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Introduction 
No one denies the essentiality of vocabulary knowledge as a key yet 

challenging component, across all stages of second language acquisition. It 

is without doubt, however, that learners will often encounter unknown words 

through a variety of authentic sources among which are textbook and 

material input to help them tackle such lexical learning challenge. Empirical 

studies have shown that Saudi students graduated from high school with a 

relatively small number of words that they were supposed to acquire (Al-

Hazemi, 1993; Al-Akloby, 2001 and AlSaif, 2011). The aim of this research 

is to discover how vocabulary input in textbooks relates to the Saudi learners’ 

low level of vocabulary size. To the best of our knowledge, this is a 

pioneering study in the target context as it investigates the role of a yet 

unexamined potential factor, textbooks’ vocabulary input, in the vocabulary 

learning of Saudi EFL learners at university level. The study also aims at 

measuring the vocabulary size of the participants in relation to the textbooks 

as well as examining the effect of other learnability factors such as word 

frequency, part of speech, and recycling.  

 

Al-Hazemi (1993) investigated the vocabulary knowledge of students who 

had just finished their high school education. His work revealed that Saudi 

high school leavers and military cadets acquire about 1,000 words out of the 

2,000 most frequent words in English. A few years later, Al-Akloby (2001), 

relying on conclusions obtained from Al-Hazemi, 1993, conducted an 

exploratory study to examine the factors behind the Saudi learners’ failure 

to learn English vocabulary in Saudi public schools without formally 

establishing the actual size of the vocabulary knowledge i.e. vocabulary 

measurement tools. He reported a number of factors contributing to Saudi 

EFL public schools’ vocabulary learning failure such as: inadequate use of 

vocabulary learning strategies, insufficient presentation of vocabulary, 

limiting the lexical presentation in textbooks to pronunciation and meaning, 

1 
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ineffective use of vocabulary recycling and testing, and some socio-

psychological factors (e.g. attitude, motivation, classroom anxiety, and 

parental encouragement). Recently, AlSaif (2011) further asserted previous 

findings where Saudi EFL learners in both public schools and university 

showed poor vocabulary knowledge. He concluded that the insufficient 

presentation of vocabulary in Saudi schools’ textbooks might be responsible 

for not achieving the coverage needed for adequate comprehension of written 

or spoken text.  

 

 

 

Literature review  
Vocabulary knowledge has been perceived by educators and researchers as 

the most essential building block in authentic communication (Milton, 2009). 

It is the first step in learning any language as can be seen from Wilkins’s 

(1972, p. 111) strong and famous claim that, “while without grammar very 

little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed”. Nation 

(2001) has identified three dimensions with nine multiple components which 

must be known about vocabulary including written and spoken form, 

meaning and association links, and grammatical characteristics, collocations, 

and contextual constraints on use like register and frequency. For each 

component, Nation categorized lexical knowledge into receptive and 

productive vocabulary knowledge. It is of great importance to establish a 

good understanding of the amount of vocabulary a foreign language learner 

needs in order to comprehend written or spoken discourse, that is, text more 

than one sentence long. For university EFL learners, knowing 2,000 words 

will give them the competence to communicate effectively in speaking and 

writing modes (Schmitt, 2010). Therefore, at the tertiary level, the task of 

learning a large vocabulary is quite different for EFL learners and 3,000 

words is crucial to handle authentic texts (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000). It is 

not realistic or even possible to include all vocabulary in the instructional 

materials at once. However, it is worth considering the above pickup rate in 

the first two years of studying the target language.  

 

In relation to our context as a university level instructor for almost five years, 

English instructors share with us their worries that an overwhelming majority 

of Saudi EFL learners have a language problem due mainly to their 

vocabulary which is prone to attrition at the end of a two-year university 

language course (Alharthi, 2014). When prompted for the possible reasons 

for their deficit in vocabulary size and learning, textbook materials might be 

one major source of difficulty. In many EFL environments, the textbook 
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materials are the only written content learners have available to them, and 

hence their main source of vocabulary learning. This belief has been 

empirically supported by Al-Akloby’s (2001) study. He highlighted a 

number of sources of vocabulary learning breakdown in the Saudi English 

language curricula and textbooks including, insufficient presentation of 

vocabulary items, which was also found to be confined to pronunciation and 

meaning only. Moreover, it was found that unproductive use of vocabulary 

recycling and testing was another source of vocabulary learning failure. In a 

similar effort, Al-Hazemi (1993) and AlSaif (2011) concluded that Saudi 

EFL school leavers’ vocabulary size was estimated at around or below 1,000 

word level, a finding far from the size targeted by previous research and the 

Saudi Ministry of Education norms and an acceptable vocabulary level for 

reading authentic texts i.e. 3,000 words. These serious issues stimulated our 

attention to address the following questions: 

• What is the vocabulary size of EFL university level students?  

• Do they attain adequate high-frequency words to cope with the 

reading materials to start with?  

 

As Schmitt (2014, p. 942) succinctly notes, “The message about the need for 

a large vocabulary size to be able to function well in English seems to be 

taking hold”. If it is the case that the study participants’ vocabulary 

knowledge is below 3,000 word level based on our local vocabulary test, the 

following step will involve examining the vocabulary textbooks introduced 

to our participants at King Abdulaziz University (KAU). The present study 

investigates the size of vocabulary knowledge that university students gain 

from vocabulary textbooks and how the selection and presentation of 

vocabulary in these textbooks may influence their learning. That is the study 

examines the impact of some potential factors including frequency, recycling 

and word class on the students’ achievements in vocabulary knowledge. This 

would provide further information about the learnability of English 

vocabulary.  

 

 

 

The study: The research objectives and questions  
Our study is predominantly quantitative with a view to measuring the 

vocabulary knowledge size of Saudi EFL learners at the tertiary level. In 

accordance with the previous literature, we expect that the participants in this 

study would score low in the vocabulary test. The current study also intended 

to examine in depth textbook input as a possible factor that might influence 
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the participants’ poor vocabulary knowledge. The main purpose of the 

present study was to provide insight into the following questions: 

• How much vocabulary out of the most frequent 3,000 English 

words do Saudi EFL students know at KAU? 

• What is the effect of word class on vocabulary learning? 

• How much vocabulary do the EFL textbooks under investigation 

offer? 

• What is the frequency and distribution of these words? 

• How much is vocabulary recycled in the EFL textbooks?  

• What is the effect of recycling on vocabulary learning? 

• Is there a significant relationship between frequency, recycling 

and word class and the participants’ achievement scores in word 

knowledge?  

 

 

 

Sampling and method 
The participants in this study are 40 male third-year university students 

studying in the Department of European Languages and Literature. The 

students are all Saudi and Arabic is their mother tongue. Recruiting 

participants from the third year was necessary since our home-made test 

includes items taught to the participants in their first two years. Also, the test 

was administered when the participants had only a few weeks before the end 

of their formal instruction.  

 

 

 

Data collection instruments 
Local vocabulary test 
The current study measures the students’ receptive vocabulary knowledge 

by employing a local vocabulary test constructed by the researcher. This test 

is in a pencil and paper form and modelled on the Vocabulary Levels Test 

(Nation, 2001). While the VLT tests the learners’ vocabulary knowledge of 

the most frequent five levels in English, the RVT is designed to measure how 

much vocabulary of the most frequent 3,000 words the participants know 

from their textbooks. The target words were based on the contents of the 

participants’ instructional materials. The examinees are presented with 60 

multiple choice items where learners are asked to choose the correct 

definitions of the items from another corresponding 240 definitions, half of 

which are distractors. The first two word levels have 7 clusters while the last 

one has 6. Therefore, the first two 1,000 word frequency levels tests the 
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knowledge of 21 items, however, the third 1,000 word level has 18 items due 

to there being fewer words from this level in the textbooks. Both 

corresponding definitions and distractors are taken from the textbooks. 

However, definitions consisted of words from a higher frequency band to 

ensure that the learners are tested for the target items. The test minimizes 

guessing by arranging the items alphabetically and based on word length 

while keeping all the words in each cluster from the same class removes any 

grammatical clues. Moreover, the test can be administered in little time 

because the definitions are in short forms. Participants were also told that the 

results of the vocabulary test would not affect their current studies in any 

way.  

 

The vocabulary test was analysed as follows: a correct answer was given one 

mark and a wrong one zero. 

 

Textbook materials  
The students in the English department at KAU have a number of modules 

introduced to them during their four years of study to get a BA in English 

Language. In the first two years, they attend two intensive vocabulary 

modules, Vocabulary 1 and Vocabulary 2. Vocabulary is also introduced to 

them in three reading modules during the first three semesters. The textbooks 

under investigation are Nelson’s (1986) Intermediate Vocabulary and 

Nelson’s (1986) Elementary Vocabulary; they are introduced during the first 

and second semester in the English department at KAU. We will pay special 

attention to the presentation and recycling of target words in these materials.  

 

Both of the textbooks, Intermediate Vocabulary and Elementary Vocabulary, 

were scanned and digitized. The researcher used the PDF-XChange Viewer 

to convert the scanned images into editable text. The converted text was later 

examined and corrected to avoid any misspelling and/or changes (e.g. some 

letters were converted into numbers such as w0rd or scho1l). Afterwards, we 

only extracted content words presented in exercises and wordlists in each 

classroom lesson. The vocabulary got extracted and put into two different 

text files for each textbook. After a final thorough revision, all the items in 

both text files were merged into a third file. 

 

In three separate steps, the researcher pasted each text file into the 

Vocabprofiler BNC-20 programme in Cobb’s 2009 Compleat Lexical Tutor 

website. The VocabProfiler BNC-20 analyses the text and divides the words 

into the 20,000 word frequency bands. The output of the programme contains 

the number of word families, types, token, type coverage, and cumulative 
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coverage. In order to check how a word is repeated in these textbooks, we 

use another programme from Cobb’s (2009) website, namely, Text-Lex 

Compare. The researcher pasted the wordlist gathered form the first textbook 

into the first window then pasted the wordlist from the second textbook into 

the other window. The Text-Lex Compare analyses two or more texts and 

gives the degree of repetition of words in these texts. The output of this 

programme includes the number of tokens and word families recycled in 

reference to another text, as well as to the amount of not shared or new words 

in each text. 

 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
How much vocabulary out of the most frequent 3,000 English 

words do Saudi EFL students know at KAU? 
The results revealed that the estimated vocabulary size of Saudi EFL students 

at KAU, a few weeks before the end of their second year of studies, was 

around 1,447 words out of the 3,000 most frequent words in English. Table 

1 shows the number of known words for each of the first three BNC 1,000 

word levels and in total. The standard deviations and the minimum and 

maximum vocabulary scores indicate high variation in the students’ 

vocabulary scores for the words within each frequency level, as well as for 

all of word levels together.  

 
BNC word 

frequency level 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

1000 word level 636.25 257.36 190.48 1000.00 

2000 word level 481.49 295.04 0.00 952.38 

3000 word level 330.25 276.97 0.00 833.33 

Total 1447.98 776.71 285.71 2738.10 

Table 1: Number of words known in each word level and in total 

 

The participants’ vocabulary size is therefore in harmony with the previous 

findings obtained by Al-Hazemi’s (1993) high school leavers but less than 

AlSaif’s (2011) university students. However, comparing the results of this 

study with Al-Hazemi’s might not be suitable. The subjects in Al-Hazemi’s 

study were high school leavers and military cadets who had a chance to study 

English for a period of two hours a week while the participants in our study 

were third year university students who studied English intensively for four 

semesters. In contrast, AlSaif (2011) concluded that Saudi EFL university 

students know an average of 2628.57 words by the end of their second year. 

The higher estimate of the vocabulary size of Saudi EFL university students 
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in AlSaif (2011) might be interpreted as a result of the vocabulary size test 

he employed. The current study measures the learners’ vocabulary 

knowledge of the most frequent 3,000 words presented to them in their 

textbooks. On the other hand, AlSaif (2011) uses a yes/no test designed to 

measure the vocabulary size out of the 5,000 most frequent words in English. 

Such test format might have overestimated the vocabulary knowledge of 

AlSaif (2011) participants.  

 

What is the effect of word class on vocabulary learning?  
The mean scores for each part of speech (i.e. nouns, verbs, and adjectives) 

show that adjectives are the most known followed by nouns then verbs. This 

seems to contradict the existing views and findings of Horst & Meara (1999) 

and Alharthi (2014). A possible reason for this finding might be that the 

distribution of correct answers in one or more word classes is not normal and, 

therefore, the mean correct scores are not the right indicators of central 

tendency for the scores of the words from one or more word class. The 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk normality tests as well as 

histograms and Q-Q plots revealed that scores for verbs and adjectives in the 

vocabulary test were not normally distributed. Table 2 displays the median 

scores for each part of speech. 

 
Part of speech Mean Median Std. Deviation 

Nouns 46.47 44.44 18.96 

Verbs 43.52 36.11 25.39 

Adjectives 52.77 47.22 23.99 

Table 2: mean and median scores for each part of speech 

 

As shown in table 2, the median scores still suggest that adjectives are the 

most known by our participants followed by nouns and by verbs. In addition, 

the unequal distribution of parts of speech in the RVT might also explain the 

order of the most known part of speech that we have obtained in the current 

study. Table 7 below summarizes the results of the RVT mean scores for 

each part of speech in each frequency band as well as the number of words 

for each part of speech in each frequency band and in total: 

 

The lack of equal presentation of different parts of speech in the vocabulary 

test might give more chances for error in nouns than in the remaining parts 

of speech. For example, the test has 12 nouns and 3 adjectives from the first 

1,000 frequency band. If participants respond correctly to only one adjective, 

they score 33.33% in adjectives from the first 1,000 frequency level. On the 

other hand, participants have to know 4 nouns to achieve the same score. 

However, for this explanation to make sense, verbs should be the most 
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known part of speech, not adjectives, since only 9 verbs were tested in the 

RVT. It could be argued that 9 items would be insufficient for testing word 

knowledge of a certain part of speech, and vocabulary size tests should 

include a bigger number to test the vocabulary knowledge of that part of 

speech. In addition, the researcher thought of the possibility that the 

textbooks under investigation might have offered more adjectives than the 

other word classes. In order to find out the number of each part of speech in 

these textbooks, the researcher tried tagging the word lists from the textbooks 

with CLAWS4. The analysis showed that the textbooks’ wordlists together 

consist of about 53.84% nouns, 33.45% verbs, and 12.73% adjectives. This 

finding does not explain the vocabulary test results. Based on the percentage 

of each part of speech that the textbooks offer, the order of most known 

words based on part of speech should be in the following order: nouns, verbs, 

and then adjectives. The present findings are in line with Laufer’s (1997) 

alternative argument that part of speech has no clear effect on learnability. 

 

Part of speech 
Number of items Frequency 

band 
Mean 

Std. 

Deviation All levels Each level 

Nouns 33 

12 1000 62.04 28.77 

12 2000 47.22 29.21 

9 3000 34.26 32.47 

Verbs 9 

3 1000 62.97 32.64 

3 2000 43.52 32.68 

3 3000 22.22 28.73 

Adjectives 16 

4 1000 80.56 25.44 

6 2000 52.32 35.67 

6 3000 35.65 32.41 

Table 3: mean scores percentage for each part of speech and word frequency 

 

How much vocabulary do the EFL textbooks under investigation 
offer? What is the frequency and coverage distribution of 
these words? 

The analysis of each textbook separately shows the lack of sufficient 

presentation of the 2,000 most frequent words in English. The cross check 

of the first textbook, namely, Nelson (1986) Elementary Vocabulary, with 

Vocabprofile BNC-20 shows that there are 1116 tokens or 760 word families 

from the BNC. Only 544 tokens or 304 word families are from the first 1,000 

frequency band while 280 tokens or 215 word families are from the second 

1,000 frequency band. The distribution of words along the remaining 

frequency bands decreases. For example, there are 141 tokens or 115 word 
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families from the third 1,000 frequency band while there are only 38 tokens 

or 35 word families from the fifth frequency band. In sum, the number of 

words presented in the first textbook from the 2,000 most frequent words is 

824 tokens or 519 word families which together have a cumulative 

percentage of 73.84% out of the 20 most frequent 1,000 BNC bands.  

 

Milton (2009, p. 207) suggests that offering a large amount of vocabulary in 

textbooks would enable learners to learn more vocabulary autonomously 

because it appears that the “more vocabulary that is presented in course 

books, the more vocabulary learners seem to acquire. Learners do not appear 

to get overloaded in this area of acquisition”. Clearly, both the amount and 

frequency selection of vocabulary offered to our participants are not 

adequate and fall way behind the suggested figure by Nation (2001). The 

first book is designed as an elementary-proficiency textbook; however, this 

does not justify the presentation of about 41.2% of the 2,000 most frequent 

words which as a result might not help learners achieve adequate 

comprehension.  

 

The examination of the second textbook, Nelson (1986) Intermediate 

Vocabulary, shows similar results. The total number of words in the second 

textbook is 1263 tokens or 1006 word families. Strikingly, only 367 tokens 

or 251 word families are from the first 1,000 frequency band while only 273 

tokens or 204 word families are from the second 1,000 frequency band. In 

total, a dismaying figure of 640 tokens or 455 word families from the 2,000 

most frequent words in English are presented in the first textbook. The 

presentation of the 2,000 most frequent English words in the second textbook, 

which claims to be targeting intermediate-proficiency learners, is also 

extremely insufficient. Only 32% of the 2,000 most frequent words are 

covered, a percentage which is even lower than the one in the first textbook. 

Similar to the first textbook, the distribution of the words in the remaining 

frequency bands decreases for each less frequent band. 

 

Merging the lexical input of both textbooks into one file and cross-checking 

it with the Vocabprofiler BNC-20 gives a complete picture of the amount of 

vocabulary these textbooks offer. The examination of the textbooks under 

investigation revealed that these textbooks offer an amount of 2379 tokens 

or 1493 word families. More specifically, taken together these textbooks 

offer 1464 tokens or 782 word families from the 2,000 most frequent words. 

Moreover, the textbooks include only 344 tokens or 257 word families from 

the third 1,000 frequency band. To draw a conclusion based on the test scores, 

there seems to be a direct impact of the presentation of new words and 
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selection based on frequency bands.  In relation to the most frequent 3,000 

words, the percentage of vocabulary presented to our participants in their 

textbooks is 38.29% from the first 1,000 frequency level while 23.25% and 

14.46% words are presented from the second and third 1,000 frequency 

bands, respectively. The frequency distribution in these textbooks might be 

responsible for the pattern we have concluded above, where most known 

words come from the first 1,000 most frequent band. The examination of the 

textbooks shows that the Saudi EFL students at KAU might not have enough 

vocabulary presented to them. It is possible to conclude that these textbooks 

are not appropriate for this level of English students and would not enable 

them to have a sufficient comprehension of written text. Moreover, the two 

textbooks have 75 classroom teaching hours during the first year which 

means students need to learn 31.72 words per hour in order to learn all the 

words in the textbooks. This might well be another possible cause for the 

apparently low vocabulary knowledge of our participants. There should be 

more time allotted for vocabulary learning which may provide more chances 

of learning.  

 

How much vocabulary recycling is in the EFL textbooks? What is 
the effect of recycling on vocabulary learning? 

In order to investigate the recycling of the textbooks under investigation, the 

researcher copied the vocabulary of each textbook and inserted it into the 

programme Text-Lex Compare, which is available on the Compleat Lexical 

Tutor website (Cobb, 2009). Text-Lex Compare calculates recycling by 

counting the number of word repetitions in one text file as well as processing 

two text files at the same time. The mean percentage of the repeated words 

that are shared in the two textbooks is 22.09% with 279 tokens which have 

been repeated more than once. In total, the compound amount of recycled 

words which occur in both textbooks and occur only in one of the textbooks 

is 469 out of 2379 tokens, none of which are from our test items. Therefore, 

we cannot run a statistical analysis to measure the correlation between 

recycling and correct test answers. However, in a recent study, AlSaif (2011) 

found a positive correlation (0.590) between recycling and learnability, 

which supports the hypothesis that the more a word is encountered in a 

textbook; the more likely it is to be learned. Therefore, the lack of recycling 

in the textbooks might explain our participants’ poor achievement scores in 

the vocabulary test. 
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Is there a significant relationship between frequency, recycling 
and word class and the participants’ achievement scores in 
word knowledge?  

As it has been mentioned earlier, the examination of the textbooks under 

investigation shows the absence of recycling any test item. Therefore, it is 

not possible to investigate the effect of recycling on vocabulary learnability. 

Consequently, we carried out analyses to examine the impact of frequency 

and part of speech on learnability. There was only a negative correlation 

between the participants’ test scores and frequency, (r = -0.595, p< 0.01), 

which is expected since the less frequent a word is, the harder it is to be 

learned. We can conclude, based on these results that frequency stands out 

as the only factor affecting the learnability of vocabulary. The remaining 

difficulty factors, such as part of speech, and recycling , have no clear impact 

on the level to which a word becomes easier or harder to learn.  

 

 

 

Conclusion  
Measuring the Saudi EFL learners’ vocabulary size reveals similar findings 

compared to previous studies (Al-Hazemi, 1993; AlSaif, 2011). The 

vocabulary size of our participants is around 1447 words out of the most 

frequent 3,000 words. Frequency alone shows a statistically significant effect 

on words learned, whereas part of speech and recycling do not have a 

significant impact. There is a significant correlation between frequency and 

test scores. This is predicted since frequent words are easier to learn while 

infrequent words are not. In general, frequency accounts for 35.4% of test 

scores variance. 

 

The examination of the vocabulary textbooks reveals the lack of sufficient 

lexical input. The two textbooks offer 1493 word families in total, around 

half that number come from the 2,000 most frequent words, an even smaller 

number of words in less frequent bands. In addition, recycling is almost 

absent in these textbooks because only 19.71% of words have been recycled. 

In fact, not one word from the vocabulary test was among recycled words 

which did not enable us to run a further investigation of the effect of 

recycling on learnability. To conclude, the findings of this study are in 

agreement with Milton’s (2009), where only frequency shows a clear effect 

on vocabulary learning difficulty.  
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Introduction 
Learning to write in an academic context does not simply mean learning a 

set of skills, but involves joining a community with shared concepts and 

practices. For those learning to write in a second language, these practices 

can be viewed as new and alien, or can be accepted, often by emphasising 

similarities rather than differences between languages. Teachers have a 

powerful role to play, as the ideas about writing are expressed in all of their 

pedagogic practices, and influence learners' views in turn. This paper 

describes a small qualitative study of seven Japanese learners of English. 

Their experiences of writing instruction in both Japanese and English were 

investigated through retrospective literacy history interviews (Lillis, 2008). 

The analysis demonstrated that participation in intensive English academic 

writing programmes led one group of respondents to consider English and 

Japanese writing practices to be similar. This allowed them to transfer skills 

learnt in English into Japanese. In contrast, participants without extensive 

instruction in English writing considered the two languages to have 

important differences in their textual organisation and citation practices, and 

did not feel able to draw upon instruction in Japanese when writing in 

English. As part of the broader framework of academic discourse 

socialisation, this study also illustrates how teachers' expectations, 

evaluation or feedback can foster such attitudes. 

 

 

 

Review of Literature 
According to Duff (2010), academic discourse socialisation examines how 

newcomers learn to take part in a particular academic community, both orally 

and through writing. Newcomers learn to behave in certain ways, or are 

2 
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socialised, through interactions with “peers, instructors, tutors, and others” 

(p. 170). Such socialisation can be both explicit and implicit, and occurs in 

many spaces within and without the classroom (Potts, 2005; Seloni, 2012). 

As academic writing is a high-stakes activity with a central role in university 

education (Belcher, 2013), writing has been the focus of much academic 

socialisation research. Instruction has an important role to play in 

socialisation into ways of writing, as teacher views about academic writing 

are represented in the tasks they set and assumptions they make about their 

students (Macbeth, 2006). These instructional experiences have been shown 

to influence future learner attitudes about how to write academically (Rinnert 

& Kobayashi, 2009; Sasaki, 2009). Indeed, the process of academic 

socialisation has been described as learning how to play a “game”, the rules 

of which are determined by professors (Casanave, 2002; Fujioka, 2014). 

 

Learners developing academic writing skills in a second language (L2) can 

face many challenges. For instance, Li and Casanave (2012) showed how 

non-native English speaking (NNES) writers were often categorised as 

deliberate plagiarists by native English speaking (NES) teachers, even 

though such plagiarism had been unintentional. Studies by Macbeth (2006, 

2010) showed how NES teachers take for granted their cultural knowledge 

of academic discourse. These cultural assumptions can lead NNES learners 

to misinterpret writing assignments and to take model essays as “a right 

answer” rather than as an example (Macbeth, 2010, p. 33). Thus, obstacles 

can be related to conflicts or confusion between learner and teacher concepts 

of what written academic discourse consists of. 

 

Research on Japanese learners has investigated both the process of 

developing academic writing skills and the role of past instructional 

experiences, although it has not typically used terms like “academic 

discourse socialisation”. In particular, studies by Hiroe Kobayashi and Carol 

Rinnert have illuminated many aspects of this process. Rinnert and 

Kobayashi (2009) summarise 12 of these studies published from 1984 to 

2007, grouped into three stages. Stage One focused on experiences of 

English writing, and suggested that L2 writing experience leads NNES 

readers’ “perceptions of English essays [to] change gradually from 

preferring L1 [first language] writing features to preferring many of those of 

L2 writing” (p. 27). Stage Two consisted of large-scale surveys to better 

understand L1 writing instruction. These revealed that considerably more 

time was spent instructing in reading than writing in high school Japanese 

classes; however, many students were being instructed in writing for 

entrance examinations outside of regular classes. At university, respondents 
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mentioned a “strong need” for instruction in citation of sources in L1 

academic writing (p. 30). A second important finding was that L1 writing 

instruction encourages “rhetorical conventions similar to those of English 

opinion-writing” (p. 30). Stage Three consisted of in-depth case studies of 

individual or small groups of Japanese learners to investigate a wide variety 

of L2 writing experience both in Japan and through study abroad. Positive 

transfer from L1 to L2 was shown, in which learners made use of features of 

Japanese writing to help their writing in English, mirroring findings by 

Kubota (1998). In addition, when L1 and L2 writing were understood to 

share common features, students with experience in both L1 and L2 were 

able to use their English writing skills to help their Japanese writing. Thus, 

some learners made use of bidirectional transfer (Uysal, 2008) to good effect. 

 

These findings were confirmed by Kobayashi and Rinnert (2013a), in which 

their participant was able to merge her writing knowledge in L1 and L2 only 

when she began to perceive the two languages as similar. Kobayashi and 

Rinnert link this to the concept of soft and hard boundaries between 

languages (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011). When boundaries are considered “hard”, 

languages are separate, and knowledge about writing learnt in L1 cannot be 

applied in L2, for instance. In contrast, when boundaries are considered 

“soft”, knowledge about writing forms “a single overlapping system” 

(Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2013b, p. 442).  

 

Academic discourse socialisation adds a focus on explicit and implicit 

socialisation practices to the study of English academic writing in Japan. 

Research described above has provided invaluable insights by showing how 

types and amounts of experience may lead to different concepts about L1/L2 

writing in learners. However, writing is not about learning a set of skills, but 

about “participatory practice” (Casanave, 2008, p. 16). Most studies have not 

highlighted the role of interactions between teacher and student in 

developing these concepts. Therefore, the study described in this paper 

investigated the academic discourse socialisation of seven Japanese learners 

of English, comparing their instructional experiences in the L1 and L2. 

Through these experiences, their concept of soft and hard boundaries 

between L1 and L2 discourse communities was explored. 

 

 

 

Research Questions 
 How have Japanese learners of English been socialised into 

writing practices in their first language? 
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 How have these learners been socialised into writing practices in 

English? 

 Do these learners believe that Japanese and English writing 

practices belong to the same or different academic discourse 

communities? 

 

 

 

Methods 
Participants 
Pseudonym High 

school 

University Highest 

education 

Japanese 

writing 

instruction 

English 

writing 

instruction 

Chihiro 1990s 1990s Master’s  Very little Extensive: 

High school, 

postgraduate 

Maya 1990s 1990s Two 

Master’s 

(Japan and 

UK) 

Very little Little: 

University 

Mio 2000s 2000s University 

(nursing 

school) 

Very little Little: IELTS 

preparation 

Yurina 2000s 2010s University 

(recent 

graduate) 

Quite 

extensive: 

Junior/senior 

high school 

Little or none 

Hiroshi 2010s 2010s University 

(1st year) 

Little: 

junior/senior 

high school 

Extensive: 

University 

Kazumi 2010s 2010s University 

(1st year) 

Very little Extensive : 

University 

Umeko 2010s 2010s University 

(2nd year) 

Extensive: 

Elementary 

school to 

university 

Extensive: 

University 

Table 1: Interview participants 

 

Participants were solicited from 71 Japanese learners of English who had 

responded to an online questionnaire in a previous study (Bankier, 2014). 

These 71 had been drawn from current students and alumni of four 

institutions in Japan: a university, a foreign language college, an English 

conversation school, and a study-abroad preparatory school, the latter three 

at which the author had previously been employed. Questionnaire 
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respondents had been given the opportunity to elect to participate in further 

research, eight of whom were contacted and asked to take part. The eight 

were chosen to provide a wide range of ages, education and experience of 

Japanese and English writing. Seven were available to be interviewed. Table 

1 summarizes the participants’ backgrounds, showing that their academic 

enrolment spanned two decades, from ongoing undergraduate to completed 

postgraduate. 

 

Design and Procedure 
Semi-structured interviews of one hour were conducted predominantly in 

English (6) or in Japanese (1, Mio) by the author, based on interviewee 

preference. Although the focus of the study was on the participants’ own 

emic descriptions, samples of their English and Japanese writing were used 

to provide “talking points” during interviews. To provide a fresh experience 

of Japanese academic writing, respondents were also asked to write a short 

essay of 700-1500 Japanese characters, equivalent to around 400-700 

English words, on the below question: 

 
Communication in the modern era has changed greatly, and we tend to use 

email or telephone more than writing letters. In the same way, we also rely 

more and more on information from the Internet and TV. Therefore, some 

people argue that it is less important than in the past to teach writing. Do you 

think we should continue to teach writing in schools? [translated] 

 

The interview was conceived as a “literacy history” (Lillis, 2008, p. 356), in 

which the researcher elicits an autobiographical account of academic literacy 

learning to better understand current beliefs and perspectives within the 

particular individual context. Interviews followed a set of questions, but 

participants were asked to elaborate on issues outside the original questions. 

The interview consisted of three parts. In the first, participants were asked 

about the writing instruction they received in Japanese and English from 

elementary school to university. Secondly, they were asked to describe good 

writing in both languages, and to speculate about how similar or different 

English and Japanese writing were. In the third part of the interview, 

participants explained the knowledge they had drawn on when writing 

assignments and were encouraged to identify influences from L1 and L2 

instruction.  

 

Data Analysis 
Interviews were transcribed in their entirety. The data were then coded and 

analysed based on procedures in Hatch (2002) and Ellis & Barkhuizen 

(2005). Firstly, the transcripts were read through to identify recurring themes, 
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including teachers, feedback, and features of academic discourse with sub-

codes such as overall text organisation, sources and references and 

sentence-level expression. The themes were identified based on their 

frequency and salience. Further themes included those brought up by 

interview questions, such as elementary school, high school and university. 

The transcripts were then coded based on this list of themes, with some codes 

omitted or re-categorised as sub-codes after several periods of re-analysis. 

Frequency counts of the codes were then compiled to obtain a general picture 

of the most common themes. Additionally, a narrative summary of each 

interview was written, consisting of a paragraph for each of the main 

interview themes, such as “Experience in elementary school”. Finally, data 

from all seven participants were compared to draw parallels between similar 

concepts of academic discourse and similar experiences, leading to the 

identification of two groups who shared both a similar concept of boundaries 

between academic discourse communities and a similar amount of writing-

focused English instruction. 

 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
Although the interviewees’ academic experiences were varied, analysis of 

the data revealed two groupings based on the extent to which they identified 

differences in the L1 and L2 discourse communities. Specifically, one group 

did not identify strongly with English discourse practices and characterised 

them as “different” from Japanese. In contrast, the second group identified 

strongly with English, and downplayed any differences. The similarities and 

differences both between and within the groups will now be described with 

reference to interview data. 

 

Group H: “It’s totally different.” 
The first group consisted of Maya, Mio and Yurina. All had received little 

direct English academic writing instruction. They describe their English 

experience as primarily “just sentences… short paragraphs” (Maya), or as 

grammar-based textbook exercises; “We had a textbook… and we answered 

the question. And last we write a little sentence” (Yurina). Although Maya 

studied her Masters overseas and received help in content and citation 

practices from her supervisor in writing her thesis, she did not attend an EAP 

writing class except for a short course to prepare for the IELTS test. Miho 

also attended a similar course.  
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Their experiences writing in Japanese were more varied. Although all were 

instructed by their high school Japanese writing teachers to write in a 

particular organisational style, neither Maya nor Mio considered this to be 

preparing them for university; Maya says that she had “very little experience 

to learn how to write in Japanese” and that preparation for university 

entrance exams was the purpose of the class, echoed by Mio who says the 

main goal was to pass tests. In contrast, Yurina explains how she was taught 

“to write a good sentence, a fascinating sentence” in high school, while at 

university she was taught an organisational essay pattern known as mondai-

teiki, similar to a problem-solution pattern; she was later able to make use of 

these skills in her Japanese writing at university. 

 

Group H were brought together by their emphasis on differences between 

Japanese and English written academic discourse, identifying a number of 

different features. Firstly, the group thought that lack of a strong initial 

statement of purpose was a feature of Japanese academic writing, a contrast 

to English. Based on her experience of postgraduate study in Japan and the 

UK, Maya believes Japanese writing is “totally different from English 

writing.” Japanese writing begins with “some cause, background or 

situation”, followed by a sequence of explanations. Although she views logic 

in English and Japanese as fundamentally similar, “There is a big difference 

[in] how to express or how to write.” She adds, “In my image, English 

writing is most focused on the conclusion. Or the result… Japanese writing 

or Japanese expressions focus on the process, not only the results.” Similarly, 

Mio describes Japanese style as “saying what you wanted to say at the end” 

(translation), in which it is often necessary to read a whole paragraph to 

understand its main point. For Yurina, English writing requires the writer to 

state an opinion or solution to a problem first, whereas the Japanese mondai-

teiki style allows the opinion to be given later, with the introduction stating 

a situation or background (mondai meaning problem in Japanese). 

 

Secondly, Maya compares use of sources in English and Japanese. She 

explains that Japanese academic writing, particularly at the graduate level, 

requires fewer citations; “Japanese Master’s students have to refer to some 

other sources, but still we can insist something more strongly.” In contrast, 

“Master’s dissertations in English are not written by specialists, that’s why 

we have to refer … from other papers or sources.” Thus, Japanese written 

discourse is considered to be more original. 
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When asked about their own L1/L2 writing, Group H describe the newness 

of English writing when compared to their Japanese experience. Maya 

describes her first experience of English writing thus: 

 
I think in English we have to explain something in a different way. So, at first 

we have to express something, our main points, and we have to supplement 

with other information. At the time, I did not know how to do it. (Interview, 

February 13, 2013) 

 

When asked to comment on how she wrote her English essays, Mio describes 

the experience as something that she had not done before, a completely 

different way of writing.  

 

When discussing the essays they had been asked to write in Japanese and 

their previous written assignments, the three respondents refer only to what 

they had learnt in L1 classes. Yurina says that she knows “only that [mondai-

teiki] style”. Interestingly, Mio does notice that she had used what she views 

as an English style when writing the Japanese essay written for the interview: 

 
Researcher: Let’s talk about this essay. How did you structure it? 

Mio: Introduction, body, conclusion. Recently I haven’t written these kinds 

of longer essays in Japanese. But recently I’ve been learning English, so in 

terms of the Japanese way of writing it’s a little bit strange. Some parts aren’t 

very good. 

Researcher: So this is like an English essay? 

Mio: Yes. (Interview [translated], June 12, 2013) 

 

Although Mio was not able to explain what she meant by “some parts”, this 

illustrates that, even when L2 to L1 transfer does occur, it can be viewed as 

an error. 

 

Therefore, Group H viewed boundaries between Japanese and English 

discourse communities as “hard” (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011), in which 

socialisation into a new discourse community required effort to learn new 

organisational practices and other expectations. However, none claimed to 

have been taught this distinction, but had inferred it from experience: Maya, 

for instance, from reading a large amount in L1 and L2 as part of her 

postgraduate study, and Yurina from comparing Japanese to the English texts 

she had read for TOEIC test preparation. 

 

Group S: “It’s the same.” 
The second group consisted of Chihiro, Hiroshi, Umeko and Kazumi. As 

with the first, this group was unified by experience of English instruction and 
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views on boundaries between academic discourse communities. Most of 

Group S also had not been taught English writing in high school; as Hiroshi 

says, “The English in high school is called ‘passing exam English’.” Chihiro 

is the exception, as she attended a “special school for learning foreign 

language” and wrote short English essays for two years in high school. 

 

In higher education, Group S’s experiences in English were extensive. 

Hiroshi, Kazumi and Umeko enrolled in different year-long intensive EAP 

programmes with a focus on academic writing at a university in Tokyo. 

Likewise, while Chihiro “didn’t have much practices for [English] writing” 

during her undergraduate degree, she was “forced to study in Australia to get 

a Master’s degree” as a requirement of her job as a high school English 

teacher. She participated in a demanding three-month course in academic 

skills with a focus on academic writing, followed by her Master’s. 

 

Like Group H, Group S’s experiences of Japanese writing varied 

considerably. Kazumi describes writing some book reports, but sums up her 

experience as “basically nothing.” Hiroshi is also clear that he had not been 

explicitly taught written organisation in his first language: 

 
Probably so the very basic things I learned in the Japanese class. But it’s unlike 

what we’re doing in university English class. How should I organize the 

essays - at the university I have to make an introduction, body paragraph, and 

conclusion. This kind of thing I’m not told [in my Japanese classes]. 

(Interview, July 26, 2013) 

 

Similarly, Chihiro states, “We didn’t learn what is called the academic 

writing that would be used for when I moved to university.”  

 

Umeko’s experience stands in contrast to the other interviewees; she was 

given advice by her Japanese teacher about signal phrases and conjunctions 

even in elementary school. In junior high, she wrote a reflection paper on her 

school trip to the UK in which it was necessary to do research and follow a 

structure, an introduction and body paragraphs, “like essay style.” In 

university, her Japanese teacher gave her advice about adding quotations and 

a reference list. 

 

Group S make explicit mention of transfer of writing knowledge. In 

explaining the process she went through to write her Japanese essay, Chihiro 

states that it was “training in English” that influenced her organisational 

choices, adding, “The teachers that really asked me to write in this way were 

native English teachers.” Kazuko describes her Japanese essay as “this 
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semester’s product”, referring to what she had learnt in her EAP class. 

Similarly, Hiroshi explains how he noticed some features he was taught in 

his EAP class in Japanese written texts; “After I read the books, I realize the 

books is organized like academic writing, with a thesis statement, body, or 

conclusion.” Umeko is the only respondent of either group who has received 

intensive and long-term (a year or more) L1 and L2 writing instruction. Of 

L2 to L1 transfer: “I didn’t know how to include any thesis statements before 

I took the EAP class. So after I took the EAP class I try to include the thesis 

statements in Japanese.” She is not able to identify L1 to L2 transfer, 

however, as her initial “struggle” with English writing was dominated by 

grammatical and vocabulary issues, such as conjunctions and subordination. 

 

Thus, in terms of their concept of academic discourse, Group S viewed the 

boundaries between Japanese and English as “soft” (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011), 

in which practices learned in one language could be applied to another 

(Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2013a). These four interviewees thought Japanese 

and English written academic discourse was basically equivalent. For 

instance, Chihiro says, “I think it’s the same, especially in academic writing. 

In both cases, in Japanese and English, I need to write in a pretty organized 

way.” She describes this as, “It starts from the introduction, reason 1, 2, 3 

and conclusion. That was the way we wrote in English so I found that maybe 

in Japanese I also needed to write in that way.” This interpretation is echoed 

by Umeko, who says that academic writing in both languages should 

comprise an introduction with a thesis statement, “body 1, 2, 3” and a 

conclusion. This style of writing, beginning with a strong statement of 

purpose and supporting it, accords with the description of English writing 

given by Group H, but not with their description of good writing in Japanese. 

 

Similarly, uses of citations and referencing were described as similar across 

languages. For instance, Umeko lists similarities between Japanese and 

English to include “how to quotes, how to put a reference list, or like trying 

to avoid I or He or She, or such vague words.” Like Maya, Chihiro is initially 

surprised by the amount of citations needed in her English academic writing 

whilst studying abroad: 

 
I wrote an essay and sent it to my teacher, but in her feedback to my essay she 

said that ‘How come you can say in this way?’, or ‘You need to have citations 

in every part.’ That was my first surprise. Sometimes I think that this is just 

the normal way to think for everybody. But in an academic writing we need 

to be really specific, and if we say something we need to show who has said 

that, and is there any evidence. (Interview, March 10, 2013) 
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However, her response is different from Maya, as Chihiro’s belief is that 

citations are “the same between Japanese and English”, in both quantity and 

purpose. Thus, Group S emphasise similarities rather than differences. 

 

As shown above, the two groups are differentiated by how they view written 

academic discourse across cultures. For Group H, Japanese and English have 

separate literacy practices, while Group S views the experience of 

socialisation as akin to joining a single academic discourse community. In 

the final section of the paper, the ways that the interviewees’ Japanese and 

NES writing teachers socialised them into the discourse practices of their 

respective communities will be contrasted. 

 

Written Academic Discourse Socialisation in Japanese and English 
For most participants of both groups, the role of the teacher in Japanese 

writing classes is not to impose a way of writing. Kazumi describes her high 

school writing as “Just hand in. It is not for a grade.” Japanese teachers may 

not have time to give feedback to large classes; “A lot of students are taking 

in [my freshman undergraduate Japanese writing class] so I couldn’t get any 

feedback” (Hiroshi). In writing her nursing college graduation dissertation, 

Mio was given a general outline, but from then on was required to write 

without feedback from professors. 

 

Japanese teachers “had some expectations” (Chihiro), but these were rarely 

explicated through models of writing. Despite enrolling in an elective 

Japanese writing class to prepare for her university application, Chihiro felt 

compelled to seek material of her own: 

 
I could find by myself from the Internet or in books, or when we go to the 

bookstore there are books about how to write essays in Japanese. And there 

are so many examples of writing in Japanese. ‘If you write in this way you 

can get a higher score’, or something like that. (Interview, March 10, 2013) 

 

Maya echoes this; “[At university], if I wanted to learn how to write Japanese 

correctly, I had to buy some books or search the information on the Internet.” 

 

A common thread for most was the focus in Japanese writing classes on 

sentence-level language use combined with free, personal expression. As 

Chihiro explains: 

 
I didn’t think that [my Japanese writing teachers] taught me a lot about the 

structure, but rather they were interested in what was interesting in this story 
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or what was impressive for me… The story was more important rather than 

writing in organized or well-written Japanese. (Interview, March 10, 2013) 

 

Overall, the interviewees use phrases suggesting a number of possible 

choices for writers, such as “be interested in”, “be important to”, or Yurina’s 

comment that “there are many structures that we can learn.” 

 

In contrast, the NES teachers of Group S’s intensive EAP classes were 

considerably more “hands on”. Their activities included providing a 

proscribed essay structure, explicit feedback and evaluation. In terms of 

writing structure, Chihiro explains how her high school NES teacher made 

her follow a particular essay pattern: 

 
It seemed she almost forced us to write in that way… Even if we are writing 

really higher level English, and if we used difficult words, it didn’t matter… 

it was just how essays were structured, that was her point. So I found that to 

get the higher score, a higher grade in the class, I really needed to follow what 

she asked me to do. (Interview, March 10, 2013) 

 

Hiroshi’s comments are very similar; “At first I was confused because the 

evaluation was how can I organise the essay. So of course the grammar is 

necessary, but most of what the instructor focused on was organising.” 

Indeed, all participants in Group S are clear that there was only one 

appropriate response to teacher feedback: to follow it. Disregarding such 

teacher comments would lead to a significant reduction in their grade for the 

assignment. 

 

In describing instruction from NES teachers, the interviewees make use of 

words and phrases about obligation, such as “have to”, “be forced to” and 

“need to”, exemplified by Kazuko; “I have to make three reasons, and more 

detail. And don’t go off-topic.” 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
Although the respondents in this study who participated in intensive EAP 

writing programmes found the initial socialisation experience to be new and 

different, by the end of their instruction they viewed academic writing as a 

single discourse community with shared features that they strongly identified 

with. In contrast, those respondents whose experience did not include 

intensive EAP writing instruction considered Japanese and English academic 

discourse communities to be separate, and stressed the disparities in features. 
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Therefore, this study suggests that intensive EAP instruction, with its use of 

explicit feedback and grading geared towards an “enforced” socialisation, 

encourages learners to identify strongly with the English academic discourse 

as “the right way to write”; contrastively, Japanese instruction appears less 

proscriptive. 

 

It is noteworthy that it was instruction, and not experience that appeared to 

foster the differing views. For instance, Maya and Chihiro both had extensive 

experience in L1/L2 writing, yet held opposing views. Group S’s strong 

identification with L2 writing may be a reaction to the type of instruction 

they received. For newcomers to discourse communities, particularly second 

language speakers, the experience can be disempowering (Leki, 2001; 

Morita, 2004). I would suggest that the participants in Group S were faced 

with the choice of resistance (Norton & Toohey, 2011) to socialisation or 

acceptance of it. Claiming that the two languages were the same allowed the 

learners to take back the power they would otherwise have lost through the 

socialisation process. Instead of students being made to learn, these 

respondents were invested in an “imagined community” (Norton & Toohey, 

2011) of written academic discourse, which had an empowering practical 

value as it spanned both Japanese and English. 

 

For teachers of EAP writing, imposing certain practices of an “EAP 

discourse community” may have the benefit of fostering an inclusionary 

attitude to writing skills, allowing beneficial transfer across languages 

(Gentil, 2011; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2009; Morita, 2004). However, 

discourse communities are not homogenous and vary a great deal across 

disciplines (Duff, 2007; Hyland, 2013). Teachers should be aware and 

should make learners aware that the academic discourse community into 

which they are being socialised is not the academic discourse community, 

but rather is one of many possible communities (Duff, 2010), the literacy 

practices of which may differ markedly. 

 

This study was limited by its retrospective nature, as while the literacy 

history approach allowed for a wide picture, it did not capture the full social 

context and was limited by recall. In addition, it is important for future 

research to include the views of the teachers in both languages to illuminate 

their views of the writing they teach. Therefore, future research in Japan 

could benefit from long-term ethnographic methods (Seloni, 2012) to 

capture the process of academic socialisation in situ and in process. 
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Introduction 
The Japanese language is home to tens of thousands of English loanwords, 

many having become fully integrated and frequent parts of the general 

Japanese language. Japan’s largely welcoming attitude towards these 

loanwords means they are encountered frequently throughout society, from 

words on shop signs, to phrases on clothing, to messages on product 

packaging. Many fill lexical gaps opened up in the Meiji period with Japan’

s efforts to modernise and globalise (e.g. エンジン, enjin, engine), while 

others sit alongside semantic near-equivalent terms in the Sino-Japanese 

lexicon, and fulfil more pragmatic purposes within the language (e.g. ピー

チ pīchi, peach, with its semantic near-equivalent 桃, momo, peach). In the 

former case, the words have been given the label ‘catachrestic innovations’, 

meaning loanwords which “introduce a new concept into the language” 

(Onysko & Winter-Froemel, 2011, p. 1555). In the latter case, they are 

known as ‘non-catachrestic innovations, or loanwords “characterized by the 

existence of a semantic near-equivalent” (2011, p. 1555). 

 

Focusing on non-catachrestic English loanwords, a question arises as to their 

function within the language compared to the semantic near-equivalent term. 

Modern corpus tools, in particular the Sketch Engine corpus query system, 

allow these functions to be empirically researched. The ‘sketch-diff’ function 

of the Sketch Engine corpus query system compares two ‘word sketches’, 

defined as “one-page automatic, corpus-based summaries of a word’s 

grammatical and collocational behaviour” (Kilgarriff, Rychly, Smrz, & 

Tugwell, 2004). Sketches of two near-synonyms (i.e. a loanword and its 

semantic near-equivalent term) can be compared to identify and visualise 

where similarities and differences lie in the behaviour of the words within 

the corpus. These corpus-based lexicographic findings have theoretical 

importance in illuminating the motivations behind the borrowing of non-

catachrestic loanwords, and practical importance in helping language 

learners to disambiguate between two seemingly near-equivalent words.  

 

3 
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In order to conduct such a sketch-diff study, a suitable list of non-catachrestic 

loanwords and their accompanying semantic near-equivalents needs to be 

prepared. Whilst a model exists for how to do this with anglicisms in German 

(Onysko & Winter-Froemel, 2011), there was no such previous study in the 

Japanese context. The study described here involved the extraction, filtering, 

and preparation of a list of suitable non-catachrestic English loanwords for 

analysis within the sketch-diff function of the Sketch Engine. It discusses the 

selection of a suitable resource of loanwords, the extraction of the individual 

items, the various stages of filtering, and the selection of semantic near-

equivalents.  

 

 

 

Background 
English loanwords in Japanese have been extensively researched from a 

number of different angles. They have been investigated in terms of their 

historical development within their new home (Irwin, 2011a), their 

sociolinguistic positioning within Japanese society (Stanlaw, 2004), their 

influence on the culture of Japan (Kay, 1995), their importance in English 

education (Daulton, 2008), and the modifications that are made into order to 

mould the words to the lexico-grammatical structure of Japanese (Preston & 

Yamagata, 2004). In this latter area, the phonological adaptations made to 

English loanwords have been investigated (Blair, Alan & Ingram, 2003), 

along with the morphological and syntactic changes that are common to 

many of the borrowings (Irwin, 2011b). In contrast, however, is the marked 

lack of empirical research in the area of the semantics and pragmatics of the 

English loanwords. Despite the acknowledgement that an understanding of 

the semantic and pragmatic nature of English loanwords in Japan is of value 

in areas such as education (Daulton, 2008; Inagawa, 2010; Ringbom, 2007), 

linguistics (Irwin, 2011a) and cultural studies (Kay, 1995; Loveday, 1996; 

Stanlaw, 2004), currently there is no large-scale empirical study in this area. 

Much of the existing literature has relied on introspective comments and 

observations; with researchers either briefly stating themselves how the 

words are variously used in the different languages, or asking a small number 

of research participants for their intuitions (see Daulton, 2008; Irwin, 2011; 

Takashi, 1990). 

 

A notable departure from the introspective method is the research undertaken 

by Inagawa (2010) for a PhD thesis, summarised and published in the journal 

‘Japanese Studies’ (2012). She claims it to be the “first attempt to describe 

the evolution of loanwords…in a systematic and informed way” (Inagawa, 
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2012, p. 394). She extracts a collection of loanwords from a newspaper 

corpus and selects several of them for in-depth analysis. With the help of two 

research assistants, she analyses every concordance line of the loanword to 

examine the meaning(s) that arise from the word in all of its contexts in the 

corpus. She compares this data with that for the parent word of the loanword 

as described in its entry in the Oxford English Dictionary, to investigate 

where meanings overlap and where they differ. From this comparison she is 

able to comment on the evolution of the loanword as it moves from the 

English language to Japanese, and to describe how the loanword may come 

to have Japan-specific usages.  

 

Ironically, the greatest strength of this study is also its greatest weakness. 

Because she manually analyses every single concordance line of the 

loanword (sometimes this is over 400 lines) she is able to build-up an in-

depth description of the meaning(s) of the loanword, but simultaneously is 

restricted in the number of loanwords which she can analyse. As a result, her 

entire study comprises the analyses of only eight loanwords. This makes it 

difficult to construct a general picture of the presence and behaviour of 

English loanwords in Japanese. If she had been able to automate part of her 

research, she could have combined the depth of analysis with breadth, which 

would have greatly enhanced the value of her findings. 

 

 

 

Methodology and findings 
Using Inagawa’s (2012) research as a model, but focusing on increasing the 

breadth of research possible when investigating loanwords individually, a 

study was devised that would explore the one hundred most frequent English 

loanwords in Japanese. The aim was to combine automated and manual 

methods of analysis, in order that a detailed case study could be made of each 

word, and the case studies could be brought together to build up a larger 

picture of the loanwords in general. 

It was initially assumed that the first stage of the analysis would involve the 

relatively unproblematic extraction of one hundred loanwords from a 

suitable corpus, and cleaning up the list such as removing proper nouns. This 

list could then be taken forward for use within the sketch-diff function. 

However, this first stage proved to be a significantly more problematic 

undertaking than first planned. The following sections outline the steps taken, 

the problems encountered, and the methods used to overcome the problems. 
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Finding English loanwords in Japanese 
The first step was to select a suitable resource for the extraction of loanwords. 

Previous studies, including Inagawa’s (2012), have relied on newspaper 

corpora for their data (Daulton, 2008), as these have been the most accessible 

corpus type available in Japan (Erjavec, Erjavec, & Kilgarriff, 2008). 

However, newspaper corpora have been shown to be genre-specific in nature, 

both in terms of their content (e.g. news articles and opinion pieces) and also 

their linguistic style (e.g. use of the past tense) (Erjavec et al., 2008). For this 

study a more general picture of loanwords within Japanese society was 

desired. Despite concerns over the content of web corpora (Suchomel & 

Pomikálek, 2012), they have been shown in several studies to be a more 

heterogeneous source of language data than that offered by newspaper 

corpora (Erjavec et al., 2008). Several web corpora are available for Japanese, 

and are easily accessed online for low cost. Referring to the development of 

the JpWaC web corpus in 2007, housed within the Sketch Engine, it has been 

described as having “more informal and interactional material, and more 

diverse content” than that from a newspaper corpus, which gives a “fuller 

picture of current Japanese than do newspaper corpora” (Erjavec et al., 2008, 

p. 10). For this reason, the ten billion token jpTenTen11 web corpus, which 

developed out of the JpWaC, was chosen as the source of loanwords. 

 

Selecting a word list 
Because loanwords are overwhelmingly written in the katakana script, they 

can be easily extracted from a corpus with the help of a regular expression. 

The regex [ア-ん]+ was used to extract a list of 10,000 katakana strings from 

the jpTenTen11 corpus. The software gives several options of the type of list 

desired, such as word list or lemma list. To decide which was preferable, 

both lists were extracted and compared. It was found that a word list was 

more appropriate, because a loanword lemma includes all other script 

variants of the search term. For example, the lemma マン (from English man) 

in katakana also included hits of 万 (the counter of 10,000) and 満 (meaning 

full) in kanji which refer to different words than the katakana form. The word 

list option isolates only the katakana instances of the search term, so this was 

chosen as the method of extracting the loanwords. 

 

Filtering for only English loanwords 
Katakana is not only used for foreign words, but also for emphasis and other 

stylistic purposes. Therefore the list was filtered by using the unidic 

dictionary that tags words with their stratum within the lexicon (Sino-

Japanese, native Japanese, or foreign). With reference to an English 
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dictionary, the list was further reduced by excluding loanwords derived from 

other languages.  

 

Filtering for heterographic and monosemous English loanwords 
A major problem encountered was that quite often two or more distinct 

words in English (e.g. road and lord) become homographs in their Japanese 

loanword form (e.g. ロード rōdo, road/lord). This is problematic for the 

corpus software because it is unable to isolate the specific meanings of the 

homographic sets. As such, the list had to be filtered to exclude any katakana 

homographs. 

 

Similarly, if a single loanword has several different meanings (e.g. サービ

ス, sābisu, service) then again the software will encounter difficulties in 

isolating the different meanings. This would make the manual analysis of the 

data complicated, with the output of the word sketch combining results of 

the grammatical and collocational behaviour of the word spread across all of 

its senses within the corpus. The decision was therefore made to restrict the 

word list to those items that were monosemous (one meaning), done by 

cross-referencing the word with its entries in a monolingual and loanword 

dictionary. The previous two processes reduced the list in size by about 80%. 

This was an unexpected result, but can be addressed by greatly increasing 

the initial size of the word list.  

 

Categorising the loanwords as catachrestic and non-catachrestic 
The final stage involved examining the loanword for the presence of 

semantic near-equivalent terms. This was done by combining the data from 

the thesaurus function of the Sketch Engine, which produces a list of similar 

words to the search term, with the descriptions of the entry of the search term 

in the monolingual and loanword dictionaries. For example, the loanword デ

スク (desuku, desk) is judged to be similar in behaviour in the corpus to the 

Sino-Japanese word 机  (tsukue, desk). Also this word appears in the 

dictionary entry for デスク . Therefore, 机  is considered a semantic 

equivalent term for デスク and makes this loanword non-catachrestic.  

 

As previously explained, the earlier stages of filtering reduced the list of 

possible loanwords to categorise as catachrestic or non-catachrestic down 

from one hundred to twenty one. Of these, eleven were categorized as non-

catachrestic and the remainder as catachrestic. This shows that only about 

10% of the initial list of one hundred items was considered suitable for the 

next stage of analysis, using the sketch-diff function. This suggests that 
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possibly up to one thousand loanwords will be needed in order to produce a 

final list of one hundred. This dramatically increases the workload and time-

scale involved with the preparatory stage of the research. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
This article has outlined the methodological processes and important 

considerations involved in producing a list of loanwords suitable for analysis 

within the sketch-diff function of the Sketch Engine. Rather than simply 

extracting one hundred common loanwords from a corpus and categorising 

them as catachrestic or non-catachrestic, there are several intermediary 

stages involved that significantly reduce the number of words on the list. 

This means that the initial starting number of loanwords needs to be 

significantly larger than the number that are to be analysed within the corpus 

query system. This is an important consideration to have in mind when 

undertaking research in this area. 
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Introduction 
A number of language attitude studies towards non-native listeners have 

indicated that native varieties are generally preferred over non-native 

varieties (Dalton-Puffer et al., 1997; Ladegaard, 1998; McKenzie, 2008; 

Yook & Lindemann, 2013; Zhang, 2010). Similar findings in favour of 

native varieties, which are usually regarded as standard models, have 

emerged when Taiwanese perceptions were investigated (Kobayashi, 2008; 

Cheng, 2009; Lee, 2013). While some studies demonstrated differences in 

evaluation of varieties of English speech corresponding to identification 

accuracy (McKenzie, 2008; Yook & Lindemann, 2013), others have not 

discovered such a connection (Zhang, 2010). In this paper, I contribute to the 

body of language attitude research by investigating the possible correlation 

between identification and evaluation of English varieties among Taiwanese 

participants, for whom English plays a vital role in everyday life. 

Traditionally categorized by Kachru (1992) as an EFL (English as a Foreign 

Language) territory, the Lingua Franca role of English in Taiwan has made 

the English language of paramount importance for enhancing career 

prospects, educational advancement and international trade. Accordingly, 

what remains unknown is whether Taiwanese participants’ understanding of 

speaker origin influences the way they subsequently judge different English 

varieties. This study aims to provide a discussion of Taiwanese attitude 

research through the examination of EFL speakers’ perceptions towards 

varieties of English, and offers an analysis of how they consequently 

evaluate each type of English speech, based on correct or incorrect 

identification of the speakers.  
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Previous Research  
Attitudes towards Native vs. Non-native English Varieties  
The findings of language attitude research involving native speakers show 

consistently that prestigious native varieties, such as RP and Northern 

Michigander dialects of American English are preferred over their 

stigmatized counterparts from the perspective of status, which implies that 

these varieties are better evaluated on traits such as intelligence and 

education (Giles, 1970; Hiraga, 2005; Preston, 2004). Discrimination of 

English varieties revealed that Taiwanese listeners also rated a prestigious 

English variety, such as Standard American English, the most highly (Cheng, 

2009; Lee, 2013; Yang, 2013). “Native speakerism” (Holliday, 2006:385) 

and the “ideology of standard variety” (Milroy, 2001:532) play a vital role 

among Taiwanese learners. In other words, native varieties such as American 

English are seen as providing the standard cultural and linguistic models for 

EFL speakers (Cheng, 2009; Kobayashi, 2008). For example, American 

English is more positively evaluated from the perspectives of having better 

pronunciation and being easier for EFL students to listen to (Lee, 2013; Yang, 

2013). Moreover, the variety that is predominantly used in Taiwanese ELT 

classes is American English (Cheng, 2009; Kobayashi, 2008; Lee, 2013). 

However, this situation may be changing as Taiwanese learners are gradually 

exposed to both native and non-native varieties of English in a globalized 

world.  Given the growing number of non-native English speakers, there is 

an increasing opportunity for Taiwanese to encounter and interact with 

speakers of diverse English varieties. In addition to the variety of American 

English that Taiwanese learners would encounter in school, EFL speakers 

are likely to be exposed to, and further acquire, stereotypes of other varieties 

of English via widespread mass media, including TV series, movies and pop 

music. A question that arises from such situations is: what are Taiwanese 

attitudes towards distinct varieties of English?  

 

To direct Taiwanese people’s awareness of the existence of Asian forms of 

English, Kobayashi (2008) examined a group of Taiwanese students taking 

an intensive English course in a private university’s language centre in the 

Philippines. Interview results indicated that Taiwanese students studying 

English in an ESL environment had little recognition of the importance of 

L2 varieties of English spoken in Asia. For example, it was found that native 

standard varieties such as American and British English are more desirable 

than Philippines English as a target-learning model. Moreover, Philippines 

English was regarded as different from “correct varieties” and was 

negatively evaluated owing to a “heavy accent” (Kobayashi, 2008:90-91). 

The negative attitudes towards Philippines English may impede non-native-
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to-non-native communication and, thus, Taiwanese perceptions of non-

native varieties are worthy of further investigation.  

 

In exploring the extent to which Taiwanese perceive different types of 

English speech, Lee (2013) investigated 70 university students’ attitudes 

towards Australian English, American English and Taiwanese English 

speakers who were delivering the same lecture. While the American English 

speaker was the most positively evaluated, the Taiwanese English was 

judged the most unfavourably. The finding that the Australian English 

speaker was perceived to have a foreign accent might result from participants’ 

limited exposure to the Australian variety. Furthermore, the result of a mock 

TOEIC (Test of English for International Communication) listening exam 

demonstrated that Taiwanese speakers’ unfamiliarity with Australian accents 

is likely to hinder them from comprehending the language of Australian 

speakers (Lee, 2013). Yang (2013) investigated non-English major 

university students’ perception changes in learning English variation. 

Multimedia texts, such as a song from the film “Three Idiots”, were adapted 

to help students understand the pronunciation features of Indian English. For 

example, the sentence “All is well” in the song may well sound like “All-iz 

vell” to most students. The teaching instrument helped students to 

understand that the consonant /w/ would be pronounced as /v/ in Indian 

English (Yang, 2013:107-108). The results suggest that after the detailed 

phonetic attributes of Indian English were introduced in class, the majority 

of the students benefited from the phonetics teaching and adopted a more 

positive attitude towards Indian English, especially its accent.  

 

Correlation between Identification and Evaluation  
Positive or negative attitudes towards a speaker’s accent may be influenced 

by background information, such as nationality or ethnic group membership 

that is correlated with speech (Edwards, 1997). While one’s accent provides 

significant cues for listeners to recognise the geographical origin or identity 

marker of a speaker (Milroy & McClenaghan, 1977; Wright, 1996), most 

language attitude studies disregard the issue of speaker origin classification 

on evaluating the different varieties of English (McKenzie, 2008; Yook & 

Lindemann, 2013). Studies (e.g. McKenzie, 2008; Yook & Lindemann, 2013) 

have shown that listeners evaluated a variety more positively when speaker 

provenance was correctly identified.  

 

When Japanese university students’ evaluations of different English varieties 

are investigated, accurate identification of speaker origin demonstrated a 

significant positive effect upon the evaluation of native varieties of English, 
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including Glasgow Vernacular, Southern US English and Midwest United 

States English with regard to status (McKenzie, 2008:150). This is reinforced 

by the findings attained in South Korea, which revealed that a more 

favourable evaluation was given to the same European-American English 

speaker when she was accurately recognized as being from the USA (Yook 

& Lindemann, 2013:292). In turn, the results of Zhang (2010) confirmed that 

evaluation might not differ according to identification. Other than an 

American English speaker and a RP speaker, Hong Kong University 

respondents’ ratings of most of the native and non-native English speakers 

failed to reach statistical significance between the correct identification and 

inaccurate identification group. One intriguing question arising from these 

studies (McKenzie, 2008; Yook & Lindemann, 2013; Zhang, 2010) is 

whether correct identification forms the basis of the stereotypes held by 

listeners, when assessing different English voices.  

 

Many (including Dalton-Puffer et al., 1997; McKenzie, 2008; Yook & 

Lindemann, 2013) propose that whether prejudice is against the community 

it is perceived to be from should be examined carefully in language attitude 

studies by engaging an indirect method, the Verbal Guise Test (VGT). For 

instance, perceptions towards speech are shown to be misleading when 

listener-judges misidentify a speaker from another speech group and thus 

make stereotyped judgements on the variety they believe they are hearing, 

instead of the variety they are actually hearing (Preston 1989, 2004). The 

task of identification has drawn some attention in Taiwanese language 

attitude studies, demonstrating how conscious informants are of speaker 

provenance of the different varieties of English speech (Lee, 2013; Yang, 

2013).  

 

Lee (2013) found that Taiwanese English (62%) and American English (61%) 

shared a similar accuracy rate of speaker origin identification. Moreover, the 

infrequent exposure to Australian English helps to explain why the 

Australian speaker (10%) is rated the lowest (Lee, 2013). On the other hand, 

Yang (2014) found that the ESL variety of Indian English (46%) was 

identified the most highly in comparison to American English (40%) and 

Taiwanese English (28%). Specifically, the correct rate of identifying Indian 

English (94%) increases substantially after the phonetic features of Indian 

English are taught in class. Nevertheless, to what extent identification would 

potentially influence speaker evaluation has not yet been examined.   

 

From the vast body of language attitude research, studies explicitly 

examining the correlation between the variation pattern of speaker origin and 
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evaluation in Taiwan appear to be limited. This study aims to extend the 

investigation of how Taiwanese listener-judges identify with the linguistic 

diversity of English, and whether different classifications of the origin of 

individual speakers have a part to play in the formation of a more positive or 

negative judgement of speakers. Specifically, this study aims to address the 

following three research questions. 1. How do Taiwanese speakers perceive 

L1, ESL and EFL varieties of English? 2. To what extent can Taiwanese 

speakers correctly identify the speaker origin of different types of English 

speech? 3. How are attitudes toward English varieties affected by Taiwanese 

respondents’ knowledge of the speakers’ provenance?  

 

Following this review of existing literature on the correlation between 

speaker identification and evaluation of different types of English speech, I 

will outline the methodology adopted. Then I will present the results of 

speaker evaluation of the seven selected English varieties according to 

speaker status and solidarity, as well as the responses of speaker 

identification. I will conclude by discussing whether evaluation differences 

according to identification exist among Taiwanese participants.  

 

 

 

Methodology 
The Research Instrument 
The research sample was composed of 371 Taiwanese participants, including 

200 females and 171 males. Following the methodology of previous studies 

examining the role of speaker identification in non-native speakers’ attitudes 

in Japan (McKenzie, 2008) and South Korea (Yook & Lindemann, 2013), 

the research instrument consisted of a VGT and a speaker identification task 

via an online survey. Since accent has an influence on the listener’s 

judgements about the social status of the speaker, VGT has been widely 

employed as a perceptual experiment within language attitude studies (Ryan 

& Giles, 1982). VGT uses different speakers to represent varieties so that 

natural voices are adopted in the reading of the passage, instead of artificial 

guises (Garrett et al., 2003). In essence, the purpose of VGT is to “elicit the 

stereotyped impressions or biased views which members of one social group 

hold of representative members of a contrasting group” on the basis of their 

speech cues (Lambert, 1967:93). The speech stimulus is a short passage 

consisting of 69 words available from The Speech Accent Archive (TSAA) 

developed by George Mason University (Weinberger, 2012). The passage 

was specifically designed to elicit a number of target phonemes known to be 

difficult for non-native speakers and which were verified in different 
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contexts (Cheng, 2009; Eisenchlas and Tsurutani, 2011; Yook and 

Lindemann, 2013). For this reason, the passage serves as an appropriate 

speech stimulus for the current study. To avoid the potentially confounding 

variable of gender difference, the selected recordings were of seven native 

male speakers of their respective accents. In addition to the gender factor, 

attempts were made to keep extraneous variables, such as voice quality and 

speed, constant. 

 

The VGT and the identification section of the experiment were divided up 

according to the seven different speakers. A practice example was presented 

at the beginning to help participants to familiarize themselves with the 

completion of the evaluations. Participants were asked to rate the speakers 

on a six-point semantic-differential scale composed of the following six traits: 

“confident”, “intelligent”, “educated”, “authoritative”, “friendly” and 

“lively”. A rating of 1 indicates the least favourable rating and 6 indicate the 

most favourable evaluation. These personality traits were selected on the 

basis of traits that had been used in examining non-native speaker attitudes 

and they were then tested in a pilot study for validity.  

 

The recording on the website was controlled in such a manner as to be played 

only once to elicit participants’ intuitive responses when answering the VGT. 

After evaluating the seven speech samples on the semantic-differential scale, 

informants were asked to listen to the recording again and try to identify the 

nationality of each speaker from a predetermined list of ten different options 

of countries arranged in alphabetical order. The list of options provided for 

participants was: Australia, India, Japan, Russia, South Africa, Spain, 

Taiwan, UK, USA and “Not Known”. The options of Russia and South 

Africa were included to further enhance the difficulty of the task and the 

validity of the results. When the correct identification rate had been analysed, 

it was intended to better reveal participants’ ability to recognise different 

varieties.  

 

The Varieties of English Selected  
With the emerging concept of “World Englishes” for global communication 

(Matsuda, 2003) and the increasing recognition of distinctive varieties of 

English (Kirkpatrick, 2007), the English varieties selected for the VGT and 

identification task were chosen according to Kachru’s (1992) three-circle 

model. General American English (GAE) was selected, as it is presumed to 

be the variety participants are most familiar with. Standard Southern British 

English (SSBE) was chosen, as studies in Taiwan have not yet examined 

Taiwanese attitudes towards British English varieties, despite the fact that 
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SSBE is perhaps the second most popular reference variety for pedagogical 

purposes. Although Australian English (AE) has been tested in Lee (2013)’s 

study, it is worth re-examining AE along with the other prestigious native 

varieties of GAE and SSBE in this same study to allow comparison. The only 

outer circle variety is Indian English (IE), given that India has the largest 

population of ESL speakers in Asia. Japanese English (JE) was included in 

the experiment so that result can be compared with research done in Japan 

(McKenzie, 2008). Spanish English (SE) was chosen in order to include a 

European English variety in the research. Lastly, the inclusion of Taiwanese 

English (TE) serves the purpose of examining how participants view their 

own variety.  

 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
Speaker Evaluation  
The aim of this section is to answer the first research question, that is, to find 

out which varieties Taiwanese participants preferred. Initial analysis 

involved Principal Component Analysis (PCA), which demonstrated that the 

traits employed in the VGT could be divided into two latent factors of status 

(“confident”, “intelligent”, “educated” and “authoritative”) and solidarity 

(“friendly” and “lively”), accounting for 64% and 17% of variance 

respectively. Consequently, ratings for the seven speakers were calculated 

according to the two dimensions of status and solidarity (See Table 1). In 

order to investigate the significance of the evaluations, a one-way repeated 

measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted. The results 

demonstrated overall significant effects for speaker status (F (6, 

1896)=243.82, p<0.05; partial eta square=0.44), and for speaker solidarity: 

(F (6, 1896)=41.30, p<0.05; partial eta square=0.12).   

 
Speaker Status  Speaker Solidarity 

GAE *4.29 (0.78)  GAE *3.75 (1.06) 

SSBE *4.07 (0.87)  IE 3.48 (1.14) 

IE *3.81 (0.80)  AE 3.40 (1.02) 

AE *3.65 (0.86)  SSBE 3.34 (1.08) 

JE 3.12 (0.90)  TE 3.28 (1.11) 

SE 3.01 (0.85)  JE *3.17 (1.04) 

TE 2.91 (0.78)  SE 2.71 (1.04) 

Table 1: Mean evaluations (and standard deviation) rankings in descending order 

according to speaker status and solidarity (N=317) 
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With regard to speaker status, participants rated standard varieties (GAE, 

SSBE) more positively than the less prestigious L1 variety of AE, as well as 

the ESL varieties (IE) and EFL varieties (JE, SE and TE). The results of a 

pairwise comparison test (with Bonferroni correction) showed that the 

speakers of GAE & SSBE, SSBE & IE, IE & AE and AE & JE reached 

statistical significance (p<0.05; shown with * in Table 1). The non-

significant differences between JE & SE and SE & TE suggest that 

Taiwanese informants consistently hold low evaluations towards these EFL 

varieties. Three distinct hierarchies reappeared among participants’ 

evaluations of speaker solidarity. The prestigious variety of GAE was most 

valued, followed by the ESL variety of IE.  The “less-standard” L1 variety 

AE received a more positive rating than the prestigious native variety of 

SSBE (Jenkins, 2007:150). Lastly, the three non-native varieties were 

perceived as conveying less solidarity.  

 

When the mean evaluations for speaker solidarity were analysed in the 

pairwise comparison test, significant differences were found between GAE 

& IE speakers as well as JE & SE speakers (p<0.05; shown with * in Table 

1). Although IE is the second most favoured variety in the solidarity 

dimension, participants evaluated GAE significantly higher than the ESL 

variety of India. This exemplified that participants’ higher preferences for 

the L1 variety over the L2 variety are distinctively marked. Among the three 

most stigmatized EFL varieties of TE, JE and SE, participants tend to 

perceive the Asian variety and European variety as substantially different 

and therefore rated JE significantly higher than SE.  

 

Similar to the previous findings among Taiwanese participants (Kobayashi, 

2008; Lee, 2013; Yang, 2013), it is perhaps not surprising to see GAE 

receiving the most favoured evaluation. Although Indian English was once 

perceived unfavourably in terms of having “bad pronunciation” and an 

“annoying accent” (Yang, 2013:121), the ESL variety of IE in the current 

study was positively evaluated when compared to the EFL varieties of JE, 

SE and TE. On the solidarity dimension, IE speakers even received a higher 

rating than native speaker varieties such as AE and SSBE.  The fact that 

participants’ own variety, TE, was the most stigmatized variety on speaker 

status corresponds to the finding in South Korea, where the Korean English 

speaker was consistently rated lowest on the status dimension (Yook & 

Lindemann, 2013). Moreover, both the TE of the current study and the 

Korean English speaker in the study of Yook and Lindemann (2013) were 

judged slightly more positively where speaker solidarity is concerned. Such 

an evaluation pattern conforms to the social judgement of the diverse ways 
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of speaking English across cultures: while speakers with a standard accent 

are often perceived more positively on the status-related traits, speakers with 

non-standard or non-native accents are more highly evaluated on the 

solidarity dimension (Giles & Coupland, 1991).  

 

Identification of Speaker Origin for Each Variety 
This section will discuss participants’ responses with a view to answering 

the second research question, that is to investigate how correctly and 

consistently participants were able to identify the origin of the seven 

speakers. The correct percentage for each English variety in descending 

order is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1: Percentage of correct and incorrect identifications of country of origin of 

speaker (N=317) 

 

Of the seven English varieties, GAE and TE received the most accurate level 

of identification. Similar to the findings of Cheng (2009) and Lee (2013), 

GAE acquired the highest correct identification. As Taiwanese listeners are 

exposed to the model of American English almost exclusively through 

English classes (Cheng 2009; Lee, 2013) and the media (Bayard et al., 2001), 

the high level of preference and recognition of American English is to be 

expected. This is parallel with McKenzie’s study (2008:146), in which the 

US English variety was identified most successfully as a consequence of the 

“prevalence of American culture” in Japan.  

 

Similarly, the widespread American culture within Taiwanese society may 

have played a role in EFL speakers’ familiarity with American English. 
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According to Ladegaard (1998), the media serves a function of transmitting 

stereotypes and attitudes. The Americanized nature of the media in Taiwan, 

which is widely influenced by the USA, might help to explain why the 

category of American English is most salient for Taiwanese participants. As 

for participants’ own variety, participants identified TE with a high level of 

accuracy. Respondents’ high levels of familiarity and accurate identification 

of a TE speaker who shares their native language is likely to result from the 

fact that their friends and family use this variety frequently in their daily lives. 

 

Besides GAE and TE, the rest of the speakers of the different English 

varieties had a generally low rate of identification. Although British English 

accents such as RP have traditionally been perceived as a pronunciation 

model (Kachru & Nelson 2006), participants’ correct recognition rate for the 

SSBE speaker was less than 50%. The reason why SSBE had a lower 

accuracy rate than GAE is probably a result of Taiwanese people’s 

infrequent exposure to British English in comparison to American English. 

The findings are in contrast to studies in Denmark (Jarvella et al., 2001) and 

South Korea (Yook & Lindemann, 2013), in which a British English speaker 

from England was more accurately identified than an American English 

speaker.  Moreover, the IE speaker did not have a high rate of identification: 

this finding stands counter to Yang’s research (2013) which found that 

university students were able to recognize IE more successfully than 

American English and Taiwanese Mandarin English.  

 

Lastly, although AE is an L1 variety, it received the lowest recognition rate 

among the seven speakers, with only 17%. This result conforms to previous 

studies in the non-English speaking environment of Denmark (Ladegaard, 

1988), South Korea (Yook & Lindemann, 2013) and Taiwan (Lee, 2013) in 

the respect that AE is the least identified variety when compared to the other 

native varieties of American or British English. This clearly indicates 

Taiwanese participants’ relative unfamiliarity with AE when GAE and SSBE 

are both considered. The generally low identification rate might also result 

from the two “distractor” options of South Africa and Russia in the list, 

which made the task more challenging than if the choices had been composed 

of only the origin countries of the seven speakers. This should be kept in 

mind when interpreting the results of misidentified speakers.  

 

Effects of Correct and Incorrect Identification 
This section investigates the role of speaker identification in Taiwanese EFL 

speakers’ attitudes towards varieties of English and thus contributes to a 

response to the final research question, that is, whether correct and incorrect 
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identifications of speaker origin have a significant effect on the evaluations 

of each speaker in terms of speaker status and solidarity. To begin with, the 

descriptive statistics of speaker status and solidarity of the seven different 

varieties were calculated according to correct and incorrect identifications 

(see Table 2).   

 
Speaker Recognition 

Status Solidarity 

Correct Incorrect Correct Incorrect 

AE 3.63(1.02) 3.66(0.83) 3.69(1.06) 3.34(1.01) 

JE 3.01(0.82) 3.16(0.92) 2.94(1.00) 3.25(1.05) 

GAE 4.30(0.78) 4.27(0.79) 3.80(1.08) 3.40(0.80) 

TE 2.91(0.76) 2.87(0.92) 3.30(1.09) 3.13(1.23) 

IE 3.82(0.80) 3.81(0.81) 3.45(1.07) 3.50(1.19) 

SSBE 4.26(0.84) 3.92(0.86) 3.28(1.12) 3.38(1.05) 

SE 3.15(0.84) 2.98(0.85) 2.84(1.11) 2.68(1.02) 

Table 2: Mean evaluations (and standard deviation) of speaker status and 

solidarity according to correct and incorrect identifications (N=317) 

 

From the descriptive data in Table 2, it is evident that participants who 

correctly identified speaker origin evaluated the seven speakers differently 

from those who incorrectly recognised each English variety. Taking GAE, 

TE and SE for example, those who correctly identified speaker origin in both 

the status and solidarity dimension gave a more positive evaluation. 

Nevertheless, to further explore the correlation between evaluation and 

patterns of identification, one-way between groups Multivariate Analyses of 

Variance (MANOVA) were conducted to examine the existence of 

significant difference in the ratings for each speaker.  

 

The results of the MANOVA found only one significant effect on 

evaluations of SSBE speaker status (F (1,315)=12.65, p<0.05; partial eta 

squared=0.04), where the SSBE speaker received a significantly higher 

evaluation from those who correctly identified his origin than those who 

failed to recognise him as a speaker of British English. One of the most 

plausible explanations is the “prestige” associated with British English, 

where native varieties are perceived as the standard norm to aspire to (Zhang, 

2010: 215). The result is in direct contrast to the findings of Yook and 

Lindemann (2013), in which participants who were informed of British 

speaker origin evaluated the British speaker lower than listeners who had not 

been informed. A conclusion can therefore be drawn that the role of 

identification, in terms of how different varieties of English speakers are 

perceived by Taiwanese, did not have a significant effect on the relative 
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evaluation they receive, except for the speaker of SSBE, on the status 

perspective.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The present study set out to establish whether there is a correlation between 

speaker identification and evaluation of different English varieties by 

Taiwanese individuals. Results firstly show that, while the three EFL accents 

are connoted with low status and are generally stigmatised, overall favour 

for the native varieties is found, with a special preference for GAE among 

Taiwanese participants. Next, the prevalent exposure to the learning models 

of American and participants’ own variety of Taiwanese English account for 

the high identification of these two varieties. Lastly, the inspection of the 

role of speaker recognition on evaluation confirmed that whether or not 

Taiwanese participants have knowledge of speaker origin did not have a 

significant impact on their evaluation of the seven English varieties.  

 

Although the interplay of speaker identification and evaluation can be 

context dependent, as shown in previous studies, the extent of Taiwanese 

understanding of speaker provenance in mediating evaluation judgement of 

the varieties of English appears to be limited.  One possible explanation for 

such a result might be the consequence of participants drawing upon 

preconceived stereotypes when judging different English voices in spite of 

Taiwanese informants’ difficulties in accurately recognising speaker origin, 

except for GAE and TE. Consequently, it is speculated that, whether or not 

the listener is able to consciously relate accents to a reference country, the 

stereotyped judgement triggered by accent is latent for Taiwanese 

participants when evaluating different types of English speech.  

 

These findings concur with the arguments made by many scholars (Milroy 

& McClenaghan, 1977; Ladegaard, 1998) regarding the way in which biased 

perception of various forms of English speech might take place below the 

level of conscious awareness of speaker provenance.  The intrinsic quality 

of speaker voices is a further explanatory factor to be taken into 

consideration when interpreting the findings. In other words, the result may 

in fact be an artefact of the methodology design of the research. Therefore, 

the potential hypothesis is that, instead of the knowledge of speaker origin, 

voice qualities such as pitch and speed may thus have a bearing upon 

listeners’ evaluation of the varieties of English and could be considered in 

further research.  
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Since listener categorisation of a speaker is complex in nature and is likely 

to be influenced by the factors such as “linguistic analysis abilities, prior 

travel experience, other languages studies, past friendship, and other 

personal experiences of language contact” (Scales et al., 2006:727), further 

analysis of misidentification patterns would help to explore listeners’ 

specific types of evaluative reactions to languages. A case in point is the 

findings of misidentification patterns among Austrian (Dalton-Puffer et al., 

1997) and Japanese (McKenzie, 2008) listeners, who evaluated participants’ 

own non-native varieties more highly when they wrongly categorized the 

speaker as native. Studies (Dalton-Puffer et al., 1997; McKenzie, 2008) 

exhibited non-native participants’ general preference for native speaker 

varieties when a voice is perceived as native. Owing to the fact that 

Taiwanese EFL listeners are likely to hold a salient distinction of favour 

between native and non-native varieties, research on how well participants 

can dichotomize accents into native and non-native could help to illustrate 

the evaluative bias in language attitude research.  

 

The methodological differences of the speaker identification task between 

this study and previous research suggest that more work is needed. In 

particular, this could include future studies incorporating the instruments of 

perceptual dialectology, such as asking participants to draw the regional 

boundaries of each variety heard on a map instead of locating each voice 

from the pre-determined options of regional places (Preston, 1999). Open-

ended identification questions would allow listeners to give their own labels 

of origin and are believed to better elicit participants’ social categorization 

of English varieties (Yook & Lindemann, 2013). This would contribute to 

an understanding of how EFL listeners evaluating speakers of different types 

of English speech in everyday situations are affected by whether or not they 

have the background information about which country or region the speaker 

comes from.  

 

With regard to the sociolinguistic profile of Taiwanese attitudes towards 

English, these findings hopefully contribute to an understanding of EFL 

speakers’ stereotyped judgements of different varieties of English in the non-

native speaking repertoire. Moreover, listeners’ identification of varieties 

demonstrates which social categories are salient to Taiwanese informants. 

This, in turn, can shed light on the development of language programs, the 

design of pedagogical materials, and innovations in language teaching to 

better equip EFL learners with an awareness and appreciation of the 

distinctive varieties of English for international communication. 
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Introduction 
In recent years, staff members in the Business School at York St John 

University have been required to teach and assess a rapidly growing number 

of multilingual students. In these multilingual classrooms, both our Home 

and our International students are experiencing the affordances and the 

limitations of their own variety of English in an international, multilingual 

context. Our students, like all students at York St John, are faced with the 

challenge of learning to use their English in new, ‘academic’ and discipline-

specific ways. This project focuses on the experience of staff and students 

on the BA Business Management and related awards. The focus of the 

research was twofold: 

 Research Question 1: How are we currently supporting our 

students, both Home and International, to acquire these new 

academic literacies? Could we be providing these opportunities 

more effectively and efficiently? What are the gaps in our 

provision? 

 Research Question 2: What are the ways of writing and talking 

that are valued in the academic discipline of Business 

Management? Where opportunities for students to develop are 

currently insufficient (leading on from RQ1), the project will 

create/curate a collection of additional materials. 

 

 

 

Methodology and data collection 
With the research questions in mind, the project team embarked upon the 

process of data collection in January 2014. Staff and students from York St 

John University Business School were participants in this research, which 

was funded by the Faculty. Students interviewed were engaged in or recent 

5 
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graduates of undergraduate and postgraduate Business Management 

programmes at York St John University in spring 2014. Of the 9 students 

interviewed, 5 were dual-role participants and researchers taking part in the 

Undergraduate Researchers scheme established by the Academic 

Development Directorate at York St John University. Interview participants 

were selected through a process of purposive sampling ‘with a specific 

purpose in mind, and that purpose reflects the particular qualities of the 

people or events chosen and their relevance to the topic of the investigation’ 

(Denscombe, 2010, p. 35). Semi-structured interviews were carried out with 

9 students and 4 academic staff members and audio recordings were made 

during May, June and July 2014 using a Sony IC Recorder. Semi-structured 

interviews were selected as the most suitable method of extracting 

information, allowing for a range of topics to be covered whilst retaining an 

overarching theme throughout. The semi-structured interview schedule was 

adapted from a previous study by Martineau (2012), who explored academic 

literacy skills within the Faculty of Education at York St John University. 

The data was subjected to thematic analysis during August and September 

2014. 

 

 

 

Limitations 
There were several research limitations to contend with during the project. 

The research team was required to collect and analyse the collected data 

within a relatively limited timeframe, and whilst the process of data 

collection produced approximately 15 hours of audio recordings, the number 

of research participants was slightly lower than anticipated due to the time 

of year in which interviews took place, which coincided with assignment 

deadlines. Nonetheless, purposive sampling and extensive qualitative 

interviews ensured the collection of a great deal of interesting data for 

thematic analysis. 

 

In order to support the progress of this funded research project, 5 

undergraduate researchers were employed to carry out interviews. These 

researchers, all of whom were students on Business Management 

programmes, were offered instruction in the chosen research methods before 

being asked to practise these skills and to contribute towards the data set by 

interviewing one another. They were subsequently encouraged to take 

advantage of their insider status within the social group under scrutiny, 

employing established community links with the student population that 

included marginalised groups that can be difficult for researchers to access 
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(Blythe et al, 2013). As peers, differences in power relations between student 

participants and student researchers were minimised. However, students 

were also asked to interview Business Management staff members, 4 of 

whom agreed to participate in the study. Vähäsantanen and Saarinen (2013, 

p. 495) touch upon the significance of context and setting in the interview 

process, suggesting that power relations between interviewer and 

interviewee can be affected by these factors. Several of the students were 

taught by the staff members they interviewed, and a desire to maintain a good 

relationship with that member of staff is likely to have factored into their 

approach to the interview, perhaps leading them to withhold from probing 

too extensively in some cases for fear of appearing critical. As a result of this 

possible lack of willingness to challenge certain interviewees, it is necessary 

to consider the fact that the student researchers carrying out interviews with 

staff members may not have explored the issues under discussion as 

thoroughly as might have been possible.  

 

 

 

Research findings 
The challenges faced by the Business School at York St John University in 

recent years are not entirely unique, and the necessity to convey academic 

literacy skills to a growing and diverse student cohort remains a relevant 

topic of discussion in numerous HE institutions. Whilst several key themes 

emerged from the data, three have been selected for further exploration 

within this paper due to their universal applicability: current provision, staff 

expectations of students’ written assignments and language. 

 

Current provision 
In response to the first of two research questions, the researchers explored 

the nature of current provision for students on Business Management 

programmes. Within the field of academic literacy skills it has generally been 

acknowledged that the acquisition of academic literacy skills takes time, and 

cannot be conveniently compressed and conveyed in a set of lectures at the 

beginning of a programme or semester (Boughey, 2011, p. 281). Learning 

academic literacy is similar to learning a new language: it is a process that 

takes time and cannot be absorbed and applied in one fell swoop, though it 

is true that the introduction of academic literacy skills at the earliest possible 

point supports successful academic transition, provided that these skills are 

also further embedded in the pedagogy (Tinto, 2003). In spite of these 

assertions, it is common that courses of study follow a similar route to that 

identified on Business Management programmes at York St John University, 
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in which students are required to take a ‘Study Skills’ module in their first 

semester, designed to equip them with the required academic literacy skills 

to ensure success in the following years of study. 

 

During the interview, Tutor C expressed some concerns about the current 

model, recognising that academic literacy skills have been ‘divorced’ from 

the rest of the programme, taught entirely separately to other programme 

content and partly by lecturers who do not teach elsewhere on the Business 

Management programme. This separation is problematic in the learning 

process, which can only be successful when this allows for practice and 

reinforcement and recognises the essential nature of being able to transfer 

skills to other modules and tasks (Gunn et al, 2011, p. 2).  Tutor B suggested 

that the attempt to convey all necessary skills during the first 12 weeks of 

study was challenging, commenting that ‘we tend to bombard them with it 

all in semester one […] There’s so much being chucked at them that maybe 

we need to have a think about how we can spread it out a little bit.’ The 

current system, which attempts to neatly package necessary skills in such a 

way that these do not interfere with course content that is somehow different 

was picked up on by students, with Student B acknowledging ‘a general 

consensus in our year that it was just a doss module […] It wasn’t taken very 

seriously.’ 

 

Perhaps as a result of students’ mixed success in this module, during the 

interviews tutors mentioned attempts they had made to introduce such 

academic literacy skills during class time. Tutor B reported occasionally 

using the final 10 minutes of class time to introduce a theme such as 

referencing, whilst Tutor A reported briefly touching upon skills such as 

essay-writing and structure before adding that ‘the time is very limited in the 

classroom; I can only do so much’. Whilst the good intentions of these (and 

other) staff members are clear, this approach to squeezing in essential 

academic literacy skills does not constitute teaching ‘with’ academic 

literacies (Dunham, 2012, p. 687), instead treating these as an inconvenient 

addition to be covered in limited depth only after the teaching of more 

important ‘subject content’, and largely with a remedial motive having 

identified weaknesses in the work of some students. Gunn et al (2011, p. 3) 

point out that ‘qualifications from disciplines other than education may leave 

[staff members] ill-equipped to address [academic literacy skills]’. Whilst 

academic staff members are likely to have honed their own writing skills by 

observing and interacting with the academic community until these became 

natural to them (Boughey, 2011; Lea and Street, 1998), they may be capable 

of performing a range of academic skills without necessarily being in a 
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position to talk about how these are performed in a way that is accessible to 

those yet to learn. As Chanock et al (2012, p. 4) aptly describe, these skills 

may have become ‘transparent with use’. This sentiment was evident in a 

number of the interviews with staff members, with Tutor B admitting that he 

‘think[s] there are people in the university who specialise in those areas who 

could probably do a better job’. Gunn et al (2011) consider this lack or 

perceived lack of expertise among teaching staff to compound the problem 

when teaching staff members do not regard the teaching of these skills to be 

their responsibility. 

 

In relation to the acquisition of these skills among his students, Tutor D was 

asked to comment on how his students adapt to the context-specific nature 

of communicating in Business Management studies from level 1 to level 3: 

 
Students who get the better marks […] are those who have built on their 

experience, developing their critical piece of work; well-formed, well-

constructed arguments with good referencing and good supporting points 

being made. I think […] those who engage at the start obviously do better in 

the future. 

 

Engagement was frequently mentioned by staff and students alike, with little 

explanation of this term in greater depth. The idea that exposure to and 

‘engagement’ with different types of writing and assignments serve to 

improve students’ understanding and attainment is not guaranteed. Student 

K spoke of his experiences writing critical reviews, commenting that 

‘because I just learned how to do the critical review last semester and I only 

write just two essays for the critical review, I am not really familiar with the 

critical review.’ Whilst many students adapt to new academic conventions 

with relative ease and may find exposure to a new type of assignment 

sufficient to assist them in constructing their own, others are likely to 

experience difficulties without any explicit instruction or guidance in the 

techniques and strategies required for successful execution of a task.  

 

Staff expectations of students’ written assignments 
The interviews with students and staff revealed varying reports of familiarity 

with the expectations of written assignments in UK HE, conveniently 

addressing Research Question 2 insofar as they indicated the elements that 

teaching staff value and/or are perceived to value in students’ written work. 

The interviews also revealed varying levels of detail and support from staff 

members in completing these assignments. There appears to be a lack of 

recognition that approaches to academic writing and assignment completion 

are different among students from the wide variety of backgrounds to be 
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found within Business Management programmes. Hunter and Tse write that 

‘subject lecturers are not intentionally keeping their expectations hidden, nor 

are they unwilling to articulate what they are looking for’ (2011, p. 228), and 

all staff members interviewed expressed a desire to help students to perform 

to the best of their abilities in their assignments. 

 

Both the literature and research findings suggest that lecturers in a number 

of studies were unable to explicitly describe the features of a ‘well-structured’ 

or ‘well-argued’ student assignment (Lea and Street, 1998, p. 162). During 

interviews, staff members taking part in this study were asked about the 

features of a successful piece of writing. One staff member described an 

essay as ‘more free flowing so less structured’ (Tutor B), whilst another staff 

member contradicted this, describing ‘very good structure’ (Tutor A) as 

being of foremost importance in an essay. Several staff members mention 

the need to ‘be critical’, with few providing further explanation of exactly 

what they mean by this. These findings confirm that staff members may 

experience difficulty in accurately conveying detailed expectations to 

students when it comes to their written work. Perhaps predictably in light of 

the findings outlined above, students interviewed as part of this study 

perceived a range of difficulties associated with assignment submission. One 

student described the differences between the assessment requirements that 

his tutor conveyed verbally in class and those which the same tutor 

subsequently reported as lacking in his written work: 

 
I still feel there is miscommunication between the lecturers and the students 

[…] when we discuss about the question […] he will say “that’s right, you are 

right, this is how you are supposed to answer” but once you produce the 

assignment with the same answer that we discussed in the class they will say 

“you need to do more reading”. So what is the difference? In the class you say 

correct this is what you are supposed to do whereas when we stick the answer 

in the assignment - exactly what he taught us in the class - he will come back 

and tell us “no you need to do more reading”. (Student F) 

 

This student’s negative experiences dominated the interview, and it is clear 

that he felt that there was a lack of clarity about assignment requirements. 

That which is implicitly obvious to a staff member with years of experience 

in UK HE may not be equally obvious to students from a variety of 

backgrounds. For staff members, the inclusion of theory taught during class 

time in combination with independent reading is obvious, but it cannot be 

assumed that students who have not previously constructed assignments in a 

similar context will share this awareness. Academic staff must be sensitive 
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to the needs of those who come from different academic cultures, being 

explicit in their expectations relating to student work.  

 

Several students interviewed mentioned the ways in which their tutors 

provide detailed guidelines or sample assignments intended to help them to 

complete their assessments. In contrast to this type of guided approach, one 

staff member stated that he did not assign any guidelines to students for 

assignments. Tutor C reported that ‘students say “how do you want me to 

answer these tasks?” and I often say “I don't really mind” because quite often 

we want to be able to access the understanding of their knowledge in a range 

of different topics.’ Whilst this tutor seems to be making particular efforts to 

be flexible to the wide variety of student backgrounds and experience, it is 

reasonable to suggest that this lack of structure or guidance may not prove 

liberating, but instead somewhat intimidating to some students. Student K 

commented on the structure of assignments on his programme, stating that 

he preferred the less prescriptive approach to essay-writing in the UK when 

compared with his home country but that it was simultaneously more 

difficult for him, ‘because in the past there was only one step to follow but 

now I get so many things I can choose […] just like the more things to choose 

just the more difficulty you will meet.’ An enhanced awareness among 

teaching staff of assignment requirements and the varied approaches to and 

experience of assessments is required in order to make successful execution 

equally accessible for all students, regardless of educational background. 

 

Language 
The issue of language emerged frequently in connection with Research 

Question 2, among staff and student interviewees alike. Where language is 

concerned an issue in relation to academic literacies, there is a common 

misconception that this relates solely to non-native users, predominantly 

international students who are perceived to encounter problems with using 

English in academic environments. However, this is an unjust approach that 

fails to tackle the issues faced by many other groups, such as Home students 

‘whose problems are not that obvious’ (Wingate & Tribble, 2012, p. 491). 

Tutor B mentioned that he was initially hesitant to correct grammar and 

language in his students’ work, but gradually changed his approach to 

include feedback on this: 

 
[I]f I’m given a draft to look at or if I’m marking a piece of work and I can 

see that the grammar is not quite there, my bug-bear is slang words so using 

things like don’t and doesn’t, I’ll make a point of correcting the first paragraph 

of the first couple of times I see it so I can then make a point of saying you 

then need to try and get this right. So I won’t do the whole thing but I’ll 
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certainly pick out where it’s a problem and say that you need to focus on these 

areas. 

 

Student B, a ‘traditional’ Home student, discussed the way in which she had 

benefitted from the type of feedback that Tutor B reported giving to his own 

students. Student B highlighted her struggles with adapting to the academic 

written conventions of Higher Education, commenting that when compared 

with her experiences of GCSE and A-level work, ‘university writing is a lot 

more… superior almost, like you’ve got to write a lot clearer […] and there’s 

different styles of writing. It was a bit intimidating at first.’ Upon receiving 

feedback she had been able to address concerns raised by her tutor, stating 

that ‘I can’t really remember writing any different, but I know I did.’ 

 

In spite of the often-neglected issues faced by Home students outlined above, 

which are key to an understanding of academic literacies as a broad and 

varied field of study, the multilingual nature of Business Management 

classrooms featured heavily as a topic for discussion during interviews, with 

English language proficiency being a topic that several students and tutors 

were keen to discuss from various perspectives. Some international students 

interviewed described their own difficulties in adapting to academic English 

language conventions. Student K, an International student from China, 

commented on his perceived connection between English language 

proficiency and intelligence, stating that students admitted to the university 

with the requested IELTS levels had ‘simple logic’ and would not be 

accepted at more prestigious institutions. During interview, Student K 

acknowledged his own difficulties with language throughout his studies. He 

talked at length about the group work element of his programme, and the 

ways in which working in mixed groups with Home students did not work, 

in his view: 

 
It depends on our kind of situation, if you do the group work with local student 

you cannot do that, and for the people who have very low English ability that 

means you cannot do the work. You just listen and for people who have higher 

English level you can do a good job but the normally you just support the other 

people. You cannot lead them, you know, or give a very interesting idea 

because it is a little bit different. 

 

Student K’s comments during interview are unfortunate as they demonstrate 

the ways in which he has not always been fully able to partake in his 

programme of study due to issues relating to language. Unfortunately the 

experience described closely resembles that outlined by Student F, a student 

from South-East Asia, who provides an additional perspective on events. He 
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reported dissatisfaction at what he perceived to be his fellow International 

students’ inadequate proficiency in English to perform to the required 

standard on the course, including partaking equally in group work and 

passing written assignments. In their research, Volet and Ang (1998) discuss 

a general lack of goodwill from both Home and International students in 

terms of making themselves understood and making efforts to understand 

one another in mixed nationality groups. A study by Wicaksono (2012) 

found that successful interaction between Home and International students 

required communicative adjustments on behalf of both the native and non-

native English-speaking students. This research indicates that both parties 

involved in the interaction held responsibility for overall successful 

communication, contradicting the commonly held assumption that students 

speaking non-local varieties of English are responsible for adjusting the ways 

in which they communicate. In spite of these findings, interviews such as 

that with Student F suggested that many students were unwilling to make 

such adjustments to those students speaking varieties of English that they 

considered to be less prestigious, or had simply not felt that it was their 

responsibility:  

 
[I]f I get a proper students and proper group mates, it’s fine. If you get mingled 

with Chinese students who doesn't speak proper English… for us to work with 

them is going to be a bit difficult because they don't understand grammar and 

vocabulary so how can we explain it to them? So, that's one part in which we 

are facing difficulty. I don't think only me, I think most of us are facing these 

difficulties, when it comes to that. Other than that if our group mate is fine we 

don't have to seek help from the lecturer, because if we don't understand 

certain things we can just ask our fellow classmates or fellow group mates. 

But if, let's say the full group is like, only you understand proper English and 

the rest don't understand English, that's going to be a problem for you. 

 

Student F made frequent mention of what he perceived to be the additional 

difficulties of working with Chinese students, distinguishing between 

students he describes as ‘fine’ and ‘proper’ due to their linguistic background 

and/or perceived proficiency in English, contrasting these students with their 

Chinese peers, who he claims ‘suddenly just pop into the Masters and the 

only language they know to speak in English is “OK” and “don't know”’. 

Perhaps surprisingly given his own different educational and cultural 

background, the student does not demonstrate an awareness of the 

differences in educational culture that may be at the root of attitudes to group 

work and participation in discussions. Several comparisons can be drawn 

with the published case study by Cathcart et al (2006), in which the 

researchers explore the lack of interaction, engagement and successful 

cooperation between Home students and their educationally mobile peers, 
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with a further stark divide observed between Chinese students and those 

from other countries. Volet and Ang describe the divide between Home and 

International students as ‘the most disturbing aspect of the 

internationalisation of higher education’ (1998, p. 5), and it is clear from the 

interviews carried out that various students feel their experiences are 

negatively impacted by the international, multilingual cohort, with no 

mention of the positive aspects of working in such a culturally diverse 

academic environment. 

 

In addition to negative perceptions of fellow students’ language ability, one 

student specifically mentioned issues that she and her classmates had 

perceived around being taught by a ‘foreign’ member of teaching staff. She 

described the tutor as a non-native speaker and drew some worrying 

conclusions between the staff member’s variety of English and the 

significance of the course content: 

 
But it didn’t help that our tutor, our lecturer, I don’t know if I can say this, we 

basically couldn’t understand him. English wasn’t his first language and I can 

understand him now, like having had a year of him I know what he’s saying 

but back then I didn’t understand what he was talking about, let alone the 

content he was talking about. And I think he got frustrated with our class in 

particular because we couldn’t understand him and we weren’t listening and 

it was just like a circle. (Student B) 

 

Comments of this nature raise concerns about attitudes towards non-local 

varieties of English, but also of attitudes towards non-local languages and 

cultures. Student B elaborated on the module in question, describing it as 

being of little importance and benefit to students. The lack of goodwill noted 

by Volet and Ang (1998) is evident here in the admission that students 

‘couldn’t understand him and we weren’t listening and it was just like a 

circle’. Whilst the connection between her negative views of the staff 

member and the module may be coincidental, the dismissal of subject content 

and unwillingness to make adjustments to better understand her lecturer and 

the material being taught is a matter for serious consideration. Nyiransekuye 

and Manning (2010, p. 113) touch upon the experiences of non-native 

academic staff, with Nyiransekuye stating that ‘[p]eople already decide that 

they do not understand what I am saying because I speak with an accent.’ 

Nyiransekuye and Manning continue by stating that experiences have been 

such that non-native academic staff members are ‘viewed as having a 

deficiency in your thinking ability as well as a deficiency in English’. Much 

like Student K’s perceptions about his own and his peers’ ‘simple logic’ due 

to his English language competency, non-native members of the academic 
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community are also often considered by others to be deficient in various 

respects. The Business School at York St John employs a significant number 

of international and/or multilingual staff members, and this diversity is 

widely regarded as a great advantage to students at the university, who 

benefit from staff members’ varied backgrounds, knowledge and experience 

in business and academia on a global scale. Nonetheless, it is important that 

students are made aware of these benefits, in addition to their shared 

responsibility in facilitating successful communication with their 

international and local peers. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
It is clear through analysis of the literature and project research data that 

academic literacy skills cannot be ‘fixed outside the discipline’ (Wingate & 

Tribble, 2012, p. 481), and in spite of assumptions that these skills primarily 

present issues for International students taking programmes in UK HE 

institutions, it is essential to recognise that various vital skills such as reading, 

writing and speaking in academic disciplines are challenging for native and 

non-native speakers alike.  Analysis of both interviews and the literature 

demonstrate that students are often deterred from seeking extracurricular 

help from student academic support services through the fear of 

stigmatisation (Warwick, 2006, p. 7) or existing heavy workloads for credit-

bearing subjects that cause a great deal of pressure for students (Chanock et 

al, 2012; Warwick, 2006). One potential and promising solution to this issue 

is the option to further embed academic literacies within the curriculum. This 

would reduce pressure on students, making these fundamental skills ‘part of 

the workload’ for the module or programme of study. This approach is also 

consistent with best practise according to the literature, supporting students 

in the process of ‘becoming academically literate as a situated developmental 

process’ (Dunham, 2012, p. 687). 

 

Nevertheless, embedding academic literacy skills into the wider curriculum 

brings challenges and it remains the case that research into the field of 

academic literacies remains relatively limited. Whilst research thus far has 

highlighted existing inadequacies in many institutional approaches, the field 

of research ‘has not yet filled the existing pedagogical gap’ (Wingate and 

Tribble, 2012, p. 491). Just as the field of academic literacies requires further 

development, so too does the teaching of these skills in the Business School 

at York St John University. Teaching staff must effectively equip their 

students in order that they are able to achieve success, and this is only 
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possible through further research and development of materials and policy 

to address current shortcomings. It is hoped that the findings of this research 

might provide a model on which to base the development of embedded 

academic literacy skills into the Business Management curriculum, 

benefitting students and staff members through a more effective system of 

conveying essential academic skills to the diverse, growing cohort of 

students at York St John University and beyond. 

 

 

 

References 
Stacy Blythe, Lesley Wilkes, D. Jackson & E. Halcomb (2013). The challenges of 

being an insider in storytelling research. In Nurse Researcher, vol 21(1), pp8-13. 

Chrissie Boughey (2011). Multiple metaphors in an understanding of academic literacy. 

In Teachers and Teaching: Theory and Practice, vol 6(3), pp279-290. 

Jude Carroll (2014). Diversity in the classroom. Presented at York St John University, 

York. 

Jude Carroll & Janette Ryan (2005). Teaching international students: Improving 

learning for all. Routledge: London, UK. 

Abbey Cathcart, John Dixon-Dawson & R. Hall (2006). Reluctant Hosts and 

Disappointed Guests? Examining Expectations and Enhancing Experiences of 

Cross Cultural Group Work on Postgraduate Business Programmes. In 

International Journal of Management Education, vol 5(1) pp13-22. 

Kate Chanock, Craig Horton, M. Reedman & B. Stephenson (2012). Collaborating to 

embed academic literacies and personal support in first year discipline subjects. In 

Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, vol 9(3), pp1-13. 

Martyn Denscombe (2010). The good research guide for small-scale social research 

projects. McGraw-Hill/Open University Press: Maidenhead, UK.  

Nicola Dunham (2012). A Date with Academic Literacies: Using Brief Conversation to 

Facilitate Student Engagement with Academic Literacies. In US-China Education 

Review, pp682-688. 

Cathy Gunn, Shari Hearne & J. Sibthorpe (2011). Right from the Start: A Rationale 

for Embedding Academic Literacy Skills in University Courses. In Journal of 

University Teaching and Learning Practice, vol 8(1). 

Kerry Hunter & Harry Tse (2011). Making disciplinary writing and thinking practices 

an integral part of academic content teaching. In Active Learning in Higher 

Education, vol 12(1) pp69-81. 

Mary Lea (2004). Academic Literacies: A pedagogy for course design. In Studies in 

Higher Education, vol 29(6), pp739-756. 

Mary Lea & Brian Street (1998). Student Writing in Higher Education: an academic 

literacies approach. In Studies in Higher Education, vol 23(2), pp157-172. 

Charlie Martineau (2012). Academic literacies in the Education Faculty at YSJ. 

Dissertation, Business School, York St John University. 

Andrew Northedge (2003). Rethinking teaching in the context of diversity. In Teaching 

in Higher Education, vol 8(1), pp17-32. 



Learning, Teaching and Assessment in Multilingual Classrooms 
Rosie Hedger & Dr Rachel Wicaksono 

65 

Hadidja Nyiransekuye & Susan Manning (2010). The Contradictions of Multicultural 

Rhetoric and Academic Privilege: The Teacher is Always Right. In Reflections: 

Narratives Of Professional Helping, vol 16(1), pp107-121. 

Vincent Tinto (2003). Promoting student retention through classroom practice. Paper 

presented at Enhancing Student Retention: Using International Policy and Practice, 

an international conference sponsored by the European Access Network and the 

Institute for Access Studies at Staffordshire University, Amsterdam, 5-7 November 

2003. Available at: www.staffs.ac.uk/access-studies/docs/Amster-paperVT(1).pdf 

[Accessed 21 January 2013]. 

Katja Vähäsantanen & Jaana Saarinen (2013). The power dance in the research 

interview: manifesting power and powerlessness. In Qualitative Research, vol 

13(5), pp493-51. 

Simone Volet & G. Ang (1998). Culturally mixed groups on international campuses; an 

opportunity for intercultural learning. In Higher Education Research & 

Development, vol 17(1), pp5-23. 

Peter Warwick (2006). International Students in the UK: how can we give them a better 

experience? Working Paper, Department of Management Studies, University of 

York, York. 

Rachel Wicaksono (2012). Accommodating understanding in English: an applied 

linguistic analysis of UK and international university students navigating TESOL 

tasks. PhD dissertation, Institute of Education, University of London: London, UK. 

Ursula Wingate & Christopher Tribble (2012). The best of both worlds? Towards an 

English for Academic Purposes/Academic Literacies writing pedagogy. In Studies 

in Higher Education, vol 37(4), pp481-495. 

 

  



Learning, Working and Communicating in a Global Context: Proceedings of the 47th BAAL Annual Meeting  
University of Warwick, Coventry 

66 

 



Lexical ambiguity and L2 visual word recognition 
Tomomi Ishida 

67 

Lexical ambiguity and L2 visual 
word recognition 
 

Tomomi Ishida 
Nagoya University 
ishida_tomomi@nagoya-u.jp 

 

 

 

Introduction 
People often encounter words that have multiple semantically distinct 

meanings. These lexical ambiguities play a crucial role in helping to 

comprehend language processing. In fact, the study of lexically ambiguous 

words may not only be viewed as a particular aspect of understanding 

language processing, but may  also help in the comprehension of the general 

characteristic of most words (Wollen, Cox, Coahran, Shea, & Kirby ,1980; 

Simpson & Burgess, 1988). 

 

In the studies on L1 lexical processing, there is a consistent indication that 

when an ambiguous word is encountered, multiple meanings are accessed 

and meaning dominance sustains an advantage even at a long stimulus-onset 

asynchrony (SOA). (Tanenhaus, Leiman, & Seidenberg, 1979; Simpson & 

Burgess, 1985). In the existing literature on second language (L2) 

psycholinguistic research, however, very few findings have revealed how 

second language readers process lexically ambiguous words. Thus, the 

purpose of the present study is to examine the L2 word recognition of 

ambiguous words (homographs) out of context with a long SOA in order to 

investigate the L2 processing of lexical ambiguity further. Using a lexical 

decision task, the study compares the performances of groups of native 

speakers of English and Japanese learners of English as a foreign language 

(EFL) who have acquired advanced and intermediate proficiency in English.  

 

 

 

Background 
L1 Processing of Lexical Ambiguity in Word Recognition 
Several experimental studies have been conducted regarding lexical 

ambiguity. Three main models of lexical access have been proposed for the 

processing of lexical ambiguity in the research on L1 word recognition. The 

first approach is known as a selective access model, which presupposes that 
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contextual information affects lexical ambiguity processing so that only a 

contextually appropriate meaning of an ambiguous word is initially activated. 

According to the model, lexical ambiguity processing is assumed to be 

context-dependent and top-down. When an ambiguous word is presented in 

isolation, the semantic context of the preceding words may affect the access 

to the following words (Schvaneveldt, Meyer, & Becker, 1976). 

Schvaneveldt et al. (1976) conducted a lexical decision test in which research 

participants were presented with sequences of three words. The participants 

made a lexical decision faster when the meanings of the first and third words 

were closely linked to the second ambiguous word (e.g., SAVE-BANK-

MONEY) than when the first and third words were associated with the 

different meanings of the second ambiguous word (e.g., RIVER-BANK-

MONEY). 

 

The second access model of lexical ambiguity is a multiple access model, 

which assumes that multiple meanings of ambiguous words are first 

activated in the context, followed by contextual information at a later stage 

of lexical processing. This model regards lexical ambiguity processing as 

context-independent. Many behavioral studies have supported the model 

(e.g., Foss & Jenkins, 1973; Conrad, 1974; Swinney, 1979; Holley-Wilcox 

& Blank, 1980). In terms of the processing of ambiguous words out of 

context, multiple meanings of an ambiguous word are initially accessed.  

 

A third alternative is the ordered access model proposed by Hogaboam and 

Perfetti (1975). The model regards the role of meaning frequency as a 

prominent factor in lexical ambiguity processing. It holds that a dominant, 

or the most frequent meaning is activated in the initial stage of processing 

when an isolated ambiguous word is encountered. Simpson (1981) 

conducted research in which participants made lexical decisions to target 

words related to either a dominant meaning (e.g., MONEY for the word 

“bank”) or a subordinate meaning (e.g., RIVER). In the study, dominant 

targets were responded to faster than less frequently used meanings. Simpson 

and Burgess (1985) conducted two experiments that controlled the SOA 

(amount of time elapsed between presentation of the ambiguous word and 

the target). Only a dominant meaning was accessed with a very short SOA, 

while a subordinate meaning became activated as the SOA increased. The 

facilitation of the subordinate meaning decreased at a longer SOA (750 ms), 

though the dominant meaning remained activated. The result showed that the 

dominant meaning was facilitated first and the subordinate meaning was 

activated more slowly. They concluded that “both meanings were activated, 

but at a rate commensurate with their relative frequencies” (Simpson & 
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Burgess, 1988, p. 275). 

 

Developmental changes in lexical ambiguity processing have been 

recognized, demonstrating that older children might be as sensitive to the 

frequency of meanings of ambiguous words as adults. Simpson and Foster 

(1986) conducted a study in which second-, fourth-, and sixth-grade students 

were asked to name stimulus words primed by ambiguous words. The study 

found that the younger pupils exhibited the same patterns of multiple access, 

implying both meanings were facilitated. On the other hand, ordered access 

was observed among sixth graders. The result suggested that children 

become more selective in lexical processing with age. 

 

L2 Processing of Lexical Ambiguity in Word Recognition 
The first behavioral study of L2 lexical ambiguity processing in the absence 

of context was that of Frenck-Mestre and Prince (1997), in which a lexical 

decision task was employed to observe the autonomy of L2 word recognition. 

In their single-word semantic priming task, advanced French learners of 

English exhibited the activation of both dominant and subordinate meanings 

of homographs at 100-ms and 300-ms SOAs, which demonstrated the same 

patterns of facilitation as native control participants. On the other hand, 

among intermediate learners, only dominant meanings of homographs were 

activated. The findings imply that the activation patterns of advanced 

learners are similar to those of native speakers, and the activation of 

subordinate meanings indicates different levels of language proficiency. 

However, the research applied experimental materials based on pretests 

solely designed for native speakers, and L2 learners’ word associations and 

meaning dominances were not taken into account. Therefore, the question 

remains as to what extent some of the norms used in the experiments were 

appropriate for analyzing the lexical ambiguity processing of L2 learners. 

 

To eliminate this methodological issue and fully investigate the L2 learners’ 

lexical ambiguity processing out of context, Ishida (2013) conducted 

research using primes and targets, selected from pretests taken by native 

speakers and non-native speakers of English. In the research, a lexical 

decision task was employed and homographs that both native and non-native 

speakers defined with the same dominant and subordinate meanings were 

collected first. Next, two associations for each homograph were determined 

based on the associations most commonly used in the pretest. The study 

found that advanced and intermediate Japanese learners of EFL showed the 

facilitation of dominant and subordinate meanings in the L2 processing of 

lexical ambiguity at 300-ms SOA, which was similar to native speakers’. At 
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an SOA of 700 ms, however, the absence of explicit priming effects in the 

processing of ambiguous words among intermediate learners was observed, 

while significant priming for the native speakers and the advanced EFL 

learners was confirmed. The result signified that the activation of lexical 

ambiguity processing for intermediate learners might be transient and weak. 

 

Taking Ishida’s experiment (2013) a step further, the present study analyzes 

the processing of homographs out of context with a long SOA of 900 ms 

based on the above-mentioned two models: the multiple access model and 

the order access model. Using a lexical decision task, the study compares the 

performances of three groups: native speakers of English and advanced and 

intermediate Japanese learners of EFL. If the activation in intermediate 

learners’ lexical ambiguity processing is transient, it can be argued no clear 

priming effect is confirmed at 900-ms SOA. 

 

 

 

Methods 
Participants 
In total, 19 undergraduate and graduate students whose L1 is English and 49 

Japanese undergraduate and graduate students studying EFL participated in 

the lexical decision task. However, one native speaker’s data and four 

Japanese students’ data were excluded from the analysis because of a 

procedural problem. Before the analysis, a cloze test (Bachman, 1982) was 

administered to divide Japanese participants into two groups according to 

their levels of English proficiency. 19 students categorized at the advanced 

level showed substantially better performances in the test than 26 students in 

the intermediate group (t(43) = 11.28, p < .001). The students in the advanced 

group had studied English in formal education for 10.6 years (SD 3.2) on 

average, while the participants in the intermediate group had learned English 

for 9.9 years (SD 2.4). 

 

Materials 
In the present research, 32 homographs and two associations for each of the 

homographs were employed to analyze the L2 activation of lexical ambiguity. 

The set of homographs and associations chosen for inclusion in the 

experiment were collected in an experiment conducted by Ishida (2013). In 

the study, four pretests were administered to determine appropriate 

homographs and their associations for the research. 

 

For the first test, 86 homographs with two associations for each were selected 
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from previous norming studies (Nelson, McEvoy, Walling, & Wheeler, 1980; 

Wollen et al., 1980; Onifer & Swinney, 1981; Elston-Güttler & Friederici, 

2005). 21 Japanese university students who did not participate in the 

experiment took the test. The students were asked to read each English 

homograph and confirm the meanings written in their L1. Among the 86 

homographs and their associations, 35 homographs and their two 

associations, of which more than 70% of the participants could recognize 

their correct meanings, were selected for the second test. 

 

Next, a word association test was conducted to collect homograph norms and 

determine the associations that share the same meaning for both native and 

non-native speakers of English. In total, 14 native speakers of English and 

14 Japanese EFL learners who did not participate in the lexical decision task 

or in the first test took this test. The participants were instructed to read 35 

homographs and write down any word that came to mind in response to the 

homographs. The first associations taken by the native speakers and the EFL 

learners were compared. Three homographs with different dominant and 

subordinate meanings for the native English speakers and the EFL learners 

were eliminated from the stimulus list. 

 

EFL learners determined the dominant meanings for all homographs in the 

word association task, but there were some homographs whose subordinate 

meanings had no association the learners thought of. Thus, for eliciting 

associations related to the subordinate meanings, sentences that contained a 

homograph and its biased subordinate meaning were visually presented to 

26 Japanese EFL learners who did not take the lexical decision task or the 

first two tests. When reading the biased sentences, all participants wrote 

down any word that came to mind. Two associations for each homograph 

were determined based on the norms most commonly used in the two above-

mentioned word association tests. For each of the 32 homographs, two 

associations related to dominant or subordinate meanings were selected.  

 

In addition, another test was administered to confirm whether primes and 

targets categorized as semantically unrelated word pairs in previous research 

studies were also defined as unrelated by the participants in this study. 10 

Japanese EFL learners who did not participate in the lexical decision task or 

in the first three tests took this test. Items specified as unrelated in research 

by Elston-Güttler and Friederici (2005) and Onifer and Swinney (1981) were 

verified by checking their degree of relatedness on a scale of 1–5. The 

unrelated items with high scores of relatedness were replaced with other new 

words. 
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The homographs whose validities were confirmed in the above tests served 

as the primes, and their associations were the targets in the present study. 

There were no differences in the frequency of occurrence, t(62)= -.021, 

p > .05, or in the length, t(126)= -1.503, p > .05. There were four stimulus 

lists containing pairs of dominant-related words (e.g., bank-money), 

subordinate-related words (e.g., bank-river), dominant-unrelated words (e.g., 

sword-money), and subordinate-unrelated words (e.g., sword-river). If the 

hypothesis of the ordered access model, which assumes dominant meanings 

are exclusively activated, is correct, dominant-related word pairs, such as 

“bank-money,” would be recognized faster than unrelated word pairs, such 

as “sword-money”. Moreover, no significant difference in reaction time 

should be observed when subordinate-related word pairs, such as “bank-

river,” and unrelated word pairs would be recognized. On the other hand, the 

multiple access model predicts that related word pairs (e.g., “bank-money” 

and “bank-river”) should be responded quicker than unrelated word pairs 

(e.g., “sword-money” and “sword-river”). Even though two meanings would 

be activated, dominant-related word pairs that are more strongly associated 

with the meanings of primes (e.g., bank-money) would be activated faster 

than subordinate-related words pairs (e.g., bank-river) if word recognition 

speed varied according to meaning dominance. 

 

Design and Procedure 
To analyze the mean correct lexical decision latencies, a 3 (Proficiency: 

native vs. advanced vs. intermediate) × 2 (Relatedness of prime and target: 

related vs. unrelated) × 2 (Meaning: dominant vs. subordinate) analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) was performed on the participant data. 900-ms SOA was 

used for examining the speed of the facilitation of dominant and subordinate 

meanings of ambiguous words. 

 

Procedures for how to complete tasks were clearly described to the 

participants orally and visually. The homographs were presented on the 

computer screen one by one for 900-ms SOA, followed by their targets. The 

participants were instructed to read the first letter string (homograph) and 

judge whether or not the second letter string (target) was an English word as 

quickly and accurately as possible. After the lexical decision task, EFL 

learners took a comprehension test to verify whether they had known both 

meanings of the homographs. Homographs that the participants could not 

identify the meanings of were excluded from the analysis. All participants 

were asked to complete a questionnaire concerning their profile and language 

skills. Apart from the questionnaire, all participants took a cloze test 
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(Bachman, 1982). It was used for categorization into two proficiency groups, 

advanced and intermediate, based on the results of the test.  

 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
Only correct responses were used for analysis of mean reaction times in the 

research, and the following four elements were excluded from the analysis. 

Responses faster than 400 ms or slower than 2,000 ms were eliminated. 

Reaction times outside of 2.5 standard deviations from an ex-Gaussian 

distribution in both the high and low range were excluded from the analysis. 

All errors made by the participants were also removed (8%). Homographs 

whose two meanings could not be determined by participants correctly on 

the comprehension test were deleted from the data set on a subject-by-subject 

basis accordingly (2% of primary meanings and 17% of secondary 

meanings). 

 

The mean response times for each participant group and each word pair type 

at 900 ms are shown in Figure 1. Significant main effects were observed for 

the relatedness of word meanings and proficiency levels in the experiment. 

Related targets were identified faster than unrelated targets, F(1,60) = 5.4, p 

< .05, η2p = .08. A significant interaction of relatedness and meaning was 

determined, F(1,60) = 6.89, p < .05, η2p = .10. Regarding the dominant 

meanings, the simple main effect of relatedness was significant and the 

related targets were responded faster than the unrelated targets, while the 

simple main effect of relatedness was not significant in the subordinate 

meanings. This demonstrates that dominant meanings are activated, but not 

subordinate meanings. 

 

Post-hoc analyses based on the participants’ proficiency levels showed a 

significant main effect, F(2,60) = 10.67 p < .001 η2p = .26. Multiple 

comparisons using the Bonferroni method proved that the native speakers of 

English responded faster than the advanced and intermediate learners. 

Furthermore, the advanced learners responded significantly faster than the 

intermediate learners. 

 

As considering the divergence in lexical ambiguity processing with 

proficiency is crucial for the research, separate relatedness × meaning 

analyses were performed for each proficiency group. 

 

In the native speakers’ group, the mean reaction times showed a main effect 
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of relatedness. The related target was recognized faster than the unrelated 

target, F(1,17) = 6.30, p < .05, η2p = .27. There was no interaction, but there 

was a main effect of meaning, F(1,17) = 4.53, p < .05, η2p = .21. The main 

effects indicated that both meanings of the homographs were activated at 

900-ms SOA in the L1 mental lexicon. Contrary to the finding, Simpson and 

Burgess (1985) claimed that only dominant meanings were facilitated at 750-

ms SOA. The discrepancy between their argument and the result of the 

present study could be due to the fact that the present experiment used the 

targets selected from word association tests taken by both native speakers 

and EFL learners. The chosen targets might be lexically easy and highly 

familiar to the native speakers. 

 

 
Figure 1: Mean reaction times in milliseconds for participant groups 

and word pair types 

D-rel = dominate-related; D-unrel = dominate-unrelated 

S-rel = subordinate-related; S-unrel = subordinate-unrelated 

 

The mean reaction times for the advanced learners of EFL showed a 

significant interaction between relatedness and meaning, F(1,18) = 7.27, p 

< .05, η2p = .29. The simple main effect of relatedness regarding the 

dominant meanings approached a significant value. On the contrary, no 

significant difference in the mean reaction times of related targets and 

unrelated targets was detected for the subordinate meanings. The result 

indicates that only dominant meanings were activated at 900-ms SOA in the 

L2 mental lexicon of advanced learners. The activation pattern, through 

which only dominant meanings are processed at a long SOA, is comparable 

to the findings in previous studies, which are the patterns observed in adult 

native speakers (Simpson & Burgess, 1985) and older children (Simpson & 
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Foster, 1986). 

 

Simpson and Burgess (1985) argued that the tendency that showed the 

activation of dominant meanings at a long SOA and the inhabitation of 

subordinate meanings occurred with the allocation of processing resources 

into information. Simpson and Burgess (1988) pointed out that the activation 

of homographs would involve two stages in the mental lexicon: initially, 

multiple meanings of ambiguous words would be activated, and then explicit 

attention to the primary meanings would be paid. They also argued that this 

two-stage processing would be observed only in the lexical processing of 

adults and older children whose word recognition skills had developed, and 

only the first stage of the processing would be detected in younger children 

whose word recognition skills have not yet fully developed. In their 

hypothesis, it is assumed that the processing of lexical ambiguity would 

become attributive with age and dominant meanings would be generated 

predominantly with the development of the word recognition. If the 

developmental changes can also be applied to L2 learners’ lexical ambiguity 

processing, it could be argued that the result of the present study regarding 

advanced EFL learners shows the second of two stages of the developmental 

processing of lexical ambiguity. 

 

In the intermediate EFL learners’ group, there was no explicit significance 

among relatedness in the analysis, F(1,25) = 3.61, p = .07, η2p = .13. The 

result is similar to that of 700 ms found in Ishida’s study (2013). According 

to the study, the facilitation for less proficient learners at 300 ms was 

significant, yet no overt priming effect was detected at 700 ms. The findings 

support the research hypothesis that the activation of less proficient learners 

is transient and has a short time-span compared to that of native speakers and 

more proficient learners. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The present study investigated the L2 activation of lexical ambiguity 

processing at a long SOA (900 ms) when an ambiguous word was 

encountered out of context. The findings suggested that the facilitation of an 

ambiguous word for advanced EFL learners was through the ordered access 

model, while the multiple access model was confirmed as successful among 

the native participants. With regard to the reaction time of the intermediate 

EFL learners, only a weak tendency of these accesses was observed in the 

analysis. Comparing the lexical processing of the native speakers with that 
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of the intermediate learners, the activation of homographs was transient and 

weak for the intermediate learners. The results proved that the processing of 

lexical ambiguity for intermediate EFL learners has a short time-span.  
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Introduction 
The rapid development of computer and internet technologies in the 

information era has made it easier for people from different parts of the world 

to interact and work with one another online and provided more 

opportunities for English learners living in an EFL environment to use the 

target language for real communication and collaboration purposes. It has 

thus become crucial for English teachers in the 21st century to explore all 

sorts of possibilities of integrating technology into the teaching of EFL 

students in order to motivate these students to learn and use English beyond 

the walls of their language classrooms and get more actively engaged in the 

global community in online settings.  

 

As a full-time university English teacher in Taiwan, I often find my EFL 

students fluent and comfortable with web-based technologies though most 

of them admit that they seldom use these technologies to do any English-

related activity, such as reading electronic texts on English websites, 

exchanging English messages or emails with friends, or posting English 

comments online. In order to make these technologies play a significant role 

not only in these students’ daily lives but also in their English learning 

process, I have been searching for appropriate technology-enhanced 

approaches to create high-interest language learning activities in my English 

courses for English and non-English majors. 

 

7 
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On the other hand, my personal interest in reading and discussing English 

short stories and novels has given me the eagerness to explore the linguistic, 

cultural and aesthetic benefits of using literature in ELT, and my search for 

a satisfying method of using literary texts with EFL learners has directed my 

attention to the literature circle approach. In its simplest definition, literature 

circles are small, student-led, and role-based discussion groups where 

members read and discuss the same story or book before they choose another 

text and move on to the next cycle (Daniels, 1994). Traditionally, literature 

circles are only conducted in face-to-face classrooms, but in recent years, 

there have been more and more successful cases of using literature circles in 

online environments. Only a few of these cases, however, have been done in 

EFL context or between EFL learners studying English in different places of 

the world. 

 

This paper reports on the practice and effects of a cross-cultural technology-

enhanced literature circle project designed to create opportunities for 

Taiwanese and Japanese EFL university students to work together in small 

groups to read and discuss short stories in English synchronously and 

asynchronously by means of online communication tools, including Skype, 

weblogs and e-mail. 

 

 

 

The Design and Implementation of the Project 
Before the project started, thirty English short stories had been preselected 

and posted on a blog called “Literature Circle Blog.” Then I managed to find 

a Japanese teacher who was willing to let her Japanese students work with 

my Taiwanese students on this project, and we started discussing and 

deciding on the details about the implementation of this cross-cultural 

technology-enhanced literature circle project in our English courses. In the 

first semester, we let our students not majoring in English work together, and 

in the second semester, we had our English majors participate in this project.  

 

In both semesters, in the first class gathering, the literature circle approach 

and the literature circle blog were introduced to the students in each class 

before they took a TOEIC-style reading comprehension test. In the second 

week, mixed-ability groups of four to six Japanese and Taiwanese members 

were formed using their reading test results, and each group had to start 

contacting members via email or Skype to decide on the date and time of 

each of the four online discussions as well as the way of rotating the six 

discussion roles, including Discussion Director, Summarizer & Recorder, 
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Web Researcher, Passage Master & Tracker, Connector and Word Wizard. 

The six different roles with different functions were used to help the students 

get a deeper understanding of the text (Miller at. al., 2007), allow them to 

bring many levels of prior knowledge to the text (Devik-Fry & Lesage, 2010), 

and challenge them to do more in-depth preparation for the discussion 

instead of simply reading the story (Whittingham, 2013). 

 

In each semester, each group had to complete four cycles of literature circle. 

Usually the students had one or two weeks to read a short story chosen by 

their own group and then leave their after-reading comments on the blog for 

their group members to read and exchange ideas in an asynchronous way. In 

the next one or two weeks, they had to prepare notes or materials to help 

them play their discussion roles well and then the whole group gathered 

together at the same time to discuss the story by exchanging text-based or 

voice messages on Skype. After each discussion was done, the Summarizer 

& Recorder of each group had to submit the discussion record. Besides, each 

of them needed to fill in an evaluation form to reflect on and assess their own 

performance and that of their group members’. 

 

At the end of the project, the students took another TOEIC-style reading 

comprehension test, and their post-test results were compared with their pre-

test ones to help them know whether their English reading ability had 

improved due to their participation in this project. 

 

 

 

The Investigation into the Effects of the Project 
A mixed methods approach was employed to collect both qualitative and 

quantitative data in order to investigate more thoroughly the effects of this 

project from the Taiwanese and Japanese university students’ perspectives. 

Qualitative data came from my one-on-one interviews with Taiwanese and 

Japanese students and their answers to the open-ended questions of the two 

questionnaire surveys, including the one called “Getting Started” 

administered at the beginning of each semester and the Exit Questionnaire 

the participants had to fill in at the end of each semester. Quantitative data 

collection instruments included the two questionnaire surveys and pre- and 

post-tests.  

 

The majority of the Taiwanese and Japanese participants of both English 

major and non-English major thought positively of this English learning 

experience, and the major findings indicate that most of the Taiwanese and 
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Japanese EFL students felt that the project did improve their English reading 

ability and critical thinking skills, enhance their motivation to read, write and 

speak in English outside the classroom, and increase their confidence in 

using English to communicate with foreigners as well as their interest in 

learning English through short stories. Many of them also agreed that 

working with group members with different cultural backgrounds had added 

more fun to this learning activity and motivated them to work harder on it, 

and that the literature circle blog, Skype, and email were appropriate and 

useful online tools for this project that required cross-country collaboration 

and cross-cultural communication though some Taiwanese students strongly 

recommended using Facebook and Line as well. Particularly noteworthy is 

that most of the participants did not find it hard to understand their foreign 

group members’ opinions and viewpoints. Moreover, they felt they had 

learned more interesting ideas from these foreigners than from their fellow 

students. 

 

However, there were also complaints about this project, and most of them 

were about three things. First of all, on average, the Japanese students of 

English major had weaker English than the Taiwanese ones, so the former 

had difficulty understanding what was being discussed or expressing their 

ideas clearly and actively while the latter often felt disappointed because they 

could not know what their Japanese members really had in mind. Next, most 

of the Japanese participants had part-time jobs and some Taiwanese ones had 

to spend most of their free time on the other activities, so some students 

complained that it was very difficult for their groups to decide on the online 

discussion date and time, which was sometimes changed again and again for 

various reasons. Last, some students that preferred to exchange voice 

messages with their group members on Skype felt disappointed when they 

were forced to exchange text-based messages because one or two of their 

group members did not have the equipment needed to have a real chat online 

or because their Internet connection was not good enough for them to 

actually “talk” on Skype. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
Though there is still room for further improvement in the design and 

implementation of this cross-cultural technology-enhanced literature circle 

project, it is hoped that its positive outcomes and findings will encourage 

university English teachers who are interested in integrating technology into 

language education or using literature in ELT, or who have used traditional 
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face-to-face literature circles, to consider using this new literature circle 

approach with their EFL students and creating an authentic learning 

environment for them to shape, express and exchange their ideas in the target 

language. 
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Introduction 
In the classroom environment in Japan, for a long time it was believed that 

the learning which occurred within learners’ brains was based on 

behaviorism (Nishiguchi, 1999), while learners’ intellectual acts and 

learning distributed between the learners and tools and among learners and 

learning environments was an effect of socially distributed cognition (Takagi, 

1999). Research in the field of applied linguistics is only now beginning to 

shift towards the idea that learning and knowledge transmission can be 

embedded in situations and is dependent on the environment, community, 

social semiotics, tools and people. Learning can mean sharing goals and 

information, working in groups to solve problems and/or networking through 

interactions with other members of a community (Lave & Wenger 1991).  

 

Although research has been conducted into such Communities of Practice 

(CoPs) for two decades now, their functions and patterns are still little 

understood. In particular, only a limited amount of research has been 

conducted into CoP dynamics: how such communities and their patterns of 

activity are formed (Ribeiro 2011). As noted by Lave (1991), it is a challenge 

to identify CoPs, “because they exhibit organisational patterns that are not 

reflected in hirerchal organisation charts”, which refers to the idea that CoPs 

evolve organically (Hara, 2008, p. 14). Therefore, to understand how CoPs 

are embedded within EFL language learning environments in Japan, this 

study examines the degrees of participation of language learners in sustained 

CoPs. It is hoped that this research will allow the successful development of 

CoPs for the enhancement of learning and classroom management.  

 

 

 

8 
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Literature Review 
Background to Communities of Practice  
This section outlines the functions of CoPs, which have become an important 

focus in the development of organizations. The CoP is defined as a learning 

social network of participants with shared skills within a profession (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). In a CoP, people gain knowledge and skills through 

participation in a variety of social practices with other CoP members (Lave 

1991).  

 

Members constantly seek to gain important information and to improve their 

abilities to be able to apply these skills to their social practices within the 

CoP framework (Wenger 1998; Mickan 2006). In the case of EFL 

classrooms, participants as class members may constantly seek to gain 

information about how to deal with the task efficiently and productively with 

other members, improving not only these learners’ language proficiency but 

also their ability to cooperate in the classroom with others. Importantly, the 

acquisition of knowledge and skills proceeds from participation in the CoP. 

This participation is defined as a process of learning within the CoP context. 

Wenger (2002) identified three key features of CoPs: (1) participants engage 

in particular events, (2) participants have a common communication strategy 

in order to engage in particular entities and (3) participants share the same 

achievements, interests and values after their practice participation. In a CoP, 

learning is not simply knowledge transmission through intellectual 

performance and information processing, nor is it based on memorisation or 

repetition. On the contrary, CoP learning is a concrete practice activity 

actualised through members’ cooperative reactions (Lave & Wenger 1991). 

In a CoP, novice members can be influenced by older and more experienced 

members (Lave & Wenger 1991).  

 

Degree of Participation in the CoP 
Wenger (2002) suggested three possible levels of member involvement in 

CoPs: peripheral, active, and core. Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) 

theory is one of the learning theories that has influenced Vygotsky’s Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD), Habitus theory, and Giddens and Dallmayr’s 

(1982) Theory of Structuration. LPP defines how people gain knowledge and 

skills through interaction with other members of the CoP, which is the primal 

state of the learning process (Lave and Wenger 1991).  

 

In this paper, learning is not defined simply as engagement in target language 

knowledge transmission; rather, learners participate in social practices in 

which are embedded important skills and knowledge, and these practices 
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eventually enhance their learning (Wenger 2002). In this way, participants 

gradually develop a sense of membership within the CoP (Wenger 2002). 

Also of importance within the LPP framework is that knowledge and skills 

are embedded in teachers, the learning environment, and learning contexts 

(Wenger 2002; Takao 2007). By comparing novice participants with 

established members, a large number of differences can be observed in, for 

example, interaction with other members, the quality of relationships with 

other community members, how they evaluate their own learning strategies, 

and the degree of identity transformation (Lave and Wenger 1991). In the 

LPP learning framework, when a new member joins the CoP, they may 

initially work on less challenging jobs. The new member then observes the 

actions and movement of more experienced members in order to become 

more experienced members themselves (Wenger 1998). The LPP learning 

framework allows novices to become aware of what they can do within the 

CoP, what they already know from their former experience, what new 

knowledge they have to gain in order to survive within the CoP, and what 

kinds of participation roles are expected (Wenger 2002). While there is a 

great deal of research into the features of peripheral members, fewer 

definitions  

 

have been developed of core and active members. Active members are those 

whose regularity and intensity of participation is not at the same level as the 

core group, but who do participate in the social practices of the CoP (Wenger, 

McDermott, and Snyder 2002). Compared to other member types, there are 

relatively few core members within a CoP. These members have a higher 

level of discretion on projects, more experience in the CoP, and usually 

understand how they are expected to act within the CoP (Wenger 2002). Core 

members are mostly defined as taking a central role and contributing more 

than other members to the CoP function (DeSanctis, Fayard, Roach & Jiang, 

2003). They provide intellectual and social leadership and show their 

expertise in order to coordinate the CoP network (Wenger and Snyder 2000; 

Wenger et al. 2002). Thus, while some definitions of participation roles have 

been developed, one of the challenges of this paper is to clarify certain 

features of core, active, and peripheral members in the EFL language 

learning context.  

 

 

 

Context and Research Questions 
In this study, learners participated in three different types of social practices 

for writing: recounting, explanation and discussion. They learned to analyse 
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written texts critically, to research essay questions and to construct and 

develop logical arguments through a genre-based approach to language 

learning, following Feez’s (1998) cycle of learning. The aim of the course 

was for learners to become able to analyse and produce discussion-genre 

essays through participation in a large number of tasks in peer groups.  

 

In this paper, these EFL learners and those related to the learners will be 

examined as ‘individual community members’. The EFL writing classroom 

environment, based in a Japanese university, will be defined as the CoP. The 

EFL learners will learn how to become aware of their participatory roles and 

how to maintain relationships with other members of the CoP in order to 

learn the target language. In order to understand how first-year Japanese 

university students become experienced learners through participation in 

genre-based writing classroom communities, this study will analyse the 

degree of participation of learners in a particular language-learning 

classroom. The research question is as follows: How do EFL learners define 

the roles of core and active members in the EFL classroom?  

 

 

 

Methodology 
Participants 
The participants comprised 27 first-year students (Class G) from the Faculty 

of Business Administration at a Japanese university, who participated in the 

research over the course of one semester. In total, the students participated 

in six English lessons per week in an intermediate-level English proficiency 

class (TOEIC scores ranging from 450–600) with the same class members. 

The author taught Class G twice a week for one semester. All the students 

produced free-writing and self-reflection texts (each writing more than 10 

examples of the latter during the semester) on the topic of their engagement 

in learning social practices. The majority of students had never previously 

experienced a genre-based approach combined with Feez’s (1998) learning 

cycle. Therefore, they were novices in this environment. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis  
This study examines the results of the text-mining analysis of learners’ 

written self-reflections. One challenge for this research paper was identifying 

what degrees of participation in the CoP constituted core, active and 

peripheral participation. As discussed in the literature review, a large number 

of definitions for peripheral membership have been produced; however, the 

roles and functions of core and active members need further expansion. 
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Therefore, in order to clarify the criteria for each degree of participation, 

during week 10 of the research study, 25 out of 27 learners were asked to 

write free texts describing what they believed constituted core, active and 

peripheral membership.  

 

By this stage, learners had completed three different genre-writing tasks: 

recounting, explanation and discussion. Lave & Wenger’s (1991) model for 

Communities of Practice and the terms ‘core member’, ‘active member’ and 

‘peripheral member’ had been explained to the participants during the first 

week. Text-mining analysis was then applied to the learners’ free writing to 

examine how they had described the roles of core, active and peripheral 

members in their learning context. This was followed by an analysis of the 

learners’ categorisation of the other members of the classroom into these 

roles. 

 

Text analysis has been used widely in traditional qualitative methods 

(Michalski 2011) to uncover patterns and regularity in natural language 

(Zhang & Segall 2010). In this study, the analysis software KH Coder 

(Higuchi 2014) was used to extract and chart the essential elements of the 

CoP as identified from the learners’ free writing. A self-organizing map 

(SOM) was used to depict the semantic relationships demonstrated within 

the free-writing sentences (Van Hulle 2012). In the first part of the text-

mining analysis, the learners’ degrees of participation were categorised. All 

learners’ free-writing regarding defining roles as core, active, and peripheral 

members in their classroom was categorised as frequently used words and 

meanings: “higher English proficiency and knowledge” and “greater 

leadership skills”. The same texts were also used to create the SOMs, 

providing visual diagrams that grouped similar words together from a large 

data set. In the SOM analysis, the same parameters were used to analyse the 

data, with a set of different variables. The network was created from a 2D 

lattice of nodes and the Ward method was applied to cluster these nodes.  

 

Results  
New Definition of Core Members in the Language Learning CoP 
Learners in Class G produced a particular image and definition for core 

members. Their free-writing texts totalled 2,975 words. Table 1 shows the 

criteria for their definitions of core members. The majority of learners 

acknowledged that core members had superior language knowledge and 

abilities (n = 16). Another common criterion was the ability to lead other 

members during group discussion (n = 10). Core members also needed to 

have the ability to listen to other members’ opinions (n = 10) and to express 
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their own opinions spontaneously and actively (n = 7). These results indicate 

that a core member has a higher level of discretion on projects, has a great 

deal of experience in the CoP and usually understands how s/he is expected 

to act within the CoP (Wenger 2002). Core members are defined generally 

as taking a central role in their CoPs (DeSanctis, Fayard, Roach & Jiang, 

2003). While many of the criteria identified mirror Wenger’s definition 

(2002), the ‘ability to listen’ element can be considered a new feature of core 

members. Learners in Class G tended to mention abilities related to effective 

group work. Another characteristic identified for core members was 

confidence in terms of language proficiency (n = 3). Moreover, learners 

noted certain personality features for core members, such as cheerfulness, 

trustworthiness and a higher sense of responsibility when completing tasks.  

 
Criteria  n 

Higher English proficiency and knowledge  18 

Greater leadership skills 10 

Able to listen to other members’ opinions 10 

Actively expresses his or her own opinions  7 

Participates spontaneously in social practices in class  6 

Always attends lessons  5 

Has confidence in own English proficiency  3 

Has a cheerful personality  2 

Has a larger vocabulary 2 

Has confidence in own opinion  2 

Table 1: Criteria for Core Members 

 
Nouns  n Nominal nouns n Verbs  N 

Members  33 To participate in class  18 To assume  20 

English  19 To answer in front of other 

members/to make statements 

11 To think  9 

Activity  18 To express an opinion 8 To have  7 

Group 17 To participate 5 To boost 4 

Abilities  13 To attend 4 To add 3 

Works 12 To have accurate answers 4 To give answers 3 

Myself  11 To activate 3 To say  3 

Class  8 To ask questions 3 To address 3 

Confidence  6 To have initiative 3 To be outstanding 2 

Centre  6 To feel relief  2 To enjoy 2 

Table 2: Core Members: Frequent words list 

 

Table 2 shows the frequent nouns, verbs and nominal verbs used by learners 

to describe core members. The results show that the nouns Member (n = 33), 

English (n = 19), Activity (n = 19), Group (n = 17), Ability (n = 13) and Work 

(n = 12) were used most frequently. The most commonly used nominal verbs 
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(formed by adding ‘suru’ to a Japanese noun) were to participate in class (n 

= 18), to answer in front of other members/to make statements (n = 11), to 

express opinions (n = 8), to participate (n = 5), to attend (n = 4), to give 

accurate answers (n = 4), to activate (n = 3) and to ask questions (n = 3). 

The most common verbs used were to assume (n = 20), to think (n = 9), to 

have (n = 7) and to boost (n = 4). These results indicate that core members 

are able to actively participate in group work, have strong opinions and can 

state their own opinions in front of other members.  

 

Figure 1 shows the SOM of learners’ written texts for their core member 

definitions. The map is divided into seven clusters. The cluster at the top left 

of the SOM is word group A: leadership, high, to have, every time, group, 

work, confidence. Word group B, which adjoins word group A, contains the 

terms attend, actively, class and to answer. Word group C consists of ability, 

English, to address and to think. Word group D is made up of people, to add, 

initiative, to think and members. The words in these clusters A, B, C, D, are 

similar to words and definitions of core members by Wenger, McDermott 

and Snyder (2002). According to these results, participants tend to have an 

ideal image of a core member. Wenger (2002) claimed that core members 

always attend meetings and have the power to express their opinions at these 

meetings. They tend to define core members as those who have the 

confidence to take initiative and lead discussions. All the labels from the 

SOM analysis for the core member definitions are summarised in Table 3.  

 

 
Figure 1: Core Members: Self-Organizing Maps (Ward method) 
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Words 

groups  

Label name  Words  

A Leadership leadership, high, to have, every time, 

group, work, confidence  

B Attendance  attend, actively, class, to answer  

C English knowledge and abilities  ability, English, to address, to think 

D Relationship with other 

members  

people, to think, members, to add, 

initiative 

E Authorities/ Power relations  to boost [to pull up], knowledge 

F Accurate answers  accurate answers, a lot, class, to say, 

questions  

G Participation  to participate, myself, centre  

Table 3: Core members: SOM Labels 

 

New Definition of Active Members in the Language Learning CoP 
The learners’ free-writing texts were also analysed for definitions of active 

members in the CoP. Table 4 shows some of the essential criteria for active 

members as defined by the learners in Class G. The majority of learners 

indicated that active members need to be able to express opinions during 

active participation in lessons (n = 23). They also need to be able to 

summarise their discussions logically and smoothly (n = 8). They have 

higher levels of assertiveness than peripheral members but not as high as 

those of core members (n = 6). They have strong opinions and can convince 

others (n = 6). They can support core members (n = 4). These results indicate 

that active members are not expected to have as great a level of proficiency 

in the target language as core members; however, they do need to have 

significant knowledge in order to be able to summarise discussion content 

productively during group activities. Active members should have a higher 

degree of activity and effectiveness in terms of their participation than 

peripheral members.  

 
Criteria  n 

Able to participate actively  23 

Able to summarise discussion content  8 

Have higher assertiveness levels 6 

Have own opinions and able to convince others  6 

Able to support core members  4 

Able to cooperate with other members  3 

Have lower English proficiency than core members 3 

Have a higher accuracy rate than peripheral members 1 

Use nonverbal communication  1 

Core members rely on them 1 

Other  23 

Table 4: Criteria for Active Members in Class G 
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Nouns  n Nominal verbs n Verbs  n 

Members  27 to have class 27 to suppose 15 

Activity 26 to make remarks 22 to think 6 

Abilities 16 to participate 12 to have 5 

Group 15 to express opinion 6 to answer 4 

Myself  14 to ask questions 5 to demand 3 

Work 12 to have a relationship 4 to address 3 

English  12 to discuss 4 to submit 3 

Confidence 5 to act 3 to talk  3 

Surrender 5 to cooperate 3 to feel 2 

Answers  5 to have initiative 3 to make mistakes 2 

Table 5: Active members: common words list 

 

Table 5 shows the nouns, verbs and nominal verbs used most frequently by 

participants to describe active members. The most common nouns used were 

members (n = 27), activity (n = 26), abilities (n = 26) and group (n = 15). 

Common nominal verbs used were to have classes (n = 27), to make remarks 

(n = 22), to participate (n = 12), to express opinion (n = 6) and to ask 

questions (n = 5). Finally, common verbs used are to suppose (n = 15), to 

think (n = 6), to have (n = 5), to answer (n = 4) and to demand (n = 3).  

 

Figure 2 shows the SOM of active member elements; the map is divided into 

nine clusters. Table 6 is a summary of the SOM labels for the active members 

of the class. Word group A comprises the words cooperation, activity, centre 

and class. Word group B, which adjoins word group A, contains the words 

high, questions, and to address. Word group C consists of answer, 

surrenders, to have and to demand. Word group F is made up of English, 

ability, confidence and to think. Word group G contains actively, to 

participate, class and discussion. The SOM map of active members allows 

us to understand the similarities between the features identified for active 

and core members: both need to be concerned about relationships with others, 

they need to have English knowledge and ability, they should participate 

actively and should exhibit a degree of leadership. Some features that differ 

between active and core members are: (1) their ability to respond to questions 

in reading comprehensions and group discussions related to English learning 

tasks and (2) their ability to provide opportunities for other members to give 

answers for these tasks and questions, with a view to building and 

maintaining CoP relationships. However, most of the criteria for active and 

core members are similar.  
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Figure 2: Active Members: Self-Organizing Maps (Ward method) 

 
Word 

groups 

Label name Words 

A Cooperation with members cooperation, activity, centre, class 

B Asking questions  high, questions, to address 

C Answering questions  answer, surrenders, to have, to demand 

D Relationship with members members, to think  

E Providing an opportunity to 

maintain relationships  

to provide, relationships  

F English knowledge and abilities English, ability, confidence, to think 

G Participation actively, to participate, class, 

discussion 

H Initiative (leadership) works, initiative 

I Expressing opinions people, utterance, myself, opinion 

Table 6: Active members: SOM labels 

 

Peripheral members  
Table 7 shows the categories for the essential criteria for peripheral members 

as identified by the learners in Class G. Peripheral members are defined as 

people who lack a positive attitude towards participation due to their 

personalities and levels of willingness to be involved (n = 16). Usually, they 

are not strong language learners (n = 7) and do not have sufficient confidence 

in their English proficiency, which influences their group work negatively (n 

= 9). They do not participate in conversations during classroom and group 

discussions (n = 7). They struggle with group work due to a lack of self-

assertiveness and communication skills (n = 6). They will not state their 
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answers in front of a large group of people because they are either unwilling 

or unable to do so (n = 5). They may be shy or less emotionally expressive 

than others (n = 5).  

 
Criteria N 

Lack positive attitude towards participation due to personality and level of 

willingness 

16 

Lack confidence in their English proficiency, which influences their group work 

negatively 

9 

Are not usually strong learners in terms of English proficiency 7 

Do not participate in classroom and group discussions 7 

Struggle to participate in group work due to lack of self-assertiveness and 

communication skills 

6 

Do not state their answers in front of a large group because they are unwilling 

or unable to do so 

5 

Have particular personality traits, such as being shy and/or less emotionally 

expressive  

5 

Often late for, or absent from, class 4 

Do not engage in tasks without scaffolding from others 4 

Try to follow group discussion but give up easily because they cannot 

understand  

1 

Table 7: Definition of Peripheral Members in Class G 

 

One interesting observation about peripheral members is that they are 

cooperative and participate actively in group work when encouraged to do 

so by core or active members; however, core and active members cannot 

expect spontaneous participation from them. These results indicate that 

peripheral members are not expected to have high proficiency in English; the 

low frequency of verbal participation during group tasks and the degree of 

(in)activeness causes members to evaluate such people as peripheral.  

 

Table 8 shows the nouns, verbs and nominal verbs used most frequently to 

describe peripheral members. The nouns used most commonly are members 

(n = 25), activity (n = 16), myself (n = 15), group (n = 13) and confidence (n 

= 13). Common nominal verbs used are to take classes (n = 20), to make 

remarks (n = 14), to express opinions (n = 8), to participate (n = 7) and to 

act (n = 6). Common verbs used are to assume (n = 20), to answer (n = 8), 

to think (n = 5), to have (n = 5) and to demand (n = 3). The two elements 

‘some degree of relationship with other members’ and ‘English proficiency 

level’ may mark participants out as peripheral members.  
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Nouns  N Nominal nouns N Verbs  N 

Members  25 to take classes 20 to assume 20 

Activity  16 to make remarks 14 to answer 6 

Myself  15 to express opinion 8 to think  5 

Group 13 to participate 7 to have  5 

Confidence  13 to act 6 to demand 3 

Works  12 to transmit 3 to say  3 

Abilities  11 to understand  3 to listen  3 

Answers  9 to concern  2 to lack 2 

English  7 to stay constant 2 to point 2 

Personalities  6 to have a relationship 2 to move 2 

Table 8: Peripheral members: frequent words list 

 

Figure 3 shows the SOM of learners’ definitions for peripheral members’ 

elements; these are divided into eight clusters. Word group A comprises to 

listen, answers, to answer, self and to have. Word group D contains members, 

to think, to participate and personalities. Word group F is composed of group, 

work, people and ability. All the SOM data results are summarised in Table 

9. 

 
Figure 3: Peripheral Members: Self-Organizing Maps (Ward method) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Identifying the Functions of Communities of Practice in an EFL Classroom 
Akiko Nagao 

97 

Word 

groups 

Labels Words 

A Ability to listen to others  To listen, to answer, self, to have  

B Degree of understanding Opinions, understanding 

C Confidence Confidence, to remark 

D Relationship with other members 

(personality) 

Members, to think, to participate, 

personalities  

E English knowledge and abilities  English, activities, high, activeness 

F Relationship with other members  Group, work, people, ability  

G Output Output, a lot, to think  

Table 9: Peripheral members: SOM Labels 

 

 

 

Discussion  
The CoP Form and the Development of the English Language 

Learning Classroom: Core Members  
English Proficiency and Abilities. One of the essential characteristics of core 

members is English proficiency/language learning ability. These members 

have a better understanding of technical words related to genre writing. The 

features of community discourse are discussed in Wenger’s (1998) CoP 

model. However, the results of this research indicate that core members need 

to have higher target language proficiency and knowledge than other 

members so that they can support and scaffold others in the classroom 

environment.  

 

Human Relationships. According to Wenger et al. (2002), in order to become 

a core member of a language learning CoP, a learner not only needs highly 

developed target language knowledge but is also expected to have leadership 

skills and to listen to other members’ opinions. In this study, it has further 

been shown that core members should encourage active members to become 

core members and should also serve as role models for peripheral members. 

Furthermore, they should gain the trust of other members of the community.  

 

Personality. Learners in this study have strong biases regarding the ideal 

personality of a core member. A core member should be cheerful and 

confident, taking responsibility for completing tasks and participating in 

various social practices.  
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The CoP Form and the Development of the English Language 
Learning Classroom: Active Members 

English proficiency and abilities. Active members are expected to have 

lower levels of English proficiency than core members and to have a smaller 

vocabulary. However, active members regularly practise and review their 

English skills and complete assignments. They maintain a motivation for 

language learning.  

 

Human relationships. Although they may not have the highest level of 

English proficiency, active members are expected to participate actively in 

group tasks. The degree of activity can be understood as one of the key 

criteria that defines learners as active members or otherwise. Active 

members can take important roles in group activities and while they have 

less opportunities for answering questions or expressing their own opinion 

than core members, they still have strong opinions and can convince others. 

Active members can support core members and can also accept support from 

others in order to improve their own skills.  

 

Personality. Learners in Class G visualise active members as those who have 

confidence in their language proficiency and who can state their opinions 

spontaneously in front of others. Active members do not worry unduly about 

the accuracy of their answers and they have the ability to convey their 

opinions.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
This study has analysed free-writing texts in order to understand how 

Japanese first-year students of English form a Community of Practice in the 

EFL classroom. The results show that learners negotiate, interact and work 

with one another towards the same goal, not only in general communities but 

also in language learning communities (Wenger et al. 2002). Participants can 

be categorised as being core, active or peripheral members; however, the 

definitions for these roles are more complex than Wenger et al. (2002) 

suggest.  

 

Although scholars have conducted studies into CoPs, more research is 

needed into the following aspects: CoP dynamics, the process of CoP 

formation, activity patterns of the CoP and how CoPs come into existence 

(Ribeiro 2011). This research reveals the important elements required to 

form a successful CoP in an EFL classroom. Text analysis of learners’ free 
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writing has allowed us to form a more detailed description of the roles of 

core and active members.  

 

This study was limited by a small sample size and by confining the research 

to a particular classroom; therefore, in future studies, further data analysis of 

the EFL CoP is necessary in order to theorise how the CoP is formed in the 

classroom context. In particular, it would be useful to examine the 

connection between the genre-based writing approach and the results 

explicitly, in terms of learners’ transformation from novices to experienced 

learners. In particular, further work could be conducted on whether 

demotivated peripheral students can become more active members as they 

move from being novices to being experienced learners.  
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Introduction: The situation, problem, and proposed 
solution 

Interviews happen all around us in such well-known forms as broadcast news, 

job selection, and foreign language oral proficiency tests. When hearing that 

there will be an interview, most people have an idea of the procedure. We 

are familiar with the roles the interviewer and interviewee respectively play. 

The organization of turn taking is clear. The management of interviews is in 

the hands of the interviewer. This important constraint sequentially 

organizes the ensuing talk into a ‘turn-type pre-allocation’ of questions and 

answers according to the roles (Atkinson & Drew, 1979). The interviewer 

asks questions and the interviewee answers them. This controlled and 

seemingly predictable structure and manner of speaking makes interviews a 

popular method of discourse. In language learning and teaching contexts, the 

turn taking of this discourse practice is apparently straightforward, but a 

word of caution should be raised.  

 

What is talked about is often ‘limited’ to the agenda set by the interviewer 

(Clayman & Heritage, 2002). While this constraint may not be a problem in 

many situations where the institutional purpose is well-defined, it could 

prove overly restrictive in allowing the interviewee to give full expression of 

his/her experience and thoughts. This paper explores one solution to this 

potential problem of only hearing and dealing with what the interviewer asks: 

Provide time for the interviewee to ask questions.  

 

9 
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Discussions at two BAAL 2014 presentations on the IELTS interview test 

by Seedhouse, and Berry and O’Sullivan, respectively, considered the idea 

of giving interviewees (in the future) a chance to ask questions. This 

opportunity, for example, could encourage IELTS interview test candidates 

to express themselves more freely. In turn, examiners might see the 

candidates in a new light. One limitation of interviewing for institutional 

purposes is that inquirers only hear one side of the ‘story’, answers to 

questions that they (e.g., employer, teacher, doctor, etc.) ask. 

 

Allowing the interviewee-candidate time (e.g., in the last few minutes) to ask 

questions may reveal new and important information that might not have 

been covered by the interviewer’s questions. Acknowledging the co-

accomplishment of the interview and that this kind of talk consists of more 

than an exchange of questions and answers makes assessment a complex 

undertaking. As for pedagogic implications and application, the key 

structural issue for co-participants is not simply following the interview 

procedure, but also being aware of how the talk is unfolding.  

 

A socially oriented view of the interview structure is provided by taking a 

conversational analytic perspective. Interviews, as other forms of talk, are 

social interactions that are co-constructed. What co-participants do in 

interviews is more than asking and answering questions. In conversation 

analysis (CA), interviews have been examined for how their institutional 

orientation is displayed through turn taking and its sequential organization. 

For example, Heritage and Clayman (2010) illustrate an interview’s 

characteristic constraint by contrasting it with the lack of such constraint in 

daily conversation. In ordinary talk, there is an unpredictability of what to 

say, how long to say it, and even who will say it and when. Such features are 

not predetermined, ‘but remain to be determined by the participants 

themselves as the conversation unfolds’ (p. 216).  

 

The underlying organizational concept in interviews restricts the interviewer 

to asking questions and the interviewee to answering them. CA, however, 

would point out that there is an array of actions that speakers can take to get 

around limitations (e.g., strict turn taking roles).  Participants can orient to 

the structure through ‘marked’ actions. According to Clayman and Heritage 

(2002), the boundaries can be stretched as to what is acceptable within the 

institutional purpose and plan. What Heritage and Clayman (2010) 

demonstrate through numerous excerpts of news interviews is how 

participants tend to follow the format of questions and answers even in 

heated disagreements. ‘The unexplicated complexity of actual turn taking, in 
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contrast to the utter simplicity of the question-answer rule, becomes apparent 

when we think about what is required to follow this rule’ (pp. 217-218).  

 

Despite showing how strong orientation to the ‘interview rule’ can be, 

Heritage and Clayman (2010) also state that ‘the turn-taking system is not a 

physical law of science; it is a normative organization that specifies proper 

forms of conduct’ (p. 232). The point is that the format is not set in stone and 

participants can and do depart from it (and return to it). For example, 

speakers are found to speak out of turn or in my data even switch roles in 

terms of who asks the question. Awareness of the rule is displayed even when 

actions are marked as ‘non-conforming’ to the rule. Raymond (2003) uses 

this term to describe when respondents do not ‘conform’ to the grammatical 

expectation of answering a yes/no interrogative with a yes/no reply.  

 

In my data, we will see that despite the student-interviewee asking the 

teacher-interviewer questions and even doing most of the talking, the 

teacher-interviewer still controls the talk. First, the interviewer marks the 

transition away from the usual practice by stating that in the remaining time 

that the floor is open for the student to ask questions (to be seen in Excerpt 

2). This marked opportunity is in contrast to the normative operation of the 

rule when the interviewer is in charge of questions, topic, and development. 

If it were not so, there would be no need to announce the transition of who 

may ask questions. Second, the teacher-interviewer is the one who decides 

when the transition would take place. Finally, the interviewer determines 

how long the student can ask questions and elaborate on the topic raised 

before the session comes to a close. Thus, ‘interview’ as a spoken discourse 

practice continues to serve the purpose of seeking and gathering information. 

The potential difference from typical interviews is the two way flow of how 

the information is elicited, what information is given, and who supplies it.  

 

What I have noticed through my data and analysis is that a different and 

arguably more personal and meaningful kind of information is expressed 

when both participants have a chance to ask questions and impart knowledge. 

Heritage (2012) talks about the negotiation and recognition of which speaker 

has the epistemic access to the current topic. There is a question of where to 

place our attention during the interaction in order to be open to emerging 

opportunities. Should we (interviewers, teachers) continue to focus on the 

answer given which is the usual place we look for information or should we 

also give close attention to the questions they (interviewees, students) ask? 

Not only answers, but questions shape the ensuing talk and the information 

shared. 
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Another way to look at this situation is to consider what might be lost by 

keeping strictly to the interview rule. Mishler (1986) mentions that 

‘unstructured’ interviews have been used by survey interviewers. An issue 

raised when interview questions are standardized is ‘the particularities of the 

individual and setting’ may be ignored rather than ‘acknowledged as 

essential components of meaning-expressing and meaning-understanding 

processes' (viii). This observation has pedagogic implications for language 

teachers. How much is lost by not giving students time and opportunity to 

ask their questions and say what they want?  

 

My point thus far has been to show how previous studies explore interviews 

as (somewhat) flexible and open-ended while still retaining a basic 

grounding in pre-allocating turns. A deeper understanding of what 

participants do in an interview can come from collecting some data and 

analyzing it. 

 

 

 

Account of what was done: Data and analysis 
The question-answer rule is more subtle and flexible within its confines than 

we may think. For example, in news interviews, Clayman and Heritage (2002) 

see ‘the interviewer’s control’ of questions, topic agenda, and length of talk 

on one hand as being a useful ‘restraint’ on overly talkative interviewees. On 

the other hand, in the case of less experienced interviewees, a balance of the 

interviewer’s flexibility and the interviewee’s assertiveness can help to 

ensure that the talk is not dominated by the inquirer. This may ‘limit’ what 

is talked about to ‘the imagination and ability’ of the inquirer. The issue of 

what to talk about and who can nominate topics can become open to 

negotiation at particular moments as both speakers have their own interests 

and concerns that they may want included in the discussion. Through this 

cooperative combination of flexibility and assertiveness, co-participants in 

talk can work together to open up the inquiry beyond the interviewer’s 

questions.  

 

By ‘adapting’ CA to the study of this particular institutional discourse 

practice, I will discuss how the orderly taking of turns is sequentially 

organized. For those interested in more background information, Wong and 

Waring (2010) provide an introduction to CA for language teachers. Ten 

Have (2007) as pointed out by Richards (2010) explains the advantages of 

‘doing’ CA with particular relevance to studying interviews. For example, 
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the use of recordings and transcripts allows analysts to stay closer to the 

actual interaction and how it is organized than some other methods. This 

leads the practitioner to see how interactions are co-accomplished through 

turn by turn procedures. According to Richards (2010), the ‘discoursal 

dimension’ of interview practice can be explored through the application of 

CA. It ‘is not merely a matter of how questions or probes are constructed’ (p. 

110), but also how the interviewer’s orientation, positioning, and actions 

shape the interaction. What becomes important is ‘attending’ to what the 

other participant says and does, not only the list of questions that need to be 

asked.   

 

In the following sections, I will discuss the discourse from three different 

perspectives and mediums: (1) observing embodied actions through video 

recordings, (2) analyzing question-answer adjacency pairs, extended turns, 

and receipts through transcription, (3) highlighting expressions about 

learning in post-interview written reflective comments. This data comes 

from a larger project involving seven in-service English teachers who are 

studying in a TESOL graduate program in Japan. 

 

Embodied actions: Noticed features of talk and body  
In a CA-based data session where participants (teacher-researchers and 

postgraduates) viewed the same video recording (as the one presented at 

BAAL 2014) when the student asked a question, the teacher replied, and 

extended talk by the students ensued, three features of the current speaker’s 

actions were mentioned. First, whoever had the floor, would establish eye 

contact or direct gaze with the recipient. Second, whoever was speaking 

would use hand gestures to bring out and emphasize the point being made 

verbally. Third, speakers appeared to ‘mirror’ each other’s actions. Both of 

them would use sweeping hand gestures across the table top to accentuate 

particular parts of their speech. In addition, direct eye gaze at the other 

participant took place when taking his or her turn. The recipient of the talk 

would also maintain direct gaze. Related observations have been made by 

Carroll (2004) and Olsher (2004) of how gaze, gestures, and body posture 

are intertwined with speech in the project of interactional accomplishment 

of the talk. An additional feature to look for is head nods. Stiver (2008) 

discusses how they display shared orientation in progress. 

 

Transcript analysis  
In the presentation, I only showed the audience a single example (Excerpt 4) 

with a short video clip and transcribed extract where the student gave an 

extended explanation. One participant said that she was interested in how the 
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talk progressed before the transition to the student’s question. In order to 

address this point, I provide an overview of how the talk unfolded through 

three brief excerpts from the talk before the student elaborated (in Excerpt 

4).  

 
Teacher-interviewer (T), Student-interviewee (S). 

Excerpt 1: The opening question and answer  

1 T: And ah: (.) how- how has it been going this semester. Ha- has  

2  anything changed from the past when you teach (.) in the second  

3  semester (2.1) reading or translation? 

4 S: Uhm:: (1.7) I think well that uh in in the same freshman class uhm  

5  students were more interested in:: reading literature than other years. 

 

There are always several minutes when the participants first sit down when 

they have greetings and simple exchanges about how they have been. They 

have not seen each other for five months. Then the topic changes to her 

teaching with the question in line 1. There had been some mention earlier 

about teaching a literature class where reading and translation are studied.  

 

T incorporates this information into how he shapes the opening question to 

the ‘interview’ proper. S picks up on this lead with a statement of comparison, 

a favorable one at that. The bulk of the talk is about what she has done 

differently such as giving more individual attention and making more effort 

to find out what their thinking process is in doing classroom tasks. 

 
Excerpt 2: Transition from the teacher’s questions to the student’s questions 

1 T: So let’s switch a little bit and ah last few minutes um do you have 

2  any do you have some questions? 

3 S: Ah:: for my research 

 

After 20 minutes of discussion (out of a scheduled 30 minutes of talk) about 

what she has been doing in class and especially how students seem more 

engaged than in previous years, T opens the talk to her questions. Along with 

the opening question, he always asks the same transitional question at about 

the same time. Interestingly, she nominates a different topic that is not about 

her teaching, but about her research. Not included in the excerpt, S goes on 

to explain the situation where she is considering changing supervisors in 

order to fit her particular class and interest, literature class (a content based 

class as opposed to a language skill class). The next example articulates her 

research concern: Giving students a class questionnaire on what they think 

of her class. 
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Excerpt 3: The student’s first question  

1 S: Oh- (0.2) Can I uh (wo wo) do you usually (0.6) let students 

2  write their names down? 

3 T: Um: (0.9) nowadays um (0.2) it seems questionnaires (.) um 

4  one type of questionnaire they do write their names down. 

 

T does not give a simple and straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’. In one type of 

questionnaire, it is done. There is the implication that it depends on the 

purpose of the questionnaire whether respondents are asked for their names 

and possibly other personal information. This question appears to set the 

stage for S to explain why knowing the name on the questionnaire is 

important to her. 

 

One characteristic shared by the first three examples is the use of a yes/no 

interrogative to open the inquiry and the ‘non-conforming’ (Raymond, 2003) 

response which is not ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The forms of the question and answer do 

not align grammatically. The recipients appear to take the question as an 

elicitation of an explanation rather than seeking confirmation. 

 
Excerpt 4: Her explanation of why she asked  

1 S: If I know the names so some students study very hard 

2 T: Right right 

3 S: I want to know what they tho[ught 

4 T:                                                [Yeah] 

5 S: because they (0.4)  

6 T: Yeah 

7 S: made efforts in this cla[ss 

8 T:                                      [Yeah]  

 

Once S gets confirmation from T that it is possible to have students write 

their names, she explains her thinking. Here we see the teacher-interviewer 

is the listener. He gives minimal responses, continuer receipts (‘Yeah’), in 

order to give S the floor to explain. Despite the very limited linguistic 

contribution by T, his responses seem precisely timed (in lines 2, 4, 6, and 8) 

to maximize S’s opportunities to voice her idea. This fourth example shows 

the interviewer (T) minimizing his response to ‘continuers’ or token receipts 

to acknowledge and invite S to continue talking. Richards (2010) discusses 

‘continuers’ as part of what interviewers do to display such things as 

acknowledgment and affiliation. Earlier, Gardner (1998) described these 

tokens as important connections between speaking and listening by serving 

as ‘vocalized’ displays of understanding of what is occurring. 
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My questions led the discussion in a certain direction about classroom 

teaching. What S’s question demonstrates is her wanting the chance to 

elaborate on what she wants to do in her research. However, there is more 

involved than simply wanting to do a share and tell. The conversational work 

that she does in asking a question to nominate her topic and then explain her 

reason allows her to ultimately seek approval from T of her idea. This 

process is arguably a more meaningful and helpful dialogue than being 

limited to talk about only what she is asked. The topic of the questionnaire 

and how to present it to students might not have occurred if there was no 

transition from T’s questions to S’s.  

 

In other types of institutional talk, the interviewee (e.g., student, patient, 

candidate, or client) is given the chance to ask questions. In fact, the 

questions asked by the student (and others in novice roles) can draw on the 

professional’s expertise in ways that might not have been addressed by prior 

questions and answers. Clinical talk is one area where patients’ questions 

and doctors’ responses may lessen uncertainty and anxiety. In this way, the 

inherent asymmetric relationship benefits from some space for exchange, 

experiential and expertise. For example, Robinson (2001) looked for 

differences (grammatical form) in eliciting patients’ questions at the end of 

consultations when the doctor says, ‘Do you have some concerns?’ instead 

of ‘do you have any concerns?’ Preliminary findings suggest the former form 

prompted more patient-initiated response. As for oral proficiency test 

interviews, Seedhouse (2013) discusses the ‘variety’ of interactional features 

and issues occurring in the question-answer sequence beyond interviewer 

protocol. In SLA studies on ‘uptake’, Ellis, Basturkmen, and Loewen (2001) 

compared response in focus on form episodes (FFE) when initiated by the 

learner and by the teacher compared with ‘notably higher and more 

successful’ language production in student-initiated cases. Finally, in 

Grañena’s (2003) study of appeals for assistance, she notes, ‘the interviewers’ 

response moves are understood as being triggered by learner self-initiation 

as opposed to interviewer-initiation’ (p. 92). With relevance to my interest 

in how student-interviewee initiated questions introduce new topics, she 

goes on to say that it is the learner who first points out a problem which needs 

to be discussed. 

 

Besides using CA to study embodied actions and talk, a third form of 

‘representation’ of the interview experience was considered, reflection. 

Students had previously taken a course on reflective practice through 

journaling, so they had developed a habit to write their thoughts soon after 

the event.  
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Reflective writing: What did you learn from today’s talk?  
As is customary, T sends S an e-mail soon after the ‘interview’ and asks her 

to reflect on what she learned today. Here is what she wrote. 

 
I had already made questions beforehand to ask for advice. I had to reconsider 

my thesis with a new supervisor. I wanted to know how to evaluate my 

teaching. I was not sure if I could write the thesis in a different way. Talking 

with you, I was encouraged to keep my study. 

 

Here is evidence of what the student was thinking in advance of the talk. 

Even though the stated purpose of these bi-annual ‘interviews’ was to reflect 

and discover how the student-teacher changed the way or ways she taught 

during this semester, we see that she wanted to ask for advice. Being the third 

time they talked, the format of the discussion appears to have undergone 

some kind of evolution from the teacher-interview gathering information to 

giving information. Furthermore, she had specific questions though related 

to her teaching about how to do her thesis.  Her situation has changed since 

they last met which shaped what was on her mind. At that time, she was still 

thinking about changing supervisors which could imply (in her 

understanding) that she would also have to change how to write the thesis. 

One key concern for her was how to evaluate her teaching (as we find out in 

the transcript) through asking students if she was meeting their needs. She 

concludes the reflection by deciding not to change the way she does her study.  

 

In terms of structure and cyclical processes in a reflective and experiential 

perspective, the above writing about an ‘experience’ follows the steps or 

elements outlined and discussed by Moon (2004, p. 127) based on the ‘Kolb 

cycle’ (1984): Concrete experience ( ‘ reconsider thesis with a new 

supervisor ’ ) →  Abstract conceptualization ( ‘ how to evaluate my 

teaching’) → Reflection (‘not sure if I could write the thesis in a different 

way’) → Effective learning results (‘I was encouraged keep my study the 

way it is’). 

Summary of preliminary findings 
 When the students have a chance to ask questions, they end up 

giving more detailed and extensive accounts of their teaching 

than answering my questions. 

 They also raise additional issues beyond teaching about how to 

conduct their own research for their graduation thesis. This talk 

becomes an occasion to check procedural details of collecting 

data such as giving class questionnaires. 
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 Embodied actions seem to become more animated and 

interconnected when the teacher is responding to a question and 

topic raised by the student. They appear more focused on clearer 

articulation of what they want to say.  

 

More research is needed to explore reasons why there appears to be greater 

engagement when the talk revolves around a student nominated topic than 

teacher nominated ones. Another area in need of more study is to trace the 

source of the question and the topic nominated. Was it something that she 

has been thinking about and planned (in advance) to ask the teacher when 

she met him? Or did the question come during the unfolding conversation? 

Investigating such areas would lead to discussions on teaching and learning 

and trying to connect the two. 

 

 

 

Conclusion: Pedagogic implications  
A preliminary look at the data revealed that once the teacher addressed the 

students’ questions (e.g., asking for advice on what to do); they then 

produced detailed and extensive accounts of their own teaching through 

specific hands-on questions about how to do research. Re-examining such a 

routine action as asking questions and who asks them can help teachers and 

students re-consider how to make interviews a vehicle for extended talk (i.e., 

discussion) and a co-managed and mutually meaningful communicative 

discourse practice. 

 

Questions for further exploration  
Using an ‘interview’ format to structure teacher-student talk raises an 

important pedagogic issue: Can teachers be flexible in allowing space for 

students to be assertive in expressing themselves? In order to explore new 

ideas to address this issue, further study is needed in the following areas: 

continuer receipts (i.e., a type of back channeling), a re-definition of 

‘interviews’ when used for discussion and exploration of ideas rather than 

institutional assessment, and an epistemological issue.  

 

(1) What can a teacher do instead of giving token receipts (i.e. minimal 

backchannels)? 

While data session participants noted the abundance of them, there was no 

mention of what could be done instead let alone whether they proved useful. 

I wondered what they do since all the participants are language teachers. Do 

they act differently? So the underlying pedagogic issue might not necessarily 
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be how to give responses to encourage the student to talk more, but rather 

are such opportunities exploited for their conversational potential. Is either 

party free to take the floor and ask what he/she wants to know? If we 

subscribe to current thought that both language learning and use occur in 

social interactions, possibly ‘interview’ is no longer the most appropriate 

description of the kind of talk that they are engaged in. ‘Open-ended 

discussion’ might be a truer description of these interactions in form and 

action. 

 

(2) How a teacher-researcher describes his/her practice may determine 

if other teachers will read such an account.  

Classroom teachers are thinking about their own local context and what will 

help address their immediate concerns. While terminology may determine a 

study’s relevance and perceived usefulness, how the activity is carried out 

may be the chief appeal for teachers. Showing procedure is one way to seek 

credibility. In this case, is an ‘interview’ the most suitable way to organize 

and conduct this kind of teacher-student talk?  

 

One reviewer of the conference proposal commented on the confusion raised 

by using ‘interview’ and ‘teacher-student talk’ interchangeably. Particularly 

with respect to how this discourse practice allows for the interviewee or 

student to ask questions. The reviewer argued that an ‘interview’ is a socially 

familiar institutional discourse practice with a clear constraint in turn taking 

specification: The interviewer asks questions and the interviewee answers 

them. The example mentioned was a job interview. Here the purpose of the 

talk is to determine the suitability of a candidate for the position. Granted in 

this context and other similar ones (e.g., court trial talk, oral language 

proficiency interview tests) the purpose is to find out what the interviewee 

knows. I would point out, however, in job interviews (that I have been 

involved in), the last few minutes are given to any questions that the 

candidates may have. Often, these questions bring to light for the first time 

some of the concerns and issues that the candidate has. To take this line of 

discussion one step further, in doctor-patient talk, much of the consultation 

follows an interview format where the doctor asks questions for the patient 

to answer. The answers play an important role in determining the problem 

and treatment.  

 

(3) Another issue raised by this study for other teachers is the idea of 

information flowing in either direction as well as how to access it.  

The teacher wants to know how the student is developing her teaching skills. 

The student who is at once learning about teaching and research in addition 
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to learning how to use the L2 to explain what is being accomplished. The 

student’s questions represent the immediate need to know what has yet to 

come up through the teacher’s questions (e.g., how to collect data). Having 

30-40 minutes at the end of every semester to discuss such matters with a 

senior teacher-researcher (who is not her supervisor) may seem a luxury in 

terms of time and attention, but should it be? This study and the collection 

of ‘interview’ data from other research student-teachers suggest all program 

participants would benefit.  

 

The issue brought into question is the very purpose of teacher-student talk. 

Is it purely for the delivery or transmission of knowledge or is it something 

more dialogic in experience? What complicates the teacher-student talk in 

my study is the seeking of information flows both ways. The teacher wants 

to find out what has changed in the postgraduate student’s teaching since 

they last met especially from a reflective practice perspective. On the other 

hand, the student wants to know how to conduct her research (e.g., When 

giving a class questionnaire is it alright to have students write their names?).  

 

Final thought: The importance of students asking questions 
I now have a different conversational challenge in the classroom. Students 

seem to have questions, but hesitate to ask them in front of others (despite 

my assurance that their classmates most likely have the same question and 

asking would help them). As a result of doing this study, I try to provide 

more time and space for students’ questions. I stay around longer after class 

and make myself available. Fortunately, a few students come up to me after 

class and ask questions. Unfortunately, most of the students have left by then. 

Through this study I have greater appreciation of how their questions are 

often insightful and draw attention to where there is a lack of clarity in my 

instructions and assignments. Often they are things that I overlooked. 

Without questions from students, I would have less of an idea of how to best 

serve and contribute to their learning through talk-in-interaction. Interviews 

represent one spoken discourse practice which is commonly used, but needs 

more understanding of its complexity. Interviews can provide students with 

new and fresh learning opportunities when they actively participate.  
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Transcription Symbols (Wong and Waring, 2010)  
. (period) falling intonation 

? (question mark) rising intonation 

(.) micro-pause of less than 0.2 seconds 

(1.5) length of a silence (e.g. a pause of 1.5 seconds) 

A::h prolonging of sound 

- abrupt cut off 

[ beginning of simultaneous or overlapping speech 
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Introduction 
Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

(MEXT) has attempted to force a shift in the foreign language teaching 

methodology employed in Japanese classrooms from the traditional 

yakudoku method to a communication-oriented approach by renewing the 

content of its Course of Study every ten years since 1989. Yakudoku involves 

using Japanese translation and has been constantly ‘problematized’ also by 

previous researchers (see e.g. Gorsuch, 2001, Kikuchi and Browne, 2009).  

 

Following the latest 2009 Course of Study, now teachers of foreign 

languages at upper secondary level are supposed in principle to adopt a 

monolingual strategy in the classroom, instead of using yakudoku. In a social 

context where English has been dominantly taught as a foreign language in 

schools, I have suggested that a monolingual strategy is ideologically 

prescribed out of the discourse of mainstream SLA, and it has been 

established in the textual dimension of the policy documents (Noda, 2014). 

 

This research goes beyond the written discourse, and it investigates the actual 

practice, especially production and distribution of the policy by government 

officials. By looking into different kinds of data from a perspective of 

crystallization (Lincoln, Lynham and Guda, 2011), I gained various insights 

into the aspects of their discourse practice (Fairclough, 1992). From the large 

amount of collected data, I will select and show some key findings about the 

discourse practice. I especially focus on how government officials use 

argumentation strategies in putting forward the monolingual ideology in the 

policy, and their plans to spread it among schools. 

 

10 
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The research questions are: 

 How do government officials produce and reinforce a 

monolingual strategy as discourse? 

 How do they ‘work to ensure particular interpretations of text’? 

(adapted from Woodside-Jiron, 2011, p.164) 

 

 

 

Methodology 
For the data collection, I employed the strategies of discourse-oriented 

ethnography for studying organisations (Oberhuber & Krzyżanowski, 2008). 

To investigate the discourse practice of government officials, I conducted 

hour-long semi-structured interviews with six officials working as policy 

makers, distributors, and teacher trainers in spring 2012. Half of them work 

at MEXT, and the other half work at a teacher training institution run by a 

local government. To complement the oral data, I utilised personal field 

notes. 

 

For my data analysis, I have combined a Critical Discourse Analytical 

Approach (Fairclough, 1992, 2003) and Argumentation Theory within the 

field of Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) (Reisigl and Wodak, 2001; 

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 1992, Van Eemeren, Grootendorst and 

Snoeck Henkemans, 2001) for analysing interview data. For further 

investigation on how the policy is actually distributed, I made use of 

ethnographic description.    

 

 

 

Results of data analysis 
Setting up the context 
The government officials have given a number of reasons why they felt it 

was necessary to introduce a monolingual strategy into the latest Course of 

Study. One such reason is because ‘English language teaching in Japan is in 

crisis’. MEXT government officials produce a sense of impending crisis for 

the current situation of English language teaching in Japanese senior high 

schools, as shown in the following extract from the interview.  

 
Interview Extract 1 – A: Government Official A 

A: If English language teaching does not change with this Course of Study, I 

think, English language teaching in Japan will fall into a situation of 

crisis…We express our determination, send out our message to teachers: 
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teachers who cannot abandon bumpo[grammar]-yakudoku deprive students of 

fulfilling their potential completely. We showed this message specifically in 

the Course of Study. 

 

I suggest that the Government Official A describes the current situation using 

argumentation strategy, argumentum ad consequentiam (Van Eemeren and 

Grootendorst, 1992). That is, ‘unfavourable light is cast on a thesis by 

pointing out its possible consequences, without the rightness of the thesis 

itself being disputed’ (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst and Kruiger 1987:30, 

cited by Resigl and Wodak, 2001:74). Here, he appears to threaten Japanese 

teachers of English by saying the teachers will cause a future ‘crisis’ of Japan 

if they stick to using bumpo-yakudoku. This scheme of cause and effect is 

not plausible; thus, this can be considered as a pragmatic fallacy (Reisigl and 

Wodak, 2001, p. 71).  

 

Normalising a monolingual strategy and marginalizing the 
explicit teaching of linguistic knowledge  

The dissemination of monolingual strategy seems to be closely connected 

with the marginalization of the explicit teaching of linguistic knowledge. In 

regard to this, I have examined how the government officials try to persuade 

teachers to change their practice by making use of argumentation strategies. 

One tactic is that government officials manipulatively re-categorise English 

as a subject in order to change teachers’ perceptions, by saying that English 

as a subject should be taught like physical education. 

 

The principal argument of government officials in relation to how to teach 

English is that it should be taught in the same way that jitsugi kamoku, which 

means subjects of practical skills, are taught. Jitsugi kamoku are distinct from 

shuyo kamoku, which means principal subject in English. In Japanese 

schools, it is usually said that there are five principal subjects: Japanese, 

English, Mathematics, Science and Social Studies. These subjects may be 

seen as the subjects for students to learn knowledge rather than skills. They 

say that teachers have tended to see English as shuyo kamoku or subjects for 

university entrance examinations until now but that this attitude should be 

changed; they argue that teachers must see English more as jitsugi kamoku, 

such as music or physical education  

 

The following excerpt shows Government Official B claims that English as 

a subject is more similar to jitsugi kamoku than to shuyo kamoku. His point 

is that English as a subject is about acquiring skills, not about learning 

knowledge.  
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Interview Extract 2 – B: Government official B 

B: Then, I feel that, I said this to first-year teachers yesterday, but English is 

jitsugi. Like physical education or music. It belongs to that kind of category, 

I guess. So, it is not like students sit, listen and take notes, and that’s it. I think 

it is a subject for students to move their body, including using their voice. It 

is to let students do that a lot. Basically it is remembering words, so it is not 

logic. Like babies learn language, we should learn language by listening to it 

a lot, associating names with things, and learning how to speak in a specific 

context, through various experiences. So for myself, it is a subject of practical 

skills. It is said there are principal subjects, five principal subjects, but in this 

way, there are four principal subjects. That is the image, I guess. 

 

I suggest that he uses similarity argumentation (argument from analogy). 

This is used when ‘[s]omeone attempts to persuade interlocutor by indicating 

that something is similar (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 1992, p. 96-97, 

160). I would argue that the argument strategy is not used correctly here, and 

thus it is false analogy.  

 

It may be true that their re-categorisation of English as jitsugi kamoku is 

grounded in the academic discourse of mainstream SLA, and government 

officials refer to the academic reference correctly in a sense. They probably 

cite ‘information processing’ approaches, particularly the hypothesis that has 

been advanced by Robert DeKeyser (1998; 2001) and others. The 

researchers regard second language acquisition as learning skills, drawing 

on skill acquisition theory in the field of cognitive psychology. DeKeyser 

compares the process of automatization of language skills to the process of 

mastering ‘making cigars’ or ‘programming computers’ (1998, p.61), and 

the government officials similarly use metaphors of sports and music for 

language learning. 

 

Even if they cite academic references correctly, however, I suggest that re-

categorising English as a subject as one of jitsugi kamoku with the 

background of skill acquisition theory is problematic. There are two reasons 

for this. Firstly, the re-categorisation will lead to an overemphasis on one 

single aspect of language learning, the implicit acquisition of skill, and 

eventually will have the effect of excluding other important aspects 

involving explicit learning; and I believe this is not suitable and potentially 

very damaging for students in Japanese senior high schools. Secondly, 

government officials overlook the social context in Japan when citing skill 

acquisition theory. After all, the theory does not take into account various 

sociolinguistic contexts where English is used, and its presupposition is that 

English is taught for real life purposes (DeKeyser, 1998; 2001). Obviously 
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it is not fit for contexts in Japan, where the majority of people do not need to 

use English for professional purposes (Terasawa 2013), and English as a 

subject remains an important subject in the system of university entrance 

examination. 

 

For these reasons, I suggest that their argumentation scheme to associate 

English as a subject with jitsugi kamoku is fallacious. More importantly, we 

will have to think about what kind of effect this ideology will have on the 

practice of Japanese English teachers. 

 

Government’s plans for realizing the Course of Study 
Next, I will reveal how the government officials plan to disseminate the idea 

of the latest Course of Study. I suggest that one of the key movements on the 

side of MEXT is introducing the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFR) into senior high schools. CEFR was 

originally developed by EU in order to celebrate European multiculturalism 

and multilingualism and to facilitate interaction among professionals who 

were involved in the language teaching of different European languages 

(Council of Europe [COE], 2001). In general, the developments of CEFR 

and Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) have been closely connected 

with each other since the 1960s (Imig and O'Dwyer, 2010, p3). 

 

CEFR has influenced educational policies all around the world in different 

ways. Parmenter & Byram, (2010, p14) point out that East Asian countries, 

such as China, Taiwan, and Japan, have tended to pay attention only to the 

CEFR levels of competence, despite the fact that there has been increasing 

criticism of the overemphasis of these. They state that in the case of Japan, 

there is no obvious influence of the CEFR yet in the Course of Study; 

however, as a powerful group of academics advocate the CEFR in English 

language teaching, it is to be seen how the CEFR will be incorporated into 

the next policy reform, which will take place around 2016. 

 

The following are what I have found regarding MEXT’s intentions on CEFR 

through interviews with the MEXT government officials.  

 They will not authorize it as an official national standard. 

 They require teachers to write learning outcomes in each school 

curriculum in a form of can-do statement like in CEFR, i.e. 

action-oriented. 

 They require teachers to set action-oriented goals that are closer 

to practical or real life purposes but they are aware that it would 

be difficult for teachers. 
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 They say actions should be based on what students will be able to 

do with textbooks. 

 

Furthermore, I have also found out MEXT’s intention on the application of 

policy; in sum, the solutions are all left in teachers’ hands. When interviewed, 

government officials say that the first thing is teachers’ self-training. And the 

stance of the government is just to support them by providing training. Also, 

universities have the responsibility to teach ‘ESL’. Moreover, they also say 

it is local governments’ responsibility to spread the idea of the Course of 

Study. On their side, there are two main national plans. MEXT was going to 

send thirty teachers to the UK and one hundred to the USA in 2012, yet this 

is out of about fifty to sixty thousand English teachers all over Japan. 

Another principal on-going project was to distribute DVDs to all the senior 

high schools. 

 

In terms of the relationship between MEXT and local governments and 

between a local government and teachers, the findings from interviews give 

interesting insights. According to MEXT government officials, MEXT plays 

a role to do ‘awareness campaign’ to local governments as well as teachers; 

so they show only the important points in the policy. Spreading the idea of 

the Course of Study is the responsibility of local governments. They have to 

report back to MEXT how English language teaching in a prefecture as a 

whole has been improved. However, when I interviewed local government 

officials in a prefecture, they said that they only played a role in organising 

teacher training. They invite some experienced or ‘advanced’ teachers to 

train other teachers. 

 

This cannot be generalised for all the other forty-six prefectures in Japan; 

however, for the teachers in the prefecture in which I have done research, 

they have to think and come up with new ways of teaching, which 

accommodate a monolingual strategy, an ideology of mainstream SLA 

theory, or what policy makers think are its principles, without any specific 

instruction or training from the government in how to do this. 

 

 

 

Summary of this research  
The research has shown the rhetorical tactics employed by the government 

officials to make sure that teachers transform the classroom into a more 

communication-oriented environment by adopting a monolingual strategy. 

At the same time, however, it also reveals that, although the pressure on 
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teachers for change is becoming stronger, government officials have not 

offered any clear vision of the communicative language teaching they expect 

teachers to implement in the classroom. Therefore, I would argue that to 

change teaching practice government officials merely undertake ‘awareness’ 

campaigning, and in reality, that they require teachers to find solutions to 

accommodate the new ideologies created out of mainstream SLA by 

themselves.  
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Introduction 
This paper describes an on-going project dedicated to the development of a 

blended e-learning package for Japanese university EFL (English as a 

foreign language) reading classes. An e-learning system built on the RDBMS 

(relational database management system) technology plays a crucial role in 

face-to-face classrooms, where optimal classroom management strategies 

are adopted dynamically on a real-time basis. The system is based on a 

corpus analyzing and building method, in particular an attribution 

assignment mechanism exploited in Garside et al. (1997), through which all 

the textual attributions such as document type, paragraph number, sentence 

number, and the sequential position of each word as well as its grammatical 

information such as part-of-speech, are managed in relational database tables 

adequately correlated with each other.  

 

Special attention is paid to the advantage of this corpus management method 

that defines every constituent in terms of its positional property within a 

whole corpus database. The idea of handling every constituent that is 

assigned a distinct attribution in different relational tables in terms of its 

locational property in a given corpus can be applied to an e-learning system 

that ensures real-time interactions between the teacher and the learners. The 

teacher can instantaneously grasp specific parts of a target EFL reading 

material which students are having difficulty learning, and the students, on 

the other hand, can see the specific parts which their teacher wants to put 

stress on or attract their attention to. The more important thing for the teacher 

is to implement effective teaching strategies in response to the learners’ 

needs that are transmitted on a real-time basis. 

 

11 
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The first section explains the importance of setting a clear system user level, 

especially the learners’ EFL fluency level assessed via TOEFL® ITP test. 

After describing the basic design of a new e-learning system based on the 

RDMBS technology in the next section, I will touch on some practical ideas 

for dynamic, real-time classroom management strategies in the third section. 

The fourth section discusses the way classroom activities and out-of-

classroom activities are blended in the entire package. Particular attention is 

paid to the LMS (learning management system) which enables the learners 

to acquire practical EFL reading skills through autonomous, heuristic 

learning. The learners are prompted to read the materials actively by 

completing an online task such as making multiple-choice questions. The 

learners themselves are required to become question setters who can properly 

evaluate their peers' reading skill. In other words, the learners are required to 

comprehend the content of the material sufficiently in order to be good 

question setters. The questions can be distributed among learners working 

on the same material and encourage further collaborative, active e-learning, 

as mentioned in Momtaz & Garner (2010). The final section refers to the 

present status of the development and to the further potential of the new 

blended e-learning system. 

 

 

 

The system users: their EFL level 
A number of commercial e-learning systems, including Smart Learning™ 

released by a Japanese educational publisher ALC, have been developed and 

used in EFL education in Japan (https://alcsmartlearning.jp/). Those large-

scale and therefore expensive systems naturally presuppose an indefinite 

number of users with a wide range of needs. Some of the questions and 

comments given to the author’s talk at the BAAL 2014 conference reflect 

the general attitude toward commercial multi-purpose e-leaning systems 

(Okada et al. (2014)). 

 

In a research project described in this paper, we presuppose very clearly the 

fluency level of the Japanese EFL learners and expertise of their teachers, 

both as system users. Our intention is not a vague vision of complete self-

learning assisted only by the system not by a human teacher. We set the 

fluency level of the target EFL learners as follows: those Japanese university 

students who have good learning habits but fail to reach the world standard 

level in English fluency test, more precisely over 550 in TOEFL® ITP test 

score. At the same time we presuppose the EFL teachers who use the system 

should be those who are willing to share their knowledge and to work 
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collaboratively with peer teachers and TAs (teaching assistants). We also 

require the teachers to have clear teaching objectives supported by a given 

level of teaching expertise. 

 

The system to be developed is designed specifically for the instruction of 

English reading comprehension, of which the internal processing properties 

are frequently said to be most difficult to observe and evaluate. Many studies 

on the relationship between reading ability and vocabulary have been done 

as in Richards (1976), Read (1993), Schmitt (2000) and Nation (2001). The 

present project is unprecedented since it has distinctive characteristics such 

as listed below. 

 

 It sets a clear achievement goal of EFL fluency level which is 

observable in internationally-recognized tests such as TOEFL® 

ITP. 

 It encourages the advancement of EFL skills especially in 

reading comprehension. 

 It tries to achieve this goal by blending a traditional face-to-face 

mode of reading instruction, in which newly developed e-

learning plays a central role, and a computer assisted autonomous 

learning mode outside the classroom. 

 It is developing a new e-learning system based on a corpus 

building and analysis technology. 

 It exclusively employs authentic teaching materials, such as 

genuine passages and concomitant multiple-choice questions 

actually used in TOEFL® ITP test. 

 

 

 

RDMBS technology and the e-learning system 
The present paper does not touch technical details described in articles by 

other project members such as Hino & Sakamoto (2014). The basic idea for 

the multi-purpose corpus building and analysis technology that the author 

has been developing so far is as follows: every constituent of all documents 

is appropriately attributed in distinctive layers that are hierarchically related 

to each other; and every table reflecting attributions of constituents is 

successfully linked and managed as an integrated informational entity.  
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Figure 1: How highlighted parts are managed in a database table 

 

The left half of Figure 1 shows a tablet screen on which particular parts of a 

given reading passage are highlighted by the system user. The right half of 

the figure is a simplified example of the table in the database showing how 

each constituent, i.e. word and punctuation mark, is managed. Every word 

and punctuation mark is described in separate tables reflecting distinctive 

attribution layers indicating properties as follows. 

 

 whether it is highlighted or not 

 its syntactic role 

 its grammatical property such as part-of-speech 

 its lemma 

 its position in a sentence 

 the position of the sentence in a paragraph 

 the position of the paragraph in a document 

 the source of the document itself, etc. 

 

It is worth mentioning that these attribution properties are not a priori defined 

but the system is designed to allow its users to define their own attribution 

properties and describe them as attribution tag-sets. In this sense, the 

processing of the highlighted parts of a given passage is managed by 

adapting this attribution assigning technology. 

 

The sequence of words assigned a flag indicating that it is highlighted can 

be successfully located and retrieved in the subsequent processing. This 

functionality of the system allows for interactive teaching/learning activities 

in face-to-face EFL classroom and collaborative work among teachers using 

the same instructional materials. 

passg No. parg No. sent No. word No. word lemma POS parsing highlight
5 1 3 … … … … 0
5 2 1 1 The the AT0 [O[S[Ns:s521. 0
5 2 1 2 departmentdepartmentNN1 .Ns:s521] 0
5 2 1 3 apparently apparently AV0 [R:m.R:m] 0
5 2 1 4 intends intend VVZ [Vz.Vz] 0
5 2 1 5 to to TO0 [Vi. 0
5 2 1 6 make make VVI .Vi] 0
5 2 1 7 the the AT0 [Nns:o. 0
5 2 1 8 Rural rural AJ0 . 0
5 2 1 9 Roads road NN2 . 0
5 2 1 10 Authority authority NN1 .Nns:o] 0
5 2 1 11 a a AT0 [Ns:j521. 0
5 2 1 12 revolving revolving AJ0 [Tg[Vg.Vg]Tg] 0
5 2 1 13 fund fund NN1 . 0
5 2 1 14 under under PRP [Fr[Pq:r. 0
5 2 1 15 which whic DTQ [Dq:521.Dq:521]Pq:r]0
5 2 1 16 new new AJ0 [Np:S. 1
5 2 1 17 bonds bond NN2 .Np:S] 1
5 2 1 18 would will VM0 [Vdcp. 1
5 2 1 19 be be VBI . 1
5 2 1 20 issued issue VVN .Vdcp] 1
5 2 1 21 every every AT0 [Ns: 1
5 2 1 22 time time NN1 . 1
5 2 1 23 a a AT0 [Fr[Ns:S. 1
5 2 1 24 portion portion NN1 . 1
5 2 1 25 of of PRF [Po. 1
5 2 1 26 the the AT0 [Np. 1
5 2 1 27 old old AJ0 . 1
5 2 1 28 ones one NN2 .Np]Po]Ns:S] 1
5 2 1 29 are be VBB [Vap. 1
5 2 1 30 paid pay VVN .Vap] 1
5 2 1 31 off off AVP [R:n.R:n] 1
5 2 1 32 by by PRP [Pb:a. 1
5 2 1 33 tax tax NN1 [Np. 1
5 2 1 34 authorities authority NN2 .Np]Pb:a] 1
5 2 1 35 . . PUN [t]Fr]Ns:521]Fr]Ns:j521]Ti:o]S]1
5 2 2 1 … … … 0

The positions of elements highlighted 

by the user are allocated , as one of the 

attributions of a given document data .

how documents    (eg . reading 

instruction materials ) are managed
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Real-time classroom management strategies: examples 
The present project is developing not just a new interactive e-learning system 

but comprehensive course/class management strategies including 

instructional programs that make good use of the system and the blending of 

face-to-face teaching modes with the computer assisted self-learning mode. 

Though there are characteristic difficulties in EFL classroom management 

as mentioned in Sakui (2007), in a face-to-face EFL classroom with a limited 

number of students who have high learning motivation, a teacher is required 

to have sufficient teaching expertise and play a very important role as a 

facilitator of the class. 

 

Traditional, one-directional reading instruction 
Figure 2 shows typical, traditional EFL reading instruction process that lacks 

interaction between the teacher and the learners. In such one-directional 

instruction, heading linearly for a designated goal of the course, the teacher 

usually points out some important parts of a target reading passage or gives 

instructions for a better reading technique such as skimming, scanning, 

summarizing and so on. 

 

 
Figure 2: How one-directional instruction goes 

 

In a face-to-face mode class the teacher visually observes students’ reaction 

to the materials and, as pointed out in Spratt (1999), relies on his/her intuition 

to detect particular parts or points over which his/her students are having 

trouble. Though the intuitive decisions made by teachers with enough 

experience are correct in many cases, they are not supported by informed 

assessment of the actual needs of every student (Davies (2006)). When a 
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teacher tries to confirm the depth of students’ understanding by asking 

questions of a particular student, the rest of the class is not responding to the 

questions. Therefore the teacher tends to give out-of-classroom assignments 

or examinations in order to obtain objective feedback from the students. 

However, the out-of-classroom assignments are not necessarily effective 

measures for the overall course design and management, since student 

feedback via these methods usually comes to the teacher with an inevitable 

time lag of a week or at least a couple of days. 

 

Figure 2 also shows the decrease in students’ learning motivation as well as 

the reduction of the teacher’s teaching motivation in a traditional one-

directional EFL reading instruction class, which is potentially fraught with 

the risk of falling into a series of ineffective routine exercises. As it is not 

easy to obtain immediate learner feedback on a real-time basis, there can 

arise serious gaps between the teacher’s expectations and learners’ needs. 

 
The resulting divergence of teacher and learner beliefs and expectations can 

spell trouble for language courses as the teacher-learner gap widens and 

becomes increasingly difficult to close as the course progresses. (Davies 

2006:3) 

 

Dynamic instruction designing and sub-goal setting 
As pointed out earlier we do not assume a face-to-face EFL reading 

instruction class that completely relies on one particular e-learning system. 

On the contrary, we presuppose a multi-medium and multi-modal class in 

which an e-learning system functioning as a handy electronic textbook with 

communication facility is used to meet learners’ needs in combination with 

other classroom equipment such as screen projector, clicker, or personal 

headset and other resources like web dictionaries. Therefore, in the actual 

classroom the students would leave their electronic textbooks all at once at 

their teacher’s cue, turn to their ordinary pen and notebook and start group 

discussions or listen to their teacher’s lecture-style instruction. It should be 

noted here that we do not have the illusion that an imaginary e-learning 

system has omnipotent power producing overwhelming pedagogical effect. 

Instead we are trying to develop an e-learning system to fill the gaps between 

teacher’s intention and learners’ need, as described in Huang (2013). 

 

One of the most crucial features for an interactive EFL class where a new e-

learning system plays a central role is, as illustrated in Figure 3, that the 

course is dynamically designed and managed by setting a series of sub-goals 

(goal 1, 2, …n) which respond to learners’ needs on a real-time basis in order 

to pursue the final goal. 
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Figure 3: Dynamic class management through interaction 

 

In dynamic class management, the teacher can obtain real-time feedback for 

each sub-goal set in accordance with students’ responses and needs, which 

results in a feedback loop which is helpful for the overall course design. 

 

 

 

Out-of-classroom activities and feedback loop: a blended 
model 

Figure 4 shows a blended model of two distinctive learning modes, i.e. face-

to-face classroom activities using the e-learning system and out-of-

classroom activities encouraged by well-designed assignments or tasks. In 

out-of-classroom activities, learners are expected to work on assignments or 

tasks using ordinary PCs and send achievements and learning results back to 

the server. The teacher adds the incoming information from learners outside 

of the classroom to the feedback loop as feedback n+1 illustrated in the 

bottom right corner of Figure 4, and eventually implements feedback 

responses that are reflected in the subsequent classes and the overall course 

design. 

 

One of the out-of-class tasks developed in parallel with a new e-learning 

system is a task to set appropriate questions for the reading passages in 

TOEFL® ITP test. As the author has already made a copyright contract with 

ETS (Educational Testing Service) to use dozens of passages actually used 

in the previous TOEFL® ITP test, the majority of reading materials used in 

our e-learning package are authentic test passages. 
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Figure 4: Blending face-to-face mode and CALL mode 

 

The basic idea for the question-setting task is a reverse conception that one 

should be a good question setter if he/she tries to be a good reader. It 

presupposes that a good reader with good comprehension of the content 

naturally can set good questions for passages given in the task. Before setting 

questions, learners are encouraged to examine carefully actual questions in 

TOEFL® ITP test that are well-designed (ETS (2013:3)). The task is 

expected to develop learners' reading skills during the process of setting 

appropriate questions that should be based upon deep and accurate reading. 

Figure 5 shows the flow from a slightly different perspective. After 

collecting learner-made questions through a web page dedicated to this 

question-setting task (out-of-class activity), the teacher would sort them out 

and bring them into the next class, where the questions are examined in 

interactive face-to-face mode (in-class activity 1). In the actual classroom, 

the questions are scrutinized by learner groups who are required afterward 

to make their presentations on the selection of appropriate questions (in-class 

activity 2).  

 

Figure 5 also indicates that through collaborative learning and presentation 

of the learning achievements (in-class activity 2), learners’ reading skill 

would steadily be strengthened (Momtaz & Garner 2010). The moment of 

heuristic learning, sometimes called the ‘Aha!’ moment (Kounios & Beeman 

2009), may occur in this collaborative activity. 

 

teacher teacher teacher

learners learners

feedback 1 feedback 2 feedback 3 feedback n

materials

goal 3

class
management 3

class
management n

class 
management 1

class
management 2

face-to-face
classroom

learners learners

Dynamic Class Management through Bidirectional Activities

full 
feedback

teacher

materials

aim

START
goal 2

results

goal n
END

final 
goal

grand course 
design 

& 
class 

management

materialsquizzes

goal 1

out-of-
classroom 

(CALL mode)

quizzes, tests,
exercises

results

feedback n + 1
  blending FTF mode (real-time feedback) and CALL mode



Corpus analysis technology and a new blended EFL e-learning: toward real-time classroom management strategies 
Takeshi Okada 

131 

 
Figure 5: Blending of different activities 

 

 

 

Conclusion and further potential 
We have discussed the overall picture of a blended e-learning package for 

Japanese university EFL reading instruction in which an interactive system 

plays a crucial role in order to bring about dynamic, real-time face-to-face 

class management. The new e-learning system that provides the EFL teacher 

with learner feedback on a real-time basis allows him/her to obtain 

pedagogical information that can be helpful for making better decisions on 

dynamic class management during each period in order to fill the gap 

between his/her intention and learners’ needs. 

 

For EFL teachers the system is expected to play an important role as a 

reliable and handy device to receive immediate learner feedback that enables 

them to discover in far more detail their learners’ actual expectations and 

needs. In other words, EFL teachers should know much more about their 

learners in order to select appropriate materials, tasks and to choose more 

efficient course management strategies. 

 

It is often pointed out that one-directional teaching has a lot of drawbacks.  

 
Lecture-style teaching in large classes that preclude student participation is 

still prevalent in Japan, but may learners invariably express a dislike for the 

lecture-style class structure. (Davies 2006:8) 
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However, a project to develop a new e-learning system that is used in a face-

to-face teaching mode proposes that we need more careful discussion of the 

teaching/learning style. Distinctive teaching/learning styles should be 

chosen in accordance with the contents to be taught and the sub-goals of a 

particular course. When a teacher wants to teach strategies required for 

skillful reading, for example, a teacher-centred (lecture-style) mode may be 

effective; when, on the contrary, a teacher tries to exchange ideas and 

information with learners on particular material, an interactive-style 

teaching/learning mode is fruitful; and when learners are required to work 

on tasks that require collaboration, group-style learning may be more 

suitable. As mentioned earlier, an electronic textbook with communication 

facility would function in a face-to-face classroom as an e-learning system. 

This means that a teacher can choose the teaching/learning style in order to 

achieve the optimal EFL reading instruction environment. In other words to 

use the e-learning system in a face-to-face classroom, in which a teacher can 

decide effective teaching/learning style, is the most significant advantage. 

 

Along with the release of a prototype system in May 2015, there will be an 

automated corpus analysis system through which system users can measure 

properties of candidate English documents that can processed into reading 

materials: their type/token ratio, lexical density, degree of reading ease, etc. 

Whereas some authors such as Greenfield (2004) claim that the classic 

formula devised in Flesch (1948) is valid for EFL use, the author has devised 

a new formula specifically designed for Japanese EFL learners. In a proposed 

formula, instead of counting syllables of each word as Flesch does in his 

formula, the word-level score of each word set by JACET (Japanese 

Association of College English Teachers) is incorporated. (For the further 

detail see Okada (2014).) 

 

The immediate learner feedback obtained on a real-time basis through the e-

learning system and the information obtained from the results of out-of-

classroom tasks should be complementarily blended in the overall e-learning 

package in order to offer more effective EFL reading instruction. 
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Outline 
In order to continue teaching in Japanese schools, every ten years all teachers 

from primary to high school level are required to renew their teaching licence 

by taking professional development courses which provide them with credits 

for renewal. This paper outlines an in-service training workshop for high 

school teachers of English as a Foreign Language, accredited by the Japanese 

ministry of education (MEXT). The course which I taught, entitled Using 

and Adapting Authentic Materials to Help Motivate Students, is four 90 

minute workshops and a one hour assessment. During the sessions I 

attempted to gauge the participants’ existing ideas about authenticity in 

language teaching and examine how these fit with the way English is 

currently employed for international communication in the global context. I 

proposed during the workshop that authenticity be reconceptualised as a 

continuum; incorporating contextual and social dimensions. Participants 

were then asked to reflect on their concept of authenticity before and after 

the workshop to examine the impact of the proposed continuum. I collected 

data from participants in the form of a written reaction to the workshop and 

questionnaire, as well as teacher/researchers’ observations and journal 

entries. From a total of 33 participants, 23 (almost 70 per cent) had culturally 

embedded definitions of authenticity, with 18 participants (over 50 per cent) 

specifically making reference to native speakers in their explanation of what 

they thought authentic language meant. Participants commented that the 

workshop had helped them to expand their ideas about authenticity, which 

for many was a motivating or empowering experience since it meant that 

they could include themselves as being able to provide an authentic model 

English speaker for their learners. 

 

12 
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The first of the four workshop sessions overviews the definition of 

authenticity, drawing heavily on the eight inter-related definitions identified 

by Gilmore (2007). I also look at the 3Cs (Culture, Currency and Challenge) 

of authenticity proposed by Mishan (2005) before explaining the concept of 

the authenticity continuum, which basically attempts to view authenticity as 

possessing both social and contextual dimensions in order to incorporate the 

individual, target speech community, classroom and reality (see Pinner 

2014a, Pinner 2014b). In the second session I looked at World Englishes as 

alternative model English speakers, showing videos and asking participants 

to evaluate how authentic each sample was. The third and fourth sessions 

were more hands-on, and provided participants with a chance to adapt their 

own lesson plans and learn about using multimedia resources. 

 

 
Figure 1: The authenticity continuum 

 

 

 

Results 
I conducted multiple close-readings of the written reactions and identified 

that the majority of participants had what I coded as culturally embedded 

views of authenticity. By this I mean that the participants made either direct 

or indirect mentions of the “native speaker” definition of authenticity. For 

these participants, authenticity was a product more or less solely the province 

of the native speaker varieties of English – despite the problems associated 

with such a narrow definition (see Pinner 2014b). One participant, who I will 
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refer to as Kyoko, provided a classic response which confirmed my fears that 

for many of the participants they (as non-native speakers of English) did not 

see themselves as being able to provide an authentic model of English. 

 
Before I took this lesson, I thought that authenticity should be “native”. I mean 

that the material should be written by native speakers. (Kyoko) 

 

This comment was typical of the participants on the course, and proved that 

although L2 speakers themselves, the participants held native-speakerist 

biases and prejudices which detrimentally affect their own self-image as 

teachers (Holliday 2005). Japan has been shown to be a context where such 

prejudices are strongly enforced by certain sociological factors (Houghton 

and Rivers 2013). Some of the participants, such as Momoko, held these 

views but rejected them after the workshop, perhaps because the more 

international definition of authenticity had empowered her somehow. 

 
Before this workshop I just thought that ‘authentic’ means ‘native’; using a 

newspaper in English class is better than using a textbook. But now, at the end 

of the workshop, I can talk more about authenticity, giving my experiences 

today as an example.... I have felt negative about myself as a non-native 

English speaker who teaches English. Now, I don’t. Authenticity connects me 

not only to English but also learning. (Momoko) 

 

In the above sample, Momoko makes it clear that she felt authentic language 

was the sole product of native speakers and that her understanding of 

authentic materials was something like a newspaper – which I identified as 

the “classic” definition of an authentic material during the workshop. This 

definition excludes Momoko from being an authentic model English speaker, 

although clearly after the workshop she has altered this definition and now 

takes a more positive view of her own identity as a non-native teacher of 

English. However, she does not go into great detail about this and her quick 

rejection of the old “native speaker” based definition may not yet rest on a 

robust and reconfigured new definition with herself at the centre. More 

follow-up work would be needed to know how deeply the course was able 

to shift this view.  

 
My idea about authenticity has changed dramatically by participating in this 

workshop. Before I joined this workshop, my definition of authenticity was 

the language material source from native speakers. Now, I have learned what 

really makes material, lesson to be authentic is how we teacher use it. (Aiko) 

 

During the workshops, the idea of authenticity having relevance to the 

learners seemed to be the take-home message, and one that was easily 
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adopted and imbibed by the participants. This is probably because trying to 

make the classes relevant is something that teachers intuitively feel will 

make their lessons more successful and more motivating. This is the main 

practical application of the proposed authenticity continuum, and when I 

asked the participants to comment on the idea, most of the reflections were 

positive: 

 
The authenticity continuum tells me how to evaluate the authenticity of 

materials, and it’s interesting. Before I participated in this workshop, I 

believed that authentic materials were the English statements use in the 

countries like UK or USA, English native countries. However, when we 

evaluated the authenticity of the Wall Street Journal according to the 

continuum, its authenticity was not high. Also, by comparing three examples 

of tasks, I realised that I chose A, the task using an English language 

newspaper, as the least authentic. I was surprised at the result myself, and it 

was interesting to know that most of the teachers here had the same choice. 

This experience made me think it is important to have several points of view, 

or factors, to assess the authenticity of materials, and of course how to use 

them. (Ai) 

 

In the above quote, Ai mentions a task from the workshop in which 

participants are asked to rank examples of authentic materials being used in 

class, depending on which they felt was most authentic (see Figure 2). 

Interestingly, Example C was ranked as most authentic, followed by example 

B (despite the example clearly stating that it is based on an “inauthentic” text) 

whereas Example A, which uses the “classic” newspaper, was ranked lowest. 

Ai also makes reference to another task in which certain materials were 

mapped onto the authenticity continuum, in order to assess their level of 

authenticity (see Pinner 2014a for examples). For Ai, the value of the 

continuum is in its ability to help her assess the materials she intends to use 

with her class, particularly doing so from various perspectives.  

 

Example A: The teacher brings an English language newspaper to class and has 

students read the text and underline every instance of the present 

perfect aspect or passive tense, and then asks them to copy each 

sentence out into their notebooks. 

Example B: The teacher uses an ‘inauthentic’ text from a published course book 

which was contrived specifically to practise reported speech and then 

discusses other ways in which the speakers from the text could have 

said the same thing in a different way. 

Example C: The teacher asks students to use the internet to research about their 

favourite celebrity or hero and then create a short presentation in 

English to the rest of the class about that person. 

Figure 2: Authenticity of the task ranking activity 
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Conclusion 
From conducting this research I was able to learn that for many of the 

participants, authenticity is still conceptualised from a native-speakerist and 

culturally embedded perspective. Although this may be true in other 

countries, I believe it would be especially the case for countries in which 

English does not have any official status, and contact with international 

speakers (be they native speakers or not) is rather limited. Japan is an 

example of such a context, where English is more likely to be experienced 

as a school subject than as a living and breathing form of international 

communication (despite the fact that it is often sold as such, see Seargeant 

2009, Seargeant 2011). I was also able to connect issues of authenticity with 

teacher efficacy and identity and I noted that Japanese L2 teachers are 

vulnerable to efficacy issues around authenticity. Finally, I was pleased to 

note that many of the participants felt that the authenticity continuum might 

help to ‘shift the centre of gravity’ as Graddol (1997) predicted, and 

empower other linguistic varieties which should be seen as valuable models 

of authentic English even (and perhaps especially) if they are not from the 

domain of native speakers.  
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Introduction 
As one of the four skills, speaking receives much emphasis in second 

language learning. Different types of activities have been designed for 

teaching speaking with the functions of reinforcing pronunciation, grammar 

and vocabulary, or creating experiences of real life communication so as to 

satisfy learners’ future academic, professional or personal development 

needs (Baker & Westrup, 2003). Oral tasks are adapted to develop L2 

learners’ speaking competence in classrooms. Based on various definitions 

of “task” in the field of task-based language learning, tasks refer to meaning-

based language activities with some given information and the existence of 

gaps so that learners can achieve communicative purposes while reaching a 

task outcome (Bygate et al., 2001; Ellis, 2003).  

 

According to Robinson’s cognition hypothesis framework (2011), tasks can 

be designed with various structures which may impose different levels of 

cognitive complexity for L2 learners. Whether task performers obtain prior 

knowledge of a task topic is one of the resource-dispersing variables 

included in the framework. Positive effects of familiar task topics have been 

found on EFL learners’ listening and reading comprehension from empirical 

studies (Hu, 2012; McVee et al., 2005; Schmidt-Rinehart, 1994; Tuan & 

Loan, 2010). However, the investigation of whether and how a familiar topic 

affects EFL learners’ language output, in particular oral performance, is still 

limited. Bui (2014) pointed out that familiar topics may shift L2 learners’ 

attention partly from the conceptual preparation of a speech to the 

formulation of both content and linguistic forms which encourages them to 

produce more fluent and accurate oral performance. More research is still 

needed to further explore the effects of topic familiarity on EFL learners’ 

speech production so that more solid conclusions can be drawn. In order to 

fill the research gap, this study aims to examine whether and how far familiar 

13 
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and unfamiliar task topics affect Chinese EFL learners’ oral production in 

terms of complexity, accuracy and fluency.  

 

 

Process of L2 speaking 
In the late 1980s, Levelt (1989, 1999) proposed a speaking model which 

describes the process of speech production for L1 speakers. His model was 

later extended to illustrate the speech production of L2 speakers (de Bot, 

2007; Kormos, 2011; Segalowitz, 2010). Levelt (1989, 1999) explained that 

the procedure of speech production contains four components: conceptual 

preparation, formulation, articulation and self-perception/monitoring. When 

receiving information from the outside world, a speaker begins to activate 

relevant concepts from his/her knowledge so as to prepare the preverbal 

message of the speech. This can be referred to as the conceptual preparation 

stage. The formulation stage describes the speaker developing the preverbal 

message into the linguistic form via formulating the grammatical, morpho-

phonological and phonetic encodings. Then, the speaker articulates the 

speech to the external world. Meanwhile, the speaker also monitors his/her 

oral production and repairs when there is any mistake.  

 

Levelt’s speaking model is fundamental for understanding EFL learners’ oral 

task performance (Bui, 2014; Skehan et al., 2012; Wang, 2014). The four 

stages elaborated in the model can be related to the influential factors 

proposed in Robinson’s cognition hypothesis framework, such as prior 

knowledge. Bui (2014) pointed out that a familiar task topic facilitates ESL 

learners’ conceptual preparation and formulation because speakers may find 

it easier to get access to relevant concepts from their memories or knowledge 

so that they can allocate more attention to formulate their oral output. The 

speaking model provides more insightful illustration of L2 learners’ 

performance of different tasks with explanations for their development of 

oral production, but its relationship with tasks of different structures and 

learners’ performance needs to be understood and supported with more 

empirical data. Therefore, more investigation is necessary to explore learners’ 

task performance on the basis of the speaking model.  

 

 

 

Topic familiarity and task-based language learning 
research 

In this study, L2 speakers’ familiarity levels with task topics depend on 

whether they obtain prior knowledge or schema of the topics. Previous 
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studies have been conducted to examine the influence of topic familiarity on 

EFL learners’ listening and reading comprehension and the findings showed 

the effectiveness of familiar topics in language development (Hu, 2012; 

McVee et al., 2005; Schmidt-Rinehart, 1994; Tuan & Loan, 2010). However, 

exploration on whether and how far familiar and unfamiliar topics affect EFL 

learners’ oral performance is rarely found. As one of the four language skills, 

the speaking skill is regarded as important in the field of language learning 

in that it equips learners with the competence to achieve communicative 

purposes. Hence, the development of EFL learners’ oral production needs to 

be attended to in the field of second language acquisition.  

 

Tasks are a form of classroom activity which has been adopted in language 

classrooms to improve EFL learners’ language skills, especially the speaking 

ability (Ellis, 2012). When performing a task, learners express their meaning 

to achieve communication based on their own linguistic and non-linguistic 

resources (Ellis, 2003, 2012). Tasks can be designed with familiar topics or 

unfamiliar ones. In Bui’s framework of task readiness (2014), topic 

familiarity, the existence of prior knowledge, is included as an aspect of the 

implicit planning or preparation for task performance and he calls for 

investigation into the influence of topic familiarity on L2 speakers’ oral 

production.  

 

To date, studies examining the effects of topic familiarity on L2 speakers’ 

oral performance are seldom found in the field of task-based language 

learning. There exists a research gap when exploring the role of topic 

familiarity in L2 language learning. Révész and Han (2006) examined the 

impact of task content familiarity and task types (video versus notes) on 36 

adult EFL learners’ oral performance. During their performance, participants 

were provided with recasts focusing on the past progressive form. The results 

suggested facilitative effects of familiar task topics on reception of recasts. 

Nonetheless, the study does not shed light on the direct influence of topic 

familiarity on learners’ speech production.  

 

Taking a further step with the purpose of exploring ESL learners’ reaction to 

tasks with familiar and unfamiliar topics, Bui’s recent research (2014) 

invited 40 computer science undergraduate students and 40 medicine majors 

to perform two narrative task topics: computer virus and medical virus. He 

concluded that participants produced more fluent, slightly more accurate and 

complex speech when talking about “a virus” within their own academic 

background, that is, under the familiar condition. Bui’s study attempts to 

support the effectiveness of a familiar task topic on L2 speakers’ language 
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production, but taking the prior subject knowledge to distinguish the familiar 

topic from the unfamiliar one may confound the effects of topic familiarity. 

Participants may find it difficult to activate the professional terms within or 

out of their academic background. To avoid the potential impact of lacking 

professional terms, topics, such as problem-solving experiences, can be 

selected with tasks.  

 

To address the research gaps discussed above, this study examines the 

influence of topic familiarity on Chinese EFL learners’ oral performance 

from three aspects: complexity, accuracy and fluency. The research question 

and a hypothesis are provided as follows:  

 

Q: What differences, if any, are evident in participants’ complexity, 

accuracy and fluency when explaining a problem-solving event in 

a picture task and explaining a personal problem-solving 

experience? 

H: It is hypothesized that the familiar topic, a personal problem-

solving experience, encourages participants to produce more 

fluent, accurate and complex speech.  

 

 

 

Method 
Participants 
Participants are 25 Chinese postgraduate students who are female majoring 

in arts or social science and had been in UK for more than nine months when 

the study was conducted. 36 postgraduate students were first recruited to fill 

in a questionnaire of background information which collects participants’ 

basic information (e.g., age, major), IELTS test scores and self-assessed oral 

proficiency. LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985) advocated that self-assessing 

language proficiency is valuable and reliable, thus, self-assessment grids of 

oral proficiency are adapted from Common European Framework (2007) 

and included in the questionnaire as a reference for the selection of 

participants. 29 of the participants assessed their oral proficiency level to be 

at B2 level whilst the others were at B1 level. Then, 29 students, whose self-

assessed oral proficiency level was at B2 level, were shortlisted for the 

DIALANG writing test. Since writing and speaking are productive skills, the 

writing test helps to assess participants’ productive skill which further 

ensured that participants were at a similar L2 proficiency level. Finally, the 

list of participants was narrowed to 25 students who were at B2 level of both 

speaking and writing abilities. 23 of them were aged between 21-25 years 
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old and two were aged 26 to 30. Their speaking scores for the IELTS test 

ranged from 5.5 to 7.0. 

 

Task design 
The finalized 25 participants were invited to perform two oral narrative tasks. 

One is a picture task which requires them to explain an event based on six 

sequential pictures depicting a problem-solving experience of four boys. The 

picture prompts were chosen from Heaton’s study (as cited in Tavakoli & 

Foster, 2008) as shown in Appendix one. The other task is a personal 

experience explanation task in which participants shared one of their recent 

problem-solving experiences. Participants’ own problem-solving experience 

is considered as the familiar topic whilst the four boys’ experience, the 

experience of other people, is the unfamiliar topic.  

 

Data collection procedure 
25 participants performed the two tasks individually in a meeting room. Each 

of them was first provided with the following instructions for two tasks 

which are identical so as to avoid the influence of instructions on their task 

performance.  

 

Picture task: “Look at these pictures. Tell me how the children solved 

the problem. You have three minutes to prepare. You may not write 

down anything while preparing.” 

Personal experience explanation task: “Think about a problem you 

solved in the last month. Tell me how you solved the problem. You 

have three minutes to prepare. You may not write down anything 

while preparing.” 

 

13 of the participants performed the picture task first while the other 12 

participants did the personal experience explanation task first in order to 

avoid the influence of task order on speech production. Three minutes, which 

was testified in the pilot study, were given for planning in each task to ensure 

that the participants had enough time for preparation. The author was the 

listener who produced responding words (e.g., hmm, okay) so as to create a 

more real life communication experience. Participants’ task performance 

was audio-recorded by voice recorders.  

 

Data analysis methods  
Oral discourse of the participants was first transcribed into textual words via 

Audacity software, following Kormos and Dénes’ (2004) convention 

including filled pauses, corrections, and repetitions. In order to decide the 
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cutoff point, the author separately marked all the pauses which are longer 

than 250ms, 400ms and 500ms in eight participants’ responses of the two 

tasks to investigate whether pause marks were relevant to fluency. For most 

of the selected pieces of discourse, pauses longer than 400ms are more 

meaningful in the study of fluency, hence, 400ms is the margin point of 

pauses which is consistent with Derwing et al.’s (2009) decision as the cutoff 

point. Punctuation marks were then added to the transcriptions. Both 

transcriptions and audio flies were sent back to the participants to ensure that 

transcriptions were correct and punctuation was consistent with their original 

ideas. Participants’ feedback was collected and the transcriptions were 

revised accordingly.  

 

Complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) have been regarded as three 

general aspects of oral output which are commonly agreed to be effective 

measurements for oral performance (Geng & Ferguson, 2013; Lambert & 

Kormos, 2014; Malicka & Levkina, 2012; Révész et al., 2014; Skehan, 1996). 

Therefore, CAF are three main analytical foci of this study. The complexity 

of language use was measured for syntactic complexity and lexical richness. 

T-unit, a main clause plus any subordinating clauses (Hunt, 1970), was the 

analytical unit because narrative oral discourse, which has no interruption 

from interlocutors, is similar to written discourse. The average number of 

words per T-unit and number of clauses per T-unit, which are adopted in 

TBL studies (Iwashita, 2010; Kuiken & Vedder, 2012), was chosen to 

measure syntactic complexity. The former measure was calculated by 

dividing the total number of words by the total number of T-units. Number 

of clauses per T-unit was calculated by dividing the total number of clauses 

by the total number of T-units.  

 

Another ratio related to lexical richness is length of nominal phrase which 

measures average word length of nominal phrases. The ratio is developed on 

the basis of Ravid and Berman’s study (2010) which proposed that nominal 

phrases appear more frequently in the discourse of higher-proficient learners. 

In the task performance, nominal phrases present key information of 

circumstances and characters which may also reflect participants’ ability to 

explain the events. Therefore, the ratio was selected to explore the lexical 

richness of the oral discourse.   

 

In terms of accuracy measurement, this study adopts two ratios to investigate 

the general accuracy from the lexical level and the clausal level (Ellis, 2012): 

errors per 50 words and error-free ratio (Bui, 2014; Muñoz, 2014). Errors 

per 50 words, the number of errors per 50 pruned words, focuses on the 
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lexical level. Error-free ratio, the percentage of error-free clauses to all 

clauses, emphasizes the analysis from the clausal level.  

 

For the measurement of fluency, three ratios, speech rate, phonation-time 

ratio and mean length of runs, have been selected which are frequently used 

in empirical studies of TBL to measure breakdown fluency (Ahmadian et al., 

2012; Bui, 2014; Iwashita, 2010; Mora & Valls-Ferrer, 2012). Speech rate 

(SR) is defined by Kormos and Dénes (2004) as “the number of syllables 

articulated per minute” (p. 148). Phonation-time ratio (PTR) “is calculated 

as the percentage of time spent speaking as a proportion of the total time 

taken to produce the speech sample” (De Jong & Perfetti, 2011, p. 538). 

Mean length of runs (MLR) refers to “the mean number of syllables 

produced between pauses” (De Jong & Perfetti, 2011, p. 538).   

 

 

 

Results and discussion 
Compared with the narrative about four boys’ experience in the picture task, 

the personal experience explanation task is more familiar since it is 

explaining their own problem-solving experiences. The data group of each 

ratio was tested by one-sample Kolmogorov-Smimov test to be normally 

distributed. A pair-samples t-test was conducted to compare the oral 

discourse of two tasks from the three aspects of CAF. The results are shown 

in Table 1. 

 

From Table 1, the mean word length of T-unit for the picture task is 

significantly lower than that for the personal experience explanation task 

with a large effect size (t (24) = -5.35, p < .01, d = 1.26). The number of 

clauses per T-unit for the picture task is significantly lower than that for the 

personal experience explanation task with a large effect size (t (24) = -5.28, 

p < .01, d = 1.44). No significant differences were found in length of nominal 

phrase. These findings indicated that participants produced speech with 

higher syntactic complexity when explaining the familiar topic, their own 

experiences. 

 

In terms of accuracy, from Table 1, error-free ratio for the picture task is 

significantly lower than that for the personal experience explanation task 

with a medium effect size (t (24) = -2.36, p < .05, d = 0.60). No significant 

differences were spotted in errors per 50 words. The results showed that 

participants had higher percentage of error-free clauses under the familiar 

condition.  
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For the measurement of fluency, from Table 1, the speech rate for the picture 

task is significantly lower than that for the personal experience explanation 

task with a small effect size (t (24) = -2.99, p < .01, d = 0.40). Phonation-

time ratio for the picture task is significantly lower than that for the personal 

experience explanation task with a large effect size (t (24) = -5.34, p < .01, 

d = 0.81). Mean length of runs for the picture task is significantly lower than 

that for the personal experience explanation task with a medium effect size 

(t (24) = -4.42, p < .01, d = 0.72). These findings suggested that participants 

produced more fluent speech when performing the personal experience 

explanation task, that is, with the familiar topic.  

 
Measures Picture task 

Mean(SD) 

Personal 

experience 

explanation 

task 

Mean(SD) 

t  p  Effect 

size 

Complexity      

Mean word length of T-unit 15.12(3.16) 20.10(4.59) -5.35  .00** 1.26 

Number of clauses per T-

unit 

1.87(0.40) 2.53(0.51) -5.28  .00** 1.44 

Length of nominal phrase 3.67(0.77) 4.04(0.66) -1.76 ns - 

Accuracy      

Errors per 50 words 2.32(1.28) 1.80(1.42) 1.58 ns - 

Error-free ratio 61.04%(0.21) 73.04%(0.19) -2.36 .03* 0.60 

Fluency      

Speech rate 138.72(30.34) 150.86(30.15) -2.99 .01* 0.40 

Phonation-time ratio 67.75%(0.09) 74.63%(0.08) -5.34  .00** 0.81 

Mean length of runs 6.60(2.59) 9.66(5.39) -4.41  .00** 0.72 

Table 1: Results of CAF 

Notes: 

SD means standard deviation.  

* means there is a significant difference with p < .05.  

** means there is a significant difference with p < .01.  

Effect size refers to Cohen’s d. 

 

Familiar topic and unfamiliar topic 
From the findings shown in Table 1, the familiar task topic, a personal 

problem-solving experience, facilitates participants' ability to produce more 

syntactically complex oral speech with large effects in both predictors. It 

encourages oral output with a higher error-free ratio and greater fluency. The 

results are consistent with the Cognition hypothesis (Robinson, 2001) which 

advocates that capability is not limited but with multiple resources, thus, all 
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the three aspects of CAF can be simultaneously attended to during 

participants’ task performance under the familiar condition.  

 

The allocation of attention to CAF can also be elaborated with Levelt’s 

speaking model (1999) which describes the cognitive procedure of speech 

production. Similar to the findings of Bui’s study (2014), more fluent and 

accurate oral production is spotted in the oral discourse of familiar task topics 

which may show that a familiar topic facilitates participants’ 

conceptualization of speech content and formulation of linguistic forms. 

Preparing speech content is related to the conceptualization stage in that the 

participants activated concepts relevant to the task topics from their 

knowledge or memories. When narrating their own problem-solving 

experiences, they could get access to those concepts (e.g., people, place) 

more quickly because of their familiarity with the events. Therefore, more 

attention can be allocated to the formulation procedure so that participants 

could spend more time thinking how to formulate their linguistic output and 

more accurate and fluent speech was produced.  

 

Furthermore, there is a medium effect size of the measure, error-free ratio, 

and no significant differences were spotted in terms of errors per 50 words. 

The possible reason is that all the participants are at a higher-intermediate 

level (B2 level) and their accuracy of speech production is generally high 

under both the familiar and the unfamiliar conditions. Hence, the effects of 

the familiar topic on oral performance are not very obvious and the effect 

size is not so large as the ones for fluency and complexity.  

 

In contrast to Bui’s results indicating the ineffectiveness of a familiar topic 

on syntactic complexity, the statistics of this study suggested more complex 

syntactic structures when narrating a personal experience. The findings 

further confirm the Cognition hypothesis which claims that with multiple 

resources, the participants can balance CAF during speech production, hence, 

their spoken performance could be improved under the familiar condition. 

When being familiar with their own experiences, the participants are more 

likely to use different conjunctions to link the details of the events and select 

more sophisticated vocabulary and expressions to enrich their narratives. 

Therefore, more complex speech production was found. However, when 

facing an unfamiliar topic, the participants may not be certain about the 

relations of all the details, so they may not be confident enough to use 

conjunctions to form the details into paragraphs. For example, a participant 

mentioned that “(and) there was a snake looking at them”. The participant 

could not decide whether the existence of snake was relevant to the boys’ 
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experience, so she intended to cover the information with a single sentence 

which may lower the number of clauses per T-unit.  

 

The participants’ higher-intermediate proficiency level could be the reason 

to explain why no significant differences were spotted between the oral 

utterances of the two tasks in terms of length of nominal phrase. Ravid and 

Berman (2010) claimed that nominal phrases are a developmental signal of 

language learning and are more likely to appear in the later stages of 

language development. Higher-intermediate students may be more able to 

use nominal phrases in their explanations when compared with beginners or 

lower-intermediate learners. It is possible that the length of nominal phrase 

for the personal experience explanation task does not vary much from the 

one for the picture task. What is more, both task topics are relevant to 

everyday life and the participants’ discourse is colloquial, so the nominal 

phrases used to explain the experiences may not be very long and 

complicated. The length of nominal phrase, therefore, may not be affected 

by the familiarity levels of the task topics.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the familiar topic, personal problem-solving experience, 

enables EFL learners to produce more complex speech in that higher 

syntactic complexity was spotted with large effects sizes in two ratios, mean 

word length of T-unit and number of clauses per T-unit. No influence was 

spotted with regard to lexical richness. More accurate speech was also found 

under the familiar condition with a medium effect size in error-free ratio. In 

addition, positive effects of the familiar topic were noticed on participants’ 

oral production in that more fluent speech was produced with a small effect 

size in speech rate (SR) and medium effect sizes in phonation-time ratio 

(PTR) and mean length of runs (MLR). In general, under the familiar 

condition, participants had better oral performance.  

 

This study yields both theoretical and pedagogical implications. From the 

theoretical perspective, this study raises the consideration that topic 

familiarity affects oral performance of EFL learners. The comparison 

between oral production of the picture task and that of the personal 

experience explanation task may provide empirical data on the effectiveness 

of familiar topics on speaking and develop deeper understanding on EFL 

learners’ reaction to oral tasks with familiar and unfamiliar topics. 

Furthermore, exploring the influence of topic familiarity on EFL learners’ 



The use of oral narrative tasks in second language learning: does a familiar topic make a difference? 
Xuyan Qiu 

151 

oral performance further elaborates the conceptualization and the 

formulation stages in Levelt’s speaking model. From the pedagogical aspect, 

a familiar topic, such as a personal problem-solving experience, can be used 

to engage learners in the language learning process. It may facilitate them to 

produce speech with higher quality so that they may be more confident and 

willing to participate in task performance.  

 

Nonetheless, this study still bears three limitations which can be paid 

attention to in future research. First, besides the difference of topic 

familiarity levels for the picture task and the personal experience explanation 

task, the provision of picture prompts is another difference between these 

two tasks which has not been taken into consideration in this study. Picture 

prompts may also affect EFL learners’ oral production (Kawauchi, 1999), 

hence, further exploration on the effects of picture prompts on EFL learners’ 

oral production is encouraged. Second, a larger number of participants can 

be recruited to solidify the results. Third, besides postgraduate students in 

UK, learners with different proficiency levels, such as lower-intermediate 

learners, can be included to investigate lower- and higher-proficient learners’ 

performance of tasks with familiar and unfamiliar topics so that language 

teachers may obtain more insights into the use of different task topics for 

students with different L2 proficiency levels in their actual teaching. 
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Appendix One: The football task 
 

 
Football task (as cited in Tavakoli & Foster, 2008) 

 

 

 



Do short-term study abroad experiences help L2 learners to become pragmatically more appropriate? 
Yoko Sato 

155 

Do short-term study abroad 
experiences help L2 learners to 
become pragmatically more 
appropriate? 
 

Yoko Sato 
Hosei University 
yoko@hosei.ac.jp 

 

 

 

Introduction 
It has long been recognised that pragmatically inappropriate features in L2 

speakers’ communicative behaviour could lead to negative consequences in 

social, academic and professional contexts by causing negative affective 

reactions in the interlocutors (e.g. Gumperz, 1982, 1995, 1996; Sato, 2008, 

2013; Thomas, 1983; Wolfson, 1983). (For a fuller discussion see Sato, 

2013.) However, the effect of study abroad (SA) experiences on the 

pragmatic aspect of communication has not been researched adequately. In 

particular, hardly any studies have included the paralinguistic and non-verbal 

facets, despite the fact that these have been reported as having a grave impact 

on communication (e.g. Sato, 2013). 

 

This paper reports on one of a serious of studies1 investigating the impact of 

an SA programme on the communicative competence of Japanese university 

students, including the aforementioned under-researched areas. More 

specifically, it focuses on findings related to the pragmatic aspect of 

communication as perceived by the interlocutors. The following research 

question is addressed: 

 

Do Japanese university students perform pragmatically more appropriately 

in English after short-term ESL SA experiences as perceived by the 

interlocutors? 

 

 

 

                                           
1 See Sato (in press) for some other findings of the present study. 
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Method 
The participants were 26 second-year Business students between the ages of 

19 and 21. The students were at a pre-intermediate to intermediate level of 

English proficiency as assessed by TOEFL ITP (413-517 [M = 463.1, SD = 

25.79]). They joined the Faculty’s optional, credit-bearing SA programme 

and enrolled on ESL courses offered at two universities. At University M in 

Australia, the course lasted for 11 weeks and the students lived with local 

host families. The second option was a course that lasted for 16 weeks at 

University R in the United States, where each student lived in an on-campus 

dormitory for both international and local students. While abroad, the 

students submitted online monthly reports about their SA experiences. (See 

Table 1 for the profile of the participants.) 

 
Placement M F Total TOEFL ITP 

University M (Australia) 7 6 13 M = 463.1 (SD = 29.52) 

University R (US) 7 6 13 M = 463.1 (SD = 23.28) 

Total 14 12 26 M = 463.1 (SD = 25.79) 

Table 1: Profile of the participants 

 

Before and after the programme, one-to-one, face-to-face oral proficiency 

interviews were conducted by two experienced native speaker (NS) assessors. 

Each student was interviewed once by each examiner. The interview format 

was based on the IELTS Speaking test, with some modifications drawing on 

the author’s previous study (Sato, 2008). Each interview lasted 

approximately 12 to 14 minutes. The interviewers assessed the students’ 

performances using the IELTS Speaking band descriptors (public version). 

The descriptors had nine bands and consisted of the four criteria of Fluency 

& Coherence, Lexical Resource, Grammatical Range & Accuracy, and 

Pronunciation. (It should be noted that the setting and content of the 

interviews were somewhat different from those of the official IELTS test. 

Therefore, this study does not claim the same degrees of reliability and 

validity as the original IELTS test.)  

 

After each interview, a questionnaire was administered in order to explore 

pragmatic problems perceived by the interlocutors. It asked the interviewers 

to rate the negative affective impact that the students’ performances had on 

them, such as irritation or unpleasantness, on a 5-point scale ranging from 

“1: very serious” to “5: none”. The interviewers then answered an open-

ended question regarding the causes of such an impact. This subjective 

questionnaire aimed to collect data on pragmatically inappropriate features 

in the students’ performances. 
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The students independently rated the difficulty they felt during the interviews 

and answered relevant questions. In the post-test, they also answered a 

questionnaire about their SA experiences and resulting changes in L2 

learning and intercultural communication and understanding. 

 

 

 

Results 
The interviewer ratings indicate that, as a group, the students’ performances 

improved significantly after SA (p < .001). The mean score improved from 

2.90 (SD = 0.86) in the pre-test to 4.42 (SD = 0.42) in the post-test. (See 

Figure 1.) Neither gender- nor university-related difference was observed. 

 

 
Figure 1: Negative affective impact rating: Group data 

 

However, there were great differences among individuals in the pre/post 

score changes (M = 1.52, SD = 0.98). One student received a lower score in 

the post-test, and the scores of two students stayed the same. (See Figure 2.)  
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Figure 2: Negative affective impact rating: Pre/Post changes: Individual data 

 

Spearman’s correlation analysis showed a very strong, significant, negative 

correlation between the pre-test scores and the pre/post changes (r = -.898, p 

= .000). This means that those students who received lower scores in the 

pretest made greater improvement. This in turn led to the much smaller 

individual differences in the posttest scores; all students reached Score 4 (see 

Figures 1 and 3). 

 

 
Figure 3: Negative affective impact rating: Individual data 

 

As to the interlocutor comments on the causes of the negative affective 

impact, the total number increased from 53 in the pre-test to 87 in the post-

test (multiple comments allowed). Comments related to abandoned 
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comments on insufficient linguistic resources and inappropriate use of body 

language and prosody increased greatly. In fact, prosody was commented on 

only in the post-test. No or little change was observed for dysfluency and 

under-elaboration (see Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4: Causes of negative affective impact (Frequency) 

 

However, somewhat different results emerged for the proportions of 

comments on different causes (Figure 5). The percentages of comments 

related to dysfluency and under-elaboration, as well as abandoned 

communication, greatly decreased after SA. Those of comments about 

inappropriate body language and linguistic deficit increased but to a smaller 

degree than were found with frequency. For prosody, the result was similar 

to that of frequency. 

 

 
Figure 5: Causes of negative affective impact (Percentage) 
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Case studies 
Case studies were conducted with two students who did not follow the 

pattern of pre/post changes found in the group analysis presented above. 

Both of these students received Score 4 in the pretest but showed very 

different changes; Student 2 received a lower score after SA, while the score 

of Student 21 reached the highest score (Score 5) in the posttest. In the 

proficiency rating they received the same score in the posttest. In fact, 

Student 2’s score improved whereas that of Student 21 did not change. (See 

Figure 3 above and Table 2 below.) 

 
Student 

(Sex) 

Place-

ment  

Affective Impact Rating 

(1: very serious – 5: none) 

Proficiency Rating 

(Average 4 analytical scores) 

  pre post change pre post change 

2 (M) Uni M 4.5 4.0 -0.5 5.0 5.75 +0.75 

21 (M) Uni R 4.5 5.0 +0.5 5.75 5.75 +/-0 

Table 2: Profiles of Student 2 and Student 21 

 

The interlocutors’ comments on the causes of negative affective impact 

showed that, in the pre-test, both students had difficulty answering the 

questions adequately; abandonment of communication and under-

elaboration were mentioned. In the post-test, however, only Student 2 

received comments on features that caused problems, such as incoherent 

utterances and inappropriate body language and prosody. (See Table 3.) 

 
 Pre Post 

Student 2 sometimes couldn’t answer 

questions and gave up 

raises eyes up a lot, looks over 

glasses (like it's secret or being told 

off), repetition of baseball etc. too 

much, sometimes too intense, 

stress too strong sometimes and on 

odd places, very animate with his 

hands - difficult to concentrate 

Student 21 not quite able to develop answers 

fully enough with prompting 

extra use of articles (e.g. I go to the 

Disneyland): clear but strange 

Table 3: Interlocutor comments on the causes of the negative affective impact 

 

In order to explore possible factors that contributed to the differences, these 

students’ monthly reports and questionnaire responses were examined. Their 

monthly reports showed some distinct characteristics. Student 2, although 

describing some positive experiences of L2 learning and intercultural 

communication, had a lot of criticisms of the host mother, some of his 

classmates and the administrative aspect of the programme. Some of these 

comments were rather subjective and emotional. (Note: The following 
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excerpts were originally written in Japanese and translated into English by 

the author.) 

 
…I’ve realised even my body language and self-talk are unintelligible to 

foreigners (sic), and feel motivated in attending lessons in such a severe 

environment. … I often talk to my Greek friend. … I learn a lot from him; he 

corrects my spoken English and tells me alternative expressions. We … 

sometimes read aloud free newspapers together on the train. (October) 

 
As for the homestay, I seem to be allocated to a typical middle-aged Aussie 

woman (sic), and at first I was daunted by her loud voice and couldn’t cope 

with her “learn independently” style. I asked her to talk to me more during 

evening meals, but she said it was selfish of me to ask her to talk only for the 

specific period of time. I raised my voice while arguing with her for 50 

minutes, asking her why she couldn’t be considerate. (October) 

 

On the other hand, Student 21’s reports showed his positive attitudes 

throughout. He had very high motivation to study and learn, and actively 

participated in class. 

 
The content of the Low Advanced class is all very useful, … and I’m full of 

expectations for my future progress. I’m also taking an elective course 

which … involves listening to fast daily conversation in a TV drama series. 

I’ve been trying my best to practise listening to English conversation after 

class, by, for example, watching American movies I brought from Japan. I’ll 

keep trying my best without changing this attitude. (August) 

 

He also analysed his own problems, and acknowledged and appreciated help 

by others. He made positive observations on other students and the local 

community, and sought opportunities for L2/intercultural communication 

out of class. 

 
… for the first few days in the States I felt homesick and a very strong culture 

shock. …. I think this was due to the lack of my listening ability in English. 

I’d had some confidence in English, but couldn’t cope with the speed of 

conversation of local people and had a hard time. But these were resolved after 

a few days, thanks to the local people full of the spirit of volunteerism, and 

now I’m actively participating in such activities as football and barbecues with 

other students. I’d like to keep it up. (August) 

 
I went to a Thanksgiving party free for international students…. The party, 

guided by the spirit of volunteerism, offered an opportunity for cultural 

exchange, and I realised again that Reno is a town with an open-minded 

attitude towards foreign students and suitable for the first study abroad 

experience.  (November) 
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Their post-test questionnaire responses also showed some differences. 

Student 2 indicated that his attitudes towards L2 learning changed through 

spending time with other international students who shared the same level of 

English ability and motivation. He came to be interested in learning about 

his own country and wanted to improve his grammar. Student 21, on the 

other hand, stated that through the SA experiences he realised that the ability 

to use contextually appropriate register was necessary, and wanted to 

improve this ability together with vocabulary. 

 

 

 

Provisional Conclusion, Limitations & Future Directions 
The results suggest that the short-term SA experiences helped most of the 

Japanese university students who participated in the present study to develop 

pragmatic appropriacy, as measured by the affective impact their 

performances had on the NS interlocutor. There was a very strong, 

significant, negative correlation between the pre-SA scores and the pre/post 

changes. This means that those students who received lower scores before 

SA made greater improvement. After SA, much smaller differences were 

observed amongst individuals and all students reached Score 4 out of 5. It 

may be that the SA experiences facilitated the development of pragmatic 

competence to an extent which was minimally required in the particular 

setting. 

 

As for the causes of pragmatic problems perceived by the interlocutor, 

dysfluency, under-elaboration and abandoned communication greatly 

decreased after SA. Conversely, problems caused by linguistic deficit and 

inappropriate use of body language and prosody increased to a large extent. 

One interpretation of these findings would be that the communicative 

pressure and social context in the target-language environment have 

facilitated the development of fluency and raised the awareness of the 

importance of elaboration and keeping conversation going. This in turn 

might have resulted in more prompt and extended but less accurate messages 

and in less attention being paid to body language and prosody. 

 

However, large individual differences were observed in the pre-test/post-test 

changes, and some students did not follow the pattern mentioned above. The 

brief case studies suggest that it was not the linguistic proficiency that led to 

these differences. Rather, the attitudes of the students towards the SA 

experiences, such as the living and learning environment, and the awareness 
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of the importance of pragmatic competence which may be the factors that 

resulted in the difference in changes. Further investigation incorporating 

qualitative analysis of attitudinal factors is needed. 

 

There are some methodological shortcomings, which may limit the 

generalisability of the findings. The small sample size calls for further 

studies and accumulation of data. Also, the fact that only one interlocutor-

examiner was used for each test could have amplified the impact of 

idiosyncratic tendencies and subjectivity in the rating and comments, 

although an effort was made to enhance the reliability of the ratings by 

selecting experienced interviewer-examiners. Despite the improved rating 

scores in the post-test, the total number of comments regarding the causes of 

the negative affective impact increased. This suggests that the post-test 

examiner was simply more willing to provide comments than the pre-test 

counterpart. In addition, highly significant correlations were found between 

the proficiency ratings and the negative affective impact ratings only with 

the pre-test examiner. This may indicate the presence of the halo effect in the 

pre-test ratings. Using a panel of video raters may enhance the 

generalizability of the rating. Further studies with these modifications will 

provide a clearer picture of the pragmatic impact of SA experiences. 
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Introduction 
With globalization and advancement in technology; the English language 

spreading more than ever all over the world has truly become the ‘lingua 

franca’ of today’s world. It is not only the language of international 

communication but also has given birth to its varieties which we call world 

Englishes/ New Englishes. These varieties of English, which are spoken not 

by the native speakers of English but the people who have learned the 

language as a second of foreign language, are becoming popular with the 

growing number of their speakers. Bangladesh, a south Asian country, long 

colonized by the British has given a considerable role to English in society 

and has nurtured its growth in the education of the country. As the current 

situation of English language usage/ English used by the young generation 

in urban Bangladesh matches with what the scholars call a possibility of a 

new English or a new variety of English, this has inspired the paper to 

investigate the current trends in the spoken and written English of tertiary 

level students in Bangladesh. The paper will also illustrate the history of 

English in Bangladesh in order to better analyze the use of English at present 

in the country. 

 

 

 

History of English in Bangladesh  
The English language has had a deep rooted history in Bangladesh since 

1600 (Kirkpatrick, 2007). Bangla, being the mother tongue of the majority 

of the population is the official language of Bangladesh.  However, English 

has always received tremendous importance in the country as in any other 

post British settlement and enjoys the status of second language. English, 

though not the official language in Bangladesh, is very important in the 

education system of the country. It is introduced in grade 1 in schools. 

Depending on the amount of English to be taught in schools three kinds of 

schooling systems have developed in Bangladesh namely; English medium, 

15 
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Bangla medium and Islamic/ Madrasa education. Recent results of public 

examinations after 10th and 12th grade and university admission tests where 

students are disqualified mainly because of their failure in English and maths 

only prove the necessity and importance of English in Bangladeshi society. 

Moreover, English is viewed as the language of the upper class and is seen 

as a tool of development in financial and social hierarchy (Hossain & 

Tollefson, 2007). Interestingly, the primary language of legal instruction in 

Bangladesh has been English until recent times. Ironically, the Bangla 

Academy, the proponent institution of the national language in the country 

obtained its ordinance drafted in the Bangla language for the first time in 

2010 (Chowdhury, 2013). Therefore, the conditions stated above clearly 

place Bangladesh in the outer circle of Kachru’s model (1985). 

 

 

 

The scope of a Bangladeshi variety of English and 
Research Rationale  

Before discussing the Bangladeshi variety or the possibility of a Bangladeshi 

variety of English, it is important to define what constitutes a new variety of 

English. According to Ferguson (2006:152) “The term “New Englishes” is 

usually understood to denote varieties of English from post colonial societies 

whose formal properties – phonological, lexical, grammatical, discoursal – 

show a measure of divergence from British or American standard English.” 

These new varieties develop in regions where the majority of people speak a 

language other than English. They grow through the education system and 

also have varieties of functions within the society and these varieties become 

localised or nativised (Platt & Weber, 1980). Kachru (1992b) characterizes 

the new Englishes as the ones which have long standing use in a society, 

have varied functions and a large number of users. The users have 

“emotional attachment” with the variety, these new Englishes also have 

“functional importance” and “sociolinguistic status”. From the definitions 

above it can be said that the present condition of English language in 

Bangladesh as discussed before, matches with most of the aspects of new 

Englishes as outlined by scholars and thus provides a favourable platform 

for a new variety of English to grow.  

 

One fascinating reason for the expansion of English language users in 

Bangladesh is technology. The Internet, online social networks and mobile 

phones have made this upper class language accessible to all sections of 

society with the young generation specially benefitting from it. English 

language, which was a subject only to be taught in schools for most of the 
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students, has suddenly become a medium of their expression. Therefore from 

the formal territory of educational purposes, English is now being used in 

the daily lives of young Bangladeshis. 

 

This shift of English, becoming a part of everyday language use of a 

significant number of people, is a step toward localizing the language. This 

phenomenon initially triggered this research to conduct a methodical 

observation of the possibility of a Bangladeshi English. 

 

This research was conducted among students of a private university in 

Bangladesh. The yearly intake of this university is more than 2500 and 

almost 90% of these students have to do compulsory foundation level 

English courses. These foundation courses emphasize students’ listening, 

speaking and reading skills. These are the last English courses for them 

before they start their working career unless they opt for other language 

courses at a later time. These students come to university after 12 years of 

study of English as English is a compulsory subject from grade 1-12. 

Consequently, it has been observed that the students make the same 

repetitive mistakes in English in their exams and during class tasks. It is 

imperative to mention here that this study does not state the existence of a 

Bangladeshi variety of English, rather it is looking into the possibilities of 

discovering a new variety of World English. The purpose of this study is to 

look into the frequency of mistakes made by the students and to determine 

whether these are mistakes or deviations. Whilst adjudging on the 

classification of mistakes and deviations, the frequency of the respective 

individual events has been given the most importance as the classification 

factor. The research also aims to explain the possible underlying reasons for 

the mistakes or deviations.  

 

Conversely, a past study conducted by Hamid & Baldauf Jr. (2013) has 

already shown that the practising English language teachers of Bangladesh 

do not have a favourable attitude towards the features that deviate from a 

standard variety of English. This would mean that even though the current 

students might show a trend of deviations in the language, the current 

English language teachers would always be trying to correct these deviations. 

Thus an advent of an indigenized form of L2 English would be strictly 

suppressed. The counter argument here is that, the current tertiary level 

students naturally are the future English language teachers of the country. 

Thus with almost no obstacle from using the same form of deviations in the 

future, these students will definitively engrave such deviations into a new 

form of English.  
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Research Methodology 
This research was conducted with a group of 18-21 year old university 

students doing foundation level English language courses in a private 

university. There were a total of 325 respondents to this study. This study 

was conducted for almost 1 year which included three semesters. For one 

year, the exam and class work copies of the participants were collected. For 

exams and class tasks, students were asked to write on different topics at 

different times. Since the language courses involve classroom discussion, 

students were asked to speak on various topics during class hours. For this 

activity as well, students were either given specific topics or were asked to 

propose their own. The students’ discussions were recorded. Therefore, there 

are two types of data for this research- written and verbal. Both these modes 

have been examined for particular types of deviations or mistakes. The 

language components that were taken into consideration for this study were 

‘tense’ and ‘words and phrases’. 

 

The ‘tense’ component included all forms of English language tenses in 

present, past and future, for example- past tense included: past simple tense, 

past continuous tense, past perfect tense, past perfect continuous tense. The 

students were free to choose the type of tense in their sentences. During the 

analysis, specific focus was given on the mood, aspect and setting of each of 

the sentences to identify which tense the sentence should have been in. The 

individual students’ respective response sentences were then analyzed to 

ascertain the deviations made from the standard form such as wrong use, 

drop in verb use etc. These deviations were then recorded and analyzed for 

trends. Another analysis was to identify simple mistakes of tense in a 

sentence, for example- I was eaten/ I am ate. Both auxiliary verb use and 

main verb use were taken into consideration and analyzed separately for the 

study. The results were then grouped and tabulated together according to the 

broad classifications of past, present and future tense. Also analysis were 

carried out to find the persistent misuse of a specific ‘broad class tense’, for 

example- past tense, by specific students. This was done to ascertain the 

respective students’ understanding or level of confusion of a specific tense. 

 

‘Words and phrases’ included a single word or a collection of similarly 

organized words that were used repetitively by students. For this study a 

maximum of 2-word phrases were analyzed. These words and phrases were 

identified as deviations from the standard form by analyzing each sentence 

from the students’ responses and comparing them with what should have 

been used, had the student meant the same thing. To understand whether the 

student was trying to express a similar meaning to what was determined, the 
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setting of the sentence and overall paragraph was taken into consideration. 

The sentence was also translated into Bangla in the determined meaning to 

find out the equivalent Bangla word or phrase used for the deviated English 

word or phrase. Reference was then made to the official English to Bengali 

and Bengali to English dictionary to ascertain the justification behind the 

deviations. The deviations were also recorded and investigated in each 

student’s overall work to ascertain that the deviation was made multiple 

times when encountered by the need to use the same meaning. If the use of 

the ‘deviation’ was reversed with a correct or unrelated incorrect use of 

another word in the same written or verbal work, then the deviation was 

recorded as a ‘mistake’ for the said respondent.  

 

 

 

Findings  
The corpus collected provides quite a number of significant findings. The 

data is divided into two sections for convenience of analysis and discussion. 

First, the use of ‘Tense’ in students writing will be analyzed.  

 

Tense 
When analyzing the use of ‘Tense’ in students’ responses, all three types of 

tenses- Past tense, Present tense and Future tense have been taken into 

consideration.  

 

Present Tense 
The corpus of 325 copies of the students’ responses shows that the majority 

of the students (80%) were able to use all four types of present tense- present 

simple tense, present continuous tense, present perfect tense and present 

perfect continuous tense. 

 

A small number of participants (20%) used only the form of simple present 

tense. Also a low percentage which is 23% of random mistakes could be 

found in the work. These random mistakes included but were not limited to 

the use of ‘is’ instead of ‘are’ or vice versa. Only 9.85% of the respondents 

persistently made mistakes in the use of present tense. Overall, all the 

respondents seemed to have grasped the understanding of this form of tense. 
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Figure 1: Use of Present Tense among the respondents 

 

Future Tense 
The results revealed that most of the students (91.7%) for the study 

circumvented the need to use complex forms of future tense. These students 

adhered to using simple future tense to express any event in the future such 

as “she will go there, I will go there”. Of the use of simple future tenses, 

every single respondent was able to use such simple forms correctly with 

very rare cases of mistakes. Conversely, only 8.3% of the students attempted 

to use complex forms of future tense such as future perfect or future 

continuous tense. Of the users 80.2% were able to use the forms correctly. 

This translated to only 6.7% of the respondents being able to use all forms 

of future tenses correctly. 

 

 
Figure 2: Use of Future Tense among the respondents 
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Figure 3: (pronounced hobay) will, will be, will be going to, will have been going to 

 

Past Tense 
Further analysis showed that students made the most mistakes in the use of 

past tense. The first mistake noted is that almost half of the respondents 

(44.9%) misused the auxiliary verbs to turn a sentence into past tense without 

transforming the main verb into a past tense. This was persistent in all forms 

of past tense. An example of such misuse of auxiliary verb is –‘I was go 

home.’  

 

The second type of mistake that occurred mostly in students’ written or 

spoken English was the misuse of main verbs. The respondents here misused 

the main verb to transform a sentence to past tense while they simultaneously 

dropped the auxiliary verb or used a totally wrong tense of the auxiliary verbs. 

This was noted in the majority (64.9%) of the respondents.  Examples of this 

sort of mistakes are –‘I gone home’, ‘I am went’, ‘We journeyed together’. 

 

It has also been noticed that both the auxiliary verb and main verb were used 

wrongly or misused by a considerable number of the respondents (24.9%).  

This mistake was made mainly (79.3%) when a respondent used a past 

perfect or past perfect continuous tense. Ex: I was gone Malaysia before 

university start. 

 

 
Figure 4: Use of Past Tense among the respondents 
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A small number of respondents used the “past future tense” (15%) and 

almost all of them (13.2% of the population or 88% of the users) transformed 

such tenses into present tense. An example of this type of mistake found from 

the corpus is ‘Suddenly I heard that after a few days my elder sister is going 

to married’. However random tense mistakes were quite low (6.8%) and 

completely correct users were also quite low in number (8.3%).  

 

Words and Phrases 
After analysis, the most commonly misused words observed in the study 

were – For, By, Repeat, Tell, Say, Every, Do, Make, So, Too Much, Too, 

Really and Like as. These words and phrases were however used with 

differing frequencies with some words and phrases used more pervasively 

than others.  

 

 
Figure 5: Frequencies of the most commonly used deviated words 

 

 
Figure 6: (Pronounced aunek baeshee) – English word used so, too much, too, 

really 

 

The most commonly used words or phrases were a group which consisted of 

the words – ‘so’, ‘too much’, ‘too’ and ‘really’. All these words were used 

interchangeably by the majority of the students (65%). When using such 

words or phrases, the students primarily needed to express a large quantity, 

very big size or high quality such as ‘much more’ or ‘huge’ or ‘very good’. 

As there is no such similar expression in Bangla, the expression that is most 
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commonly used is to add a prefix of ‘aunek’ with a translation ‘many’ before 

‘baeshee’ meaning ‘much’. Thus the Bangla phrase is used in the language 

to mean the following equivalents in English: 

 

 Adjective – too much, numerous, Very Much, Most. 

 Adverb – a lot, greatly, numerously, considerably, extremely. 

 Noun – too many, too full, umpteen 

 Prefix – multi- 

 

The most commonly used translation thus becomes ‘too much’ with the other 

words and phrases (so, too and really) used just as frequently when 

expressing such meaning in English. Examples of such use are – ‘The lake 

is so beautiful’ or ‘I love my mother too much’. 

 

 
Figure 7: (Pronounced Karā) – English word used do 

 

The word ‘Karā’ in Bangla is a very versatile verb which is used to mean the 

Bengali equivalent of the English verbs – make, create, commit, practice, do, 

undertake, repeat etc. The Bangla word is also used as an action verb. When 

translating the word to English, students however tend to use only the word 

‘do’. Thus by using the word ‘do’, students were mostly observed to 

transform nouns into verbs without the use of any other verbs. For example, 

‘we do fun together all the time’; ‘we did songs all night’. 

 

 
Figure 8: The Bengali words which use the same the equivalent English translated 

word “Make” 

 

Perhaps the most widely known phrase in the new generation Bangladeshi 

populace is the phrase ‘will you make friendship with me?’ Even though 

some might blame the birth of this phrase on the advent of computer aided 

messaging devices and social networking websites, the reason has been 

observed as otherwise. After ‘do’, the word ‘make’ was the most frequently 

used deviated word (35%) used by the students. The word ‘make’ has 39 
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recorded Bengali equivalents, both words and phrases, being used in 

Bangladesh. Of these equivalents quite a few also overlap with the Bengali 

equivalents of the word do. Thus the students were observed to be using both 

the words do and make interchangeably in the overlapping meanings. On the 

other hand the word ‘make’ was used quite frequently without any 

interchange when the expressing terms did not have any overlapping 

equivalents to the Bengali equivalent of do. Examples include, ‘I made good 

results in SSC’. To clarify, the English equivalents of the above figure 8 are 

given below: 

 

 Verb – make, commit, practice, repeat, quicken, whiffle, create, 

invent, build, manufacture, produce, construct, shape, found, 

form, constitute, prepare, ready, equip, ready up, rear, found, 

forge, weave, write, provoke, cause, bring about, give rise to, 

effect, originate, raise, hatch, generate, originate, fashion, work, 

think, cut out, think out, grow, send out, introduce, inaugurate, 

institute, initiate, establish, set, put, place, put in, conclude, infer, 

educe, elicit, derive, edit, perform, put through, go through, 

drive, enforce, necessitate, employ, nominate, assign, ascertain, 

get, achieve, earn, acquire, attain, obtain, gain, obtain, carry, 

reach, fulfill, complete, occupy, make good, fill, treat, behave, 

act, use, conduct oneself, go, leave, lead up, toddle, cover, move, 

depart, transit, ride, set out, take the road, get off, journey, 

peregrinate, move forward, go forward, be promoted, get a move 

on, execute, redact, manage, turn out, beget. 

 Noun – shape, form, appearance, build, character, make, 

structure, formation, construction, build, class, group, category, 

range, series, kind, style, method, species, sort, construction, 

building, making, working. 

 

 
Figure 9: (pronounced Balā) English word used reply, tell, say 

 

The next frequently used group of words and phrases were ‘reply’, ‘tell’ and 

‘say’. With approximately 33% of the respondents, these words were 

noticeably used interchangeably. The word ‘Balā’ in Bengali actually has 

several English meanings which include the words - say, tell, speak, talk, 

utter, announce, pronounce, mention, inform, anticipate, vent, permit, ask, 

invite, rebuke, ring the changes, relate and shout. However, the students 
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seemed to pick up the three words- reply, tell and say, when trying to express 

a meaning of the Bengali word ‘Balā’. It was also noticed that the three words 

were interchanged randomly providing a notion that the students were yet 

unable to home into one single word for each expression.  

 

 
Figure 10: (pronounced Jan’ya) English word used For 

 

With 28% of the respondents showing to have developed the use of the 

English word ‘for’ as a translation of the Bengali word ‘Jan'ya’, this word 

was also observed as a deviation. The word ‘Jan'ya’ in Bangla has the 

following equivalents: 

 Conjunction – for, because 

 Preposition – because of, on account of, owing to, for the sake 

of, in favor of, with regard to, toward, against. 

 

This word was, therefore, mostly misused when expressing possession of or 

causal due to the first person. For example, ‘the weather was very good for 

me’; ‘the cup was broken for me’. 

 

 
Figure 11: (pronounced prottek, proti, shob, shokol, shomosto, protteke, shokole) 

English words used every, every people 

  

For this one word in English, there are seven Bangla equivalents which are 

‘prottek, proti, shob, shokol, shomosto, protteke, shokole’. The meanings of 

these Bangla words are:  

 Adjective – each, every, all, whole, entire 

 Pronoun – everyone, every, everybody 

 

Because of so many meanings existing in Bangla and only one English 

equivalent, it was found from the corpus that students were inclined to 

mistranslate and use the English word ‘ every’. Examples are: ‘Every people’. 

The number of respondents making this deviation was also quite high at 28%. 
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Figure 12: (pronounce dara, kotrik, diye) English word used 'By' 

 

Two low frequency deviations were ‘by’ and ‘like, like as’ with respectively 

18% and 13% of the respondents consistently using the expressions. The 

word ‘by’ was used for Bengali expressions with English meanings of: 

 Preposition – by, through, with, per 

 Phrase – by dint of 

 

 
Figure 13: The Bengali words which use the same the equivalent English 

translated word "Like", "Like as" 

 

On the other hand because of the lack of English expressions for so many 

Bangla expressions, students showed tendency to use the two words ‘like’ 

and ‘like as’ for all the expressions. However, the lowest number of students 

made mistakes using these two expressions. An example of the deviation is 

– ‘She was looking as like beautiful’. 

 

Other than the mistakes or deviations made in ‘Tense’ and ‘Words and 

Phrases’ there were also some other sparingly made deviations found in the 

corpus. Students very often used the following words: ‘proudy’, ‘crowdy’, 

‘shoutedly’, ‘sleepily’, ‘charming’. While they added an extra suffix after 

some words, students also kept the form of other words correct as in the word 

‘charming’ but used them wrongly. Examples found from the corpus are: 

‘My native village is very charming’, ‘I was charmed to see the lake’.  

 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
The findings above suggest that the current students studying at universities 

in Bangladesh, even after having received 12 years of institutionalized 

teaching of English make mistakes in the very basic forms of English. The 

thought provoking factor here is that, these mistakes were not random rather 

were consistently made by several students. This fact also indicates that 

though not fully established, yet quite a traceable trend is being formed in 

the English used by the tertiary students of Bangladesh. What is fascinating 
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under this occurrence, if we could say so, is that this phenomenon might be 

suggesting the advent of a Bangladeshi English. What today’s teachers 

conceive as mistakes because of the deviation from the standard varieties of 

English, may not be considered mistakes in the future. Some of the students 

who are making these mistakes in English today are going to be future 

English language teachers in Bangladesh, and may conceive ‘mistakes’ as 

perfectly fine.  

 

The aim of this study was to investigate the usage of English by current 

university students of Bangladesh to locate any possible trend in English that 

deviates from the standard varieties. It has been found that a number of 

students were consistently making similar types of mistake in their use of 

English. The result also suggests that if the present situation continues with 

the students repeatedly making similar mistakes, there is a possibility of a 

Bangladeshi variety of English developing. The question is, if this is the 

dawn of a Bangladeshi English, whether the English language teachers and 

the policy makers should let it flourish. As the study by Hamid & Baldauf Jr. 

(2013) confirmed, present English language teachers are disapproving of 

such non-standardised practices, such studies can also help them remedy the 

situation of the observed deviations.  

 

Though this study indicates the advent of a Bangladeshi English, there were 

some limitations to this study. Firstly, the participants were the students of 

only one university in Bangladesh therefore the data collected provides a 

very partial image. A geographical variety can be undertaken in further 

studies to analyze any variations of the hypotheses. Secondly, only two 

language components ‘tense’ and ‘words and phrases’ were taken into 

consideration in this study. Further study can be done in all the other aspects 

of world English respective to Bangladesh. This will enable us to form a 

clearer picture of the ‘Bangladeshi English’. Also, to ascertain the hypothesis 

of this study the respondents can be provided with a set of sentences with 

specific “Bangladeshi English” sentences and let them decide on the 

“correctness” of the sentences.  
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Introduction 
There are over a million young people in England and Wales whose first 

language is not English. The label usually applied to them, pupils with 

‘English as an Additional Language’ (or ‘EAL’), is misleadingly simple. 

They are an enormously diverse cohort: some born and brought up in the UK 

in bilingual homes; others recent arrivals, perhaps passing through on a 

longer migration journey2. Some are confident multilinguals, literate in a 

broad repertoire of domains and language codes; others may be monolingual, 

perhaps taking their first steps into literacy and into formal education. Some 

have secure access to economic resources and established social networks; 

others are here illegally and their position in this country may be tenuous or 

under threat. 

 

Grouping such pupils together on the basis of their presumed proficiency in 

English is both simplistic and highly contested (Baker 2011: 207, García 

2011: 140-142). It conflates major differences in the cohort and obscures 

teachers’ views of their pupils in ways that can isolate young learners at 

crucial points in their school careers. The problem is compounded by a lack 

of consensus over who counts as 'EAL': different definitions are used at 

different levels of local and national government, by researchers, 

practitioners and by the pupils themselves. 

 

This paper looks at the challenge of defining ‘EAL’. It offers three 

perspectives, seeing how multilingual pupils are defined in current policy, in 

educational data, and by the pupils themselves. 

 

 

                                           
2 In this paper, ‘bilingual’ and ‘multilingual’ are used interchangeably to denote speakers of more than 

one language, with no comment on their proficiency in each. 

16 
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Methodology 
This paper is drawn from my broader doctoral study, a linguistic ethnography 

of multilingual pupils in the ‘EAL’ department of a South London secondary 

school.  The data in this larger study consist of extensive field notes from 

classroom observations, audio recordings of classroom talk and interviews 

with the pupils and their teachers. This is supplemented by a review of 

current policy on ‘EAL’ and interviews with a range of other education 

professionals at school, local authority and national level. 

 

This paper, based on a short conference presentation, offers extracts from 

this data set: three quotations from policy documents, a model of 

educational-data management drawn from interviews with staff at the school 

and at the Department for Education (DfE), and three micro-extracts from 

my classroom data. Together they illustrate the key contention of this paper: 

that the label ‘EAL’ obscures the reality of multilingual pupils’ experiences 

of schooling, and enacts an understanding of multilingualism as other to a 

narrow monolingual norm. 

 

 

 

Findings 
In policy 
Three quotations from policy documents will illustrate the dominant 

approach to multilingualism in the English education system3. The first is a 

definition of ‘EAL’ from the official guidance for school inspectors: 

 
English as an additional language (EAL) refers to learners whose first 

language is not English […] Pupils learning EAL are not a homogeneous 

group. 

(Ofsted 2009: 4) 

 

This is an authoritative definition: it is used during school inspections, the 

results of which can have a major impact on a school’s future. It is significant 

for two reasons: first, it offers an unusually clear definition of ‘EAL’, a 

policy term that is elsewhere contested. Second, it recognizes heterogeneity 

within the cohort; that is, it makes an explicit reference to ‘EAL’ as non-

homogenous, as a composite label encompassing pupils from different 

                                           
3 Although they are broadly comparable, there are significant differences between the education systems 

in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. This paper refers specifically to the English context. 
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linguistic backgrounds, with different migration trajectories and differential 

access to social and economic resources. 

 

The second quotation offers a more policy-oriented definition. In estimating 

the likely impact of changes to the GCSE exams, Ofqual (the examinations 

regulator) notes: 

 
We are using English as an additional language as a proxy for national origin, 

which is protected under the characteristic of race. 

(Ofqual 2013: 10) 

 

This presents ‘EAL’ as roughly synonymous (‘a proxy’) for national origin, 

and further equates it with a pupil’s race. It makes a connection between 

these three characteristics (‘EAL’, national origin and race) and the 

Equalities Act 2010 – legislation that protects against discrimination 

according to certain ‘protected characteristics’, such as race, sexual 

orientation and religious belief. 

 

The final quotation defines the limits of ‘EAL’. Current rules allow schools 

to ‘discount’ pupils from the league table calculations if the pupil has 

recently arrived from a non-English speaking country. Here, the Department 

for Education clarifies how this applies to officially multilingual countries, 

in which English is one of the national languages: 

 
While we appreciate that some children may speak a tribal language, these 

countries have reported that their official language is English, so requests [to 

discount pupils] will be automatically rejected in these cases. 

(DfE 2013: 3) 

 

Nation, language and person are tightly bound here: English is the prestige 

variety (in contrast to ‘tribal languages’) and there is a clear assumption that 

a language used in an official, national domain will therefore be used by all 

the citizens of that country. 

  

Together, these three quotations sketch out a policy approach to 

multilingualism based on a clear definition, with clearly bounded limits, that 

sits within a broader policy and statutory context. 

 

In educational data 
Educational data plays an extremely powerful role in school management 

(and is likely to play a greater role in the future, see e.g. Exley 2015). A great 

deal of information about pupils is collected, quantified and submitted to 
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central government to form the basis for school inspections and local 

accountability. It is important to ask how multilingual pupils are represented 

in this data, as it forms the basis on which resources are allocated and the 

quality of education judged. 

 

The primary locus for this data collection is the school. Information is 

collected by the school administrators and processed by the school data 

manager before being submitted to the RAISEonline system – a web-based 

service run jointly by the Department for Education and Ofsted that allows 

schools to access reports on pupil performance based on the data they submit. 

The National Pupil Database (NPD), a management system, draws data from 

both the school returns and the RAISEonline system (figure 1, below, shows 

this in schematic form).  

 

 
Figure 1: schematic representation of educational data flows. 

 

Several key points can be noted about this procedure. At school level it is 

very dependent on the data-management system purchased by the school: 

different systems have different options for recording language, ethnicity 

and nationality (which can be seen as three major components of ‘EAL’ – as 

in the extract from Ofqual 2013, above). This leads to some variation in how 

RAISEonline requests are understood and processed at school level. 

Interviews with data managers and analysts (at the Department for Education 

and in the school) reported wide variation between schools in the frequency 

and accuracy of this data collection. 

 

NPD 

School data collection 
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The RAISEonline system is authoritative, but problematic. One interviewee 

(who works for the RAISEonline team at the Department for Education) 

described it as ‘clunky’ and ‘not user intuitive’. It is difficult to produce fine-

grained reports that include multiple variables (such as gender, ethnicity and 

socio-economic status – which would be needed to examine the performance 

of, say, Pakistani boys with limited access to economic resources) and it does 

not include much of the data that would give insight into the differential 

experiences of pupils with EAL (such as their literacy practices, prior 

education or family networks).  

 

It is worth noting that the data reported by RAISEonline is always out of date: 

it depends on ‘validated’ data which are not released until the following year. 

Pupils whose personal or educational circumstances are most in flux (such 

as young migrants or those at the early stages of learning English) are those 

most likely to be misrepresented in these data. Young people who join the 

school mid-year (again, young migrants make up the majority of such 

movement) are unlikely to be visible in the official data for some time, 

especially if they arrive after pupil data are collected for the year. Despite 

these systematic weaknesses, RAISEonline is the main source of data for 

those who hold schools to account: Ofsted inspectors, governors and the 

school leaders themselves. 

 

In their own words 
Three micro-extracts of classroom talk will stand as a final illustration of the 

diversity of ‘EAL’. The context for all three is a ‘withdrawal’ classroom, 

where pupils at the earlier stages of learning English are withdrawn from 

their subject classes to study basic vocabulary and grammar. These extracts 

are taken from a single class, and all the names are pseudonyms. 

 

Extract 1: 

Teacher: Marco, do you know ‘relatives’? 

Maria: relativo 

Marco: yes 

 

Extract 2: 

Duda: … and then a second warning, after which you will be … 

 

Extract 3: 

Aman:  I so miss my mum. 
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In the first extract, we see the teacher asking a simple vocabulary question 

to Marco. Before he can reply, Maria steps in to translate for him. Her 

intervention answers the teacher’s question, and removes the need for Marco 

to respond fully; he simply replies ‘yes’, he does know the word. In the 

second extract, Duda is being told off by his teacher. Following the school 

behaviour policy, she tells him that he is being given a first warning, and he 

picks up the rest of the routine without missing a beat, using words he has 

heard her say many times before. In the third extract, we are studying family 

vocabulary. As the teacher explains the meaning of ‘aunt’ and ‘uncle’, Aman 

turns to me and whispers, ‘I so miss my mum’. 

 

 

 

Discussion 
This short paper has offered data from three different sources: from an 

analysis of policy documents on EAL, from interviews with data managers 

at the Department for Education and in the school, and micro-extracts of 

classroom talk. They all contribute to a broader picture. 

 

In policy, we see a narrow definition of multilingualism produced in 

opposition to a homogeneous monolingual norm. The use of ‘EAL’ as a 

proxy for ‘national origin’ conflates nationality and language: knowing the 

language a person speaks does not tell you (certainly not reliably) what 

nationality they are, and vice versa. Linking this to equalities legislation 

suggests a further elision of language and national identity: the legal 

definition of ‘race’ does include nationality and ethnicity, but not language 

(Equalities and Human Rights Commission 2015, GOV.UK 2015).  

 

The relationship between nationality and language is further strengthened in 

the ‘discounting’ policy. There, countries are assumed to be substantially 

monolingual and the use of a language at national level is seen as a reliable 

indicator that it is used by all citizens. This is in contrast to the multilingual 

reality of most of the world. Take Uganda as an example: it is one of the 

countries listed in the DfE (2013) document as having English as an ‘official’ 

language. Pupils from Uganda are therefore ineligible for ‘discounting’, 

suggesting that they are expected to have a sufficient command of English 

to follow the English school curriculum. Leaving aside any differences 

between the countries’ curricula and learning cultures, Uganda uses two 

‘official’ languages: English is the statutory national language and Swahili 

is the statutory national working language. English is the dominant language 

of wider communication, a second language for many people, with 
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Ganda/Luganda also widely used. Chiga and Nyanore are used as the 

medium of education in some areas. In total, 41 different languages are 

spoken in the territorial area of Uganda, with three languages (English, 

Swahili and Ganda/Luganda) widely used at national level (Crystal 2003, 

Ethnologue 2015). The status of ‘official’ language is here not synonymous 

with ‘L1’ in the manner assumed by the DfE. 

 

The use of ‘first language’ in the guidance for inspectors equally assumes a 

monolingual home environment. There is little scope, for example, for 

bilingual homes in which each parent speaks a different language; or for 

homes in which young people use a different language with their immediate 

and extended families. It also makes no mention of differential access to 

literacy, or the simultaneous maintenance of regional varieties and languages 

of wider communication. While the guidance notes that ‘pupils learning EAL’ 

are not a homogenous group, it is rooted in an assumption of monolingualism, 

tightly bounded to ethno-national identity. The ‘inclusive rhetoric of 

government policy towards linguistic difference’, Creese (2005: 42) argued, 

‘is held at the level of a celebratory discourse without any real bite’. 

Similarly, here we see superficial acknowledgement of diversity while ‘EAL’ 

is powerfully positioned in opposition to an implicit monolingual norm. 

 

This monolingualising (Heller 1995: 274) policy discourse is enacted in the 

collection and processing of educational data. At school level, data relevant 

to a full understanding of ‘EAL’ (such as the pupil’s language background, 

their prior schooling and their literacy practices) are often collected through 

questionnaires to parents on enrolment. This can be problematic: many 

families, for example, will report a regional lingua franca as the child’s first 

language, assuming that the school lacks the specific knowledge of minority 

or regional varieties. Variation in the frequency of (re-)collecting data means 

that changes in ethnic identification, developing linguistic repertoires and the 

acquisition (or loss) of legal status are not kept up to date. García (1996: vii), 

writing about the New York of twenty years ago, argued that: 

 
the ethnolinguistic identity of children is itself undergoing rapid change […] 

The greatest failure of contemporary education has been precisely its inability 

to help teachers understand the ethnolinguistic complexity of children […]. 

 

García was right not to lay the blame at the feet of practitioners. If schools 

do not collect accurate and timely data on the pupils, it is difficult to see how 

a rounded picture of their ethnolinguistic complexity can emerge. 
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Even when such data are collected, there are structural barriers to using it to 

support multilingualism in schools. At school-level, for example, the data 

management systems used are often able to record quite detailed information 

on language and ethnicity (though none, to my knowledge, allows 

information on literacy practices to be encoded). There is an expectation that 

schools will use this data to plan their provision, but in practice it is often 

lost. The RAISEonline system generates reports for Ofsted inspectors, 

governors and school leadership teams based on a much restricted set of 

variables. These reduce ethno-linguistic complexity to a small number of 

dominant nationalities and language varieties, intended to stand for much 

broader and more diverse areas. This can be seen, for example, in reports of 

attainment by (e.g.) ‘Chinese girls’ or ‘Pakistani boys’ – the latter, as one 

participant noted, making no distinction between children from rural 

backgrounds with little prior access to literacy and those from literate urban 

families, and therefore obscuring wide variation in educational achievement. 

It can be difficult, he argued, to justify time and resources spent on these 

children when the governors have a report saying that the cohort’s 

performance is broadly on target. At the national level, the NPD database 

reduces ethnolinguistic complexity still further, using a binary distinction 

between English-L1 and non-English-L1 as the main indicator of ‘EAL’.  

 

Educational data, at least in the current collection and analysis procedures, 

requires and reinforces an understanding of ethnically and linguistically 

homogeneous national identities. Bhabha (1994: 66) identified a conception 

of ‘fixity’ as an important underpinning of colonial discourse, something 

Leung et al. (1997: 547) pick up as the ‘reification’ of migrants: an important 

assumption in the discourses of ‘otherness’, discursively separating migrants 

from those playing a ‘permanent and integral part’ in the nation state. In the 

data-collection and -analysis routines used in the English education system, 

we see such fixity being enforced as important details (such as languages and 

ethnic identifications) are conflated, reified and reduced to over-simplified 

categories and blunt ‘EAL’ tick-boxes. 

 

In the classroom data, a more nuanced picture emerges. The first extract 

reveals a young person using her knowledge of two languages to interrupt an 

‘initiation-response-feedback’ routine between the teacher and another pupil 

(see also Creese and Blackledge 2010: 111). Despite being positioned by the 

school as someone with deficient linguistic proficiency who is in need of 

special ‘withdrawal’ classes, she is able to mediate the English-language 

lesson and help her classmate (whether he wanted help or not). In doing so 

she creates a more powerful subject position for herself (Le Page and 
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Tabouret-Keller 1985: 4) and indexes a more successful learner identity than 

was otherwise available to her. 

 

In the second extract, we see a young multilingual adopting the words of his 

teacher. He was being told off, but by appropriating her voice he is able to 

give implicit recognition to her authority without losing face – a ‘sharply 

ironic’ move that demonstrates his ability to engage in a ‘double-voiced 

discourse that is “internally dialogized” (Bakhtin 1981: 324)’, (Blackledge 

and Creese 2009b: 472). As in the first extract, the speakers demonstrate a 

nuanced command of different registers and codes, and deploy them 

appropriately. 

 

The final extract highlights the tragedy and absurdity of defining pupils only 

in terms of their ethnicity and linguistic proficiency (as the category of ‘EAL’ 

does, resting on restrictive and homogenising assumptions about language, 

ethnicity and nationality). The young person in the extract was nominally 

studying vocabulary about the family, but at that moment was entirely 

focused on his actual family, thousands of miles away in Afghanistan. His 

traumatic experience of unaccompanied migration and tentative settlement 

has been very different from that of some other ‘EAL’ pupils, such as those 

born and raised in bilingual homes in the UK, or those who have migrated 

with their families, secure in their legal status and with access to the 

economic and social resources that he lacks. In the terminology of the 

English education system, though, they are indistinguishable: ‘pupils with 

EAL’, whose first task is to learn English. 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
This short paper has sketched out some of the inconsistencies in the current 

definition of ‘English as an Additional Language’, and has shown how they 

are embedded in both policy and in official data about young multilinguals. 

There is a great deal left to be said; space has permitted only illustrative 

examples. Three points, though, can be made: 

 

• First, the well-attested assumption of monolingualism in 

education policy can also be seen in the management of 

educational data. Broad linguistic repertoires (Blommaert and 

Backus 2011, Busch 2012, Pennycook and Otsuji 2014) are 

reduced to ethno-linguistic/national labels, which in turn become 

a binary distinction between a putative monolingual norm and an 
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‘other’ (as in the binary between English-L1 and non-English-

L1).  

 

• Second, policy and data management reinforce each other, 

systematically excluding ‘EAL’ pupils from the league tables and 

data-driven reports that are used to hold schools to account. The 

ethnolinguistic complexity that García noted is obscured (though 

has been better recognised in the past, see Department for 

Education 2006: 3-4, 10-13). 

 

• Third, young people are not constrained by this; they negotiate 

and contest the ways that the education system positions them as 

deficient, showing great linguistic creativity (see, inter alia, 

Blackledge and Creese 2009a, 2010). 

 

Young multilinguals, then, find and create spaces to express the full 

complexity of their ethnolinguistic identities despite systemic barriers are 

placed in the way of that complexity being recognised. This paper has sought 

to show how those barriers are embedded in current policy and data 

management. How the young people respond to them is the focus of my on-

going research.   
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Introduction 
The study investigated the impact of teacher question strategies and task 

design factors on the performance of English as a foreign language (EFL) 

adolescent learners in a Japanese secondary school. The major contribution 

that teachers make to second language (L2) discourse is in the typical form 

of initiation, response, follow-up (IRF) exchange as well as in the form of 

giving instructions and feedback; however, questions are also often used to 

check students’ L2 knowledge (display questions) rather than ask personal 

and creative responses (referential questions). This suggests form is 

emphasized over meaning and accuracy over communication (Long & Sato, 

1984; White & Lightbown, 1984), which is different from the way people 

interact in real life communication.  

 

On the other hand, tasks are in popular use in L2 classroom settings for 

facilitating natural interactional modifications and language development 

(Mackey, 2012). The current study hypothesized that teacher questions 

might affect students’ task performance depending on the quality of 

questions given. However how to select appropriate tasks and how to 

validate or match tasks for the target English learners are significant 

questions (Samuda & Bygate, 2008) and has been a growing focus (Philip, 

Adams, & Iwashita, 2014). Thus, there is clearly a need for more classroom-

based studies which examine the effects of various design variables (e.g., 

manipulation, topic) on learner-learner interaction (Ellis, 2012). 

 

In addition, the issue of the appropriateness of the measures for identifying 

success of learners’ L2 task performance is still an open question (Mackey, 

2012). As for an approach to researching tasks, Skehan (2009) argued that 

17 
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task performance and the processing influences on it could be the major 

concerns. These are more frequently measured in studies exploring task 

characteristics and task conditions (Skehan, 1998; Ellis, 2003, Ellis & 

Barkhuizen, 2005, Foster, Tonkyn, & Wigglesworth, 2000). The notion of 

complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) has been used both as performance 

descriptors for the oral and written assessment of language learners as well 

as for an indication of learners’ proficiency when measuring progress in 

language learning (Housen & Kuiken, 2009).  

 

‘Complexity’ is defined as the extent to which learners produce elaborated 

language and the variations in their willingness to use more challenging and 

difficult language at the upper limit of their interlanguage systems (Skehan, 

2001). ‘Accuracy’ refers to how well the target language is produced 

(Skehan, 1996). ‘Fluency’ is defined as the production of language in real 

time without undue pausing, repetition or hesitation (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 

2005). Understandably, there has been a consensus that learners’ L2 

proficiency and L2 performance are multi-dimensional in nature. They 

cannot be measured only by the proficiency underlying their performance, 

though CAF whose three dimensions are distinct from one another could be 

a good reflection of performance. The purpose of this paper is to: 1) explore 

the role of teacher questions given in the first part of EFL communicative 

lessons, and 2) examine their impact and task design factors on students’ L2 

development by observing the complexity, accuracy and fluency in their 

performance in the group. 

 

The role of teacher questions 
Teachers utilize different types of questions. They are classified based on: 1) 

the depth of cognitive processing, some operating at the surface level (e.g., 

calling for the reproduction of content) and some at a deeper level (Koivukari, 

1987); 2) form (e.g., yes/no or WH questions); 3) communicative value (e.g., 

referential or display); 4) orientation (e.g., language focused or real-life 

content) (Hakansson & Lindberg, 1988) and so forth. Among these types, 

referential and display questions are most frequently used (Long & Sato, 

1984) in classrooms in which communication is valued. Referential 

questions intend to get students to use their imagination and creativity by 

providing contextual information about situations, events, actions and they 

often focus on content (e.g., ‘Have you ever…? What do you think about…?), 

whereas display questions ask knowledge of the learners to check 

comprehension and often focus on the form and meaning of grammar (e.g., 

What does …mean? What is the opposite of…?). Studies found display 

questions were frequently used and generally preferred by English as a 
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second language (ESL) teachers because they are quick (Long & Sato, 1981; 

White & Lightbown, 1984). However referential questions surpassed display 

questions in terms of eliciting varying lengths and complexity of responses 

(Brock, 1986; Long & Crookes, 1992; Nunan, 1990; White, 1992). On the 

other hand, it was found that secondary students in Hong Kong produced 

longer and more complex utterances in response to display questions (Wu, 

1993). Yang (2010) also found referential question did not make students 

produce longer responses, finding that students in Chinese language classes 

tended to economize on words in priority to meaning for instant 

communication. In a recent study of English as a foreign (EFL) classroom in 

Brunei, Ho (2005) suggested that display questions could be purposeful and 

effective in terms of institutional goals, yet disagreed with the categorization 

of the types of questions. Much of the literature on teacher questions pays 

particular attention to students' responses as discourse, however the current 

study is more concerned with how types of questions worked in the students’ 

group performance while engaging in tasks, since it seemed to be more 

natural to portray dynamic classroom interactions for L2 learning.   

 

Tasks and L2 production-complexity, accuracy and fluency  
Tasks used for pedagogical purposes in the classroom are considered to be 

beneficial for L2 development in terms of providing opportunities for 

comprehensible input, negotiation for meaning and form, production of 

output, and directing one’s attention to points of discrepancy between the 

interlanguage and the target language in a particular setting (Mackey, 2012). 

In researching tasks, one important topic is the role of tasks played by 

individual learner factors (e.g., working memory, language classroom 

anxiety and the learning that take place). This study, however, focuses on 

more specific variables as to how learners perform tasks in relation with how 

tasks are designed and manipulated.  

 

Types of task (e.g., one-way vs. two-way, open vs. cloze) have been most 

extensively studied in the research literature (Samuda & Bygate, 2008), 

along with the impact of various task design variables (e.g., topic familiarity, 

discourse mode) and implementation variables on learner-learner interaction. 

However, very few of them were investigated in a classroom (Ellis, 2003). 

Among various task design variables, the current study particularly focused 

on personal topic (familiarity) and a game element that makes learners 

compete for task completion (manipulation). Given that the topic enables 

learners to get personalized messages in the interactions, it may help learners 

to produce more spontaneous and natural language. Similarly, given that the 

task has a game element, with learners tending to compete to get winning 
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results, the task may encourage adolescent learners to engage in tasks more 

seriously and may create an authentic atmosphere for L2 production. These 

factors seem to be very important particularly for EFL learners. However, to 

date there has been little focus on task design factors which motivate active 

task engagement. 

       

This study followed a cognitive approach to measure L2 performance and 

focused on complexity (lexis), accuracy and fluency (Skehan, 2009; Housen 

& Kuiken, 2009, Skehan, 2014). Complexity focuses on the extent to which 

learners vary in their willingness to use more challenging and difficult 

language (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005; Housen & Kuiken, 2009), and to 

restructure more complex subsystems of language (Foster & Skehan, 1996). 

Lexical richness which is generally measured by calculating type-token ratio 

(Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005), is also considered to be a measure of complexity. 

Type-token ratio is defined as the total number of different words used (types) 

divided by the total number of words in the text (tokens) (Robinson, 1995). 

For the low-level English learner who can only produce a limited range of 

grammatical structures but might be able to employ a variety of words, 

lexical complexity is perhaps a good measurement. Accuracy is measured in 

terms of how accurately a learner uses the L2 (Ellis & Barkhuizen 2005), 

and it is clearly distinguished from complexity. Fluency has two distinct 

dimensions; the speed of speaking and breakdown fluency (number and 

length of pauses in speech).  It is seen in the rate and density of delivery 

(Skehan, 1998; Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005) and hesitation phenomena 

including repair fluency such as the number of false starts and repetitions 

(Ellis & Barkhuizen 2005). Foster and Skehan (1996) and Skehan and Foster 

(1999) investigated the impact of a certain task type (e.g. narrative, personal, 

argumentation) on task performance examining fluency, accuracy and 

complexity of the ESL university level students’ language. They found that 

fluency and accuracy improved on personal tasks, since these were already 

sufficiently familiar to the students; students performed more fluently 

regardless of pre-planning time. Personal tasks also gave rise to less complex 

use of language. They suggested that the learners’ affective characteristics 

and task familiarity would relate with the learners' willingness to engage with 

L2 and could be measurable factors. So far, however, there has been little 

discussion about the relationship between topic familiarity and L2 

performance on CAF. The study thus proposes the examination of the impact 

of topic familiarity and task design factors on CAF in EFL classrooms in a 

Japanese secondary school.   
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Method 
Research questions 
The study was conducted in classrooms in which a teacher-learner 

interaction phase took place prior to the task activities and the students’ task 

performance phase. The study seeks to address the following questions:  

 Which type of teacher question (referential or display) is more 

successful to elicit a grammatical structure and a longer response 

from the students? 

 Which task (picture difference or personal information exchange) is 

used more effectively in terms of eliciting complexity, accuracy and 

fluency between the groups who received referential questions and 

display questions? 

 

Participants  
In this study there were thirty-eight junior high school students (8 male, 30 

female) aged 12-16. They have studied English for less than three years in 

3.3 hours of classes (including a 50 minute class by a native speaker of 

English) per week at their college of music junior high school alongside 

everyday music lessons and practices. Many of the students were beginners 

and had not learned English grammar before the age of 13 when the junior-

high school curriculum started. The study was divided into two groups: a 

referential group (n=12) which included one bilingual student (Chinese and 

Japanese), and a display group (n=11), including a bilingual (English and 

Japanese) student. The referential group and the display group were 

counterbalanced by the effect of operational order. There was no significant 

difference between the groups in terms of the scores collected from written 

pre-tests of question formations. As a control group, fifteen students 

receiving no treatment also participated in the experiment. 

 

Materials 
The teacher used referential questions to ask mostly about a student’s 

personal life in order to elicit extensive and creative responses from the 

students (e.g., ‘Where are you going for your holiday this vacation?’ ‘How 

was the concert last weekend?’), whereas display questions were used to 

elicit mainly recall for the reproduction of content and description of the 

story (e.g., ‘What is apple bobbing at Halloween?’ ‘How many landmines 

are still buried in over 70 countries today?’) from the textbook the students 

were studying.   

 

As for tasks, picture difference and personal information exchange tasks 

were made different in terms of a game element and the personal topic (Table 
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1). A game element which will make learners race for task completion and a 

personal topic which will enable learners to personalize the task were 

examined to see whether they were effective enough for the adolescent 

students to give rise to complexity, accuracy and fluency. Other factors 

related to task implementation variables such as repetition and pre-planning 

were controlled and made identical on a like for like basis in this study. Table 

1 highlights the distinctions between the tasks.  

 
Distinction: Game element Personal topic 

Task   

Picture Differences Yes  No 

Personal Information Exchange No  Yes 

Table 1: Task differences 

 

The picture difference activity was used to promote students' ability to 

identify differences between similar pictures by using question formations 

to gather the information they needed. Studies of learner performance on a 

series of tasks have shown that various question forms could be effectively 

targeted. The performance on these tasks was helpful to learners to improve 

their production of questions as measured in pre-/post-tests. (Mackey, 1999; 

McDonough & Mackey, 2000). Participants were divided into two groups to 

compete on the speed of task completion, which was on a first-come-first-

served basis. To avoid participants spotting the difference and only uttering 

one word, participants in each group were allowed to rehearse what and how 

to ask for differences in the pictures they had.  

 

The Personal Information Exchange task required participants to exchange 

personal information by asking questions (e.g., ‘what do you hate most’ 

‘what will it be when you are in your twenties?’). The participants were given 

planning time in which they were allowed to make notes in English on a 

piece of paper before doing the task. Participants were divided into small 

groups and exchanged their information one by one.  

 

Procedure 
The experiment was undertaken in school classes in which a non-native EFL 

teacher interacted with the participants three days a week. Participants were 

informed beforehand about the purpose of the procedure for language 

learning including tests, task treatment and voice recordings, which were 

distinct from their regular textbook-based lessons. Participants in both 

groups (Referential group and Display group) took a pretest a day before the 

treatment as a part of an in-class activity. One lesson consisted of three 

phases: a teacher-led interaction phase (whole class) in which students were 
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provided teacher questions (referential group/ display group) one by one; a 

text-based lesson phase including explicit instruction of grammar points and 

translation in the learners’ L1 (Japanese); and the students task performance 

in the group phase of the lesson. The teacher question phase took 

approximately 7 minutes of the 50 minutes of each lesson; about 10-15 

minutes were allocated to text-based instruction and the task treatment lasted 

approximately 20-30 minutes including student planning time. 

 

In the teacher’s phase of the lesson, Class A received referential questions 

(referential group) and Class B received display question (display group) in 

the first term (Term 1). The two groups were counterbalanced between Term 

1 and Term 2 by the effects of task order. The groups were statistically 

homogeneous in terms of their English proficiency in using question 

formations (t (20) =1.14, p > .27). 

 

In the students’ task performance phase of the lesson, three different contents 

in the same task design were employed three times in a row per week. The 

task treatment lasted for about 3 to 4 weeks in each term.  

 

Analyses and coding 
Audio-recordings of teacher questions and students’ responses were 

transcribed and complexity, accuracy and fluency were identified and the 

number was calculated. 

 

As for the measure of complexity, this research examined the grammatical 

aspect in terms of the number of different words used in the speech. Lexical 

richness was calculated by type-token ratio (Robinson, 1995). The measure 

seemed to be suitable to indicate lexical complexity of low-level learners 

who were not able to produce long texts. 

 

Accuracy was measured by identifying error free clauses and was calculated 

by dividing the total number of independent clause units multiplied by 100 

(Foster & Skehan, 1996). To indicate the extent to which the learner is 

oriented towards accuracy, the study included the number of self-corrections. 

 

Fluency in terms of repair or modification was measured, for which Skehan 

(1998) used hesitation phenomena rather than breakdown fluency which 

measures pause length and speech rate. Although it would not be normal not 

to combine the measurement of two aspects of spoken production (speed and 

hesitation phenomena), there seemed to be little point identifying pauses and 

breakdowns as a sign of dysfluency when considering the nature of 
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interactional conversations for the task completion where students tended to 

pause to think about what and how to say something. Thus, this study 

examined repair fluency including reformulations, repetitions, and false 

starts which were identified only for clauses. Repetition of words used as 

fillers (e.g., ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘okay’) were not identified for one or two words.  

 

 

 

Results 
Research question 1 
The first research question asked: Which type of teacher question is more 

successful to elicit a grammatical structure and a longer response from the 

students who received referential questions or display questions? To identify 

any grammatical structure from students’ audio-recorded transcription, the 

number of turns which produced a sentence structure (subject + verb, subject 

+ verb + object /complement) was calculated for each group, which is shown 

in Table 2. Display group (18) produced more than twice as much as those 

of the referential group (8), though the number produced was extremely low. 

The total number of words in students’ responses and the total duration of 

teacher questions (referential group: 518 words in 86.8 minutes; display 

group: 448 words in 81.9 minutes) over 6 weeks revealed that there was not 

much difference between the groups. The data appear to suggest that the ratio 

of grammatical structures produced in response to display question was 

much larger than those in response to referential questions which tended to 

elicit a single word or short phrase not to break down their natural 

communication. On the other hand, students in the display question group 

appear to use a grammatical structure showing their reproduction of what 

they have learnt or what they knew from the textbook.  

 
 Referential group Display group 

The number of turns produced per sentence 8 18 

Total number of words produced in response 518 words 448 words 

Total time of the teacher question and response 86.8 minutes 81.9 minutes 

Table 2: Comparison of number of grammatical structures, words 

and total duration of teacher questions 

 

Research question 2 
The second question asked: Which task is used more effectively in terms of 

complexity, accuracy and fluency, the group which received referential 

questions or display questions? Table 3 shows the number of different words 

in the two tasks to indicate complexity in participants’ task performance. The 

right column shows the ratio of the total number of different words used 
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(types) divided by the total number of words in the text (tokens) shown. 

Lexical richness is generally measured by calculating type-token ratio and 

the closer the type-token ratio is to one, the greater the lexical richness (Ellis, 

2012). Table 3 shows the referential group in the picture difference task 

indicated .16 and that of display group indicated .17 in the same task. While 

in the personal information exchange, the type-token ratio of the referential 

group showed .11 and similarly that of the display group showed .10. 

Surprisingly, lexical complexity in each column was extremely low, while 

there was no distinct difference between the groups (referential and display 

groups), and only a slight difference between the two tasks.  

 
Lexical Complexity Type-token ratio 

(different words used / the total number of words)  

Picture Differences   

Referential .16 (160/ 1014) 

Display .17 (168 / 989) 

Personal Information Exchange  

Referential .11 (234 / 2082) 

Display .10 (168 / 1665) 

Table 3: Complexity of two groups in each task design 

 

Next, accuracy of participants’ performance was measured by counting the 

number of error-free clauses including error-free morphosyntax and error-

free vocabulary. Error-free clauses were shown per total number of 

independent clauses which were identified only in independent clauses since 

no sub-clausal units were found in the participants’ performance in this study. 

Table 4 figures the referential group’s ratio of error-free clauses at .84 and 

that of the display group at .79 in picture differences, whereas in personal 

information exchange, the referential group indicated .71 and the display 

group indicated .76. In contrast to the result for lexical complexity, there was 

not much difference either between groups or tasks, however accuracy 

occurred with greater frequency (the referential group in the picture 

difference task showed .84, whereas complexity showed .16). 

 
Accuracy Ratio of error-free clauses  

(errors-free clauses / the total number of clauses)  

Picture Differences Task  

Referential .84 (141/167) 

Display .79 (112/142) 

Personal Information Exchange  

Referential .71 (175/247) 

Display .76 (168/222) 

Table 4: Accuracy of two groups in each task design 
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Lastly, Table 5 shows the fluency that was indicated by showing the number 

of clauses in which any repair fluency such as reformulation, false starts, and 

repetitions did not appear. The number of such clauses is shown with the 

total number of clauses to indicate the ratio. The referential group figure 

is .41 whereas the display group figure is .42 in picture differences. On the 

other hand, the referential group in the personal information exchange task 

figure is .73 and the display group shows .73. Despite both the referential 

group and the display group performing similarly in fluency, a distinct 

difference was not made between the participants in the referential and 

display groups but there was a difference between the two tasks. The 

personal information exchange task could successfully elicit a more fluent 

performance than the picture difference task, although complexity and 

accuracy were not markedly different.  

 
Fluency Ratio of fluent clauses 

(the number of clauses with no reformulation, false starts, 

repetitions / the total number of clauses) 

 

Picture Differences Task  

Referential .41  (69 /167) 

Display .42  (60 /142) 

Personal Information Exchange  

Referential .73  (180 / 247) 

Display .71  (159/ 222) 

Table 5: Fluency of two groups in each task design 

 

 

 

Discussion 
Contrary to the results from some published studies which found referential 

questions elicited varying lengths and complexity (Brock, 1986; Long & 

Crookes, 1992; Nunan, 1990; White, 1992), findings observed in this study 

were not consistent. The study found that the display group produced twice 

as many grammatical structures than those in the referential group. Findings 

also revealed that a number of students in the referential group tended to 

economize on words in their communication by using only one word, in spite 

of producing almost the same number of words. This was consistent with 

Yang’s study (2010) in Chinese language classes and Wu’s study (1993) 

which revealed students in Hong Kong produced longer and more complex 

utterances in response to display questions. This might be explained in that 

students who received display questions tended to simply produce 

grammatical structures, recalling the texts in the textbook, paying more 

attention to form, and being aware of the purpose of teacher's questions 
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which was to ask knowledge rather than to communicate. Consequently, it is 

questionable whether there is a relationship between the longer responses 

towards display conversations at the surface level of cognitive process and 

L2 development. Also, it might be argued that the impact of teacher 

questions might vary depending on learners’ L2 proficiency level. However 

a question remains unanswered at the moment. What role does classroom 

discourse play for pedagogical purposes on the one hand and meaningful 

communication on the other? A further study with more focus on classroom 

conversation and L2 acquisition is therefore suggested.   

 

Next, findings observed for research question two showed that both display 

questions and referential questions did not seem to have any impact on 

lexical complexity, however they revealed a slight difference between the 

two tasks. The picture differences task is distinct from the personal 

information exchange one in that the former had a game element and the 

latter was more personal. It might be argued that tasks with a game element 

might successfully push learners to produce a wider variety of words 

compared to personal tasks. However, it should be noted that the type-token 

ratio indicating lexical diversity was extremely low, regardless of the type of 

teacher questions or task design variables. This may be explained due to the 

task design itself. Unlike opinion-gap tasks, both information-gap tasks 

resulted in eliciting a very limited number of possible outcomes. For instance, 

the participants in the picture difference and personal information exchange 

tasks were required to use a certain pattern of forms repeatedly in the 

conversation (e.g., ‘Is there…?’, ‘What do you like….’), which might 

inevitably limit the variety of expressions to be produced. Clearly, this may 

suggest that complexity is controlled by task design variables.   

 

By contrast, accuracy was fairly consistent between groups and between 

tasks. Since learners’ English proficiency level was almost identical at the 

pre-test stage, no difference in accuracy might have been made. Instead, one 

question that might need to be asked is why the accuracy figure was much 

higher than that for complexity. A possible explanation for this might be that 

the more words are produced, the more the errors take place, and this is 

understandable in situations where the lexical complexity was quite low. In 

addition, the results are likely to be related to the classroom atmosphere 

where learners had opportunities to listen to their peers’ utterances carefully, 

imitate and use them in turn for their task completion with other peers. This 

would not happen easily in laboratory-based research. To develop a full 

picture of the dynamic interactions for L2 learning in the classroom, 

additional studies will be needed.    
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Finally, the results for fluency appear to suggest that task types generated 

different L2 performance, which was in line with studies by Foster & Skehan 

(1996) and Skehan & Foster (1999). This may be explained by the fact that 

personal tasks were already sufficiently familiar to the students (Foster & 

Skehan, 1996; Skehan & Foster, 1999). This study also confirms their 

findings that personal tasks generate less complex use of language. Another 

possible explanation for this is that a personal topic fits best to the adolescent 

learners who were at a sensitive age in the process of establishing their own 

identities, which could be attributed to more fluent language production. It 

can thus be suggested that a personal topic is likely to generate more fluent 

language production, however more research on the issue for different ages 

needs to be undertaken. Fluency in the current study measured the number 

of repetitions, false starts and reformulations, but the data are not sufficient 

to draw conclusions. To maximize learners’ motivation for active 

engagement in the task, we could infer that teachers need to organize and 

utilize a mixture of pedagogical tasks taking value from the topics and 

interests of the target learners. Furthermore, there is some controversy 

regarding the standard measures of CAF (Housen & Kuiken, 2009); more 

robust and varied measures should be applied in classroom-based research 

in which the dynamic processes of learning are taking place.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The current study revealed that referential questions and display questions 

did not have any impact on L2 performance in terms of complexity, accuracy 

and fluency, though there was a distinction between tasks. In addition, the 

findings observed during teacher questions revealed that display questions 

elicited more grammatical structures than referential group in which students 

tended to produce one word answers to keep up a meaningful conversation. 

Accuracy also did not show a distinct difference between the picture 

difference and personal information exchange tasks, yet accuracy showed a 

high percentage in both tasks compared to lexical complexity. Fluency was 

generated much more in the personal task than the other one which involved 

a game element. The combination of task utility for pedagogical purposes 

and learners’ interests is therefore recommended and further research on the 

issue is called for.  
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Introduction 
The effective building of relationships across cultures is of central 

importance in today’s globalising world. However, although it is identified 

(either explicitly or implicitly) as a key element of intercultural competence 

(e.g. Griffith and Harvey, 2001; Gudykunst, 2004; Spencer-Oatey and 

Franklin, 2009) in a number of models, and various process steps for 

developing it have been proposed, there have been few qualitative studies 

that have examined its development at a detailed level. This paper addresses 

this lacuna of research by reporting an in-depth empirical study of a group 

of Chinese government officials who visited the USA for three weeks, with 

the explicit aim of ‘building relations’. It explores the Chinese participants’ 

experiences from a ‘developing competence’ perspective. 

 

The paper starts by briefly outlining the key elements of some well-known 

intercultural competence models (Bennett, 2009; Byram, Nichols, & Stevens, 

2001; Deardorff, 2006; Gudykunst, 2004): motivation/attitudes, knowledge 

and skills, as well as desired internal and external outcomes associated with 

the development of competence.  

 

Next it describes and analyses the case study data that were collected. The 

participants’ reflection data formed the starting point for our analyses. We 

focus particularly on how their understanding, attitudes and behaviour 

developed during the course of the visit, i.e. how, and to what extent, growth 

in competence in managing relations occurred. 

 

Finally, the paper relates the findings to the competence models discussed 

earlier in the paper, considering how adequate they are for accounting for the 

18 
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data. We argue that while the models offer useful generalized insights, they 

do not account very well for the goal-oriented nature of professional 

intercultural interaction, such as occurred in this case study. Some brief 

suggestions are made for adjustments to the models. 

 

Models of intercultural competence  
Before looking at the models of intercultural competence, it is worth defining 

the term the “competence in building intercultural relations”. We use it to 

refer to the ability to develop, through interaction, ‘good’ relations with 

people from other cultural groups and to “handle the psychological demands 

and dynamic outcomes that result from such interchanges” (Spencer-Oatey 

and Franklin, 2009, p. 51). ‘Good’ here can be interpreted as smooth, 

appropriate, effective, and so on, i.e. it can be personally defined, 

underscoring the subjective nature of the evaluation of relationship quality.  

 

It has been broadly agreed that intercultural competence comprises three 

important components: motivation/attitudes, knowledge and skills (Byram, 

Nichols, & Stevens, 2001; Deardorff, 2006). Motivation is what inspires 

people to engage in intercultural interaction. Gudykunst (2004) defines it as 

certain basic needs that motivate us, including the need for a sense of security, 

the need for self-confirmation and the need to avoid anxiety. For example, 

in order to sustain our self-conceptions, we are attracted to those who support 

our self-concept, and this influences our choices of the people with whom 

we form relationships. 

 

However, a growing number of researchers have focused their attention on 

attitudes rather than basic needs as the central motivating factor. Deardorff 

(2006) lists respect (valuing other cultures), openness (being open to cultural 

learning, to people from other cultures and withholding judgment), and 

curiosity and discovery (tolerating ambiguity) as the requisite attitudes in her 

pyramid model of intercultural competence. They are also the place where 

her process model (2006) starts. Similarly, Bennett (2009) suggests that, in 

order to develop our intercultural competence, first and foremost we need to 

foster attitudes that motivate us. For example, it is critical to keep an open 

mind, i.e. “suspending assumptions and judgments, leaving our minds open 

to multiple perspectives” (Bennett, 2009, p. 128).  

 

The knowledge component of intercultural competence refers to the 

cognitive information we need in order to communicate effectively and 

appropriately. It includes both culture-specific information and more general 

cultural awareness such as knowledge of stylistic differences (e.g. degree of 
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openness or explicitness) and alternative interpretations (Gudykunst, 2004; 

Deardorff, 2006).  

 

In comparison, the skill component has been studied from numerous 

perspectives. Drawing on her research with leading intercultural experts, 

Deardorff (2006) proposes the ability to listen, observe, interpret, analyse, 

evaluate, and relate in her widely-cited process model.  

 

So, according to these models, a person with the right motivation/attitudes, 

combined with increased knowledge and skills, may experience an informed 

shift in frame of reference (e.g. in adaptability, flexibility, and empathy) and 

develop an ethnorelative view. This desired internal outcome, through 

interaction, can then facilitate the achievement of a desired external outcome, 

viz. behaving effectively and appropriately in an intercultural situation. This 

may then feed back into attitudes. In Deardorff’s (2006) terms, intercultural 

competence should thus be understood as a process that emerges through 

interaction. 

 

 

 

Case study data 
Having reviewed relevant theoretical models, we now focus on the case 

study data that we collected. In this section, we describe the background to 

the case, a Chinese delegation visit to the USA, and explain the focus of our 

analyses. 

 

The delegation comprised twenty senior officials from the Chinese Ministry 

of X, which has had a long-term relationship with its American counterpart, 

the US Department of X (American Government Department, abbreviated 

as AGD). Both sides had agreed on the schedule for the delegation visit in 

advance. The group visited six major American cities during their three-

week visit, and had twenty-six meetings with twenty-three American 

organisations, both governmental and non-governmental. The overall host 

was the AGD. Among these exchanges, seventeen meetings were video 

recorded completely, four meetings and one banquet were video recorded in 

part with supplementary audio recordings, and at five meetings recordings 

were not allowed due to the nature of the American government 

organisations. All the names of the organisations, people, cities and states 

have been anonymised. 
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Typically, members of high-level official delegations, usually leaders from 

various departments, do not have much contact with each other before their 

trips. After returning home, they frequently only hold one formal internal 

meeting to summarize and reflect on their intercultural experiences, though 

during their trip they might discuss informally some matters that arise.  

 

This delegation differed from most others in this regard. The head of the 

delegation (henceforth, HOD) was already a leader of the other delegates in 

their daily work and, perhaps because of this, he formally dedicated a 

considerable amount of time during the trip to an internal meeting in the 

evening of every working day, after and/or before special events. These 

evening reflection and planning meetings, (henceforth, EMs), aimed to 

report, share and understand in a timely and efficient manner any issues 

arising from their intercultural contact with their American counterparts. 

Therefore, the Chinese officials’ spontaneous comments at the EMs formed 

the starting point for our analyses. We examined how their competence in 

managing relations, i.e., their understanding, attitudes and behaviour, 

developed over the course of the visit. 

 

 

 

Developing competence in building intercultural relations  
It is noteworthy that the primary goal of the trip for the Chinese officials was 

to build intercultural relations. This was highlighted at the pre-departure 

meeting and reiterated during the visit. At the very first evening meeting, for 

example, the HOD explicitly identified it as a central goal: 

 
…throughout our stay in the US, we must constantly enhance our image. 

Second, as we’ve said at the dinner, keep off the politically sensitive topics, 

properly handling the relations with the American side. This trip is hosted by 

the US Department of X (AGD) as our counterpart…We will visit different 

American X organisations, and some are at the grass-roots level. This is more 

likely to deepen our understanding of the administration of the American X 

system. Therefore, we must develop a good relationship with every 

organisation in order to further promote the development of relations between 

the Chinese Ministry of X and the United States Department of X. From the 

day we arrived in the US till the day we leave, we must put the relations with 

AGD first and every exchange and every visit are opportunities to boost our 

relations…They are the two most important points that I want to make [italics 

added]. 

Data extract 1: EM comment 

[……在美期间，大家要一直不断提升我们的形象。第二，我们在吃晚饭的时候也说

到了这点，不要涉及政治敏感话题，要处理好和美方的关系。这次等于是美国 X 部
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作为我们的对口单位接待我们……我们也会去拜访不同的美国 X 机构，拜访一些基

层单位，这更能加深我们对美国 X 系统管理模式的了解，所以跟每个单位要搞好关

系，进一步推动中美 X 部关系的发展。从我们踏入美国第一天起，到我们离开美国，

都要把和美方 X 部的关系放在首位，每一次交流和访问都是增进关系的契机……这

是我要提到的最重要的两点。] 

 

As can be seen, the group had a clear focus on building intercultural relations, 

and this was a key motivation for the delegation. Gifts emerged as a central 

theme in the Chinese delegation’s relational planning and reflection and so 

we examine below how their competence in managing intercultural relations 

through gift-giving developed (or failed to develop) during the course of the 

visit. 

 

The group dedicated a considerable amount of time during their EMs to 

discussing the giving of gifts. Of course, they talked about the specific gifts 

they had prepared for the Americans as well as the gifts they had received.  

Yet to understand the developmental process that they went through, it is 

helpful to explore the following questions that the group raised, either 

explicitly or implicitly:  

 

 Do Americans open gifts upon receipt, in line with what they had 

been told? 

 Is gift-giving important to Americans? 

 Do they still need to give gifts to individual professionals in 

addition to organisational gifts? 

 

As with most Chinese governmental organisations, the department of foreign 

affairs (or international department) of the Chinese ministry held a pre-

departure meeting for the outbound delegation. This meeting included a 

cultural briefing. The officials were also given a cultural handbook with so-

called ‘cultural facts’ and lists of dos and don’ts. Both the briefing and the 

handbook aimed at preparing the Chinese officials for the upcoming visit.   

 

At the pre-departure training, they were told in a stereotypical manner that 

unlike Chinese who generally preferred not to open gifts immediately after 

receiving them, Americans always opened their gifts on the spot. 

Interestingly, on the very first day, the delegates encountered two 

contradictory experiences.  

 

At the end of the morning meeting on Day 1, the American speaker did not 

open the gift upon receipt, nor did the speaker at the afternoon meeting. 
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According to the EM data, the Americans’ behaviour was surprising to the 

Chinese group. However, the delegates were quick to notice the breach of 

the expected norms and to accept their occurrence in real-life interaction. 

They neither revealed their surprise nor queried it with the Americans during 

the daytime meetings. The video recordings show that they all kept silent and 

displayed blank faces. In the evening, they reported they were glad that they 

had not said anything. 

 
I noticed that there might be unexpected things or situations we could not 

understand. We’d better note them down and bring them to the evening 

discussions rather than raising them with the Americans in public. For 

example, today the American professors did not open their gifts on the spot 

even though we were told that Americans would like to open the gifts 

immediately in front of the donors. We’d better keep silent rather than asking 

them why they did not do that, so I think we should keep this attitude. When 

it comes to problematic situations, we should not speak or behave rashly. 

We’d better show that nothing is going wrong; otherwise it may embarrass 

both sides. We may discuss the reasons and solutions as much as possible in 

our internal meetings afterwards. Let’s accomplish the mission of the visit 

successfully. 

Data extract 2: EM comment by the DHOD 

[……我注意到可能会有一些出乎我们意料的事情或者是情况，我们不一定当下能明

白。最好是大家都记下来，晚上开会的时候讨论，不要当着其他人的面直接跟美国

人提出来。比如说，虽然我们都以为美国人会当着我们的面打开礼物，但是今天美

方教授都没有当下打开礼物。我们最好就像今天一样当下就不要吭声，不要问对方

问什么不打开。我认为我们应该保持这种态度。如果出现情况，我们最好不要仓促

说话或者是行事。我们要表现出一切正常，要不双方都会尴尬。大家可以在内部会

议中讨论分析，解决问题，圆满完成这次出行任务。] 

 

Clearly, the American professors’ behaviour violated the group’s 

expectations which were based on the information they had been told in their 

pre-departure training. However, through their experiences and observations, 

they easily and successfully overcame their stereotypical expectations and 

realised that the cultural knowledge they had been told clearly did not always 

apply.  

 

Additionally, they managed to withhold their surprise as they did not want 

their intercultural interactants to recognize that they thought something was 

going wrong or that something unexpected had happened. This reflected 

their desire to regulate their emotions. As also can be seen in the EM 

comment above (Data extract 2), the delegation affirmed the strategy of 

emotional concealment and verbal closedness in the presence of their 

intercultural interactants, especially in meetings. They believed this would 
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help them achieve the primary goal of the trip: to build and develop good 

relations with the Americans.  

 

With respect to the second question “Is gift-giving important to Americans?”, 

it took them longer to discover the answer. For the Chinese officials, the 

importance of gift-giving was self-evident. That is why they focused their 

relational efforts before the trip on gift-giving, i.e. they planned carefully 

what kinds of gifts to bring to the United States. At each of the intercultural 

events, they gave gifts to the American organisations and individual 

professionals, and mindfully observed the recipients’ reactions. 

 

During the EMs, they always reflected on how their gift-giving had worked 

out during the day and then planned for the next day. In this way, they used 

their learning about gift-giving to feed into their relational planning for the 

subsequent intercultural activities. Gradually, the group discovered that gift-

giving was not that important to Americans. After receiving a gift at the 

welcome banquet on Day 1, the group did not receive any further gift from 

the Americans until Day 7 when they visited a non-governmental 

organisation. While appreciating the Americans’ warm response to the 

Chinese gifts, they found it more difficult to understand why the Americans 

did not give them any gifts.  

 
To be frank, originally I thought the Americans did not care about us by not 

preparing any gifts for us when we visited some organisations. Many of us 

thought the same. For example, this week it was like this when we went to X 

government bodies. Whenever we host a foreign delegation, we will at least 

prepare one gift. That’s the normal situation. I used to visit some organisations 

(in my overseas trips), so usually they would give gifts when we left. We 

probably have misunderstood the American organisations. As the DHOD 

summarized at the (evening) meetings, they may not have the habit of giving 

gifts. 

Data extract 3: EM comment by D5 on Day 5 

[……坦白说，我原来以为美方根本就不在乎我们，我们拜访一些单位，根本就没给

我们准备礼物，大家好多人都是这么觉得，比如说这个礼拜，我们去拜访 X 政府机

构的时候。我们如果接待外国代表团，最起码都会准备一份礼物，这才是正常的情

况。我原来出访，去拜访的机构少得多，所以一般离开那些单位，也都会给我们送

礼物。大家可能误解美方单位了，就像副团长会上总结的那样，他们可能没有送礼

物的习惯。] 

 

Clearly, they seem to have subtly modified their perceptions during the 

course of the first week. The cumulative experiences of intercultural 

interaction and ongoing reflections helped them raise their cultural 
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awareness in this regard, i.e., realise that perceptions of the importance of 

gift-giving might differ, and begin to adjust their frame of reference with 

regard to gift-giving. 

 

With respect to the third question “Do they still need to give gifts to 

individual professionals in addition to organisational gifts?”, it is similarly 

interesting to note the process of the development over time of the group’s 

understanding. On several occasions the American professionals, officials 

and non-officials alike, were surprised by the fact that even though the 

Chinese delegation gave a gift to their organisation, they also gave a personal 

gift. On one occasion, an American professional, P1, even mistook the 

personal gift for an office gift. 

 
1 HOD: 使我们对……的大体状况有了一个了解，非常 

2  感谢。 

3 Interpreter: Thank you. We have a small gift for you.  

4  ((P1 takes the gift and looks at it  

5  attentively.))  

6 HOD: 给你个小礼物。对你表示感谢。 

7 P1: We have an office gift, but I think P3  

8  (Director-General) was going to give it to  

9  you either this afternoon or tomorrow. ((P1  

10  lifts her head and says it to the room.)) 

11 Interpreter: 对，他们办公室也有礼物，但是下午，他们的 

12  总管 P3 会- 

13 HOD: 这是给你的。((HOD pats her shoulder.))  

14 Interpreter: This is just for YOU. 

15 P1: Oh! ((P1 is surprised.)) 

16  ((All the delegates laugh at her reaction.)) 

17 P1: THANK YOU! ((She smiles happily.)) 

18  This is BEAUTIFUL!      

Data extract 4: Video recording 

 

In this extract, P1’s verbal and non-verbal expression of delightful surprise 

from lines 15 to 18 pleased the group, who laughed appreciatively at her 

reaction. In this way, the meeting came to a happy end. At the EM that day, 

D15 drew attention to P1’s surprise and wondered if the delegation needed 

to alter the gift-giving practice or not.  
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D15: …P1 in the morning was very surprised to see the present. She 

was not expecting a gift for her and thought it was for their 

organisation. Since we have prepared a gift for her organisation, 

do we still need to give a gift to her? 

HOD: We’d better give one. We have already prepared it, and we 

usually give (individuals gifts) in overseas trips. They represent 

(inter)personal relations which is not contradictory to 

(inter)organisational relations.   

Data extract 5: EM comment 

 

Throughout the trip, several delegates raised the issue of ‘duplicated’ gift-

giving a number of times, but as the HOD explained above, the two kinds of 

gifts embodied different relational dimensions. Therefore, while the group 

had discovered a subtle difference in expectations, they did not adapt their 

strategy because of the relational goals they were pursuing.  

 

 

 

Discussion  
It is interesting to note how, under the influence of interactional goals, the 

delegates’ intercultural relational competence, including attitudes and 

knowledge, developed over the course of the visit. The overall motivation of 

the delegates was to build good relations. This both facilitated and 

constrained the growth in intercultural relational competence.  

 

Let us look at the development of competence first. Clearly, this was an 

ongoing process that took place over time. In other words, it did not occur 

after a single incident or even several incidents (Deardorff, 2006, p. 259). 

With respect to knowledge, although the Chinese officials received 

unhelpful information about the American gift-opening behaviour in their 

pre-departure training, they easily and successfully refined that knowledge 

through careful observation of their experiences. It also showed that they 

were open to cultural learning (Bennett, 2009; Deardorff, 2006), willing to 

adjust their understanding.  

 

As reviewed earlier in the paper, Deardorff (2006) emphasises the skills of 

observing, listening, analysing, interpreting, evaluating, and relating. It 

seems that the Chinese officials did all of them in the trip. The evening 

reflection and planning meetings served as an ideal platform. The delegates 

not only listened to the Americans’ gift-receiving comments, observed their 

reactions, and analysed their gift-giving and gift-receiving behaviours, but 

also evaluated their own gift-giving strategy and related it to what they had 
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learned from the other. For instance, let us take the development of the skill 

of relating as an example. It was a gradual process that evolved over time. 

Initially, the Chinese delegates viewed the Americans’ gift-giving behaviour 

in isolation. The absence of gifts from the American side was taken as 

indicating that the Americans did not care about them. However, as they 

began to link similar gift-giving behaviours of the American hosting 

agencies together and relate them to the Americans’ reactions over the 

Chinese group’s gift-giving, they discovered that gift-giving was not that 

important to the Americans. Their interpretive frame then changed. They no 

longer perceived the Americans’ gift behaviour solely through their own 

perspectives. In other words, this marked the achievement of a desired 

internal outcome (Deardorff, 2006).  

 

Nevertheless, it did not lead to a desired external outcome. They did not 

adapt their own gift-giving behaviour. Why not? The motivation to build 

good relations actually also constrained their development of relational 

competence. On the one hand, from the Chinese delegates’ perspectives, the 

importance of goals seemed to override the need to change behaviour. On 

the other hand, they were unable to overcome their belief that gifts were of 

key importance for relationship-building.  

 

Given the crucial role that goals played in this lack of change in behaviour, 

they need to be captured by models of intercultural competence. As can be 

seen from the literature review, while the existing models (e.g. Bennett, 2009; 

Deardorff, 2006; Gudykunst, 2004) offer useful insights, they do not account 

very well for the goal-oriented nature of professional intercultural interaction. 

Strategic goals are not included in any of the frameworks. We therefore 

argue that it would be useful for them to draw on work in social pragmatics 

on politeness and relations. For example, Spencer-Oatey’s (2008) rapport 

management model identifies goals as a key element in relational 

management. Goals can actually become a dominant motivating factor in 

addition to the oft-cited attitudes such as openness (e.g. Bennett, 2009; 

Deardorff, 2006), and they can have a huge impact on the development of 

intercultural relational competence. 

 

Additionally, while intercultural competence is an ensemble of attitudes, 

knowledge and skills and the different facets are interconnected (Spitzberg 

and Changnon, 2009), they may develop dynamically yet not simultaneously. 

The findings suggest that while the delegates adjusted their knowledge over 

time, this might not necessarily feed into the development of skills.   
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Conclusion 
As Deardorff (2006, p. 259) argues: “[t]he development of intercultural 

competence needs to be recognized as an ongoing process and not a result of 

solely one experience”. Yet there is little qualitative research that has 

examined the development at a detailed level and this case study helps 

address this lacuna of research. More studies like this are needed.  

 

In today’s globalising world, organisations and companies are developing 

globalisation strategies, and governments are promoting international 

development policies. Yet despite an increase in intercultural contact, 

problems and misunderstandings remain. Against this backdrop, the 

development of intercultural competence has become an objective that 

people from a variety of backgrounds now aim for. How can we help them 

to develop it? Clearly, this question cannot be answered without empirical 

investigations into real life experiences of the actual development process. 

Researchers need to analyse such empirical data in the light of theoretical 

models and thereby help answer the emerging call to engage in intercultural 

dialogue and promote understanding across cultures.  
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Introduction 
In the past few decades, the number of Chinese students pursuing higher 

education abroad has increased rapidly and steadily. According to the 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS, 2013) nearly a fifth of 

all international mobile students in the UK were Chinese in 2010. Compared 

to studying at home universities in China, it is rather challenging for these 

students to study abroad. Apart from the high tuition fees for international 

students, the living expenses in the UK are about 50% higher on average than 

in China (NUMBEO, 2014). Besides these significant costs, Chinese 

international students are also facing other challenges such as a language 

barrier, homesickness and possible culture shock.  

Study failure is a major concern for these international students. An early 

and accurate detection of international students at risk of study failure will 

be beneficial to both students themselves and the host universities. Many 

factors other than language ability, such as appropriate learning strategies in 

the new learning environment, motivation, general acculturation ability and 

intelligence, are important to international students’ academic achievement. 

However, there is a consensus among researchers that English language 

ability is the most important factor for academic achievement (Graham, 1987; 

Bellingham, 1993; Johnson & Ngor, 1996; Reid, Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 

1996; Volet & Renshaw, 1996; Briguglio, 2000; Brooks & Adams, 2002; 

Lee & Greene, 2007). We therefore focus on English language ability in the 

present study. 

 

 

 

Literature review 
IELTS and TOEFL predictors of academic achievement  
Previous researchers have generally used standardised tests, IELTS 

(International English Language Testing System) and TOEFL (Test of 

English as a Foreign Language) for the prediction of academic achievement. 

19 
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Some studies found significant correlations between IELTS/ TOEFL and 

academic achievement scores (Elder, 1993; Bellingham, 1993; Ferguson & 

White, 1993; Hill, Storch & Lynch, 1999; Feast, 2002; Yen & Kuzma, 2009). 

Some studies however did not find a significant correlation (Yule & 

Hoffman, 1990; Gibson & Rusek, 1992; Cotton & Conrow, 1998; Dooey & 

Oliver; 2002; Cho & Bridgeman, 2012). A meta-analysis was carried out by 

Wongtrirat (2011) on studies that were published between 1987 and 2009 on 

the relationship between TOEFL, GPA and course completion. This analysis 

shows that the predictive value of TOEFL on GPA for course completion of 

international students at both undergraduate and post-graduate level was 

generally very low. This meta-analysis also came to the conclusion that the 

predictive validity of IELTS for academic achievement is inconclusive. 

More recent studies came to similar conclusions (Ferguson & White, 1993; 

Moore & Morton, 2005; Daller & Phelan, 2013; Yu, 2014).  

 

There are at least three potential explanations for the low predictive validity 

of these standardised tests. The first explanation is a purely mathematical 

problem with truncated samples. The reason that there is not much variability 

in the test scores for those students who are admitted to university (and are 

the potential sample for further studies) is that most universities will not 

admit students when their English levels are below the benchmark, and that 

the students themselves will not delay the start of their courses once they 

pass the cut-off score. Therefore from a purely mathematical point of view, 

high correlations between the test scores and the achievement scores (e.g. 

GPA) are very unlikely. Ferguson and White (1993) point out that with 

truncated samples, where the range of scores is curtailed, the magnitude of 

any correlation coefficient is likely to be depressed. Daller and Phelan (2013) 

make a similar point when they explain that if the IELTS scores are all the 

same at entry, ‘the correlation between these scores and any measure of 

academic achievement will automatically be zero’ (2013: 177).   

 

The second explanation might be a mismatch between the test tasks and the 

requirement in real university tasks. Moore and Morton (2005) compare the 

standard IELTS task 2 with a corpus of 155 university assignment tasks in 

terms of genre, information source, rhetorical function and object of enquiry. 

They found that there seems to be important differences between university 

assignment writing and the writing task required to pass IELTS. This 

threatens the construct validity of the IELTS task. The third explanation 

might be the fact that world-wide many students attend courses that train 

specifically for the IELTS exam before they apply to a UK university. 

According to Yu (2014), with a large number of Chinese students eager to 
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achieve the required IELTS scores, many test preparation centres focus on a 

‘short cut’ to improve candidates’ scores. Therefore, IELTS has been turned 

from an assessment of English ability to an effective test to measure learners’ 

test skills; it has turned “into a game of skills and strategies” (Yu, 2014: 25). 

 

Vocabulary knowledge as predictor of academic achievement 
Vocabulary knowledge has been suggested to be closely related to English 

language ability and academic achievement (Saville-Troike, 1984; Daller & 

Xue, 2009; Daller & Phelan, 2013; Roche & Harrington, 2013; Harrington 

& Roche, 2014a, 2014b). Morris and Cobb (2004) examined the correlation 

between vocabulary profiles based on writing samples and the academic 

achievement of 122 students. They found that students’ vocabulary profiles 

correlated significantly with grades and that therefore, vocabulary profiles 

are a useful predictor of academic achievement. Harrington and Roche 

conducted a series of studies between 2013 and 2014 focusing on timed 

Yes/No vocabulary recognition tests to detect academically at-risk students 

in an undergraduate English-as-a-Lingua-Franca (ELF) university 

programme in Oman. Vocabulary size was identified as the best predictor of 

GPA in their studies. Daller and Xue (2009) predicted academic achievement 

of international students with several measures of lexical richness, such as 

Guiraud, Guiraud Advanced, and D (see Methodology Procedures section 

for more details). They also used a C-test at the beginning of the academic 

year, which could predict almost 40% of the number of failed modules at the 

end of that year.  

 

The C-test is a further development of the Cloze test (Taylor, 1953) by Klein-

Braley (1981). Whereas the Cloze test is based on whole word deletions, the 

C-test format deletes every second half of every second word. According to 

Eckes and Grotjahn (2006: 291), the C-test is a test format that generally 

yields high reliability. What a C-test actually measures has been an issue of 

debate for many years. Some studies (Little and Singleton, 1992; Stemmer, 

1992) indicate that the C-test has a clear lexical focus; whilst some 

researchers (Sigott, 2004; Eckes and Grotjahn, 2006) state that it is a 

measurement of general language proficiency. However, it can be argued 

that these are related aspects of language proficiency. Eckes and Grotjahn, 

(2006) found that C-test scores correlate highly with scores in all aspects of 

language ability including reading, writing, listening and speaking. With its 

appealing feature, easy to administer, objective scoring and high reliability, 

the C-test has been favoured in many studies and is also used in the present 

study. 
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Hypotheses 
In the present study we investigate the following hypotheses: 

 Vocabulary knowledge as measured by indices of lexical 

richness is a significant predictor of international students’ 

academic achievement. 

 C-test scores are significant predictors of academic achievement. 

 IELTS scores are less powerful predictors than measures of 

lexical richness or the C-test scores. 

 

 

 

Methodology 
Participants 
The participants in the present study were international Chinese students at 

Swansea University from across different disciplines at both undergraduate 

and MA level. The students at undergraduate level were mainly from 

international 3+1 programmes (3 years at their home university and 1 year 

in the UK). Thus, for most students, even if they were in the final 

undergraduate year, it was their first year abroad. In total 60 students took 

our set of tests in Sep. 2013, when they just started their 1st semester. For 57 

students IELTS scores were available at the beginning of the academic year. 

Twenty six out of the 60 students also took the tests in May 2014.  

 

Measures 
We used a C-test and a written task in September 2013 and in May 2014. 

The C-test was piloted and a final version with five sub-texts was used. In 

each sub-text every second half of every second word was deleted according 

to the classical C-test principle (see Klein-Braley, 1997). Specialised 

vocabulary was reduced or replaced by simple words with similar meaning. 

Based on the pilot study we arranged the sub-texts of the C-test according to 

difficulty (starting with the easiest sub-text). In total there were 100 gaps 

which gave a maximum score of 100. We used exact scoring with only 

entirely correct answers accepted. The writing task was adapted from 

practice IELTS materials (Milton, Bell & Neville, 2001). Given a topic of 

‘tourism’, students were asked to produce a written text in the allotted time 

(30 minutes) but with no lower or upper word limitation, unlike IELTS 

where normally a minimum of 300 words is required. Students were also told 

that scores would be given in consideration of both quality and quantity of 

the written material they produced. Academic performance was measured by 

the participants’ overall GPA collected at the end of the second semester of 
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their one-year study and with the students’ permission. For master students, 

their GPA was calculated from their taught sessions only, excluding the 

dissertation. 

 

Procedures 
The tests were administered in a pen-and-paper format. Students were given 

25 minutes on the C-test and 30 minutes on the writing task. The tests in both 

testing rounds (Sep. 2013 and May 2014) were exactly the same. The writing 

task was transcribed to allow for a computerised analysis with the different 

measures of lexical richness (see below). Spelling mistakes were corrected, 

abbreviations were extended and proper nouns were deleted to avoid 

counting them as “infrequent words” by some of the programmes. The 

programme “Vocabprofiler” (Cobb, 2002) was used to calculate types and 

tokens for the writing task. Three measures of lexical richness where then 

calculated:  

 

• Guiraud’s index = Types/ √Tokens (Guiraud, 1954) 

• Guiraud Advanced (GA) = Advanced Types/ √Tokens (Daller, 

van Hout & Treffers-Daller, 2003) 

• and “D” (Malvern and Richards, 1997) 

 

For GA we defined all types that are beyond the 2K level as advanced (based 

on the British National Corpus and Nation’s Range Programme, (Nation, 

2015). “D” is a measure that indicates the lexical richness of a text through 

a parameter (“D”) that models the distribution of types and tokens in a text. 

We computed it with the appropriate CLAN command from the CHILDES 

project (MacWhinney, 2000). 

 

In total there were therefore five predictor variables for each testing round: 

Guiraud, Guiraud Advanced, “D”, C-test and IELTS scores. 

 

 

 

Results 
The reliability of the C-tests 
In order to establish the reliability of the C-tests we computed Cronbach’s 

alpha as a measure of internal consistency. Both C-tests were sufficiently 

reliable, with a Cronbach’s alpha = .82 for the C-test in Sep. 2013 and .803 

for the C-test in May 2014. We also carried out a factor analysis for both C-

tests to investigate the dimensionality of the tests. In both cases we obtained 

only one factor which is a clear indication that the C-test has only one 
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dimension. This is in line with the previous research which supports the view 

that the C-test measures general language ability (Sigott, 2004; Eckes and 

Grotjahn, 2006). In order to get a view on the concurrent validity of the C-

test we correlated it with the IELTS scores. The correlation between C-test 

Sep. 2013 and IELTS was 0.542 (p<0.01). The correlation coefficient of C-

test May 2014 and IELTS was 0.636 (p<0.01).  

 

The predictive validity of the five individual measures 
In order to assess the predictive validity of the five measures included in our 

study we carried out correlations between GPA and the scores of our 

measures for September 2013 (Table 1) and May 2014 (Table 2). 

 
 IELTS C-test 

Sep. 2013 

Guiraud 

Sep. 2013 

GA 

Sep. 2013 

D 

Sep. 2013 

GPA 

IELTS - .542** .329** .276* 0.122 .300* 

C-test Sep. 2013   .464** .376** 0.18 .317* 

Guiraud Sep. 2013    .700** .666** .526** 

GA Sep. 2013     .425** .291* 

D Sep. 2013      .302* 

Table 1 Correlation between IELTS, Predictor variable obtained in Sep. 2013 

(C-test, Guiraud, GA, D) and GPA 

Notes: 1. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 2. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). 

 3. GA refers to Guiraud Advanced 

 4. D refers to D measure 

 
 IELTS C-test 

May 2014 

Guiraud 

May 2014 

GA 

May 2014 

D 

May 2014 

GPA 

IELTS - .636** .607** 0.316 .435* .300* 

C-test May 

2014 

  .567** 0.283 .667** .404* 

Guiraud May 

2014 

   .600** .661** .493* 

GA May 2014     0.195 0.296 

D May 2014      0.385 

Table 2 Correlation between IELTS, Predictor variable obtained in May 2014 

(C-test, Guiraud, GA, D) and GPA 

Notes: 1. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 2. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). 

 3. GA refers to Guiraud Advanced 

 4. D refers to D measure 

 

For both measurement points, Guiraud yielded the highest correlation with 

GPA, followed by the C-test scores and then IELTS. This confirms 

hypothesis 1 and supports hypothesis 3. All correlations are significant. “D” 
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yielded a significant correlation in September 2013 but no significant 

correlation in May 2014. Guiraud Advanced yielded the lowest correlation 

in both testing rounds. Almost 28% of the variance of GPA can be predicted 

by Guiraud in September 2013 and 24% by Guiraud in May 2014. This 

means that part of the variance of GPA at the end of the academic year can 

be predicted already 9 months before the students sat the exam. The C-test 

was on both occasions the second largest predictor which predicted around 

10% in September 2013 and 16% in May 2014, which confirms hypothesis 

2 and again hypothesis 3. 

 

From Table 1 and 2 it is clear that both C-tests (Sep 2013 and May 2014) 

correlated highly with IELTS, with a correlation coefficient of 0.542 (p< .01) 

and 0.636 (p< .01) respectively. Furthermore, the C-test correlated 

significantly with most of the vocabulary richness measures. This supports 

the view that the C-test format measures vocabulary knowledge and 

therefore, also general language ability (see also Little and Singleton, 1992; 

Stemmer, 1992; Sigott, 2004; Eckes and Grotjahn, 2006). 

 

Multiple regression analysis 
The bivariate correlations only quantify the relationship between individual 

variables. Multiple regression can combine the predictive power of the 

individual variables in an overall model. In order to avoid the problem of 

multicollinearity we decided to include only the measure of lexical richness 

with the highest correlation with GPA, Guiraud’s index. Again for reasons 

of multicollinearity we did include IELTS and C-test scores only in two 

different multiple regression analyses. The summary of the two analyses is 

shown in Table 3. All measures are taken from the September 2013 testing 

round as we are mainly interested in predicting academic achievement at the 

start of the academic year. 

 
Model Variables 

entered 

R R Square Adjusted 

R square 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Beta 

Sig. 

1 C-test .533 .284 .259 .093 .465 

 Guiraud    .483 .000 

2 IELTS .548 .301 .275 .140 .250 

 Guiraud    .486 .000 

Table 3 Multiple Regression of two models (C-test and Guiraud, IELTS and 

Guiraud) 

 

The predicted variance of GPA is slightly higher than with Guiraud as a 

single predictor (see Table 1) but the second variable (C-test or IELTS) in 
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each model is not significant. The multiple regression model can therefore 

not be used to increase our predictive power in the present study. However, 

the fact that Guiraud is significant in each model confirms hypothesis 1 that 

vocabulary knowledge is an important predictor of academic achievement, 

and in the current study Guiraud’s index of lexical richness is the best 

predictor. 

 

 

 

Discussion 
The present study shows that it is possible to predict academic achievement 

9 months before Chinese students sit their exam across disciplines. Twenty 

eight percent of their achievement can be predicted with a measure of lexical 

richness, Guiraud’s index. The C-test used in the present study explains more 

of the variance of academic achievement than the IELTS scores and 

moreover, its administration takes only 30 minutes and it is very cost 

effective. All three hypotheses are supported by our findings: Vocabulary 

knowledge is an important predictor of international students’ academic 

achievement; C-test scores are a significant predictor of academic 

achievement, and IELTS scores have the lowest predictive power. The low 

predictive power of IELTS can be explained by the mathematical problem 

of truncated samples and through the fact that students might have taken 

IELTS-specific test training.  

 

In contrast with the study by Daller and Xue (2009), where almost 40% of 

the variance in the number of failed modules can be predicted with a C-test, 

the result in the present study looks a little disappointing. However, in the 

study by Daller and Xue (2009) the tests were conducted under strict 

inspection and students were told that their test scores would influence their 

admission to university. While in the current study, participants took the test 

after they had already secured a place in university and the tests were 

completely voluntary. This could have influenced their test performance and 

decreased the predictive value of the C-test in the present study. However, 

this argument does not hold true for the IELTS scores that were obtained in 

a high stake test as part of the admission process to the university. Further 

studies need to be carried out to assess the predictive power of the C-test in 

comparison with IELTS. These studies need to include measures of lexical 

richness, especially Guiraud’s index. 
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Introduction 
The study reported here aimed to explore a partnership between two applied 

linguists (the authors of this paper) and a non-profit, community organisation, 

hereafter referred to as ‘the client’. The client had conducted semi-structured 

interviews with 15 black and minority ethnic (BME) residents of York as 

part of the YHS community project and was seeking an analysis of those 

interviews. The project was a response to an earlier study of York’s BME 

community, which had emphasised the need for York to strengthen its 

commitment to racial equality and diversity (Craig et al., 2010). 

 

In order to achieve the aim of the study, two research questions were asked, 

as follows: 

• What themes occur in the interviews with York’s BME residents 

on the topics identified by the client? 

• How do the interviewers’ contributions shape the interaction with 

the interviewees?  

 

In addressing the first research question, a thematic analysis of the 15 

interviews was conducted in order to identify and feed back data on the 

topics identified by the client. These topics included project participants’ 

reasons for immigrating to the UK, their values and their barriers in life. 

 

The second research question aimed to explore the effects of the interviewers’ 

contributions on the interaction between the project leaders and the BME 

participants. A conversation analysis-informed methodology was used to 

explore research question two. It was not the intention to suggest to the 

project leaders that co-construction of the interview content can be avoided. 

It was the intention, however, to provide evidence to the project leaders of 

how stories told in an interview get constructed in context-specific ways. In 

raising awareness of the interactional consequences of their talk, it was 

20 
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hoped that the interviewers might be able to increase their repertoire of 

questioning strategies for use in future projects.  

 

The data used in the study reported here is one of a total of 15 audio 

recordings of semi-structured interviews collected by the client as part of the 

YHS project. Each of the 15 interviews is a conversation between one 

interviewee and two project leaders, lasting approximately one hour. Each 

participant was asked the same set of questions (see the methodology section 

below for more information about the questions), covering general 

information about the participant, their values, their life in their home 

country and the changes they may have experienced since coming to York. 

The interviews provide a unique insight into people’s memories of their 

home countries, and their experience of moving to, and living in, York. For 

the purposes of this paper, one interview was selected for analysis, in order 

to be able to begin to answer the two research questions stated above and 

begin to fulfil the aim of the project. 

 

The paper begins with a brief review of the literature on the topic of 

interviews as a method of data collection and as a methodology.  Next the 

methodology of the study is described, followed by a discussion of the 

findings. The paper concludes with some recommendations for interviewers 

on similar, community-based, projects. 

 

Theorising qualitative interviews  
Interviews are a common feature of much qualitative research, as well as of 

everyday life. Atkinson and Silverman (1997:304) suggest that we live in an 

“interview society”. Qualitative interviews are also a topic of research, both 

as a method of data collection and a methodology (Cicourel, 1964; Kvale, 

2007; Talmy, 2011; Roulston, 2010; Talmy and Richards, 2010). There 

continue to be calls for the further study of interviews in qualitative research 

(Fina and Perrino, 2011) based on the charge that a critical approach to the 

conduct and analysis of interviews is regularly lacking, and that this is an 

issue ideally suited to exploration by applied linguists (Mann, 2011; Talmy 

and Richards, 2010). 

 

The use of interviews to elicit responses from research participants presents 

a complex set of analytical problems for the researcher, related to the 

preparation of questions, the conduct of the interview and the interpreting of 

interview data. A range of theoretical frameworks which aim to classify the 

various solutions to these problems have been suggested in the literature. For 

example, Talmy (2011:26) suggests a two-part framework for the 
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classification of qualitative research interviews as follows: the interview as 

a research instrument and the research interview as social practice. The 

former is theorised as a neutral technology “used to mine the attitudes, 

beliefs, and experiences of self-disclosing respondents” (Talmy and 

Richards, 2010:2). The latter adopts a ‘discursive perspective’ on interviews, 

seeing interviews as a situated social practice, where both interviewer and 

interviewee co-construct the content and make meanings together.  

 

Another, more detailed, conceptualisation of interviews is offered by 

Roulston (2010). She outlines a six-part framework for the classification of 

qualitative interviews, reflecting researchers’ epistemological and 

theoretical assumptions. The six categories are: ‘neo-positivist’, ‘romantic’, 

‘constructionist’, ‘postmodern’, ‘transformative’ and ‘decolonizing’ 

(Roulston, 2010a:51).  

 

Roulston’s first two categories, ‘neo-positivist’ and ‘romantic’ seem to fit 

inside the first of Talmy’s (2011) two-part framework: the interview as a 

research instrument. This is a common conceptualisation of interviews, in 

which interviewees are treated as bearers of knowledge and interviews are 

used to access their experiences and beliefs, or as Briggs puts it, “elicit [their] 

inner worlds with minimal intervention” (Brigg, 2007:555). This approach 

to interviewing is one which seeks to “mine the attitudes, beliefs and 

experiences of self-disclosing respondents” (Talmy and Richards, 2010). 

Similarly, Silverman (2013) describes this category of interviewing as one 

which treats interview responses as direct representations of peoples’ 

thoughts and experiences. Hollway (2005:312, cited in Talmy, 2011) sums 

up this ‘interview as research instrument’ approach as, ‘you ask they answer, 

and then you know’.  

 

The second part of Talmy’s (2011) framework is one in which interviews are 

conceptualised as ‘social practice’, or, in other words, actively constructed 

narratives (see also Holstein and Gubrium, 1995; Pavlenko, 2007; Roulston, 

2010; De Fina and Perrino, 2011; Talmy, 2011). Roulston’s (2010a) 

‘constructionist’, ‘postmodern’ approaches can be fitted within a social 

practice category. Talmy and Richards (2010:2) define a constructionist 

approach as one on which, “the interview is conceptualised explicitly as a 

socially-situated ‘speech event’, in which interviewer(s) and interviewee(s) 

make meaning, co-construct knowledge, and participate in social practices”. 

 

An alternative label for the social practice category is offered by Holstein 

and Gubrium (2004:157), who suggest that all interviews should be seen as 
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‘active interviews’. In an active interview, despite the efforts of an 

interviewer to plan and structure the interaction, it is not possible to separate 

out the interviewer’s input and the participant’s interpretations. The 

interaction between the interviewee and interviewer, and the spontaneous 

elements of talk that will inevitably occur, are inextricably intertwined.  

 

Mann (2011:6) takes a more fully constructionist position, arguing that, "all 

interviews are already sites of social interaction, where ideas, facts, views, 

details, and stories are collaboratively produced by interviewee and 

interviewer". His position is an ethnomethodological one, in common with 

earlier work on interviews as entirely unique communicative encounters (see 

Cicourel, 1964 and Briggs, 1986). Observing how the roles of the interviewer 

and participants are different each time an interview is performed, Cicourel 

(1964:87) questions the notion of comparability of data across interviews.  

 

In the first part of Talmy’s (2011) framework, interviews are conceptualised 

as a way of discovering the pre-existing attitudes, beliefs and experiences of 

the participants. In the second part, interviews are conceptualised as social 

practice; at the very least, they are imperfect instruments which inevitably 

obscure the participants’ truths. More radically, the participants’ truths are 

brought into being through the interview itself and might appear differently 

when told to a different interviewer at a different time. Hollway (2005:312, 

cited in Talmy, 2011) sums up the former ‘interview as research instrument’ 

approach as, ‘you ask they answer, and then you know’. The latter ‘interview 

as social practice’ approach can be summed up as, ‘you ask, they respond to 

you(r question), and that’s all you know’. 

 

Applying these frameworks to the interviews conducted by the YHS project 

leaders, the client, is challenging. The project website states that, “stories and 

personal treasures were recorded and conserved to become a physical 

resource bank for present and future generations” (Centre for Global 

Education York, 2014). This description of what happened during the 

interview process and the aims of the process implies more than one of the 

categories reviewed above. There appear to be elements of both the 

‘romantic’ and ‘neo-positivist’ categories (interviews as a research 

instrument); giving a voice to an underrepresented social group, or what 

Roulston (2010) calls ‘true confessions’.  

 

The project website also describes how a series of playback theatre events 

took place. Having told their stories to the project leaders, the participants 

were encouraged by the leaders to re-tell certain elements of their story in 
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front of an audience and a small cast of actors. The actors listened to the 

selected element and re-enacted the ‘mini’ story in front of the participant, 

and the audience. The participant was then invited to comment on the re-

enactment, in front of the actors and the audience. This use of interviews 

suggests elements of the ‘postmodern’ category (interviews as social 

practice); transforming interviews into performance texts, what Roulston 

(2010) calls ‘situated performances’. 

 

 

 

Methodology 
Thematic analysis 
Thematic analysis was adopted in response to research question one, what 

themes identified by the client occur in the interviews with York’s BME 

residents? This type of analysis is a common way of analysing qualitative 

data in order to report important or recurring ideas occurring within the data 

(Gibbs, 2007). Thematic analysis assumes that data collection (in this case, 

the interview) is way of discovering the pre-existing attitudes, beliefs and 

experiences of the participants. In negotiation with the client, it was decided 

that this type of analysis was best suited to the client’s needs. Therefore, a 

deductive thematic analysis was conducted with the following three themes 

in mind:  

 

• what people say about reasons for migrating to York,  

• values and treasures in their lives and how those change as a 

consequence of coming to York, 

• the barriers people had to overcome when they came to York. 

 

Conversation analysis  
The approach to the second research question, how do the interviewers’ 

questions shape the interaction with the interviewees?, is conversation-

analytic, drawing on the following typical points of interest in conversation 

analysis (CA): turn-taking, turn design and sequential organisation of talk 

(Sacks et al., 1974).   

 

A CA-informed methodology was adopted in order to be able to study the 

ways in which specific interactional features have an effect on talk. Psathas 

(1995:45) describes CA-informed methodology as “unmotivated looking”. 

This means that the analysis is data-driven, meaning that the researcher looks 

at the data with an open mind rather than looking for evidence to support a 
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hypothesis. As Sacks points out, conversation analysts use “observation as a 

basis for theorizing”.   

 

In the case of this study, the conversation analysis was conducted in an 

inductive way. This is because there was not a pre-given question defined 

from the literature. However, patterns were identified from engaging with 

the data. 

 

 

 

Analysis and Discussion 
Thematic analysis  
Based on the requirements of the client, the thematic analysis looked for the 

occurrence of three main ideas in the data: reasons for coming to live in York, 

‘values’/’treasures’ and ‘barriers’. A summary of the findings is presented 

below. 

 

Where do you get your values from? 

The majority of participants stated that they get their values from their 

parents. Other answers included spouses, friends, social and political groups, 

and values that are grounded in native culture, religion and education.  

 

What do you treasure the most in life? 

When talking about their treasures, participants said that they treasure their 

family the most, including children, siblings, parents, spouses and friends. 

Abstract values included the capacity to smile, being happy, cooking for 

friends and family, faith, religion, origin and differences between people.  

 

Has coming to York changed your values and what you treasure? 

This question was a problematic one for a number of people, as reflected 

their noncommittal answers. Many of the participants in fact answered 

negatively, meaning that coming to York had not changed their values and 

treasures. Those who agreed with this question, made statements such as: “It 

allows me to be who I am”. 

 

What do you treasure the most about your home country? 

The answers to this question varied enormously and included: my 

grandmother, all my life there, the weather, food and music.  

 

What do your treasure about York?  
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In their answers to this question a few people said that there is nothing that 

they treasure about York. This may be because they understood the word 

‘treasure’ to be connected with memories about family members and, since 

they had no such memories in York, they felt they did not have anything to 

share. Other people spoke very fondly of York and said that they liked the 

city itself, specifically places within the city that are associated with special 

memories: The Shambles, people in York and charity shops. One person said 

that they felt York is a great place to be mixed race.  

 

A brief summary of what one participant said about their values is presented 

below.  

 

Gabriela  

Gabriela (originally from Central America) shared that she got a 

lot of her values from her own life experience and from her family 

experience. When she was little she was separated from her father, 

as her mother moved to the UK with her English stepfather. When 

asked about what she values the most in life, Gabriela stated, “the 

relationship with my dad”. She talked a lot about her father 

throughout the interview. She also spoke very fondly of her 

grandmother and mentioned that she was a special person from 

whom she learned a lot. The interview also revealed that Gabriela 

feels very strongly about the value of education. She emphasised 

that that lack of “the opportunity for education” is a major barrier 

that people from her home country face. 

 

Conversation analysis  
Extract 1 

In the section of the interview from which this extract is taken, the 

interviewer is asking the interviewee questions about the values and treasures 

that she has. The extract below is the last question in the values section before 

the interviewer moves onto another topic. The extract begins with the 

interviewer summarising prior talk before asking a question in line 9.  

 
IR: so you (.) er (.) when you describe [country] then (.) obviously (1.0) the thing 

tha:t (.) you treasure most is >obviously< your dad that you left behind

 [the:re] 

IE:  [yeah] 

IR: when you think of thi:s country then (2.0) am I getting an inkling that you 

treasure the opportunities  

IE: yeah 

    (1.0) 
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IR: I mean is there anything else that you treasure about the UK then  

 (.) 

IE: (lip-smack).hh Erm (2.0) (lip-smack) what do I treasure about the UK?= 

IR: =or even York perhaps (.) is there something about living in York= 

IE: =Yes (.) I actually (.) really love (.) living in York now (.) again when I first 

came to York I thou:ght it was one of the most bo:ring cities  

 ((laughter)) 

IE: a:nd= 

IR: =so what age where you when you came to York then  

IE: I wa:s (.) round about (.) thirteen fourteen  

IR: ok 

IE: (.) yes a:nd (.) one of the first things that you notice of somebody of colour 

erm (.) is (.) of cause=  

IR: =rarity 

IE: yeah (.) [and] 

IR:  [yeah]  

IE: there wasn't much hehe 

IR: okay 

IE: e:m (.) so: it was another (.) moment of (1.0) ((sigh))  hh just (.) being kind of 

(.) on your own again (.) you know (.) e:rm (.) a::nd (.) >it was a struggle< but 

((lip- smack)) I think those experiences sort of made me (1.0) e:rm (1.0) what's 

the word (1.0) stronger in a lot of ways 

IR: so they give you character 

IE: erm (0.5) it did 

Extract 1: Rarity 

IR = Interviewer, IE = Interviewee (Gabriela) 

 

The talk prior to this extract consisted of an extended exchange of short 

questions and answers by the IR and IE. The extract above begins with the 

IR launching a new topic, which is indicated by a discourse marker so. 

Bolden (2009:988) argues that “speakers draw on this discourse marker’s 

capacity to mark upcoming matters having been incipient to propose a 

particular interpretation on the action they are about to launch”. After a small 

pause and a hesitation sound, the IR begins to summarise the prior talk in 

lines 1-4 and 6-8.  

 

In line 5 the IE produces the minimal response token yeah indicating that she 

is listening and in line 9 the IE agrees with the IR’s formulation. The IR 

pauses in line 10 at a possible transition relevance place, creating a moment 

in which either speaker can self-select to talk. It is possible that the IR was 

expecting the IE to expand the turn in line 9 and produce a response to IR’s 

invitation in lines 6 and 8: “when you think of this country I am getting an 

inkling that you treasure the opportunities?”. What actually happens is that, 

in lines 11-12, the IR self-selects a turn with the utterance “I mean is there 

anything else that you treasure about the UK then?”. Fox Tree and Schrock 
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(2002) suggest that one of the meanings of the discourse marker I mean is to 

indicate an upcoming adjustment. Therefore, it is possible to argue that in 

lines 11-12 the IR is reformulating the request for clarification that was 

produced earlier in lines 6-8.  

 

In line 14, the IE is taking time to think, producing a hesitation marker Erm, 

followed by a two second pause and a restatement of the question. Further to 

the IE’s hesitation, the IR offers an alternative in line 16 “or even York 

perhaps?” and after a micro pause the IR rephrases to “is there something 

about living in York?”. What is interesting to note here is that the IR changes 

anything else in the original question to something in the second version. It 

might be that the IR redesigned the polarity of the question in order to 

achieve an aligning response. Heritage and Robinson (2011) suggest that 

questions that use anything else are more likely to get a grammatically-

preferred negative response, whereas questions that use something are more 

likely to result in a positive response.   

 

A positive response comes immediately in line 18, followed by a further 

elaboration in lines 19-20. In line 22, the IE is holding the floor by producing 

an elongated a:nd, however the IR takes over with a new question in line 23. 

The IE responds in line 24. It is interesting to note that what happens in lines 

26-28 may be a continuation of line 22, where the IE was not given the 

opportunity to carry on talking. The interruption happens again in line 29, 

however this time with a suggested word by the IR rarity, with which the IE 

agrees and carries on talking about this new topic in lines 32 and 34-39. The 

extract ends with the IR providing a closing statement, with which the IE 

agrees in line 41.  

 

The fact that the IR breaks the IE’s turn by suggesting the world rarity is 

most likely not accidental. It may be that the IR is projecting the kind of 

information they want to hear more about. In this case, it is also possible that 

the IR is confirming that it is acceptable to talk about what some might see 

as a sensitive topic.  

 

Two different types of contributions made by the IR can be observed in the 

extracts above. Firstly, dropping an unsuccessful question and rephrasing, 

choosing a narrower topic. This means that the question in line 9 remains 

unanswered and the only possible answer that contributes to the thematic 

analysis is the interaction in lines 6-9, where the IE confirms the IR’s 

assumption that opportunities are what the IE treasures. Secondly, what 
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might be seen as helping the IE to find the right word in line 29, is actually 

constraining of the IE’s subsequent talk.   

 

Based on the analysis above, a possible recommendation for interviewers is 

that, if they notice that they have made a specific contribution, such as 

offering a word that narrowed the range of choices that the interviewee was 

presented with, they could follow up with a more general contribution such 

as ‘is there something else you want to say?’ or ‘do you have some more 

comments about this topic?’. In the next section of this paper, more 

recommendations, also based on an inductive, conversation analytic-type 

analysis of the interviews, are made. 

 

 

 

Recommendations 
The conversation analysis conducted as part of the study reported here 

demonstrated that the interviewers’ contributions do have an interactional 

effect on the interviewees’ talk. Examples of interviewers’ contributions 

included: offering words as examples of possible answers, abandoning 

questions, closing topics by producing formulations that are hard to disagree 

with, repetition to elicit answers and restating previously mentioned topics.  

 

One possible recommendation has already been made, above. In addition, 

the data analysis suggested the following recommendations for the 

interviewers to consider when conducting interviews.  

 

Where an interviewer: 

• notices that an interviewee problematises their question, an 

interviewer can consider replying with ‘yes’ or ‘anything’ 

followed by a pause. This way an interviewer can avoid adding 

more information to the original question and only confirm that 

the interviewee has understood the question as was intended. 

• notices that their contribution was judgmental or changed the 

direction of the answer, they can repeat the original question. 

This, of course, can result in the interviewee repeating their 

answer or adding more detail to it. However, it will provide an 

opportunity for the interviewee to clarify their answer. An 

additional hint here could be for an interviewer to consider 

asking the interviewee to summarise their answer.   

• notices that the interviewee has not responded within five 

seconds of the question, let the silence be. Longer pauses allow 
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time for the interviewee to think of answers. This can potentially 

lead to more detailed and interesting answers. 

• feels an answer from the interviewee is insufficient, consider 

asking them if they want to add more by saying ‘is there 

something else you want to say about this topic?’ and accept the 

possibility of no further response. 

 

It is important to acknowledge that the suggested recommendations are not 

prescriptions for all interviews. Instead, they are suggestions for (1) the 

management of interviews that are based on observations of the interactional 

effects of contributions and (2) possible ways of following up when such 

effects are identified.  

 

The conversation analysis of the interviews conducted by the YHS project 

leaders demonstrates how answers get co-constructed at a ‘discourse’ level 

(Gee, 2005; Roberts et al., 1992). The findings of the study reported here 

suggest that how people make sense of their past is influenced by their 

current experience; that what the past means, depends on the present. 

 

 

 

Conclusion  
The work of applied linguists is based on solving real-world, language-

related problems, as identified by clients. The client for this study had 

already collected their interview data and it was through engaging in 

dialogue with the client that the focus for the initial research question was 

chosen. Following Mann’s (2011:29) guidance for applied linguists, “we still 

need to focus on the ‘what’ is said [interview as research instrument]; we just 

need more attention on ‘how’ this is constructed and how interaction is 

managed [interview as social practice]”, the question was answered from a 

‘romantic’ perspective, while a second research question was answered from 

a constructivist point of view (Roulston, 2010). 

 

The nature and scope of the real-world problem turned out to be somewhat 

different than that initially identified by the client. For that reason, some of 

the solutions offered by this study were to the problem that they had 

identified, and others were solutions to a ‘problem’ that they had not realised 

existed. This was a sensitive issue and careful communication with the client 

was needed. Based on this experience of working on a community project, it 

is suggested that applied linguists engage in dialogue with clients with 

caution, but without abandoning their own theoretical beliefs. This is a 
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position which differs from the experience of linguists Mazeland and ten 

Have (1996), who describe how they had to, reluctantly, leave their position 

of ‘ethnomethodological indifference’, in order to engage in debate with 

practitioners of qualitative interviews.  

 

The testing and evaluation of the solutions proposed by applied linguists is 

something that also requires dialogue; given that it is the clients who are the 

ones with access to the site of the problem initially identified. Testing the 

recommendations for interviewers made by this study is the next stage of the 

project. 
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Introduction 
Teacher portfolios can play a significant role in professional development. 

This is because besides being “an organized collection of evidence about a 

teacher’s best work that is selective, reflective, and collaborative” (Xu, 2004, 

p. 199), the portfolio is an intrinsic part of their professional identity. In fact, 

Haniford (2010) affirms that the discourse employed in a portfolio may be 

indicative of how practitioners construct their identity.  

 

Perhaps the most important means by which a portfolio allows teachers to 

negotiate their identity is by enabling them to examine their beliefs and 

practices as professionals. This is because “When presenting a (personal) 

professional portfolio, the professional presents material that characterizes 

themselves and distinguishes their practices, values and beliefs from those 

of another professional in the same field” (Goodfellow, 2004, p. 72). Berrill 

and Whalen (2007) found that the portfolio acted as a way for teachers “to 

make their beliefs visible, to demonstrate how their practice reflected those 

beliefs, and to demonstrate how they could teach in ways that had integrity 

for them and still satisfy external expectations” (p. 882). Speaking about pre-

service education, Berrill and Addison (2010) maintain that through the 

portfolio “teacher candidates might more deeply understand and articulate 

their beliefs and competencies regarding the expected repertoires of practice 

in the teaching profession and therefore, their teaching identities” (p. 1184). 

The portfolio’s contribution to teachers’ professional identity makes it a 

significant artifact of practice. 

 

In compiling a portfolio teachers usually rely on self-reflection as a tool for 

evaluating beliefs and practices. Self-reflection is included in the portfolio 

because teachers see “it as a way to articulate their tacit knowledge of 

teaching… Teaching contains a great deal of knowledge that is not 

theoretical in nature and is, therefore, difficult to describe. Reflection 

21 
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requires articulation of this type of knowledge” (van der Westhuizen & 

Smith, 2000, p. 347). Montgomery (2003) claims that “the insights of self-

reflection enable practitioners to examine ways that their own beliefs and 

actions impact students” (p. 181). Through self-reflection, “practitioners can 

scaffold their own ethical and professional development” (Montgomery, 

2003, p. 181). This is related to the fact that “teachers have to think about 

their goals and priorities for future development or improvement when 

compiling their portfolio” (Darasawang, 2006, p. 308). According to Jones 

(2010a), “Selection and annotation of evidence and the writing of reflective 

statements in relation to the three foci (technical, contextual and critical) 

encourage meta-cognition and reflection” (p. 309). Nonetheless, besides 

reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, portfolios can also promote a 

form of reflection which “is not bound to and by specific events but rather 

becomes a means of looking programmatically at one’s practice over time” 

(Berrill & Whalen, 2007, p. 882). The potential to foster self-reflection 

seems to be one of the most significant benefits of compiling a portfolio. 

 

In addition to self-reflection, a teacher portfolio leads to a number of related 

outcomes. Antonek, McCormick and Donato (1997) indicate that using a 

portfolio leads to the consolidation of teachers’ confidence through self-

reflection. Gelfer and Filler (1997) claim that “A portfolio can serve as a 

potentially effective method to encourage teachers to evaluate their own 

abilities and to enhance their skills” (p. 117). As teachers “reflect, refine and 

clarify personal professional growth and performance they impose 

organization upon what can appear, at first, to be little more than a mass of 

unrelated events” (Gelfer & Filler, 1997, p. 117). Partly for this reason, a 

portfolio is “a highly useful means of demonstrating a teacher’s level of 

professionalism” (Murdoch, 2000, p. 58). Smith and Tillema (2001) 

maintain that a portfolio’s “Sustained use results in a gradual increase in 

benefits, starting with documentation of accomplishments and moving to a 

learning-oriented use or acceptance of mistake through the stages of collegial 

discussion and systematic reflection” (p. 201). This is why a portfolio can 

act as a “mirror of competence” (Smith & Tillema, 2001, p. 201) for teachers. 

Linked to this is “the opportunity to describe the teaching process from their 

own perspectives” (Xu, 2004, p. 201). According to Goodfellow (2004), 

“Documentation of professional practice not only enables a developing 

professional to reflect on their practices but also provides a testament to those 

practices in ways that are enriching and empowering” (p. 72). The process 

of compiling a portfolio leads to evidence of professional growth as well as 

the organization and articulation of teachers’ thoughts (McIntyre & Dangel, 

2009). Moreover, it “encourages the integration of theory and practice and 



The Value of Teacher Portfolios for Professional Development in TESOL 
Daniel Xerri 

245 

the articulation of a theory of practice” (Jones, 2010a, p. 309). The above 

outcomes make the portfolio an invaluable tool for cultivating teachers’ 

professional development. 

 

 

 

The Study  
This article explores teachers’ perspectives in relation to the value of 

portfolios for professional development in the TESOL sector in Malta. It 

reports part of the results of a study conducted at a private language school. 

 

Context 
There are currently more than 45 private language schools in Malta. In 2013 

alone, these schools catered for the English language needs of nearly 75,000 

students coming from more than 40 countries. The teaching population in 

Malta’s TESOL industry amounts to more than 1,400 professionals, the 

majority of whom are employed on a part-time basis. Every teacher is 

required to have a permit issued by the EFL Monitoring Board, a regulatory 

body within the Ministry for Education. This permit is granted on the basis 

of a set of qualifications in methodology and language awareness at a 

minimum level 5 on the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). 

 

The EFL Monitoring Board devises policies that serve to promote high 

standards in the industry, and it conducts regular quality assurance visits to 

schools. By means of such visits the EFL Monitoring Board ensures that 

there exists an effective mechanism to maintain teaching standards, advises 

schools on how to support teachers in their CPD, and assists schools in 

developing a strong CPD culture. As shown above, research has established 

“just how powerful a professional development and personal affirmation 

process the portfolio can be” (Dingham & Scott, 2003, p. 243). Jones (2010b) 

asserts that “a mandatory portfolio may…be the prompt needed for the 

reflection required to promote professional development” (p. 603). For these 

reasons, the EFL Monitoring Board introduced teacher portfolios as part of 

a quality assurance policy governing academic school visits. This policy was 

developed in collaboration with the leading stakeholders in the industry, 

including teachers, trainers, Directors of Studies, and school owners. 

 

Study Participants 
The teachers that took part in this study were all employed at Easy School of 

Languages in Valletta, Malta’s capital city. In 2014, the school employed 36 

teachers, 12 of them all year round. It had a population of circa 1,200 learners 
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originating from a variety of countries and speaking a wide array of first 

languages. Table 1 shows that the majority of the study participants were 

experienced teachers that had been at Easy School of Languages for more 

than a year. Most of them had an EQF level 5 qualification in TESOL, which 

is equivalent to a Cambridge ESOL CELTA or Trinity Cert. TESOL. The 

other two teachers held a TEFL Cert., which is an EQF level 4 qualification 

in TESOL methodology devised by the EFL Monitoring Board and delivered 

and assessed by those language schools accredited to run the course.  

 
Teacher Gender Teaching 

experience in 

years/months 

Years/months 

at Easy School 

of Languages 

TESOL 

qualification 

EQF level 

T1 F 13 3 5 

T2 M 7 7 5 

T3 F 10 months 10 months 4 

T4 F 4 6 months 5 

T5 F 7 2 5 

T6 F 14 1 5 

T7 F 7 7 5 

T8 F 12 10 5 

T9 F 7 7 4 

Table 1: Study participant information 

 

Methodology 
The study used a mixed methods approach and it acted as a case study by 

focusing on a sample of teachers at one particular school. This sample 

consisted of teachers who taught at the school all year round. A self-

completed questionnaire comprised of a series of open-ended questions was 

first distributed amongst the participants. This was followed by a face-to-

face semi-structured interview with every participant. Each interview was 

audio recorded and subsequently transcribed. One of the purposes of the 

questionnaire and interviews was to examine the participants’ perspectives 

in relation to the value of teacher portfolios for professional development. 

The questionnaire and interview responses were coded and subsequently 

analysed. 

 

 

 

Contribution to Development and Change 
With one exception, all the teachers agreed that the portfolio contributed to 

their professional development by providing them with a record of 

professional growth and a log of attendance at CPD events. One teacher 
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maintained that “The importance of having a portfolio is that you can use it 

to look back at the way you were in the past, to reflect on where you are now, 

and to think about where you would like to be in the future” (T5). A 

questionnaire respondent stated that the portfolio “imposes a certain 

discipline and commitment to take part in educational seminars.” T1 

disagreed with this idea because she felt she had always possessed a positive 

orientation towards professional development and because “sharing with 

other teachers and exchanging ideas is more beneficial and useful”. Unlike 

her colleagues, she seemed unable to see the portfolio as an extension of the 

CPD activities the teachers already practised and as a complement to their 

staffroom sharing of ideas. 

 

For these teachers, professional change ensued as a result of using the 

portfolio. They indicated that with the implementation of the portfolios they 

started giving more importance to self-reflection, classroom observation, and 

attendance at CPD events. One interviewee affirmed, “It helps you to respect 

yourself as a teacher…because when I look at it I think of it as a journey I’m 

doing and these are my milestones” (T7). Another teacher explained, 

 
Doing something like a portfolio hasn’t been a big change to the way I teach 

because it’s always been part of my personality to be like that. What it has 

done though is that it’s given me a record…which is quite important because 

it’s good to have something concrete that you can go through again. (T5) 

 

Seven teachers indicated that the introduction of the portfolios had led to a 

change in their attitudes to teaching and CPD. A questionnaire respondent 

asserted, “I feel I’m valued more as a teacher and my efforts are appreciated.” 

A colleague pointed out, “Being able to see remarks on your teaching...helps 

you to reflect and examine the possibilities for improvement.” Confirming 

the idea that “Portfolios tend to be reflective” (Thaine, 2004, p. 336), the 

teachers seemed convinced that one of the portfolio’s main benefits was the 

opportunity it provided them for self-reflection. One interviewee explained,  

 
I really believe that as teachers we are constantly learning and we learn mainly 

from experience not books. You have to be humble enough sometimes to 

admit your mistakes. So a portfolio helps you in your development by making 

you reflect on experience. (T7) 

 

T1 underscored the portfolio’s role in enhancing the value given to self-

reflection amongst her colleagues. However, she dismissed its contribution 

to professional change by saying, “I don’t want to overemphasize its 

importance and say that this is some guiding light for me because it isn’t. I’d 
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be lying” (T1). It seems clear that the implementation of the portfolios 

seemed to have consolidated these teachers’ beliefs in relation to the merits 

of professional growth via self-reflection, observation, and participation in 

CPD events.    

 

Furthermore, the teachers pointed out that the portfolios had brought about 

change in the school’s CPD culture. They felt that there was now a collective 

sense of accountability, with one teacher maintaining that “It’s a great way 

to force people to organize their training… When you’re putting things in 

here physically…visually seeing it…it’s a kind of accountability” (T1). For 

some teachers this was linked to a sense of pride in professional development: 

“We are proud of our development and it’s nice to have everything in one 

portfolio” (T3). Despite the fact that these teachers had always been active 

in CPD, the portfolio spurred them to become more self-reflective. An 

interviewee asserted, “In this school the attitude of going to seminars and 

different events has always existed so I think the difference it may have made 

here is in the way people reflect on their teaching particularly because of the 

observations” (T5). Some of the teachers felt that the portfolios were a 

testament to their professionalism. As one interviewee declared, 

 
The direction is more professional now. It no longer feels as if you’re just a 

housewife who comes in to teach for a couple of hours to fill in your time… 

Your development as a teacher is acknowledged. It’s more concrete. (T7) 

 

These teachers confirmed that the implementation of the portfolios had 

succeeded in fostering the school’s CPD culture by underscoring their role 

as professionals following a path of constant development. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The perspectives of the participants in this study seem to corroborate the idea 

that teacher portfolios can act as an ideal means of cultivating professional 

development. In order for this tool’s potential to be maximized it is important 

that teachers are consulted during the implementation process, given training 

in its use, provided with the time and support needed for them to use it 

effectively, and guaranteed ownership. If these conditions are met teachers 

will see the portfolio as a validation of their professionalism, an incentive to 

engage in reflective practices, and a manifestation of their professional 

identity. Teacher portfolios do not only lead to positive outcomes with 

respect to the practitioners themselves but also instigate change in a school’s 
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CPD culture by helping to promote a shared sense of appreciation for 

professional development. 
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Introduction 
Coherence is often regarded as an abstract and elusive concept. Also, it is not 

as straightforward as it seems to answer the question, “When do you use 

pronouns?” This study attempts to explicate the entity coherence of discourse 

and its effect on pronominalization in the framework of Centering Theory 

(Grosz et al., 1995).  

 

Centering Theory intends to model entity coherence, i.e., the coherence that 

arises from certain patterns of entity transitions. The theory predicts that 

pronominalization is affected by a perceived degree of coherence and 

inferential cost created by a center (focused entity) transition. If a center is 

continued between utterances, the degree of coherence is high, and therefore, 

it does not cost much to infer the referent. Thus, pronouns are likely to be 

used. If a center is changed abruptly, the degree of coherence is low and the 

inferential cost is high. In this case, pronouns are unlikely to be used. 

 

We conducted a survey with native speakers (NS) of English and Japanese 

and non-native speakers (NNS) of English and examined (1) how centering 

prediction is reflected in human intuitive judgments on pronominalization, 

(2) how NNS judgments differ from those of NS (in English), and (3) how 

NS judgments differ across the two languages (English/Japanese). 

 

 

 

Background 
Centering Theory, on which our theoretical framework is based, was 

originally developed within computational linguistics and has been applied 

to other linguistic sub-disciplines, including psycholinguistics (Gordon et al., 

1995) and language pedagogy (Miltsakaki et al, 2004). In this study, we use 

the centering framework as an explanatory tool to show the contrast, if any, 

22 
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between NS and NNS and between the two languages with regard to speakers’ 

choice regarding pronominal reference. 

 

The fundamental assumption of centering is that people continuously update 

their local attentional focus (called center) as they incrementally process a 

discourse. Center is defined as the highest ranked entity in the previous 

utterance that is realized in the current one. Subjects are ranked higher than 

objects. Different ways of updating center are formulated as the types of 

transition from one utterance to the next. Each utterance in discourse is 

labeled CONTINUE when the same entity continues to be center, RETAIN 

when a new entity is introduced while retaining an old center, SHIFT when 

center is shifted from the old entity to a new one, and NULL when no entities 

from the previous utterance are included. The combination of these four 

types creates eleven transition sequence patterns, which then can be 

classified into three inferential cost groups: LOW, MEDIUM, and HIGH, as 

summarized in Table 1.  

 
LOW cost group MEDIUM cost group HIGH cost group 

CONTINUE-CONTINUE 

RETAIN-SHIFT 

SHIFT-CONTINUE 

CONTINUE-RETAIN 

RETAIN-RETAIN 

NULL-CONTINUE 

SHIFT-SHIFT 

SHIFT-RETAIN 

NULL-RETAIN 

RETAIN-CONTINUE 

CONTINUE-SHIFT 

Table 1: Inference cost-based classifications of transition sequence patterns 

 

LOW cost groups are assumed to impose the least inference cost in terms of 

pronoun interpretation. HIGH cost environments, on the other hand, require 

the most inference making, and MEDIUM is placed between the two. This 

grouping is based on the theoretical formalization described in Grosz et al. 

(1995) and statistical verification in the corpus analysis of Yamura-Takei 

(2005). Our assumption is that pronouns are more likely to be used in LOW 

cost environments than in MEDIUM cost ones and are least likely in HIGH 

cost environments. 

 

Pronouns are a typical linguistic form referring to common entities in 

English, while in Japanese, lexical pronouns are rarely used, as ellipses serve 

the same function instead; therefore, pronouns (in English) and zero 

pronouns (subject/object ellipses in Japanese) are treated analogously in this 

study. 
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Methodology 
The participants were 23 NS of English (EFL teachers in Japan), 108 NNS 

of English (Japanese university students), and 116 NS of Japanese (Japanese 

university students). Three sets of discourse segments were constructed for 

the survey. The participants were presented with English/Japanese discourse 

segments containing discourse entities, all realized as explicit noun forms, 

and asked to identify any discourse entities that they judged could be 

replaced with pronouns (zero pronouns in the case of Japanese) if the change 

would make the segments sound more natural but still remain unambiguous.  

 

The discourse samples (in both languages) consisted of a series of simple 

events (propositions) and included three discourse entities: TOM, JERRY, 

and SPIKE, all realized as names. They displayed various transition 

sequence patterns in three cost-based groups. Any other cohesive devices 

(e.g., connectives) were deliberately excluded from the discourse to 

minimize their effects on the perception of coherence. Below is a sample 

discourse, with discourse entities underlined and centers indicated in bold. 

Each utterance (expect a discourse-initial one) is labeled with a cost-based 

group in brackets.  

 
In this house lives Jerry with Tom and Spike.  

Jerry loves the house. [MEDIUM] 

Jerry is a smart mouse. [LOW] 

Tom is mean to Jerry.  [MEDIUM] 

Tom teases Jerry. [MEDIUM] 

Tom chases Jerry around the house. [LOW] 

Jerry hates Tom.  [MEDIUM] 

Spike is a house dog.  [NULL] 

 

The three sets of discourse segments included a total of 35 entities, 18 of 

which were centers. 

 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
Let us first look at the average number of entities that the three participant 

groups chose to pronominalize, shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Average number of entities to pronominalize 

 

The English NS participants chose to pronominalize an average of 7.04 

entities out of a total of 35 entities, with a range of 1 to 16. The English NNS 

(Japanese EFL learners) chose 10.44 entities on average, with a range of 4 

to 21. The Japanese NS chose to use zero pronouns for an average of 8.41 

entities, with a range of 3 to 18. The English NNS chose to use more 

pronouns than the NS, and the Japanese NS chose to pronominalize more 

frequently than the English NS. The average numbers are compared here, 

although there are wide individual differences within each of the three 

groups. 

 

English NS/NNS Comparison 
Next, we compared the English NS/NNS results. Figure 2 shows that centers 

are more likely to be pronominalized than non-centers by both NS and NNS 

and that NNS tend to use more pronouns than NS for both centers and non-

centers. 

 

 
Figure 2: Pronominalization ratios for centers/non-centers 
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Let us turn to the center pronominalization ratio in the three inference cost-

based groups in Figure 3 below. As the theory predicts, LOW cost 

environments allow more pronouns for centers than MEDIUM and HIGH in 

both NS and NNS decisions. The NNS tendency to use more pronouns than 

NS is observed in each cost group environment. 

 

 
Figure 3: Center pronominalization ratios in the three cost groups 

 

English/Japanese NS Comparison 
Next, let us compare the two languages. Figure 4 shows that the Japanese 

NS chose to use zero pronouns for centers more frequently than the English 

NS chose to use pronouns. The English NS used a slightly higher percentage 

of pronouns for non-centers than Japanese NS.  

 

 
Figure 4: Pronominalization ratios for centers/non-centers 
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Centering prediction is also supported here for Japanese, as shown in Figure 

5, where the center pronominalization ratio is the highest in LOW cost, 

followed by MEDIUM and then HIGH cost. The comparison showed that 

the Japanese NS chose to use more (zero) pronouns than English NS in LOW 

and HIGH cost environments.  

 

 
Figure 5: Center pronominalization ratios in the three cost groups 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
The survey results showed that, for all three participant groups (English 

NS/NNS and Japanese NS), human intuitive decisions on pronominalization 

were reasonably compatible with centering predictions; centers were more 

likely to be pronominalized than non-centers; and less costly transition 

sequences allowed more pronouns. This proves that centering cost-based 

predictions can serve as a basis for the pronoun production principle and as 

an answer to the question, “When do you use pronouns?”  The data also 

include instances that raise the following questions: (1) What allows 

pronouns for non-centers and centers in HIGH cost environments, and (2) 

what restrains pronouns for centers in LOW cost contexts? Potential answers 

to these questions seem to include the effects of world/contextual knowledge, 

parallelism, and semantic information that might override centering 

principles.  

 

The study results showed the difference between NS and NNS, and between 

English and Japanese. English NNS’ tendency to use more pronouns than 

NS is an interesting issue to explore from a pedagogical view point. A 
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possibility of L1 influence can be seen in the Japanese NS, whose 

pronominalization ratio was as high as that of English NNS. Japanese is often 

described as an elliptic language in which subjects and objects are often left 

unsaid when they are guessable from the context. Moreover, unlike English 

pronouns, zero pronouns do not convey any information about gender or 

number. Are Japanese speakers more tolerant of ambiguity? Are they 

excellent guessers? Can the tendency be explained as a pragmatic feature 

prevalent in a high context culture (Ide, 2002)? These topics await further 

investigation. 

 

 

 

Note 
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Research Grant for the year 2014. 

 

 

 

References 
Peter C. Gordon & Kimberly A. Scearce (1995). Pronominalization and discourse 

coherence, discourse structure and pronoun interpretation. In Memory & Cognition, 

Volume 23, Issue 3, pp313-323. 

Barbara J. Grosz, Aravind K. Joshi & Scott Weinstein (1995). Centering: A 

framework for modeling the local coherence of discourse. In Computational 

Linguistics, Volume 12, Issue 3, pp175-204. 

Sachiko Ide (2002). The speaker’s viewpoint and indexicality in a high context culture. 

In Kuniyoshi Kataoka & Sachiko Ide (eds.), Bunka, Intaakushon, Gengo [Culture, 

Interaction, and Language]. Hituzi Syobo: Tokyo, Japan, pp3-20. 

Eleni Miltsakaki & Karen Kukich (2004). Evaluation of text coherence for electronic 

essay scoring systems. In Natural Language Engineering, Volume 10, Issue 1, 

pp25-55. 

Mitsuko Yamura-Takei (2005). Theoretical, Technological and Pedagogical 

Approaches to Zero Arguments in Japanese Discourse: Making the Invisible Visible. 

Doctoral thesis, Graduate School of Information Sciences, Hiroshima City 

University, Japan. 

 

  



Learning, Working and Communicating in a Global Context: Proceedings of the 47th BAAL Annual Meeting  
University of Warwick, Coventry 

258 

 

 



Translanguaging as a language contact phenomenon in the classroom in Ghana: Pedagogic relevance and perceptions 
Elvis Yevudey 

259 

Translanguaging as a language 
contact phenomenon in the 
classroom in Ghana: Pedagogic 
relevance and perceptions 
 

Elvis Yevudey 
Aston University, Birmingham 
yevudeye@aston.ac.uk 

 

 

 

Introduction 
Switching between two or more languages within the classroom has attracted 

the attention of linguists, language educators and sociologists. A wide range 

of terminologies are used in the literature to describe bilingualism and 

education, which has led to several terms and approaches such as bilingual 

education, polylanguaging, polylingual languaging, flexible bilingualism, 

multilanguaging, heteroglossia, codemeshing, translingual practice, 

codeswitching and translanguaging. This paper adopts the term 

translanguaging to describe the linguistic choices in the classrooms observed 

for this study.  

 

Two types of classrooms are observed. The first type of classroom, which 

will be referred to in this paper as Type 1 classrooms adopts a bilingual 

medium of instruction. These classrooms adopt the National Acceleration 

Literacy Program (NALAP), which is the bilingual literacy program of 

Ghana. This program since its inception in 2009 is still run on pilot bases in 

the country as it is not being implemented in all schools. Within the 

framework of this language program, Ewe and English lessons are joined 

into one teaching period called Language and Literacy. The Language and 

Literacy lesson is structured such that a given topic is taught in Ewe first half 

of the lesson and same topic is taught in English in the remaining half hour.  

 

The other type of classroom observed, which would be referred to as Type 2 

classrooms adopts a monolingual medium of instruction. In the Type 2 

schools, Ewe and English, in this case study, are taught exclusively. With 

reference to theoretical terminologies, the Type 1 schools could be referred 

to as translanguaging whereas the Type 2 schools are non-translanguaging 

classrooms. The non-translanguaging classrooms, however, exhibit some 

23 
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bilingual practices in their classroom interactions. These two types of 

classroom are chosen in order to explore the language use patterns and to 

ascertain the sociolinguistic situations in the schools. Subsequently, 

choosing these two types of classroom provides comparative data to explore 

the perception of teachers and pupils in these two contexts and how these 

perceptions impact on code choices in the classroom. This comparison 

further would provide us with the optimisation strategies of translanguaging 

and how it may contribute to both language acquisition and content 

comprehension.  

 

Translanguaging is a relatively recent term in describing bilingual language 

use phenomena and originates as a pedagogic theory that conceives language 

mixing in the classroom to have cognitive benefits for the learner and 

produces important educational outcomes. As García and Wei (2014:2) 

describe it: “…translanguaging is an approach to the use of language, 

bilingualism and the education of bilinguals that considers the language 

practices of bilinguals not as two autonomous language systems as has been 

traditionally the case, but as one linguistic repertoire with features that have 

been societally constructed as belonging to two separate languages.” 

Translanguaging in the classroom provides a ‘fertile’ platform to harness 

learners’ linguistic repertoires flexibly to achieve and maximize learning and 

teaching goals. Thus, both languages are used in a dynamic and functionally 

integrated manner to organise and mediate mental processes in 

understanding, speaking, literacy, and not least, learning (Lewis et al. 

2012:655).  

 

This paper presents part of a study on translanguaging and bilingual practices 

in Ghanaian classrooms by exploring the various linguistic choices both 

teachers and pupils make in the classroom regardless of the proposed 

language policy of the school. The research questions addressed in the paper 

are: 1) What is the pedagogic relevance of translanguaging in the classroom? 

2) What are the perceptions of teachers and pupils towards translanguaging 

the classroom? 

 

These research questions aim to provide an overview of the pedagogic 

relevance of translanguaging in the classroom in Ghana, especially in Type 

1 classrooms, and any bilingual practices in Type 2 classrooms. Furthermore, 

the findings would unravel the significance of pupils’ first language (L1) in 

learning a second language (L2) and content comprehension. Equally, the 

paper advocates that the formation and implementation of language policies 
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should take into account the linguistic background of the pupils as well as 

the linguistic needs of the country.  

 

 

 

Language and Education in Ghana: Policy and linguistic 
practices  

Ghana has about 79 indigenous languages and English as the official 

language. Among these indigenous languages, nine of them are government-

sponsored and are used in the school curriculum. Ewe, which is the 

indigenous language in this case study, is one of the sponsored languages 

and used at pre-school to tertiary level. Ewe is one of the Westernmost 

languages of the Gbe/Kwa language subgroup of African languages and is 

spoken mainly in the Volta Region of Ghana. Other places where Ewe is 

spoken include Togo, Benin and some parts of Nigeria.  

 

The linguistic multiplicity in Ghana presents insights into the reasoning 

behind diverse language policies within the country especially regarding 

language of education. The current language policy NALAP is under pilot 

study and is being implemented in public/government schools. The policy 

stipulates the use of Ghanaian indigenous languages from pre-school to 

grade 3 as medium of instruction and English is taught as a subject. From 

grade 4 onwards the Ghanaian indigenous language is taught as a subject and 

English becomes the medium of instruction. Aside this policy, private 

schools and a few public schools in urban centers adopt monolingual use of 

the indigenous languages and English. 

 

In Ghana, as mentioned above, two types of classrooms can be observed 

based on the type of school. The Type 1 classrooms adopt a bilingual or 

multilingual medium of instruction, which involves the use of both Ewe and 

English in the same teaching period. These schools are mainly public schools. 

Type 2 classrooms adopt monolingual use of Ewe and English and are 

privately owned schools. As presented on Table 1 below, Type 2 schools 

have separate teaching periods for Ewe and English and it is expected that 

these languages be used exclusively during lessons.  

 

Multilingualism is the norm in Ghana due to the linguistic diversity of the 

country. Bilingual practices such as codeswitching permeate both formal and 

informal contexts. Codeswitching generally refers to the concurrent use of 

two or more languages within the same interactive event. Interactions on 

radio and television are characterised by pervasive use of codeswitching. 
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Other media of communication such as television and radio advertisements 

are couched in English and at least one indigenous language (Chachu 2013). 

Chachu (2013:94) demonstrates that advertisements on television and on 

radio involve purposeful and skillful use of English and indigenous 

languages in order to uncover examples of ‘unity in diversity since the 

various languages use make them authentically Ghanaian in nature’. 

Authenticity here refers to codeswitching on television and radio 

advertisements being a reflection of daily language use in Ghana, which is 

full of codeswitching.  

 

Codeswitching is not only restricted to communication among Ghanaians 

within Ghana but also among Ghanaians in the diaspora. As recounted in 

Guerini (2014), Ghanaian immigrants in Bergamo, Northern Italy use 

codeswitching pervasively in their day-to-day interactions. The study 

explores the language mixing patterns, which involves Akan, English and 

Italy among the immigrants. Guerini (2014) argues that due to the pervasive 

switching between these languages their code choices seem to be on a 

transition from codeswitching to a mixed code.  

 

There has been no research so far that addresses bilingual or multilingual 

language use in the classroom in Ghana via the concept of translanguaging. 

Studies into bilingualism in the classroom are addressed mainly via the 

concept of codeswitching, which is related to translanguaging in many 

respects. Park (2013:50) points out that translanguaging mirrors 

codeswitching in many respects as ‘it refers to multilingual speakers 

shuttling between languages in a natural manner’. The use of indigenous 

languages and English as medium of instruction has led to extensive contact 

between the languages. In the classroom, codeswitching is used to perform 

certain pedagogic functions such as explanation of texts, definition of 

terminologies, elaboration of a point and to increase the participation of 

pupils (Yevudey 2013, Probyn 2009).  

 

Studies of bilingual language use in the classroom have recommend that it 

should be considered as a teachable pedagogic resource and should be 

included in teacher training syllabi (Arthur 1996, Brew-Daniels 2011). The 

use of two or more languages in the classroom by teachers especially requires 

the awareness of the pedagogic implications and how to use the languages to 

achieve learning outcomes. In this regard, the teachers’ guide produced as 

part of the National Acceleration Literacy Program (NALAP) spells out how 

Ghanaian indigenous languages and English could be use concurrently or 

exclusively in the class. The introduction of the NALAP program is an 
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attempt to incorporate the Ghanaian languages in the school curriculum 

following other related education programs such as Breakthrough to Literacy 

(BTL). The NALAP program can be described as a learner-centered 

approach to literacy where the linguistic resources of the pupils, in many 

cases Ghanaian indigenous languages, are harnessed to enable them to learn 

a second language, English. As a head of school described in an interview, 

the principle of literacy is from the known to the unknown (Yevudey 2012). 

In other words, the provision of education especially in multilingual contexts 

should take into account the linguistic competence of the pupils and aim to 

develop what they already know and build on it.  

 

Studies into the perceptions and attitudes towards codeswitching in 

classroom have shown that there are more positive responses than there used 

to be. Teachers, parents and pupils express more positive attitudes towards 

the incorporation of indigenous languages and English as medium of 

instruction. Probing into the perception of teachers towards Ewe-English 

codeswitching in Ghana, Yevudey (2013) indicates that teachers’ attitudes 

towards codeswitching range from agreement, conditional agreement to 

outright rejection. The overall attitudes of teachers based on a quantitative 

analysis of a questionnaire survey show that the majority of teachers are 

positive towards codeswitching. The study further shows that there is a 

parallel between the perception of teachers and their linguistic choices in the 

classroom. Thus teachers who are positive towards codeswitching in the 

classroom adopt it as a medium of instruction whereas teachers who express 

negative attitudes avoid it to some extent.  

 

Perceptual differences towards learning and teaching indigenous languages 

could be associated with linguistic needs. Communicating in this era of 

globalisation requires competences in a ‘global’ language or languages: a 

global language in the sense of a language of wider communication, a 

language of business and employment and a language that ‘crosses boarders’. 

To this end, some speakers have little or no motivation to acquire indigenous 

languages or even to study them in schools as most of these languages are 

mainly used within their community.  

 

For instance, although in recent times there is promotion of Ghanaian 

indigenous languages within the curriculum we cannot overlook the realities 

on the ground. The educational system in Ghana is heavily English-based 

and one’s ‘scholastic performance’ and progression within the academic 

system is dependent on English (Andoh-Kumi 1998:119). The Ghanaian 

indigenous languages usually play little or no role when a student goes higher 
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on the academic ladder. Furthermore, the subjects of studies such as science, 

business and even humanities courses are taught in English. The 

aforementioned notwithstanding, the indigenous languages play a crucial 

role in language studies such as Linguistics and Cultural Studies such as 

dance, music, drama and theatre, which are core to the culture and heritage 

of the country.  

 

In sum, the use of both indigenous languages and English in the classroom 

has been promoted as an ideal medium of instruction especially in 

classrooms where pupils have little or no exposure to English. The 

perception of teachers, parents and pupils towards codeswitching or 

translanguaging in the classroom has not been exclusively negative or 

positive. Most studies have, however, shown that there is high acceptance. 

As the world is globalising, attempts to promote indigenous languages within 

the school curriculum should take into account the promotion of these 

language outside the classroom. Thus there should be more job opportunities 

that require the use of the indigenous languages as a tool and only then can 

these indigenous languages become globalised.  

 

 

 

Data and Research Methods  
Four schools were observed, which include two bilingual medium schools 

(Type 1 classrooms) and two monolingual medium schools (Type 2 

classrooms). Data were collected using: 

 

• Classroom observation via audio recordings and ethnographic 

notes 

• Interviews with heads of schools and teacher participants  

• Questionnaire surveys conducted with teachers  

• Focus groups with fifteen pupils from each school. In order to 

elicit the opinions of pupils towards language use in the 

classroom, the teachers have selected five pupils each from 

grades 1-3 and they participated in the focus group. The medium 

of communication during the focus group was Ewe, English and 

any repertoire of the pupils some of whom spoke Akan.  
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Classroom type   Linguistic choices 

Bilingual/ 

Translanguaging 

classrooms 

Type 1  Ghanaian indigenous language + European 

language (e.g. Ewe + English) 

 Ghanaian indigenous language+ Ghanaian 

indigenous language (e.g. Ewe+ Akan or Ewe + 

Likpe) 

 European language +European language (e.g. 

English +French) 
Monolingual 

classrooms 

Type 2  Monolingual Ghanaian indigenous language 

(e.g. Ewe only) 

 Monolingual European language (e.g. English 

only) 
Table 1: Classroom type and linguistic choices (mainly at the lower classes grade 1-

3) 

 

 

 

Linguistic choices in the classroom and perceptions  
Pedagogic relevance of translanguaging in the classroom 
Translanguaging in the classrooms observed is used to achieve various 

pedagogic goals in the classroom. In Type 1 schools, translanguaging is used 

pervasively partly due to the nature of the teaching period, Language and 

Literacy, where both Ewe and English are used. In Type 2 schools, it is 

observed that there is maximally monolingual language use during Ewe and 

English lessons. In these classrooms, however, although they conform to the 

monolingual policies of the schools there were occasional bilingual practices 

in which teachers and pupils switched to Ewe during English lesson and vice 

versa. Some pedagogic relevance of translanguaging include: 

• Repeating of the same concept in Ewe and English in order to 

reiterate a point. 

• Switching to either Ewe or English in order to explain a concept 

or (new) terminology used during a lesson.  

• Pupils providing answers in another language other than the 

medium of instruction of the lesson. 

• Teachers switching to either of the languages to explain an 

answer provided by a student. 

 

Functionally, teachers usually serve as a mediator in the classroom and they 

provide linguistic support for students who find it difficult to speak either of 

the languages. For instance, during an English lesson one of the pupils 

attempted to provide answers in English but found it challenging to express 
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the idea. The teacher encouraged the pupil to provide the answer in the 

language comfortable to him and the pupil answered in Ewe. The teacher 

therefore explained the answer in English to the whole class. 

  

The perception of teachers 
Exploring the perception of teachers towards translanguaging in classroom 

was done via questionnaire surveys. The surveys were carried out in the four 

schools. Different numbers of teachers responded to the questionnaire and 

for comparative purposes the responses are normalised using percentages as 

presented in Tables 2 and 3. All the teacher participants are at least bilingual 

in Ewe and English and some speak other indigenous languages such as 

Akan, Likpe, Ga, and European languages such as French.  

 
Question 1: 

Which ONE of the language or combination of languages would you recommend to be 

used in teaching and learning in lower primary school classrooms in Ghana? 

Response School A 

(Public) 

School B 

(Private) 

School C 

(Public) 

School D 

(Private) 

English only  0 : (0%) 1 : (5.6%) 0 : (0%) 1 : (5.9%) 

Ewe only (any Gh Lg) 3 : (8.6%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 

A combination of Ewe 

& English  

32 : (91.4%) 17 : (94.4%) 15 : (100%) 16 : (94.1%) 

Others  0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 

No opinion  0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 

Total  35 : (100%) 18 : (100%) 15 : (100%) 17 : (100%) 

Table 2: Responses from teachers on the language or combination of languages 

preferred for teaching in lower primary school level (Questionnaire) 

 

In response to which language or combination of languages should be used 

for teaching in the lower grade classes, teachers predominantly chose a 

combination of Ewe and English. In Schools A and C which are public 

schools, 91.4% and 100% respectively chose a combination of Ewe and 

English as ideal medium of instruction. The responses from Schools B and 

D, which are private schools, were in favour of a combination of Ewe and 

English in the classroom thus constituting 94.4% and 94.1% respectively. 

Some responses in School A were for Ewe only instruction 8.6%, School B 

one teacher (5.6%) chose English only and in School D one teacher 

constituting 5.9% also chose English only. However, there are some 

differences as the few teachers who would like ‘Ewe only’ to be used are 

from public schools whereas teachers who responded ‘English only’ teach in 

private schools. Overall, teachers from both public and private schools are 

advocating for bilingual language use in the classroom.  
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The questionnaire survey was used to explore the perceptions of teachers 

towards translanguaging in the classroom. As shown in Table 3 below, 

teachers in the four schools expressed either ‘very positive’ or ‘positive’ 

attitude towards translanguaging in the classroom. In School A, however, 

one teacher expressed uncertainty. Schools B and D have one teacher each 

(1 (5.5%) and 1 (5.9%) respectively) expressing negative attitudes. An 

overview of the responses shows that teachers in both public and private 

schools are predominately positive towards translanguaging in the classroom.  

 
Question 2: How would you describe your feeling or attitude towards 

translanguaging in the classroom? 

Response School A 

(Public) 

School B 

(Private) 

School C 

(Public) 

School D 

(Private) 

Very positive 10 : (28.6%) 10 : (55.6%) 7 : (46.7%) 6 : (35.3%) 

Positive 24 : (68.6%) 7 : (38.9%) 8 : (53.3%) 10 : (58.8%) 

Uncertain 1 : (2.8%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 

Negative  0 : (0%) 1 : (5.5%) 0 : (0%) 1 : (5.9%) 

Very negative  0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 0 : (0%) 

Total  35 : (100%) 18 : (100%) 15 : (100%) 17 : (100%) 

Table 3: Responses from teachers on their perceptions towards translanguaging in 

the classroom (Questionnaire) 

 

Comparatively there is a symmetry between the responses of teachers’ 

choice of the language or combination of languages and their perceptions. 

With reference to the responses bolded in Tables 2 and 3, the teachers who 

chose English only as their preferred medium of instruction equally 

expressed negative attitudes towards translanguaging in the classroom. 

Additionally, these teachers are from the two private schools observed.  

 

The perception of pupils  
Focus groups were run to explore the perception of pupils towards 

translanguaging in the classroom. The focus groups were to give pupils the 

opportunity to express themselves more free and informally. Prior to the start 

of the focus groups, the aim of the research was introduced and the pupils 

were informed they could use any language they felt comfortable and fluent 

in. The languages used were English, Ewe and some pupils used Akan.  

 

Tables 4 and 5 present some extracts from the focus groups. In School A, 

Pupil 1 said he would like the teacher to use both Ewe and English in the 

classroom, whereas Pupil 2 from the same school said she wanted the teacher 

to speak English in class as when English is used she understands better. In 

School D, as in Table 5, Pupil 4 was asked the same question in Ewe and he 
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responded he would like the teacher to use Ewe because he will like all of 

them (the pupils) to be able to speak Ewe.  

 

Pupil 2 reiterated that she would like teachers to use English in class because 

when they use Ewe she finds it difficult to understand. In an informal 

interaction, the class teacher mentioned to me that Pupil 2’s opinion is based 

on the fact that although her parents are Ewe they only speak English to her 

at home, which explains the pupil’s attitude towards the use of Ewe. The 

teacher said that Pupil 2 doesn’t speak Ewe in class or even in her out-of-

classroom interactions with peers.  

 
IW(Interviewee): Which languages do you like to speak? 

Pupil 1:  “I like to speak Ewe and English” 

IW: Which languages do you like to speak? 

Pupil 2: I like to speak English. 

IW: Why? 

Pupil 2: Because English is very easy for me to speak. I prefer English 

because if they speak English I understand it more than Ewe.  

Table 4: Extract from the focus group with pupils from a public school (School A) 

 
IW: Egbe-ka e-dzi be nufiala na-za͂ le suku?  

 language-which 2SG-want that teacher 3SG-FUT-use be.at school 

 ‘Which language would you like the teacher to use in school?’ 

Pupil 4: Ne-za͂ Ʋe-gbe 

 3SG-use Ewe-language 

 ‘S/he should use Ewe language.’ 

IW: Nukata ƒe? 

 Why before 

  ‘Why?’ 

Pupil 4: Me-dzi bena mía-ƒete mía-se Eʋe-gbe  

 1SG-want that 1PL-all 1PL-understand Ewe-language 

 ‘I will like us to understand Ewe language.’ 

IW: okay  

Table 5: Extract from the focus group with pupils from a private school (School D) 

 

 

 

Conclusion  
This paper sets out to explore the pedagogic functions of translanguaging in 

the classroom and its impact on teaching and learning. Based on classroom 

interactions, it is observed that translanguaging in the classroom is used to 

achieve pedagogic goals such as reiterating a concept, explaining new 

terminologies and encouraging participation of pupils.  
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Secondly, the perception of teachers and pupils towards translanguaging is 

predominantly positive. Teachers in both public and private schools 

advocate that a combination of Ewe and English should be adopted as 

medium of instruction at the lower grade classes. There are few teachers who 

would like Ewe only or English only to be the medium of instruction. 

Comparing the perception of teachers in public and private schools towards 

translanguaging, the data show that teachers from both classroom contexts 

are positive towards translanguaging in the classroom. A few of the teachers 

in the private schools expressed a negative attitude and a teacher from a 

public school expressed uncertainty. The responses of the teachers who 

chose English only as the ideal medium of instruction also showed negative 

attitudes towards translanguaging. In other words, there is a parallel between 

the code preference of teachers and their perceptions towards 

translanguaging.  

 

The perception of pupils towards translanguaging and code preference for 

medium of instruction exhibits some variations. Some pupils would like Ewe 

to be used as a medium of instruction whereas some of them would like 

English to be used. These differences in opinion may not be associated with 

whether the pupil is studying in Type 1 classroom or Type 2 classroom. 

Variations in opinion could be associated with the linguistic background of 

the pupils. Pupils who have out of school exposure to Ewe would like Ewe 

to be used whereas those who have exposure to English want that to be used. 

Furthermore, pupils who are exposed to both Ewe and English said both 

languages should be used in the classroom. Finally, as the perception towards 

bilingual education is becoming more positive and as language policies are 

presenting the relevance of indigenous languages in both second language 

acquisition and content comprehension, government policies should factor 

in ways through which indigenous languages can have a place in business 

and employment.  
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Introduction 
For decades, the issue of first language use in second language classrooms 

has been the subject of heated academic discussion. At the centre of the 

debate exist two opposing opinions. The natural approach proposed by 

Krashen and Terrell (1983) states that classroom language use should be 

“based on the use of the language in communicative situations without 

recourse to the use of the native language” (Krashen and Terrell, 1983:9). 

This claim is opposed by some scholars on the grounds that it creates “a 

classroom dynamic in which the use of L1 is at best discouraged, and at worst 

stigmatised” (Levine, 2003:344) and they suggest a sanctioned role for L1 

use in foreign language classrooms (Cook, 2001; Castellotti, 2001). Though 

it has been widely acknowledged that exclusivity of L2 use leads to 

unfavourable outcomes, there is little consensus as to how much L1 is 

optimal in the classroom, due to the vastly different levels and needs of 

second language learners.  

 

In order to confirm and validate the theories noted above in different contexts, 

over the years empirical explorations have been conducted with a view to 

discovering the amount and functions of L1 use in foreign language 

classrooms as well as the motivations and possible factors affecting teachers’ 

switching of languages (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; Carless, 2007; Copland and 

Neokleous, 2010; Gao; 2005; Guo, 2007; Liebscher and Dailey-O’Cain, 

2005; Liu et al, 2004; Macaro 2001, 2005; Macaro and Lee, 2013; Moodley, 

2007; Tian and Macaro, 2012). Findings in various contexts fail to reveal a 

consensus on the amount of L1 used. However, the research has revealed 

several similarities and patterns, especially in terms of teachers’ reasons for 

L1 use, the situations in which it tends to be used and factors affecting L1 

use. Researchers are working towards gaining a deeper understanding of the 

relationship between teachers’ language use and students’ learning outcomes. 

Nonetheless, the majority of studies target teachers of foreign language 

24 
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classes in a communicative setting, the focus of which is on foreign language 

skills and students’ communicative competence. Little attention has been 

paid to university students majoring in foreign languages as well as content-

based classes in which the target language serves as a medium to convey the 

subject matter, particularly in the Chinese context.  

 

To this end, it is helpful to conduct a research study into L1 use in content-

based classes for English majors in a Chinese university. This paper 

examines the results regarding the patterns of teachers’ L1 (Chinese) use, the 

actual amount of L1 used, the change or development of L1 use over a term, 

if any, and the factors affecting their choice of languages, particularly in 

comparison with the results found in communicative skill-based foreign 

language classes. It is hoped that the study will contribute to this research 

area from the Chinese perspective and help practitioners become aware of 

L1 use in content-based courses, since teachers’ L1 use is considered to be a 

crucial factor in L2 classroom learning and has a direct impact on students’ 

L2 acquisition.  

 

 

 

Context 
English language education in China has been undergoing drastic 

development since the 1950s. English is taught as a foreign language in 

China at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. It is a compulsory course for 

all university students. However for non-English majors, the emphasis of 

English courses is placed on the attainment of language skills and the ability 

to communicate freely in English, whereas the focus of the curriculum for 

English majors has been experiencing constant change due to the needs of 

social and economic development in China, shifting from a humanistic 

approach in the 1920s – 1930s to pure language skills training in the 1950s 

– 1990s, then to a so-called interdisciplinary model during the first few years 

of the 21st century.  

 

The most recent trend among the leading English departments in Chinese 

universities features a return to the humanities-oriented approach, since it is 

considered that humanities subjects are most helpful in developing English 

majors’ competitiveness in the 21st century. Apart from training students to 

become fluent English users, teachers are required to teach literature, history, 

philosophy, culture and so on in content-based courses via English as a 

medium of instruction. This process develops competitive graduates with 

humanistic awareness and critical thinking acumen – so-called “whole 
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people”, who can play an important role in the social, economic and 

diplomatic development of China, especially with culture as a soft power 

gaining more prominence recently (Hu and Sun, 2006; Wen et al, 2010).  

 

Under these circumstances, communicating knowledge of the subject is 

prioritized at the expense of teaching of the language. Hence “meaning” 

outweighs “form”. It is thus likely that teachers tend to employ more L1 to 

explain complicated subject knowledge, which is detrimental to the students’ 

English learning process since L2 exposure is eliminated and that less input 

leads to less intake. Therefore it is necessary to undertake an empirical study 

to investigate teachers’ L1 use in those content-based courses and students’ 

attitudes towards it, as teachers’ language use in such courses could have a 

direct and profound impact on students’ acquisition of the foreign language 

and relevant subject knowledge.  

 

 

 

Research Questions 
In the current study, the research questions focus on the core issue of teachers’ 

L1 use in content-based English courses. The three sub-questions are as 

follows:  

 

 In what circumstances is L1 employed?  

 What is the exact amount of L1 used?  

 Is there any evidence of change or development in the amount of 

L1 use throughout the term?  

 What are the factors affecting teachers’ switching of languages?  

 

 

 

Participants and Procedures 
This research takes the form of a case study so as to explore the research 

questions in-depth. The participants are two male teachers from a Chinese 

university (Teachers A and B) in a city where English Language Teaching 

enjoys the most prosperity in this country. They comprise a typical group of 

competent and qualified cases in terms of researching English language 

education at tertiary level in China. Both received their Bachelor, Master and 

PhD education in prestigious universities in China and both of them have 

had experience of being visiting scholars in English-speaking-countries, 

which reflects the fact that their English language proficiency should be at a 

high level compared with other English teachers in Chinese universities as a 
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whole. Secondly, they are working for a university which has a strong 

reputation for foreign language teaching, which to some extent confirms 

their L2 proficiency and teaching ability. Thirdly, they have been teaching 

for more than ten years. In addition, they are all mid-career, which implies 

that they are expected to be of a status where their understanding of their 

jobs, students and curricula have reached a stabilized and consolidated stage 

(Huberman, 1989). 

 

Three data collection methods were used: classroom observation, interview 

and stimulated recall. Classroom observation ran from Week 1 to Week 11 

of the summer term which lasts from September to January. Two content-

based courses were observed: American Literature and Western Philosophy. 

A total of 22 lessons were observed and recorded. Interviews were held with 

the two participants at the beginning and at the end of the research study. 

Therefore, there were a total of four interviews, varying in length from 30 to 

60 minutes. Interviews were undertaken in Chinese in accordance with the 

preference of the participants. Stimulated recalls were held in the middle of 

the term with two participants respectively when extracts from video 

recorded lessons were shown to them and questions were asked to 

understand the decision-making processes of their codeswitching behaviours. 

All recordings were transcribed and interviewing data were subject to 

thematic analysis.  

 

 

 

Data Analysis and Results 
In order to answer the first Research Question, a categorisation system was 

firstly designed to illustrate teachers’ L1 use patterns. Ten major functions 

of teachers’ L1 use behaviours were categorised in Table 1. 

 
Patterns of L1 Use Examples 

Translating long, difficult 

and illustrative sentences 

The psychological principle is this: anyone can do any amount 

of work, provided it isn’t the work he is supposed to be doing 

at that moment. 这个心理学的原则就是说谁都能完成任何

工作，只要他做的工作，不是那个当下应该做的。 

Explaining/paraphrasing/ 

interpreting new vocabulary 

or difficult phrases 

Arty，中文叫附庸风雅。(In Chinese it is called…) 

Giving procedural 

instructions 
今天就到这里。下次我们讲 Roman Fever, 大家看一下，好

吧。(That’s all for today. Next time we will talk about the 

Roman Fever. Please read it beforehand.) 



Personal Identity and Global Engagement: Chinese University Teachers’ Use of the L1 
Dr Xiaozhou Zhou 

275 

Patterns of L1 Use Examples 

Explaining grammar In verb tense, we can judge the attitudes of the author. 英语里 

(In English)，in English, 我们使用一些 (we use some) verb 

tense. 英文里，一个作家可以用动词时态来表达，在中文

里就很难。(In English, it is easy for an author to express the 

intentions of the hero/heroine through using verb tenses, which 

in Chinese is really difficult.) 

Providing background 

information 
几乎所有的选本里都会选择这篇文章。这是一篇革命性的

文章。(Almost all the text books or essay collections would 

include this article. This is a revolutionary article.) 

Lecturing on text-related 

culture/literature/ 

philosophy 

没有一个人对英美诗歌的影响有艾略特那么大。他的诗歌

主要受 17 世纪的玄学主义，和法国诗歌的影响。写的都

是 the plight of modern men, 现代人的困境。 (No-one has 

ever had a greater influence on the English and American 

poem history than Eliot did. He was largely influenced by the 

transcendence poets in the 17th century as well as some 

French poets who wrote mainly the plight of modern men.) 

Asides/anecdotes/ personal 

opinions embedded in 

interpretation/lecturing on 

the text 

将来有机会，同学们学习文化研究也好，文学也好，我觉

得你们主要的责任是如何将我们现代的文化介绍给西方

人。也许他们看到某些内容也会有似曾相识的喜悦感。(If 

you have the opportunity in the future, whether you study 

culture or literature, I think your main responsibility will be 

working on how to introduce our modern culture to the 

westerners. Perhaps they will feel equally excited when by 

accident finding something similar to their culture/literature.) 

Raising questions 我要请教你们一下，三文鱼的英文叫什么？是不是

salmon? 这是不是香港的翻译？因为大陆是翻成鲑鱼的。(I 

would like to ask you, what is the English name for …? Is it 

called salmon? Is it a translation from Hong Kong? Since in 

mainland China, it is called…) 

Meta-textual comments 

concerned with 

interpretation, evaluation of 

the text, etc. 

这篇文章重点讲的就是(The focus of this article is to 

describe) the relationship between style and the author’s 

purpose. 他用什么样的语言风格，就是为了表达怎样的目

的。(He uses different styles to express different purposes.) 

Emphasizing pronunciation Photography这个词的重音很多同学读错，大家要注意。
(A lot of students pronounce the stress of the word 

“photography” wrong. Please pay attention.)  

Table 1: Patterns of Teachers’ L1 Use 

The words in brackets are translations of the Chinese texts they follow. 

 

The times when participants switched from English to Chinese were noted 

and categorised. It was discovered that Teacher A tended to use more L1 

when explaining vocabulary, making asides etc., translating sentences, 

making meta-textual comments and lecturing in literature, culture and 
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philosophy. As for Teacher B, it was clear from the results that the most 

dominant category was “making asides etc.” Additionally, “meta-textual 

comments” and “lecturing in literature, culture and philosophy” were major 

categories.  

 

Secondly, time coding was conducted so as to distinguish the amount of time 

for which L1 and L2 were spoken and thus to answer Research Questions 2 

and 3. Results from time coding are presented in Table 2. On average, both 

Teachers A and B spent a significant amount of time talking in L1, much 

greater than the researcher’s expectation. Taking the amount of their L1 use 

across the term into consideration, the overall trends showed an increase in 

the participants’ L1 use over time, although slight falls and rises could be 

seen at different stages.  

 
 W1 W2 W3 W4 W5 W6 W7 W8 W9 W10 W11 Ave 

Teacher A 8.4 24.4 35.2 31.9 35.9 43.5 44.8 46.1 35.6 46.5 45.4 36.2 

Teacher B 40.1 53.7 49.4 48.6 38.8 61.5 63.2 61.5 63.0 58.3 62.7 54.6 

Table 2: Amount of L1 Use in Each Week’s Class % – a Results of Time Coding 

 

Thirdly, analysis of interview data revealed the participants’ statements as to 

which factors they believed were affecting their language choice in class. 

The list of factors were: lesson contents and objectives, teachers’ L2 

proficiency, students’ L2 proficiency, language contrast, students’ reaction, 

teachers’ ability to comprehend and appreciate the teaching content, and 

teachers’ professional identity. Among all the factors, “teachers’ 

professional identity” stood out as a novel factor not identified in previous 

studies, and closely linked with the salient category of teachers’ L1 use 

“Lecturing on text-related culture/literature/ philosophy”, based on the 

findings from interviews and stimulated recalls. Thus, the following section 

is devoted to discussing the implications of the results.  

 

 

 

Discussion 
Compared with the patterns of L1 use noted in previous studies, the 

categories generated from the current research are to a large extent similar, 

except for three novel categories: lecturing on text-related 

literature/culture/philosophy, meta-textual comments concerned with 

interpretation, evaluation of the text etc. and emphasizing pronunciation. 

Switching to Chinese to emphasize the pronunciation of certain words is 

used to ensuring that students’ attention is drawn to the correct pronunciation. 
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It is not treated as a salient category as it does not occur frequently. The 

appearance of the “meta-textual comments” can be attributed to the nature 

of content-based courses in which the subject knowledge, instead of the 

language, is the focus. Teachers’ L1 use in this situation could also be due to 

their own limited L2 proficiency or their concern for the weaker students in 

class.  

 

However the category “lecturing on text-related literature/culture/ 

philosophy” has proved to be prominent in both protocol analysis of patterns 

of L1 use and time coding for each category. It is understandable for teachers 

to spend time lecturing on American literature and western philosophy in 

those two content-based courses. Nonetheless, the fact that they spend a 

significant amount of time lecturing on Chinese literature, philosophy and 

culture and constantly endeavour to compare the western perspective with 

the Chinese perspective, (and more importantly conduct all this in Chinese) 

reveals a more profound purpose behind their language choice. Relating to 

their statements in the interviews, L1 is deliberately chosen with a view to 

giving students more information relating to Chinese literature, philosophy 

and culture and helping students build a comparative framework in their 

minds. It also reflects a hint of teachers’ own cultural identity embedded in 

their use of L1 – they expect English majors to be proud of their own national 

literature, culture and philosophy and be equipped with such knowledge, 

even though the current curriculum generally requires the attainment of this 

type of knowledge from the western perspective.  This point of view is 

reflected in their interview responses:  

 
“When we are in the process of learning western literature, culture or 

philosophy, we won’t be able to comprehend it thoroughly if we do not 

understand our literature and culture first. It is only through comparison that 

we comprehend ourselves better. … The ultimate goal of researching 

American and British culture is not to understand American and British 

culture only. Rather, it represents a search for ways to make other cultures 

useful for the Chinese culture.”  

 

With that aim in mind, and the practical limitation that teachers’ L2 

proficiency is sometimes not sufficiently high to explain complicated issues 

in comparative literature/culture, it becomes natural for them to switch to 

their L1 whenever they feel it necessary, which results in a seemingly 

unhealthy and self-indulgent L1 use.  

 

The results of time coding show that on average, Teacher A spends 36.2% 

of class time speaking in Chinese and Teacher B 54.6%. The figures are 
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substantially higher than the 19.4% from Guo (2007), a previous study set in 

a Chinese university but focusing on skilled-based English courses in non-

English departments. Even though the national curriculum for English 

majors does not specify exactly how much English teachers should use in 

class, an average L1 use of over 30% across 11 weeks is already excessive, 

let alone over 50%. However, the participants are both aware of such 

significant amount of L1 use and during interviews they state that it is a 

deliberate pedagogical strategy due to the impact of their professional 

identity.  

 

Professional identity is often regarded as “an ongoing process of integration 

of the ‘personal’ and the ‘professional’ sides of becoming and being a teacher” 

(Beijaard et al, 2004:113). Its formation concerns not only the question 

“Who am I at this moment?” but also the question “Who do I want to 

become?” It is not a stable entity but rather a complex and dynamic 

equilibrium where professional self-image is balanced with various roles 

teachers feel they have to play (Volkmann and Anderson, 1998). In addition, 

professional identity is considered as multifaceted in the way that historical, 

sociological, psychological and cultural aspects may affect the teacher’s 

sense of self as a teacher (Cooper and Olson, 1996).  

 

Beijaard et al (2000) investigated experienced secondary school teachers’ 

perceptions of professional identity. Teachers’ knowledge of their 

professional identity, put in simple words, is how they perceive themselves 

as teachers and what factors contribute to these perceptions. He discovered 

that teachers in the study were very capable of expressing how they currently 

view themselves professionally and most of them saw themselves as a 

combination of subject matter experts, didactical experts and pedagogical 

experts. It is contended that “teachers’ perceptions of their own professional 

identity affect their efficacy and professional development as well as their 

ability and willingness to cope with educational change and to implement 

innovations in their own teaching practice” (Beijaard et al, 2000:750).  

 

As far as the current research is concerned, the participants express that the 

reason they employ a large amount of Chinese in classes where English is 

expected to be the dominant language, while providing students with 

knowledge about Chinese literature and culture, which is not even part of the 

lesson contents, is that they do not view themselves as merely English 

language teachers, though the national curriculum and academics from other 

disciplines do. Rather they prefer to be seen as subject experts who teach 

content-based courses comparatively. In the interviews when asked what 
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type of teacher they see themselves as, Teacher A says that since he has been 

teaching American Literature for years, he sees himself as more of a 

literature teacher, although he understands that he also teaches English skill 

courses. However Teacher B does not believe he is purely a philosophy 

teacher. Compared with the teachers in the philosophy department, he 

considers himself as “something in-between”:  

 
“I can’t be too philosophical in class. It is not entirely like teaching philosophy 

in English. I have to consider students’ L2 level when selecting texts for 

reading. At the same time I will keep in mind if the texts I select can provide 

them with some philosophical thoughts and inspire them to think actively”.  

 

It seems that there is a dilemma with regard to the professional identity of 

Teacher B. On the one hand, the outside world tends to view him as an 

English language teacher, which he refuses to accept: “I am definitely not an 

English language teacher. I am a teacher who uses English to spread 

humanities knowledge but I refuse to be viewed as an English teacher”. On 

the other hand, he is not completely a philosophy teacher either. As for 

Teacher A, although he is likely to see himself as a literature teacher, he 

cannot deny the fact that he still teaches English language skills in some 

courses. It can be argued that these teachers are struggling to avoid being 

perceived as English language skills teachers because English language 

teaching is not a discipline but more of a “service” provided for other 

professions. They prefer to be acknowledged as part of the humanities 

academy, where they are recognised as experts in certain subjects.  

 

As discussed earlier, professional identity is an ongoing process and its 

formation concerns not only the question of who the teachers are at a 

particular moment but also who they want to become in the future. In the 

present study, since they are not officially recognised as subject experts, they 

strive to include the knowledge from the perspective of liberal arts, thus 

establishing a basis for being accepted as humanities teachers in the future.  

 

The current study also reflects the point Beijaard et al (2000) make about 

teachers’ perceptions of their professional identity affecting their willingness 

to cope with educational change and to implement innovations in their 

teaching practice. Teachers A and B in the present research tend to view 

themselves as literature/philosophy teachers more than English language 

teachers; therefore they choose to respond to the national curriculum in their 

own particular way through reducing the English language teaching while 

increasing teaching subject knowledge in their classes. In addition, their 

perceptions of professional identity as humanities teachers provoke them to 
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take the initiative to create freedom within the national curriculum and to 

employ a comparative (cross-cultural) teaching method to accommodate 

their innovative ideas towards the lesson contents, simply because the 

current curriculum is forcing them to become the type of teacher they do not 

want to be.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 
The results of this study have identified a predominant category of L1 use: 

“lecturing text-related literature, culture, philosophy etc.” The prominence 

of this category, particularly the significant reference to Chinese literature 

and culture, could be viewed as indicative of the fact that teachers’ 

professional identity is one of the salient factors affecting their language 

choice. It is mainly because the participants do not want to become English 

language teachers in the way that the curriculum forces them to. Instead they 

prefer to see themselves as humanities teachers, which is also why they 

actively promote the inclusion of literary and cultural contents in the courses. 

The active involvement of Chinese literature, culture and philosophy etc. 

also to a certain extent reflects their implementation of the national strategy 

of “Chinese Culture Going Abroad” which is integrated in the bigger 

“Chinese Dream”.  

 

It is also to be noted that the time spent on the use of Chinese in content-

based English courses was remarkably high for both participants. Although 

this significant use of L1 can be partially explained by the nature and 

objective of the content-based courses observed, it is definitely a cause for 

concern that so much L1 is used in these classes. Even though it is 

impractical to regulate English teachers’ L1 use on a national level, given 

the vast differences and uneven ELT development across China, it is 

suggested that a university or an English department make their own policy 

regarding this issue. Universities should conduct their own research upon 

which they can base a relevant policy, so that the expectations of students 

are met and teachers have clear guidelines to follow. Particularly leading 

English departments should have the awareness to differentiate between the 

requirements of L2 input in skill-based and content-based courses 

respectively. As teachers it is necessary to help cultivate students’ cross-

cultural awareness and critical thinking acumen through teaching 

comparatively. However this should not lead to L2 input being eliminated, 

which could be detrimental to students’ L2 learning process. 
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