the most obvious one being the   entry of more minority students into 

professional occupations and therefore access to improved salaries, as well as access to national 

associations, as they overcome the barrier presented by English in the form of a component to 

the national university entrance exams. They would therefore become part of the emerging, 

increasingly vocal,  Thai middle class that comes with Thailand's newly industrialized country 

status. However, opportunities to acquire English are marred by an under resourced education 

system that does not include the home language at any stage of the educational process for 50% 

of the population. There is also an obvious two-tier effect to the education system which 

disadvantages ethnic minorities and is evident in O-NET results for both English and the normal 

language of instruction, Thai ('Broken English', 2004). 

 

Coleman (2009) highlights as a solution Kosonen's (2008) standard suggestion of a 

multilingual education system that sees the home language used as a bridge, meaning that 

subjects (including English) would be taught using both Thai and Isan after Isan literacy had 
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been acquired. While Coleman acknowledges that some minorities do not see the indigenous 

language as suitable for the sphere of education, in the case of the Isan, that there is demand for a 

multilingual education system and a concomitant multilingual literacy policy, manifested in 

changes to infrastructure such as signage, is not in doubt (Draper, 2010a, b). At Khon Kaen 

University, steps towards introducing a multilingual literacy, using a revived Isan orthography, 

have already been taken (Draper, 2010b). A situation is now developing in Northeast Thailand 

which is similar to that in the three provinces of the Deep South of Thailand, a majority Muslim 

and Malay-speaking area, where a government-approved pilot project introducing Thai-Malayu 

bilingualism, with English as a school subject, has been running for four years (Jumpatong, 

2008). 

 

The task of expanding official multilingualism throughout the country now falls to the 

policy makers to meet their existing obligations, as expressed in ASEAN's position of support for 

the mother tongue as well as English in Thailand. Constitutionally-based multilingualism would 

support the allocation of funding for improving Thai and other Thai languages as well as 

English. Such a position would encourage students, teachers and businesses nationwide to 

respect a tripartite alliance of the national language, indigenous knowledge systems and the 

potential of English to unlock barriers to communication and development.  
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Appendix A: Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results for English Academic Year 2005-2006 

 
Key: 
Light grey shading indicates the Northeast region, which is typically Isan (Lao) ethnicity, together with a 
substantial number of Khmer (Cambodian) in the south of the region, together with small Mon-Khmer 
minorities in the east of the region. Some provinces, such as Khon Kaen, contain significant numbers of 
ethnic Chinese, usually in the urban centers. Dark grey shading indicates the other minority people 
mentioned in the article, the three majority Malay provinces of the Deep South of Thailand 

 

No. Province / Region No. of Students Mean SD Max Min 

1 Bangkok / Central 39159 
 

43.79  13.65  99 11 

2 Phuket / South 1218 
 

39.27  13.03  90 15 

3 Nontaburi / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 

4910 37.62 12.36 91 13 

4 Samut Prakan / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 

4537 36.80 10.83 93 11 

5 Chiang Mai / North 8268 36.15 10.12 93 13 

6 Chonburi / East 4799 35.31 11.12 94 12 

7 Songkla / South 6742 34.19  9.97  94 11 

8 Nakhon Prathom / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 

4310 
 

33.22  9.91  88 13 

9 Ratchaburi / Central 3508 
 

33.08  9.30  89 12 

10 Trang / South 3634 
 

32.73  8.08  92 11 

11 Samut Songkram / Central 752 32.68  9.93  78 15 

12 Prae / North 2583 
 

32.67  9.46  86 15 

13 Rayong / East 2369 
 

32.64  9.45  84 0 

14 Petchaburi / Central 2356 
 

32.45  9.49  90 9 

15 Chacherngsao / East 2419 
 

32.44  9.50  89 14 

16 Pathum Thani / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 

3374 
 

32.31  9.71  88 12 

17 Samut Sakorn / Central 1294 
 

32.29  8.97  80 15 

18 Lampang / North 4282 
 

32.23  9.50  95 10 

19 Lopburi / Central 2843 
 

32.16  10.14  94 10 

20 Pitsanulok / North 3784 
 

32.09  9.32  93 11 

21 Utaradit / North 1839 
 

31.88  9.51 92 14 

22 Nakhon Sawan / Central 4045 
 

31.77  9.28 92 11 

23 Saraburi / Central 2003 
 

31.71  9.12  88 13 

24 Chantaburi / East 2575 
 

31.66  9.11  82 12 

25 Chiang Rai / North 5113 
 

31.62  8.46  93 10 

26 Ranong / South 596 
 

31.25  9.00  86 12 

27 Trad / East 839 
 

31.08  10.02  94 13 

28 Nakhon Srithammarat / 
South 

6622 
 

30.92  8.03  92 12 

29 Prajuabkirikhan / West 1737 
 

30.69 7.98 78 12 
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30 Lampoon / North 2267 
 

30.60 8.24 87 13 

31 Surathani / South 4224 
 

30.57  8.34  91 11 

32 Nakhon Nayok / Central 1053 
 

30.56  8.18  73 14 

33 Ayutthaya / Central 2306 
 

30.50  7.70  83 13 

34 Pattaloong / South 2398 
 

30.42  7.88  88 15 

35 Suphan Buri / Central 3348 
 

30.39  8.30  92 11 

36 Udonthani / Northeast 6718 
 

30.28  8.38  91 11 

37 Kanchanaburi / West 2722 
 

30.08  7.81  87 12 

38 Prachinburi / East 2229 
 

29.94  7.69  70 12 

39 Naan / North 3501 
 

29.82  8.26  94 11 

40 Payao / North 2846 
 

29.77  7.56  80 11 

41 Krabi / South 1798 
 

29.76  7.91  93 12 

42 Korat / Northeast 12332 
 

29.58 7.61 92 10 

43 Singburi / Central 891 
 

29.55  7.34  81 14 

44 Ang-tong / Central 1103 
 

29.42  7.43  89 12 

45 Uthaithani /Central 1342 
 

29.36  7.19  82 12 

46 Khon Kaen / Northeast 10304 
 

29.28  7.59  93 10 

47 Choomporn / South 1975 
 

29.25  7.32  85 13 

48 Pichit / North 1988 
 

29.17  7.20  79 11 

49 Sakhon Nakorn / 
Northeast 

4373 
 

29.11  7.24  84 10 

50 Tak / West 2050 
 

29.11  7.65  86 12 

51 Ubonratchathani / 
Northeast 

9721 
 

29.03  7.22  91 11 

52 Sukhothai / North 2282 
 

28.95  7.62  80 9 

53 Petchaburi / Central 4172 
 

28.92  7.56  87 12 

54 Mukdaharn / Northeast 1862 
 

28.92  7.07  79 11 

55 Surin / Northeast 6572 
 

28.91  7.00  83 12 

56 Chainat / Central 1044 
 

28.70  6.82  75 13 

57 Phang-Nga / South 925 
 

28.50  6.23  62 14 

58 Satun / South 1915 
 

28.45  
 

5.98  75 0 

59 Burirum / Northeast 6532 
 

28.43  6.75  95 12 

60 Kampaengpetch /North 2348 
 

28.26  6.42  77 13 

61 Sri-saket /Northeast 7936 
 

28.06  6.39  84 12 

62 Roi-Et / Northeast 16380 
 

28.06  6.43  88 11 

63 Yasothorn / Northeast 2469 
 

28.05  6.41  79 12 

64 Narathiwas /Deep South 3707 
 

28.04  6.35  71 11 

65 Loei /Northeast 2805 
 

28.03  6.38  77 13 

66 Mae Hongson / North 1118 
 

27.85  6.06  62 12 

67 Yala / Deep South 3617 
 

27.84  5.99  73 11 

68 Nonh Khai / Northeast 3550 
 

27.83  5.96  72 11 
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69 Srakaew / East 2858 
 

27.83  5.87  71 11 

70 Chaiyaphum / Northeast 5405 
 

27.83  6.45  89 10 

71 Maha Sarakham / 
Northeast 

5234 
 

27.67  6.31  79 12 

72 Amnatcharoen / Northeast 2100 
 

27.49  6.06  74 10 

73 Nakhon Panom / 
Northeast 

3245 
 

27.40  5.82  80 12 

74 Pattani / Deep South 4528 
 

27.30  5.71  66 12 

75 Nongbua Lampoo / 
Northeast 

2091 
 

27.05  5.44  58 10 

76 Kalasin /Northeast 5737 
 

26.96  5.86  75 12 

 

Appendix B: Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results for English Academic Year 2010 
 
Key 
See Appendix A . 

No. Province / Region No. of Students Mean SD Max Min 

1 Bangkok / Central 43,413 30.29 18.57 99 0 

2 Phuket / South 1,749 25.95 14.32 84 3 

3 

Nontaburi / Central (Part of 
Greater BKK) 5,790 24.70 14.25 96 0 

4 

Nakhon Pathom / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 5,688 23.35 15.28 95 0 

5 

Samut Prakan / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 5,689 23.20 13.17 91 3 

6 Chonburi / East 6,292 22.82 12.54 87 2 

7 Chiang Mai / North 10,508 22.58 14.32 100 0 

8 Nakhon Nayok / Central 1,658 22.53 12.68 80 0 

9 Songkla / South 7,393 20.91 13.14 91 2 

10 Rayong / East 2,827 20.54 10.95 80 3 

11 Samut Songkram / Central 820 20.10 10.36 74 3 

12 

Pathum Thani / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 4,338 20.03 10.88 99 0 

13 Ratchaburi / Central 3,963 19.64 10.25 84 4 

14 Trang / South 4,047 19.63 11.59 89 3 

15 Lampang / North 4,719 19.50 10.99 89 3 

16 Trad / East 1,031 19.37 10.57 90 4 

17 Prae / North 2,939 19.36 11.04 91 3 

18 Petchaburi / Central 2,478 19.34 10.93 93 2 

19 Samut Sakorn / Central 1,478 19.23 10.21 85 5 
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20 Lopburi / Central 3,560 19.12 10.69 82 0 

21 Pitsanulok / North 4,709 19.10 11.75 91 2 

22 Saraburi / Central 2,350 18.86 10.86 88 3 

23 Chacherngsao / East 3,018 18.84 9.98 84 3 

24 Utaradit / North 2,163 18.81 10.62 88 4 

25 
Pranakhon Sri Ayutthaya / 
Central 2,967 18.58 10.65 91 3 

26 Chantaburi / East 2,987 18.46 9.69 86 3 

27 Nakhon Sawan / Central 4,722 18.43 10.42 81 0 

28 Prajuabkirikhan / West 2,090 18.36 8.90 79 4 

29 Suphan Buri / Central 3,710 18.29 9.65 82 2 

30 
Nakhon Srithammarat / 
South 6,926 18.25 9.86 83 0 

31 Lampoon / North 2,692 17.99 9.08 72 2 

32 Surat Thani / South 4,419 17.95 10.32 92 2 

33 Chiang Rai / South 7,168 17.91 9.74 86 2 

34 Ranong / South 823 17.72 9.48 80 4 

35 Udonthani / Northeast 7,031 17.63 9.94 91 2 

36 Naan / North 3,620 17.43 8.94 91 2 

37 Ang Tong / Central 1,389 17.42 9.10 83 5 

38 Khon Kaen / Northeast 11,855 17.15 9.65 95 2 

39 Kanchanaburi / West 3,095 17.00 8.15 88 2 

40 Choomporn / South 2,199 16.98 8.09 79 3 

41 Payao / North 3,627 16.89 8.27 85 0 

42 Prachin Buri / East 2,683 16.79 8.15 72 2 

43 
Nakhon Ratchasima / 
Northeast 14,950 16.78 8.85 87 0 

44 Uthaithani / Central 1,587 16.75 7.75 64 1 

45 Krabi / South 2,157 16.74 9.08 87 3 

46 Pattaloong / South 2,797 16.38 8.12 98 0 

47 Petchaboon / Central 4,768 16.26 7.48 83 3 

48 Tak / West 2,819 16.22 7.33 75 3 

49 Mukdahan / Northeast 2,086 16.15 8.01 74 2 

50 Sing Buri / Central 922 15.87 6.55 67 2 

51 Surin / Northeast 7,585 15.85 7.40 76 1 

52 Sukhothai / North 3,133 15.84 7.31 78 3 
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53 Ubonratchathani / Northeast 9,484 15.75 7.64 85 0 

54 Chainat / Central 1,229 15.74 6.77 77 0 

55 Kampaengpetch / North 3,195 15.70 7.29 74 2 

56 Sakhon Nakorn / Northeast 5,806 15.68 6.95 77 3 

57 Phang Nga / South 1,177 15.66 6.33 68 4 

58 Maha Sarakham / Northeast 6,081 15.65 8.00 88 0 

59 Pichit / North 2,451 15.53 6.50 76 0 

60 Satun / South 2,045 15.46 7.07 75 2 

61 Burirum / Northeast 8,649 15.38 6.77 77 2 

62 Roi-Et / Northeast 7,258 15.35 6.93 85 3 

63 Sri-Saket / Northeast 8,867 15.20 6.43 79 2 

64 Yasothorn / Northeast 2,665 15.17 5.97 57 3 

65 Loei / Northeast 3,196 15.14 6.80 80 2 

66 Nong Khai / Northeast 4,479 15.13 6.34 65 3 

67 Mae Hongson / North 1,442 14.98 5.86 53 4 

68 Nakhon Panom / Northeast 3,547 14.98 6.46 80 3 

69 Amnatcharoen / Northeast 2,341 14.85 5.94 71 2 

70 Chaiyaphum / Northeast 6,202 14.85 6.07 74 1 

71 Srakaew / East 2,609 14.85 5.65 77 0 

72 Pattani / Deep South 5,672 14.70 6.54 88 1 

73 Kalasin / Northeast 5,984 14.66 5.49 74 3 

74 Yala / Deep South 3,701 14.65 5.88 81 2 

75 Narathiwas /Deep South 4,689 14.49 5.31 59 3 

76 
Nongbua Lampoo / 
Northeast 2,335 14.34 4.89 59 3 

 

Appendix C: Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results for Thai Academic Year 2005-2006 
 
Key 
See Appendix A . 

No. Province / Region No. of Students Mean SD Max Min 

1 Bangkok / Central 38,986  
 

61.41 12.52 98 8 

2 Phuket / South 1,214  
 

59.11 12.43 94 21 

3 Nontaburi / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 

4,892 
 

57.89 12.58 95 13 

4 Samut Prakan / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 

4,517  
 

56.01 12.48 93 16 

5 Samut Songkram / Central 750  
 

55.49 13.10 89 23 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

29 
 

6 Chonburi / East 4,765  
  

55.26 12.26 94 5 

7 Chiang Mai / North 8,252 
 

54.97 11.75 95 14 

8 Songkla / South 6,701 
 

54.77 11.17 95 15 

9 Ratchaburi / Central 3,483 
 

54.28 11.76 94 16 

10 Samut Sakorn / Central 1,293 
 

53.43 11.99 89 20 

11 Rayong / East 2,355 
 

53.18 12.40 89 0 

12 Nakhon Prathom / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 

4,294  
 

53.10 12.76 93 14 

13 Petchaburi / Central 2,342  
 

53.04 11.87 91 18 

14 Chacherngsao / East 2,405 
 

52.38 12.31 90 14 

15 Prae / North 2,581 
 

52.13 12.14 93 14 

16 Pathum Thani / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 

3,330 
 

52.01 12.46 91 18 

17 Chantaburi / East 2,561  
 

51.98 12.29 91 13 

18 Lampoon / North 2,266  
 

51.67 12.54 89 14 

19 Trang / South 3,632  
 

51.66 11.67 94 15 

20 Pitsanulok / North 3,776  
 

51.52 11.79 98 15 

21 Nakhon Srithammarat / 
South 

6,608  
 

51.46 10.99 93 11 

22 Pattaloong / South 2,396  
 

51.45 12.05 90 18 

23 Lopburi / Central 2,826 
 

51.16 11.78 93 14 

24 Trad / East 816  
 

51.14 12.35 94 20 

25 Nakhon Sawan / Central 4,013 
 

50.81 11.85 91 14 

26 Lampang / North 4278  
 

50.51 11.87 93 15 

27 Nakhon Nayok / Central 1049  
 

50.18 12.31 88 18 

28 Surat thani / South 4199  
 

50.18 11.85 91 13 

29 Utaradit / North 1,830 
 

50.17 12.32 93 13 

30 Saraburi / Central 1,989  
 

50.13 12.01 89 15 

31 Prajuabkirikhan / West 1,732  
 

50.03 11.54 91 15 

32 Payao / North 2,847  
 

49.95 12.28 89 16 

33 Ayutthaya / Central 2,282  
 

49.91 12.14 89 15 

34 Chiang Rai / South 5,108 
 

49.82 11.77 94 14 

35 Suphan Buri / Central 3,332 
 

49.77 12.47 94 16 

36 Choomporn / South 1,951 
 

49.64 11.63 91 0 

37 Sing Buri / Central 884  
 

49.55 11.82 88 16 

38 Kanchanaburi / West 2,707  
 

49.44 11.24 90 16 

39 Ang Tong / Central 1,099  
 

49.37 12.58 90 20 

40 Prachin Buri / East 2,219 
 

48.89 11.58 91 16 

41 Ranong / South 594  
 

48.61 11.81 86 19 

42 Naan / North 3,498  
 

48.49 12.46 91 16 

43 Sukhothai / North 2,281  
 

48.44 12.49 91 14 

44 Uthaithani / Central 1,341 
 

48.40 12.09 86 16 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

30 
 

45 Pang Nga / South 925 
 

47.73 11.82 85 15 

46 Udonthani / Northeast 6,672 
 

47.60 11.83 94 10 

47 Tak / West 2,045  
 

47.48 12.28 91 13 

48 Pichit / North 1,971  
 

47.29 12.10 88 14 

49 Krabi / South 1,786  
 

47.27 12.32 90 14 

50 Khon Kaen / Northeast 10,228  
 

47.26 11.64 93 10 

51 Korat / Northeast 12,282  
 

47.08 11.50 91 11 

52 Sakhon Nakorn / 
Northeast 

4,368  
 

46.75 11.65 89 14 

53 Ubonratchathani / 
Northeast 

9,705  
 

46.50 11.76 94 14 

54 Chainat / Central 1,036  
 

46.45 11.80 89 13 

55 Kampaengpetch / North 2,339  
 

46.32 11.69 90 14 

56 Yasothorn / Northeast 2,464  
 

46.08 12.09 84 15 

57 Petchaboon / Central 4,162  
 

45.80 12.33 90 11 

58 Surin / Northeast 6,570  
 

45.80 11.42 93 11 

59 Satun / South 1,913  
 

45.78 10.71 89 18 

60 Burirum / Northeast 6,525  
 

45.56  11.54  90 16 

61 Mukdahan / Northeast 1,858  
 

45.40  11.32  88 14 

62 Loei / Northeast 2,789  
 

45.29  11.49  89 14 

63 Sri-Saket / Northeast 7,916  
 

44.95 11.59 88 11 

64 Amnatcharoen / Northeast 2,101  
 

44.28 11.97 88 14 

65 Roi-Et / Northeast 16,375  
 

43.94 11.42 91 11 

66 Maha Sarakham / 
Northeast 

5,218  
 

43.89 11.44 89 11 

67 Mae Hongson / North 1,117  
 

43.89 11.82 83 14 

68 Srakaew / East 2,853  
 

43.89 10.97 85 16 

69 Nong Khai / Northeast 3,547  
 

43.87 11.38 88 0 

70 Chaiyaphum / Northeast 5,395  
 

43.30 11.72 91 10 

71 Nongbua Lampoo / 
Northeast 

2,079  
 

42.91 11.28 78 13 

72 Nakhon Panom / 
Northeast 

3,245  
 

42.38 11.30 86 11 

73 Kalasin / Northeast 5,716  
 

42.15 11.41 90 10 

74 Yala / Deep South 3,623  
 

41.40 10.69 86 14 

75 Narathiwas /Deep South 3,699  
 

40.91 11.14 86 14 

76 Pattani / Deep South 4,523  39.79 10.62 84 0 

 

Appendix D: Grade Nine (O-NET) Academic Results for Thai Academic Year 2010 
 
Key 
See Appendix A . 

No. Province/region n Mean SD Max Min 
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1 Bangkok / Central 42,795 50.60 13.42 92 0 

2 Phuket / South 1,727 48.84 12.79 84 14 

3 

Nontaburi / Central (Part of 
Greater BKK) 5,741 48.63 12.39 84 12 

4 

Nakhon Prathom / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 5,634 47.01 13.85 87 0 

5 

Samut Prakan / Central 
(Part of Greater BKK) 5,604 46.87 12.30 85 6 

6 Samut Songkram / Central 806 46.49 12.42 76 11 

7 Chonburi / East 6,241 46.48 12.55 85 2 

8 Rayong / East 2,759 46.48 12.35 85 2 

9 Songkla / South 7,336 46.22 14.03 88 6 

10 Ratchaburi / Central 3,913 45.70 12.38 83 11 

11 

Pathum Thani / Central 
(part of Greater BKK) 4,271 45.32 12.31 84 0 

12 Prae / North 2,934 45.26 12.83 82 11 

13 Trang / South 4,019 45.22 12.97 88 7 

14 Chiang Mai / North 10,469 45.18 13.38 84 2 

15 Samut Sakorn / Central 1,421 45.12 12.13 82 14 

16 
Nakhon Srithammarat / 
South 6,881 44.97 13.03 86 11 

17 Petchaburi / Central 2,442 44.91 12.93 81 4 

18 Suphan Buri / Central 3,691 44.25 12.73 83 14 

19 Trad / East 1,008 44.08 12.76 79 9 

20 Lopburi / Central 3,492 44.04 12.68 87 12 

21 Nakhon Nayok / Central 1,641 43.83 13.32 83 0 

22 Chacherngsao / East 2,969 43.70 12.19 79 10 

23 Prajuabkirikhan / West 2,049 43.68 12.01 80 13 

24 Lampang / North 4,704 43.56 13.12 84 4 

25 
Pranakhon Sri Ayutthaya / 
Central 2,970 43.54 13.15 84 12 

26 Chantaburi / East 2,942 43.35 12.15 86 5 

27 Lampoon / North 2,670 43.26 12.49 78 12 

28 Pattaloong / South 2,785 43.20 12.62 86 14 

29 Pitsanulok / North 4,682 43.10 13.00 88 0 

30 Utaradit / North 2,148 43.00 12.66 80 12 

31 Naan / North 3,616 42.92 12.64 89 8 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

32 
 

32 Surat thani / South 4,309 42.73 12.66 86 12 

33 Choomporn / South 2,190 42.69 11.73 79 8 

34 Nakhon Sawan / Central 4,692 42.42 12.93 84 1 

35 Ang Tong / Central 1,390 42.42 12.86 77 15 

36 Chiang Rai / South 7,132 42.28 12.22 84 11 

37 Sing Buri / Central 912 42.20 11.28 78 12 

38 Saraburi / Central 2,312 42.19 12.14 82 11 

39 Payao / North 3,618 41.95 11.73 79 12 

40 Uthaithani / Central 1,579 41.88 12.06 81 10 

41 Kanchanaburi / West 3,060 41.65 11.50 80 12 

42 Prachin Buri / East 2,647 41.34 12.30 84 12 

43 Udonthani / Northeast 6,980 41.25 12.45 86 0 

44 Phang Nga / South 1,164 41.04 11.63 80 12 

45 
Nakhon Ratchasia / 
Northeast 14,822 40.79 12.20 84 7 

46 Ranong / South 814 40.67 11.68 78 15 

47 Khon Kaen / Northeast 11,798 40.58 12.60 81 3 

48 Chainat / Central 1,218 40.54 11.73 76 14 

49 Tak / West 2,804 40.49 11.75 87 13 

50 Sukhothai / North 3,125 40.30 11.64 84 6 

51 Surin / Northeast 7,578 40.04 11.75 79 10 

52 Krabi / South 2,143 39.88 11.99 77 8 

53 Yasothorn / Northeast 2,663 39.83 11.27 78 11 

54 Kampaengpetch / North 3,194 39.77 11.45 79 11 

55 Petchaboon / Central 4,759 39.55 11.66 85 11 

56 Sakhon Nakorn / Northeast 5,765 39.53 11.86 82 9 

57 Pichit / North 2,439 39.48 12.07 80 13 

58 Mukdahan / Northeast 2,067 39.31 12.01 79 12 

59 
Ubonratchathani / 
Northeast 9,445 39.29 11.75 81 7 

60 Roi-Et / Northeast 7,217 39.03 11.80 79 8 

61 
Maha Sarakham / 
Northeast 6,068 39.02 12.40 83 6 

62 Sri-Saket / Northeast 8,826 38.61 11.33 84 11 

63 Satun / South 2,031 38.51 11.32 74 10 

64 Burirum / Northeast 8,566 38.51 11.73 80 12 
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65 Loei / Northeast 3,167 38.46 11.91 78 0 

66 Nong Khai / Northeast 4,449 38.38 11.27 80 9 

67 Amnatcharoen / Northeast 2,349 38.28 10.95 74 10 

68 Srakaew / East 2,561 38.21 10.91 73 12 

69 Nakhon Panom / Northeast 3,526 37.72 11.10 79 12 

70 Mae Hongson / North 1,439 37.66 11.33 77 13 

71 Chaiyaphum / Northeast 6,179 37.24 11.31 80 9 

72 
Nongbua Lampoo / 
Northeast 2,318 37.24 10.76 71 10 

73 Kalasin / Northeast 5,934 36.98 11.45 79 2 

74 Yala / Deep South 3,680 34.67 10.89 86 11 

75 Pattani / Deep South 5,687 32.40 10.73 78 0 

76 Narathiwas /Deep South 4,657 32.37 10.25 75 9 
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Abstract 

A number of young Taiwanese students take extra English lessons at cram schools where classes 
are taught in English by native speakers of English; however, not much has been studied in such 
settings in previous literature.  This study investigated questioning patterns of four cram school 
teachers, two native and two non-native speakers of English, with high- and a low-level classes of 
young learners.  Eight types of questions used by the teachers and students were identified from 
12 video- and audio-recorded lessons.  Questioning patterns were analyzed and compared in 
terms of the teacher’s language background and the students’ proficiency levels.  The study found 
that the class level, but not the teacher’s language background, influenced how the teachers formed 
questions.  The teachers with high-level students used more communicative question types, while 
the teachers with low-level students preferred instructional questions.  In addition, it was found 
that using the target language as the sole medium in the classroom did not guarantee a 
communicative learning environment.   When instructional questions dominated the classroom 
discourse, the students became passive in the interaction.  The study suggests that EFL teachers 
should monitor the functions and effects of their questioning techniques so as to facilitate genuine 
interaction, even with low-level EFL learners. 
 
Keywords: questioning, discourse analysis, native and non-native EFL teachers, cram school, 

classroom interaction 
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Introduction 

English was traditionally a compulsory subject for Taiwanese students between Grade 7 and Grade 

12, but since 1996 it has been included in the official curriculums from Grade 2 onward.  The new 

policy reflected the craze of learning English, which directly resulted in the fast boom of English 

cram schools in Taiwan.  Chen and Hsu (2008) points out that, in addition to the regular English 

classes at school, about 69 % of junior high school students have attended private language 

institutions for extra English lessons in Taiwan.  According to the Ministry of Education, R. O. C., 

the number of registered cram schools offering foreign language instruction increased from 1903 

to 5305 in the past ten years in Taiwan (Ministry of Education, R.O.C., 2010). This report further 

indicates that students from the elementary and junior high schools together form 76.8% of the 

total student body in cram schools, and English is the sole foreign language taught in these private 

institutions.  Taking extra English lessons at cram school has become a norm, rather than an 

exception, in Taiwan. 

  

Why do so many Taiwanese students attend cram schools?  For junior high school 

students, improving their academic performance and preparing for various entrance exams are 

their common goals (Chen & Hsu, 2008).  However, for children at the elementary level going to 

the cram school is rather the decision of their parents.  Both Chang (2002) and Lu and Chen 

(2005) point out that Taiwanese parents believe that native English-speaking teachers (hence, NS 

teachers) can offer authentic language models to their children, so it is more effective to learn 

English from NS teachers.  Due to practical difficulties of obtaining official teaching credentials, 

NS teachers are rarely hired as full-time teachers within the compulsory educational system in 

Taiwan.  Thus, Taiwanese parents turn to cram schools.  To meet the parents’ expectation, many 

English cram schools adopt “English only” approach in their curriculum design and hire NS 

teachers to teach students at all levels, together with Taiwanese English teachers (hence, NNS 

teachers). 

 

 Studies regarding EFL teaching and learning at cram school are scarce.  On the one hand, 

taking private language lessons has not been considered a part of the mainstream educational 

system by academics; on the other hand, it is more difficult to gain access to such educational 

environment than to regular school settings for research purposes.  However, if taking extra 

English lessons has become such a common experience among Taiwanese young learners, there is 
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an urge to explore how teaching and learning take place in cram schools.  This study investigates 

how two NS teachers and two NNS teachers taught in an English cram school, with the focus on 

their questioning techniques and functions when interacting with students of different English 

proficiency levels.  Through observing these classrooms and analyzing the classroom data, this 

study aims to present a picture about how instructional purposes were achieved through various 

question functions by cram school teachers of different language backgrounds.  

  

Literature Review 

NS vs. NNS teachers 

It is a popular belief among Taiwanese parents that NS teachers are more authoritative in teaching 

EFL students than NNS teachers because NS teachers teach in their mother tongue (Chang, 2002; 

Lu & Chen, 2005).  Issues related to the teaching styles and efficiency of these two groups of 

teachers have been explored in previous studies.  In terms of the teachers’ proficiency levels in 

English, Norton (1997) and Árva and Medgyes (2000) confirm from the results of their surveys 

and interviews that NS teachers were superior to NNS teachers in speaking, pronunciation, 

listening, vocabulary, and reading.  With such advantages, McNeill (1994) suggests that NS 

teachers can offer more correct usages and are more capable than their counter party in identifying 

acceptable and/or unacceptable language produced by their students.  Medgyes (1992) explains 

that regardless of the effort, NNS teachers could not achieve native-level proficiency because of 

their “norm-dependent” process of language development and their imitation intention toward 

native speakers (p.343). These studies conclude that NS teachers enjoy given superiority over 

NNS teachers in language proficiency. 

   

However, research also points out that NNS teachers outperform NS teachers in realizing 

the needs of EFL learners.  Üstünlüoglu (2007) suggests that sharing the same L1 with their 

students, NNS teachers can effectively explain abstract concepts and manage the class.  In 

addition, sharing similar language learning experience with the students, NNS teachers are more 

aware of the structural differences between the two languages, so that they understand their 

students’ difficulties in learning the target language better than the NS teachers.  Therefore, NNS 

teachers can provide more effective strategies to their students in coping with linguistic challenges 

(Maum, 2002).  Norton (1997) points out that NNS teachers are not only pedagogical instructors 

but also assume the roles of empathetic listeners for beginners or weak students, translators for 
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abstract notions, and supervisors for examinations.  McNeill (1994) found that NNS teachers who 

share the L1 with the learners are more likely to identify the vocabulary problems of their EFL 

students, especially those with low proficiency.  Lin (2005), based on her classroom data, found 

that NNS teachers used more L1 (i.e., Chinese in her study), shorter utterances, less polysyllabic 

words, and more self-repetition than their native English-speaking colleagues.  However, the two 

groups of teachers used approximately the same amount of difficult words and employed a wide 

variety of linguistic strategies in their teaching.  These studies suggest that NS teachers provide 

ideal language models, while NNS teachers offer more effective language learning models.  

Responding to the given differences between the two groups of teachers, Tajino and Tajino (2000) 

suggest that team-teaching conducted by the two groups of teachers may be most effective for an 

EFL course. 

  

Pseudo vs. Real Questions 

In an EFL classroom, teachers’ questions play a significant role in stimulating thinking, checking 

student comprehension and progress, gathering attention, modeling appropriate usages, and 

creating interactive opportunities.  For EFL Teachers, questioning is one of the essential tools not 

only in maintaining classroom control (Ellis, 1990), but also in carrying out instructional materials 

(Gabrielatos, 1997). Surprisingly, questions asked by EFL teachers are seldom based on real needs 

or interest in seeking new information (Long & Sato, 1983).  EFL teachers tend to ask pseudo, or 

display, questions, of which the answers are known by the teachers and even by some members of 

the class.  An example of a pseudo question is: the teacher points at a picture and asks the class, 

“What can you see in the picture?”  The purpose of such question is to invite the students to 

display their knowledge. 

  

 In real communication, asking pseudo questions violates the “maxim of quality”, according to 

Grice’s principle of corporation in conversation (Grice, 1989, p. 27).  Grice points out that the 

addresser of a question in real social contexts seeks new and unknown information from the 

addressee, and so is the addressee expected to give a true and sincere answer.  Therefore, asking 

pseudo questions would be considered ‘insincere’ and might not receive the desired responses 

from the addressee in social talk.  However, pseudo questions seem to be used quite frequently by 

teachers across subject matters for verifying students’ comprehension or memory about the taught 

materials in the classroom (Martin, 2003; Ho, 2005).  Pseudo questions normally elicit short, 
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simple, and low-level answers.  Unlike people in social contexts, the students and the teacher do 

not speak with an equal status in the classroom.  Therefore, the students feel obligated to answer 

their teachers’ pseudo questions.  However, as the students’ ages increase, their desire of 

responding to pseudo questions decreases. Thus, Chaudron (1993) points out that poor questioning 

practice can be counter-productive for language teaching and learning. 

 

 In contrast to pseudo questions, a genuine, or referential, question, is a common type of 

exchange in real communication, which aims to elicit unknown information from the addressees.  

In the classroom, teachers use referential questions to draw answers referring to learners’ 

opinions, judgments, and real-life experiences, with the function of filling information gaps.  

The answer for a referential question is usually longer than for a pseudo question and carries 

content meanings which help forward the conversation.  Long and Sato (1983) compared the 

questions occurring in informal conversation between native and non-native speakers (i.e., NS-NNS) 

and teacher-learner interaction in second language classrooms.  They found that referential 

questions predominated in NS-NNS conversation outside classrooms (up to 76%) while only 14% of 

the teachers’ questions were referential.  Shomoossi (2004) confirmed this unbalanced use of 

question types in EFL classroom from his observation of a few university-level classes conducted by 

5 experienced non-native teachers of English in Iran.  The results show that the teachers used 

pseudo questions 4.4 times more than the number of referential questions.  In addition, he also 

found that the amount of classroom interaction caused by referential questions is much greater than 

that caused by pseudo questions, in terms of the speech turns taken by the students and speech 

quantity in the students’ replies.  Seedhouse (1996) explains that, because EFL teachers’ 

proficiency in the target language is superior to their students, genuine questions may be rare, 

especially when the teachers bear pedagogical objectives in mind.  Lynch (1991) raised the 

attention of EFL professionals that communicative use of questioning makes up only a minor part 

of typical classroom activities.  

  

Taxonomy of Question Functions 

Following Sinclair and Coulthard’s (1975) ideology of elicitations between teachers and pupils in 

the classroom, Tsui (1992) uses the term “elicitation” to describe the utterances which invite 

obligatory verbal or non-verbal responses from the addressee (p. 101).  Six elicitation functions 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

44 
 

have been identified by Tsui (1992), including to: inform, confirm, agree, commit, repeat, and 

clarify.  

  

 According to Tsui (1992), an informative question requires the addressee to provide new 

information, with the function of bridging information gaps.  There is no speaker assumption 

involved from the addresser and the expected information is unknown before the elicitation is 

made.  This function coincides with referential questions.  A confirmation question is raised by 

the addresser with an assumption in mind about the question, but confirmation on the assumption 

is needed from the addressee.  In many cases, the addressee can disconfirm the assumption in the 

reply.  For example, when a speaker asks, “You will go to Taipei tomorrow, right?”, the speaker 

wants the addressee to confirm the assumption about the addressee’s trip to Taipei.  Similarly, 

when asking an agreement question, the speaker also holds an assumption in mind, but the 

proposition of an agreement question is “self-evidently true” (p. 107).  In other words, the 

elicitation is based on common knowledge shared by the addresser and the addressee.  The 

function of such a question is to invite the addressee to concur with the speaker’s previous 

utterances and to establish “the existing common ground” (p. 107).  It can be best realized when 

people try to begin a conversation for establishing social mutuality with strangers, such as asking 

about the weather, “It’s a nice day, isn’t it?”, in the opening of a conversation with unfamiliar 

interlocutors. 

  

 A committing question not only invites an obligatory verbal response but also requires further 

interaction or a verbal exchange from both the addresser and the addressee.  For example, a 

question like, “Can you turn on the light?” would require an action of switching the light on, rather 

than just a verbal reply, “Sure, I can.”  A repeat question brings forth the repetition of the 

preceding utterance from the addresser to clarify the entire utterance or certain elements in the 

utterance that are acoustically unclear to the addressee.  Utterances such as “Pardon?”, “Sorry?”, 

“Huh?”, or “What did you say?” belong to this type.  A clarification question, slightly different 

from a repeat question, requires the addressee to straighten out content confusion or uncertainty of 

a preceding utterance. 

  

 Note that Tsui’s taxonomy of elicitation functions is not finite.  In addition, Tsui’s taxonomy 
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was originally based on social interactions between speakers with equal speaking right; therefore, 

it is not sufficient for analyzing classroom interaction, in which the teacher has higher authority in 

controlling the interaction than the students.  For example, Tsui classifies pseudo questions under 

informative elicitation, suggesting no differentiation between these two types of questions in 

nature.  However, asking pseudo questions is a distinct feature in classroom interaction, and 

carries different purposes from an informative question from the view point of instruction (van 

Lier, 1988).  In the taxonomy used in this classroom study, two additional categories were 

included: pseudo questions and understanding check questions.  A pseudo question is raised, 

usually by the teacher, to evaluate the students’ knowledge about the presented materials.  An 

understanding check question is used by the teacher to verify if the students follow the instructions 

or the progress of the class.  It is different from a confirmation question or an agreement question 

in that the teacher does not bear any assumption in mind about the students’ understanding.  The 

reply to an understanding check question, “Do you understand?”, may be a positive, “Yes”, or a 

follow-up question related to the content mentioned, “Can you explain…more?”  Turn 36 and 

Turn 38 in Excerpt 1, taken from the data of this study, present three understanding check 

questions raised by an NS teacher (i.e., NS-L) while teaching a group of low-level EFL student.  

In this short segment, NS-L was explaining the rule of a game to the class.  She stopped from time 

to time to check if the students followed her instruction.  (See Appendix for the transcription 

conventions.) 

Excerpt 1. 

Question 
Functions 

Turn Speaker Utterances 

Understanding 
check  
Understanding 
check  

36 NS-L okay.. if I call your number, you have to come here and say 
whatever I say, okay?/  so, team A you stand on this red X/ 
and team B you stand on this red X, okay?/  

 37 Ss  ((nodding his head)) 

Understanding 
check  

38 NS-L so, if I call your number, number 3/ number 3 should stand 
here/ do you understand?/ 

 39 Ss yes/ 

  

Pseudo and understanding check questions are relatively less common in social conversation.  

Long and Sato (1983) found in their influential study that adult native speakers almost never used 

pseudo questions with non-native speakers in casual talk.  In reality, when a speaker possesses 
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more power than other speakers in a group, for example a company leader or a committee chair, 

s/he would tend to use more pseudo and understanding check questions than other members of the 

group.  By doing so, the speaker also exercises a high level of control over the progress of the talk 

and the contributions of other participants in the conversation.  As Goody (1978) points out, 

questions carry speech acts, which enable interlocutors to negotiate, assert, and challenge each 

other’s status in a social context.  Thus, if one enforces a high level of control in casual talks by 

asking pseudo or understanding check questions, one breaks the general cooperation principle of 

Grice (1989) and may be seen as a “bossy” person by others.  However, a classroom is a specific 

context where the unequal speech status of the teacher and the students is rather fixed (van Lier, 

1988); therefore, the teacher is given the privilege to ask pseudo and understanding check 

questions without strong negative feedback from the students. 

 

By discourse function, pseudo and understanding check questions are instruction-oriented, 

while the other six functions proposed by Tsui (1992) are communication-oriented.  Using more 

communicative types of questions in the classroom can create a more natural, interactive context 

for language teaching and learning.  On the contrary, when instructional questions dominate the 

classroom interaction, the control is possessed by the teacher.  Consequently, the students must 

respond to the questions.  Since the answers are all “known” to the teacher, the teacher usually 

gives an evaluative feedback to the students’ answer, such as “Good!” or “Can anybody else 

answer this question?”  The students’ answers, no matter what they are, do not forward the 

conversational progress, and are not critical to the next turn utterances.  This teacher “initiating”, 

student “responding”, and teacher giving “feedback” pattern is called the I-R-F interaction by 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1975).  Once the I-R-F pattern becomes a regular practice in a language 

classroom, the teacher does not only take double the number of speech turns (i.e., the “I” and “F” 

turn) than the students, but also assumes a total control over the progress and topics of the class. 

This instructional pattern is disadvantageous to language learning, especially for EFL learners who 

primarily rely on the input provided by their teacher and interaction with other participants in the 

classroom.  If the course objective aims to help learners use the target language for 

communication, the classroom context needs to resemble how language is used for social 

purposes, or the learners may have great difficulties initiating topics, managing speech turns, and 

extending interaction outside the classroom (van Lier, 1988). 
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Figure 1 presents the degree of communicative level of the eight question functions on a 

continuum from low to high.  The understanding check and pseudo questions are placed at the 

low-communicative end and the answers to these questions do not influence the discourse content 

of the next turn.  These two types of questions carry more instructional purposes and will be 

called, “instructional questions” in this study.  The other six types of questions carry higher 

communicative functions, which help to forward the interaction and bridge communication gaps 

and will be called “communicative questions” in this study.  Analyzing the distribution of how 

these functions are used by the teachers in the classroom help EFL professionals understand the 

communicative level of the environment created for teaching and learning.  

 

  

Figure 1. Communicative levels of the eight question functions. 

 

Studies about EFL Teachers’ and Students’ Questioning 

Many studies point out that questions seeking new information carry more instructional value, 

both in content and length, than display questions.  Brock (1986) observed students’ responses to 

teachers’ questions in terms of syntactic complexity and mean length of utterance, and found that 

compared to display questions, referential questions generated more student output and elicited 

answers with a higher cognitive level for language teaching and learning.  Beardmore (1996) 

suggested that excessive use of display questions would lead to deficient student output and would 

deprive the opportunity of autonomous thinking from the students.  However, not all research 

findings support this view.  For example, Kachur and Prendergast (1997) found from a survey that 

the students indicated less involvement when the teachers asked authentic questions, but showed 

more willingness to answer their teachers’ pseudo questions.  Wu (1993) also found that 

referential questions did not elicit more complex utterances and did not increase student-teacher 

interaction.  These contradictions may be the results of comparing classrooms with different 

objections, teaching styles, techniques, and student levels.  In addition, these studies used surveys 
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or interviews as the main research instruments, which are based on the respondents’ perceptions, 

so that the answers may not faithfully reflect how interaction actually took place in these 

classrooms. 

 Research devoted to the question use of EFL students in the classroom is comparatively less 

than about the teachers due to practical difficulty in collecting classroom data from students.  In 

general, educators suggest that questions initiated by students indicate their participation in 

classroom activities.  Taboada and Guthrie (2006) found that student-generated questions were 

associated with their prior knowledge about the texts.  The students’ low- and high-level 

questions were aligned with their low and high levels of conceptual knowledge from reading the 

texts.  Skilton and Meyer (1993), based on the discourse data collected from four different adult 

ESL classes, found that, in addition to gender, nationality and proficiency, participation 

structures and task types greatly influenced the quantity and range of questions raised by the 

students.  It was found that the students were more active in raising questions in small group 

work than in teacher-fronted activities. 

  

Method 

Aims and Research Questions 

This study investigates how four teachers with two classes of EFL students formed questions in a 

private language school.  The variables include the language backgrounds of the teachers, i.e., NS 

teachers and NNS teachers, and the proficiency levels of the students, i.e., high- and 

low-proficiency.  The data were analyzed by the eight types of elicitation functions proposed by 

Tsui (1992) and us to seek answers to the following questions: 

 What are the proportions of questions vs. non-question discourse in the four teachers’ 

classes? 

 What are the general questioning patterns used by the four teachers? 

 What are the questioning patterns used by the NS teachers vs. NNS teachers? 

 What are the questioning patterns used by the teachers with high-level class vs. low-level 

class? 

 What are the questioning patterns of the students? 

 

Background of the Research Site 

The study took place in a branch of a chain private English school in Taiwan, which admits 
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students from 3 to 16 years of age.  The students are placed in classes of different levels based on 

the results of a placement test upon their registration.  The students usually meet two times a 

week, and each meeting lasts 75 minutes with a short break.  The classes are conducted after the 

regular school time.  The cram school employs both NS teachers with various nationalities (see 

below) and NNS teachers (i.e., all Taiwanese).  Each class is taught by an NS teacher and an NNS 

teacher; each teacher is responsible for one 75-minute lesson.  The Taiwanese teachers take 

additional responsibility for assigning and correcting students’ homework, arranging regular 

quizzes, and offering telephone conversation opportunities in English to the students after class.  

The NS teachers of this school come from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Ireland, South Africa, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States.  The school’s official brochure states that extensive 

exposure to various English accents and cultures can enrich the students’ learning experience.  All 

NS teachers possess at least college-level education, though not necessarily in language related 

fields.  All NNS teachers have college degree in English or related fields.  All teachers, NSs or 

NNSs, must attend a series of training sessions provided by the school before they can teach 

independently.  The NNS teachers also have to pass English proficiency exams periodically to 

prove maintenance of their English skills.  The two teachers of the high-level class in this study 

joined the research on a voluntary basis, but the low-level class teachers were assigned to the study 

by the head of the school.  

 

Materials and Teaching Approaches 

All classes are conducted in English at this school.  Once the teacher enters the classroom, 

English is the only medium for communication.  All the classes use the same series of textbooks 

designed and published by this school.  The series contains several volumes following certain 

standardized class procedures set by the school.  Each lesson in the text book focuses on one 

particular topic, accompanied with dialogues, grammar explanation, sentence pattern exercises, 

cultural/contextual information of the topic, and some language games.  The main difference 

among these volumes lies in the linguistic difficulty and topics covered.  All the teachers are 

encouraged to use language games and discussion in every class period to reinforce the designated 

materials.  This school is known for its standardized teaching procedures throughout its branches 

over Taiwan, so all the teachers are required to follow the teaching guideline and class procedures 

in conducting their classes. 
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The Participants 

Four female teachers took part in this study, two NS teachers and two NNS teachers.  The two 

NNS teachers, NNS-H (Taiwanese Teacher teaching High-level class), and NNS-L (Taiwanese 

Teacher of Low-level class), were born in Taiwan and are native speakers of Mandarin Chinese.  

NNS-H majored in TESOL and received her Master’s degree in the US.  NNS-L majored in 

applied English and received her bachelor’s degree from a university in Taiwan.  The two NS 

teachers, NS-H (Foreign Teacher teaching High-level class) from Australia, and NS-L (Foreign 

Teacher teaching Low-level class) from South Africa, had bachelor’s degrees outside the field of 

English or education and spoke very little Chinese.  The four teachers had gone through a teacher 

training program organized by the school and had observed several classrooms conducted by more 

experienced teachers prior to teaching their own classes independently. 

  

A low- and a high-level class (hence, Class-L and Class-H) took part in this study; each class 

was taught by the same pair of NS and NNS teachers.  All the students were native speakers of 

Mandarin Chinese.  The proficiency levels of the students in these two classes were primarily 

determined by a placement test administered by the school.  Considering the fact that many 

children begin learning English from about 6 or 7 years old in Taiwan, students with higher 

proficiency in English are usually slightly older and have studied English for longer time.  This 

phenomenon has been observed from the learners in this study.  Class-L had 14 students, 10 boys 

and 4 girls, with the mean age of 8.  Class-H had 8 students, 5 boys and 3 girls, with the mean age 

of 12.  The students usually sat in a half-circle, so that they could see each other and the teacher 

during the class. 

 

The primary variables of the current study are the teachers’ language background (i.e., 

native or non-native speaker of English), and the students’ proficiency levels (i.e., low or high 

proficiency in English).  Since the current study is classroom based research, it has to bear 

external variability, such as differences in the four teachers’ teaching experience or teaching styles, 

the age differences among the students in the two classes, and the actual contents taught to the two 

classes.  As van Lier (1988) points out, each language classroom is a given context and it is 

difficult to control certain features of a given classroom as a true experimental study requires.  

Thus, a discourse-oriented classroom study as the current one does not (and cannot) aim at an 

immediate generalizing of the findings, but documenting and explaining what occurs in these 
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classrooms.  

 

Data Collection 

The primary data for this study were 12 video-taped lessons from the two classes, with 6 lessons 

from each class taught by a NS and a NNS teacher.  Therefore, we recorded 3 lessons with each of 

the four teachers.  Each lesson was 75 minutes.  One of the researchers had observed the two 

classes a few times before the actual data collection began, so the students and the teachers were 

familiar with the presence of the researcher and her video camera.  The same researcher stayed in 

the classroom while the lesson was being recorded to take field notes, and, meanwhile, to ensure 

normal operation of the camera.  The data were then transcribed verbatim.  The four teachers 

were interviewed informally at the school office after the data collection phase ended.  The main 

purpose of the interview was to understand the teachers’ teaching philosophy and their views 

toward the students’ participation in the classroom. 

  

Analytical Framework 

The basic measurement unit for the data is “the analysis of speech unit” (hence, AS-unit), which is 

defined as “a single speaker’s utterance consisting of an independent clause, or sub-clausal unit, 

together with any subordinate clause(s) associated with either” (Foster, Tonkyn, & Wigglesworth, 

2000, p. 365).  AS-units account for fragment utterances and several features that are common in 

non-native utterances and teacher’s talk (Kim & Elder, 2005).  Pause was chosen to break the 

AS-units for the present study.  Since language teachers use a slower speech rate in the classroom 

than native speakers do in social contexts (Ellis, 1990), we used 0.7seconds as the cut-off point, 

which was slightly longer than the suggested 0.5 seconds by Foster et al. (2000). The classroom 

observation and teacher interviews were analyzed qualitatively and were used for triangulating 

and verifying the analyses of the classroom data. 

  

Coding Procedures and Reliability 

The transcribed data were first segmented into AS-units and then coded according to the proposed 

eight categories of question functions.  The data were coded by two raters, who first received a 

few training sessions and performed an analysis on one lesson independently.  Their coding 

results reached .95 inter-rater reliability on the trial session, so an average of the two raters’ 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

52 
 

decisions was calculated and used as the final results for the other lessons.  The patterns of the 

teachers’ and the students’ question functions were compared according to the research questions. 

 

Results 

Question 1. What Are the Proportions of Questions vs. Non-question Discourse in the Four 

Teachers’ Classes? 

To understand how the four teachers used questions to achieve their teaching goals, all the 

questions raised by the four teachers were identified from the data.  The percentage of each 

teacher’s questions as opposed to other types of discourse in the classroom is presented in Figure 2.  

A great degree of variety is noted from these four teachers’ use of questions in the classrooms.  A 

similar pattern in the proportion of questions is noted from the two Class-H teachers, NS-H 

(47.7%) and NNS-H (42.7%).  They both used questions extensively in their teaching.  However, 

the two Class-L teachers, NS-L and NNS-L, devoted much less class time in raising questions than 

the two Class-H teachers did.  Surprisingly, only 16.9% of NNS-L’s classroom discourse was in 

questioning mode, which is only one-half of the percentage questions raised by NS-L.  In other 

words, NNS-L and NS-L conducted their teaching with other types of discourse, such as making 

statements and giving commands, more frequently in their classroom.  Questions, compared to 

commands and statements, can initiate more responses from the students, and consequently, 

encourage more participation and contribution from the students.  If a teacher spends most of the 

class time in giving statements and commands, the class is, inevitably, more teacher-controlled in 

nature.  
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Figure 2. The percentage use of the four teachers’ question vs. non-question discourses. 

 

Question 2. What Are the General Questioning Patterns Used by the Four Teachers? 

Figure 3 presents a comparison among the four teachers’ percentage uses of the eight question 

functions in the classrooms.  It is found that informative, understanding check, and pseudo 

questions were used relatively more frequently than the other five types of question functions.  

NNS-H and NS-H used a higher percentage of informative questions (31.1% and 40.7%, 

respectively) and a lower percentage of understanding check questions (10% and 12.6%, 

respectively) than the NNS-L and NS-L.  However, NS-H differs from the other three teachers in 

terms of using a relatively lower percentage of pseudo questions (24.8%) but a higher percentage 

of agreement questions (11.4%). The percentages of confirmation, committing, clarification, and 

repeat questions used by the four teachers were rather close.  Clarification and repeat questions 

were used the least frequently by these teachers.  

  



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

54 
 

 

Figure 3. The four teachers’ percentage use of the eight question functions. 

 

To understand how the teachers used questioning techniques in their teaching, we re-classified the 

eight types of question functions into two categories: instructional (i.e., pseudo and understanding 

check questions) and communicative (i.e., the other six types of questions).  Figure 4 presents the 

distribution of these teachers’ instructional vs. communicative questions.  The results show that 

NS-H initiated the highest percentage of communicative questions (62%), followed by NNS-H 

(46.3%), NNS-L (38.1%), and NS-L (31%).  It is also clear that instructional questions seem to 

carry a dominant function in these two EFL classrooms, even for the two teachers speaking 

English as their native language.  
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Figure 4. The distribution of the four teachers’ instructional vs. communicative questions. 

Excerpt 2 demonstrates a typical scenario in Class-L, in which NNS-L used pictures as the cues to 

check if the students had learned the new words and expressions taught in their previous meeting.  

The interaction was controlled by the teacher’s repeated pseudo question.  Other than answering 

these questions, the students had little chance to experience other types of speech act.  

Excerpt 2.  

Question 
Functions 

Turn Speaker Utterances 

Pseudo 133 NNS-L this one? /((pointing at a flashcard)) 

 134 Ss turn around/ 

Pseudo 135 NNS-L and this one? /((pointing at another flashcard)) 

 136 Ss sing a song/ 

  

Excerpt 3 is taken from Class-H, in which NNS-H asked around the class about the time they 

arrived home from the cram school.  Student M was perhaps uncertain about the request of the 

teacher, so he asked back, “when?” with a rising tone.  The teacher first emphasized the keyword, 

“WHEN”, and then repeated the question to confirm the information she had asked.  This type of 
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interaction occurred frequently in Class-H, which indicates that both the students and teachers 

applied various communicative question functions to bridge the information gaps in their 

interaction. 

Excerpt 3. 

Question 
Functions 

Turn Speaker Utterances 

Inform 570 NNS-H okay./after school.. when do you get home after school?/ 

Confirm 571 M when?/ 

Repeat 572 NNS-H WHEN/when do you get home?/ 

 573 M nine thirty/ 

  

Question 3. What Are the Questioning Patterns Used by the NS teachers vs. NNS teachers? 

In order to verify if the teachers’ language background is a critical factor in their questioning 

patterns, the average percentages of the eight question functions of the NS teachers and NNS 

teachers were calculated and presented in Figure 5.  The greatest difference between the two 

groups of teachers is in the use of pseudo questions.  It is found that the two NNS teachers used 

more pseudo questions than the two NS teachers (45.1% and 37.4%, respectively).  The two NS 

teachers used slightly higher percentages of informative, understanding check, agreement, and 

repeat questions than the two NNS teachers, while the NNS teachers initiated slightly more 

confirmation, committing, and clarification questions.  Except for the use of pseudo questions, 

the differences in the other seven types of questions are all smaller than 5% between these two 

groups.  Therefore, these two groups of teachers show a similar pattern in using the eight question 

functions.  In general, the teacher’s language background does not seem to be a salient factor in 

their overall questioning patterns.  The top three question functions, from high to low, are: 

pseudo, informative, and understanding check questions.  Both groups of teachers rarely used the 

other five types, which are frequently used in real conversation as follow-up questions for getting 

meanings across.  This indicates that carrying out instructions was the common approach for both 

groups of teachers.  Though both groups of teachers devoted about 25% to 30% of the questions 

in gathering new information from the students (i.e., inform questions), neither group frequently 

used follow-up types of questions to extend the exchanges with the students. 
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Figure 5. The percentage use of question functions between the NNS teachers and NS teachers. 

 

Question 4. What Are the Questioning Patterns Used by the Teachers with Students of Low- 

and High-proficiency Levels? 

In order to verify if the class level influenced the teachers’ questioning patterns, the average 

percentages of the eight question functions of Class-H and Class-L were calculated and presented 

in Figure 6.  It is found that the differences are quite salient in terms of asking informative 

(17.8%), pseudo (14.1%), and understanding check (6.7%) questions.  The percentage differences 

in the other five types of question functions are smaller than 5%.  The two Class-H teachers asked 

more informative questions to obtain new information from the students.  The two Class-H 

teachers also used fewer instructional questions to check the students’ understanding or their 

knowledge about the taught materials than the two Class-L teachers.  Though the two classes did 

not study the same materials, they used the same textbook series developed by the school and 

followed similar class procedures designated by the school.  Therefore, the students’ proficiency 

levels seem to be an influential factor in relation to the teachers’ questioning patterns. 
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Figure 6. The percentage use of question functions between the Class-L and Class-H teachers. 

 

Question 5. What Are the Questioning Patterns Used by the Students? 

A classroom is formed by the teacher and the students together, so it is important to look at how 

question functions were used by the two parties.  Table 1 summarizes the total numbers of 

questions raised by the four teachers and their students, respectively.  The percentages of question 

functions were also calculated as the basis of comparison.  The table shows that the students of 

Class-L together asked 6 questions to the two teachers in 6 lessons (1 question to NS-L and 5 to 

NNS-L).  The students of Class-H, on the contrary, raised more than 90 questions to their 

teachers in 6 lessons.  Interestingly, the two teachers of Class-H also raised many more questions 

than their colleagues of Class-L.  Percentage wise, the students of Class-H asked more questions 

with their NNS teacher (58 questions or 7.5%) than with the NS teacher (33 questions or 3.7%).  

In fact, the students in both classes seemed more willing to raise questions with their NNS 

teachers.  In addition, the surprisingly low percentage of questions raised by Class-L suggests that 

the students might have difficulty forming questions.   

 

According to van Lier (1988), asking questions indicates active participation in the 
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classroom, because such speech acts usually initiate new topics or assume the first speech turn in 

an exchange.  It will be interesting to explore the reasons of Class-L’s low rate of questioning.  

There are two assumptions: the Class-L students were not capable of forming questions and/or 

they were not given sufficient opportunities to raise questions.  These assumptions will be 

verified by our classroom observation and the interviews with the teachers. 

  

Table 1  

The Raw Numbers and Percentage Question Use of the Two Classes with the Four Teachers 

 
Class-L 

with NNS-L 
Class-L 

with NS-L 
Class-H 

with NNS-H 
Class-H 

with NS-H 

 Raw Percentage Raw Percentage Raw Percentage Raw Percentage 

Teacher 160 97.0% 238 99.6% 710.5 92.5% 862 96.3% 

Students 5 3.0% 1 0.4% 58 7.5% 33 3.7% 

Total 165 100.0% 239 100.0% 768.5 100.0% 895 100.0% 

  

 

Figure 7 presents the distribution of the eight question functions found in Class-H with their two 

teachers.  It is quite interesting to see that informative questions were the most frequently used 

functions by Class-H (72.7% with NNS-H and 66.6% with NS-H).  The other seven types took a 

very small proportion in their questions use.  This shows that the students wanted to get new 

information from the teachers.  According to the transcription, the students of Class-H asked 

questions about grammar, new words, meaning of the reading, culture-related issues, and topics 

extended from their discussion.  They also used informative questions to get permissions, 

opinions, or advice from the teachers, and occasionally from other students.  Class-L raised very 

few questions, so the distribution of question functions will not be discussed here.  

 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

60 
 

 

Figure 7. Class-H’s percentage use of question functions with NNS-H and NS-H. 

Excerpt 4 presents a short segment from Class-H with their Taiwanese teacher, NNS-H.  In this 

segment, the teacher asked the class to read aloud a text and summarize the story.  Student J asked 

the teacher about how the story should end in the summary in Turn 152.  The teacher was, on the 

one hand, maintaining class order, and on the other hand, giving an advice to Student J in Turn 153.  

Student J’s question was probably unexpected for NNS-H, so it took the teacher a while to make 

the suggestion. 

Excerpt 4. 

Question 
Functions 

Turn Speaker Utterances 

 150 C teacher!/ Peggy hit my head/ 

 151 NNS-H ((to Student P)) Peggy!/ don’t do that/ 

Inform 152 J teacher.. how to ending?/ 

 
  

153 NNS-H the ending / hm/((to Student P)) Peggy! sit down or just go 
out/hmm/ ((to Student J)) I believe Emily will have a nice 
holiday/ something like that/ 
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Excerpt 5 demonstrates another interaction in Class-H, in which the students were asking 

questions to each other.  When Student M asked about the cost of renting a DVD, Student P 

answered, “one thousand”, an obviously exaggerated amount.  Both the teacher and Student M 

raised clarification questions to check if P was joking or giving a serious answer.  Their 

clarification questions resulted in P’s modification of his previous answer in Turn 743.  Because 

the class was given the freedom to raise questions, the students seemed to be more active in 

interacting with each other than they would have behaved in language games fully controlled by 

the teacher.  Note that NNS-H assigned P to answer M’s question in Turn 737.  This does not 

occur too often in casual contexts. 

Excerpt 5. 

Question 
Functions 

Turn Speaker Utterances 

Inform  736 M how much does it cost to rent a DVD?/ 

 737 NNS-H Peggy!/ 

 738 P you need to pay one thousand/ 

 739 Ss ((laughers)) 

Clarify  740 NNS-H one thousand?/ 

Clarify 741 M just three days?/ 

Clarify 742 NNS-H one thousand just three days..okay?/ 

 743 P one hundred/ 

  

Analyses of the Observation and the Interviews with the Four Teachers 

Our field notes show that, though the four teachers used similarly structured textbooks and 

classroom procedures imposed by the school, minor adjustments were made by them in terms of 

the time allotted for each class procedure.  The two Class-L teachers spent more time on language 

games than the two teachers of Class-H.  Both NNS-L and NS-L confirmed this point in their 

interviews and explained that they felt the students’ language proficiency was too low to take part 

in “real” discussion, so they wanted to help the students memorize new words, expressions, and 

scripted dialogues through language games, role-play, and drills.  They also indicated that the 

class was more active during the game time.  Indeed, we found the students of Class-L were 

highly involved in the competitive language games.  Their involvement created an active class 

atmosphere, which distinctively differed from the rather “quiet” and “dull” periods when the 
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teachers led “discussion” on cultural topics from the textbooks.  Both NNS-L and NS-L said that 

the students’ low proficiency made free conversation difficult.  They said that any real questions 

would confuse the students and result in silence in the class.  They emphasized that even though 

some students understood the questions, the students could not properly respond to the questions.  

However, the Class-L teachers also said, “The students get very excited if any outside topics are 

mentioned.”  According to them, open questions often led to chaos because the students all tried 

to say something at the same time, in both Chinese and English.  When such condition occurred, 

the teachers would remind the class, “English only!” and the class immediately became quiet. 

 

In the case of Class-H, our observation indicates that NNS-H and NS-H spent more time 

discussing the topics in the lesson, compared to the Class-L teachers.  Both NNS-H and NS-H 

said, though their students had not possessed the ability to produce complete or long sentences, the 

students could somewhat express their thoughts independently.  Therefore, both teachers devoted 

more class time to discussions.  Besides, the teachers also agreed that the Class-H students were 

older, so language games were not received as well with this class as with younger students.  

Examining the class materials, we found that most language games suggested in the textbooks 

required the students to react to an instruction or perform a task given by the teacher.  Therefore, 

taking part in the games for students with limited proficiency is not as demanding as verbally 

responding to the teachers’ informative questions in discussion.  Our observation shows that the 

Class-H students sometimes protested to the teachers when the teachers wanted to begin a game.  

The students said, “Oh, no!” or “That’s boring.”  Their responses suggest that they had little 

interest in teacher-controlled games. 

 

In brief, our observation and the interviews indicate that the four teachers adjusted the 

proportion and types of classroom activities according to the students’ proficiency levels and 

interests.  This adjustment may contribute to the differences in the four teachers’ use of questions 

as indicated in our analyses presented previously.  In addition, these young EFL learners, 

regardless their proficiency levels, showed a desire to take part in open communication.  In the 

case of Class-H, the students’ desire was supported by the teachers with more informative 

question-answer interaction.  However, in the case of Class-L, the students showed their desire in 

taking part in discussion, but their limited proficiency restricted their expression.  As they 

switched to Chinese, their desire of speaking was suppressed by the “English only” principle of the 
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classroom, resulting in the students’ “silence” in discussion.  The two teachers of Class-L turned 

to a more secured and teacher-controlled question-answer pattern, in which they posed pseudo 

questions, the students answered, and they gave feedback, positive or negative, to the students.  In 

addition, language games that required mostly physical reactions with very little verbal production 

were adopted for Class-L to promote student participation and learning motivation. 

 

 To summarize the findings, all four teachers used questions extensively.  The NS and NNS 

teachers carried out very similar questioning patters in the classroom: to raise more instructional 

than communicative questions.  Thus, the teacher’s first language does not seem influential in 

term of their questioning patterns.  With the high-level students, the teachers used more 

communicative types of questions, especially informative questions, and reduced the use of 

instructional questions, such as understanding check and pseudo questions.  In return, the 

high-level students also raised much more questions to their teachers than the low-level students 

did.  On the contrary, the teachers relied heavily on pseudo and understanding check questions 

with the Class-L students.  Thus, the students’ proficiency level seems a critical factor in the 

teacher’s questioning patterns and the quantity of questions asked in the classroom.   

 

Discussion and Pedagogical Implications 

Though English was used as the only medium in the two classrooms and the course objectives 

were to teach conversational skills, the classroom interaction seemed to be more instructional than 

communicative from the general questioning patterns of the four teachers.  Regardless of their 

language backgrounds, the teachers all used pseudo and understanding check questions 

extensively in conducting their teaching.  Though they also used informative questions to some 

degree, they rarely used other types of communicative questions to extend the exchanges with their 

students.  When the teachers rely on instructional questions in the classroom, as found in this 

study, the question-answer exchanges are usually short and reflect the typical I-R-F pattern.  In 

this aspect, the interaction is mostly controlled by the teachers.  Even though the students use the 

target language to respond to the teachers, the students have little opportunity to experience how 

conversations are managed back-and-forth among participants in natural social contexts.  This 

study suggests that whether or not a teacher is a native speaker of the target language, the teacher’s 

techniques of asking various kinds of questions play a critical role in creating a communicative 

context for using the target language. 
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Furthermore, the findings of the study indicate a danger of enforcing the target language 

as the sole medium in an EFL classroom, especially with low-level students.  In this study, the 

students were not allowed to use their native language to express ideas under the “English-only” 

rule.  Teachers and administrators must not mistake “English only” for “being able to speak 

English” in a language classroom, because students may choose to remain silent and become 

passive, like the Class-L students did in this study.  EFL teachers can choose to use the target 

language only, but the students’ native language should function as an additional means for 

communication.  When a student turns to his/her native language to express ideas, the teacher can 

ask other members of the class to help this student by raising communicative questions, such as 

confirmation, repeat, or agreement questions, to clarify the meanings intended.  The teacher can 

then model the students’ utterances in the target language as a source of input.  Most importantly, 

the intended expressions must be taught at the moment when the students have a need to use them 

for communication. 

  

 This study confirms that the teachers’ questioning techniques, but not the teachers’ language 

background or teaching medium, would define the learning context of an EFL classroom.  This 

study also proposes that the types, but not the quantity, of questions determine the interactive level 

of an EFL classroom.  Appropriate teacher training can help EFL teachers, native or non-native, 

to raise more interactive questions.  Since questioning is an essential aspect of teaching across all 

levels and types of classrooms, the teachers should be aware how questions are formed and 

responded to in the classroom.  Keeping a visual or audio record of one’s own teaching can be a 

very useful tool for understanding the effects of different types of questions.  Such understanding 

will help EFL teachers improve their teaching techniques and efficiency.  For future research, it 

would be interesting to explore the question distribution across different types of classroom 

activities, such as teacher-led discussion, group-discussion, and different types of language 

games, to verify how classroom activities influence the participants’ questioning patterns. 
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Appendix. Transcription Convention 

. or .. One dot indicates a pause shorter than 0.3 seconds; two dots indicate a pause 

between 0.3 and 0.7 seconds.  

/      A slash indicates a pause longer than 0.7 second, marking the boundary  

between two AS-units. 

((  )) Paralinguistic information, such as facial expressions and physical movements, is 

indicated inside double parenthesis. 

? A question mark denotes a rising tone. 

! An exclamation mark denotes a fall tone with emphasis. 

what time is it? No capitalization is used in the transcription, except for “I” and the first letter of a 

proper noun. 

WHEN Phonological emphasis is denoted by capitalization. 
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ABSTRACT 
Thematic clustering has been established to be a facilitating strategy in presenting words in a 
second language (L2) to be memorized (Tinkham 1997). Indeed, groups of similar words based on 
psychological association and shared thematic concepts (Al-Jabri 2005) appear to be easier to 
learn than the ones based only on semantic and syntactic similarity. In this study, assuming the 
validity of thematic clustering, we explored for the first time the nature of the relations between the 
lexical items in such groups by comparing two alternative organizing principles: mental scenes 
(Charniak 1975) and scenarios (Schank & Abelson 1977). In mental scenes, words of different 
classes are linked together with strong cognitive associations, which are based on a shared 
thematic feature (Tinkham 1997). The effectiveness of this grouping technique in learning L2 
words has already been presented by Tinkham (1997) and Finkbeiner & Nicol (2003). Scenarios, 
also known as scripts, provide a more dynamic thematic link than mental scenes (Sanford and 
Garrod 1981; 1998) and consist of standard sequences of events that describe a situation (Riesbeck 
& Schank 1978). This organizing principle is used here for the first time in a study about L2 word 
learning. An experiment was devised to compare the subjects’ performance in recognizing the 
meaning of written pseudo-words under the two conditions. Our hypothesis was that lists of words 
presented in scenarios could be learned better than lists organized in mental scenes. The results 
showed no significant difference between the subjects’ accuracy scores, although the very high 
accuracy scores in both conditions proves once again the effectiveness of thematic clustering in L2 
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vocabulary learning. The recorded subjects’ preferences for a list or the other were consistent with 
our predictions about the effectiveness of scenarios. We conclude that although scenarios are 
generally perceived as more effective, mental sets work better in absence of contextual cues. This 
is because mental sets can activate deeper psychological connections. The results of this study 
should be taken into account in designing effective teaching materials and updating traditional 
teaching practices that are still based on semantic clustering. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the most frequently used techniques to learn and remember L2 words is grouping the items 

in lexical sets (Nation 2005). Learning sets of words in a second language is more difficult when 

the meaning of the words belong to the same semantic category than when their meanings are 

unrelated. Clear evidence in support for this claim has been published in the literature in the area 

(Tinkham 1997, Finkbeiner & Nicol 2003). Tinkham, in particular, proved that it is easier to learn 

sets of L2 words when their meanings are thematically related than when the meanings are 

unrelated or semantically related.  

In this study we decided to carry out novel research regarding the function of the thematic 

relatedness in this kind of word grouping. In particular, we wanted to test if there was any 

significant difference in learning lists of L2 words organized as mental scenes (as in Tinkham 

1997) or as scenarios. While mental sets are based on a static image in the mind of the learner, 

scenarios imply a dynamic sequence of events known to the learner. Our hypothesis was that 

scenarios could prove more successful than mental scenes. 

An experiment was conducted with the aim of comparing the score of participants when 

learning one list of L2 words organized as scenarios with their score when learning another list 

organized as mental sets, without informing the subjects about the nature of the thematic link 

between the items in the lists. The experiment consisted of a recognition task in the written 

modality, testing the short-term memory effects on learning. After the recognition tasks, the 

subjects were also asked to give their impression about which list they had found easier to learn 

with the open-ended questions: “Which list did you find it easier to memorize? Why?”  
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2. BACKGROUND 

 

Thematic clustering is a technique for grouping words based on psychological associations 

between words to be learned in the L2 (Tinkham 1997). With no regard to the word class, thematic 

clustering is based on a unifying thematic criterion, which usually corresponds to a mental scene or 

a scenario. By contrast, semantic clustering consists of groups of words that are semantically and 

syntactically related to each other, all belonging to the same part of speech. An example of a 

semantic cluster could be a list of words like “ear”, “eye”, “nose” and “mouth”, where the elements 

are all nouns belonging to the semantic category “face”.  

Between the end of the eighties and the middle of the nineties, semantic clustering was 

constantly present in ESL textbooks (see Tinkham, 1997 for an extensive review). As for SLA 

research, authors such as Gairns & Redman (1986) and Seal (1991) championed the use of 

semantic clustering, claiming that this would facilitate learning and promote fine-grained 

distinctions in the learner’s repertoire of L2 vocabulary.  

In spite of the widespread application of semantic clustering in L2 vocabulary learning, 

empirical evidence of its effectiveness has never been found. On the contrary, La Heij et al (1996) 

reported how experimental studies in psychology had often provided results demonstrating that 

semantic clustering does not facilitate language processing. The authors even found experimental 

evidence that semantic grouping is an obstacle in translation tasks, causing slower and less 

accurate performances. These findings are to be considered together with ones presented in Kroll 

& Stewart (1994), who detected similar effects of semantic category interference in picture 

naming and translation tasks. Although these studies cannot be readily generalised to L2 

vocabulary learning, their results are consistent with the ones obtained by La Heij et al (1996) and 

by Finkbeiner and Nicol (2003). The latter authors confirmed that the same interference that was 

found in translation tasks was also operating in word learning tasks. Their results showed as well 

that unrelated lists of words could be learned better than semantically categorized lists of words. 

A few years before, Tinkham (1997) had published solid experimental results that 

confirmed the inadequacy of the semantic model. Tinkham hypothesised that thematic clustering 

would result in better performances, both compared to unrelated sets of words and to semantically 

organized lists. He therefore proposed the validity of mental scenes, where words of different 

classes are linked together with strong cognitive associations.  These associations were based on a 

shared thematic feature rather than on superficial similarity. As an example of mental scene, the 
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author presented “the pond”, composed by words such as: “frog”, “green”, “water”, “slippery”, 

“hop”. Here the mental scene of a pond is recreated in the mind of the learners, so that they can 

visualize a speck of water surrounded by green grass, where frogs are jumping and where the 

ground is slippery.   

The experimental results showed that thematic clustering facilitated L2 vocabulary 

learning, while semantic clustering was disadvantageous. The subjects were able to learn words in 

semantic clusters with difficulty, scoring results that were even lower than the ones obtained when 

recognizing words in unrelated lists (see Finkbeiner & Nicol 2003). Is sum, the vocabulary in 

thematically organized lists was learned more easily than any other group of words.  

The organization in mental scenes is only one of the possible options to design thematic 

clusters of words. As mentioned above, the nature of thematic grouping is not as rigidly 

determined as the semantic one, and there is a variety of associated principles to define the nature 

of relatedness within a thematic cluster. Research has been done in this regard in the fields of 

applied linguistics and discourse analysis and this is why we will now look at some valuable 

contributions in those fields to define the scope of our study Mental scenes, also known as mental 

sets or frames, consist of a stable recollection of items, metaphorically reminding of a mental 

picture, a snapshot of a scene. While a certain amount of action can be present (in this case the 

verb/mental representation of jumping), the main organizing principle consists of a static data 

structure (Charniak 1975).  

In Discourse analysis, Brown and Yule (1984) highlighted the fact that the knowledge of 

the world (or background knowledge) plays a very important role in interpreting discourse. Words 

are processed and learned better in a thematic presentation because they activate, or they conform 

to, recognizable, shared and/or typical patterns. This is particularly true when one considers the 

organizing principle of scenario. Scenarios, also known as scripts, imply a more dynamic thematic 

link than mental scenes (Sanford and Garrod, 1981; 1998). They have been defined as 

“programmatic understanding and structuring devices” (Schank & Abelson 1977), incorporating 

“a standard sequence of events that describes a situation” (Riesbeck & Schank 1978). Typical 

scenarios are “going to the restaurant” or “going to a birthday party”, including a series of actions 

connected with every-day functions and routines.  

Mental scenes and scenarios were taken into account also considering their impact in the 

field of applied linguistics and second language instruction. As for applied research, 

Motallebzadeh & Heirainy (2011) have recently published experimental results from Iranian 
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students of English as a foreign language that are consistent with Tinkham’s position, and Al-Jabri 

(2005) provided similar results with Saudi learners of English. Regarding teaching resources, we 

conducted some research on today’s ESL textbooks to check which techniques are usually adopted 

in the presentation of L2 words to be learned. We could notice that the recent teaching literature 

has moved from the use of semantically organized lists to more open ways of presenting 

vocabulary, in accordance with the guidelines included in the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (2001). The lists of words to be learned are often anchored to familiar 

mental scenes, like seasons or schools, or predictable scenarios based on communicative functions 

and routines. Purely semantic clustering, implying words categorized in linguistically related 

semantic clusters and composed by words belonging to the part of speech, has been reduced in 

favour of groupings based on cognitive associations, where the redundancy of information, the 

importance of the context and the learner’s knowledge of the world play an important role in the 

learning process. Examples of this kind of activities can be found in widely adopted titles like 

“New English File” (Oxenden and Latham-Koenig, 2004), “New Headway” (Soars & Soars 2007) 

and “Ready for FCE” (Norris 2008). Semantic clustering is certainly still present, but it is now 

usually limited to series of lexical items, mainly nouns, situated in concrete contexts like “the 

human body” or “pets”, as in the “Treetops” series for primary school (Howell & Kester-Dodgson 

2006) or “clothes and accessories” in “New Inside Out” (Kay & Jones 2010). 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1. Experimental materials 

Four thematic lists of invented words were created: two were organized as mental scenes and two 

as scenarios. Each list included six pairs of artificial words and the corresponding Italian 

translation. In mental set lists, words belonging to three different parts of speech were selected, 

namely two nouns, two adjectives and two verbs. Scenarios included an equal number of verbs and 

nouns. For the sake of a neat division and clear understanding, homographs were avoided.  

The pseudo-words were created following the guidelines proposed by Tinkham (1997): all 

items presented two syllables and employed a variety of sounds; within all sets, one word had to 

begin with a vowel, at least another had to end with a vowel, and at least one had to contain a 

consonant cluster. The invented words were composed by four to six letters and they corresponded 
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to very frequent words, easily found in any elementary language teaching resources. Table 1 

presents the 2 mental scenes, while Table 2 presents the 2 scenarios.  

 

 
IN THE PARK 

              

Femboz Albero (tree) Bamos Cane (dog) 

Argam Tranquillo (quiet) Benku Verde (green) 

Kurbo  Camminare (to walk) Mopres Giocare (to play) 

 
ON THE BEACH 

 

Otab Mare (sea) Canci  Sabbia (sand) 

Apor Divertente (funny) Enoz Bagnato (wet) 

Indal  Nuotare (to swim) Tigo Tuffarsi (to dive) 

Table 1: Mental scenes 
 
 
 

 
GOING TO THE RESTAURANT 

 

Gazal Salutare (to say hello) Baslag Bere (to drink) 

Rekbo Cameriere (waiter) Fuarda Mangiare (to eat) 

Anerk Menù (menu) Dazin Conto (bill) 

 
AT THE CINEMA 

 

Lulum Entrare (to get in) Ukon Guardare (to watch) 

Sgabar Biglietto (ticket) Tugro Film (film) 

Napur  Sala (theatre) Munga  Uscire (to go out) 

Table 2: Scenarios 
 

 

3.2. Subjects 

The subjects were 24 students enrolled in the Master’s Degree course in Foreign Languages of the 

University of Padua. Their gender split reflected the general distribution of students enrolled to the 

programme: 21 female and 3 male participants. The subjects’ ages ranged from 23 to 36 (mean age 

= 25.8 years). As for linguistic backgrounds, the participants were all Italian native speakers, they 

all spoke English L2 and they knew at least one more foreign language.  
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3.3. Procedure 

The experiment was administered in a quiet computer lab of the University of Padua. Subjects first 

were asked to read a short set of instructions explaining the testing procedure on their computer 

screen. They were told neither about the nature of the lists nor about the nature of the underlying 

thematic links. They were asked to memorize as many pseudo-words as possible and to be ready to 

perform a recognition task immediately after the exposure to the new words.  

The experiment was structured in two parts. In the first phase each subject was presented 

one of the lists, corresponding to one of the conditions (mental scene or scenario). The list 

remained on the screen for 6 minutes. After that, a 30-second break was imposed on the subjects in 

order to avoid any memory effect that could influence their performance. During the break, a 

picture was shown on screen to also reduce visual memory effects. After the pause, the recognition 

task began: the 6 words in the list were presented one by one in a randomized order to the subjects, 

who were asked to write down the corresponding Italian word. The second part consisted in the 

same procedure applied to a list corresponding to the other condition. For each individual, the 

presentation order of the two lists was randomized in order to avoid any interference that might be 

caused by the order of presentation of the different conditions.  

At the end of the experiment, the subjects were asked to write if they had found it easier to 

learn one list rather than the other and why. 

   

4. RESULTS 

 

4.1. Accuracy scores 

The accuracy scores obtained by the subjects were in general very high, namely 95% for mental 

sets and 88% for scenarios. Table 3 compares the accuracy scores of the individual performances 

and the respective mean values and standard deviations under the two conditions. 
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SUBJECT 
NUMBER 

MENTAL 
SCENES SCENARIOS 

1 100 100 

2 100 100 
3 100 100 
4 100 100 
5 100 66,66667 

6 100 100 
7 100 100 
8 100 100 
9 100 100 

10 100 83,33333 
11 100 100 
12 83,33333 50 
13 50 100 

14 100 50 
15 100 100 
16 100 100 

17 100 100 
18 83,33333 66,66667 
19 100 66,66667 
20 100 100 

21 100 100 
22 100 100 
23 100 100 
24 66,66667 33,33333 

MEAN 95,13889 88,19444 
SD 12,51006 20,54756 

Table 3: Accuracy scores in percentage 
 

 

Our hypothesis that words listed in scenarios could be learned better than words in mental scenes 

was not confirmed by the quantitative data. It was, however, worthwhile to verify if there was any 

significant difference between the two conditions. A matched pair t-test was run to compare the 

mean values in order to test if the difference between the performances was significant. The results 

showed that there is no significant difference between the accuracy scores obtained under the two 

conditions (p = 0.09696, t = -1.7304).  

A closer look at the single performances in the test showed no correlation between the 

accuracy of the answers and the word class of the learned items: the correct answers were regularly 

distributed among nouns, adjectives and verbs, failing to show the emergence of any significant 

pattern. There was no influence related to the order of presentation.  
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4.2. Subjects’ evaluation 

At the end of the experiment, the subjects were asked to write with qualitative narrations, whether 

they found it easier to learn the words in one list or in the other and why. Since the organizing 

criteria of the lists were undisclosed, their answers reflected their intuitions after performing the 

tasks. Four subjects out of 24 opted not to reply to the question and 5 wrote that they did not find 

any differences in learning the two lists. Five more subjects gave their preferences to mental 

scenes, while 10 subjects expressed their preference towards scenarios, showing an interesting 

contrast with the average scores obtained in the recognition tasks. The participants who felt 

motivated to choose words in scenarios highlighted the fact that they composed a “typical 

situation” or that they followed a “logical order”. One student also found it easier to deal with a list 

containing “only nouns and verbs”. 

It is possible that the subjects’ high level of linguistic competence played a role in 

achieving high accuracy scores. The subjects’ judgements show that many of them could 

intuitively detect the organizing principles of the items and that they could easily give educated 

guesses about the nature of the lists. Moreover, they could have also applied individual learning 

strategies when performing their task.    

 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

The high accuracy scores achieved under both conditions can be considered as more evidence in 

favour of the validity of Tinkham’s findings about the benefits of thematic clustering in L2 

vocabulary learning. As for the nature of the relatedness of the items, our data showed that it does 

not seem to be a crucial factor in facilitating learning. Our hypothesis that scenarios could enhance 

vocabulary learning was not confirmed, because the difference between the scores obtained under 

the conditions of mental scenes or scenarios was not significant. 

There were several reasons why we had chosen to hypothesise the effectiveness of 

scenarios. We thought that the close connection with the learners’ real-life experience, its more 

dynamic nature, and the presence of highly recognizable routines of events should have facilitated 

learning. It is interesting to point out that more than half of the subjects who expressed a preference 

for a list preferred scenarios to mental scenes, and that their motivations were in line with ours. As 

mentioned above, the students were readily able to detect that the lists contained events in “a 
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logical order” or created “a typical situation”. The reasons why they perceived scenarios as more 

effective are therefore very similar to the ones we had considered.  

Nevertheless, the data show a rather different situation: the subjects’ accuracy scores were 

better with mental scenes. One of the reasons for the practical success of this kind of thematic 

clustering is probably to be found in the lack of contextual cues. The experimental procedure was 

meant to test the subjects’ performance on lists without any contextual information and this could 

have affected the efficiency of scenarios. Without the benefits brought by contextual cues and 

redundancy, the advantage of this kind of presentation is dramatically reduced (Brown & Yule 

1984). Since the subjects could not rely on these contextual anchorage points, their performance 

with scenarios resulted in weaker recollection than with mental scenes. By contrast, the more 

context-independent nature of mental scenes seemed to be more effective in such a task.  

Although only 5 subjects acknowledged that they found it easier to learn words in mental 

scenes, the scores were generally higher with mental scenes than with scenarios. We can draw the 

conclusion that mental scenes work more effectively in a decontextualized learning task for their 

lower dependence on contextual cues. We can also suggest that mental scenes can activate 

psychological connections at a deeper level, being less dependent on factual elements and relying 

more on deeper mental associations in the learner’s mind. However, further research should be 

carried out in the cognitive direction. 
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Abstract 

Research into the psychological and cognitive aspects of language learning, and second language 
(L2) learning in particular, demands new measurement tools that provide highly detailed 
information about language learners’ progress and proficiency. A new development in 
measurement models is Cognitive Diagnostic Assessment (CDA), which helps language 
assessment researchers evaluate students’ mastery of specific language sub-skills with greater 
specificity than other item response theory models. This paper discusses the tenets of CDA models 
in general and the fusion model (FM) in particular, and reports the results of a study applying the 
FM to lecture-comprehension section of a practice version the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) listening module. FM separates only two major listening sub-skills (i.e., 
the ability to understand explicitly stated information and make close paraphrases), likely 
indicating construct-underrepresentation. It also provides a master / non-mastery profile of test 
takers. Implications for assessing listening comprehension and IELTS are discussed. 
 

Keywords: cognitive diagnostic assessment, fusion model, IELTS listening module  
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Introduction 

The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) was launched in 1989 to test English 

proficiency levels of candidates applying to the UK universities. The test has four sections: 

listening, reading, writing, and speaking; the listening section is the least-researched among all 

(Aryadoust, 2012). IELTS listening test takers must engage in (at least) three concurrent activities: 

a) reading test items; b) listening to oral stimuli; and c) supplying or choosing the answer. It has 

been suggested that these activities engage construct-irrelevant cognitive processes (Field, 2009) 

and likely cause differential item functioning (Aryadoust, 2012; Aryadoust & Goh, forthcoming).  

The first published study of the IELTS listening module, conducted by Coleman and Heap 

(1998), examined test items and prompts and reported that using common item stems would likely 

cause miscomprehension for candidates. There is a relatively large interval between this and the 

second scholarly report on the IELTS listening module which was carried out by Field (2009). 

Field voiced several concerns with the structure of lecture comprehension section of the test which 

were reinforced recently by Aryadoust (2011). For example, Field found that the test would 

engage four construct-irrelevant processes:  

a) using one or more words from the written test items to locate related information in the 

oral text;  

b) listening for “one-to-one” matches of a word which the respondents picked from the test 

item;  

c) seeking a synonym or “paraphrase” of a written-item word in the oral text; and  

d) choosing an answer on the basis of the sequence of the events in the oral text  

(Field, 2009, p. 35). 

 

Field (2009) argued that these processes engage bottom-up comprehension, thereby 

operationalizing the L2 listening construct narrowly. Similarly, Aryadoust’s (2011) application of 

the fusion model (FM), which is a class of cognitive diagnostic assessment (CDA) models, to the 

lecture comprehension section of the practice version of the test suggests that test takers’ listening 

processes become confounded with their reading (and likely writing) ability, since they rely 

heavily on item wording in arriving at the answers.  
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Aryadoust’s (2011) study, however, does not address test takers’ construct-relevant 

processes; rather, it examines the test- and text-related attributes that affect test item difficulty. On 

the other hand, Field’s (2009) research pertains to both test- and test taker-related facets that affect 

test performance. It is important to reevaluate Field’s (2009) findings, given that Field uses a 

qualitative framework which seems to have limited generalizability. To do so, I will use CDA in 

the present study.   

CDA is an increasingly commonly used technique in educational and language assessment 

that helps extract fine-grained diagnostic information about test takers’ degree of mastery of, and 

specific strengths and weaknesses in, various defined sub-skills
2
. The development of CDA has 

largely been motivated by the need for new methods of formative assessment, though a body of 

opinion has emerged which holds that the technique can also be retrofitted to norm-referenced 

(NR) tests (Lee & Sawaki, 2009). NR language assessment, which summarizes test performance 

as a global composite score, will likely begin using CDA in the near future to compensate for its 

failure to meet test takers’ diagnostic needs (see Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Buck, Tatsuoka, & 

Kostin, 1997; Tatsuoka, 2009; Tatsuoka & Ferguson, 2003).  

CDA models enjoy certain advantages over other data analysis methods based around 

latent trait modeling: Whereas unidimensional item response theory (IRT) (e.g., 1-, 2-, and 

3-parameter logistic [PL]) and Rasch models locate test takers’ endowment of the latent trait under 

assessment along a unidimensional continuum (e.g., Baghaei, 2008; Baghaei & Amrahi, 2009; 

Embretson & Reise, 2000; Linacre, 2000, 2002), CDA, uniquely, does not require unidimensional 

data. Establishing unidimensionality constrains the measurement in that the researcher must force 

the performance data of test takers to fit unidimensional models, when in reality language tests, if 

not all, typically tap into a number of attributes or sub-skills (Buck, 1994).  

CDA models also enjoy an advantage over structural equation modeling (SEM), which 

estimates causal and correlational relations between observable and latent variables, but does not 

provide information about test takers’ ability levels (e.g., Aryadoust, Akbarzadeh, & Akbarzdeh, 

2011; Bae & Bachman, 1998; Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & Van Heerden, 2004). CDA provides 

information about causal and correlational variables, as well as a sub-skill-level analysis of test 

taker ability. 

                                                        
2 Scholars have used a number of terms to refer to the particular ability that a test taker uses to answer a test item, including “attribute,” “trait,” 
“factor,” and “sub-skill.” This study adopts Munby’s (1979) term “sub-skill,” because other terms, such as “attribute,” might refer to “anything 
that affects performance on a task: either a task characteristic, or any of the knowledge, skills or abilities necessary to complete the task” (Buck & 
Tatsuoka, 1998, p. 121). Sub-skills are a set of microskills that contribute to listeners’ ability to comprehend an oral text. 
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The main objective of this article is to discuss the application of CDA to the lecture 

comprehension section of a practice version of the International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS) listening module. This article describes the tenets of CDA models in general, and as part 

of diagnostic assessment methods and the fusion model (FM) in particular; briefly reviews existing 

L2 listening research; and reports the results of the FM study of the IELTS lecture-comprehension 

listening test component. 

 

Cognitive Diagnostic Assessment (CDA) 

Language assessment researchers have called for assessment methods that describe test takers’ 

abilities and needs with more precision and detail (Alderson, 2005, 2007; Knoch, 2009; Rupp, 

2007; Yin, 2011). An alternative proposed method of assessment is Diagnostic Assessment (DA) 

(Yin, 2011), a broad umbrella term comprising a number of assessment approaches: portfolio 

assessment, in-class progress tests, CDA models, and self-evaluations (Jang, 2008; Leighton & 

Gierl, 2007; Mousavi, 2004). CDA is a recent development in latent trait measurement that uses 

statistical and mathematical methods of parameter estimation and principles of cognitive 

psychology to distinguish mastered sub-skills from non-mastered ones (DiBello, Roussos, & 

Stout, 2007; Geirl, Cui, & Zhou, 2009; Gierl & Leighton, 2007; Gorin, 2007). New developments 

in CDA modeling have accommodated the possibility of intermediate levels of mastery (see Fu & 

Li, 2007; Junker & Sijtsma, 2001; Maris, 1999), but many CDA methods treat sub-skills as 

binary—that is, as simply “mastered” or “non-mastered” by individual test takers, who are 

assigned either a 0 or a 1 as the vector of each mastery score, notated as αj. Where K sub-skills are 

tested, there are K×αj mastery score values (α1, α2, …., αk): for example, for K = 5, a test taker who 

receives α = (1, 0, 1, 1, 1) has mastered all but the second sub-skill. There are 2
K
 possible 

mastery/non-mastery patterns, called latent classes (Gierl, Cui, & Zhou, 2009; Rupp & Templin, 

2008, 2008b; Rupp, Templin, & Henson, 2010). Figure 1 displays some latent classes for a test 

with five sub-skills. 

 

 

(00000) (00001) (00011) (00111) (01111) (11111) (11110) (11100) (11000) 

 

Note. Each 0 indicates that the sub-skill is not mastered and therefore not executed and each 1 indicates that the 

sub-skill is mastered by the test taker.  
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 Figure 1. Illustration of a few latent classes for the cognitive diagnosis of five identified sub- 

skills (K = 5). 

  

The Fusion Model   

The fusion model (FM) is an IRT model which has been developed for CDA. IRT models define 

the probability of test taker j answering item i, to be governed by both test taker ability and item 

parameters (i.e., difficulty, discrimination, and pseudo-guessing, depending on which IRT model 

is applied). The FM was developed by Hartz (2002) and Hartz, Roussos, and Stout (2002), who 

argued that performance on test items is based on test taker level of mastery in a set of cognitive 

sub-skills. Relations between cognitive sub-skills and items are specified in an incident matrix 

called the Q-matrix (Tatsuoka, 1983): given i items on a test (i = 1, 2, 3, 4…, i) that measure k 

sub-skills (K = 1, 2, 3, 4…, k), the Q-matrix takes the form Q = {qik}. When sub-skill k is tapped or 

required by item 1, then qik = 1, and when the sub-skill is not required by the item, then qik = 0. 

Figure 2 presents a Q-matrix, truncated for space reasons. 

 

 

Items 

Identified sub-skills 

a b c d 

1 0 0 1 1 

2 1 0 0 1 

3 1 0 1 0 

4 1 0 1 1 

5 0 0 0 1 

6 1 1 1 0 

7 1 0 0 0 

 

  Figure 2. Illustration of a Q-matrix of seven items by four sub-skills. 

 

The seven items in Figure 2 assess a total of four sub-skills. (For example, item 1 assesses 

two sub-skills: c and d.) For an identified sub-skill to be measured accurately, it should be assessed 

by at least two or three test items (Hartz, Roussos, & Stout, 2002); but each item should test a 

relatively small number of sub-skills. The researcher should define the sub-skills and associated 

Q-matrix accordingly. 
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FM includes the test taker parameter θj which is a global summary of the ability of the test 

taker. The θj index is not specified by the Q-matrix, so it is only recognized in the FM, which is 

expressed as Equation 1: 

                              (1) 

, where    

Xij = response of test taker j to test item i (0 = incorrect; 1 = correct); 

αj = vector of sub-skill mastery (if test taker j has mastered sub-skill k, then αjk = 1, and if 

not, then αjk = 0); 

θj = overall ability of test taker j, which is not specified by the Q-matrix; unlike the ability 

parameters of IRT, which have continuous θ indices (i.e., data that can hold any value, 

ranging from minus infinity to infinity), the θj index in the FM is a categorical parameter 

(i.e., data that can only take certain values) (Lee & Sawaki, 2009); -< θj < 

 = probability of correctly applying the required sub-skills in answering the i
th

 item 

when the test taker has mastered all relevant sub-skills, or the difficulty of item i according 

to the Q-matrix; this index ranges from 0 to 1;  

 = the discrimination parameter of item i and skill k; it ranges from 0 to 1. For each item 

i, there are k sub-skill values of and ki is the number of sub-skills specified in the Q-matrix 

as being required to answer item i correctly;   

qik = specification of mastery of sub-skill k which is required to answer item i;  

ci = the degree of reliance of item performance on θj in addition to the sub-skills identified 

in the Q-matrix. This index ranges from 0 to 3. 

 = probability of correctly applying the sub-skills which are not specified in the 

Q-matrix.  

 

Developing a Q-matrix 

To develop a Q-matrix, no identified sub-skill should be measured by all items in a test. This 

renders CDA models, and in particular the FM, unable to distinguish between test takers who have 

and have not mastered that sub-skill. Furthermore, test takers who have not mastered the sub-skill 

are likely to miss all items, confounding assessment of their degree of mastery of all other 

sub-skills. Instead, the appropriate diagnostic routine is to compare students’ performance on 

items that do and do not measure the sub-skill.  
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Relatedly, if multiple sub-skills are associated with exactly the same items, a diagnostic 

model cannot distinguish between them. A technical term used is that the two (or more) sub-skills, 

and consequently the Q-matrix, are collinear (L. DiBello, personal communication, October 22, 

2010). In general, diagnostic assessment is impossible for a Q-matrix with collinear sub-skills. 

The sub-skills in a Q-matrix should be on the basis of “test specifications, content domain 

theories, analysis of item content, think-aloud protocol analysis of test takers’ test taking process, 

and other relevant research results” (Lee & Sawaki, 2009, p. 176). In the “attribute approach” to 

sub-skill specification, features of the text, context, and task that affect performance should be 

sorted according to established discourse and linguistic frameworks (e.g., Goh, 2005, 2010; 

Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Have, 2007; Huang, 2007; Leech, 1981; Leech, 1983) or previous 

empirical research (e.g., Buck & Tansuoka, 1998; Lee & Sawaki, 2009). When retrofitting CDA 

models into NR tests, however, these methods might not be highly effective: For example, a 

sub-skill regarded as highly significant by cognitive scientists or applied linguists might already 

have been mastered by most test takers, so it will fail to discriminate between high- and low-ability 

test takers. For instance, most university students taking an academic listening test might already 

be familiar with the vocabulary range in a conversation focusing on daily life matters. To mitigate 

this problem, Sawaki, Kim, and Gentile (2009) suggest defining sub-skills with the traits and 

competencies of test takers in mind. 

Another strategy, equally useful for both DA and NR instruments, is to use iterative runs of 

the FM to specify the Q-matrix (Sawaki et al., 2009): A panel of experts develops a number of rival 

Q-matrices, whose specified sub-skills will have commonalities and points of departure depending 

on the decisions of the panelists. To investigate agreement among panelists, we can use Cohen’s 

Kappa.
3
 When this method is feasible, the researcher should consider multiple factors to partial 

out rival Q-matrices and retain the best fitting matrix. Among the FM parameters, , , and ci 

play significant roles because they provide rich diagnostic information about test takers, items, the 

Q-matrix, and the misspecifications observed. A reliable matrix would yield  coefficients 

below .90, indicating the power of test items to discriminate between masters and non-masters; 

estimates below 0.50 are treated as necessary to answer the item accurately for that particular 

sub-skill (Roussos, Xueli, & Stout, 2003). Higher estimates indicate that masters have a higher 

chance of successfully executing the sub-skills engaged by that item. The parameter ci which is 

                                                        
3
 If stakes are high, I recommend using many-facets Rasch modeling to capture rater behavior, severity, and 

consistency in identifying sub-skills (see Linacre, 1994). 
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known as a “completeness index” ranges between zero and three (Montero, Monfils, Wang, Yen, 

& Julian, 2003): it approaches three if the sub-skills necessary to successfully answer the test item 

are accurately specified in the Q-matrix, and zero if they are not fully specified.  

Another useful method of matrix specification is the test-retest method, which uses 

repeated test administrations to evaluate the consistency of sub-skill difficulty estimations, 

discrimination indices, and test taker ability measures (Zhang, DiBello, Puhan, Henson, & 

Templin, 2006). Similarly, two parallel forms of a test may be administered to a sample, and the 

agreement of the mastery-nonmastery profiles between tests examined. Higher agreement indices 

are evidence of Q-matrix efficacy and validity. 

 

Approaches to L2 Listening Comprehension  

Three approaches to understanding L2 listening emerge from the literature: the (cognitive) 

sub-skill approach, which divides listening into a range of constituent elements such as the ability 

to understand explicit and information (Field, 2008); the attribute approach, which recognizes 

sub-skills, item features, and cognitive strategies as attributes influencing listening test 

performance (Buck, 2001; Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998); and the process approach, based on the 

cognitive processes which purportedly “contribute to successful L1 [first language] listening” 

(Field, 2008, p. 110). The third approach rests upon L1 research findings, whereas the sub-skill 

approach is informed by anecdotal and speculative taxonomies which have been proposed by 

second language researchers.    

Buck (2001) recommends that test developers adopting a sub-skill approach measure 

comprehension of surface and implied meanings as two separate sub-skills, on the basis of a 

general model he developed that is similar in principle to Hildyard and Olson’s (1978) research in 

L1 listening. Goh and Aryadoust (2010) propose another sub-skill-oriented model, drawing on van 

Dijk & Kintsch (1983), to argue that listening sub-skills function concurrently and that the 

synergistic interactions of sub-skills must be considered in developing sub-skill-based models; 

Hansen and Jensen (1994) and Shohamy and Inbar (1991) found evidence supporting the construct 

validity of similar models, although the statistical methods they used do not fully capture 

significant aspects of score validity (see Bachman, 2002). 

The constituent sub-skills of L2 listening comprehension should be distinguished and 

operationalized clearly; otherwise, test data may not accurately reflect the proficiency level of the 

test taker (the case of construct underrepresentation). Valuable attempts have been made to define 
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listening sub-skills: Carroll’s (1972) simple listening sub-skill taxonomy comprised the ability to 

comprehend linguistic information and to relate it to the wider discourse. Oakeshott-Taylor (1977) 

proposed a simple model of macro- and micro-comprehension, in which micro- and 

macro-sub-skills were recognized as the key variables of comprehension (see also Aitken, 1978). 

Munby’s (1978) taxonomy of 250 sub-skills is arguably the lengthiest list ever proposed. 

Richards (1983) and Levine and Reverse (1988) were also among the first researchers to 

hypothesize that listening comprises several sub-skills. Their taxonomy of academic and 

conversational listening is based around two major sub-skill classes: specific components (e.g., the 

ability to understand grammar, vocabulary, and cohesion) and integrated (e.g., strategies to 

distinguish major and minor components of speech). 

Richards (1983) suggested that listening aims vary “according to whether learners are 

involved in listening as a component of social interaction (e.g., conversational listening), listening 

for information, academic listening (e.g., lectures), listening for pleasure (e.g., radio, movies, 

television), or for some other reason” (Richards, 1983, p. 228), and that the listening sub-skills 

used for each purpose are different. He proposed a list of 18 micro-skills used in academic 

listening, some of which are listed below: 

1. ability to identify purpose and scope of lecture 

2. ability to identify topic of lecture and follow topic development 

3. ability to identify relationships among units within discourse (e.g., major 

ideas, generalizations, hypotheses, supporting ideas, examples) 

4. ability to identify role of discourse markers in signaling structure of a 

lecture (e.g., conjunctions, adverbs, gambits, routines) 

5. ability to infer relationships (e.g., cause, effect, conclusion) 

 (see Richards, 1983, pp. 229-239) 

 

More recently, a few researchers used latent trait models to analyze listening, and found 

high correlations among proposed listening sub-skills, indicating they were not divisible in those 

contexts (Eom, 2008; Goh & Aryadoust, 2010; Hu, 2006; Shin, 2008). This is likely due to the 

constituent structure of these comprehension skills, as Sawaki et al. (2009) explain: 
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…unless the test itself is designed to specifically assess these component skills, it is 

extremely difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle all these linguistic knowledge and 

processes because of the issue raised by Alderson ([1990]): the highly overlapping, 

synergistic nature of the construct of L2 comprehension, which seems at least partly 

responsible for the lack of rater agreement and the variability of learners’ test-taking 

processes reported in previous studies. No matter how sophisticated psychometric 

models become, it seems that the fundamental conceptual issue—the “elusiveness” of 

the L2 comprehension constructs—will continue to be a major challenge that language 

testers have to grapple with. (Sawaki et al., 2009, p. 207) 

 

Using RSM, Buck and Tatsuoka (1998) took an attribute approach to classifying the major 

components of listening. They defined the relevant attributes as test- and test taker-related factors 

likely to affect test performance, including listening sub-skills, strategies, item features, and the 

linguistic characteristics of the aural stimuli. They referred to the taxonomies proposed by Aitken 

(1978), Carroll (1972), Munby (1978), Oakeshott-Taylor (1977), and Richards (1983) as 

“speculation-based taxonomies,” concerned with “higher-order” language processing, and 

distinguished them from the empirical multiple regression-based studies undertaken by Freedle 

and Kostin (1996) and Nissan, DeVincenzi, and Tang (1996), which were based around the 

observable attributes of items and aural stimuli. Buck and Tatsuoka found that 15 major attributes 

alongside 14 interactions could successfully classify test takers into different knowledge groups, 

and categorized the identified major attributes into five groups:  

a) Task identification attributes: the ability to identify the task by determining what type 

of information to search for in order to complete it; 

b) Context attributes, such as the density of information in the text; 

c) Information location attributes, such as the ability to use previous items to help locate 

information; 

d) Information processing attributes, such as the ability to process very fast text 

automatically; and 

e) Response construction attributes, such as the ability to construct a response quickly and 

efficiently. 

 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

91 
 

The review above reveals the lack of consensus as to the constituent sub-skills in listening 

comprehension. Nevertheless, it identifies several important listening sub-skills: 

a) understanding lexis, syntax, morphology, and identifying various forms of prosody; 

b) understanding explicitly stated information; 

c) identifying intentions, attitudes, and rhetorical clues in communication, and making 

inferences. 

 

The third approach to listening is process-oriented: It regards listening as a set of decoding 

and meaning-building processes (Field, 2008). To decode stimuli, the listener fragments them into 

smaller units and then defragments them into standard language; this requires a variety of abilities, 

such as the ability to identify vowels or recognize vocabulary and syntax (Mahdavy, 2008; Rost, 

2001, 2002). In meaning-building, the listener draws on contextual clues and knowledge of the 

world to package meaning and comprehend the message. This process requires an array of 

abilities, such as using world knowledge and making inferences. Field (2008) argues that the 

components of each process are not acquired as novel elements, but are transferred from L1 to L2. 

Therefore, teachers should seek to provide exercises to smooth this transition for language 

learners.    

The process and sub-skill approaches, although distinct, have a great deal in common. 

First, both posit a cluster of mini-components which create larger components. Numerous 

commentators have cautioned against evaluating the mini-components of decoding separately, 

because of the view that these components function concurrently to achieve an outcome (van Dijk 

& Kintsch, 1983; Dunkel, Henning, & Chaudron 1993). In other words, tests that assess the ability 

to identify prosodic features (or other perception micro-skills) do not appear to assess 

comprehension and conceptualization, because the perception of prosodic patterns is important 

only to the extent that it allows the listener to use more global decoding skills, such as 

understanding surface meaning (Dunkel et al., 1993). Second, the lists of meaning-building 

processes identified in the literature are rather similar to the lists of sub-skills furnished by 

empirical studies (e.g., Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998; Goh & Aryadoust, 2010; Lee & Sawaki, 2009; 

Liao, 2007, 2009; Wagner, 2004). 

This study uses FM to investigate the constituent structure of a short lecture 

comprehension listening test. It adopts a sub-skill approach, for two major reasons: a) the major 

research question of the study relates to the sub-skills that affect test taking, rather than features of 
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the test items, aural stimuli, or test context; b) the loose definition of “listening processes” and the 

general similarity of the process approach to the sub-skill approach. 

 

Study 

Participants 

The participants were 209 multinational students with undergraduate and graduate education 

backgrounds. The study was conducted in the British Council in Malaysia, the National Institute of 

Education (NIE) of Singapore, and Multilingual Incorporated in the Philippines. Participants were 

Chinese, Iranian, Malay, Filipino, and from Arab states of the Persian Gulf, and were between 19 

and 45 years old (M = 26.7; SD = 5.5). Participants were informed that their participation in the 

study was voluntary, that their participation and answers would be kept confidential, and that they 

would be provided with complete feedback on their performance. They expressed their consent to 

participate in the study by filling out consent forms prior to participating. 

 

Materials 

Participants were given a version of the IELTS listening test, a test administered globally by the 

three bodies responsible for IELTS: the British Council, Cambridge ESOL Examinations 

Syndicate, and IDP: IELTS Australia. The test comprises four sections: sections 1 and 2 evaluate 

comprehension of everyday conversation, and sections 3 and 4 assess comprehension of academic 

discourse. Each of the four sections has 10 test items, which fall into seven categories: a) 

forms/notes/table/flow-chart/summary completion, b) multiple choice questions (MCQs), c) 

short-answer questions, d) sentence completion, e) labeling a diagram/plan/map, f) classifying, 

and g) matching. In all cases, test takers mark their answers concurrently with listening to the 

stimuli. This study examined data from participants’ performance on 10 items in section 4, lecture 

comprehension, as using all 40 test items would require a large sample size. 

The material is a listening test from Official IELTS Practice Materials (www.ielts.org, 

2007). This test was created using the seven-stage Cambridge ESOL Question Paper Production 

Cycle process, the same process by which all Cambridge-developed tests are constructed, and is 

designed to present test takers with exactly the same types of stimuli as a “live” IELTS test. The 

training manual in which it appears “is the only IELTS training book endorsed by the IELTS 

partners” (the Web site of IELTS, n.d.), those partners being the British Council, IDP: IELTS 
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Australia, and Cambridge ESOL. Therefore, the test is well suited to assess the listening 

comprehension skills of L2 learners preparing to take the IELTS test. 

 

Data Analysis 

Content analysis.  

Two independent reviewers assisted in content analysis. Because we had little information or 

guidance regarding the types of sub-skills that FM could separate out in the test, our attempts to 

code items were mainly exploratory. Following Sawaki et al. (2009), we considered the 

characteristics of the sample when coding the items. Therefore, because all test takers were 

students in English-speaking academic institutions, who were expected to have already mastered 

perception micro-skills such as morpheme and sound recognition, we avoided generating highly 

specific sub-skills, focusing on only major sub-skills. 

First, we developed a list of sub-skills on the basis of a literature review, our experience in 

teaching IELTS preparation courses, and a review of the listening test specifications made 

available by the Cambridge ESOL Syndicate. The list included 10 sub-skills, too many for the 

purposes of the study considering the number of items and participants, and FM power. We 

rejected some sub-skills that were similar to others or common among all items. For example, we 

found that all items would tap the knowledge of vocabulary, syntax, phonology, and morphology. 

Therefore, these microskills were deleted from the list. In addition, given that the major objective 

of the study was to determine the sub-skills that would affect test performance, we deleted the text- 

and item-related attributes such as the ability to put down the answer while listening to the stimuli. 

This attribute is a test-specific feature and is not related to listening comprehension (see 

Aryadoust, 2011; Aryadoust, & Goh, forthcoming).   

Through iterative analyses and on the basis of the literature review, we accepted four major 

sub-skills which appeared to play significant roles in answering the test items: (a) linguistic 

repertoire (grammar, vocabulary, syntax, and so forth); (b) ability to paraphrase; (c) ability to 

understand specific factual information, such as names and numbers; and (d) ability to integrate 

listening and reading in short-term memory to write or choose an answer. Each of these major 

component skills and processes was observed in several items. 

Notably, we reached a consensus that the test items did not evaluate inference making or 

the comprehension of implicitly articulated information, which agrees with Geranpayeh and 

Taylor’s (2008) assessment of the IELTS listening test.  
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Given that each reviewer resided in a different country, making regular meetings to discuss 

findings was impossible. (Ideas and findings were exchanged chiefly through emails). This 

limitation made it impossible to create an initial list of sub-skills against which to weigh the items, 

and therefore estimating Cohen’s Kappa value was not possible. However, we did agree on the 

finalized list of sub-skills, displayed in Table 1. 

 

Q-matrix and applying FM.  

The content analysis facilitated the development of the Q-matrix, though defining sub-skills with 

the right level of granularity (i.e., degree of specificity) was challenging. The assessment 

instrument was an existing test which turned out to require a number of major sub-skills for 

successful performance on each item. Therefore, too granular a set of sub-skills would not seem 

plausible.  

After the development of the initial content list, three Q-matrices with different levels of 

sub-skill specificity were developed to evaluate the impact of different coding methods. The three 

Q-matrices were subjected to sequential FM analysis, and the results were used to revise the 

content list: All sub-skill/item associations with obtained estimates greater than .90 were removed, 

and the matrices were respecified in an endeavor to obtain higher indices. Table 1 (below) presents 

the finalized content list. 

This study followed DiBello and Stout (2008a) in defining sub-skill mastery probability 

thresholds of .60 for masters, .40 for non-masters, and the area between .60 and .40 as the 

indifference region: a test taker with a greater than .60 probability of correctly answering an item 

testing a given sub-skill was classified as a master of that sub-skill; a test taker with below .40 

probability of correctly answering the item was classified as a nonmaster; and a test taker with a 

probability within the indifference region was not classified. 

 

Fusion modeling.  

The FM was conducted using Arpeggio Suite for Windows, Version 3.1.001 (DiBello & Stout, 

2008b), which uses DOS command prompts. Arpeggio Suite uses MCMC and is made up of four 

software programs: 1) the Arpeggio executable file itself, which calibrates the fusion model; 2) a 

simulation program called Simarpeggulator that estimates the population probability distribution 

of all possible sub-skill mastery level profile vectors; 3) a Fast Classifier that performs a Bayesian 

procedure for very efficiently classifying test takers’ sub-skill mastery levels using datasets of 
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scored item response vectors; and 4) a Tabulator program that estimates several indices of skills 

classification consistency (DiBello & Stout, 2008b, p. 7). 

 

Results 

Item analysis initially generated ten sub-skills. After iterative revision of the sub-skill 

specifications, the final list included the four major sub-skills displayed in Table 1. Linguistic 

repertoire was initially found to be a decisive element, although none of the items appeared to have 

been designed to test vocabulary or syntax directly. The ability to paraphrase was decisive in those 

test items that required test takers to paraphrase the aural message, match it against the written test 

item, and supply or choose the correct answer. The third sub-skill involved more specific listening 

skills, such as identifying names, dates, or places, and appeared in two items in which the speaker 

repeated the answer, facilitating comprehension of the required information. Finally, sub-skill four 

involved the integration of listening, reading, short-term memory (STM) span and/or writing 

abilities. This sub-skill appeared primarily in those items that seemed more demanding in that they 

exposed test takers to STM-based tasks, though all items combine listening, reading, and writing 

skills to varying degrees. 

 

Table 1  

The IELTS Listening Subskills and the Pertinent Items 

Listening sub-skills evaluated by the test Definition and description of the  sub-skills 

1. Linguistic repertoire Knowledge of grammar, vocabulary, syntax, 

phonology, and morphology. 

2. Ability to make paraphrases Items evaluating this sub-skill deal with 

comprehending vocabulary and structure and also 

require the listener to paraphrase stimuli. 

3. Ability to understand specific factual 

information such as names, numbers, and 

so forth 

The ability to process the surface structure of a 

message mainly using linguistic knowledge. The 

listener is involved in detecting both filler and 

specific pieces of information, such as names, dates, 

numbers, and so forth.  
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4. Integrate listening, reading, short-term 

memory span and/or writing abilities.  

Listeners must understand the oral input, read the 

item, and put down an answer in three words or less. 

Longer answers are not marked as correct even 

though they contain correct information.  

 

 

These final results were subjected to preliminary FM, which helped further narrow the list 

of sub-skills. First, we found from the initial FM that the sample was of higher ability than we 

expected, and that the psychometric features of the linguistic repertoire sub-skill were therefore 

not optimal. This sub-skill was dropped. Next, we found that six of the ten test items were coded as 

tapping sub-skill four. Test takers who had not mastered this sub-skill were expected to fail on 

these items in the noncompensatory model being used. The small item pool, the suboptimal 

specifications, and ci values led to the rejection of this sub-skill. The finalized Q-matrix of two 

sub-skills (sub-skills 2 and 3 in Table 1) was narrow in scope, but it converged and provided useful 

information about test takers’ degree of mastery of L2 listening. 

Table 2 is laid out like a Q-matrix with two extra columns. All r values fell well below 

0.90, indicating that the items had some discriminatory power, and the high values indicate that 

easy items were easy for masters and difficult for nonmasters. The ci values are well above zero, 

indicating that sub-skills were accurately and sufficiently identified. For item 10, for example, the 

index indicates that the probability for masters of sub-skill 1 to apply the sub-skill successfully is 

.94; the discrimination power 0.609 (< 0.90) shows that the sub-skill discriminates between 

masters and nonmasters sufficiently; and the ci index of 2.666 shows that the sub-skill sufficiently 

accounts for the observed variance in test takers’ performance on this item.  

 

Table 2 

Results of the Final FM Analysis with two Sub-skills 

Item p r* 1 r* 2 ci 

1 0.700 0 0.479 2.514 

2 0.741 0.555 0 2.543 

3 0.785 0.647 0 2.049 

4 0.931 0.888 0 1.317 

5 0.968 0.791 0 1.046 
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6 0.587 0 0.898 1.233 

7 0.818 0 0.413 1.731 

8 0.984 0.706 0 2.729 

9 0.950 0.701 0 2.110 

10 0.941 0.609 0 2.666 

Note. p = probability of correctly applying the required sub-skills in answering the i
th

 item when the test taker has 

mastered all sub-skills, or the difficulty of item i according to the Q-matrix; this index ranges from 0 to 1. r* 1 = the 

discrimination power of the ability to “understand specific factual information such as names, numbers, and so forth” 

(sub-skill 1). r* 2 = the discrimination power of the ability to “make paraphrases” (sub-skill 2). ci = the degree of 

reliance of item performance on θj in addition to the sub-skills identified in the Q-matrix; it ranges from 0 to 3.  

 

FM outputs the percentage of the test takers who were classified accurately as masters and 

nonmasters, and the portion who were not classified. The higher the classification power, the more 

accurately the sub-skills have been postulated, and the better the model’s ability to discriminate 

among and yield useful diagnostic information about test takers. Whereas the fusion modeling of 

two earlier Q-matrices had a classification rate below 80%, the final FM of the Q-matrix of two 

sub-skills classified 91% of test takers correctly into their “respective latent knowledge states” 

(Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998, p. 140), sub-skill 1 classifying 94% and sub-skill 2 classifying 87% of 

the test takers correctly, as indicated by the portion of masters and non-masters. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was twofold: to discuss the tenets of CDA, and to identify sub-skills in 

the lecture comprehension section of the IELTS listening test. CDA is a promising method to 

investigate the relevant sub-skills underlying performance on a test and test takers’ degree of 

mastery of each sub-skill. Compared with other methodologies based on latent trait modeling (e.g., 

unidimensional IRT model, Rasch measurement, and SEM), CDA confers a few benefits: It does 

not assume unidimensionality, a precondition of other methods mentioned, and provides rich 

information about each test taker, suggesting specific remedial actions. 

In the present study, iterative item analysis and Q-matrix construction identified two major 

sub-skills influencing performance: the ability to make paraphrases and the ability to understand 

specific factual information. These two components were found to classify 91% of participants, 

with 9% remaining unclassified. One or more additional sub-skills may have been needed to 
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classify all test takers correctly, or the lack of correct classification may be due to random errors in 

the data (Buck & Tatsuoka, 1998).  

That all indices fell below 0.90 indicates that the final FM analysis effectively 

differentiated between masters and nonmasters of the sub-skills. All values were above .70, 

indicating that masters had a high probability of correctly answering the relevant items. Finally, all 

ci indices were considerably greater than zero, suggesting that most items probably did not require 

additional sub-skills not specified in the final Q-matrix. 

Although a fairly large taxonomy of listening sub-skills emerges from the relevant 

literature, the application of such taxonomies to tests depends on the structure of the test and the 

qualities of the test takers. The underlying constituent structure is a feature which is considered in 

almost all latent trait modeling classes; however, the features of the sample is considered 

significant only in CDA in determining the Q-matrix elements. This is an advantage of this method 

over other latent trait approaches.   

This study took a sub-skill approach to listening, predominant in many recent CDA studies 

of listening and reading. The listening approach was most appropriate to the aim of the study, 

which was to model only the key sub-skills affecting performance in the lecture comprehension 

section of the IELTS listening test. The IELTS listening test comprises two conversations and two 

long talks; CDA studies of these subsections can be defined as subtests of the score reporting 

system, providing feedback to test takers on each subsection and its sub-skills. 

Findings resonate with Geranpayeh and Taylor’s (2008) report on the underlying structure 

of the IELTS listening test. Geranpayeh and Taylor pointed out that because listening to the oral 

text once in the test taxes cognitive repertoire of candidates, IELTS texts are devised to repeat 

factual information, and items are intended to tap “explicit and easily accessible information” 

(Geranpayeh & Taylor, 2008, p. 2). This would indicate that the structure of the test precludes it 

from engaging the ability to comprehend implicit input or inference-making. According to Field 

(2009), such a structure is a major validity concern, as it does not tap a comprehensive array of 

listening sub-skills that are required for successful performance in academic contexts. Field stated 

that:  

The focus of the testing, in other words, is very much “bottom-up” in that what the 

candidate has to contribute chiefly takes the form of lexical matching. In this respect, it 

is difficult to see that it replicates the range of EAP [English for academic purposes] 
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processes for which the test aims to serve as a predictor... This attention to word level 

was sometimes at the expense of wider meaning. (Field, 2009, p. 34) 

 

Therefore, this section of the listening test seems to underrepresent and under-evaluate the 

listening construct by focusing merely on the comprehension of details. This is in accordance with 

recent studies which have investigated the entire structure of the test comprising 40 test items 

(Aryadoust, 2012).  

In general, CDA methodology should lead to fairer assessment by making test takers and 

their teachers more aware of their weaknesses and strengths (see Aryadoust, 2011). However, 

practitioners should exercise caution in applying it to high-stakes tests, as teaching and learning 

could become unduly influenced and governed by assessment. Language testers developing 

high-stakes tests must contemplate the utility of providing diagnostic feedback to test takers: 

Whether that feedback imposes the attitudes of the assessment organization on teaching systems, 

and whether providing highly specific feedback facilitates or constrains the free flow of 

knowledge in academic institutions. Teaching and assessment institutions must also cooperate 

closely and be open to adopting “democratic” assessment systems (Shohamy, 2001) that involve 

all stakeholders—including test takers, their parents, schoolteachers, academic institutions, and 

test developers—in developing the assessment system. If these considerations are taken into 

account, CDA can provide useful diagnostic feedback and yield pedagogical benefits for all 

stakeholders. 

An attribute approach to CDA can also benefit certain assessment and pedagogical 

systems. As Buck and Tatsuoka (1998), Buck, Tatsuoka, and Kostin (1997) Buck, Tatsuoka, and 

Kostin (1997) argue, the attribute approach can furnish information about multiple elements of a 

test that the sub-skill approach does not accommodate, such as features of the task and context, the 

location of necessary information, and response construction. Future research into CDA can take 

this approach to determine if the investigation of these additional variables provides useful 

diagnostic feedback to test takers. The Q-matrix in these studies can be a combination of task- and 

context-specific attributes. 
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Abstract 

This is an experimental non-equivalent designs study, comparing four groups of ESL students 
who have drafted a scientific essay. The main research question of this study is whether there is 
an observable difference in clause types as students progressed from draft to draft. T-tests and 
the one way ANOVA were used to test if there was a significant difference in clausal change 
between the groups. Results are as follows: (a) The group who had peer feedback before teacher 
and verbal feedback became statistically more inclined than other groups to add material 
processes (i.e., clauses that include action verbs) to improve scientific aspects; (b) effect sizes are 
moderately significant for the rise in material processes observed in this same group, compared 
with other groups who either had teacher feedback first or administered self-feedback. The 
results hint that the ESL students could be more vigilant in improving material clauses than 
relational clauses in scientific expository essays. This has important pedagogical implications 
that students may choose to place a greater focus on improving scientific aspects rather than 
expository aspects of an essay entitled “Should genetic modification be approved?” 

 

 

Introduction 

This article discusses the application of systemic tools pertaining to the experiential 

metafunctions that help display pedagogical techniques in relation to process writing. The 

author believes that the recent emphasis on the communicative approach to pedagogy is 

harmonious with a systemic-functional approach, which employs a functional, rather than 
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formal, view of processing feedback. For instance, does it make a difference to an expository 

essay on genetic modification if one includes more dynamic verbs, which give an impression 

of action? Will the same essay be recognisable in terms of its genre if one changes these same 

verbs to their nominalised versions, which require linking verbs such as is/are?  

The theoretical orientation of this paper lies in the many forms of research conducted on 

the areas for feedback in academic writing. Usually, feedback involves looking at whether 

content or form feedback should be conducted first in order to produce a better draft (a draft 

with fewer language and content errors compared with the first). However, the feedback that is 

carried out in this study is based on genre concerns, i.e., are students explicitly aware of the 

fact that in a scientific expository essay such as Should one approve of genetic modification?, 

the writer should not only focus on scientific aspects, but on argumentative issues based on 

religion, health and the law. The author’s research question is therefore based on looking out 

for genre features related to nominalised structures and verbs (Halliday, 1993), realised in turn 

by relational and material processes in clauses. 

The writing experience, like any other experience, consists of a flow of events which are 

chunked into a quantum of change by the grammar of the clause (Halliday and Matthiessen, 

2004). This flow is modelled by a figure of happening, doing, sensing, being, or having, and 

saying, and these figures are classified as certain Process Types: behavioural, material, mental, 

existential, relational, and verbal, accordingly. More detailed definitions will be provided later 

in this paper. When producing an expository essay on science, students are clearly expected to 

include more procedural methods than when composing an expository essay on music in the 

twenty-first century. In scientific genres, certain clausal constructions are expected to 

dominate the discourse. For instance, scientific procedures involve more doing verbs, and 

these procedures are known in systemic-functional grammar as material processes. In an essay 

on music that hardly involves procedures but focuses on historical facts, specific relational 

processes (i.e., clauses that involve verbs such as is and are and convey facts) are expected to 

constitute a large proportion of the writing. Therefore, to write appropriately for a particular 

genre, a writer needs to understand what is expected; the writing should include a high 

percentage of those clausal constructions that meet genre expectations. This study examines 

the use of process types during drafting in the scientific-expository genre, in an essay written 

on the topic, Should genetic modification be approved? The scientific-expository genre is 

selected in order to explore the likelihood of a certain kind of process, realised by the use of a 
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particular clausal construction (e.g., a doing verb or a mental verb), to dominate in the process 

of drafting. For instance, given this genre and the way the topic is presented, do students 

include more scientific constructions during drafting, or are they more inclined to write 

arguments for and against the issue?   

Experientially, an increase in the frequency of a certain process type—for instance, the 

material process—is often dependent on (a) change of a sentence structure to a more 

nominalised version, or (b) change of content. For instance, material processes are those of 

doing whereby a person or thing does something which may “in turn be performed by another 

person or thing” (Halliday, 1985). These processes are often represented by dynamic verbs 

such as eat/inject/get. The addition of more scientific description means that more material 

processes were involved as scientific processes, such as injecting chemicals or inserting a 

gene. If changes at the discourse-semantics stratum were involved, one could say that the 

content had evolved to a different experiential level, at which the content of the essay was 

based less on scientific descriptions and more on the interpretation of these descriptions with 

respect to how well they benefit us. The greatest modification with regard to all drafts 

produced as a result of the present study was observed in material and relational processes; 

there seemed to be an increase in both material and relational processes whenever new 

material was added to the essay. Material processes were often added to clarify scientific 

descriptions of genetic modification and were identified by doing/action verbs such as 

get/feed/inject/eat. The relational processes were usually added to supply additional factual 

information, often identified by the presence of is/are/has accompanied by an attribute or 

token at the end of each clause. These processes are detailed in the section on interpretation of 

results. 

Using transitivity as a tool, the purpose of this study is to report the use of material, 

mental, verbal, relational, existential, and behavioural functions found in the expositions of 

university students. The results could be extended to contribute to the knowledge of how 

teachers can best give feedback to students’ written assignments. My research questions 

include the following:  

Would there be an increase in certain processes (for instance, material and relational 

processes) as students gain awareness of the requirements of scientific/expository genre? 
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Would there be a statistical difference in process increase within and between different 

groups? For instance, would a group that receives teacher feedback after writing an essay 

employ more material processes than one that receives teacher feedback first? 

 

Using Systemic Functional Linguistics, the author hopes to be able to discover the shift 

in use of verbs and nouns in a scientific expository genre, in an essay entitled “Should one 

approve of genetic modification?” The author is interested in finding out the focus of the 

students, i.e., whether they are solely interested in conveying their knowledge of the scientific 

methods involved in modification, and whether they address the expository concerns of the 

research questions. Material processes are more often used in scientific genres, and relational 

ones are more often used in expository text types (Halliday, 1993). Through feedback via three 

drafts, students know that they have to focus not only on scientific aspects but the 

argumentative aspects of the question. Teo and Kramer-Dahl (2011) and Chandrasegaran 

(2008) noted that Singaporean students tended to be drilled in conventions of letter and report 

writing, but few grasped the subtleties and nuances of persuasion and argument. The 

interesting question is if these students would be able to modify their drafts according to 

feedback given in different orders, in the way that they focus on both, and not only one aspect. 

 

Literature Review 

Transitivity is understood as a grammatical system of process types by which one manages 

and construes the world of experience (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004). The basic way of 

representing the patterns of our experience emerge as a result of the three fundamental 

processes of doing, sensing and being.  In lexicogrammar, the clause is the central processing 

unit, i.e., these meanings are embedded in clauses and through language, the construing of 

human experience into such meanings consequently results in the 

creation of metafunction, whereby we make sense of our experience by categorising them 

(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). This is why it is interesting to explore the percentage change 

of process types from draft to draft, particularly if the sum of meanings of clauses leads to a 

context (Butt et. al, 2003). Linking the findings of these strands of research to the purpose of 

this study, the author hopes to uncover the ideational aspects concerning clause-type changes 

in drafting. 
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Sheen (2007) remarked that many studies on corrective feedback did not have a 

contrast or control treatment group. This was indeed the case with Kepner (1991) and Robb, 

Ross, and Shortreed (1986) who did not have contrast groups at all. However, Fathman and 

Whalley (1990) and Ashwell (2000) carried out studies based on different orders of feedback 

including a contrast group. The recommended pattern was (1) content feedback followed by 

form feedback compared with three other patterns,  (2) form followed by content feedback, 

(3) a pattern of mixed form and content feedback after the first two drafts, (4) a control 

feedback type called no feedback at either stage. Their results suggested that the order of 

feedback did not matter, and they concluded that multiple drafting may not be necessary since 

revision and editing can be dealt with at the same time.  

Their research is similar to the present study in that it has different ordered patterns of 

testing feedback to ascertain which order is most effective, except that the present study tests 

teacher- , peer- , and self-feedback. The reason I preferred to perceive the contrast group as 

giving self-feedback rather than no feedback is this: I believe that in the process of drafting, all 

students would have been able to give themselves some feedback to recraft or remould their 

essays to improve them. This cannot really be considered no feedback. Overall, the author 

agrees with Sheen (2007) that it is important to have a contrast group to ensure a more 

rigorous methodology to ascertain whether feedback is effective. 

             The assumption that teacher feedback is always effective has been questioned 

by Goldstein’s (2004) interesting research. She listed some ways (supported by earlier 

research) in which teacher feedback might be ineffective: (a) the student might not be willing 

to critically examine the teacher’s point of view (Conrad and Goldstein, 1999), (2) the student 

might think that the teacher’s feedback is incorrect (Goldstein, 2004), (3) the student may lack 

the time to do revisions (Palloff and Pratt, 1999), (4) the student might lack the content 

knowledge to do the revision (Conrad and Goldstein, 1999), (5) the student might think that 

feedback is not reasonable (Anglada, 1995 cited in Goldstein, 2004), or (6) the student might 

not trust the teacher’s content knowledge (Palloff and Pratt, 1999). Generally, Goldstein’s 

stand was to illustrate that teachers’ feedback is not necessarily more welcome than peers’, but 

for different reasons such as those cited above. Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1992) found that the 

final drafts of essays receiving only peer feedback resulted in higher overall scores than those 

receiving only teacher feedback. 
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            Conrad and Goldstein (1999) came to the unanimous conclusion that students 

found some commentary confusing: results varied as to whether students were sure about 

understanding their teachers’ comments. In addition, teachers reported that students sometimes 

misunderstood comments or misconstrued them. Research indicated that many students faced 

difficulty in creating a strategy for revising, or they varied in terms of how successfully they 

could use their teachers’ feedback to revise their work. An interesting and relevant piece of 

research was carried out by Hyland and Hyland (2001) in which they found that some students 

are able to perceive the initial praise that precedes negative criticism to be simply sugaring the 

pill. This is normally found in teacher feedback, where there is an initial positive buffering 

statement that makes it easier for students to psychologically digest the negative criticism of 

their work, which is usually the later part of the feedback process. As students are aware of the 

motivations of sugaring of the pill, teachers are advised not to overdo praise, and praise is 

better appreciated when sincere.  

Ferris (2002), Chandler (2003), and Lanlande (1982) were keen on determining 

whether direct or indirect feedback strategies resulted in marked improvement of writing. 

Ferris (2002) indicated that indirect feedback strategies should be more effective because they 

encouraged students to engage in hypothesis testing, there was not much evidence of one 

feedback strategy showing more effectiveness than the other. Sheen (2007) has brought the 

issue to a deeper level, suggesting that (a) direct metalinguistic feedback (the use of linguistic 

awareness) is definitely more effective (statistically) than  

direct-only feedback, and (b) language analytic ability was more strongly related to acquisition 

in the direct metalinguistic group than in the direct-only group. Direct metalinguistic feedback 

involved more work, such as explaining the correct use of the actual linguistic structure in 

writing, in contrast with direct-only feedback which is the traditional method of merely 

indicating whether a linguistic structure is right or wrong (Sheen, 2007). Finally, in the latest 

research on feedback, Sharifi and Hassaskhah (2011) found a significant level of effectiveness 

using portfolios to do reflections on feedback of one’s own writing. 

It is generally known that in the scientific genre, relational clauses and material clauses 

are more widely used than other types of clauses; relational clauses are often used to convey 

factual information, and material clauses are often used to convey actions (which include 

procedural steps in scientific texts) (Halliday, 1993). The current study allows one to 

investigate whether students become increasingly aware of their use of transitivity (verb types) 
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to suit the appropriateness of the genre as they move from draft to draft. This study adopts a 

different perspective from those above, which have been primarily interested in the orders of 

content and form feedback, as well as direct or indirect feedback strategies. In addition, peer 

and teacher feedback have been carried out in the studies illustrated above, but usually not in 

the manner of an order as illustrated in the present study. 

 

Method 

Students were encouraged to provide comments on writing that would help improve the essay. 

However, they were not informed of the goals of the study, as this was supposed to be a 

double-blind study to ensure greater reliability and validity. They were instructed to improve 

ungrammatical sentences, as well as the content and coherence of the essay by writing their 

comments on their peers’ essays or their own. No specific instruction was given that they 

should look out for material and relational clauses because I wanted to know if any awareness 

of the scientific or expository genre would emerge in the process of drafting. Goh (2001) 

stated that whether in a quantitative study or qualitative study, the researcher must keep an 

open mind about the group or culture being studied. This quality, however, does not imply any 

lack of rigor or a passive researcher. In fact, an open mind allows the researcher to explore 

rich, untapped sources of data not specified in the research design. 

 

Participants 

The population that the author would ideally like to generalize to is ESL students who take the 

Freshmen course in every university around the world, as a form of preparation for their 

diploma and degree programmes. The participants selected were second-language speakers 

from China and Singapore. The sampling procedure was such that those selected were 

generally students estimated to be 5 on the IELTS (International English Language Testing 

System) proficiency test, set by a local university for teacher training. Most of the Singaporean 

students were from a Chinese-speaking or Malay-speaking background. Essentially, this 

means that the students needed to be enrolled in English proficiency courses, while 

concurrently studying their diploma and degree courses. The sample size was 100. The 

students were divided into four groups, each comprising 25 students. Details of each group are 

explained in later sections. All students were required to write an essay within an hour on a 
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topic based on an essay belonging to the scientific, argumentative genre entitled “Should 

genetic modification be approved?” 

 

Design 

This research design is classified as the Non Equivalent Groups Design by Best and Khan 

(1989). Designed in this manner of having three treatment groups and one contrast group, the 

design is  perhaps powerful but we need to include the possibility of influence of effects of 

testing and interaction with experimental variables (Best & Khan, 1989).  

Four classes of approximately 25 undergraduate students were targeted for the 

collection of data. These four classes were labelled A, B, C and D. All classes were given 

instructions on how to write the essay (e.g., the first draft was written in a classroom.). 

 

Variables 

The four independent variables were the three treatment groups (A – C) and one contrast 

group (D). The dependent variables were the number of added clause types found in each 

essay group: for instance, how many material (or other) clauses were added by the time the 

essay progressed to Draft 3? 

Procedure  

(A)     Students compose the first draft, followed by teacher feedback and then 

peer feedback. This group will be referred to as the TP Group throughout the paper. 

(B)    Students compose the first draft, followed by peer feedback and then 

teacher feedback. This group will be referred to as the PT Group throughout the paper. 

(C)    Students compose the first draft followed by peer feedback and then 

teacher feedback + Verbal Comments. This group will be referred to as the PVT Group 

throughout the paper. 

(D)     Students compose the first draft followed by self-feedback (twice). This group will be 

referred to as the SS Group throughout the paper. 

Each group consisted of 25 students. All 100 students produced a first draft, each based 

on the topic “Should genetic modification be approved?” and subsequently did two more 

drafts, in the order that they were placed, as outlined above. As pedagogical intervention, 

students and the lecturer were required to give simple, open-ended, written feedback based on 

content, grammar, vocabulary, coherence and mechanics (i.e., spelling, punctuation, etc). 
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Students were allowed to take the drafts home to give feedback, for their friends or 

themselves, over a week. They were not expected to address all areas in the essay, and were 

allowed to choose to comment on any of these areas as much as they wanted to. 

The terminology for the other classes is similar (i.e., TP 1-TP 25 for the TP class, PTV 

1-PTV 25 for the PTV class, and SS 1-SS 25 for the SS class). One important research 

question to be addressed was whether there would be a change in the percentage of certain 

types of clauses among participants. Another research question to be addressed was whether 

such a change was likely to occur in one group in comparison with other groups (in other 

words, a between-participants comparison). In order to overcome experimental bias and to 

ensure reliability and validity, names of students were omitted when the processes were double 

counted by a colleague. Students were requested to journal their thoughts,  an idea highly 

advocated by Chew (1995), in order to raise awareness of on-going socio-cognitive processes 

that occur while drafting, and some of their journals are reflected upon later, as metacognition 

creates a sense of agency in writers (Goh, 2012).  

 

Non-directional t-test and ANOVA 

Both t-test and ANOVA are non-directional for this study because, although studies have been 

performed on peer and teacher drafting, there were hardly any studies based on tests 

administered in the area of change in clause-types during the drafting process. Hence, values 

are reported for non-directional t-tests and ANOVA tests at the two-tailed 0.05 level. 

 

The t-test for Within-Participants 

The t-test was conducted on each group of participants to examine whether there was any 

significant difference in change of clause-types in each of the groups (McCall, 1998). The 

t-test formula for a correlation sample was applied for each of the four groups because these 

were the same students whose essays were examined as they progressed from Draft 1 to Draft 

3.   

It is interesting that test fairness is usually viewed as an additional test quality, and not 

an integral part of test development (Kunnan, 2010), although it is advisable to check 

minimally for areas such as physically or mentally impaired students or issues of race or 

ethnicity. There was a handicapped student in my class and he participated anyway, but his 
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data was not analysed with the rest to ensure some form of equality in the backgrounds of 

research participants. 

 

The One Way ANOVA for Between-Participants 

The One-Way ANOVA (McCall, 1998) was conducted on the four groups of students to 

determine whether there would be statistically significant differences among the four groups in 

their progress of material and relational processes, from Draft 1 to Draft 3. 

 

Reliability 

Reliability refers to whether measurement procedures assign the same value to a characteristic 

each time it is measured under essentially the same circumstances (McCall, 1998). The 

reliability of the study has been ensured by getting a colleague to count the number of clauses 

in each of the hundred essays and tally them against the author’s number. There was about 90 

percent inter-rater reliability, as the marks given by each rater were very close (within 5 marks 

range) per essay. 

 

Validity 

The study is validated by checking the verbs in the clauses against those mentioned in 

Halliday (2004) so that, as far as possible, these verbs are correctly interpreted in terms of the 

right experiential categories. To further ensure validity, the students’ essay question, time limit 

for writing the essay, and instructions for feedback are consistent throughout four groups. A 

research assistant helped to double-check the time and proof-read the instructions across the 

four groups. The assistant also helped to code the transitive verbs against the non-transitive 

ones. 

 

Bias Checking and Fairness 

Both the research assistant and the author did a pre-test and a post-test to ensure that the 

student-teachers in all four groups were the same standard, i.e., their language proficiency 

standard in terms of writing were in the bandwith of IELTS 5. The marks of pre-tests and 

post-tests were marked blind (i.e., without consulting or showing results to the other rater) to 

ensure that there is a form of bias checking.  
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Power and Sample Size 

The sample size is one hundred, as there are 25 students in each group. The process that led to 

the decision to use that size was mostly logistics as the average size of classes ranged from 25 

students. Since the alpha level used in the study was 0.01, it is significantly more powerful 

than one at 0.05, so the risk of Type 1 error is not high. The confidence level is 99%. The 

lowest possible sample size for such a test is 20 to 30, but the author decided to use a sample 

size of 100, and an alpha level of 0.01, to increase the power of the statistical test to the 0.99 

level. The author performed the t-test for within participants only for material and relational 

clauses as there was hardly any addition or deletion of other clause types to warrant a 

statistical test of this level.  

In terms of descriptive statistics, the PTV group showed the highest amount of 

improvement from pre-test to post-test. The pre-test topic was “Only women should be 

allowed maternity/paternity leave. Discuss” and the post-test topic was “Do you agree with a 

woman’s right to have an abortion?” .There was a mean score of 10 relational clauses and 10 

material clauses for  PTV feedback, and the post-test score was 18 relational clauses and 10 

material clauses. This means a total of 8 relational clauses for PTV students. However, for the 

PT, TP, and SS groups, there was no mean increase in either type of clauses when it came to 

post-test marks despite the fact that there was an equivalence in terms of both relational and 

material clauses (all around 10 per essay). This was truly surprising as the pre-test scores of all 

groups were very similar. This could mean that verbal comments were very useful for 

increasing the number of relational clauses in PTV students’ work, i.e., giving feedback 

verbally on top of the peer and teacher written feedback.   

 

Results 

The data collected was analyzed statistically in the following manner: First, all clause types, 

such as material, mental, relational, verbal, existential and behavioural clauses in each essay 

were identified and the number per essay was noted.  

The SPSS program was used to run both tests described below. 

The t-test for within-participants compares two means from the same participants 

(McCall, 1998). This is the rationale behind administering the test to observe whether the 

writing process of the participants within the experiment has an effect on the participants 

within each group. If the mean of material clauses in new essay drafts was consistently an 
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average of 4-7 clauses more than the mean of material clauses in old essay drafts, a good way 

to compare the means is to use the minimally sufficient t-test to see if that difference is 

significant.  

t obs = 17.68 > 3.250, (p < 0.01) where df = 24 

The results for drafting are statistically significant for the PTV group (See Table 1). 

Cohen’s d is 0.991 and effect size r is 0.444 (moderate effect size). Hence, there is a 

significant difference in the drafts for this group. The magnitude of this effect is reasonably 

great (at 99% confidence level), showing that students are likely to be consistently aware that a 

scientific expository essay might require some description of doing (see below for actual 

examples). This result hints at possible positive drafting effects that take into consideration 

changing or adding material clauses. However, the t-test for relational clauses proves that 

results are statistically not significant, which means there is cause for concern as to whether 

students are strong at improving the factual or argumentative aspect of the essay t obs = 1.29, < 

t = 3.250 (p is <0.01), where df = 24. Even at the 95% confidence level, t obs = 1.29 is still less 

than 2.262. The effect size is 0 in this case. This is despite the rise in a few relational clauses 

amongst the students during the drafting process. However, this t value for relational processes 

is still higher than other groups, where there is zero or one change in mental, verbal, 

behavioural and existential process in this data set. 

The One-Way ANOVA for between-groups (McCall, 1998) is also administered 

between the groups of students to address Research Question 2. Its purpose is to observe 

whether there is any statistical difference, where material clauses are concerned, between PTV 

and other groups, since the other groups of students only yielded an average of 0-3 material 

clauses per group. F = 22.14 > 4.38 (p < 0.01, confidence level 99%) where df between =3, df 

within = 96. The results for drafting are statistically significant for the PTV group as compared 

with other groups. However, the improvement in relational clauses is not statistically 

significant. F = 0.42. This value is less than F = 2.86 at the 0.05 level or F = 4.38 at the 0.01 

level, where df between =3, df within = 96. 

 

Discussion 

Inferential statistics are reported for material and relational processes. There is a statistically 

significant increase in material processes within the PTV group. As explained in the Results 

section, the PTV group has a statistically significant t =1.35 < t = 3.25 where p is at the 0.01 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

119 
 

level or <t = 2.262 where p is at the 0.05 level. The author did not find any statistically 

significant increase in relational clauses in any group. The PTV group turns out to be 

statistically different from other  PT, TP and SS groups in that its ANOVA value is F = 

54.79, a significantly high value level where the F = 4.38 [df between =3, df within = 96], p is less 

than or equal to 0.01. This indicates a significant rise in material processes, but not relational 

or other clauses.  

This addresses research question 1, which questions a rise in any of the processes 

involved. Material processes are clearly the only clause-type that manifests a statistically 

significant rise, while the change in other processes (including relational clauses) fails the 

significance test, addressing research question 2. The PTV group clearly shows a statistically 

significant difference in improving material clauses as contrasted with other groups. However, 

the same cannot be said of other clause-types. As there is hardly any study of this nature in the 

literature other than content-versus-form feedback, the author can only state that the sizes of 

effects reported pertain only to this study. One feature of this methodology is a-priori, and a 

second feature is that it is a double-blind research design; both my colleague who helped to 

count the number of processes and the research participants are blind (uninformed) where the 

research design and its goals are concerned. These two features strengthen the research 

methodology to support the conclusions that are yielded. The study’s limitations and 

suggestions for improvement, on the other hand, are discussed at the end of this paper. 

 

Material Processes 

Material processes are those of doing whereby a person or thing does something which may 

“in turn be performed by another person or thing” (Halliday, 1985). These processes are often 

represented by dynamic verbs such as eat/inject/get. 

 
Extract from PT1  

Scientists have successfully grown vegetables without the need for soil. 

 Actor  Material Process Goal/Range  Circumstance 

 

Extract from PT3 

 They  inject  syrups   into live chickens… 

 Actor  Material Process  Goal  Beneficiary 
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According to Christie (1986: 227), material processes are frequently observed in 

narratives. The greater use of material processes in a scientifically-based expository essay may 

seem difficult to explain at first, but it may improve the essay’s quality and readability. For 

instance, material processes improve the vividness of the “genetic modification” process 

during the reading process; e.g., in one’s mind’s eye, one is able to picture the insertion of 

chemicals into genes or the prevention of blindness by vitamin A as an agent simply because 

one* chooses to present the information in the following manner: Actor – Participant - Goal 

(Circumstance). On the other hand, if one* chooses to present the information in a relational 

manner (see Grammatical Metaphor), the writing would sound more formalised and scholarly, 

but a slight trade-off might be a difficulty in picturing the process of A doing something to B, 

which is a very transparent style in scientific/expository discourse. 

After the examination of the drafts, one can see that an increase in a particular process is 

often dependent upon the changing of content, i.e., on the discourse-semantic stratum. The 

reason is that good peer or teacher feedback often elicits examples and further elaboration on 

the subject, and this usually means that more content is added. For instance, examples on the 

process of genetic modification, when elicited, involve phrases such as “inject syrups into live 

chickens”- (PT1-Draft 1), or effects of genetically modified food e.g., “Vitamin A can help to 

prevent blindness” (SS1-Draft 2/3). Let us look at the moves from first to final draft of a 

paragraph of a PTV student. In Draft 3 of the PTV essay, it can be seen that the student 

elaborated the process of shifting DNA from a plant or bacterium and compared it with the 

process of cross-breeding. Such instances of addition of scientific processes are consistent 

throughout all PTV essays. On the other hand, addition of relational clauses is sporadic or used 

to support the processes which contain the material processes, such as the underlined example 

of relational clause shown in draft 3 below. 
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Figure 1: An example of how PTV students added material clauses when drafting 

Draft 1 of a PTV student Draft 3 of a PTV student. 

GM foods stand for genetically modified 

foods (relational). What do we understand 

from the terms genetically modified? (mental)  

Through the modification of genetics, 

scientists have been able   to produce food 

of better quality (behavioural), that give 

higher yield. With the exponential increase of 

the world population, and the numbers of 

famine around the world (such as North 

Korea and countries in Africa). The damage 

to the environment through traditional 

farming methods that required (behavioral) 

large amount of pesticides and herbicides. It 

is a logical conclusion (relational) that to 

ensure (mental) the world get feed (material), 

GM foods is a must. 

GM food stands for genetically modified food 

(relational). What do we understand from the 

term “genetically modified”? (mental) The 

process of genetically modifying plants, uses 

the shifting of DNA from a plant , a 

bacterium or even an animal to another plant  

(added material clause). This is similar 

(added relational clause) to the way a farmer 

uses cross breeding (added material clause)  

to produce better tasting food  (added 

material clause) Through GM, scientists 

produce (added material clause) food of 

better quality, food that gives higher yield. 

With the exponential increase of the world 

population, and the numbers of famines 

around the world (such as North Korea and 

countries in Africa). It is a logical conclusion 

(relational) that to ensure (mental) the world 

gets feed (material), GM food is a must. 

 

 

Relational Processes 

Relational processes are often known as processes of ‘being’. They have the meaning that 

something is. They often appear in clauses whereby a thing is being identified or its attributes 

are being described. Alternatively, it could be a “possessive-have” relational clause.  

Relational processes are “unlike material clauses but like mental ones, in that relational 

clauses prototypically construe change as unfolding inertly, i.e., without an input of energy” 

(Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004: 211). The present-in-present tense verb is a highly marked 

form; for instance “being” is largely restricted to relational clauses other than is/are and its 

various forms described earlier. Relational processes, like mental ones, might be classified as 
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“states” rather than dynamic ongoing processes which involve input of energy. While states 

are often represented by relational clauses in the form of stative verbs such as “is/was/has”, 

dynamic processes are often represented by material clauses in the form of action/dynamic 

verbs such as “eat/inject/get”. 

Consider the examples of attributive and identifying processes found in the data. 

Extract from TP1: Attributive (Descriptive) Relational Clause 

For example, a lot of genetically-modified 

crops  

 

are insect- and disease-resistant. 

Carrier Pr: intensive Attribute 

 

Extract from PTV3: Attributive (Descriptive) Relational Clause 

              

It  is not easy to do so. 

Carrier Pr: intensive Attribute 

             

Extract from PTV1: Identifying Relational Clause 

Genetic modification is a set of laboratory techniques that alter the genes of 

living things –such as plants, animals or 

micro-organisms. 

Token (Holder 

 of identity) 

Pr: 

intensive 

Value (that which stands for being defined) 

           

Extract from TP1-Draft 3: Identifying Relational Clause 

Genetically modified food is another paramount choice for us. 

Token (Holder 

 of identity) 

Pr: intensive Value (that which stands for being defined) 

 

Although the author expected relational clauses to increase statistically the way it did for 

material clauses, there was no significant difference for any of the groups, not even PTV. The 

result was t = 1.29 < t = 3.25 at the 0.01 level. This is despite the fact that relational processes 
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constituted about 40.58% of all processes in the texts. Relational processes formed the largest 

of all processes. The proportion of relational processes correlates positively with the extensive 

use of grammatical metaphor/nominalised clauses. This process, causing written texts to “sound 

heavy and serious” (Eggins, 1994: 63), is enabled by relational processes which often appear in 

the intensive form ‘x is a’ or the possessive form ‘x has a’. Gill (1989: 203) suggested that 

relational processes are produced by writers in newspaper stories, causing events to appear as 

though they were facts of society. The ESL students were quite competent in the portrayal of 

their topic as sounding “heavier” or more formal than another genre of writing i.e., newspaper 

tabloids or narratives (Lu, 2006). 

 

Other processes 

There was hardly any increase in other types of clauses, such as mental, behavioral, verbal and 

existential processes. Out of the entire data set, there is only one or zero mean change in these 

other clause types for all groups, which does not warrant any statistical test. Examples of use 

of these other processes are extracted and illustrated below.  

                PTV1 (Draft 3): Mental Process 

They  think  that we  are  at the starting line for 

genetic modification…. 

 

Sensor 
 

 

Mental 

Process 

 

Textual 

Theme 

 

Subject 

 

Finite 

 

 Adjunct 

 

TP2 (Draft2): Behavioural Process 

 They   vomit  

 Behaver Behavioural Process  
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PTV1 (Draft 1): Verbal Process 

 I  will say that…. genetic modification should be approved 

 Sayer  Verbal Process  Verbiage 

 

 

(19) SS7-Draft 2/3 Existential Process 

 There  are many benefits of making genetic modified 

food. 

Existential Subject Existential Process  Existent 

 

In many of these cases except for PTV 1, the processes remained unchanged. PTV 1 did 

change “I will say that” to “In my opinion, genetic modification should be approved”. This 

illustrates one of the few cases where the student realized he was writing in a conversational 

rather than an academic tone. However, after peer and teacher feedback, he changed it to “in 

my opinion”. Unfortunately, it was not the case that similar changes have been made for other 

students within the PTV or outside the PTV group. Most of the time, verbal, existential, 

relational and mental processes are not changed in a statistically significant manner, despite 

drafting. They remain the same, so much so that it is unlikely that a t-test will yield any 

significant results.  

Interpretation of the findings of the six processes earlier would not be complete without 

the actual comparison and contrast of implementation of processes during the drafting process. 

One wonders how PTV students can completely swing from adding material clauses 

consistently in a particular group, and yet seem oblivious to adding other process types 

consistently. The statistically significant result of t obs = 17.68 > 3.250, (p < 0.01) where df = 

24 suggests a concentration on adding material processes to newer drafts, at the expense of 

perhaps ignoring other processes.  

 As the author examined students’ written comments for their peers, she noticed that 

many of the peers wrote: ‘this is a scientific essay, so write more scientific processes’. When 

the teacher feedback was given, there was an equal mix of such comments with comments 

such as changing “I think” to “I believe”, a more epistemic option of upgrading mental 

clauses. Other comments also included the possibility of changing material clauses to 

relational ones. Refer to Figure 1. For instance, instead of writing It is a logical conclusion(1 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

125 
 

relational clause)  that the world get feed (1 material clause), the teacher suggested that it 

would be better if the material clause was changed to The world would be a much better place 

if people were well fed (2 relational clauses). Some of these suggestions sometimes remain 

unchanged, more often in the PT, TP and SS groups than the PTV group. The random and 

inconsistent upgrade to relational clauses in the PTV group is insufficient to warrant a 

significant result or effect size in the drafting process. These results are extremely important to 

us as EFL teachers. It highlights the fact that one may focus on many aspects of feedback, but 

students choose to work on certain aspects of feedback as opposed to others which could be 

more important. Superficially, Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of genetic 

modification looks as though it would require some material clauses to inject scientific aspects 

so that the essay would develop a scientific genre. However, what is required is also the 

expository aspect of the essay, whereby there is hardly any significant improvement despite 

drafting. This is not to say that students did not include thoughtful mental projections such as I 

believe, or I support, in fact a couple of them upgraded these expressions from I think and I 

feel. However, the ability to change some unnecessary material clauses to relational ones, as in 

the case illustrated above of get feed, remains much to be desired. 

 

Implications for Pedagogy 

After the study was implemented, the author instructed all students to write a journal based on 

drafting (see journal extracts below). This was an example of a student TP1 who wrote about 

difficulties of using ‘strong and powerful words’ to convey her view. In fact, she had read 

magazines such as Newsweek and knew she was expected to produce persuasive statements and 

facts (often denoted by relational clauses). However, she acknowledged being weak at writing 

factual essays. She also tried to include more scientific processes, and perhaps this was to make 

up for the inability to include more factual statements in the essay. Another student, SS1, wrote 

about the fact that she found many grammatical errors and changed them all to the right ones. 

This implied that the first mistakes that students looked out for need not be something at the 

genre level which might improve the overall expository “feel” of the essay. Many of the ESL 

students were first and foremost concerned with surface errors, rather than errors at the 

conceptual level. This explains why despite two drafting attempts, there was not much 

improvement in the content aspects of the essay.  
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Selected Journal Thoughts by TP1 

‘I am weak in writing factual/argumentative essays because I could not use strong and 

powerful words to convey and support my view (I read some magazines like Newsweek...and I 

know my standard...haha...), thus I could not produce very persuasive statements and 

facts……… I also tried to include more scientific processes to describe the genetic 

modification process better.’ 

 

Selected Journal Thoughts by SS1 

 ‘We have to do the second draft for our essay on genetic modification of food. With the help 

of the checklist that our teacher gave us, I tried my best to amend as much as I could. I found 

many grammar mistakes and changed them all to the right ones. I had added more contents 

into my essay’ 

 

Patterning of process type is sensitive to register, although the principles which might 

account for register are indeed very complex (Matthiessen, 1993, cited by Williams, 1999). 

Williams suggested that material processes were selected in procedural type texts such as 

cooking recipes. His five-month research also showed that over time, the children’s 

understanding of processes had evolved to a more sophisticated level. They could discriminate 

between processes and, if necessary, revise an initial analysis by one of their peers to produce 

a more adequate one. The young students had their own simpler way of coding their 

understanding of the processes. For instance, if a participant says something it becomes the 

basis for changing an analysis called “Material” to “Verbal”; the existence of something is a 

reason for changing from an initial description of Material to Relational (Williams, 1999: 

119). Though this is not entirely accurate (the existence of something should strictly be an 

existential process), my opinion is this is already a great step taken by young students toward 

their understanding of processes. It may not be a fool-proof method, but it certainly manifests 

awareness of the categorisation process, a facility that adult students should be more capable 

of achieving than young students. The fact that young students could master the recognition of 

process types to a certain extent suggests that it is not impossible for adult students to learn 

this categorisation and apply it to writing. 

Though it is difficult to imagine improving experiential content of a group of students 

at tertiary level wanting to improve English proficiency, one could attempt to make it easier by 
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not introducing meta-language of functional grammar to them. The reason why one advocates 

the teaching of elementary systemic functional grammar to language learners is the fact that 

Williams, in a later paper cited in Butt et. al., (2003), has found that language learning 

activities designed around the categories of Process, Participant and Circumstance very 

effective. Sometimes, colour and shape are used to symbolise and reinforce the meta-language. 

However, it is often indeed time consuming to carry out these activities in a language 

classroom headed by institutions who are concerned that the core syllabus should be followed. 

An awareness of a sizeable number of material clauses might heighten students’ awareness 

that a description of a scientific or narrative process is ongoing. An awareness of mental 

processes such as I think or I feel might enable students to realise that they are projecting their 

thoughts more often than necessary, thus over-peppering the interpersonal flavour in the 

exposition, causing it to sound unnecessarily “spoken” or reflective.  

Implications for pedagogy thus include the following pointers which may be well 

worth pursuing as an ESL teacher: 

 Do students use a standard scoring guide such as the ESL Composition Profile by Jacobs et. al. 

(1981). Both scoring guides are multiple-trait assessment guides which could be released to 

students as a form of standardisation to write comments on such areas as coherence, 

vocabulary, content, grammar and mechanics. This might help students to focus on different 

aspects of the essay when giving peer feedback, thus standardising feedback areas.  

 The scoring guides mentioned earlier are indeed effective, but it would be useful to include a 

genre-based checklist to raise awareness of the use of certain types of verbs. An example of an 

SFG checklist (see figure 2 below) offered below helps students to focus on genre aspects of 

the essay; for instance, are there too many material processes in the essays in contrast with 

relational clauses? 

 Students should be encouraged to keep a journal of their drafting (and not merely writing) 

process. The content of their journal should focus on what they hope to include in their new 

draft, and to give reasons why. They should also be able to write about their sense of pride and 

identity as writers with regard to their writing at different stages of drafting. Perhaps ESL 

teachers are able to set their own guidelines for journal writing focused on this area. 
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An Examination of Verb Types in Drafting                   Yes              No 

   

 1. Are there enough “factual verbs” (relational processes)? Relational 
verbs are encouraged in expository genres. 

 

 2. Are there enough “doing verbs” (material processes)? Material clauses 
are encouraged in scientific and narrative genres. 

 

 3. Does the essay contain enough noun forms (process of nominalisation) 
and therefore sound formal enough? 

 

 4. Do the essays have too many “mental” or “behavioural” verbs such as 
“I think” and “I feel”?  If so, they should be reduced and replaced by “I 
believe” and “I support the idea” to reflect the academic voice of the 
author. 

 

 5. Do the essays contain many “say” or “retort” verbs which belong to the 
verbal process? If so, they should be reduced and possibly be replaced by 
“argue” and “state”. 

 
Additional 
Comments:……………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Figure 2: Systemic Functional Checklist for Drafting and Writing: Appropriateness of Genre 

 

Recommendations and Suggested Improvements 

In this study, though the four groups are compared in terms of clause types as a result of 

different feedback orders, one has yet to ascertain whether the successful increase in material 

clauses for the PTV group is due to additional verbal feedback or the verbal feedback alone. 

Ideas for future research include the following: (a) to conduct contrastive studies to ascertain if 

written or verbal feedback is more effective in essay drafting; and (b) to replicate this research 

on primary and secondary students in order to observe the experiential use of clauses in 

expository writing. 

The results alert us to the fact that PTV students improve in adding material clauses. 

One could perhaps draw a conclusion that they become increasingly aware of the scientific 

genre as they add more material clauses. However, the insignificant rise in relational clauses 

makes us aware of the fact that when not given specific guidelines about what to look out for, 

ESL students might have the idea that making an essay more factual/expository in a scientific 

genre means adding more material clauses. Teachers and peers could help in being more 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

129 
 

specific about guiding students e.g., they could use mental words such as “I 

believe/support……” to demonstrate their stance. In addition, relational clauses with 

attributive and identifying properties could be introduced to the curriculum. Students could be 

made aware of the fact that relational clauses form a large percentage of academic discourse, 

by asking them to count number of is/are/have verbs in formal genres. These are some 

contributions to the present curriculum that can improve drafting and writing. 

Finally it could be useful to develop prompts that would guide writers to enrich content, 

consider reader expectations and work critically with diverse rhetorical structures. For 

instance, students could be divided into groups whereby scientific writing versus normal 

expository/factual writing is examined comparatively, to ascertain an awareness of a rhetorical 

approach towards different genres. However, in order for agreement of what truly constitutes 

epistemic or scientific writing to be achieved, the group must first come to a convergent 

agreement on what actually constitutes such types of writing, and convergent discussions of 

this nature could be a challenge (Kapur, Voiklis, & Kinzer, 2011). Transitivity types or other 

systemic or non-systemic tools could be used to gain results on students’ socio-cognitive 

processes in drafting.  

 

Conclusions 

Though it is difficult to imagine improving experiential content of a group of students wanting 

to improve English proficiency at tertiary level, one could attempt to make it easier by not 

introducing meta-language of functional grammar to them. Below is a table adapted from Butt 

et. al. (2003: 78), which are examples of experiential questions that can be used to probe the 

structures of a clause. What is the process? What work is it doing? Is it telling about a material 

or physical action, or is it relating (i.e., identifying or describing), saying or sensing? 

 Who or what is doing the action, relating, saying or sensing? 

 Who or what is being done to or related to, said/said to or sensed? 

    Is the saying or sensing clause projecting another clause? Is this clause direct (or 

quoted) speech or is it indirect (or reported) speech? Is this clause direct (or quoted) 

thought or is it indirect (or reported) thought? 

    When, where, how, why, with whom or what, for how long has all this been 

going on? 
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The lack of a statistical difference for relational processes to increase in drafting is a 

clear indication that teacher and peer feedback is required to be clearer where relational 

clauses are concerned. For instance, teachers could show more sample models of expository 

writing that requires supporting statements and thesis statements, most of which have a 

relational “be” or “have” verb. Teachers could point out the identifying and attributive 

functions of these types of clauses or get students to count how many of them there are in 

relation to less needed processes such as the verbal and existential processes. 

 
Endnotes  
 
i. Material clauses construe the procedure as a sequence of concrete changes in the trees brought about by the person 
being instructed – the implicit “you”. The source of energy bringing about the change is typically a participant – the 
Actor (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004: 179). The obligatory components of material processes are an ACTOR (the 
doer) and a PROCESS (the act of doing something). Material processes are often found in parts of the text when a 
description of the process is carried out: for instance, when the student writer is explaining the process of genetic 
modification.  
 
ii. Relational processes are processes of being and have the meaning of “something is” (Halliday, 1985: 112). There 
are two types of relational process: the attributive and the identifying. Relational processes comprise three main 
types: 

(1) intensive                 “x is a” 

(2) circumstantial        “ x is at a” (This includes is in, on, for, with) 

(3) possessive                “x has a” 

Each of the type is associated with two distinct modes: 

(a) attributive                 “a is an attribute of x” 

(b) identifying                “a is the identity of x” 

Adapted from Halliday (1985: 112) 
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Abstract 
This purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate the comprehension and productive 
development of reduced-form (e.g., wanna, and whadaya) instruction with low-proficiency 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students. The participants were 52 Japanese, non-English 
major university students. They received 30 minutes’ weekly instruction in understanding and 
using reduced forms of English speech. To evaluate the effect of this instruction, comprehension 
and productive development was analysed in terms of the students’ score performance in pre- 
and post-course assessments of listening and conversational ability. The results from 
dependent-samples t-test analyses indicated significant improvements in both post-course 
assessments of listening (M = 4.1, SD = .52), t (25) = -13.04, p < .0005 (two-tailed) and 
conversation (M = 2.7, SD = .78), t (25) = -15.25, p < .0005). Further analysis also indicated that 
participants understood each other’s use of reduced forms with a high degree of accuracy. 
Implications are discussed in terms of the usefulness of comprehension- and production-oriented 
teaching of reduced forms to low-proficiency level EFL students. We believe that while this 
preliminary research was conducted in Japan, given its general orientation, the findings will be of 
relevance and interest to the broader EFL context. 
 
Keywords: reductions in spoken English, listening comprehension, speaking fluency, university 
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Introduction 

Reduced forms are known to be used by highly proficient English users in most interactional 

contexts. In recent years, researchers have become increasingly interested in the effects of 

instruction in reduced forms of speech (e.g., do you want to  dja wanna) in the language 

classroom (e.g., Carreira, 2007; Romanko, 2008). While research has tended to focus on the 

effects of reduced-form instruction on listening comprehension, little research has been 

conducted on the effects it has on speaking fluency. Data have been presented in the literature 

that show that teaching reduced forms of speech leads to improved listening proficiency 

(Henrichsen, 1984; Brown & Hilferty, 1986; Cahill, 2006; Ito, 2006; Matsuzawa, 2006). It has 

also been suggested that teaching pronunciation (Morley, 1991; Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & 

Goodwin, 1996; Trofimovich & Gatbonton, 2006), and more specifically, reduced forms (Brown 

& Hilferty, 1986), can lead to greater overall speaking ability (e.g., accuracy and fluency). 

However, these studies have not explored the importance of teaching reduced forms to 

improving speaking fluency specifically. Hence, additional studies on the effects of reduced-form 

instruction are needed. The current preliminary research sought to address this from the Japanese 

perspective by measuring development in both comprehension and production of reduced forms 

of English speech and discussing how they might best be taught with lower proficiency learners.

  

Literature Review 

Defining Reduced Forms 

In the field of language teaching, the term reduced forms is used to explain the speech used by 

highly proficient language speakers in natural conversation (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 

1996). Reduced forms in English have been defined as being a process through which 

“phonemes of a language are changed, minimized, or eliminated in order to facilitate 

pronunciation” (Brown & Kondo-Brown, 2006, p. 21). Within the research community, other 

terms have been used to describe this phenomenon, such as reductions (Brown & Hilferty, 1986; 

Brown & Kondo-Brown, 2006, Cahill, 2006), sandhi-variation (Henrichsen, 1984), 

reduced-speech forms (Celce-Murcia et al., 1996), and connected speech (Brown & 

Kondo-Brown, 2006a). This study will use the term reduced forms to refer to this phenomenon. 

 

The Effect of Reduced-Form Instruction on Listening 

While there is only a limited number of studies investigating the effects of reduced forms on 
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listening ability, their results show that teaching reduced forms leads to an improvement in 

listening comprehension (e.g., Chang, 2004; Matsuzawa, 2006). Henrichsen (1984) investigated 

the effects of what she referred to as sandhi-variation, a synonym for reduced forms, on the 

listening comprehension of English as a Second Language (ESL) university students in Hawai’i. 

She found that the presence of reduced forms made the comprehensibility of oral input for 

non-native speakers of English more difficult.  

In 2006, Ito repeated the Henrichsen experiment and found similar results. However, Ito 

classified reduced forms into two different categories: lexical and phonological. Lexical reduced 

forms are those that are part of a memorized lexical unit, such as he will  he’ll. On the other 

hand, phonological reduced forms result from the application of phonological rules, such as what 

do you  whadaya. Ito found non-native speakers had more difficulty in comprehending 

phonological reduced forms than lexical.  

In the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context, the effects of reduced-form instruction 

on listening ability is also reported to improve the results of overall listening comprehension. 

Brown and Hilferty (1986) investigated the effects of reduced-form instruction on the listening 

ability of Chinese university students. They found that four weeks of daily lessons on reduced 

forms had a positive effect on student performance of dictation and on an integrated grammar 

test. However, they found no improvement to the performance on the section of a proficiency test 

designed to measure general listening comprehension. One explanation given for this was the 

limited duration of the study. Nonetheless, the results do provide some evidence that teaching 

reduced forms may not be helpful in developing overall listening-comprehension ability.  

The benefits of reduced-form instruction on listening have also been reported in the 

Japanese EFL context. Romanko (2008) reported significant improvements in Japanese 

freshman’s (N=191) ability to recognise reduced forms of English on a post-course test of 

listening ability. In addition, Romanko found that two months after the end of the course, with no 

controlled exposure to reduced forms occurring in the meantime, participants (n=107) were able 

to demonstrate retention of most of their previously acquired knowledge. Also in Japan, 

Matsuzawa (2006) revealed that explicit instruction of reduced forms of English can improve 

overall listening ability. He concluded that reduced forms “present barriers to listening 

comprehension” (p. 64) for Japanese EFL learners, and that instruction can help overcome such 

obstacles. Cahill (2006) explained that these barriers exist because most students in Japanese 

high schools engage in intensive reading in English and a common classroom activity is for them 
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to recite memorized grammatical structures, focusing on word-level pronunciation. He noted that 

this activity has led students to make a strong connection between the English spelling of words 

and their unreduced pronunciation. As a result, students are not adequately exposed to authentic 

spoken English, which includes reduced forms. Finally, Carreira’s (2007) study investigated the 

effects of reduced-form instruction with EFL students (N=19) from a variety of Asian countries 

(i.e., China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and India), who were studying in a 

thirty-week preparatory course at a Japanese university. Echoing the findings of Brown (2006), 

Brown and Kondo-Brown (2006b), and Romanko (2008), Carreira found that the study of 

reduced forms significantly improved performance on a post-course listening dictation 

incorporating those forms. Taken together, the findings presented here suggest that instruction in 

reduced forms leads to their improved recognition.  

While the possible negative effects of exposing lower-level students to authentic text have 

been noted in the research (Dunkel, 1986), and that the materials used to teach reduced forms are 

not always systematic (Rogerson, 2006), with many EFL classrooms emphasising 

communicative proficiency, the need for and value of exposing students to reduced forms of 

speech seems, nevertheless, generally supported by recent literature in this area (Brown, 2006; 

Brown & Kondo-Brown, 2006b; Carreira, 2007; Romanko, 2008). As Cahill (2006) observes, if 

teachers do not adequately prepare students for authentic interactional situations, they are doing 

their students a disservice. This lack of exposure may prevent Japanese EFL learners from 

developing a fuller range of listening-comprehension skills. 

 

Effect of Reduced-Form Instruction on Speaking 

Production of language has been found not only to facilitate improvement in receptive skills (Hill 

& Beebe, 1980), but also in language acquisition (Swain, 2005). Of the few studies that have 

sought to measure the effects of reduced-forms instruction on speaking, all have noted its 

importance in improving both listening comprehension (Brown & Hilferty 1986; Cahill, 2006) 

and pronunciation (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 1996). The importance of implementing 

pronunciation practice into the language classroom is needed not only to improve student 

intelligibility (Morley, 1991), but also to improve automatic fluency (Morley, 1991; Trofimovich 

& Gatbonton, 2006).  
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Challenges with Implementing Reduced-Form Instruction  

The lack of research in the area of reduced-form instruction on speaking fluency is perhaps also 

reflected in the general absence of reduced-form instruction in the classroom. The question also 

arises, then, as to why reduced-form instruction does not receive more attention in class. Isaacs 

(2009) explained that the difficulty of implementing pronunciation components in the 

communicative classroom rests with its exclusion from mainstream practices. Many components 

of pronunciation instruction, including reduced forms, require repetitive practice, which has been 

shown to have a positive effect on building fluency (Nation, 1989). However, this does not 

coincide with perceptions of communicative language teaching (CLT) pedagogy, which requires 

activities that promote meaningful and authentic communication (Richards & Rogers, 2001). The 

repetition needed in pronunciation classrooms for automaticity to occur have been viewed as an 

example of rote memorization, absent of meaning or authenticity (Isaacs, 2009).  

Having looked at the importance of pronunciation in second language classrooms, we will 

now turn to practical issues facing the implementation of reduced-form instruction into program 

curricula. In a study performed by Rogerson (2006), ESL teachers were surveyed about their 

perspectives on teaching reduced forms. Results from the study indicated that despite high 

student motivation to learn them, a majority of language teachers refrain from teaching reduced 

forms for reasons ranging from not having enough time in the curriculum, to having inadequate 

materials, to simply not knowing how to teach them. From these results, Rogerson concluded 

that reduced forms are an important aspect of spoken English, though they have not received 

adequate attention in the language learning field. In order to rectify the issue, she has suggested 

that more research on reduced forms be performed in order to help teachers make more informed 

decisions about not only which reduced forms to teach in the classroom, but on how to teach 

them. She has also stated the need for more systematic materials development and 

implementation of such materials into language curricula.  

The research we have presented in this review has examined whether reduced-form 

instruction is effective in improving the listening and speaking abilities of English language 

learners. While we have shown that there is a fair amount of empirical research into listening 

comprehension development, our review also highlighted the scarcity of research into the 

benefits of reduced-form instruction on productive ability. It has also underlined the challenges 

of implementing reduced-form instruction into language program curricula. With this in mind, 

we now turn to the purpose of the current study.  
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Purpose and Research Questions 

While much of the empirical literature has shown instruction in reduced forms to benefit 

listening comprehension (Brown & Hilferty, 1986; Cahill, 2006; Carreira, 2007; Chang, 2004; 

Matsuzawa, 2006; Romanko, 2008), there are few studies that have explored the benefits to 

students’ ability of producing these forms (cf. Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 1996; Chang, 

2004) and how that might best be achieved instructionally (Isaacs, 2009). The main purpose of 

this preliminary research, therefore, was twofold: first, to investigate the comprehension and 

productive development of reduced forms through both aural and oral assessments, thereby 

addressing Brown’s (2006) concern regarding the scarcity of research in this area; and second, in 

light of the findings, to consider the extent to which instruction in reduced forms can be 

successfully incorporated within a curriculum, thereby addressing the call for more research on 

how to teach and approach the instruction of reduced forms (Rogerson, 2006). To this end, our 

study posed the following research questions: 

 

1. To what degree does comprehension of reduced forms improve at the end of an 11-week 

course of study?  

2. To what degree does production of reduced forms improve at the end of an 11-week 

course of study? 

3. Is there a correlation between comprehension of reduced forms in the listening test and 

an ability to produce them in an unrehearsed peer conversation?  

 

Method 

Ethical Approval and Considerations 

Permission to conduct the study was granted by the department head, who was provided with a 

research information sheet, explaining the scope of the study, its procedures, participant roles, 

confidentiality, and the handling and storage of data. Informed consent to participate in the study 

was also sought from the students, who were also provided with a copy of the information sheet. 

Importantly, students were told that should they wish their scores and performance on the tests to 

no longer be included in the research data, it would be withdrawn with no repercussion.   

 

Participants 

In total, 52 second year, non-English major university students were comprehensively selected 
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from two of the researcher’s classes. All participants were Japanese and were taking the English 

lesson as a required course, with one class per week (90 minutes) over fifteen weeks in total. 

Students are randomly assigned to their English classes, that is, they are streamed according to 

English ability. The average language ability of the students ranged from 2
nd

 to 3
rd

 Grade on the 

Society for Testing English Proficiency (STEP) Test. 

 

Procedures and Materials  

Pre-course tests: week 1. On the first day of class, two pre-course tests were administered. The 

first was a listening test which established the students’ aural ability to recognize combinations 

of five reduced forms dja, gonna, wanna, whadaya, and whadidya. Table 1 presents extracts 

from the first pre-course test. The test comprised a total of seven test items, which incorporated 

combinations of these five specific reduced forms.  

  

Table 1 
Sample Items from the Listening Pre-course Test 

Test Item Student Hears Student Writes 

1. ________________ (6) in 
the vacation? 

Whadaya gonna do in the 
vacation? 

What are you going to do 
in the vacation? 

2. ________________ (5) to 
Shibuya tonight? 

Dja wanna go to Shibuya 
tonight? 

Do you want to go to 
Shibuya tonight? 

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of words to be written. 

 

The second pre-course test examined the students’ abilities to initiate, maintain, and close a 

conversation according to principles commonly observed in face-to-face interactions. Part of the 

scoring rubric for this test assessed the students’ use of the following seven reduced forms: 

ya/yuh; dja; gonna; wanna; whadaya; and whadidja. This research report focuses on this 

reduced-forms section of the test. This section of the scoring permitted a maximum score of 5 

points (out of a total of 30 on the entire test) for using a variety of reduced forms. Students were 

not given points for using the same reduced form twice. Further, the use of the reduced forms ya 

and yuh counted as one point, that is, students did not score one point for constructing an 

utterance incorporating ya and then another point for an utterance incorporating yuh. The same 

principle applied with variations of whadaya (e.g., what do you and what are you) and whadidya 

(i.e., what did you and what did your), which were also counted once as one point only.  
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Pairs of students were selected randomly and asked to conduct a one and a half-minute 

conversation with their partners. There was no topic set nor any other restrictions placed on the 

content of their conversation. In addition, although determining reduced-form use in 

conversation would simply involve a yes/no decision by the rater, given that this person would 

be the sole rater for the pre- and post-course test, intra-rater reliability was nevertheless checked 

through a norming process. A sample of students (N=5) was randomly selected and their peer 

conversations were recorded. These conversations were independently scored by two researchers, 

who then compared and discussed their scores. 

 

Course content: weeks 2 to 12. The reduced forms that were taught over weeks 2 to 12 are 

presented in Table 2 according to their various forms: elision, assimilation, and 

elision/assimilation (Akamatsu, 1995). 

 

Table 2  
Reduced Forms Taught over Weeks 2 to 12 

Elision Assimilation Elision/Assimilation 

you(r)  ya/yuh do you(r)  dja want to  wanna 

to  ta what do you(r)  whadaya going to  gonna 

him  ’im  what are you(r)  whadaya  

her  ’er what did you(r)  whadidya  

them  ’em have got to  ’ve gotta²    

will  ’ll¹   

because  ’cos   

¹ As in he’ll, she’ll, they’ll, and so forth. 

² As in the modal verb of obligation. 

 

Weekly classes were divided into two parts. The first component consisted of 10-20 minutes’ 

weekly instruction on how to initiate, maintain, and close a conversation. It also provided 

students with the weekly opportunity to develop conversational fluency through a free-form, 

pair-work activity called Peer Talk. This was the same duration (one and half minutes) as the 

pre-course speaking test. During their conversations, students were encouraged to try using the 

reduced forms of speech they acquired as they progressed through the course. 

The second part consisted of 30 minutes instruction in reduced forms. The course textbook 
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was Speak Easy: Spoken English for Japanese Learners (Underwood, Bridges, & Hattori, 2010). 

In this textbook, the reduced forms are presented systematically in the context of a dialogue on 

an everyday topic. Students first encounter the dialogues as a dictation which focuses on 

identifying the reduced forms aurally (in a manner similar to Table 1 above, and also in the 

longer discourse of a conversation). The students then identify conversational strategies and 

previously learnt reduced forms before role-playing with a partner, thereby developing 

confidence in using the reduced form in a controlled situation. Importantly, the lessons are 

designed sequentially, with each one building upon previous learning, thereby facilitating 

constant review and recycling of language.  

 

 

Figure 1. Sample conversation adapted from the textbook Speak Easy: Spoken 
English for Japanese Learners by Underwood, P., Bridges, S., & Hattori, T. 
(2010). Osaka: MediaIsland Publications. Reproduced with permission.  

 

Figure 1 presents a typical dialogue from the textbook. Words highlighted in bold font represent 

full-form expressions of reduced forms which have been studied up to this point (students are 

encouraged to recall and produce the reduced forms during the role-play). Italisiced words 

represent the reduced forms studied in the day’s lesson. 

Post-course tests: week 13. In week 13, students sat the post-course listening test, which 

was administered under the same conditions as the pre-course test. In week 14, they took the 

post-course speaking test. Again, this was administered under the same conditions as the 

pre-course test and with the same partner. Considering the length of time between the pre- and 

post-course tests, we decided that internal reliability could be more easily established by 

administering the same questions for both tests. Accordingly, students were unaware that they 

G: Hey, Kana! Can I ask you a question? 

K: Sure, Gordon. What do you want to ask? 

G: Did you do your English homework? Because I can’t understand it. 

K: Really? We’ve gotta give it to the teacher tomorrow! 

G: Yeah, he will be angry if I don’t do it! Can you help me? 

K: Sure. What time do you want to meet? 

G: Can we meet at four o’clock this afternoon?  

K: No problem. We will meet in the lunchroom at four and I will help you!  

G: That’s great, thanks. Oh! That reminds me, I’ve gotta  

     meet my friend for lunch now. See you later. 

K: OK. See you later. 

G: Yeah, bye.  
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would sit the same test for the post-course listening test and be paired with the same partner for 

the post-course speaking test. 

 

Analysis 

SPSS software (Version 18) was used to input and analyze data. Preliminary analyses, conducted 

with the Explore function in SPSS, confirmed normality and homogeneity of variance. 

Importantly, as students’ performance in the peer conversations was to a large degree 

interdependent, in order to meet the assumption of independence of observation for parametric 

tests, analysis of individual student data was replaced by an analysis of the raw mean score of 

pair performance (i.e., the score of Student A added to that of Student B, and divided by 2). To 

ensure continuity, it was ensured that the same students were partnered with each other in both 

the speaking pre- and post-course test (as mentioned above, students were unaware of this). 

Furthermore, a more stringent alpha level of p < .01 was adopted.  

For Research Questions 1 and 2, dependent t-tests were conducted to determine the 

statistical significance of any means gains in the pre- and post-course listening and speaking tests. 

Effect size was calculated via the eta squared formula to determine the degree of importance. 

The magnitude was interpreted as small effect =.01, moderate effect =.06, and large effect =.14 

(Cohen, 1988). Additionally, for Research Question 1, we were interested to see whether 

students’ were able to understand each other’s use of reduced forms during conversation.  As a 

breakdown in communication might result from either a miscomprehension of meaning or an 

inability to understand the reduced forms, we made a note of the specific language used to help 

us interpret the nature of the problem. 

For Research Question 3, Pearson product-moment correlation analyses were conducted to 

explore whether students who scored highly on the post-course listening test also scored highly 

on the post-course speaking test. The strength of the relationship between these variables was 

interpreted as: small, r=.10 to .29; moderate, r=.30 to .49; and large, r=.50 to 1.0 (Cohen, 1988).   

 

Results 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 sought to investigate whether listening comprehension of the reduced forms 

dja, gonna, wanna, whadaya, and whadidya would increase by the end of an 11-week course of 

study. We measured this by a pre- and post-course listening comprehension (dictation) test, and 
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by analysing whether students were able to comprehend each other’s use of reduced forms 

during their post-course speaking (peer conversation) test. 

To answer the first part of this enquiry, a dependent-samples t-test was conducted to 

determine the statistical significance of any means gains in the pre- and post-course listening test 

scores. The results presented in Table 3 indicate there was a statistically significant increase in 

post-course test means (M = 4.1, SD = .52) t (25) = -13.04, p < .0005 (two-tailed). The mean 

increase in raw scores was 2.62 with a 99% confidence interval ranging from -3.17 to -2.06.  

 

Table 3 
Dependent-Samples t-test of Raw Score* Performance on the Listening 
Pre- and Post-Course Tests  

 M SD Df T Effect Size
 a
 

Pre-test 1.46 .927 25 -13.04** .87 

Post-test 4.08 .523 25   

* Maximum possible score = 5 
** p < .0005. 
a 
Eta squared. 

 

The magnitude of the difference was significantly large (eta squared = .87), indicating that 

the results are both significant and meaningful. Brown and Hilferty’s (1986) study of Chinese 

university students concluded that reduced-form instruction had a positive effect on student 

performance in listening dictation tests. The results of our study, which was conducted with 

Japanese university students, provide further evidence to support their findings. 

For the second part of this enquiry, we analysed whether students were able to understand 

each other’s use of reduced forms during conversation and noted the instances when 

misunderstanding occurred.  During their post-course speaking tests, the students (N=52) used 

reduced forms 227 times. Misunderstandings resulting from the use of reduced forms occurred 

on only three occasions. In the first instance, the nature of the misunderstanding resulted from 

the incorrect combination of reduced forms (i.e., Whadidya gonna do tonight?). The second 

misunderstanding occurred as a result of the inappropriate use of a time adverbial (i.e., Whadaya 

gonna do last night?). The final instance most likely arose as a result of the unfamiliar lexical 

item ‘film’, which was used to make a follow-up question, “What film are ya gonna watch?”  In 

our experience, the word ‘movie’ is more commonly used and understood in Japan. Moreover, 

the student had demonstrated comprehension of the reduced form gonna in a previous 
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interaction.  

 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 sought to investigate whether production of reduced forms dja, gonna, 

wanna, whadaya, and whadidya would increase at the end of an 11-week course of study. We 

measured this by a pre- and post-course speaking (peer conversation) test designed to measure 

student production of reduced forms. 

To answer this enquiry, a dependent-samples t-test was conducted to determine the statistical 

significance of any means gains in the pre- and post-course speaking test scores. The results 

presented in Table 4 indicate there was a statistically significant increase in post-test means (M = 

2.7, SD = .78), t (25) = -15.25, p < .0005). The mean increase in raw scores was 2.44 with a 99% 

confidence interval ranging from -2.89 to -2.00. The magnitude of the difference was 

significantly large (eta squared = .90), indicating again that the results are both significant and 

meaningful.  

 

Table 4  
Dependent-Samples t-test of Raw Score* Performance on the Speaking 
Pre- and Post-Course Tests  

 M SD Df T Effect Size
 a
 

Pre-test .25 .41 25 -15.25** .90 

Post-test 2.7 .78 25   

* Maximum possible score = 5 
** p < .0005. 
a 
Eta squared. 

 

Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 sought to investigate whether there is a correlation between comprehension 

of reduced forms (dja, gonna, wanna, whadaya, and whadidya) in the listening test and an ability 

to produce them in an unrehearsed peer conversation.  

To answer the first enquiry, Pearson product-moment correlation analyses were conducted to 

explore whether students who scored highly on the listening post-course test also scored highly 

on the post-course oral test. The results in Table 5 indicate, rather unsurprisingly, that the 

relationship between receptive ability and product performance was a small, r=.11.  In other 
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words, students scoring highly on the listening comprehension tests were not always able to 

score highly on the reduced-forms section of the speaking test. Given the limited scope of this 

study and the nature of correlation analyses, it is hard to draw conclusions from this data. 

However, we believe that for some lower level students, the combination of language ability and 

the pressure of a test situation would have no doubt affected their ability to put knowledge of 

reduced-forms into practice. However, it is also worth noting the high number of students who 

responded with an appropriate response to a question or statement that incorporated a reduced 

form. This suggested to us that students were able to comprehend each other’s use of reduced 

forms both in question and response format, and as the findings to Research Question 1 suggest, 

use a variety of reduced forms of English speech.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

Is Instruction in Comprehension of Reduced Forms Beneficial for EFL Students?  

The findings of Research Question 1 indicated that students can clearly learn to distinguish 

reduced forms of speech by the end of their course of study. We believe that such ability is 

beneficial for two main reasons. 

Firstly, although this preliminary study did not examine student perceptions of reduced-form 

instruction, our observation of students during classes showed them to enjoy learning and using 

these forms, which confirms the findings of Rogerson (2006), who found that students were 

highly motivated to learn them. The additional benefits of this kind of proficiency development, 

however, extend beyond the classroom context. For most students learning English in the 

Japanese EFL context, the opportunity to interact with advanced English speakers is considerably 

less than that of students learning English as a second language in an English speaking country. 

Table 5 
Pearson Product-Moment Correlation of Raw Score* Performance on 
the Listening and Speaking Post-Course Tests  

 Listening  Exit Oral Exit 

Listening 
Exit  

Pearson Correlation 1 .110 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .593 

N 26 26 

Oral Exit Pearson Correlation .110 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .593  

N 26 26 

* Maximum possible score = 5 
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Consequently, it is important for EFL students to access other forms of authentic speech, the 

most obvious sources of which are internet media, music, and films. Naturally, this form of 

media would likely contain unmodified speech, as it is intended for native speakers. Nonetheless, 

by providing students with the fundamental comprehension skills to understand reduced forms, 

they may be able to make more sense of the authentic speech they encounter (Rogerson, 2006). 

This could develop the necessary confidence to seek further interaction with advanced English 

speakers and authentic sources of language. We hypothesise therefore that through developing 

the ability to understand reduced forms, students can gain the skills and confidence to increase 

and expand their study beyond the classroom. 

Secondly, it is not uncommon to hear of students who have travelled overseas and lamented 

that even though they were able to understand their teacher’s English in Japan, while they were 

in an English speaking country, they couldn’t understand much at all. Brown (2006) also recalls, 

“One day a student came up to me after class and asked me why it was that he could understand 

me when I spoke to the class, but could not when I spoke to other Americans” (p. 13). The 

student’s question underscores the importance of providing sufficient exposure to reduced forms. 

However, this can sometimes be challenging (Rogerson, 2006), especially when teaching 

non-English major and lower level EFL students. In these circumstances, it is quite 

understandable that a teacher would speak in a manner that ensures their message and instruction 

is communicated clearly, which can often result in speech that does not contain reduced forms. 

Unless reduced-form instruction is incorporated into the curriculum, this can mean that students’ 

exposure to how speech is really used by advanced English speakers is considerably limited. 

Regrettably, the number of commercial teaching materials that incorporate reduced forms is 

limited. Nonetheless, we believe it is important to provide students with the opportunity to learn 

reduced forms and to experience these forms in the context of authentic communication. This 

approach does not require teachers to abandon comprehensible input entirely. Instead, it suggests 

that teachers continue to develop their language awareness in class by looking for opportunities 

to incorporate reduced forms where appropriate, either in their own discourse or through 

supplementary materials. 

In summary, the findings from Research Question 1 have extended our knowledge of the 

effect of reduced-form teaching on listening comprehension in several ways. First, the significant 

gains made by the Japanese students in our study suggest that these findings might be 

generalizable to the broader population of Japanese non-English major students. Second, 
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although we did not conduct a replication study of Brown and Hilferty (1986), our research 

appears to confirm their findings, which indicated that reduced-form instruction can lead to 

overall improvements in listening and speaking fluency. The results might therefore be replicable 

in other learning contexts. Third, these findings begin to extend our knowledge of non-native 

speakers’ (NNS) comprehension of reduced forms in the context of a conversation. Our analysis 

of student comprehension during the peer conversations indicates that students were clearly able 

to understand each other’s use of reduced forms in the context of unplanned NNS-NNS 

conversations. This area of enquiry is worthy of further research.  

 

Is Instruction in Production of Reduced Forms Beneficial for EFL Students?  

The results from Research Question 2 clearly show students are able to use reduced forms in 

speech after instruction. Reduced forms have been identified as being one of many components 

that make up fluent speech (Brown, 2003). While the presence of reduced forms does not ensure 

fluency, we feel it is important for learners to be given the opportunity to use them in class. 

Allowing regular opportunities to produce reduced forms can be challenging in some classroom 

settings, where curriculum is tightly controlled and time is limited. However, we believe there 

are certain benefits to teaching the production of reduced forms in class.  

First, an increase in reduced forms can improve spoken fluency. Fluent speech has been 

found to include the consistent presence of reduced forms (Tam, 1997). So, if students are able to 

produce more reduced forms when speaking, their overall fluency could improve. An increase in 

fluent speech could lead to greater intelligibility. Many lower-level proficiency students struggle 

with producing intelligible speech when communicating in English. This can lead to a 

communication breakdown when students are unable to express themselves in interactional 

situations. For Japanese EFL learners in particular, whose educational focus in high schools has 

relied heavily on pronouncing English words as they are written (Cahill, 2006), increased use of 

reduced forms could improve intelligibility and help them to convey their message without 

undue strain by the listener.  

Second, reduced-form instruction would also increase opportunities for authentic 

communicative interactions. Students, especially those in EFL contexts, have limited 

opportunities to engage in authentic oral communication. Classroom tasks can be designed to 

allow students to use reduced forms in communicative situations. Tasks in this study encouraged 

the use of reduced forms in speech during informal conversations with peers. This provided 
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students with the opportunity to use reduced forms communicatively. Also, students were able to 

improve their pronunciation of reduced forms due to the multiple opportunities they were given 

to use them in peer conversations. Repetitive practice of sounds has been identified as being 

important to improving pronunciation (Nation, 1989); thus, allowing students to repetitively 

practice reduced forms could lead to improved production of them.  

In summary, we feel students have benefited from a course component that has provided 

systematic presentation of reduced forms and allowed for their repeated practice in 

communication-based activities. Potential counter arguments against teaching reduced forms are 

that attention should be given to other aspects of language learning and that the rate of learning 

may be inhibited if input is not comprehensible. However, from our experience teaching these 

courses, we would argue that a judicious amount of attention to reduced forms need not 

necessarily preclude a focus on other aspects of the language curriculum, and that 

comprehensible input can still be maintained with appropriately designed materials. Moreover, as 

our findings suggest, in recognition of the immediate real-world needs of students, even at low 

levels of proficiency, some amount of instruction in understanding reduced forms can clearly be 

beneficial.   

 

Limitations of the Study 

While we took measures to maximise the internal reliability and validity of the research, we 

recognise four main limitations. Firstly, as this research was a preliminary study, the sample of 

participants (N=52) comprised only two classes. While in our experience, the students in these 

classes are highly similar to those studying in other non-required English classes at the institution, 

and in some cases, to those studying in other similar level institutions, future studies could be 

developed further by adopting either purposive or random sampling across a number of 

institutions. Secondly, it is perhaps also worth noting one limitation that is common to many 

investigations of oral performance. During the Peer Talk speaking tests, students might have 

been able to recognise opportunities to use reduced forms by listening to those used by their 

partners. In terms of language testing (and research), this might not be wholly desirable, as we 

are usually interested in assessing (or isolating) individual performance. Thirdly, in future studies, 

an experimental design might also be considered in which the effects of different methods of 

instruction could be investigated. Such research would be able to explore the impact of syllabus 

design and teaching methodology. Finally, we recognise a potential concern that the 
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improvements reported here could have occurred due to the influence of outside learning. 

However, as the participants in this research were non-English majors who are studying in an 

EFL context, they were unlikely to experience reduced forms of English speech in the broader 

community. Therefore, we conclude that any improvements were more likely due to the course 

of study rather than incidental learning. 

 

Conclusion 

This preliminary study sought to investigate the effect of teaching reduced forms to 

low-proficiency level students who are learning in the Japanese EFL context. While there is 

plenty of literature addressing the benefits of reduced-form instruction on listening 

comprehension, there is a scarcity of literature on the productive benefits of doing so. The 

current research has extended our knowledge in this area by providing a sample of the effects of 

reduced-form instruction on listening comprehension and speaking fluency. If the results of this 

study are valid and replicable, they demonstrate that low-proficiency level students are able to 

understand and be motivated to use reduced forms of English speech. In summary, we conclude 

that the overall gains made in this current study tentatively suggest the importance of designing a 

course of instruction that includes two key components: firstly, a systematic approach to 

materials design that provides repeated exposure to the reduced-forms syllabus, and secondly, 

regular opportunities for the development of productive ability in these forms through 

peer-to-peer conversations. While this preliminary research was conducted in Japan, we believe 

that its findings are relevant to the broader EFL context.  
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Abstract 
This study assesses the academic self-concept of learners who experience different levels of 
language anxiety in Taiwan’s EFL classrooms. The findings determine that language anxiety is 
significantly and negatively related to two major components of academic self-concept: 
academic confidence and learning effort. MANOVA test results show that low-anxiety students 
had the most positive academic self-concept out of all the subjects. In contrast, high-anxiety 
students had the lowest scores for all of the academic self-concept related variables. The most 
noticeable differences between students on the two extremes of the anxiety scale were (1) their 
English performance self-evaluations and (2) their perceptions about other classmates’ learning 
capabilities; a near total percentage of subjects in the highest anxiety level believed that their 
classmates were smarter. Overall, the findings indicate that students susceptible to high levels of 
anxiety have very little self-confidence. 
 
Keywords: Academic self-concept, Academic confidence, Language anxiety, Foreign language 
learning 

 

 

Introduction 

Academic self-concept relates to how learners perceive their academic abilities (Rinn, Plucker, & 

Stocking, 2010) and can be subdivided into different subject-specific self-concepts, such as 

mathematical self-concept and verbal self-concept (Bryne & Shavelson, 1987; Strein, 1993). 

Although many researchers have shown that specific academic self-concept has a determining 

influence on corresponding academic achievement (Choi, 2005; De Fraine, Van Damme, & 

Onghena, 2007, Marsh, Hau, & Kong, 2002), little research has been done on the academic 

self-concept of foreign language learners.  

Language learning is often regarded as a complex process since the interplay of various 
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factors, such as the learner’s perception about self, beliefs about language learning, and fear of 

negative evaluation, may affect the learning outcome. As noted by MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1991a), language courses are more likely to evoke anxiety than other types of courses. In the 

exam-oriented English learning environment of Taiwan, the majority of students have little 

exposure to English in their everyday activities. Prior studies have shown the prevalence of 

certain levels of language anxiety in Taiwanese EFL students (Chan & Wu, 2004; Chen & Chang, 

2004; Chao, 2003; Liu, 2010b; Wu, 2011); however, there is very limited research about the 

academic self-conceptions of anxious language learners. This investigation, therefore, seeks to 

provide insights into the link between these two affective variables.  

The aims of this study are twofold. First, it intends to discover more about how anxious 

EFL learners perceive themselves, specifically in regard to confidence and effort levels. Second, 

it hopes to provide foreign language instructors with useful implications which can benefit their 

students in the long run. 

 

Academic Self-Concept 

Self-concept research has received a great deal of attention over the past few decades. Since 

Shavelson, Hubner, and Stanton (1976) developed the widely acknowledged self-concept model, 

academic self-concept has been differentiated into varied academic self-concepts, which reflect 

an individual’s evaluation of self in a specific subject domain. According to Marsh (1990a), 

academic self-concept is very domain specific.  

Marsh (1986) proposed an internal/external frame of reference (I/E) model, which explains 

the academic self-concept/achievement relation from a multidimensional perspective that has 

been tested in a considerable number of research studies (Marsh, 1990a; Marsh, Byrne, & 

Shavelson, 1988; Marsh, Kong, & Hau, 2001; Rost, Sparfeldt, Dickhӓuser, & Schilling, 2005; 

Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2002). The model suggests that students form different self-concepts in 

different academic subjects because they evaluate their academic performance based on different 

frames of reference. Students who use an internal frame of reference compare their own 

academic performance in one particular school subject with their own performances in other 

subjects, while students using an external frame of reference evaluate their own performance 

with the performances of other students in the same curriculum. Thus, a good performance in one 

subject domain is likely to exert a positive effect on corresponding self-concept and a negative 

effect on self-concept in the non-corresponding domain (Dickhӓuser, 2005; Rinn, Plucker, & 
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Stocking, 2010). Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2002) contended that the internal and external 

comparison processes play a crucial role in the formation of academic self-concept. 

The academic self-concept of gifted students has also been the focus of a host of studies. A 

popular hypothesis that explains the effects of the frame of reference on the academic 

self-concept of gifted students is the Big Fish Little Pond Effect (BFLPE), proposed by Marsh 

and his collaborators (Marsh, 1991; Marsh & Parker, 1984). The BFLPE is based on the social 

comparison theory and is predicted to have a negative impact on specific academic self-concepts, 

but no impact on nonacademic self-concepts (Marsh, 1994; Marsh, Chessor, Craven, & Roche, 

1995; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Marsh, Kong, & Hau, 2000). In the BFLPE, class-average ability is 

likely to be negatively related to academic self-concept. As students compare their own academic 

abilities with those of their gifted classmates, they are affected by the BFLPE and are prone to 

lower academic self-concepts over time since the average ability level of their peer group is high. 

Marsh, Chessor, Craven, and Roche (1995) suggested that teachers can help their students 

counteract this phenomenon by preventing students from being exposed to highly competitive 

learning environments and providing more positive feedback about student performance.  

The positive relationship between academic self-concept and academic achievement has also 

been acknowledged in a number of studies (Guay, Marsh, & Boivin, 2003; Kornilova, Kornilov, & 

Chumakova, 2009; Marsh, Hau, & Kong, 2002; Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke, Kӧller, & Baumert, 

2005). However, one concern in this area of research is whether academic self-concept is a 

determinant of subsequent academic achievement (self-enhancement model), or vice versa (skill 

development model; Guay, Ratelle, Roy, & Litalien, 2010; Helmke & van Aken, 1995; Rinn, 

Plucker, & Stocking, 2010). In a two-year longitudinal study, Kurtz-Costes and Schneider (1994) 

found a bidirectional relationship between learner self-concept and school performance, with 

attributional beliefs serving as the mediating factor between the two variables. Similarly, in 

another longitudinal study that examined the relations between academic interest, achievement, 

and self-concept, Marsh et al. (2005) found that “academic self-concept is both a cause and an 

effect of achievement” and supported the reciprocal effect model of causal ordering (p.397). 

They concluded that academic self-concept and achievement affect and determine each other 

reciprocally.  

 

Language Anxiety 

Anxiety in language learning is a specific form of anxiety that can be distinguished from other 
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forms of anxiety (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). According to MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1991a), anxiety can exist in three different forms: trait anxiety, state anxiety, and 

situation-specific anxiety. Language anxiety, which has a multi-faceted nature, falls in the third 

category: situation-specific anxiety. 

As one of the important affective variables that may have a negative impact on language 

learning (Aida, 1994; Horwitz, 1986; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993; Yan & Horwitz, 2008), 

anxiety has been the focus of considerable research on language learning over the past few 

decades. It has also been examined within the context of attitudes and motivation in language 

learning (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989). For example, the Attitudes and Motivation Test Battery 

(AMTB) developed by Gardner (1985) contains the French Class Anxiety Scale. On the other 

hand, many other researchers, such as Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986), have treated language 

anxiety as a separate and specific construct. Earlier research investigations in this area tended to 

produce conflicting results about the effects of anxiety on language learning (Horwitz, 1986, 

2001; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991a; Young, 1991). This can most likely be attributed to a lack of 

consistency in the definition of anxiety or the fact that there was no valid and reliable anxiety 

measure (Yan & Horwitz, 2008). After Horwitz et al. (1986) developed a measure for anxiety, 

however, and classified language anxiety as a form of situation-specific anxiety, there have been 

“relatively uniform” findings about the inverse relationship between anxiety and language 

achievement (Horwitz, 2001, p.114). 

 The Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) devised by Horwitz, Horwitz, 

and Cope (1986) was aimed at identifying students with high levels of anxiety in introductory 

Spanish classes. It consisted of items reflecting foreign language anxiety in the following three 

aspects: communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. Horwitz et al. 

reported that the majority of statements indicative of anxiety specifically related to foreign 

language learning received an affirmative response from at least a third of the subjects; some 

even received affirmation from more than half of the students. In another study, Horwitz (1986) 

found that the correlation between the FLCAS and the students’ final grades in Spanish classes 

was -.49. A slightly higher negative correlation (-.54) between the FLCAS and the final grades of 

students in French classes was also found. Aida (1994) administered the FLCAS to a sample of 

96 students who studied Japanese as a foreign language at an American university. Similarly, it 

was concluded that foreign language anxiety existed in the classroom and was negatively 

associated with the students’ course grades. In addition to these studies carried out in a Western 
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setting, many researchers have also supported the inverse relationship between anxiety and 

language performance in the Asian EFL setting (Chen & Chang, 2004; Liu, 2010b; Kim, 2000; 

Wiliams & Andrade, 2008; Zhao, 2007). Regardless of the target language, all of the results 

suggest that language anxiety is significantly and negatively related to student language 

performance. 

According to factor analysis of student responses to the scale items in Aida’s study, foreign 

language anxiety consists of four factors: speech anxiety and fear of negative evaluation, fear of 

failing the class, nervousness when speaking with native speakers of the target language, and 

negative attitudes toward the language class; test anxiety, however, was not detected. 

Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, and Daley (1999) also investigated factors associated with foreign 

language anxiety. They included four demographic variables, such as prior visits to foreign 

countries and prior high school exposure to foreign languages, as well as three self-perception 

factors: expected overall achievement in foreign language courses, perceived scholastic 

competence, and perceived self-worth. The findings showed that the self-perception factors were 

significantly and negatively related to anxiety in foreign language learning. Higher levels of 

foreign language anxiety contributed to lower course expectations, perceived scholastic 

competence, and perceived self-worth. Out of the three variables, the learners’ expectations of 

their overall achievement in foreign language courses were the strongest predictor of language 

anxiety.  

 As more recent studies have attempted to investigate the causes of language anxiety (Chan 

& Wu 2004; Jen, 2003; Yan & Horwitz, 2008; Williams & Andrade, 2008; Young 1999), another 

research trend has become apparent: the identification of anxiety specific to a particular language 

skill, e.g., foreign language writing (Cheng, 2002; Cheng, 2004; Cheng, Horwitz, & Schallert, 

1999), reading (Saito, Horwitz, & Garza, 1999; Wu, 2011), and listening (Cheng, 2005; Kim, 

2000; Vogely, 1998; Wang, 2010). As Kim (2009) pointed out, there is a need to examine the role 

of anxiety in more specific instructional contexts. 

 

Research Questions 

The operational definition of the variable used in this study — the students’ perceptions of their 

competence, involvement, and interest in language learning — is derived from Liu, Wang, and 

Parkins’ (2005) study. As previously mentioned, many studies have been carried out to analyze 

either academic self-concept or language anxiety, but little information is available regarding the 
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link between these two important affective variables in the EFL context. This study therefore 

addresses the following research questions:  

1. Is language anxiety significantly related to student academic self-concept?  

2. Are there any significant differences in academic confidence among students 

with different language anxiety levels?  

3. Are there any significant differences in learning effort among students with 

different language anxiety levels?  

4. What are the most salient differences in academic confidence and effort  

between groups of students on the two extremes of the anxiety scale? 

 

Method 

Subjects 

The sample was comprised of 233 freshmen, 128 (55%) males and 105 (45%) females, enrolled 

in different departments of a private university in central Taiwan. They were all grouped into 

different proficiency levels for required English courses. The numbers of students in each ability 

level are shown in Table 1. Questionnaires used to measure academic self-concept and language 

learning anxiety were administered at the end of the 2008-2009 academic year. 

 
Table 1 Numbers of Subjects in Different Ability Levels 

   Basic     Intermediate     High-      Advanced      Total 
             Intermediate   

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Male       33      29       42         24       128 
Female        11      35        26         33       105 
Total      44       64       68         57       233 

 

Instruments 

The questionnaire used to measure EFL students’ academic self-concept was comprised of 19 

items based on a 6-point Likert scale, higher numbers representing more favorable responses. 

The academic self-concept (ASC) scale, developed by Liu, Wang, and Parkins (2005), consisted 

of two subscales: the academic confidence (AC) and academic effort (AE) subscales. According 

to Liu and Wang (2005), academic confidence refers to “students’ feelings and perceptions about 

their academic competence,” while academic effort refers to “students’ commitment to, and 

involvement and interest in schoolwork” (p.22). Internal consistency coefficients of the Chinese 

version of this instrument were .90 for the ASC scale, and .83, and .84 for its two subscales, 
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respectively. 

The FLCAS was used to assess the language learning anxiety of the subjects. The 33-item 

scale also used a 6-point Likert-type format, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 

(6). The items were scored such that higher scores reflected higher language learning anxiety. 

The Chinese version of this instrument was highly reliable, with an alpha coefficient of .95. In 

the present study, both instruments were modified and translated into Chinese for use in the 

Taiwanese EFL context. 

 

Data Analysis 

Before the data were statistically analyzed, all the negatively worded items in the ASC scale and 

positively worded items in the FLCAS were recoded so that a lower score was indicative of 

lower construct, e.g. academic confidence, measured by the instrument. In order to assess the 

relationship between academic self-concept and language learning anxiety, Pearson’s 

product-moment correlation coefficients of all the related variables were obtained.  

To address the second and third research questions regarding academic confidence and 

effort in students with different anxiety levels, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 

performed on the data, using the academic self-concept related variables as the dependent 

variables. Before MANOVA was conducted, subjects were classified into three different levels 

based on their anxiety scores from the FLCAS. The highest possible score on the anxiety scale 

was 198; the subjects’ anxiety scores in this study ranged from 56 to 182. Students with higher 

scores were assigned to a higher level, indicating a greater level of foreign language anxiety. 

 Finally, to more precisely identify the differences in academic self-concept between two the 

groups of students at the two extremes of a wide ranging distribution, subjects with anxiety 

scores one or more standard deviations above the overall mean were further classified into the 

high-anxiety group; those whose scores were one or more standard deviations below the overall 

mean were classified into the low-anxiety group. The means and percentages of responses to 

each academic self-concept scale item between these two extreme groups were then analyzed 

and compared. MANOVA was also performed on the item scores to obtain a more accurate 

analysis. 

 

Results 

Table 2 presents the number and percentage of students in each anxiety level group. The means 
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and standard deviations of the academic self-concept and language learning anxiety scores were 

computed for each anxiety level. The results are shown in Table 3.  

 

Table 2 Number and Percentage of Students in Each Anxiety Level 

       Level 1           Level 2            Level 3            Total 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Male        26           86             16        128 
Female        12           73             20           105 
Total        38        159            36           233 
Percentage      16.3        68.2         15.5           100 
Score Range      56-98       99-139       140-182 

Note. Level 1 = Low Anxiety Group; Level 2 = Middle Anxiety Group; Level 3 = High Anxiety Group 

 

 

Table 3 Means and Standard Deviations of Learners’ Academic Self-Concept and Language Anxiety 
Scores 

               Level 1                   Level 2                 Level 3    
                 M         SD            M     SD          M         SD    
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Confidence      37.95      6.76        31.43    5.65        24.69    6.33   
Effort      43.37      7.75        38.18    6.11        34.11     7.37    
Overall      81.32     13.10        69.61    10.32        58.81    11.71  
Anxiety      85.00     10.31         119.92    11.48     153.75    12.68    

Note. Confidence = Academic Confidence; Effort = Academic Effort; Overall = Overall Academic Self-Concept; 
Anxiety = Language Learning Anxiety 

 

 

As is evident from Table 3, when the anxiety scores increase, the academic self-concept 

scores decrease. To ascertain the relationship between these two variables, a Pearson 

product-moment correlation matrix was obtained and analyzed for the full sample. The 

correlation coefficients indicate not only the magnitude but also the direction of relationships 

among all the related variables. The Pearson correlations are presented in Table 4. 

The results in Table 4 show that language anxiety is moderately and significantly correlated 

with student academic confidence (-.62), academic effort (-.45), and of course, overall academic 

self-concept (-.59). Notable is the fact that all of the variables are negatively related. Students 

who are more susceptible to language anxiety in the EFL classroom tend to have lower academic 

self-confidence and effort scores, although language anxiety is more strongly correlated with 

confidence than with effort. 
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Table 4 Correlations between Academic Self-Concept and Language Learning Anxiety for the Full 
Sample 

      Confidence       Effort       Overall         Anxiety  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Confidence       –    

Effort       .624 **       – 

Overall       .900 **          902 **        – 

Anxiety       -.621**         -.450 **       -.594 **        – 

** p < .01 

 
 

 To determine the answers to the second and third research questions, multivariate analysis of 

variance was performed on the data, clarifying the relationship between academic self-concept 

and language anxiety. The findings are shown in Table 5. Differences in academic confidence, 

academic effort, and overall academic self-concept among students in the three different anxiety 

levels were found to be highly significant. The Scheffe test was further employed to make post 

hoc comparisons among these three group means for each dependent variable. The results 

showed that the high-anxiety students had significantly lower academic confidence, effort, and 

overall self-concept scores than any other group. On the other hand, students grouped into the 

low anxiety level had the highest scores for all of the investigated variables. These findings 

indicate that the low-anxiety group had the highest confidence and were most willing to work 

hard on their English coursework and get involved in learning. 

 

 

Table 5 Multivariate Analysis of Variance Test Results for Academic Confidence and Academic Effort 

Source of     Dependent      Type III         df         Mean  
Variation    Variable    Sum of Squares         Square     F       Sig. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Level   Confidence      3247.23       2         1623.62    45.89      .000 ** 
    Effort       1607.77       2         803.89     18.43      .000 ** 
    Overall       9396.07    2         4698.04    38.61      .000 ** 

Note. Level = Anxiety Level; ** p < .01 
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Table 6 Means and Standard Deviations of Responses to Individual ASC Items of the Low- 
and High-Anxiety Groups    

Items          Low-Anxiety Group               High-Anxiety Group     
                   Means           SD             Means          SD 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Confidence 

1.        4.53    1.03        2.89       1.19 
3.        4.00    0.96        2.44       1.11 
5.        5.08    0.82        4.39       1.20 
7.        3.55    1.19        1.83       0.85 
9.        4.39    0.97        3.14       1.17 
11.        4.11    1.09        2.50       1.32 
14.        4.26    1.45        2.25       1.20 
16.        3.97    1.33        2.64       1.29 
18.        4.05    1.04        2.61       1.42 

Effort 
2.         4.18    1.11        2.75       1.13 
4.        4.11    1.31        2.97       1.08 
6.        4.21    0.91        3.61       1.13 
8.        4.08    1.02        4.14       1.31 
10.        4.63     1.10        3.28       1.39 
12.        4.92    1.02        4.64       1.17 
13.        4.87    1.17        3.31       1.64 
15.        3.61    1.28        2.50       1.23 
17.        4.37    0.94        3.75       1.13 
19.        4.39    1.03        3.17       1.21 

 

To further examine the differences in academic self-concept among these EFL students, 38 

subjects with anxiety scores one or more standard deviations above the overall mean were 

identified as the highest anxiety group and, similarly, 36 subjects with scores one or more 

standard deviations below the overall mean were identified as the lowest anxiety group. Table 6 

reports the means and standard deviations of the item scores for each group. The two groups of 

students clearly had greater differences in their perceptions of confidence than in academic 

effort. 

Table 7 shows the percentages of item scores for the academic self-concept questions. For 

each individual item, responses were categorized into those in the negative direction and those in 

the positive direction. Negative responses indicated different degrees of disagreement on the 

ASC scale, while positive responses indicated different degrees of agreement. 
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Table 7 Combined Percentages of Responses to Individual ASC Items of the Low-  
and High-Anxiety Groups 

Items               Low-Anxiety Group             High-Anxiety Group     
                      Negative        Positive        Negative         Positive 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Confidence 
1. can easily follow the lesson    

      13.2    86.8       80.6      19.4 
3. able to help classmates    

      26.3    73.7       83.3      16.7 
5. able to achieve academic goals    

      2.6        97.4       25.0      75.0 
7. * classmates are smarter    

      44.7    55.3       97.2      2.8 
9. * teacher’s perception about my performance    

      15.8    84.2       69.4      30.6 
11. *  often forget what has been learned    

      26.3    73.7       80.6      19.4 
14. English is one of the subjects I am good at    

      26.3    73.7       86.1      13.9 
16. * test results are not good enough     

      34.2    65.8       77.8      22.2 
18. better performance than friends    

      31.6    68.4       75.0      25.0 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Effort 
2. * day-dream a lot in English classes    

      28.9    71.1       72.2      27.8 
4. * often do homework without thinking    

      31.6    68.4       61.1      38.9 
6. pay attention to teachers    

      21.1    78.9       38.9      61.1 
8. study hard for tests    

      23.7    76.3       25.0         75.0 
10. interested in English schoolwork    

      21.1    78.9       58.3      41.7 
12. try hard to pass all tests    

      5.3          94.7       13.9      86.1 
13. never feel like quitting    

      13.2    86.8       61.1      38.9 
15. *  always wait for lessons to end    

      47.4    52.6       83.3      16.7 
17. do not give up easily when encountering difficulty    

      21.1    78.9       38.9      61.1 
19. * do not want to put in more effort 
            15.8    84.2       58.3      41.7 

Note. Negative = Negative Responses; Positive = Positive Responses 

* negatively worded items 

 

Finally, MANOVA was performed on the 19 item scores. All the differences between the 

highest and lowest anxiety groups were found to be highly significant (p < .01), except for the 
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two items concerning academic effort (questions 8 and 12). Both questions asked students 

whether they do their best to prepare for English tests. The greatest differences in average 

academic confidence scores between the two groups of students were identified in questions 14, 

7, and 1; listed in descending order, they ask: (1) whether they think they are good at English, (2) 

whether they think most of their classmates are smarter than they are, and (3) if they can easily 

follow the lessons in English classes. For the question concerning English competence, about 

74% of the subjects in the lowest anxiety level gave positive responses, while only 14% in the 

highest anxiety level gave positive responses (see Figure 1). It is noteworthy that when asked 

whether they thought most of their classmates were smarter, nearly 45% of the low-anxiety 

subjects responded negatively, while a strikingly high 97% of the subjects in the highest anxiety 

group responded negatively (see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1: I am Good At English (AC Item 14) 
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Figure 2: Classmates Are Smarter (AC Item 7) 

 

With respect to academic effort, the greatest difference between the two anxiety groups was 

detected when asked whether they ever felt like quitting (item 13). While only 13% of the 

subjects in the low anxiety group gave responses in the negative direction (i.e. they reported 

feeling like quitting), 61% of the subjects on the opposite end of the anxiety scale responded 

negatively. The other most noticeable discrepancies in academic effort were identified when 

asked whether they day-dream a lot during the class (item 2) and whether they are interested in 

English coursework (item 10). 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study explores the academic self-concept of students with different degrees of anxiety in the 

foreign language classroom. Prior research has shown that language anxiety may have a 

debilitating impact on student learning (Awan, Azher, Anwar, & Naz, 2010; Aydin, 2008; 

MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989, 1991b; Onwuegbuzie, Bailey, & Daley, 1999; Zhao, 2007; Wei, 

2007). A number of researchers have also suggested that specific academic self-concepts have a 

determining influence on academic achievement (Choi, 2005; De Fraine, Van Damme, & 

Onghena, 2007, Marsh, Hau, & Kong, 2002), but little research has been done to understand how 

anxious EFL learners perceive themselves specifically with respect to their language 

performance.  

The findings of this study establish that academic self-concept is significantly and 
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negatively correlated with language learning anxiety in Taiwan’s EFL setting. Students in the low 

anxiety group had a more positive overall academic self-concept than their counterparts in the 

other groups as they exhibited significantly higher academic confidence and learning effort. In 

contrast, highly anxious students scored lower on the ASC scale as they tended to feel less 

confident about their academic capability and were less involved and interested in their 

coursework.  

The results indicate a stronger negative relationship between self-confidence and language 

anxiety than between academic effort and anxiety. This is congruent with Liu’s (2010a) finding 

that EFL learners’ self-evaluation of language performance was more strongly related to 

academic confidence than to academic effort. Students who feel less confident about their 

academic competence are more likely to have a less positive perception of their language 

proficiency, and vice versa. Therefore, they are at higher risk of becoming anxious about their 

performance in foreign language classes. Many other researchers have also noted the negative 

relation between anxiety and student expectations of their language proficiency (MacIntyre, 1999; 

MacIntyre, Noels, & Clément, 1997; Onwuegbuzie et al., 1999).  

Although significant differences were found in either academic confidence or effort 

between the low- and high-anxiety groups, discrepancies in student perceptions of academic 

confidence were more noticeable than in academic effort. The greatest differences in academic 

confidence were identified in (1) the students’ self-evaluation of their own language competence 

and (2) their perceptions about classmates’ learning capability. Surprisingly, a near total 

percentage of students at the highest end of the anxiety scale believed that they were not as smart 

as their classmates. When asked to evaluate their own English performance, the majority of the 

students in this same group responded in the negative direction. It should be noted that, at the 

time the anxiety scale was administered, all subjects had been grouped into different levels of 

classes according to their English proficiency for one year. The study revealed that students with 

the highest levels of anxiety tended to have very little confidence in themselves, even though 

their classmates were of similar ability level. 

The results of this investigation offered important implications for language instructors not 

to ignore the effects of language anxiety on language learning. Learner anxiety, academic 

self-concept, and language achievement may be interrelated and may influence each other. It is 

imperative that language teachers encourage learners who are at risk of anxiety to think more 

positively about their abilities and help them build more self-confidence. As noted by Dӧrnyei 
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(2001), self-confidence is a “social product” which is “created and shaped by the people around 

us” (p. 90). Teachers can play a significant role in enhancing their students’ academic confidence. 

Some motivational strategies reported by Dӧrnyei may be useful: teachers should (1) provide 

opportunities to experience success in the language classroom, (2) regularly encourage students 

by reminding them of their personal strengths and abilities, (3) provide a low-stress and 

supportive classroom environment, and (4) teach language learning strategies to help students 

learn more effectively. 

Furthermore, in addition to enhancing self-confidence, it is also important for instructors to 

help those susceptible to anxiety manage it. Teachers cannot expect their students to become 

interested and motivated or perform well in the language classroom without paying attention to 

learner anxiety. As suggested by Onwuegbuzie, Bailey and Daley (2000), language anxiety is an 

indispensable variable when predicting foreign language achievement. Many researchers such as 

Young (1991, 1999) have proposed useful techniques to combat language anxiety that are 

source-specific. For example, teachers can help students recognize their fears through group 

activities, encourage them to form more realistic expectations, provide them with regular positive 

feedback, and adapt learning activities to the affective needs of the students. Indeed, how to 

prevent language anxiety from becoming an obstacle in the learning process is a task that 

requires immediate attention and efforts of all EFL teachers.  

 

References 

Aida, Y. (1994). Examination of Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope’s construct of foreign  

language anxiety: The case of students of Japanese. The Modern Language Journal, 78(2), 

155-168. 

Awan, R.-u.-N. Azher, M., Anwar, M. N., & Naz, A. (2010). An investigation of  

foreign language classroom anxiety and its relationship with students’  

achievement. Journal of College Teaching & Learning, 7(11), 33-40. 

Aydin, S. (2008). An investigation on the language anxiety and fear of negative  

evaluation among Turkish EFL learners. Asian EFL Journal, 30(1), 421-444. 

Bryne, B. M., & Shavelson, R. J. (1987). Adolescent self-concept: Testing the  

assumption of equivalent structure across gender. American Educational Research Journal, 

24(3), 365-385. 

Chan, D. Y. C., & Wu, G. C. (2004). A study of foreign language anxiety of EFL  



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

168 
 

elementary school students in Taipei county. Journal of National Taipei Teachers  

College, 17(2), 287-320. 

Chao, C. T. (2003). Foreign language anxiety and emotional intelligence: A study of  

EFL students in Taiwan. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Texas A&M  

University, Kingsville. 

Chen, T. Y. & Chang, G. B. Y. (2004). The relationship between foreign language  

anxiety and learning difficulties. Foreign Language Annals, 37(2), 279-287. 

Cheng, Y.-s. (2002). Factors associated with foreign language writing anxiety. Foreign  

Language Annals, 35(5), 647-656. 

Cheng, Y.-s. (2004). EFL students’ writing anxiety: Sources and Implications. English  

Teaching & Learning, 29(2), 41-62. 

Cheng, Y.-s. (2005). EFL learners’ listening comprehension anxiety. English Teaching  

& Learning, 29(3), 25-44. 

Cheng, Y. s., Horwitz, E. K., & Schallert, D. L. (1999). Language anxiety:  

Differentiating writing and speaking components. Language Learning, 49(3): 417-446. 

Choi, N. (2005). Self-efficacy and self-concept as predictors of college students’  

academic performance. Psychology in the Schools, 42(2), 197-205. 

De Fraine, B., Van Damme, J., & Onghena, P. (2007). A longitudinal analysis of  

gender differences in academic self-concept and language achievement: A  

multivariate multilevel latent growth approach. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 

32(1), 132-150. 

Dickhӓuser, O. (2005). A fresh look: Testing the internal/external frame of reference  

model with frame-specific academic self-concepts. Educational Research, 47(3), 279-290. 

Dӧrnyei, Z. (2001). Motivational strategies in the language classroom. Cambridge,  

UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Gardner, R. C. (1985). Social psychology and second language learning. Rowley,  

MA: Newbury House.  

Gardner, R. C., & MacIntyre, P. D. (1993). A student’s contributions to  

second-language learning. Part II: Affective variables. Language Teaching, 26, 1-11. 

Guay, F., Marsh, H. W., & Boivin, M. (2003). Academic self-concept and academic  

achievement: Developmental perspectives on their causal ordering. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 95, 124-136. 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

169 
 

Guay, F., Ratelle, C. F., Roy, A., & Litalien, D. (2010). Academic self-concept,  

autonomous academic motivation, and academic achievement: Mediating and additive 

effects. Learning and Individual Differences, 20, 644-653. 

Helmke, K. G., & van Aken, M. A. G. (1995). The causal ordering of academic  

achievement and self-concept of ability during elementary school: A longitudinal study. 

Journal of Educational Psychology, 87, 624-637. 

Horwitz, E. K. (1986). Preliminary evidence for the reliability and validity of a  

foreign language anxiety scale. TESOL Quarterly, 20, 559-562. 

Horwitz, E. K. (2001). Language anxiety and achievement. Annual Review of Applied  

Linguistics, 21, 112-126. 

Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., Cope, J. (1986). Foreign language classroom anxiety.  

The Modern Language Journal, 70 (2), 125-132. 

Jen, C. -Y. (2003). Anxiety in English language classrooms: An investigation of  

Taiwanese secondary school students’ foreign language anxiety in four  

classroom contexts. Unpublished master thesis, University of Bristol. 

Kim, J.-h. (2000). Foreign language listening anxiety: A study of Korean students  

learning English. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Texas, Austin.  

Kim, S. Y. (2009). Questioning the stability of foreign language classroom anxiety  

and motivation across different classroom contexts. Foreign Language Annals, 42(1), 

138-157. 

Kornilova, T. V., Kornilov, S. A., & Chumakova, M. A. (2009). Subjective evaluations  

of intelligence and academic self-concept predict academic achievement: Evidence from a 

selective student population. Learning and Individual Differences, 19, 596-608. 

Kurtz-Costes, B. E., & Schneider, W. (1994). Self-concept, attributional beliefs, and  

school achievement: A longitudinal analysis. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 19, 

199-216. 

Liu, H. J. (2010a). The relation of academic self-concept to motivation among  

university EFL students. Feng Chia Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, 20, 

207-225. 

Liu, H. J. (2010b). Foreign language anxiety in university classes: A study of its  

relationship with English reading performance. Providence Forum: Language  

and Humanities, 4(1), 173-194. 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

170 
 

Liu, W. C., & Wang, C. K. J. (2005). Academic self-concept: A cross-sectional study  

of grade and gender differences in a Singapore secondary school. Asia Pacific Education 

Review, 6(1), 20-27. 

Liu, , W. C., Wang, C. K., J., & Parkins, E. J. (2005). A longitudinal study of students’  

academic self-concept in a streamed setting: The Singapore context. British Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 75, 567-586. 

MacIntyre, P. D. (1999). Language anxiety: A review of the research for language  

teachers. In D. J. Young (Ed.), Affect in foreign language and second language learning: A 

practical guide to creating a low-anxiety classroom atmosphere. Boston: McGraw-Hill 

College. 

MacIntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1989). Anxiety and second-language learning:  

Toward a theoretical clarification. Language Learning, 39(2), 251-275. 

MacIntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1991a). Methods and results in the study of  

anxiety and language learning: A review of the literature. Language Learning, 41 (1), 

85-117. 

MacIntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1991b). Language anxiety: Its relationship to  

other anxieties and to processing in native and second languages. Language Learning, 41(4), 

513-534. 

MacIntyre, P. D., Noels, K. A., & Clément, R. (1997). Biases in self-ratings of second  

language proficiency: The role of language anxiety. Language Learning, 47(2), 265-287. 

Marsh, H. W. (1991). Failure of high-ability high schools to deliver academic benefits  

commensurate with their students’ ability levels. American Educational Research Journal, 

28(2), 445-480. 

Marsh, H. W. (1994). Using the national longitudinal study of 1988 to evaluate  

theoretical models of self-concept: The self-description questionnaire. Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 86 (3), 439-455. 

Marsh, H. W. (1986). Verbal and math self-concepts: An internal/external frame of  

reference model. American Educational Research Journal, 23(1), 129-149. 

Marsh, H. W. (1990a). The structure of academic self-concept: The Marsh/Shavelson  

Model. Journal of Educational Psychology, 82(4), 623-636. 

Marsh, H. W. (1990b). Causal ordering of academic self-concept and academic  

achievement: A multiwave, longitudinal panel analysis. Journal of Educational Psychology, 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

171 
 

82(4), 646-656. 

Marsh, H. W., Byrne, B. M., & Shavelson, R. J. (1988). A multifaceted academic  

self-concept: Its hierarchical structure and its relation to academic achievement. Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 80, 366-380. 

Marsh, H. W., Byrne, B. M., & Yeung, A. S. (1999). Causal ordering of academic  

self-concept and achievement: Reanalysis of a pioneering study and revised 

recommendations. Educational Psychologist, 34(3), 155-167. 

Marsh, H. W., Chessor, D., Craven, R., & Roche, L. (1995). The effects of gifted and  

talented programs on academic self-concept: The big fish strikes again. American 

Educational Research Journal, 32 (2), 285-319. 

Marsh, H. W., & Hau, K.-T. (2003). Big fish little pond effect on academic  

self-concept: A cross-cultural (26 country) test of the negative effects of academically 

selective schools. American Psychologist, 58(5), 364-376. 

Marsh, H. W., Hau, K.-T., & Kong, C.-K. (2002). Multilevel causal ordering of  

academic self-concept and achievement: Influence of language of instruction  

(English compared with Chinese) for Hong Kong students. American Educational Research 

Journal, 39(3), 727-763. 

Marsh, H. W., Kong, C.-K., & Hau, K.-T. (2000). Longitudinal multilevel models of  

the big-fish-little-pond effect on academic self-concept: counterbalancing contrast and 

reflected-glory effects in Hong Kong schools. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

78 (2), 337-349. 

Marsh, H. W., Kong, C.-K., & Hau, K.-T. (2001). Extension of the internal/external  

frame of reference model of self-concept formation: Importance of native and nonnative 

languages for Chinese students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 93(3), 543-553. 

Marsh, H. W., & Parker, J. W. (1984). Determinants of student self-concept: Is it  

better to be a relatively large fish in a small pond even if you don’t learn to swim as well? 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47(1), 213-231. 

Marsh, H. W., Trautwein, U., Lüdtke, O., Köller, O., & Baumert, J. (2005). Academic  

self-concept, interest, grades, and standardized test scores: Reciprocal effects models of 

causal ordering. Child Development, 76(2), 397-416. 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., Bailey, P., & Daley, C. E. (1999). Factors associated with foreign  

language anxiety. Applied Psycholinguistics, 20, 217-239. 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

172 
 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., Bailey, P., & Daley, C. E. (2000). Cognitive, affective, 

personality, and demographic predictors of foreign-language achievement. The Journal of 

Educational Research, 94(1), 3-15. 

Rinn, A. N., Plucker, J. A., & Stocking, V. B. (2010). Fostering gifted students’ 

affective development: A look at the impact of academic self-concept. Teaching Exceptional 

Children Plus, 6(4), 2-13.  

Rost, D. H., Sparfeldt, J. R., Dickhӓuser, O., & Schilling, S. R. (2005). Dimensional  

comparisons in subject-specific academic self-concepts and achievements: A 

quasi-experimental approach. Learning and Instruction, 15, 557-570. 

Saito, Y., Horwitz, E. K., & Garza, T. J. (1999). Foreign language reading anxiety. The  

Modern Language Journal, 83(2), 202-218. 

Shavelson, R. J., Hubner, J. J., & Stanton, G. C. (1976). Self-concept: Validation of  

construct interpretations. Review of Educational Research, 46, 407-441. 

Skaalvik, E. M., & Skaalvik, S. (2002). Internal and external frames of reference for  

academic self-concept. Educational Psychologist, 37(4), 233-244. 

Strein, W. (1993). Advances in research on academic self-concept: Implications for  

school psychology. School Psychology Review, 22(2), 273-284. 

Vogely, A. J. (1998). Listening comprehension anxiety: Students’ reported sources and  

solutions. Foreign Language Annals, 31(1), 67-80. 

Wang, S. (2010). An experimental study of Chinese English major students’ listening  

anxiety of classroom learning activity at the university level. Journal of Language Teaching 

and Research, 1(5), 562-568. 

Wei, M. (2007). The interrelatedness of affective factors in EFL learning: An  

examination of motivational patterns in relation to anxiety in China. TESL-EJ, 11(1), 1-23. 

Williams, K. E., & Andrade, M. R. (2008). Foreign language learning anxiety in  

Japanese EFL university classes: Causes, coping, and locus of control. Electronic Journal of 

Foreign Language Teaching, 5(2), 181-191. 

Wu, H. J. (2011). Anxiety and reading comprehension performance in English as a  

foreign language. Asian EFL Journal, 13(2), 273-307. 

Yan, J. X., & Horwitz, E. K. (2008). Learners’ perceptions of how anxiety interacts  

with personal and instructional factors to influence their achievement in English: A 

qualitative analysis of EFL learners in China. Language Learning, 58(1), 151-183. 



Asian EFL Journal. Volume 14, Issue 4 

 
 

173 
 

Yeung, A. S., & Lau, I. C. (1998). The verbal academic self-concept structure of  

university students in a colonial population. Paper presented at the International Conference 

of the University of Malaysia Faculty of Language. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service 

No. ED 431 332) 

Young, D. J. (1991). Creating a low-anxiety classroom environment: What does  

language anxiety research suggest? The Modern Language Journal, 75(4), 426-439. 

Young, D. J. (1999). Giving priority to the language learner first. In D. J. Young (Ed.),  

Affect in foreign language and second language learning. Boston: McGraw-Hill College. 

Zhao, N. (2007). A study of high school students’ English learning anxiety. Asian EFL  

Journal, 9(3), 22-34. 

 



 

Evaluating the effectiveness of genre-based instruction: A writing course of 

English for hospitality and tourism 

 

Wen-hsien Yang  

National Kaohsiung University of Hospitality and Tourism, Taiwan 
yangwenhsien@mail.nkuht.edu.tw 

 
 
Biodata: 
Dr. Wen-hsien Yang is currently Assistant Professor in the Department of Applied English at 
National Kaohsiung University of Hospitality & Tourism, Taiwan. He obtained his doctorate from 
the University of Exeter, U.K. His research interests include genre analysis, ESP writing and 
intercultural rhetoric analysis. 
 
Abstract 
This study investigates 24 ESP learners’ progress in composing three different promotional 
brochures in an 18-week genre-based writing course. Each student’s work was revised three times 
and subsequently evaluated by non-Chinese speakers based on the authenticity of the design and the 
motivation of visiting the venue. Follow-up interviews were also conducted to probe learners’ 
perceptions of the instruction. The results confirmed that conscious instruction in the use of 
genre-appropriate words, sentence structures and moves was felt to be effective. However, more 
keywords were generated when the students revised their texts. Although the findings appear to be 
contradictory to some degree, nonetheless this study may be helpful to ESP teachers who would like 
to conduct genre-based writing instruction in other disciplines. 
 
Key Words: genre analysis, evaluating genre-based writing instructions, keyword analysis, students’ 
perceptions and attitudes 

 

 

Introduction 

English writing has been perceived as one of the most difficult subjects to teach in Taiwanese 

universities for quite a long time; this is consistent with the fact that Taiwanese university students’ 

writing performance has consistently been rated as lower than the other language skills (LTTC, 2011). 

The reasons for this likely stem from a number of causes, but one likely explanation is that students 

do not sense the relevance of writing to their future educational or career needs: this is especially 

plausible for polytechnic university students. Most of the writing instruction for these students is 

English for general purposes (EGP); therefore, their course work may not be targeted or relevant to 

their specific needs. This situation may not only fail to facilitate motivation in these students, but 

could even be detrimental. Hence, it is worthwhile considering whether English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP) can provide an alternate perspective for teaching college writing. 

Currently, few Taiwanese universities have constructed ESP courses to address learners’ needs 

for their future workplaces (Chern, 2010) and receive language educators’ and researchers’ attention, 
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though the effectiveness of this attention has not been made finally clear yet. However, it is apparent 

that ESP courses are becoming a trend in polytechnic universities, owing to the educational 

authorities’ promotions and incentives. Furthermore, a genre approach is highly compatible with the 

writing needs of different professions, as they are specific, relevant and targeted (Hyland, 2007); it is 

a suitable approach for connecting language with appropriate contexts. In addition, the effectiveness 

of genre-based approaches to teaching ESP writing has been evidenced in Taiwan (Lee & Chen, 2009) 

as well in other Asian settings. Based on these findings, there is a strong reason for positing that a 

genre-based approach could also be an appropriate direction for teaching ESP writing courses in 

Taiwan. It is in light of considerations such as these that genre-based writing instruction (GBWI) was 

implemented in an ESP course, and looked into how the learners perceived GBWI. It is hoped that 

this investigation can shed light on researching and teaching ESP courses in Asian EFL settings. 

 

Literature Review 

The effectiveness and challenges of genre-based writing instruction (GBWI) 

Genre, according to Hyland (2004), nowadays has a broad inclusion beyond its traditional literary 

texts. Instead, it can refer to professional, academic and even everyday forms of speech acts and 

writing texts, and a study of it stresses the connection between form and context, and the 

importance of description and analysis. Thus, analysing genre explores specific uses of language 

and focuses on describing how people use language to engage in specific recurring situations within 

discourse communities (Swales, 1990). It offers language educators useful ways of treating 

conventionalised aspects of texts as well as opportunities to design activities to raise learners’ genre 

awareness, which can potentially make them better writers (Hyland, 2004; Paltridge, 2001). 

Indeed, genre analysis or corpus-based research on teaching English, especially the 

form-focused approach, has been studied a great deal in both English for academic purposes (e.g. 

Carstens, 2008; Cheng, 2006; Hyland, 2010; Hyon, 2008; Johns, 2008; Samraj & Monk, 2008) and 

English for occupational purposes (e.g. Hafner, 2010; Karlsson, 2009; Matt, 2007; Osman, 2008). 

Furthermore, much of the research upholds the effectiveness of this approach (Lee & Chen, 2009). 

Genre-based approaches (GBA) can provide learners with real world models for writing, which can 

better stimulate their interest and thus enhance their confidence in coping with specific writing tasks 

(Osman, 2008). Furthermore, as Hyland argues (2004, p.18), GBA offers ESP learners “explicit and 

systematic explanations of the ways language functions in social context.” With GBA, students learn 

not only the relevant language forms of a genre but also the context in which language is used, which 

helps learners acquire the specialist culture as well (Bhatia, 1997). Besides, it can provide ESP 

practitioners with insights into how a particular language is used by its members in a discourse 

community. As Paltridge (2001) argues, teaching genres can provide learners with the knowledge 
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and skills they need to communicate successfully. Besides, it also provides them with access to 

socially powerful forms of language. Therefore, GBA can potentially accommodate both ESP 

practitioners’ and learners’ needs. 

Nevertheless, the use of GBA poses a number of challenges that must be faced. The major 

critique is that it is often seen as offering teachers and learners a formulaic, mechanical, rigid, 

conformable, restrictive, and prescriptive how-to-do list (e.g. Kay & Dudley-Evans, 1998; Raimes, 

1991). This poses the danger that both parties may fail to recognise variations, choices and constraints 

within a specific genre; thus, teachers should be aware of what the claims of the effectiveness of GBA 

actually entail (Belcher, 2004). Dudley-Evans (2002, p. 235) cautions teachers to not overly rely on a 

set of moves of a given genre because “this approach will not confront many of the day-to-day 

problems students encounter when writing the actual genres.”  Furthermore, this could hinder both 

teachers’ and learners’ critical thinking skills, and thus prevent them from generating innovative 

solutions to responding to changing contexts. Hence, instead of teaching fixed structural patterns or 

forms, it would be more useful to try to impart tendencies and trends. 

In addition, for EFL teachers who are taking on the roles of ESP practitioners, adopting GBA may 

make them face a number of additional dilemmas. For instance, instructors are expected to be 

organisers, coaches, cultural resources, and providers of feedback and discipline knowledge, which 

would make them confused and anxious, as these additional roles are different from what they were 

traditionally expected to be (Wennerstrom, 2003; Yang, 2009). Language teachers have to be 

content- and culture-knowers regarding other academic disciplines or occupations. How teachers can 

be become qualified as ESP practitioners becomes a crucial issue. It is hoped that the motivation for 

making this transition will increase as more and more studies reporting on the effectiveness of GBA 

toward writing come to light (Osman, 2008). 

 

The evaluation of GBWI 

To gauge the effectiveness of GBWI, many investigations placed the students into two groups i.e. the 

experimental group instructed with GBWI and the control group taught with traditional approaches. 

Most of these studies confirmed that the experimental group achieved the following: first of all, 

participants’ writing significantly improved. In addition, they also showed an increase in the use of 

the communicative moves in their writing. Besides, they actively participated in the class activities, 

and also obtained explicit knowledge about English and the genres taught. These achievements 

helped them form positive attitudes towards GBWI accordingly (see examples as Cheng, 2008; 

Emilia, 2005; Krisnachinda, 2006).  

Besides, some researchers have proposed the integration of GBA with other approaches in order 

to maximise its effectiveness. For example, Lin (2006) initiated a Vygotskian GBA model (see 
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Vygotsky, 1978), which emphasised the co-construction of knowledge and skills of genre context by 

teachers and students. His approach led students to show an increasing confidence in, and command 

of, their writing ability. Also, Kim and Kim (2005), Gao (2007), and Tang, Zhang and Dong (2009) 

have suggested conducting an eclectic GBA integrated with other approaches such as cooperative, 

process, product or process-genre approaches, aiming to mitigate the concern that GBA may 

overemphasise product and accuracy. They have argued for the importance of scaffolding language 

and learning, allowing language use to serve as creative self-expression, and providing meaningful 

responses, diverse types of feedback and formative assessment. Such integration has the potential to 

highlight the significance of writing as a process leading to a product, and also contextualises the 

writing to help the audience better understand the purpose of the writing (Hung, 2008). 

 

Gaps in the literature 

Most of the above investigations have tended to emphasize what learners learn at the expense of how 

they learn to write, but ignored the importance of more learner-focused research. Thus, this project 

attempts to address this gap by attending to both the writing output and the students’ perceptions of 

their writing development. The second gap is the current lack of research on the effectiveness of GBA 

and ESP writing in the context of Taiwanese universities. These university students have been shown 

to have lower proficiency and motivation for writing English. In order to address this concern, this 

study argues that adopting genre-based approaches to teaching ESP writing courses may be more 

valuable for university students. It is hoped that the results of this study can offer new directions for 

future research and lead to the adoption of GBA in similar settings. 

 

Methodology 

Participants and procedures 

The study was carried out at a national university in Taiwan. Twenty-four fourth-year English majors 

were enrolled in the compulsory course English Writing for Hospitality and Tourism, and all agreed 

to participate in this research. This university is a well-known institute island-wide owing to its 

‘sandwich curriculum design’, wherein the students are required to have an internship placement 

during their third year, off campus in relevant domestic or international hospitality and tourism 

industries. Then, the students return to the university in their fourth year to resume their studies. 

Nineteen of the participants completed their internship placements in foreign countries, including 

England, Singapore, Canada, and Macau, while the rest stayed in Taiwan for their placements. 

The 2-hour per week course lasted for 18 weeks from September 2010 to January 2011. The 

course was divided into three phases, each of which had one required assignment i.e. hotel, tourist 

attraction, and holiday brochures. Each of the three cycles followed identical procedural instructions. 
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First, students read authentic brochures, identified the sub-genres along with their features, analysed 

the obligatory and optional moves, and then submitted their first drafts. Next, the instructor analysed 

the lexis used in the authentic texts and the students’ writing, and the students were subsequently 

required to modify the inappropriate or wrong lexis, moves, and grammar, and then resubmitted a 

revised version. Then, this second version underwent the same set of procedures to be revised for a 

second time. The subsequent third version was used as the final product. In other words, each 

student’s self-designed brochure should be revised and resubmitted two times (termed as V1, V2, and 

V3 in this study). Therefore, there were 72 texts in total for each type of brochure (see a sample in 

Appendix A).  

After the end of a cycle, the instructor graded the writings based on the criteria of content, word 

use, moves arrangement, and grammatical usages. Furthermore, non-Chinese readers were asked to 

evaluate the texts as well. They were provided with three versions of one brochure type and were 

asked to decide on the best version in terms of the authenticity of the text as well as the degree to 

which the brochure succeeded in stimulating their interest in visiting/purchasing the product. At the 

end of the course, the 24 students were placed into four groups, with an average of six members per 

group, according to their academic performance in the university, in order to be interviewed by the 

researcher in Chinese. The rationale for this grouping was to investigate whether the students’ 

academic achievement was correlated with their performance and attitudes towards genre-based 

writing instructions. Each group interview was conducted for half an hour during the 18
th

 week of the 

course. 

 

Research instruments and data analysis 

On the basis of the above procedures, two different kinds of data were collected for analysis. The first 

type is quantitative data, coming from the lexis used in the authentic texts and the students’ texts. 

After the texts were gathered, all the words in the authentic and students’ texts were analysed using 

the computer tool Wordsmith v.5.0 (WS) (Scott, 2008). Then, the second step was to wordlist. The 

two major categories of the texts were imported to generate two separate wordlists. 

Next, keywording was undertaken, following similar procedures as wordlisting. The major 

difference lies in the fact that there must be two word-lists in order to generate a keyword list: one is 

the study/main corpus from which keywords are identified, and the other is a wordlist serving as the 

reference/comparison corpus. The reason it requires two different corpora is that keywording 

operates via examining the items of unusual frequency (Scott & Tribble, 2006), and this helps 

researchers locate the specific words in one genre in comparison with a reference corpus.  

To generate the keywords in each type of brochure, the British National Corpus (BNC) was used 

as the reference corpus and the wordlist of the authentic texts was used as the study corpus. Similarly, 
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to generate the students’ overused and underused keywords, the main corpus is the wordlist of their 

texts and the comparison corpus is the wordlist of the authentic texts. In other words, the authentic 

texts serve as the study corpus in this first keywording and the comparison corpus in the second 

operation. 

These two different keyword lists have different implications. On one hand, the keywords 

generated from the authentic texts are essential for characterizing the distinctive lexis of a particular 

register/genre. On the other hand, the overused keywords generated from the students’ texts, i.e. those 

words appearing at a markedly higher frequency, should be reduced in students’ usage; the underused 

keywords, conversely, need to have more attention in order to encourage a greater use of them. 

The second type of data is qualitative data, taken from the readers’ evaluations and the 

interviews with the students. The evaluators’ choices were calculated and tabulated by EXCEL, and 

their written comments were encoded under various headings. The voice-recorded interviews were 

translated into English and the transcription was looked over by a Taiwanese EFL instructor to check 

the veracity of the Chinese-English translation, and, in addition, was proofread by another native EFL 

instructor to check the accuracy of the English translated text. Next, the translated texts were 

processed by using the software Weft QDA (Fenton, 2006). Similarly, the coding was also checked 

by the two aforementioned colleagues. The study applied ground theory, which is extensively used to 

treat the qualitative data in coding data with similar concepts into various categories (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). 

 

Results and Discussion 

Results from the quantitative keywords analysis 

First, the statistics of the three phases of key word use, which have also been reported in other studies 

(Yang, 2011 a.b.c.), are provided in Tables 1 and 2 for cross-reference. 

 

Table1: The different/distinct words (DW) and keywords (KW) in authentic texts (AT) and student 

texts (ST) 

 Hotels Tourist attractions Holidays 

Authentic texts    

Average tokens 544 651 719,926 

Distinct words 4,316 6,414 20,832 

Keywords
1
 602 728 8,049 

DW per 100 tokens 14.97 12.62 0.60 

KW per 100 tokens 2.08 1.43 0.23 
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Student texts    

Average tokens 590 550 877 

Average DW 2,140 2,756 3,578 

1
 With reference to BNC 

 

 

Table 2: The keywords (KW) in the three versions of each phase in student texts (ST) 

 Version 1 Version 2 Version 3 

Hotels    

Keywords
1
 202/ 20 266/16 270/ 16 

DW per 100 tokens 18.41 17.85 17.32 

KW per 100 tokens 2.08/ 0.19 1.43/ 0.12 0.23/ 0.11 

Tourist attractions    

Keywords
1
 260/ 58 284/ 70 293/ 69 

  DW per 100 tokens 21.82 20.68 20.35 

  KW per 100 tokens 2.08/ 0.46 2.12/ 0.52 2.13/ 0.50 

Holidays    

Keywords
1
 259/ 262 463/ 437 477/ 449 

  DW per 100 tokens 23.29 15.74 15.42 

  KW per 100 tokens 2.25/ 2.27 1.80/ 1.70 1.82/ 1.72 

1 
With reference to BNC and authentic texts (AT) respectively 

 

From the above statistics, we can ascertain that the students tended to use less tokens in their 

texts compared to the authentic ones except for the hotel brochure, where the students wrote more 

words than those in the authentic texts by 46 tokens. During the interviews it was found out that they 

had initially assumed that the more words they used, the higher their grades for the texts would be; 

therefore, they lengthened the writing purposefully. Secondly, the students’ texts on average used 

more distinct words than the authentic writings, which indicates that the students tried to demonstrate 

their ability to use a wide variety of words. However, the vocabulary they used tended not to be the 

key words used in authentic texts. 

Comparing the students’ usages to those of the reference corpus keyword list, the students were 

requested to reduce their use of the overused words in their texts and to increase those of the 

underused words during the process of composing their three versions. Nevertheless, except for the 

hotel brochure worked on students, overused key words did not drop significantly across the three 
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versions, not even with the teacher’s explicit instruction in the use of authentic words. In fact, the 

numbers of the overused key words in every 100 tokens of the students’ writings are almost identical. 

The above results imply that the students’ ability to use lexis optimally is still limited. They do 

not have a clear idea of what the appropriate words should be in order to better meet readers’ 

expectations. Possible reasons for this are that they have not learnt these key words yet, or that they 

favour those words they are used to and confident in using. This research is not designed for the 

purpose of claiming that the students’ overused words should all be eliminated merely; indeed, such a 

goal would be met with a great deal of resistance, since English is commonly regarded as a lingua 

franca (or an international language), and EFL learners will inevitably compose their writing under 

the influences of their respective cultures and backgrounds. However, this study argues that it would 

behove ESP learners to acquire and use the key words of the genres they are working with if they 

hope to engage in effective communication in a professional community, for these word choices and 

constraints are among the salient features of a genre text that makes the communication authentic and 

effective. 

Based on the above findings, GBWI seemingly did not adequately help students in reaching the 

instructional aims of this course. However, it is essential to bear in mind that the students were only 

given six weeks to complete the three versions of one brochure, which may have been an insufficient 

amount of time for students to make adequate revisions. Furthermore, this was the first time that these 

students were taught using a GBA mode; the unfamiliarity with the teaching method might have 

influenced their performance as well. Hence, focusing exclusively on the quantitative results cannot 

adequately portray the complexities involved in conducting this course. The following qualitative 

data offer a totally different perspective on how the effectiveness of this course should be evaluated. 

 

Results from the evaluators’ feedback 

Table 3 shows that nearly all of the 3
rd

 version of each brochure were regarded as better than the other 

two by the evaluators. The written comments can be divided into two evaluative categories: 

encouraging recognitions and pending problems. Generally speaking, the evaluators gave more 

positive comments than negative ones, and their comments mainly address two features of the texts: 

namely, content and layout. Table 4 exemplifies these comments. 
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Table 3: The percentages of the non-Chinese speakers’ choices of the better brochure 

 Version 1 Version 2 Version 3 Readers (%) 

 AUN
1
 MOT AUN MOT AUN MOT EL1 EL2 

Hotel  4.16 4.16 4.16 4.16 91.66 91.66 66.66 33.33 

Attraction  0 0 8.32 8.32 91.66 91.66 66.66 33.33 

Holiday 0 0 4 4 96 96 87.5 12.5 

1 
AUN: authenticity of text, MOT: motivation to visit, EL1: English as the 1

st
 language, EL2: 

English as the second/foreign language. 

 

 

Table 4: An excerpt of the readers’ written comments on the students’ texts 

Encouraging Recognitions Pending Problems 

- It is easier to read, colourful and more attractive. 

- It’s interesting and easy to read. 

- It looks good and very Chinese style. 

- It looked appealing. 

- Interesting design, informative and appealing. 

- Content is easy to read and interesting activities. 

- The pictures are presented well. It is very 

eye-catching leaflet. 

- Informative and educational, nice touch of 

promotional content. 

- It sounds interesting, looks good and lovely 

pictures make it appealing.   

 

- The more pictures will attract more. 

- A bit distracting to read with many colours. 

- I think you wrote too much about history. 

- You need some more annual events or 

accommodation information. 

- You can add more selling points. 

- You should focus on itinerary. 

- You should provide more activities and other 

information. 

- You should explain more about the 

configuration. 

- You can add more routes and ways about how to 

arrive, not just information. 

 

The choices made by the evaluators confirmed that the 3
rd

 version of each brochure was thought 

of as the most authentic version of each text, as well as the one held to be most likely to motivate 

readers. Nevertheless, the study is unable to claim that the above achievements are the result of using 

GBWI. After all, it is highly likely that revised products will tend to be of better quality than earlier 

drafts, due to the instructor’s feedback on word choices and grammar usages and the students’ 

subsequent alterations. Indeed, the results given here cannot apparently prove that the relationship 
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between conducting GBWI and the learner’s writing performance is positively correlative or causal. 

Thus, having access to learners’ perceptions of their learning, and whether they felt that they have 

made improvements, can provide a much-needed additional point of triangulation and allow for the 

conveyance of a more nuanced learning narrative.  

 

Results from the interviews 

The participants’ perceptions of the features of GBWI 

When asked how they perceived GBWI, the students responded that GBWI is a ‘theme-focused, 

practical, analytical, profession-oriented, deeper, varied, procedural, creative, topic-based, applied, 

lively, and useful’ teaching method rather than a traditional, formulaic, fixed and academy-oriented 

instruction. For instance, one of the respondents (A1) said, 

“GBWI requires us to do a lot of analysis on moves and lexis, which makes us think deeper. 

Besides, it is relevant to your future needs.” 

Indeed, this statement matches quite closely claims made in the literature: for example, it 

includes a great number of the positive features of other teaching syllabi such as process-based, 

topic-based or function-based syllabus (Ur, 1996). Conversely, criticisms of GBA do not appear in 

the comments given by the respondents; instead, these sorts of critiques were largely confined to their 

perception of their previous experiences of other approaches to writing instruction. For instance, a 

female student (A5) said, 

“The previous instruction is more academic. The teacher would give us a topic and a 

model, and then we simply followed the examples provided in the textbook to imitate it.” 

 

Based on their replies, it would appear that the students prefer GBWI to their previous writing 

instruction. 

 

The gains from GBWI 

When asked what they obtained from GBWI, the respondents replied that it brought them a number of 

extra benefits in addition to improving their writing. Their responses can be grouped into three 

categories: cognitive reinforcements, affective reflections, and psychomotor transformation. In the 

first category, the interviewees explained that GBWI helped them to evaluate writing with a more 

creative approach, comprehend what a genre is, apply what they have written to what they may need 

to write in the future, develop the body of a text in an organised way, differentiate word usages, and 

clarify the job duties in industries.  

The category ‘affective reflections’ refers to the ways in which students felt that GBWI 

enhanced their positive emotional reception of the approach. Summaries of this category are of the 
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sort: GBWI has made them feel more confident and helps them to gain a sense of achievement 

accordingly, feel self-pride in terms of what they have written and can write in class, contemplate 

readers’ positions and expectations, and finally own a sense of participation and involvement in class 

during analysing, sharing, discussing or conferencing. 

The last category refers to the changes in the learners’ behaviours or habits due to their 

experience with the use of GBWI. For instance, an interviewee (B2) stated, 

“GBWI makes me actively respond to English H&T brochures in my daily life. Hereafter, 

I am more willingly to pick up one and read it through.”  

 

Another student (C4) also commented that, 

“GBWI makes me to think deeply whenever I am writing, especially from the angles of the 

target cultures, and hence would do more research about them.” 

 

In a word, the students believed that GBWI can increase confidence and positively affect their 

thoughts, feelings and behaviours insofar as it is a guided, analytical, sequenced, relevant, and 

motivating method for teaching writing. 

 

An extra gain in understanding professionals  

Most of the interviewees responded that they had a clearer idea of what hospitality and tourism (H&T) 

industries are like after taking the course, though some of them admitted to still being uncertain about 

it. The obvious changes lie in role awareness and cognition changes. In terms of the ‘cognition 

changes’, they explained that after the course, they realised the main purpose of an H&T text is to 

‘inform & promote’, mind the gaps in contextual differences in terms of interest selection, event 

arrangement, activity design, cultural highlights, bonus adding, educational values, or family 

concerns, and attend to the importance of publishing prices and the necessity of designing an 

itinerary. 

With regard to the role change, several interviewees talked about the role awareness of the 

relationship between buyer and seller, and between writer and audience (e.g. A2, A5, B4 or D3), 

which indicates they realise that they should not write based on what they perceive is ‘right’ in a 

situation devoid of a clearly-specified context, but rather that they should better attend to the sellers’, 

the buyers’ and the audiences’ needs respectively. It is likely that the students’ internship placement 

in H&T industries during their 3
rd

-year, coupled with the genre-analysing tasks in the course as 

recommended by Paltridge (2001), have facilitated this role awareness. This transformation makes it 

more likely that the students will accommodate different stakeholders’ interests throughout their 
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writing and develop the capability to reflect on their writing procedures, while also being helped to 

attain competency in writing a specific text genre. 

 

The aspects improved in their writing 

Nearly all of the interviewees agreed that their writing ability had progressed to some extent. 

When further asked in which aspects of their writing these improvements could be more 

explicitly shown, their responses can be categorised into three groups, namely form, content 

and writing techniques. For instance, several students explained that they would try to make use 

of a greater number of synonymous word choices to fit the context rather than using the same 

word throughout the entire text.  

However, some students also expressed the opinion that they became overly cautious about what 

they would write. This gave them an aversion to taking risks. As two of the respondents (A1 and A5) 

both remarked: 

“One deficit of GBWI is that I become excessively careful about the words I will choose 

and this somewhat hinders me from writing what is my mind.” 

 

Each genre has its features which help to distinguish it from other genres, and usually these 

textual features are form- and content-related. Thus, ESP teachers should instruct students about these 

components explicitly in a GBWI course; nevertheless, they should also address the issue of allowing 

oneself to make choices and even encourage creativity rather than overemphasising constraints and 

conventions. 

 

Writers’ learning attitudes in a GBWI course 

The answers to this question varied across the groups. Generally, the higher level achievers the 

students were, the more autonomous learning attitudes they had. 

For example, a female student (A6) said, 

“After several cycles of teacher’s instructions, I have already internalised the procedure of 

GBWI and known how to design an H&T brochure to complete the assignment 

spontaneously.” 

 

However, student D3 said that she participated in the class passively. Though a number of 

respondents in groups C and D expressed the opinion that their learning attitudes were passive at the 

beginning, they went on to note that their attitudes became more and more autonomous after they saw 

their peers’ productions, which spurred them on to want to do better. These divided responses 
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indicate the possibility that GBWI is apparently more suitable for or preferred by higher-achieving 

students. 

 

Writers’ satisfaction with their performance in the course 

Only 3 out of 24 expressed dissatisfaction. Those who showed satisfaction mainly argued that they 

obtained a sense of achievement after completing their texts, while those who were not satisfied 

with their performance attributed the causes to their unfamiliarity with the genre text and poor 

English proficiency.   

The following is representative of the positive comments: 

“I feel more and more confident about my writing and cannot wait to share my ideas with 

others.” (C1) 

 

Yet, some more cautionary remarks run more along these lines: 

“I am not very satisfied with my performance because my English words and grammar are 

not professional enough to meet what H&T industries require. I believe I still need more 

practices when I enter the job market.” (D4) 

 

The pressure of insufficient time made some participants, especially the lower-achievers, 

anxious about their work progress and final production, and this might have led these students to form 

an unfavourable impression of GBWI. Secondly, for the lower-achievers, they tend to be less 

confident about themselves and would inevitably question their own production, even it is 

satisfactory enough. It is argued that arranging an orientation to GBA prior to its implementation, and 

allowing ample time for composing texts, would be beneficial for helping to ease writers’ anxiety, 

and to build up confidence, especially if GBWI is unfamiliar to students.  

 

The difficulties students confronted in the course 

The opinions were coded into four areas: limited linguistic knowledge, affective uncertainty and 

anxiety, insufficient content knowledge, and inadequate technology skills. Indeed, an ESP course 

always involves two components: language skills and subject content. A common difficulty for ESP 

learners is their level of English proficiency, which is often not high enough to produce a well-written 

composition—at least not without a great deal of support and scaffolding. The second major difficulty 

is the insufficiency of content knowledge. For the participants in this study, lack of content 

knowledge is a potential source of difficulty insofar as they may not have had a sufficiently thorough 

grounding in professional knowledge. As one of the interviewees (B3) explained: 
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 “We did not have the experiences of this profession previously, and it is hard for us to write 

something very professional about this industry such as the T&C (Terms & Conditions) 

section.” 

 

Therefore, conducting a GBWI course may also require the instructor to address the disciplinary 

content rather than overly focusing on the linguistic level. Building up ESP learners’ content 

knowledge can help them to lessen their worries, and thus increase their confidence in their writing as 

well. In any case, it is important to see these challenges in the context of the fact that a majority of the 

participants confirmed the effectiveness of GBWI and held positive attitudes towards it. 

 

Implications and conclusion 

Based on the above results and discussions, the study proposes the following three implications. First 

of all, the evaluation of effectiveness should be conducted in a more multi-dimensional way. That is, 

relying solely on either quantitative or qualitative methods may not provide a complete picture, and 

so triangulation is desirable. In this study, the quantitative data cast doubt on the effectiveness of 

GBA, as the tendency of students to use personally preferred lexis at the expense of those deemed 

more appropriate, according to corpus data, which did not significantly lessen even after the 

instructor’s explicit intervention. On the other hand, the effectiveness of GBA is supported on the 

basis of the qualitative data, which demonstrate totally opposite results. The students’ positive 

attitudes, together with the evaluators’ affirmative comments, point to the usefulness and 

effectiveness of GBWI. Hence, it is argued that to properly evaluate a genre-based course, the 

assessment tools should come from various sources in order to draw more reliable conclusions. 

Secondly, the concern regarding whether writers can be autonomous learners under GBWI 

apparently is still unanswered. In the study, the participants’ perceptions are fairly evenly-divided. 

Furthermore, a number of controversies may arise if GBWI is only suitable for high-achieving 

students, or if GBWI is especially well-suited to settings where learning from or replying on model 

exemplars is highly emphasised, such as in the “Confucian-heritage societies” of Taiwan, Hong Kong 

or China. Indeed, these issues need to be further researched; in any case, it seems highly likely that the 

implementation of GBA will require allowances and alterations to be made in order to fit different 

cultural contexts and pedagogical needs. In addition, the students’ responses also reflect the fact that 

learners are very complex, and so more research on how they develop as writers and learners under 

GBA is imperative. Like Cheng (2006) asserts, future studies on the effectiveness of GBA should be 

more learner-centred, context-sensitive and genre-oriented, instead of merely reporting on 

instructional tasks. 
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Finally, this study argues that in fact GBA can be applied not only to advanced English learners, 

but also to intermediate students or beginners. The participants in the study showed very satisfactory 

performance by the end of the course, even though their English proficiency is traditionally 

considered to be lower than that of traditional university students. In fact, GBA is posited to be 

suitable for both polytechnic and traditional university students, precisely because their majors are 

largely professional- or occupation-oriented. If ESP courses are supposed to help students meet their 

educational goals and to show them the relevance of their instruction to their future needs, GBA can 

serve as a motivational tool for English learning in the ESP classroom. Of course, the shifts in English 

education from EGP to ESP require the participation and approval of all stakeholders, and it is 

particularly imperative that EFL teachers be aware of the changes they will need to make to their 

instruction. Indeed, how to convert the traditional role of an EFL teacher to that of an ESP practitioner 

requires a great deal of understanding and determination, and this is surely one of the toughest hurdles 

to be faced during the planning and executing of genre-based ESP courses (Wennerstrom, 2003; 

Yang, 2009). 

In conclusion, this study examines the effectiveness of a genre-based ESP writing course by 

adopting word analysis to generate quantitative data, and follow-up interviews to probe the 

participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards GBWI. The results of the quantitative data show that 

the participants did not considerably decrease their overuse of personally-preferred key words, but 

they did increase their use of the key words as used in authentic texts. As for the findings based on the 

interviews, a majority of students confirmed that they became better writers after the course, though 

some of them were still uncertain of its effectiveness regarding the effects on their learning progress. 

Overall, the students in the project not only learned linguistic and contextual knowledge of the genre 

taught, but also were able to reflect on their learning in a critical way. Hence, this study proposes that 

the implementation of GBA in college English writing courses be not only feasible but also desirable 

in Taiwanese universities or in other Chinese and Asian contexts. For EFL learners who are at risk of 

being demoralized and unmotivated by more traditional EGP approaches, GBA has the potential to 

provide these learners with an approach which attempts to combine course content with future 

professional needs. 
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Appendix A: The third version of a student’s tourist attraction brochure 
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Ken Hyland & Fiona Hyland (Eds). Feedback in Second Language Writing: Contexts 

and Issues. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006. Pp. xi + 291. 

 

Reviewed by Aysha Viswamohan  

Indian institute of Technology Madras 

Chennai, India. 

 

ESL teachers of writing often face several challenges in their work, and providing the 

appropriate feedback is a major issue. Feedback in Second Language Writing is a 

comprehensive work designed to assist scholars in this direction. Divided in three 

sections with a total of fourteen chapters, the three sections are appropriately titled, 

“Situating Feedback: Sociocultural Dimensions”, “Shaping Feedback: Delivery and 

Focus Dimensions”, and “Negotiating Feedback: Interpersonal and Interactional 

Dimensions.” 

    The book begins with “Contexts and issues in feedback on L2 writing: An 

introduction”. This is co-authored by the editors and includes teacher feedback to L2 

writers, interactive writing conferences, the nature of peer interactions, automated or 

computer-mediated feedback, and the next part deals with contexts and issues of 

feedback. The next chapter (chapter 2), “Sociocultural theory: A framework for 

understanding the socio-cognitive dimensions of peer-feedback” by Villamil and de 

Guerrero gives an overview of sociocultural theory and its key concepts. Nelson and 

Carson’s “Cultural issues in peer response: Revisiting ‘culture’” provides a detailed 

review of various issues related to culture in peer response. The discussions of the key 

issues by various writers are critically questioned. And in chapter 4, the last from 

Section I, “Appropriation, ownership, and agency: Negotiating teacher feedback in 

academic settings,”   Tardy treats culture in different sociocultural, sociohistoric and 

sociopolitical perspectives.  

     Chapter 5, “Does error feedback help student writers? New evidence on the 

short- and long-term effects of written error correction,” by Ferris starts the second 

section of the book. The author discusses teacher feedback strategies and their 

effectiveness in improving L2 undergraduate students’ writing, which leads to the 

next chapter by Ware and Warschauer, “Electronic feedback and second language 
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writing”. In this chapter, the writers observe that electronic feedback can be used for 

developing metacognitive and metalinguistic awareness of students.   The next 

chapter of this section, Milton’s “Resource-rich web-based feedback: Helping learners 

become independent writers,” describes methods for giving students access to online 

resources for feedback on lexico-grammatical error. Hamp-Lyons in chapter 8 

“Feedback in portfolio-based writing courses,” states that a portfolio is a collection of 

a student’s written work over a semester or year, and endorses their efficacy. 

“Students and research: Reflective feedback for I-search papers” is the next chapter. 

In the first part, the author, Johns, discusses ways to improve learner autonomy 

through carefully scaffolded activities; in the second, he notes that I-Search as a tool 

to encourage continuous student reflection and self-evaluation. 

       Section III of the book begins with chapter 10, “Feedback and revision in 

second language writing: Contextual, teacher, and student variables” by Goldstein.  

Through her two case studies, the author advocates the need to look at each student 

and his or her context individually.  The editors come together again in chapter 11 

“Interpersonal aspects of response: Constructing and interpreting teacher written 

feedback”.  Here, they point out that teachers’ feedback is “a response to a person 

rather than to a script” (p 206). The next chapter, “Formative interaction in electronic 

written exchanges: Fostering feedback dialogue” is by Hewings and Coffin. 

Analyzing feedback in three different tutor groups in asynchronous 

computer-mediated communication, the authors argue that the tutor participation is 

required but without playing the dominant role.  Weissberg’s “Scaffolded feedback: 

Tutorial conversations with advanced L2 writers,” explains Scaffolding as “the verbal 

support provided to the learner by the tutor that enables the learner to complete a new 

task” (p 247). In the final chapter ‘You cannot ignore: L2 graduate students’ response 

to discipline-based written feedback”,  Ilona Leki emphasizes that L2 students 

expect to have more feedback although they remain silent during interaction, and this 

aspect must be understood by the disciplinary teachers.  

    The range of articles in the book offers several scholarly perspectives on the 

much needed skill of writing. Thus, Feedback in Second Language Writing is a useful 

tool for teachers/researchers of writing as it provides in-depth awareness of the theory 

and praxis of the skill.  It is also a valuable addition to the corpora of writings on 

feedback for teachers and researchers in this field. 
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Diagnosing Foreign language Proficiency: The Interface Between Learning and 

Assessment 

Alderson, Charles J.  Great Britain: Continuum, 2006. Pp. xii + 284. 

 

Reviewed by Deepti Gupta 

Panjab University 

Chandigarh, India 

 

This volume is mainly an account of the DIALANG project. Its description of the 

project is very thorough and, in places, quite critical and objective. The reader gets 

acquainted with the project while getting updated on self assessment in language 

development.  

DIALANG is a European project for the development of diagnostic tests in 14 

European languages, made available on the Internet free of charge. It is 

computer-based and Internet-delivered, and offers separate tests for reading, writing, 

listening, grammatical structures and vocabulary from beginner to advanced levels. It 

directs users so that they can assess their level of proficiency before offering them 

tests in the area selected, finally giving them feedback on their performance and 

advice to improve their proficiency.  

Alderson was the scientific coordinator of the DIALANG project team and in 

the seventeen chapter volume under review, he presents a rationale for, description of, 

and advantages of diagnostic tests in language learning and teaching. He uses 

DIALANG as an instance of such path-breaking pedagogy.  

The first eight chapters describe the DIALANG project, devoting each chapter 

to one aspect. Chapter one examines the teaching/testing interface, building up a case 

for diagnostic testing in language teaching and learning by describing its advantages. 

The second chapter looks at the literature available and the various varieties of 

diagnostic testing created so far. It then gives conclusions by making a case for 

computer-based diagnostic testing. Chapter three introduces the project and describes 

the steps that the ALS (Administration Language System) is composed of on the 

project website. The chapter also guides the reader through the process of using this 

diagnostic tool. The fourth chapter traces the history of the project while clearly 
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stating that it is yet to stand the test of time. Chapter five presents the statistics 

collected so far to prove its efficacy. The sixth chapter examines the ticklish issue of 

standard-setting and how the procedures of the test tackle it. Chapter seven describes 

the vocabulary size placement test of the project. A noteworthy aspect of DIALANG 

is that it works equally smoothly as a diagnostic tool in 14 European languages and 

across reading, listening, writing, vocabulary and grammar. It works as a 

supranational system, so far free of cost. Perhaps these benefits arise out of the 

inclusion of experts from all 14 language areas. Chapter eight discusses the role of 

feedback and self-assessment in learners’ profile-development to round off the 

description. It also examines closely the whole paradigm of self-assessment in the 

project and how it works. The strength of the project is the empirical evidence 

provided by way of data collected in every chapter of the volume under review. 

Having established a comprehensive background to DIALANG, the next five 

chapters examine the five areas of language proficiency tested by the self-assessment 

system: reading, listening, writing, grammar, and vocabulary. A common framework 

supports each chapter, aiming towards an ease in readability. Every chapter first 

considers the construct of the area under discussion and describes the aspect tested in 

DIALANG; second, the test specifications and their target; and third, the individual 

variables in the area and how they influence development. To conclude, each chapter 

looks at the pending requirements of dependable assessment in the area. The chapters 

on grammar and vocabulary take into account the relationship between the macro and 

micro skills of language as well. 

The last four chapters (14 – 17) establish the dynamism quotient of 

DIALANG. The place of feedback and advice in the project is considered, quoting 

extensively from the available data. The essentially experimental nature of the project 

is defined in terms of the items used in it, with tasks from its website to give a feel of 

the test items. The pedagogic experiments used in self-assessment in the project and a 

detailed discussion of the future of diagnostic testing and its relationship with foreign 

language development make up the last chapter. 

This volume is a comprehensive account of a project and is informative. 

Readers’ expectations of a descriptive and detailed account of DIALANG are fulfilled 

but a negative aspect is that it lacks a critical review of foreign language proficiency 

tests. The information is provided without any attempt at evaluation or judgement. 

Another difficulty is that the text sometimes becomes rather dense and challenging in 

the representation of facts, but perhaps this is a feature of cyber territory. 
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Language Teacher Research in Africa                                                                                    

Thomas S. C. Farrell and Leketi Makalela (Eds). Virginia: Teachers of English to 

Speakers of Other Languages, Inc., 2009. Pp. viii + 124.  

 

Reviewed by Iris F. Levitis  

Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research  

Rostock, Germany 

   

Of interest to English teachers, preservice teachers, and TESOL students and 

professionals, Language Teacher Research in Africa brings together eight articles 

written by English language teachers in Africa which can be grouped into three 

pedagogical foci: oral language (chapters 3, 4), writing skills (chapters 6, 7), and 

academic writing (chapters 2, 5, and 8).  

              The first pedagogical area, oral language skills, is explored by Kadenge, 

Mabugu, and  Dube (chapter 3), wherein they pose the question: What pronunciation 

difficulties do Shona speaking undergraduates have when learning English? To address 

this question, the researchers established an inventory of pronunciation errors. 

Corrective feedback provided to students was based on this inventory. The researchers 

concluded that giving students corrective feedback tailored to the errors that they 

committed resulted in more native-like pronunciation.  Kasanga (chapter 4) 

investigates the value of incorporating debate into an English for Academic Purposes 

(EAP) course. Using ethnographic data collection and reflection, Kasanga studied the 

impact of debate as an academic exercise. This exploratory study draws on teacher and 

undergraduates assessment and determined that carefully planned debate can be a 

useful method of practicing English.  

Another pedagogical area explored is basic writing skills. Njoroge Ndung’u’s 

article (chapter 6) explores the importance of vocabulary instruction in a secondary 

school. Students completed cloze exercises and wrote sentences using twenty 

synonymous nouns to determine their knowledge of the word’s lexical information. 

Results indicated that vocabulary instruction, to be successful, requires more emphasis 

on lexical role and grammatical knowledge than it currently receives. Ojwang’ (chapter 
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7) addresses the issue of fossilized spelling errors in undergraduate student writing. 

Ojwang’ analyzes undergraduate essays and dictations to classify types of spelling 

errors and explores different learning methods adopted by students.  Additionally, 

students completed surveys about their experiences with spelling instruction. The 

article concluded that current spelling instruction is inadequate and leads to later 

writing problems.  

The issue of academic writing is tackled by three of the articles in this volume. 

Banda (chapter 2) provides an ethnographic exploration of ten black African university 

students; their personal history of English education, and their subsequent literacy 

practices. Student writing samples as well as individual and group interviews were 

gathered and analyzed. Banda concluded that one legacy of apartheid is the inadequate 

academic writing skills of the current generation of rural black South Africans. 

Makalela (chapter 5) asks what impact form-focused feedback has on the writing of 

first-year university students. To determine what aspects of writing were problematic, 

Makalela analyzed student essays and quantified grammatical errors and categorized 

the errors which made it possible to focus on providing students with relevant feedback. 

Makalela concluded that this dynamic approach to feedback resulted in better student 

writing. Elizabeth Steinbach (chapter 8) examines the relationship of pre-service 

English teachers to writing. Steinbach uses a combination of ethnographic and 

experimental methods in order to survey the writing skills and the beliefs of participants 

enrolled in a process-writing course. Steinbach concluded that the technique of process 

writing did not match this particular context and concludes that writing must be taught 

in context to be effective.  

The strengths of this book are the accessibility of the research and the range of 

methodologies employed (e.g ethnography, quantitative methods, and interventionist). 

The one flaw, however, is that is suffers from a lack of geographical breadth. The 

claimed geography covered is the African continent, but this is misleading since all but 

three articles (one from Zimbabwe, and two from Kenya) are from South Africa. The 

overrepresentation of South Africa causes the educational problems to appear to have 

more significance in this volume than if additional countries had been included. The 

issues faced by English teacher researchers in other African countries remain 

unexplored. Despite this flaw, this book is valuable both for its insight into problems 

faced by African teacher researchers as well as for the methods used to solve these 

problems. 
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An Introduction to Conversation Analysis 

A. J. Liddicoat. London: Continuum, 2007. Pp. ix + 319. 

 

Reviewed by Hayriye Kayi 

University of Texas, Austin 

USA 

 

An Introduction to Conversation Analysis by Anthony Liddicoat is an excellent source 

which provides a comprehensive overview of conversation analysis (CA).  Although 

the book is intended for undergraduate and graduate students of sociolinguistics, 

discourse analysis, sociology, and applied linguistics, anyone interested in analysing 

talk will find something in this text, as the author adopts a broad perspective to CA by 

saying “Conversation analysis legitimately investigates all areas of socially motivated 

talk.” (p. 6).  

The book consists of ten chapters. After a very brief introduction to 

conversation and CA in the first chapter, the author traces the history of CA and 

locates it as a method for studying interaction. In chapter 2, Liddicoat provides a 

detailed presentation of how conversation is represented in the form of transcripts 

(e.g. words, prosody, speech sounds, contiguous and simultaneous talk, pauses, 

problems of hearing and comprehension, non-verbal elements of talk, and translation). 

Each feature is introduced with a sample transcript (e.g. stress, long sounds, quiet talk, 

etc).   

The next five chapters cover three broad areas of conversational organization: 

turn taking, sequence organization and expansion, and repair. Turn taking, which the 

author explains is both context-free and context-sensitive, is discussed in chapters 3 

and 4 with a specific focus on possible models and features of turn-taking, turn 

allocation, turn taking errors and violations, and gaps and overlaps. How turns at talk 

become sequences and how these sequences are coherently expanded are the main 

focus of the chapters 5 and 6. The following chapter, chapter 7, covers repair systems 

which deal with breakdowns in conversation. The author concludes that repair is “an 
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interactionally sensitive mechanism which is constrained by social as well as 

linguistic considerations” (p. 212).   

The rest of the book is devoted to three areas of conversational difficulty. 

Chapters 8 and 9 address how people start and end a conversation. The final chapter, 

chapter 10, focuses on story-telling with a specific focus on beginning and ending 

stories, story structure, second stories, and stories of shared experiences. The author 

argues that “stories are not simply told by tellers who in some sense take a long turn at 

talk; rather, they are collaboratively achieved by the participants through and in the 

telling of stories” (p. 302). 

An Introduction to Conversation Analysis, with its comprehensible yet 

accessible overview of CA, is an invaluable addition to the existing literature. There 

are a few places which might be challenging for the novice reader as he/she engages 

the terms and skills applicable to this field. Acknowledging this, the author offers 

helpful suggestions along the way. Accepting this, readers will find the book to be to 

the point, engaging, and an excellent reference for applying conversational analysis in 

any social setting.  
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Guidelines for Submissions 
 
Submissions for the Quarterly Issue 
 
Submissions guidelines 
The Asian EFL Journal Quarterly is a fully peer-reviewed section of the journal, 
reviewed by a team of experts in EFL from all over the world. The Asian EFL Journal 
welcomes submissions written in different varieties of world Englishes. The reviewers 
and Associate Editors come from a wide variety of cultural and academic 
backgrounds and no distinction is made between native and non-native authors. As a 
basic principle, the Asian EFL Journal does not define competence in terms of native 
ability, but we are a strictly reviewed journal and all our reviewers expect a high level 
of academic and written competence in whatever variety of English is used by the 
author. Every effort will be made to accept different rhetorical styles of writing. The 
Asian EFL Journal also makes every effort to support authors who are submitting to 
an international journal for the first time. While major revisions may be requested, 
every effort is made to explain to authors how to make the necessary revisions. 
 
Each submission is initially screened by the Senior Associate Editor, before being sent 
to an Associate Editor who supervises the review. There is no word minimum or 
maximum. 
 
There are two basic categories of paper: 
Full research papers, which report interesting and relevant research. Try to ensure that 
you point out in your discussion section how your findings have broad relevance 
internationally and contribute something new to our knowledge of EFL. 
 
* Non-research papers, providing detailed, contextualized reports of aspects of EFL 
such as curriculum planning. Very well documented discussions that make an original 
contribution to the profession will also be accepted for review. We cannot accept 
literature reviews as papers, unless these are "state of the art" papers that are both 
comprehensive and expertly drafted by an experienced specialist.  
When submitting please specify if your paper is a full research paper or a 
non-research paper. In the latter case, please write a paragraph explaining the 
relevance of your paper to our Asian EFL Journal readership.  
 
Authors are encouraged to conform with international standards of drafting, but every 
effort will be made to respect original personal and cultural voices and different 
rhetorical styles. Papers should still be fully-referenced and should use the APA (5

th
 

edition) format. Do not include references that are not referred to in the manuscript. 
Some pieces submitted to the quarterly issue may be reclassified during the initial 
screening process. Authors who wish to submit directly to the Teaching Articles 
section should read the separate guidelines and make this clear in the submission 
e-mail. 
 
Referencing: Please refer to the Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association (5

th
 ed.) – Contributors are also invited to view the sample PDF guide 
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available on our website and to refer to referencing samples from articles published 
from 2006. Due to the increasing number of submissions to the Asian EFL Journal, 
authors not conforming to APA system will have their manuscripts sent back 
immediately for revision. This delays publication and taxes our editorial process. 
 
Format for all submissions (Please read this before submitting your work) 
All submissions should be submitted to: asian_efl_journal@yahoo.com 
 
i) The document must be in MS Word format. 

ii) Font must be Times New Roman size 12. 

  Section Headings: Times New Roman (Size 12, bold font). 

  Spacing: 1.5 between lines.  

iii) 'Smart tags' should be removed. 

iv) Footnotes must not 'pop up' in the document. They must appear at the end of the 
article. Use the superscript font option when inserting a note rather than the automatic 
footnote or endnote option. 

iv) Citations - APA style. (See our website PDF guide)  

Use the APA format as found in the Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association (APA), 5th Edition, for headings, citations, reference lists 
and in text referencing. Extra care should be taken for citing the Internet and must 
include the date the site was accessed. 

About APA Style/format: http://www.apastyle.org/aboutstyle.html  

APA Citation Style: http://www.liu.edu/cwis/CWP/library/workshop/citapa.htm  

APA Style Workshop:  

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/workshops/hypertext/apa/index.html  

v) Keywords: All articles must include Keywords at the beginning of the article. List 
4-6 keywords to facilitate locating the article through keyword searches in the future. 

vi) Graphs and Charts - either in the body of the document or at the end. In certain 
cases, a graphic may not appear in the text of the web version of the Asian EFL 
Journal but a link to the graphic will be provided. 

vii) Paragraphs. Double space between paragraphs. Indent the beginning of each 
paragraph with three strikes of the space bar except those immediately following a 
heading, quotation, example, figure, chart or table. Do not use the tab key. 

viii) Keep text formatting (e.g., italics, bold, etc.) to the absolute minimum necessary. 
Use full justification. All lines to be against Left Hand Side Margin (except quotes - 
to be indented per APA style). 

http://www.asian-efl-journal.com/submission_guide.php
mailto:asian_efl_journal@yahoo.com
http://www.apastyle.org/aboutstyle.html
http://www.liu.edu/cwis/CWP/library/workshop/citapa.htm
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/workshops/hypertext/apa/index.html
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ix) Abstract  

The abstract should contain an informative summary of the main points of the article, 
including, where relevant, the article’s purpose, theoretical framework, methodology, 
types of data analysed, subject information, main findings, and conclusions. The 
abstract should reflect the focus of the article. 

x) Graphs – to fit within A4 size margins (not wider)  

Thank you for your cooperation. 

asian_efl_journal@yahoo.com 
 
Please include the following with your submission:  
Name 
School affiliation  
Address 
E-mail 
Phone number 
Brief Bio Data noting history of professional expertise 
Qualifications 
An undertaking the work has not been published elsewhere 
Abstract  
 
Any questions regarding submission guidelines, or more detailed inquiries about less 
common citation styles, may be addressed to the Editorial Board.  
 
Book Reviews: 
The Asian EFL Journal currently encourages two kinds of submissions, unsolicited 
and solicited. Unsolicited reviewers select their own materials to review. Both 
teachers and graduate students are encouraged to submit reviews. Solicited reviewers 
are contacted and asked to review materials from its current list of availability. If you 
would like to be considered as a solicited reviewer, please forward your CV with a list 
of publications to the Book Review Editor at: 
asianefljournalbookreviews@yahoo.com. 
 
All reviewers, unsolicited and solicited, are encouraged to provide submissions about 
materials that they would like to suggest to colleagues in the field by choosing 
materials that they feel have more positive features than negative ones.  
 
Length and Format:  
1. Reviews should be prepared using MS Word and the format should conform to 12 
pica New Times Roman font, 1.5 spacing between lines, and 1 inch margins. 
2. The reviewer(s)' full names including middle initial(s), title, school affiliation, 
school address, phone number, and e-mail address should be included at the top of the 
first page. 
3. The complete title of the text, edition number, complete name(s) of author(s), 
publisher, publisher's address (city & state), and date of publication should be 
included after the reviewer(s)' identifying information. 
4. Reviews should be between 500-700 words. 
5. A brief biography of the author(s) should be included after the review. 

mailto:asianefljournalbookreviews@yahoo.com
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6. A statement that the submission has not been previously published or is not being 
considered for publication elsewhere should be included at the bottom of the page. 
 
Organization:  
Reviewers are encouraged to peruse reviews recently published in the quarterly PDF 
version of the Journal for content and style before writing their own. While creativity 
and a variety of writing styles are encouraged, reviews, like other types of articles, 
should be concisely written and contain certain information that follows a predictable 
order: a statement about the work's intended audience, a non-evaluative description of 
the material's contents, an academically worded evaluative summary which includes a 
discussion of its positive features and one or two shortcomings if applicable (no 
materials are perfect), and a comment about the material's significance to the field.  
 
Style:  
1. All reviews should conform to the Journal's APA guideline requirements and 
references should be used sparingly.  
2. Authors should use plural nouns rather than gendered pronouns such as he/she, 
his/her him/her and adhere to the APA's Guidelines for Non-Sexist Use of Language, 
which can be found at: http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/publications/texts/nonsexist.html.  
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