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Editor’s Note

■ Because of the length of the autumn issue and the inclusion of the
cumulative index for Volumes 31 and 32, 1997–1998, in this issue, only two
full-length articles are included here. I wish to thank Catherine Hartman
and Sung-Mee Chu for their careful work on the cumulative index.

I remind readers that all submissions to TESOL Quarterly should now be
sent to Carol Chapelle at the following address.

Department of English
203 Ross Hall
Iowa State University
Ames, IA 50011

Finally, I call readers’ attention to the Call for Abstracts for the year 2000
special-topic issue on TESOL in the 21st century that appears in this issue.

In This Issue

■ The articles examine two topics that are currently receiving much
attention in the field: assessment and communicative language teaching.

• James D. Brown and Thom Hudson delineate and examine three kinds
of assessment that can be used for classroom purposes: selected-response,
constructed-response, and personal-response assessments. They argue
that all types of assessment procedures, including what are termed
alternative assessments, should be viewed as alternatives in assessment,
each appropriate for a specific assessment purpose. They conclude
with a discussion of how teachers can best select an appropriate
assessment option as they consider the consequences of washback, the
significance of feedback, and the importance of using multiple sources
of assessment.

• Defeng Li examines the difficulties of implementing communicative
language teaching (CLT) in Korea and other EFL countries. The
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author begins by reporting on his investigation of South Korean
English teachers’ problems in using CLT. He found that teachers,
students, the educational system, and CLT itself all present difficulties
in the implementation of CLT. He argues that innovations in method-
ology should be based on an analysis of the educational values and
attitudes of the country, the learning goals of the students, and the
proficiency and education of the teachers. He concludes with a call for
countries to undertake their own L2 teaching-learning research in
order to devise a methodology most appropriate for their own context.

Also in this issue:

• The Forum: H. G. Widdowson challenges the use of authentic lan-
guage in the classroom. He argues that it is largely impossible to use
authentic language in the classroom because the classroom itself
cannot provide the contextual conditions necessary for the text to be
authenticated by the learners. Peter Master maintains that because the
field of English for specific purposes deals with the language of
science, technology, and business, it is in a pivotal position regarding
the use or abuse of linguistic power. As such, he believes it is essential
for the field to examine the positive and negative aspects of the current
dominance of English.

• Gayle L. Nelson and Joan G. Carson react to Ruth Spack’s commentary,
“The Rhetorical Construction of Multilingual Students.” Each reaction
is followed by a response from the author. Diane L. Schallert and
Jeong-Won Lee respond to Julian Bamford and Richard R. Day’s
comments on their article, “The Relative Contribution of L2 Language
Proficiency and L1 Reading Ability to L2 Reading Performance: A Test
of the Threshold Hypothesis in an EFL Context.”

• Research Issues: Carol A. Chapelle and Mark Warschauer examine the
use of technology in language learning. Whereas Chapelle analyzes
interaction sequences in computer-assisted language learning, War-
schauer argues for a critical approach to technology.

• Brief Reports and Summaries: István Ottó presents the results of his
small-scale study of a group of Hungarian students, in which he
examines the relationship between creative thinking and classroom
tasks used in communicative approaches to language learning. Based
on his findings, he argues that language lessons should include tasks
that require different levels of creativity from students so that all
learners have the opportunity to use the target language. Sherry A.
Dorobish and Richard T. Walls examine what types of cues serve as the
most effective recall prompts for Japanese college students studying
English. In their study they found that English cues, picture cues, and
Romanji cues all produced better immediate and delayed recall than
no cues at all. However, in the delayed recall, the Romanji cues worked
significantly better to facilitate the recall of English words.

Sandra McKay
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The Alternatives in
Language Assessment
JAMES D. BROWN and THOM HUDSON
University of Hawai‘i

Language testing differs from testing in other content areas because
language teachers have more choices to make. The purpose of this
article is to help language teachers decide what types of language tests
to use in their particular institutions and classrooms for their specific
purposes. The various kinds of language assessments are classified into
three broad categories: (a) selected-response assessments (including
true-false, matching, and multiple-choice assessments); (b) constructed-
response assessments (including fill-in, short-answer, and performance
assessments); and (c) personal-response assessments (including confer-
ence, portfolio, and self- or peer assessments). For each assessment
type, we provide a clear definition and explore its advantages and
disadvantages. We end the article with a discussion of how teachers can
make rational choices among the various assessment options by think-
ing about (a) the consequences of the washback effect of assessment
procedures on language teaching and learning, (b) the significance of
feedback based on the assessment results, and (c) the importance of
using multiple sources of information in making decisions based on
assessment information.

Avariety of alternative assessments have become popular in recent
years. Alternative assessment procedures listed by Huerta-Macías

(1995) include checklists, journals, logs, videotapes and audiotapes,
self-evaluation, and teacher observations. We would add at least port-
folios, conferences, diaries, self-assessments, and peer assessments. But
what makes these alternative assessments, whereas other types of assess-
ments are called traditional assessments? In other words, what common
characteristics make these types of assessments special and different?
Various authors have different answers to this question. Aschbacher
(1991) lists several common characteristics of alternative assessments,
stating that they

1. require problem solving and higher level thinking,
2. involve tasks that are worthwhile as instructional activities,
3. use real-world contexts or simulations,
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4. focus on processes as well as products, and
5. encourage public disclosure of standards and criteria.

Herman, Aschbacher, and Winters (1992, p. 6) offer a somewhat
different set of characteristics. In their view, alternative assessments

1. require students to perform, create, produce, or do something;
2. tap into higher level thinking and problem-solving skills;
3. use tasks that represent meaningful instructional activities;
4. approximate real-world applications;
5. ensure that people, not machines, do the scoring, using human

judgment; and
6. call upon teachers to perform new instructional and assessment

roles.
Huerta-Macías (1995) says that alternative assessments

1. are nonintrusive in that they extend the day-to-day classroom activi-
ties already in place in a curriculum,

2. allow students to be assessed on what they normally do in class every
day,

3. provide information about both the strengths and the weaknesses of
students, and

4. are multiculturally sensitive when properly administered.
Combined, the characteristics listed in the three papers cited above
provide an impressive list of positive characteristics for alternative
assessments that should appeal to most language teachers and testers
alike:

1. require students to perform, create, produce, or do something;
2. use real-world contexts or simulations;
3. are nonintrusive in that they extend the day-to-day classroom activities;
4. allow students to be assessed on what they normally do in class every

day;
5. use tasks that represent meaningful instructional activities;
6. focus on processes as well as products;
7. tap into higher level thinking and problem-solving skills;
8. provide information about both the strengths and weaknesses of

students;
9. are multiculturally sensitive when properly administered;

10. ensure that people, not machines, do the scoring, using human
judgment;
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11. encourage open disclosure of standards and rating criteria; and
12. call upon teachers to perform new instructional and assessment

roles.

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY ISSUES

However, other claims made by advocates of alternative assessments
may not be quite so universally acceptable. For instance, Huerta-Macías
(1995) argues that the

trustworthiness of a measure consists of its credibility and auditability.
Alternative assessments are in and of themselves valid, due to the direct
nature of the assessment. Consistency is ensured by the auditability of the
procedure (leaving evidence of decision making processes), by using multiple
tasks, by training judges to use clear criteria, and by triangulating any decision
making process with varied sources of data (for example, students, families,
and teachers). Alternative assessment consists of valid and reliable proce-
dures that avoid many of the problems inherent in traditional testing
including norming, linguistic, and cultural biases. (p. 10)

Although we are excited about the possibilities of developing new
assessment procedures that provide opportunities for students to dem-
onstrate their abilities to use language for meaningful communication
(in ways that are consonant with the particular curriculum in which they
are studying), we must take issue with the statements made about
reliability and validity.

We agree that, in part, the “trustworthiness of a measure consists of its
credibility and auditability.” However, we believe that trustworthiness so
defined is not enough. We also agree that consistency is aided by “the
auditability of the procedure (leaving evidence of decision making
processes), by using multiple tasks, by training judges to use clear
criteria, and by triangulating any decision making process with varied
sources of data (for example, students, families, and teachers),” but that
is not enough either. We are very concerned about the attitudes
expressed above that somehow the consistency of alternative assessments
is “ensured” by the various strategies listed and that somehow such
procedures are “in and of themselves valid, due to the nature of
assessment.” These statements are too general and shortsighted to fit
with our experiences as decision makers who, from lifelong habit, rely on
the guidelines set forth in the Standards for Educational and Psychological
Testing (American Psychological Association, 1985, 1986) for designing
measures that will be used to make responsible decisions about students’
lives.
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Certainly, we would agree that credibility, auditability, multiple tasks,
rater training, clear criteria, and triangulation of any decision-making
procedures along with varied sources of data are important ways to
improve the reliability and validity of any assessment procedures used in
any educational institution. In fact, these ideas are not new at all. What is
new is the notion that doing these things is enough, that doing these
things obviates the necessity of demonstrating the reliability and validity
of the assessment procedures involved.

Those strategies are not enough. Like all other forms of assessment,
the so-called alternative assessments are used to make decisions, some-
times very important decisions, about peoples’ lives. As in all other forms
of assessment, the designers and users of alternative assessments must
make every effort to structure the ways they design, pilot, analyze, and
revise the procedures so the reliability and validity of the procedures can
be studied, demonstrated, and improved. The resulting decision-making
process should also take into account what testers know about the
standard error of measurement and standards setting.1 Precedents exist
for clearly demonstrating the reliability and validity of such procedures
in the long-extant performance assessment branch of the educational
testing literature, and the field of language testing should adapt those
procedures to the purposes of developing sound alternative assessments.
These existing procedures for showing the reliability and validity of
performance assessments are not new, nor are they difficult from logical
or technical perspectives. Hence, we find the views that the consistency
of alternative assessments is “ensured” and that they are “in and of
themselves valid” to be incredible. Such a stance could easily lead to
irresponsible decision making. As we point out elsewhere, “the issues of
reliability and validity must be dealt with for alternative assessments just
as they are for any other type of assessment—in an open, honest, clear,
demonstrable, and convincing way” (Norris, Brown, Hudson, & Yoshioka,
1998, p. 5).2

ALTERNATIVES IN ASSESSMENT

The literature on language testing is full of examples of new and
innovative types of tests being introduced. Examples are, to cite just a

1 For more information on standards setting, especially for performance assessments, see
Bond (1995), Brennan and Johnson (1995), Burger and Burger (1994), Green (1995), Guion
(1995), Jaeger (1995), Linn (1994), Linn and Burton (1994), Messick (1995), and Yen (1997).

2 Indeed, numerous other criteria exist for evaluating the quality and effectiveness of
assessments, such as consequences, fairness, transferability and generalizability, cognitive
complexity, content quality, and content coverage (see, for instance, Linn, Baker, & Dunbar,
1991).
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few, various types of composition tests, cloze tests, c-tests, cloze elides,
dictations, reduced-forms dictations, oral proficiency interviews, simu-
lated oral proficiency interviews, role-play tests, group tests, task-based
tests, and performance assessments. Portfolios, conferences, diaries,
self-assessments, and others are becoming increasingly prominent in the
literature, even appearing in some language testing books (e.g., Cohen,
1994; Genesee & Upshur, 1996; McNamara, 1996). New assessment
alternatives are always exciting and interesting, but one should not view
them as somehow magically different.

In our view, the phrase alternative assessments may itself be somewhat
destructive because it implies three things: (a) that these assessment
procedures (like alternative music and the alternative press) are some-
how a completely new way of doing things, (b) that they are somehow
completely separate and different, and (c) that they are somehow
exempt from the requirements of responsible test construction and
decision making. We view procedures like portfolios, conferences, dia-
ries, self-assessments, and peer assessments not as alternative assessments
but rather as alternatives in assessment.3 Language teachers have always
done assessment in one form or another, and these new procedures are
just new developments in that long tradition.

LANGUAGE TEACHERS’ ALTERNATIVES IN ASSESSMENT

Language testing practices are fundamentally different from assess-
ment practices in most other disciplines, not only because of the
complexity of the domain being tested but also because of the different
types of tests that language teachers and administrators can and do use.
From discrete-point tests like the multiple-choice and true-false tests
used predominantly in the 1950s and 1960s, to the integrative tests like
cloze and dictation used in the 1970s and early 1980s, to the more
communicative tests like task-based and other new assessments used in
the 1980s and 1990s, language testers have tried out, researched, and
argued about a wide variety of different types of tests. Which tests are
most valid? Which tests are most reliable? Which tests are easiest to
score? Which tests measure what skills? These are all legitimate ques-
tions. But the one idea that seems to get lost in the shuffle is that virtually
all of the various test types are useful for some purpose, somewhere,
sometime. In other words, all of the different types of tests are important
to keep because all of them have distinct strengths and weaknesses.

3 This distinction between the labels alternative assessments and alternatives in assessment was
first suggested by our coauthor, John Norris, in Norris et al. (1998).
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In search of a way to explain the relationships among these various
types of tests to students in our language testing and advanced language
testing courses, we have organized the discussion around the three basic
assessment types: (a) selected-response (including true-false, matching, and
multiple-choice assessments); (b) constructed-response (including fill-in,
short-answer, and performance assessments); and (c) personal-response
(including at least conference, portfolio, and self- and peer assessments).
In this article we define each type of assessment, highlight the relative
strengths and weaknesses of each, and discuss how teachers can choose
among the many options with two primary considerations: the impor-
tance of the washback effect and the crucial need to use multiple sources
of information in making decisions. The article ends with suggestions to
help teachers choose among the various options.

Selected-Response Assessments

Selected-response assessments present students with language mate-
rial and require them to choose the correct answer from among a limited
set of options. In selected-response assessments, students typically do not
create any language. Thus these assessments are most appropriate for
measuring receptive skills like listening and reading.

In general, selected-response assessments are relatively quick to ad-
minister. In addition, scoring them is relatively fast, easy, and relatively
objective. However, these assessments have two disadvantages: (a) They
are relatively difficult for the test writer to construct, and (b) they do not
require students to use any productive language. Three types of selected-
response assessments are commonly used: true-false, matching, and
multiple-choice.

True-False

True-false assessments present a sample of language and require the
students to respond to that language by selecting one of two choices, true
or false. The primary strength of true-false assessments is that they focus
on the students’ abilities to select the correct answer from two alterna-
tives. Thus true-false assessments provide simple and direct indications of
whether a particular point has been understood. One problem with
true-false assessments is that, in order to produce items that discriminate
well, test writers may be tempted to write items that are tricky, that is, that
turn on the meaning of a single word or phrase or that depend on some
ambiguity. Most teachers prefer to create straightforward assessments
wherein students who know the answer get it correct and students who
do not know the answer get it wrong.
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The relatively large guessing factor is another problem for true-false
assessments. In fact, the examinees have a 50% chance of answering
correctly even if they do not know the answer. However, if a large number
of carefully designed true-false items are used, the overall score should
overcome much of the guessing factor’s influence.

If the language knowledge or skills a teacher wants to test lend
themselves to two-way choices and enough items can be written, true-false
items may turn out to be useful. However, because true-false assessments
tend to place emphasis on details and unimportant facts, it may be
difficult to find 25 nontrivial points to assess (in, for example, a listening
or reading passage).

Matching

Matching assessments present students with two lists of words or
phrases from which they must select the words or phrases in one list that
match the ones in the other list. The main advantages of matching
assessments are that they are relatively compact in terms of space and
have a low guessing factor (for instance, only 10% for 10 items if extra
options are supplied). Matching assessment is generally restricted to
measuring students’ abilities to associate one set of facts with another,
which in language testing usually means measuring passive vocabulary
knowledge (i.e., the students’ ability to match definitions to vocabulary
items).

Multiple Choice

Multiple-choice assessments require students to examine a sample of
language material and select the answer that best completes a sentence
or best fills in a blank in the sentence from among a set of three, four, or
five options. Multiple-choice assessment, like matching assessment, has
the advantage of a relatively small guessing factor. Whereas true-false
assessment has a 50% guessing factor, multiple-choice assessment typi-
cally has a 33%, 25%, or 20% guessing factor depending on whether
there are three, four, or five options. Multiple-choice assessment also has
the advantage of being useful for measuring a fairly wide variety of
different kinds of precise learning points.

Multiple-choice assessments are frequently criticized by language
teachers because real-life language is not multiple choice. In truth,
authentic productive language use rarely offers options from which
speakers can select, so avoiding the use of multiple-choice assessment (or
true-false or matching assessments, for that matter) for measuring
productive skills like writing and speaking is just common sense.
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Nonetheless, many aspects of language, particularly the receptive skills,
can be tested using multiple-choice assessment. Testing reading, listen-
ing, grammar knowledge, and phoneme discrimination with multiple-
choice items can provide useful information about students’ abilities or
knowledge in those areas with relative efficiency. Unfortunately, because
reading, listening, and grammar skills are often the only assessments
measured on the commonly used proficiency and placement tests,
multiple-choice assessments have often been overused. Looked at in
reverse, the pervasive use of multiple-choice items (usually because of
ease of administration and scoring as well as objectivity) may often have
limited the types of language skills that were tested in reading, listening,
and grammar. In addition, multiple-choice items have sometimes been
twisted to uses that seem quite inappropriate (for instance, multiple-choice
assessment of writing ability).

Constructed-Response Assessments

Constructed-response assessments require students to produce lan-
guage by writing, speaking, or doing something else. Hence, these
assessments are probably most appropriate for measuring the productive
skills of speaking and writing. Constructed-response assessments can also
be useful for observing interactions of receptive and productive skills, for
instance, the interaction of listening and speaking in an oral interview
procedure or the interaction of reading and writing in a performance
assessment in which students read two academic articles and write an
essay comparing and contrasting them.

There are certain trade-offs in deciding whether to use selected-
response or constructed-response assessments. For example, selected-
response items allow for some guessing, but they are relatively objective;
on the other hand, constructed-response items eliminate some of the
guessing factor but create problems of subjectivity, especially when
human judgments get involved in deciding what is a correct answer for a
blank or short answer or when raters score the language samples.

The guessing factor is less of a problem on constructed-response
assessments. However, they are not completely immune from guessing,
though guessing on constructed-response assessments might better be
called bluffing. For example, on a composition examination, some
students might try to use key words in the prompt to write around the
topic or take a shotgun approach to answering in the hope of hitting
something that will be counted as correct. Although this is a type of
guessing, it is guessing that scorers or raters can see if they are alert to its
possibility.
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In general, constructed-response assessments have virtually no guess-
ing factor, and they measure productive language use as well as the
interaction of receptive and productive skills. However, bluffing is a
possible problem, and scoring may be relatively difficult and time-
consuming. Constructed-response assessments may also be fairly subjec-
tive depending on the type. Three types of constructed-response assess-
ments are commonly used in language testing: fill-in, short-answer, and
performance assessments.

Fill-In

Fill-in assessments give a language context with part of the context
removed and replaced with a blank. To answer, students are required to
fill in the blanks. Fill-in assessment comes in many shapes and forms,
from single-word fill-in items in single sentences to cloze passages with
many blanks embedded in a longer stretch of text.

Fill-in assessments have the advantages that they are fairly easy to
construct, are flexible in what they can assess, and are quick to adminis-
ter. Moreover, like the other constructed-response types, fill-in assess-
ments measure the students’ abilities to actually produce language,
albeit small amounts of language, and open up the possibility of assessing
interactions between receptive and productive skills (for example, in a
listening cloze, students must listen to a passage while reading it and
filling in the blanks).

One limitation to fill-in assessment is that it is generally very narrowly
focused on testing a single word or short phrase at most. Another
problem is that a blank to fill in may have a number of possible answers.
For instance, in the process of conducting one study (Brown, 1980), as
many as 28 possible answers were found for a particular cloze test blank.

Short Answer

Short-answer assessments require the students to scrutinize a question
or statement and respond with a one or more phrases or sentences. The
advantages of short-answer assessments are that they are easy to produce
and are relatively quick to administer. One disadvantage of short-answer
assessments is that they focus on assessing a few phrases or sentences. A
second disadvantage is that multiple answers are possible, which means
that if the prompts are not carefully crafted, each student may produce
a completely different answer.
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Performance

Performance assessments require students to accomplish approxima-
tions of real-life, authentic tasks, usually using the productive skills of
speaking or writing but also using reading or writing or combining skills.
Performance assessments can take many forms, including fairly tradi-
tional tasks like essay writing or interviews or more recent developments
like problem-solving tasks, communicative pair-work tasks, role playing,
and group discussions.

In short, by definition, the performance assessment has three require-
ments: (a) Examinees are required to perform some sort of task, (b) the
tasks must be as authentic as possible, and (c) the performances are
typically scored by qualified raters. (For more on performance assess-
ment in language testing, see Shohamy, 1995, and Wiggins, 1989.)

The principal advantage of performance assessments is that they can
come close to eliciting authentic communication (at least insofar as
authentic communication can be elicited in any testing situation).
Advocates of performance assessments maintain that performance as-
sessments provide more valid (a) measures of students’ abilities to
respond to real-life language tasks, (b) estimates of students’ true
language abilities than traditional standardized multiple-choice assess-
ments, and (c) predictions of students’ future performances in real-life
language situations. Performance assessments can also be used to
counteract the negative washback effects of standardized testing, like
bias and irrelevant content. In fact, well-designed performance assess-
ments can provide strong positive washback effects (see discussion
below), especially if they are directly linked to a particular curriculum.
(For details on the positive aspects of performance assessment, see the
discussion in Norris et al., 1998.)

Performance assessments are relatively difficult to produce and rela-
tively time-consuming to administer. Considerable costs may also be
incurred in developing performance assessments, administering them,
training raters, conducting rating sessions, reporting scores, and so on.
Still another disadvantage is that logistics involve a number of complex
issues like collecting and storing audio- or videotapes of the perform-
ances, providing special equipment and security, and planning and
conducting rating sessions. Reliability may be problematic because of
rater inconsistencies, limited numbers of observations, subjectivity in the
scoring process, and so on. Validity may also be problematic because of
(a) inadequate content coverage; (b) lack of construct generalizability;
(c) the sensitivity of performance assessments to test method, task type,
and scoring criteria; (d) construct underrepresentation (i.e., the prob-
lem of generalizing from a few observations to the whole spectrum of
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real-life performances); and (e) construct-irrelevant variance (i.e., per-
formance characteristics that have nothing to do with the students’ real
abilities). Test security may also be problematic because of a small
number of prompts (each prompt may be very easy for examinees to
remember and pass on to others), the difficulty of creating and equating
new prompts for each administration, and the potential effects of
teaching to the test. (For details on the negative aspects of using the
performance assessment, see Educational Testing Service, 1995, and
Norris et al., 1998.)

Personal-Response Assessments

Like constructed-response assessments, personal-response assessments
require students to actually produce language, but personal-response
assessments also allow each student’s responses to be quite different. In
a real sense, these assessments allow students to communicate what they
want to communicate.

In general, personal-response assessments are beneficial in that they
provide personal or individualized assessment, can be directly related to
and integrated into the curriculum, and can assess learning processes in
an ongoing manner throughout the term of instruction. However,
personal-response assessments also have the general drawbacks of being
relatively difficult to produce and organize and of involving subjective
scoring. The most common types of personal-response assessments are
conferences, portfolios, and self- and peer assessments.

Conferences

Conference assessments typically involve the student visiting the
teacher’s office, usually by appointment, to discuss a particular piece of
work or learning process, or both. More importantly, conferences are
different from other forms of assessment in that they focus directly on
learning processes and strategies (Genesee & Upshur, 1996). For ex-
ample, consider a series of conferences conducted to discuss multiple
drafts of students’ compositions. During the conferences, the focus
could be on students’ views and worries about the learning processes
they are experiencing while producing and revising their compositions.

In total, the advantages of conferences are that teachers can use them
to (a) foster student reflection on their own learning processes; (b) help
students develop better self-images; (c) elicit language performances on
particular tasks, skills, or other language points; or (d) inform, observe,
mold, and gather information about students. Naturally, such advantages
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are offset by certain disadvantages. In the case of conferences, the
disadvantages are that they are relatively time-consuming, difficult and
subjective to grade, and typically not scored or rated at all.

Portfolios

For decades, photographers, models, graphic artists, and practitioners
of similar vocations have collected portfolios of their work in order to
show their work and skills in a compact and convenient form. Recently,
language teachers have begun using portfolios in order to encourage
their students to select, compile, and display their work. We define
portfolio assessments here as purposeful collections of any aspects of
students’ work that tell the story of their achievements, skills, efforts,
abilities, and contributions to a particular class. However, several other
definitions exist for this fairly new type of assessment, which might more
aptly be called a family of assessments. (For other definitions, see Arter &
Spandel, 1992; Brown & Wolfe-Quintero, 1997; Camp, 1993; Shaklee &
Viechnicki, 1995; and Wolf, 1989.)

The literature reports at least three advantages for portfolio assess-
ments. We see these advantages as falling into three categories: strength-
ening students’ learning, enhancing the teacher’s role, and improving
testing processes.

Portfolio assessments may strengthen student learning in that they (a)
capitalize on work that would normally be done in the classroom anyway;
(b) focus learners’ attention on learning processes; (c) facilitate practice
and revision processes; (d) help motivate students, if well-planned,
because they present a series of meaningful and interesting activities; (e)
increase students’ involvement in the learning processes; (f) foster
student-teacher and student-student collaboration; (g) provide means
for establishing minimum standards for classroom work and progress;
and (h) encourage students to learn the metalanguage necessary for
students and teachers to talk about language growth.

Portfolio assessments may enhance the teacher’s role to the degree
that they (a) provide teachers with a clearer picture of students’
language growth, (b) change the role of the teacher (in the eyes of
students) from that of an adversary to that of a coach, and (c) provide
insights into the progress of each individual student.

Portfolio assessments may improve testing processes to the extent that
they (a) enhance student and teacher involvement in assessment; (b)
provide opportunities for teachers to observe students using meaningful
language to accomplish various authentic tasks in a variety of contexts
and situations; (c) permit the assessment of the multiple dimensions of
language learning (including processes, responses, and activities); (d)
provide opportunities for both students and teachers to work together
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and reflect on what it means to assess students’ language growth; (e)
increase the variety of information collected on students; and (f) make
teachers’ ways of assessing student work more systematic. (For more on
the advantages of the portfolio assessments, see Chittenden, 1991;
Genesee & Upshur, 1996; LeMahieu, Eresh, & Wallace, 1992; Valencia,
1990; and Wolf, 1989.)

The literature also addresses at least five disadvantages of using
portfolio assessments: the issues of design decisions, logistics, interpreta-
tion, reliability, and validity. Design decision issues include deciding
(a)␣ who will determine grading criteria, (b) how grading criteria will be
established, (c) who will determine what the portfolios will contain, and
(d) how much of daily authentic classroom activities will be included in
the portfolios. Logistical issues involve finding (a) the increased time
and resources needed to support portfolio assessments, (b) ways to rely
on the training and abilities of teachers to implement portfolio assess-
ments, and (c) the time for teachers to read and rate portfolios on a
regular basis throughout the school year while simultaneously helping
students develop those portfolios. Interpretation issues include (a)
grading students’ achievements as represented in their portfolios; (b)
setting standards and interpreting the portfolios in a way that is equally
fair to all students; (c) training teachers to make fair interpretations; and
(d) reporting portfolio assessment results so that all interested audiences
(e.g., students, parents, administrators, politicians) can understand
them. Reliability issues involve (a) ensuring sufficient reliability across
raters and occasions when ratings occur; (b) encouraging objectivity; (c)
preventing mechanical errors, especially those that could affect deci-
sions; (d) standardizing the rating and grading processes; and (e)
ensuring equal access to resources for all students. Validity issues include
(a) demonstrating the validity of the portfolios for the purposes of
making decisions about students; (b) determining how adequately the
portfolios exemplify students’ work, development, and abilities; (c)
identifying and controlling any potential intervening variables that
might affect students’ achievements; and (d) separating out which
student abilities lead to which performance characteristics in what
amounts. (For more details on the disadvantages of portfolio assess-
ments, see Arter & Spandel, 1992; Camp, 1993; and Valencia & Calfee,
1991.)

Self- and Peer Assessments

Self-assessments require students to rate their own language, whether
through performance self-assessments, comprehension self-assessments,
or observation self-assessments. Performance self-assessments require
students to read a situation and decide how well they would respond in
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it. Recent examples of self-assessments of performance can be found in
Hudson, Detmer, and Brown (1992, 1995) and Yamashita (1996).
Similarly, comprehension self-assessments require students to read a
situation and decide how well they would comprehend it. (For examples,
see Bergman & Kasper, 1993, and Shimamura, 1993.) In contrast,
observation self-assessments require students to listen to audio- or
videotape recordings of their own language performance (perhaps
taped in natural situations or in role-play activities) and decide how well
they think they performed. Recent examples of observation self-assess-
ments can be found in Hudson et al. (1995) and Yamashita (1996). A
variant of the self-assessment is the peer assessment, which is similar to
the self-assessment except that, as implied by the label, students rate the
language of their peers.

Self-assessments have a number of advantages. First, self-assessments
can be designed to be administered relatively quickly. Second, they
inevitably involve students directly in the assessment process. Third, in
turn, such involvement may help students understand what it means to
learn a language autonomously. Finally, both the students’ involvement
and their greater autonomy can substantially increase their motivation to
learn the language in question. (For more information about designing
self-assessments, see Blanche, 1988; Blanche & Merino, 1989; Gardner,
1996; Hudson et al., 1992, 1995; McNamara & Deane, 1995; Oscarson,
1989; and Oskarsson, 1978.)

Self-assessments also have a number of disadvantages. For instance,
Blanche (1988), in a comprehensive literature review, concluded that
“the accuracy of most students’ self-estimates often varies depending on
the linguistic skills and materials involved in the evaluations” (p. 81).
Both Blanche (1988) and Yamashita (1996) noticed that those students
who were more proficient tended to underestimate their language
abilities.

In addition, Blanche (1988) warned that “self-assessed scores may
often be affected by subjective errors due to past academic records,
career aspirations, peer-group or parental expectations, lack of training
in self study, etc.” (p. 81). Such subjective errors can probably be
overcome to some degree if the scoring grids the students are using to
rate themselves describe clear and concrete linguistic situations in which
they are to consider their performance in terms of precisely described
behaviors. However, such subjective errors may be difficult to surmount
in some situations, that is, when the consequences of the self-assessment
become an integral part of the assessment itself. For instance, a
self-assessment might turn out to be quite successful when used for
research purposes, but the same self-assessment might not function well
at all in a higher stakes setting where students are asked to assess their
placement into levels of study in a language program. Any students with
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a vested interest in being exempted from study might rate themselves
considerably higher in such a placement situation than they would in a
research setting. (For examples of self-assessments used in real testing
and research, see Bachman & Palmer, 1981; Bergman & Kasper, 1993;
Davidson & Henning, 1985; Heilenman, 1990; and LeBlanc & Painchaud,
1985.)

FITTING ASSESSMENT TYPES TO CURRICULUM

Testing and curriculum very often do not match very well in language
programs. To correct such a situation, three sets of issues are worth
considering: the negative and positive consequences of washback, the
significance of feedback, and the importance of using multiple sources
of information.

The Negative and Positive Consequences of Washback

Washback is the effect of testing and assessment on the language
teaching curriculum that is related to it. Washback is also called backwash,
test impact, measurement-driven instruction, curriculum alignment, and test
feedback in various places in the literature.4

Recently, Alderson and Wall (1993a) called into question the exist-
ence of washback, and rightly so, given that little if any actual research
had ever demonstrated its existence. Alderson and Wall themselves
discussed four studies that had empirically addressed the issue of
washback in the past (Hughes, 1988; Khaniya, 1990; Wall & Alderson,
1996; Westdorp, 1982). More recently, a number of studies have further
confirmed the existence and complex nature of the washback effect
(e.g., Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, &
Ferman, 1996; Wall, 1996; Watanabe, 1992, 1996a, 1996b). All in all, the
empirical studies to date seem to confirm the existence of the washback
effect in various places with a variety of different effects, but these studies
also indicate that washback is not a simple or straightforward phenom-
enon that conforms neatly to popular notions about the effects of tests
on language learning.

Washback effects can be either negative or positive. If the assessment
procedures in a curriculum do not correspond to a curriculum’s goals
and objectives, the tests are likely to create a negative washback effect on
those objectives and on the curriculum as a whole. For example, if a

4 Dan Douglas once considerably lightened the mood of a very serious meeting at
Educational Testing Service by referring to the washback effect as the bogwash effect.



668 TESOL QUARTERLY

program sets a series of communicative performance objectives but
assesses the students at the end of the courses with multiple-choice
structure tests, a negative washback effect will probably begin to work
against the students’ being willing to cooperate in the curriculum and its
objectives. Students soon spread the word about such mismatches, and
they will generally insist on studying whatever is on the tests and will
ignore any curriculum that is not directly related to it. We have each seen
this occur in numerous settings.

A positive washback effect occurs when the assessment procedures
correspond to the course goals and objectives. For instance, if a program
sets a series of communicative performance objectives and tests the
students using performance assessments (e.g., role plays, interviews) and
personal-response assessments (e.g., self-assessments, conferences), a
powerful and positive washback effect can be created in favor of the
communicative performance objectives. Positive washback occurs when
the tests measure the same types of materials and skills that are described
in the objectives and taught in the courses.

Language teachers can use the information given above about the
advantages and disadvantages of selected-response assessments, con-
structed-response assessments, and personal-response assessments when
designing course objectives. If teachers consider how those objectives
will be assessed or observed at the end of the course and follow through
by using the assessment format that best matches each objective, they will
be helping to create a strong relationship between the assessment
procedures and the objectives and therefore helping to produce a
positive washback effect. (For more information on the washback effect,
see Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Alderson & Wall, 1993a, 1993b;
Gates, 1995; Messick, 1996; Shohamy et al., 1996; Wall, 1996; Wall &
Alderson, 1996; and Watanabe, 1996a. For summary articles, see Bailey,
1996, and Brown, 1997.)

The Significance of Feedback

The purpose of feedback will differ in different situations, but
feedback is nonetheless important (see, e.g, Shohamy, 1992). For
example, the purpose of feedback in the form of scores from a diagnostic
pretest administered at the beginning of a course will be to inform
students of their strengths and weaknesses vis-à-vis the knowledge or
skills covered in the course. In other words, the scores will be interpreted
diagnostically: A low score on a particular objective indicates that a
student needs to work hard on that objective, and a high score on
another objective shows that the student already has mastered the
knowledge or skill involved in that objective (and that the student should
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focus energy on other, weaker objectives). Thus in a diagnostic pretest,
the feedback is given in terms of what the students need to do about each
course objective.

On the other hand, with scores derived from an achievement test
given as a posttest, the purpose of the feedback will be quite different. If
the scores are referenced to the objectives of a particular course, they will
be interpreted in terms of what the students have learned or learned how
to do in the course. Thus a low score on a particular objective will
indicate that the student did not get the knowledge or skills necessary to
master that objective. Such a student may be advised to work hard on the
perceived weakness or may be required to do remedial training on it.
Alternatively, if some students have low scores on a number of objectives,
the teacher may decide that those students should not be promoted to
the next level or that they should fail the course and be required to take
it again.

The decisions made with such test scores are often a matter of policy
within a given institution, and the making of those decisions should
relate directly to the curriculum: The feedback from the tests will not just
be a number but will also provide an warning that the student did not
achieve, say, Objectives 2, 3, 8, 11, and 13. Hence achievement tests
provide feedback to the students in terms of what they have learned in
the course and provide feedback that the teachers can use for grading.

Clearly, feedback is important in diagnostic and achievement testing,
particularly in objectives-based testing (Brown, 1990, 1996). Students
want to know how they did on a particular test. To the extent that
feedback can be couched in terms more meaningful than a single score
(e.g., by reporting subscores related to particular course objectives), that
feedback can become an integral part of the learning process. Such
integration is one of the particular strengths of the personal-response
types of assessments described above. Conferences, portfolios, and
self-assessments all provide rich forms of feedback to the students that
can be integrated into their learning. But some mixture of different
types of tests and feedback may prove best in a particular curriculum.

The assessment procedures used within a particular language pro-
gram must be directly related to the curriculum if that feedback is to be
maximally useful. In some programs that we have observed, scores on the
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or Test of English for
International Communication (TOEIC) serve as pretests and posttests
for language courses as well as a means to assess student improvement
(gain), teacher effectiveness, and so on. In the vast majority of cases,
such tests will not be appropriate for such purposes. They are
norm-referenced tests, which are by definition very general tests (Brown,
1996, pp. 2–8). Therefore, much of what is being tested on the TOEFL
or TOEIC will not be directly related to the knowledge or skills that the
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students are learning in a particular course. Moreover, such norm-
referenced tests are very global in nature and are not designed to make
the fine distinctions that would reflect the amounts and types of learning
that take place during a single term in a single language course.
Furthermore, such norm-referenced tests are not level specific, in the
sense that the material tested is typically not at exactly the correct level of
difficulty for the students involved in a particular course. Because the
TOEFL and TOEIC must spread students out along a continuum of
proficiency levels, these tests must have items with a wide variety of
difficulty levels. As a result, many of the items on such a test will be too
easy or too difficult for the students in a particular course, which means
that those items are not appropriate for assessing performance in that
course or for assessing the learning gains that students make in that
course.

The Importance of Multiple Sources of Information

Basing any decision on a single source of information is dangerous
and maybe even foolish. For instance, hiring a new teacher on the basis
of a single recommendation letter would be foolish because that letter
might be motivated by friendship with the teacher, by a desire to get rid
of the teacher (due to incompetence), by a desire to make a particular
MA program look good, or by any number of other factors. Generally,
most teachers realize that multiple sources of information are more
reliable than any single piece of information. Hence, administrators
typically gather many different types of information about teachers when
making hiring decisions. For example, in recent hires at the University of
Hawai‘i, the department has required three letters of recommendation,
a résumé, graduate school transcripts, a personally written statement of
teaching philosophy, a sample lesson plan, an interview with the director,
a teacher portfolio (see Brown & Wolfe-Quintero, 1997), and even a live
demonstration lesson for those teachers on the short list. The faculty
feels that those multiple sources of information help make decisions
about hiring much more dependable. Multiple sources of information
are important to think about in selecting assessment strategies and in
interpreting their results.

In Selecting Assessment Strategies

The general educational testing literature shows repeatedly that tests
should be made up of a sufficient number of observations, or bits of
information, to increase the chances that they will collectively be
reliable. A one-item multiple-choice test would never seem fair or
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reliable to any teacher or student. Intuitively, they would feel that a
single-item test could never do a really good job of testing. That is why
tests are usually made up of 40–50 items instead of just one. When
thinking about the advantages and disadvantages of the various assess-
ment types discussed above, especially which ones to select and how to
use them in a particular curriculum, language teachers should remem-
ber that assessments based on multiple observations are generally more
reliable than assessments based on a few observations. Hence, a single
interview done once and providing a single score is likely to be less
reliable than, say, the multiple scores of a video portfolio of oral work
created and rated on multiple occasions over an entire semester.
Similarly, an interview rated by one rater is less likely to be less reliable
than a score on a composition rated by three raters.

In Interpreting Assessment Results

The use of multiple sources of information in designing and selecting
assessments is also a key factor in interpreting assessment. One impor-
tant type of decision that we make at the University of Hawai‘i concerns
the admission of thousands of international students. Although TOEFL
scores are used in deciding whether an international student should be
admitted, basing that decision solely on a single TOEFL score would be
highly irresponsible. To get around this problem, we use other types of
information, like the students’ high school grade point average; statement-
of-purpose essays; recommendation letters; transcripts of high school
performance; and information about sports, clubs, and other extracur-
ricular activities. These pieces of information along with the TOEFL
scores help us make much more reliable admissions decisions. No
responsible educator, least of all the testing professionals at Educational
Testing Service, would advocate using a single test score in making
important decisions because using multiple sources of information of
varying types increases the collective reliability of that information and of
any decisions that may result from interpreting it. As McNamara and
Deane (1995) put it, “Using these complementary assessment tools—
traditional measures and student self-assessment information—we have a
more complete picture of our students’ ability, effort, and progress”
(p.␣ 21).

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have organized and tried to expand the options that
teachers have in classroom assessment. Teachers and testers might better
be served by thinking of all types of language tests as alternatives in
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assessment rather than viewing some types as being special. These
alternatives, including selected-response, constructed-response, and per-
sonal-response assessments, each exhibit advantages and disadvantages.
The consequences of the washback effect of assessment on curriculum,
the significance of feedback in assessment, and the importance of using
multiple sources of information in making important decisions are
important considerations for choosing a means of assessment.

Tests are neither good nor evil in and of themselves. They are simple
tools. Teachers must look with clear eyes at all of these tools as
alternatives in assessments. They are by no means magical, but they are
alternatives that teachers should consider within an overall framework of
responsible assessment and decision making.
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“It’s Always More Difficult Than
You Plan and Imagine”: Teachers’
Perceived Difficulties in Introducing
the Communicative Approach in
South Korea
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Chinese University of Hong Kong

Despite the widespread adoption of communicative language teaching
(CLT) in ESL countries, research suggests that curricular innovations
prompted by the adoption of CLT in EFL countries have generally been
difficult. The literature on curriculum innovation suggests that teach-
ers’ understanding of an innovation is central to its success. A study of
a group of South Korean secondary school English teachers’ perceived
difficulties in adopting CLT reveals that the difficulties have their
source in the differences between the underlying educational theories
of South Korea and those of Western countries. The results suggest that,
to adopt CLT, EFL countries like South Korea will need to change their
fundamental approach to education and that implementation should
be gradual and grounded in the countries’ own EFL situations. In the
long run, EFL countries should establish their own contingent of
language researchers in order to develop English teaching theories
more suitable for their EFL contexts. Change agents must study
teachers’ perceptions of an innovation to ensure its success.

Recently, educational innovations in L2 education have received
considerable attention (Bailey, 1992; Freeman & Cazden, 1990;

Kennedy, 1988; Markee, 1997; White, 1987). The literature on this topic
includes studies of language curriculum development, language teach-
ing methodology, and the process of innovation that occurs in teacher
development contexts (Bailey, 1992).

Attempts to introduce communicative language teaching (CLT) into
EFL contexts on EFL countries’ own initiatives and through interna-
tional aid projects have prompted many innovations in L2 education. In
general, such innovations have had a low rate of success (Brindley &
Hood, 1990), and implementing CLT worldwide has often proved
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difficult (Anderson, 1993; Chick, 1996; Ellis, 1994, 1996; Gonzalez, 1985;
Kirkpatrick, 1984; Sano, Takahashi, & Yoneyama, 1984; Shamin, 1996;
Ting, 1987; Valdes & Jhones, 1991). Difficult as it is, many EFL countries
are still striving to introduce CLT in the hope that it will improve English
teaching there.

Why has CLT been so difficult to implement in EFL classrooms? How
appropriate is CLT for EFL contexts? I believe teachers’ perceptions of
the feasibility of a CLT innovation in a particular context are crucial in
determining the ultimate success or failure of that innovation (Kelly,
1980; Markee, 1997). For this reason I undertook a case study of South
Korean secondary school English teachers’ understanding of the uptake
of CLT in South Korea. As many EFL countries share some of the
characteristics of English teaching in South Korea, for example, tradi-
tional teaching methods and large classes, this study has widespread
implications.

CLT: ONE DEFINITION

Since its initial appearance in Europe in early 1970s and subsequent
development in ESL countries (e.g., Britain, the U.S., and Canada) over
the past 20 years, CLT has expanded in scope and has been used by
different educators in different ways. It has no monolithic identity, and
no single model of CLT is universally accepted as authoritative (Markee,
1997; McGroarty, 1984; Savignon, 1983; Savignon & Berns, 1984).
However, according to Richards and Rodgers (1986), CLT starts with a
theory of language as communication, and its goal is to develop learners’
communicative competence. Canale and Swain’s (1980) definition of
communicative competence is probably the best known. They identified
four dimensions: grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic
competence. This definition has undergone some modifications over the
years, perhaps best captured in Bachman’s (1990) schematization of
what he calls language competence. The most significant difference be-
tween the two models is that Bachman takes a far broader view of the role
of strategies than Canale and Swain do and separates strategic compe-
tence completely from what he calls language competencies (Bachman,
1990; North, 1997).

In CLT, meaning is paramount. Wilkins (1972) classifies meaning into
notional and functional categories and views learning an L2 as acquiring
the linguistic means to perform different kinds of functions. According
to Larsen-Freeman (1986), the most obvious characteristic of CLT is that
“almost everything that is done is done with a communicative intent”
(p.␣ 132). Students use the language a great deal through communicative
activities (e.g., games, role plays, and problem-solving tasks).
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Another characteristic of CLT is the introduction of authentic materi-
als (Dubin, 1995; Larsen-Freeman, 1986; Long & Crookes, 1992; Nunan,
1991; Reid, 1995; Widdowson, 1996). In CLT, it is considered desirable to
give learners the opportunity to respond to genuine communicative
needs in realistic L2 situations so that they develop strategies for
understanding language as actually used by native speakers (Canale &
Swain, 1980). Also, “activities in the Communicative Approach are often
carried out by students in small groups” (Larsen-Freeman, 1986, p. 132).
Students are expected to interact with one another, either through pair
and group work or in their writings (Finocchiaro & Brumfit, 1983). CLT
favors interaction among small numbers of students in order to maxi-
mize the time each student has to learn to negotiate meaning. Teachers
therefore select learning activities according to how well they engage the
students in meaningful and authentic language use rather than in the
merely mechanical practice of language patterns.

Another dimension of CLT is “its learner-centered and experience-
based view of second language teaching” (Richards & Rodgers, 1986, p.
69). According to CLT theory, individual learners possess unique inter-
ests, styles, needs, and goals that should be reflected in the design of
instructional methods (Savignon, 1991). Teachers are to develop materi-
als based on the demonstrated needs of a particular class. Students must
be made to feel secure, unthreatened, and nondefensive in a CLT
classroom, so teachers using CLT should avoid adopting a teacher-
centered, authoritarian posture (Taylor, 1983).

Thus, CLT is characterized by

1. a focus on communicative functions;
2. a focus on meaningful tasks rather than on language per se (e.g.,

grammar or vocabulary study);
3. efforts to make tasks and language relevant to a target group of

learners through an analysis of genuine, realistic situations;
4. the use of authentic, from-life materials;
5. the use of group activities; and
6. the attempt to create a secure, nonthreatening atmosphere.

I stress that the description above reflects just one definition of CLT,
what Holliday (1994) terms the weak version of CLT. According to
Holliday, the strong version is actually quite different: The focus is not on
language practice but on learning about how language works in dis-
course. The lesson input is language data in the form of text, and
communicative relates more to the way in which the student communi-
cates with the text. Also, students collaborate for the purpose of helping
each other solve language problems rather than for the purpose of
communicating with each other. Because the aim is not to practice
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language forms, teachers do not need to monitor group and pair work
closely, and in fact activities do not have to be carried out in groups or
pairs. As long as students are communicating with rich text and
producing useful hypotheses about the language, what they are doing is
communicative, according to Holliday (pp. 171–172).

CLT IN EFL CONTEXTS

A number of reports in the literature deal with CLT innovations in
EFL contexts. Whereas some accounts have emphasized the local needs
and the particular English teaching conditions in the EFL countries and
the importance and success of traditional language teaching methods
(Bhargava, 1986; Sampson, 1984, 1990), others have strongly advocated
the adoption of CLT in EFL countries (Li, 1984; Prabhu, 1987).
However, the majority of accounts have recognized the difficulties EFL
countries face in adopting CLT.

Burnaby and Sun (1989) report that teachers in China found it
difficult to use CLT. The constraints cited include the context of the
wider curriculum, traditional teaching methods, class sizes and sched-
ules, resources and equipment, the low status of teachers who teach
communicative rather than analytical skills, and English teachers’ defi-
ciencies in oral English and sociolinguistic and strategic competence.
Anderson’s (1993) study of CLT in China reported such obstacles as a
lack of properly trained teachers, a lack of appropriate texts and
materials, students’ not being accustomed to CLT, and difficulties in
evaluating students taught via CLT. Based on a study that assessed the
attitudes of Hong Kong educators toward using CLT in the local context,
Chau and Chung (1987) report that teachers used CLT only sparingly
because it required too much preparation time.

Sano et al. (1984) point out that the Japanese students they studied
generally did not feel a pressing need to use English, so that the goal of
communicative competence seemed too distant for them. A study
conducted in Vietnam identified class size, grammar-based examina-
tions, and lack of exposure to authentic language as constraints on using
CLT (Ellis, 1994). Shamin (1996) identifies learners’ resistance, among
other problems, as a barrier to her attempt to introduce innovative CLT
methodology in her Pakistan English classroom.

The grammar-based English language syllabus makes the English
teaching situation complex and the local use of CLT challenging,
according to Kirkpatrick’s (1984) study of CLT in secondary schools in
Singapore. Gonzalez (1985), who studied CLT in Philippine rural areas,
found that English instruction there was irrelevant to the population’s
needs, as people there seldom used English.
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In studies of CLT outside Asia, Valdes and Jhones (1991) report
difficulties such as teachers’ lack of proficiency in English, their tradi-
tional attitudes toward language teaching, the lack of authentic materials
in a non-English-speaking environment, the need to redesign the
evaluation system, and the need to adapt textbooks to meet the needs of
communicative classes. Efforts to foster a communicative approach to
the teaching of English in KwaZulu, South Africa, met with pervasive
reluctance on the part of teachers and students to adopt the more
egalitarian, decentralized ways of interacting associated with CLT (Chick,
1996).

Although these studies highlight many of the principal problems in
instituting curricular innovations prompted by CLT, many of the studies
take the researcher’s perspective. Teachers’ perceptions of innovations
related to CLT remain largely unexplored.

THE STUDY

The study reported here used a case study approach to investigate
Korean teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of CLT.

Background: CLT in South Korea

The South Korean government has placed English learning and
teaching high on its agenda to ensure that South Korea will play an active
and important role in world political and economic activities. Rather
than wait for speakers of other languages to learn Korean, the govern-
ment wants its people prepared to communicate in English with those
who do not speak their language. To that effect, the South Korean
Ministry of Education recently published a series of new policies regard-
ing English learning and teaching. First, early in 1994 the government
decided that English teaching would begin at a younger age (Grade 3 in
elementary schools) starting in 1997 and began to train prospective
elementary EFL teachers.

In addition, realizing that “the grammatical syllabus does not help
much to develop learners’ communicative competence” (Development
Committee, 1992, p. 66), the government decided to introduce CLT into
English teaching at the secondary school level. Early in 1992, the South
Korean Ministry of Education published The Sixth National Curriculum for
Middle Schools (Grades 7–9) and The Sixth National Curriculum for High
Schools (Grades 10–12), known among practitioners as the Communicative
Curriculums. The new curricula, which are to guide Korean English
teaching from 1995 to 2010, clearly state that CLT should replace the
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dominant audiolingual method in middle schools and the grammar-
translation method in high schools in South Korea (Choi, Park, & Kim,
1986; Lee, 1990).

In the new curricula, the goal of English teaching is “to develop the
learners’ communicative competence in English through meaningful
drills and communicative activities, such as games, with the aid of
audio-visual equipment” (Development Committee, 1992, p. 180). Stu-
dents are to learn by means of authentic materials, such as newspapers,
magazines, English news on the radio, and English TV programs. The
curricula reflect the belief that “CLT is characterized by learner-
centredness” (p. 181), and teachers are encouraged to organize materi-
als based on students’ needs.

Accompanying the release of the new curricula was the publication of
a series of new textbooks. Over 10 sets of English textbooks are now
available to secondary school English teachers, who are free to choose
any set provided that the whole school adopts it. The new textbooks
incorporate a communicative perspective and more listening and speak-
ing materials and activities relative to the older ones.

Will the shift in the government’s policy result in an improvement in
students’ communicative competence? Is Korea prepared to implement
CLT in English instruction? To answer these questions, I investigated
Korean teachers’ perceptions of the difficulties in using CLT.

Design

The analysis consisted of a pilot study, a written questionnaire, and
interviews. To develop an appropriate survey instrument for this study, in
summer 1994 I administered a pilot survey to 21 South Korean EFL
teachers studying in a teacher education program at a Canadian univer-
sity. The final questionnaire included both open-ended questions and
questions with fixed alternatives generated from the data collected in the
pilot study (see the Appendix).

In summer 1995, the questionnaire was administered to 18 South
Korean secondary school EFL teachers studying at the same Canadian
university. To ensure that the participants fully understood the questions,
I distributed the questionnaires at the end of a class. The participants
were urged to read the questionnaire, and they asked questions for
clarification. All 18 questionnaires distributed were handed back. Follow-
ing the survey, I conducted in-depth interviews with 10 of the partici-
pants to explore further the teachers’ background, their understanding
of English teaching in South Korea, and their difficulties in using CLT.

The interviews were semistructured, conducted in a systematic and
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consistent order but allowing me as the interviewer sufficient freedom to
digress and probe far beyond the answers to the prepared and standard-
ized questions (Berg, 1989, p. 17). The interviews were conducted in
English. Although I was well aware that the teachers’ imperfect English
might limit the information they provided, I made certain that they were
able to express their ideas fully by preparing and sending a number of
questions to them ahead of time.

While formulating interview questions, I made sure that the questions
were clear, precise, and motivating (Denzin, 1989). All the interviews,
which lasted 1–2 hours each, were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
as soon as possible afterwards. I used the earlier interviews to generate
new interview questions and provide direction for subsequent ones.
Transcripts of the interviews were later given to the participants for
verification.

Participants

Survey Participants

The participants in the formal questionnaire survey were 18 South
Korean secondary school English teachers who were studying in the
Korean Teacher Education Program (KTEP) at a Canadian university in
the summer of 1995. KTEP was a 1-month program designed especially
for Korean secondary school English teachers and cofunded by the
Canadian and South Korean governments. It had existed for over 10
years. Each summer about 20 Korean English teachers were chosen to
participate in the program, based mainly on their years of service and to
a much lesser extent on their communicative competence in English.
Conversations with the Korean supervisors and teachers over several
programs showed that the KTEP teachers were representative of the
English teaching force that would serve in South Korean secondary
schools for the next 20 years or so.

The 9 male and 9 female participants ranged from 30 to 50 years in
age, with the majority in their 30s; the average age was 36.5 (see Table 1).
Their experience in teaching English varied from 5 to 25 years, with an
average of over 11 years. At the time of the study, 8 participants were
teaching in middle schools, and 10 were teaching in high schools. Many
had taught at both middle and high schools, as secondary school
teachers in South Korea must transfer schools every 5 years; high school
teachers quite commonly transfer to middle schools and vice versa. Half
of the participants were teaching in rural secondary schools and half in
urban settings.
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Interview Informants

Ten of the 18 survey participants were chosen for interviews. In
selecting interview informants, following Patton’s “maximum variation
sampling” (in Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 200), I allowed for maximum
variation in participants’ age, sex, teaching experience, teaching setting,
and grades taught. For this purpose, I tabulated the background
information on the survey informants based on the completed question-
naires. I first decided that teachers of all grades (7–12) must be
represented in the group of interview informants and that middle and
high school teachers should be equally represented. Second, I decided
to include an equal number of male and female teachers and of teachers
in rural and urban schools. I then added the other two parameters,
informants’ age and years of teaching, which I wanted to be as varied as
possible. The result was a group that was representative of the 18
surveyed teachers (see Table 2).1

TABLE 1
Background of Survey Participants

Teaching experience

Participant Sex Age Years Type of school Grades

1 M 38 9.0 Urban 8
2 F 33 9.0 Urban 9
3 M 37 9.0 Rural 9
4 F 31 10.0 Rural 11
5 F 33 7.0 Urban 10
6 M 37 8.0 Rural 9
7 F 33 8.0 Rural 8
8 M 50 25.0 Rural 10
9 F 32 8.0 Urban 7

10 M 40 15.0 Rural 12
11 M 41 15.0 Urban 10
12 M 40 15.0 Rural 12
13 M 35 10.0 Rural 10
14 F 32 5.0 Urban 10
15 F 42 18.0 Urban 7
16 F 37 14.0 Rural 7, 8
17 M 37 10.0 Urban 10, 11
18 F 30 8.5 Urban 7

1 All names are pseudonyms.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis is not a simple description of the data collected but a
process by which the researcher can bring interpretation to the data
(Powney & Watts, 1987). The themes and coding categories in this study
emerged from an examination of the data rather than being determined
beforehand and imposed on the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Follow-
ing the strategy of analytic induction (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Goetz &
LeCompte, 1984), I repeatedly read through the completed question-
naires and the interview transcripts during and after the study. In this
process, I identified and noted recurrent themes and salient comments
in regard to the constraints that the South Korean EFL teachers had
encountered and might have encountered in applying CLT in their
classrooms. These themes were then subsumed under four main
categories.

Results

The South Korean teachers were interested in the methods they used
in teaching English. Fourteen of the 18 participants reported that they
were very concerned, and the other 4 reported that they were fairly
concerned. All reported that the grammar-translation method, the
audiolingual method, or a combination of the two characterized their
teaching. However, 12 reported having tried CLT before attending the
teacher education program in Canada and having encountered difficul-
ties in such attempts.

TABLE 2
Background of Interview Participants

Teaching experience

Participant Sex Age Years Type of school Grades

Na-Yun M 38 9.0 Urban 8
Eom-Mi F 33 9.0 Urban 9
Tack-Soo M 37 9.0 Rural 9
In-Ran F 31 10.0 Rural 11
Myong-Sook F 33 8.0 Rural 8
Dong-Soon M 50 25.0 Rural 10
Mi-Ju F 42 18.0 Urban 7
Young-Cheol M 41 15.0 Urban 10
Joon-Suk M 40 15.0 Rural 12
Jin-Kyu M 32 5.0 Urban 10
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The difficulties reported by the Korean teachers fall into four catego-
ries: those caused (a) by the teacher, (b) by the students, (c) by the
educational system, and (d) by CLT itself. Among them, difficulties
falling into the first category were mentioned most often, almost twice or
three times as much as those in the other three categories (see Table 3).

Difficulties Caused by the Teacher

The Korean teachers were quick to point out that some of their own
problems had stopped them from using CLT. Six major constraints
caused by the teacher were reported: (a) deficiency in spoken English,
(b) deficiency in strategic and sociolinguistic competence in English, (c)
lack of training in CLT, (d) few opportunities for retraining in CLT, (e)
misconceptions about CLT, and (f) little time and expertise for develop-
ing communicative materials (see Table 3).

Deficiency in spoken English. All 18 participants considered that their own
deficiency in spoken English constrained them in applying CLT in their
classrooms. As reported by the Korean teachers, the South Korean
government wanted CLT implemented because of disappointment about
students’ oral proficiency in English. The government as well as the
teachers hoped that CLT would help students develop better oral
English. Although the teachers generally felt that they were highly
proficient in English grammar, reading, and writing, they all reported
that their abilities in English speaking and listening were not adequate to
conduct the communicative classes necessarily involved in CLT. The
following comment was typical.

1. I am good at English grammar, reading, and writing. But my oral English
is very poor. Since I can’t speak English well, how can I teach it to my
students? (Dong-Soon, July 31, 1995)

Surprisingly, even respondents who spoke English fluently and com-
municated well thought their English was “too poor to use communica-
tive language teachings” ( Jin-Kyu, July 17, 1995). Deficiency in spoken
English apparently prevented some teachers from applying CLT, but for
others lack of confidence was more likely to have been the reason.

Deficiency in strategic and sociolinguistic competence. All 18 participants
reported that their low strategic and sociolinguistic competence in
English would limit their use of CLT. As teachers’ sociolinguistic and
strategic competence must be much greater in a communicative class-
room than in a traditional grammar-focused classroom, the participants
generally felt incompetent to conduct a communicative class.



DIFFICULTIES IN INTRODUCING THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH 687

2. Students asked more questions in the class. I was happy when they asked
me questions related to the English grammar. But those questions that
are related to the sociolinguistic aspects of English are really hard for me.
. . . In Korea, when you can’t answer all of the students’ questions right
away, you can’t be a teacher. (Young-Cheol, July 26, 1995)

The teacher’s ability to answer all questions promptly is highly valued
in South Korea. The fear of losing face because of not being able to
answer students’ questions all the time discouraged teachers from using
CLT.

3. I once tried communicative activities with my Grade 10 kids. The kids
enjoyed it. In fact I enjoyed it too, except they asked so many questions
related to the English culture. They were interesting questions. Some of
them I could answer, and some of them I could not. That made me very
much embarrassed. . . . If your kids find that you cannot always answer
their questions very confidently, you are going to lose their respect and
finally lose them. In our culture, teachers are supposed to know every-
thing and be always correct. ( Jin-Kyu, July 17, 1995)

TABLE 3
Reported Difficulties in Implementing CLT

Source and difficulty No. of mentionsa

Teacher 99
Deficiency in spoken English 18
Deficiency in strategic and sociolinguistic competence 18
Lack of training in CLT 18
Few opportunities for retraining in CLT 16
Misconceptions about CLT 15
Little time for developing materials for communicative classes 14

Students 50
Low English proficiency 18
Lack of motivation for developing communicative competence 17
Resistance to class participation 15

Educational system 61
Large classes 18
Grammar-based examinations 18
Insufficient funding 13
Lack of support 12

CLT 34
Inadequate account of EFL teaching 18
Lack of effective and efficient assessment instruments 16

a The number of times the research subjects referred to a theme in either the questionnaire or
the interview as a constraint in using CLT in their own context. The maximum number of
mentions possible for each of the themes included within the four major categories is 18.
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Because of their deficiency in sociolinguistic competence in English
and fear of losing the respect of their students for being unable to give
prompt answers in class, teachers “chose to stick to the traditional
grammar-centred, text-centred and teacher-centred methods so that
[they] always had a good idea about what was going to happen in every
class and made adequate preparations for it” (Dong-Soon, July 31, 1995).

Lack of training in CLT. All 18 participants named lack of training as one
of the main obstacles they faced in applying CLT. As reported by the
teachers, they had learned about CLT in different ways—in university
methods courses, English teaching conferences, and English teaching
journals—but they all agreed that they had not practiced it much.

4. Like many of us, I learned CLT when I was studying at university. But it
was taught as a piece of knowledge for us to remember, not to use. I did
not practice using it while at university, though I did try it a few times
later when I became a teacher. (Eom-Mi, July 25, 1995)

5. I learned the term CLT at a teachers’ conference. To be honest, I did not
quite understand how it works. (Myong-Sook, July 30, 1995)

This lack of systematic training led to a sketchy and usually frag-
mented understanding of CLT and made it difficult for the teachers “to
leave the security of the traditional methods and take the risk of trying
new unfamiliar methods” (Tack-Soo, July 20, 1995).

Few opportunities for retraining in CLT. Sixteen teachers reported that few
in-service opportunities for retraining in CLT were available. Of the 18
respondents, only 4 had had opportunities for in-service education in
their last 7 or 8 years of teaching. One of the 4 had attended two
in-service teacher-training programs, and the other 3 had attended only
one each. Most of the respondents had not had such opportunities
before the teacher education program they were attending at that time.
Mi-Ju expressed her frustration when asked about her in-service education.

6. This is the first time I participate in an in-service teacher education
program. It took me 18 years to get such an opportunity. (Mi-Ju, July 28,
1995)

Even after the publication of the government’s new communicative
curricula, few in-service teacher education programs offered training in
CLT. Without proper retraining, teachers will inevitably misunderstand
some elements of CLT.
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Misconceptions about CLT. Fifteen respondents referred to teachers’
misconceptions about CLT as one of the principal obstacles. A typical
misconception was that by concentrating on appropriateness and flu-
ency, CLT does not teach form at all and thus totally neglects accuracy.

7. Before attending this teacher education program, I thought that commu-
nicative language teaching does not teach grammar and only teaches
speaking. I did not think that was a good way to teach our kids English. I
think grammar should be part of it, at least for our kids. After all, they
have to pass a lot of exams and there is a lot of grammar in them.
(Myong-Sook, July 30, 1995)

Such misunderstandings led the teachers to believe that CLT contra-
dicted their beliefs about language learning and did not allow them to
prepare students for the various exams that are critical to their future
careers. For that reason, the teachers refused to accept CLT.

Little time for and expertise in material development. Fourteen teachers
reported that lack of time for and lack of expertise in developing
communicative materials had been constraints for them. All the English
textbooks available (before the publication of the new series of textbooks
accompanying the publication of the communicative curricula) had
been developed under the influence of the grammar-translation and
audiolingual methods, so teachers had had to write their own materials
and design their own activities if they wanted to use CLT. Because most of
the teachers were already overloaded, any additional work was a burden
for them. This problem was particularly serious for female teachers
because they also had to deal with housework.

8. I teach in a high school. I have to be at school from 8:00 in the morning
to 6:30 in the afternoon. When I go home, I have to take care of my two
kids. Because my husband teaches away from our home in Seoul, I have
to take my kids there at weekends to see him. I really do not have time for
any extra work. (In-Ran, July 24, 1995)

Lack of expertise in designing communicative activities was also a
concern among the teachers.

9. Even if I have enough time for material writing, I do not think I can write
good communicative materials. First, I have never been taught how to do
it myself. Secondly, there are few authentic English materials around me.
That means I have to create everything. That’s beyond me. It also means
I have to spend more time than I can afford. (Young-Cheol, July 26, 1995)

As a result, the teachers either had given up CLT after a brief try or
simply had not ventured to try it.
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Difficulties Caused by the Students

The second main group of constraints came from the students. These
constraints included the students’ generally low English proficiency, lack
of motivation for communicative competence, and resistance to partici-
pating in class (see Table 3).

Low English proficiency. All 18 respondents reported that one important
difficulty preventing them from using CLT was their students’ low
English proficiency. Korean students do not start to learn English until
after they enter middle school (Grade 7), and they have only four 1-hour
English classes each week, making progress slow. They usually have a
small English vocabulary and a limited command of English structures.
Because students did not have the necessary proficiency in English, the
teachers found it hard to do any oral communicative activities with them.

10. The average secondary school students have a very small English vocabu-
lary. They know limited number of English structures. So they have great
difficulty to express themselves in English when they are assigned to do
communicative activities. Gradually they lose interest in trying to speak
English and become too discouraged to speak English any more.
(In-Ran, July 24, 1995)

As pointed out earlier, the Korean teachers believed that CLT neces-
sarily involved speaking activities. Therefore, when oral activities were
not possible or appeared to be difficult, the teachers became frustrated
with CLT and in most cases gave it up.

11. In such activities, I often see the kids struggling to express themselves in
English, only to make each other more confused. . . . I do not know
whether I am doing the right thing with the kids. To be safe, I prefer to
use the method I am familiar with to help the kids learn. (Eom-Mi,
July␣ 25, 1995)

Little motivation for communicative competence. Seventeen participants
identified students’ lack of motivation to work on their communicative
competence as a great limitation. Although an increasing number of
people in South Korea have realized how important it is to be able to
communicate in English rather than to know English grammar well,
students in secondary schools still care much more about grammar.

12. My students know it is very important to learn to use English for
communication. But since their goal is to enter the university, they prefer
to work on English grammar because the National University Entrance
Exam is grammar based. ( Joon-Suk, July 26, 1995)
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Because grammar still plays a decisive role in all English examinations
in South Korea, “teachers who teach communicative competence are not
liked as well as those who teach grammar” (Mi-Ju, 28/07/95). Students
complained that “they [were] not learning anything if they [did] not
learn new words and grammar in a class” (Na-Yun, July 26, 1995).

Resistance to class participation. Fifteen respondents cited the students’
resistance to class participation as a primary constraint in trying CLT. As
students have already been in school for at least 6 years by the time they
enter middle school, they have become accustomed to the traditional
classroom structure, in which they sit motionless, take notes while the
teacher lectures, and speak only when they are spoken to. After so many
years of schooling in traditional settings, students rely on the teacher to
give them information directly, making it very difficult to get the students
to participate in class activities.

The inconsistencies among teachers in their expectations of students
also discouraged students from participating in class activities.

13. Especially when English class is the only place where participation is
encouraged, it can bring about confusion for the students as most
teachers of other subjects will probably never tolerate, not saying
encourage class participation. ( Jin-Kyu, July 17, 1995)

To play it safe, students usually chose to behave traditionally in English
class. When students were not willing to participate in class activities,
teachers saw little chance of fulfilling their goal of using CLT, rendering
it pointless to adopt CLT in their class.

Difficulties Caused by the Educational System

The third main group of difficulties relates to the educational system
in South Korea. Four major constraints were identified: large classes,
grammar-based examinations, insufficient funding, and lack of support
(see Table 3).

Large classes. All 18 respondents referred to large classes as one of the
principal constraints on their attempts to use CLT. In South Korea, a
secondary school class usually contains 48–50 students. The teachers
found it very difficult, if not entirely impossible, to use CLT with so many
students in one class because they believed that oral English and close
monitoring of class activities were essential in CLT.

14. With that number of students in one class, first of all, it is very difficult for
class management if we use the communicative method. For example,
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when everyone starts to talk, the class can be very noisy. Teachers and
students in nearby classrooms will complain about the noise in the
English class. Secondly, it is not possible for the teacher to give each of
them [individualized] attention as required by the communicative method.
With nearly 50 students in one class, it is really difficult to make sure that
everyone is on task. As I have found, some kids like to play around during
group work time. Thirdly, with so many students in one regular class-
room, there is not even enough space for the students and the teacher to
move around to carry out the communicative activities. Especially when
the desks and stools are fixed to the floor, you cannot even move them,
and that makes it difficult to rearrange seats to form nice groups for
discussion. ( Jin-Kyu, July 17, 1995)

Grammar-based examinations. Grammar-based examinations were named
by all 18 respondents as another important constraint. Among the many
English examinations in South Korea, the National University Entrance
Examination (the English section) is the most important one because
other formal and informal English examinations are modeled on it.
Until 1994 it consisted mainly of grammar, reading comprehension, and
translation items. Now it has an additional part called “Listening
Comprehension,” but its grammar-based nature has remained unchanged.
Teachers, under pressure to make their students do well on such tests,
often devote valuable class time to teaching test-taking skills and drilling
students on multiple-choice grammar items. This exam has strongly
affected the way English has been taught in South Korea.

15. This exam [the National University Entrance Examination] has had
tremendous influence on the English teaching in South Korea. As soon
as students start middle school, they have a clear goal in mind—to pass
the National University Entrance Examination. Teachers also have a clear
goal in mind—to help students succeed in the Examination. Because it
only tests students’ grammar knowledge and reading ability, both stu-
dents and teachers are interested in grammar and reading in English
classes. (Young-Cheol, July 26, 1995)

Such an attitude leaves little room for CLT for both teachers and
students. As Savignon (1991) observes, many curricular innovations have
been undone by a failure to make corresponding changes in evaluation.

Insufficient funding. Thirteen respondents mentioned insufficient funding
as a constraint. To use CLT in teaching English, certain equipment and
facilities must be in place. Extra funding is needed to obtain resource
books and materials for communicative activities. When the funding is
not there, using CLT is hard.
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16. For example, we will need a photocopier to copy materials for students.
That means we need extra money which is not always there. It’s always
more difficult than you plan and imagine. (Eom-Mi, July 25, 1995)

Lack of support. Lack of support was cited by 12 respondents as a
constraint. Although some of the teachers had learned about CLT in
university methods courses, “applying it was yet another thing” (Dong-
Soon, July 31, 1995). Because the teachers were inexperienced in using
CLT, they would often find themselves in need of help. Unfortunately,
they often found nobody with expertise to turn to for advice.

17. When I had questions about what I was doing, I talked with my fellow
teachers, hoping to get help from them. Often they could not help me.
How I wished there was a CLT expert for questions and support.
( Joon-Suk, July 26, 1995)

Teachers also found lack of support from administration frustrating.

18. It’s difficult to get help from our administrators. Particularly before the
new curriculums were published, the principal in my school didn’t care
about the method I used. He was only interested in the scores my
students got in exams. Even now after the publication of the new
curriculums, he still cares mostly about the students’ scores. (In-Ran,
July␣ 24, 1995)

The respondents also indicated that they seldom got support from
fellow instructors teaching other subjects in the same schools.

19. Also, sometimes I needed cooperation from teachers of other subjects;
but, for some reasons, they showed little interest in what I was doing.
(In-Ran, July 24, 1995)

Teachers generally found this lack of professional, administrative, and
collegial support discouraging. Often they lost interest in coping with
the challenges of introducing CLT in their classes.

20. This [lack of support] was extremely discouraging. It was so hard when
everything was on your shoulder. Finally I had to give up CLT and return
to the peaceful and easy traditional method of teaching English.
(Dong-Soon, July 31, 1995)

Difficulties Caused by CLT Itself

The respondents reported two main problems with CLT itself: CLT’s
inadequate account of EFL teaching and the lack of effective and
efficient assessment instruments in CLT (see Table 3).
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CLT’s inadequate account of EFL teaching. All 18 participants reported that
CLT has not given an adequate account of EFL teaching despite its initial
growth in foreign language teaching in Europe. The teachers saw
important differences between teaching EFL and teaching ESL. They
expressed frustration at the fact that the research community, especially
many Western language education researchers, has rarely differentiated
EFL from ESL.

21. In my opinion, EFL is very different from ESL. But many people tend to
confuse them and often ignore the special elements of EFL situations. I
think that’s why we EFL teachers usually find Western language teaching
methods difficult to use. ( Joon-Suk, July 26, 1995)

The significant differences that the teachers saw between EFL and
ESL included the purposes of learning English, learning environments,
teachers’ English proficiency, and the availability of authentic English
materials.

22. We have a totally different situation in Korea. . . . In ESL situations,
teachers are mostly English native speakers and they are fluent in
English. But in our case, English teachers are mostly Koreans, and our
spoken English is poor. Besides, in ESL situations, there are many English
materials of different levels that can be used in English classes. But in
Korea, I have difficulty to find authentic English materials except
textbooks. (Tack-Soo, July 20, 1995)

23. For example, in ESL situations, students usually have a very supportive
learning environment outside school. They have many chances to hear
and speak English outside class, which can reinforce what they learn in
class. Besides, they have the motivation to work on oral English because
they need it in their lives. In our situation, the classroom is the only place
where students can hear and speak English. They do not need to use the
language in their lives but only in pretended situations. ( Jin-Kyu, July 17,
1995)

To the Korean teachers, accounts of CLT have not taken into
consideration some of the salient features of EFL learning and teaching.
Consequently, introducing CLT into the Korean EFL context could be
problematic.

24. Because they do not have a good learning environment and they have
only 4 or 5 hours in a week to learn English, our students would soon
forget what they learn in a communicative class because they do not use
English in their everyday lives. (Eom-Mi, July 25, 1995)

Lack of effective and efficient assessment instruments. Sixteen respondents
referred to the lack of effective and efficient assessment instruments as a
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barrier to trying CLT. Used to traditional discrete-point testing of
grammatical knowledge, the teachers found it disconcerting that there
were no prescribed, ready-made assessment tools for communicative
competence and that they would have to design their own. The Korean
teachers believed that one of the best ways to test students’ communica-
tive competence was to give the students oral tests. In general, they each
taught four classes of approximately 48 students. Finishing even one
round of individual oral tests would take a long time, and there was
nobody to supervise the other students while the teacher was conducting
the tests.

25. When you teach four classes and each has nearly 50 students, you are
dealing with 200 students. If I have to do oral examinations to assess their
communicative competence, it would take me dozens of days to finish
just one round. (Mi-Ju, July 28, 1995)

Besides, the Korean teachers generally did not support these subjective
tests.

26. There is no way that my colleagues and I would use the same criteria in
the test. Even I myself probably cannot use the same criteria all the time.
I would probably use different criteria when I am tired after long time of
testing. ( Joon-Suk, July 26, 1995)

The South Korean teachers also found it difficult to balance content
and language when scoring oral exams.

27. About a year ago, for the final exam, besides the written test, I did an oral
exam for the students in one of the classes I taught. Giving them a score
was so difficult compared with grading the written tests. My biggest
problem was how much I should assign to the content of their talk and
how much to the language they used. Even before I finished the test, I
knew that I used different criteria. I did not like the results of the test
because they were not reliable. (Myong-Sook, July 30, 1995)

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

Much of what the Korean teachers said about EFL teaching in their
country and about their difficulties in using CLT is common to many
parts of the world. The following discussion, although it particularly
addresses EFL teaching in South Korea, thus extends to other EFL
countries as well.

A conflict apparently exists between what CLT demands and what the
EFL situation in many countries, such as South Korea, allows. This
conflict must be resolved before EFL teaching in these countries can
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benefit from CLT. To resolve the conflict, attention should be given to
the following areas.

Educational values and attitudes. The fundamental approach to education
in Korea needs to change before CLT can be successful there. The
predominance of text-centered and grammar-centered practices in Ko-
rea does not provide a basis for the student-centered, fluency-focused,
and problem-solving activities required by CLT. As Price (1988) points
out, reform of education is not simply reform of the school system but
reform of the behavior and thinking of the wider social teaching-learning
process that guides moral-political ideas and behavior. Far-reaching
curriculum innovation involves fundamental shifts in the values and
beliefs of the individuals concerned (Brindley & Hood, 1990; Burns,
1996). If CLT is to be implemented in a previously traditional classroom,
teachers, students, parents, administrators and other stakeholders must
shift their conceptions of what constitutes good English teaching (Enright
& McCloskey, 1985; Markee, 1997; Penner, 1995).

However, such a fundamental change takes time. “Changes in the way
people think usually lag behind changes in social structure” (Ting, 1987,
p. 49). Therefore South Korea and other EFL countries with similar
situations should adapt rather than adopt CLT into their English
teaching. Rather than simply jumping onto the CLT bandwagon by
mandating its use, the government and EFL teachers of South Korea and
other EFL countries should carefully study their TEFL situations and
decide how CLT can best serve their needs and interests.

Reading. Because the main purpose of learning English for many people
in South Korea and other EFL countries is to be able to read and
translate into their mother tongue scientific, medical, and technical
documents written in English, Korean teachers should continue their
emphasis on developing students’ reading abilities. However, instead of
spending much precious time on intensive reading and grammatical
analysis, teachers might introduce some ideas from CLT, such as exten-
sive reading and reading for meaning.

Oral skills. Because the demand for people who can communicate orally
in English has increased as the result of international trade and
globalization, English classes should include listening and speaking
activities. Teachers and administrators must be aware of the shift in
societal needs and make conscious and persistent efforts to introduce
more CLT into English teaching. With globalization, smaller classes, a
better economy, and more competent teachers, a better understanding
and acceptance of the philosophical underpinnings of the CLT are
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possible. South Korea and other EFL countries may then be able to use
more CLT or, better still, develop their own “locally appropriate version
of the communicative approach” (Tomlinson, 1990, p. 36).

Grammar. While trying to introduce CLT, teachers should not feel guilty
about teaching grammar. Contrary to a common misconception, CLT
does not exclude the teaching of grammar (Tompson, 1996). The
literature abounds with arguments for including grammar instruction in
L2 teaching (Lightbown, 1991; Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Savignon,
1991; Schachter, 1991; Widdowson, 1990). Indeed, Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei,
and Thurrell (1997) believe that “CLT has arrived at a turning point:
Explicit, direct elements are gaining significance in teaching communi-
cative abilities and skills” (p. 148). However, teachers must also bear in
mind that the purpose of teaching grammar is to help students learn the
language, and teachers must be wary of making grammar the end of
their teaching. Teachers should also consider alternatives to traditional
grammar instruction, such as grammar-consciousness-raising tasks (Fotos,
1994; Fotos & Ellis, 1991).

Students’ attitudes. Students and teachers who are negotiating CLT in the
traditional language classroom will need help in adjusting (Abbot, 1987;
Deckert, 1987). In introducing CLT to students who have previously
studied foreign language in a traditional fashion, teachers are likely to
encounter some initial reservations. Thus, teachers will need to con-
sciously reorient students to “the basic function of the classroom, the
role of the student and the nature of language” (Deckert, 1987, p. 20).

Teachers’ attitudes. Likewise, some teachers may be reluctant to try CLT, as
it forgoes much of the familiar and requires something different.
Therefore teachers should also have assistance and encouragement in
trying out new ideas and materials. Continuing support for teachers who
may need further help with CLT along the way is also important. This can
be achieved mainly by appointing highly qualified teaching consultants
and conducting in-service teacher education programs. In such pro-
grams, teachers should have opportunities to retrain and refresh them-
selves in CLT and, more importantly, teachers should receive help in
revising, refining, or changing their educational theories and attitudes
( Johnson, 1994; Littlewood, 1984; Richards & Lockhart, 1994; Tilleman,
1994). A language improvement component should also be a part of
such programs (Cullen, 1994; Murdoch, 1994). Although all the lan-
guage skills should be covered, the program should emphasize the
participants’ speaking and listening skills, a weakness of English teachers
in South Korea and many other EFL countries.
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Preservice teacher education. The delivery of EFL methods courses in
preservice teacher education programs should change. CLT should not
be lectured about but demonstrated. Novice teachers should have
opportunities to get hands-on experience with and gain confidence in
using CLT.

More importantly, considering the dynamic nature of the EFL teach-
ing, preservice teacher education should focus on developing student
teachers’ autonomy and their decision-making and problem-solving
abilities as well as their ability to be reflective practitioners (Richards &
Lockhart, 1994; Schön, 1983).

Local educational growth. Inasmuch as many teaching methodologies
developed in the West are often difficult to introduce into EFL situations
with different educational theories and realities, in the long run EFL
countries may be better off developing methods in their own contexts.
Rather than relying on expertise, methodology, and materials controlled
and dispensed by Western ESL countries, EFL countries should strive to
establish their own research contingents and encourage methods spe-
cialists and classroom teachers to develop language teaching methods
that take into account the political, economic, social, and cultural factors
and, most important of all, the EFL situations in their countries (Daoud,
1996; Phillipson, 1992). In this way, they will be able to devise teaching
methods “appropriate to their learners, their colleagues and their
societies” (Edge, 1996, p. 18).

CONCLUSION

Curriculum innovation involves multiple and interrelated factors that
may influence it at different stages and at different levels (Shamin,
1996). “As a socially situated activity, its success is affected by ethical and
systemic constraints, the personal characteristics of potential adopters,
the attributes of innovations and the strategies that are used to manage
change in particular contexts” (Markee, 1997, p. 41). In any attempt to
improve education, teachers are central to long-lasting changes (Frymier,
1987; Fullan, 1993). How teachers as the end users of an innovation
perceive its feasibility is a crucial factor in the ultimate success or failure
of that innovation.
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APPENDIX

Questionnaire

Please complete the following questions as appropriate.

1. Age ___________
2. Sex ____________
3. How many years have you been a teacher of English? _________________
4. Are you teaching in a middle school or high school?

h Middle School h High School
5. Which grade(s) are you teaching? ________________________
6. Are you teaching in an urban or rural middle/high school?

h Urban h Rural
7. Are you concerned about the methods you use in teaching English?

h YES h NO
8. What methods are you using now?
9. Have you tried Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)?

h YES h NO
10. Why did you or why didn’t you try CLT?
11. How did you like using CLT in your classroom?
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12. The following are some difficulties that other EFL teachers had in adopting CLT. Did you
come across these difficulties or do you think they might be difficulties for you in adopting
CLT in South Korea?

1. Teachers’ deficiency in spoken English? h YES h NO
2. Teachers’ deficiency in strategic and sociolinguistic

competence in English? h YES h NO
3. Teachers’ having little time to write communicative materials? h YES h NO
4. Students’ low English proficiency? h YES h NO
5. Students’ passive style of learning? h YES h NO
6. Lack of authentic teaching materials? h YES h NO
7. Grammar-based examinations? h YES h NO
8. Large classes? h YES h NO
9. The differences between EFL and ESL? h YES h NO
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■ The TESOL community, like any other, needs the stimulus of innova-
tion to keep it going. Although we as TESOL professionals say that we
should not make changes for their own sake, we do make them for the
sake of demonstrating that we are still dynamic, and for this purpose
even the appearance of change will do. And this is why old ideas keep
coming back with the veneer of novelty. But we do not want changes to
be too disruptive either. It is preferable for our sense of security that they
should be easily assimilated, and one way of managing this is to reduce
ideas to simple terms that sound good: comprehensible input, natural
learning, authentic language, real English. These become a kind of
catchphrase currency whose value is taken for granted without further
enquiry. And thus we become slogan prone. There is one slogan in
particular that I would like to question. It is often used as a handy
shorthand for what communicative language teaching stands for. The
slogan is focus on meaning rather than on form. A critical look at this slogan
reveals a fundamental conceptual confusion, and a consideration of that
confusion leads to issues about context, community, and authentic
language that I believe lie at the heart of language pedagogy.

* This contribution is a slightly revised version of a talk given at the 32nd Annual TESOL
Convention, Seattle, WA, March 1998.
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THE STRUCTURALIST APPROACH

TESOL professionals are repeatedly told that what distinguishes the
communicative approach from the outmoded structuralist one is that it
focuses on meaning rather than form. This seems to be taken as a
self-evident truth. But it is not true at all when one looks at the actual
evidence. The structuralist approach did focus on meaning, and its
typical techniques were designed expressly for that purpose.

1. Book. This is a book.

The word book means this object, This is a book as opposed to That is a
book. This is a word that means here, close to me, proximal. That is a word
that means there, away from me, distal.

2. The door is there.

The word the means something we all know about.

3. I am walking to the door./She is walking to the door.

This form of the verb means continuous and concurrent action. And so
on. Focus on meaning.

But what kind of meaning is this? In this teaching procedure teachers
devise a context of some kind and then fit the language into it so that its
meaning is made plain. So the context is specially designed to demon-
strate the meaning in the language. This can be done by situational
presentation in the classroom or in a textbook, where the context is
provided by a picture, perhaps of a sitting room, with pictures on the
wall, a carpet on the floor, and a cat, perhaps, on the mat. There are
people in the sitting room: A man is sitting in a chair, reading a book; a
woman is standing by a table, holding a bag. This is the context. The
accompanying text reads something like this:

4. This is a man. He is John Brown; he is Mr. Brown. He is sitting in a chair.
This is a woman. She is Mary Brown; she is Mrs. Brown. She is standing by
a table. Mr. Brown has a book. The book is in his hand; he has a book in
his hand. Mrs. Brown has a bag. . . .

But is this really meaningful language? It is certainly not very realistic.
And it is not realistic because it is redundant. We do not need it. It keeps
on telling readers what they can already see for themselves. “This is a
man.” Yes, we can see that. “He is sitting in a chair.” So he is. So what?
“This is a woman.” Really! The text for the most part simply duplicates
the context. And, of course, the text has to duplicate, it has to make the
language correspond exactly with the context in order to demonstrate its
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meaning. But this demonstration by duplication results in language that
is unrealistic by normal standards of use. For in normal circumstances
speakers use language only to complement the context, to provide
information that is not already apparent. They do not usually go around
stating the obvious. The same point applies to situational demonstration
in the classroom.

5. I am walking to the door.

It is unlikely that I would ever say this when I am actually doing it.
Speakers do not normally provide such a running (or walking) commen-
tary on their actions. So, if I were entertaining guests at home, and I were
to get up from the table and head for the door, I would not duplicate the
information that is contextually provided by saying, “I am walking to the
door.” I would complement the context by saying something that is not
obvious from my action: “That was the phone, back in a minute.” “I’ll just
check the potatoes.” “I think we need another bottle.”

Notice too that if I were to utter the obvious, “I am walking to the
door,” my guests would assume that I did not just mean what I said but
was implying something else, and they would look for some other
significance by exploring the context for clues. They would not be
interested in what the language means but by what I mean by it (e.g., “He
means he wants us to stop him”; “he means he is going to call the police”;
“he means he’s not as drunk as we think he is”).

The point, then, is that the structural approach did focus on meaning
but on meaning in form, informed meaning, one might say. That is to
say, the focus was on semantic meaning, that which is encoded as general
concepts and principles in the language itself. The problem is that the
demonstration of this semantic meaning, real enough in its own terms,
necessarily results in unrealistic uses of language. In other words, what is
semantically meaningful is at the same time pragmatically meaningless.
For to be pragmatically effective speakers have to use language not so
that it duplicates the context but so that it complements it.

LOCALIZED LANGUAGE

Speakers use language in the normal business of communication to
engage in social action, to enact a discourse in speech or writing. The
pragmatic meaning they achieve realises that discourse and is, of its
nature, linguistically inexplicit because it is context dependent. People
communicate by using language so that it makes an appropriate connec-
tion with the context of shared perception and knowledge. And in so
doing they proceed on a least-effort principle. They pay only as much
attention to the language as is necessary to make this connection and no
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more. Now contexts are constructed out of the local knowledge of
particular communities. So when people use language appropriately, in a
normal pragmatic way, they localise it, they key it into what is familiar in
the communities they belong to. Things are left unsaid because they are
assumed to be common knowledge in the community, and the language,
which, as we have seen, is complementary to context, is used only to
compensate for what the context does not provide. Thus communication
is bound up with community. An example will make this plain.

A scene that, for some reason, figured quite prominently in structur-
ally oriented textbooks was the family breakfast. Mr. and Mrs. Brown are
there, with their son David and daughter Sarah.

And what one notices at once is that they are talking a lot and always
in complete and well-formed sentences.

6. Sarah: Good morning Father, Good morning Mother.
Mr. Brown: Sarah, do you want some of this porridge?
Sarah: No, thank you, I’ll have some toast.
Mrs. Brown: David, here is a cup of tea for you.
David: Thanks.
Sarah: Would you pass me the marmalade, Father, please.
Mrs. Brown: The telephone is ringing. David, could you answer it please,

I am making the toast.
Mr. Brown: Who was on the telephone?
David: It was Uncle Arthur.
Mr. Brown: What time is he coming round to fetch us in his car to go to

the theatre this evening?

This is all very formal—in both senses of that term. And, of course,
nobody actually talks like this. If eavesdroppers were to listen in on a real
family breakfast, they would not hear this kind of language. Indeed, if my
own experience of breakfasts is anything to go by, listeners would not
hear much language at all. They would hear inarticulate grunts and
yawns and occasional elliptical fragments of utterance. They would hear
not this exchange of well-formed sentences but probably only those parts
that are italicised; that is to say, something more like this:

7. Want some of this?
No, I’ll . . . .
Here . . . .
Thanks . . . .
Pass me . . . .
Could you . . .?
Uncle Arthur.
What time this evening?
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This piecemeal use of language is entirely appropriate on this occa-
sion. This is much more like real English. The expressions are linguisti-
cally incomplete (there is not a single sentence to be heard), but they
make communicative sense because they are completed by the context
that is shared by this particular community. It is shared in part because
the community members are all together in the same physical setting. So
nobody has to say that the telephone is ringing because everybody hears
it, and Mrs. Brown does not have to say, “Could you answer the telephone
[which everyone hears ringing] because as you see I am busy making
toast for breakfast?” “Could you . . .?” will do. And Sarah does not have to
produce an explicit “Pass the marmalade.” She just has to point to it.

Furthermore, the context is not only the physical setting but the
knowledge the community members share. They know that Uncle
Arthur has a car and that it has been arranged that he is coming round
this evening to pick them up to go to the theatre, so there is no need to
duplicate this knowledge by referring to it. And as members of the
family, they are familiar with all other customs and preoccupations of
their small community—that is, local knowledge. And all they need the
language for is to activate this local knowledge. The discourse that is
enacted is therefore only partially evident in the actual linguistic text.

This is realistic language, but one would be surprised to find it in an
English language teaching textbook. It is a pragmatically plausible piece
in the sense that it exemplifies a contextually appropriate use of English,
but it does not exemplify much language precisely because the discourse
that is a function of contextual engagement leaves only a partial textual
trace. So this dialogue may approximate to real language use, but, for
that very reason, it is quite useless as language to learn from. Not only are
these utterances structurally incomplete, but their meaning is a mystery.
You cannot infer the semantic meaning from the pragmatic use because
so much of the meaning that the people make of what they say is not in
the language at all but in the context.

What is true of the real language of this small family community is true
of all real language. Its reality is local, pragmatically realised in relation
to the contexts of particular communities. Members of the community,
insiders, can understand what is going on and participate in the
achievement of meaning in the discourse process. But outsiders, who are
not in the know, cannot make the necessary contextual connection to
make appropriate meaning.

For it is only when listeners connect language up to contextual
conditions of one kind or another that they can do things with it. When
people are doing things with language, listeners do not ask what the
sentences mean but what the people themselves mean by saying the
things they do in these circumstances. Listeners may indeed know
perfectly well what the sentences mean but still be entirely in the dark
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about what the people mean by them. Imagine being in a crowded
underground train in, let us say, Leicester Square, and overhearing a
woman making the following remark (this is quoted as an attested
authentic utterance in a little collection of overheard remarks called
eavesdroppings):

8. My mother took hers off at a garden party in front of the vicar.

Her what, one might ask? There are a number of possibilities, all
intriguing in their way. Her hat perhaps? Her coat, gloves, socks, shoes?
What is the woman talking about? It could be any item of apparel.
Listeners might hazard a guess, of course, but they cannot be sure
because they do not know what reality the speaker is using the language
to refer to. They were not at the garden party themselves, nor are they a
party to the context of shared knowledge, so they do not know what this
woman is doing with the language. And the train stops and the woman
gets off, carrying the context with her, so the listeners will never know.
They might pursue her to enquire, but such a course of action might
itself give rise to misunderstanding of a rather different kind.

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AND WRITTEN TEXT

This contextual dependency applies as much to written as to spoken
language use. Consider the following item (a favourite of mine) from a
British newspaper:

9. It takes bottle to cross Channel

Bibbing tipplers who booze-cruise across the Channel in search of
revelry and wassail could be in for a rough ride. Itchy-footed quaffers and
pre-Christmas holiday-makers are being warned not to travel to France,
where widespread disruption continues despite the lifting of the block-
ade on trapped British lorry drivers. (The Guardian, November 11, 1996)

Here is a text that is designed with a particular discourse community in
mind. The sense of the communication involves the sense of community.
The text will remain pragmatically inert to readers to the extent that they
are not members of that community and cannot therefore engage the
context of common, communal knowledge and assumption. Thus, the
writer here is not only making assumptions that the reader will already
know about certain current affairs, like the French blockade of lorry
drivers, but will also be familiar with the fact that it is common practice
for a certain sector of the British populace to go across the Channel to
France to buy cheap alcohol and indulge in heavy drinking on the way
home. But the writer is assuming not only shared knowledge but a shared
attitude to this practice: an attitude of ridicule. For words like bibbing
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tipplers, booze-cruise, wassail, and quaffers mark the text as satirical, comi-
cally critical. The writer is inviting the reader to share a joke at the
tipplers’ expense. This is language used as a kind of conspiracy with the
reader. But note that this conspiratorial effect does not arise from
knowing what the language means but from recognising what the writer
might mean by it. It is not a matter of reference but of inference. So
readers who have a problem with the words wassail and quaff, for
example, could consult a dictionary and discover that both are archaic
words and that wassail means merry making with eating and drinking
and quaff means to drink alcohol. But this will give readers no clue as to
why the writer is using such old-fashioned words or what effect this would
have on the discourse community for whom this text is written.

In making these rather obvious observations, I am not criticising the
dictionary. I am simply pointing out that there are words and uses of
words that no dictionary can ever account for—not even a dictionary
that claims to describe real English. For what makes the language a
reality for its users is its local value: the specific contextual connection
and the exclusive appeal to common and communal knowledge and
attitudes. Without the local knowledge, one cannot locate the meaning.
Real language, then, is local language in that it is always associated with
specific contextual realities. It is designed to appeal to particular
communities, and this will necessarily exclude people who do not
belong. Reality does not travel with the text.

AUTHENTICITY IN THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM

To return now to the slogan: Focus on meaning rather than focus on
form. I have said that structuralist language teaching focuses on semantic
meaning, that which is encoded in form. Is it, then, that communicative
language teaching is different in that it focusses on pragmatic meaning,
that which is contextually conditioned in the way I have outlined and
bears the seal of authenticity? This is what many people would have us
believe in their campaign for authentic language, real English in the
classroom.

I would, on the contrary, argue against using authentic language in
the classroom, on the fairly reasonable grounds that it is actually
impossible to do so. The language cannot be authentic because the
classroom cannot provide the contextual conditions for it to be authen-
ticated by the learners. The authenticity or reality of language use in its
normal pragmatic functioning depends on its being localised within a
particular discourse community. Listeners can only authenticate it as
discourse if they are insiders. But learners are outsiders, by definition,
not members of user communities. So the language that is authentic for
native speaker users cannot possibly be authentic for learners.
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This objection is so obvious that it seems odd that the authenticity
argument should ever be taken seriously. The reason why it has can
again, I think, be traced back to a confusion concealed by the seductive
appeal of the catchphrase. The real English that its promoters talk about
refers not to the discourse reality of communicative uses of the language
but to its textual trace. For the promoters, authentic language means the
actual linguistic text that people produce and that can be collected and
analysed by computer. This analysis yields many a fascinating fact about
frequency of occurrence and patterns of co-occurrence. But what it
cannot yield is information about how the texts thus analysed interacted
with contextual conditions to realise discourse. It cannot tell about the
discourse process whereby pragmatic meaning is appropriately achieved:
It can only record the overt attested product of that process, its textual
trace.

Now the obvious problem here is that this textual product can only be
made pragmatically real as discourse if it is reconnected up with context
of some kind. One obviously cannot reinstate the original contexts from
which it came. The only contexts available for reconnection are those of
the foreign language classroom, which are, of course, entirely different
from those that gave rise to the language in the first place. What makes
the text real is that it has been produced as appropriate to a particular set
of contextual conditions. But because these conditions cannot be
replicated, the reality disappears. The communicative approach, if it is
really to be concerned with pragmatic meaning, has somehow to come to
terms with the learners’ reality and somehow create contextual condi-
tions that are appropriate to them and that will enable them to
authenticate it as discourse on their terms. The language has to be
localised so that learners can engage with it as discourse. So, paradoxi-
cally enough, a focus on pragmatic meaning necessarily entails the
contrivance of contextual conditions to bring it about.

But at the same time teachers need to recognise that this engagement
in language use has also to lead to language learning. The classroom
context serves a learning community, and the purpose of any discourse
enacted therein is a pedagogic one. So whatever pragmatic activity goes
on has to lead to the internalisation of the language as a semantic
resource. That is the objective of learning, and in this respect, the
structuralists got it right. What they did not get right was the means of
achieving that objective.

ACTIVATING CONTEXTS

With this is mind, let us return to the slogan. The structuralist
approach was said to focus on form rather than meaning. In actual fact
what it did was to focus on meaning in form: encoded semantic meaning.
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In so doing it simply used contexts expediently as a device for demonstra-
tion. The contexts had no other point. But in normal language use
contexts crucially interact with semantic meaning, and pragmatic mean-
ing is achieved as a result. Semantics has no independent status in
language use. By giving semantics such a status and thus making context
subservient to the code, structuralist language teaching in effect pro-
duced text that cannot be realised as discourse. And here, I think, is the
central difficulty about this approach. The language was presented in
such a way that the semantic meaning was brought to the learners’
attention, but they could not make anything of it. They could not derive
a discourse from the text because they could not engage pragmatically
with it, so the communicative potential of the language was left unrealised.

But the solution to this problem is not to foist authentic user text on
the learners because, in the absence of the appropriately corresponding
contexts that make it authentic, learners cannot engage with this either.
On the contrary, they are more likely to be alienated by it. The solution
must lie in some kind of pedagogic artifice whereby language is
contrived to be both engaged with and learned from. In other words the
language of the classroom has to be made effective in two ways: It has to
have some pragmatic point for the learners, and at the same time it has
to point out linguistically encoded semantic meaning.

One way of doing this might be to present language that activates a
context in the learners’ minds by realising the literary potential of
classroom texts. As a simple example, take the textbook text considered
earlier:

10. This is a man. He is John Brown; he is Mr. Brown. He is sitting in a chair.
This is a woman. She is Mary Brown; she is Mrs. Brown. She is standing by
a table. Mr. Brown has a book. The book is in his hand; he has a book in
his hand. Mrs. Brown has a bag . . . .

This, we can agree, is ludicrous as an example of English use. But, as I
indicated earlier, it is not meant to be taken as use at all but as a display
text with no discourse implications whatever. As such it is not designed to
provoke a pragmatic reaction. But it is easy to see how it might be
modified so that it does, even though it would remain just as unreal as a
representation of normal use:

11. This is a man. This is a woman. This is Mr. Brown. This is not Mrs. Brown.
She has a look in her eye. He has an idea in his head. . . .

All I have done here is to stimulate the imagination a little by creating
a fictional reality that you can engage with, that sets up expectations.
What happens next? The trouble with the original text is that it is so
humdrum that it inspires no interest whatever, and in consequence the
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semantic meanings encoded in the linguistic forms remain pragmatically
unrealised, that is to say, they are not made real. Or take another
example:

12. Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty.
Here is the family. Mother, Father, Dick and Jane live in the green-and-white
house. They are very happy. See Jane. She has a red dress. She wants to
play. Who will play with Jane? See the cat. It goes meow meow. Come and
play. Come play with Jane. The kitten will not play. See Mother. Mother is
very nice. Mother will you play with Jane? Mother laughs. Laugh, Mother,
laugh. See Father. He is big and strong. Father, will you play with Jane?
Father is smiling. Smile, Father, smile. See the dog. Bow wow goes the
dog. Do you want to play with Jane? See the dog run. Look, look. Here
comes a friend. The friend will play with Jane. They play a good game.
Play, Jane, play.

Unreal, meaningless language, one might say. Unreal, perhaps, but not
meaningless. It comes from a Pulitzer Prize–winning novel by Morrison
called The Bluest Eye (1972).

In both of these examples, the point is that, unreal though the
language is in reference to normal contextual use, it can inspire
engagement and be made real by the play of the imagination that
projects a contextual significance from the text. As I said before, this is
ludicrous language. But the term ludicrous is derived from the Latin
ludere, to play. This is ludic language, language to play with, and language
play, as my colleague Guy Cook (1997) has argued so convincingly, is also
a part of reality.

Another contrivance for language learning by pragmatic engagement
is the kind of purposeful game playing that takes the form of a
problem-solving task. Task design involves the presentation of an incom-
plete context that the learners have to use language to complete. To
complete the context is to complement it, and in that respect the task is
a pragmatic activity. But, to the extent that it also directs attention to the
specific encodings in the language that are needed to complete and
complement the context, it focuses on semantic meaning as well. Tasks
are designed to have designs on the learners: to induce learners to use
language they can learn from.

If such tasks are to engage learners in this way, their design must take
account of the interests, attitudes, and dispositions of the learners, but
these will relate to their own familiar cultural contexts and concerns, not
those of the unfamiliar foreign community whose language they are
learning but whose reality they are in no position to relate to. The whole
point of language learning tasks is that they are specially contrived for
learning. They do not have to replicate or even simulate what goes on in
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normal uses of language. Indeed, the more they seek to do so, the less
effective they are likely to be.

Of course, this contrived language has to be such that learners will
learn from it and develop the capacity for authentication that they can
exploit when they encounter actually occurring language in the real
world. But, except in certain specific cases, there is no way of anticipating
these encounters in any very precise way. The learners have to learn to
fine-tune the appropriate patterns of contextual response for them-
selves. The purpose of teaching is to get learners to invest in a general
capacity for further learning, not to rehearse them in communicative
roles they may never be called on to play. A lot of time is wasted in trying
to teach things that can only be learned by experience. The point of
pedagogy is not to replicate experience in advance but to prepare
learners to learn from it. But I have argued all this elsewhere (Widdowson,
1990).

CONCLUSION

I have argued that certain current ideas about language teaching,
expressed in the seductive idiom of catchphrase and slogan, are mislead-
ing. It is not the case that communicative language teaching focuses on
meaning whereas the benighted structuralist approach did not: It
focuses on pragmatic meaning in context rather than semantic meaning
in the code. And the focus on pragmatic meaning does not require the
importation of authentic language use into the classroom. This would be
an impossibility anyway as the classroom cannot replicate the contextual
conditions that made the language authentic in the first place. I think
that language teachers should indeed be concerned with pragmatic
meaning, but this can only be achieved if they localise the language,
create contextual conditions that make the language a reality for
particular communities of learners so that they can authenticate it, and
so realise, in both senses of that term, the semantic resources that are
encoded in the language. As TESOL professionals, we need to make
language and language learning a reality for learners, and we cannot do
so by bland reference to “real English.” It can only be done by
contrivance, by artifice. And artifice, the careful crafting of appropriate
language activities, is what TESOL is all about. Note that I say appropri-
ate, not authentic. By that I mean language that can be made real by the
community of learners, authenticated by them in the learning process.

And for those who want a slogan, here is one to finish off with: The
appropriate language for learning is language that can be appropriated
for learning.
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Positive and Negative Aspects of the
Dominance of English*

PETER MASTER
San José State University

■ In an ideal world, everybody would have linguistic access to every-
thing. If access is denied or hindered in some way, however, a power
differential, whether accidental or intended, is engendered. English
clearly dominates in the world today and, because English is the
acknowledged lingua franca of science, technology, and business, the
field of English for specific purposes (ESP) holds a pivotal position in
regard to the use or abuse of this linguistic power. It is therefore
important for the ESP profession to articulate the positive and negative
aspects of the current dominance of English—in short, to establish a
critical ESP.

The positive aspect of the dominance of English lies in the extent to
which it fosters universal access, as it does, for example, in being the
universal language of air and sea traffic control. The opening sentence
above is a paraphrase of Eastman (1983), who believed that “true
linguistic emancipation would be achieved when everyone in a speech

* This commentary is a revised version of a colloquium paper given at the 1996 International
Association of Applied Linguistics conference at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland.
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community had the ‘freedom’ to understand everyone else” (p. 101).1

The positive aspects of a world language cannot be fully developed,
however, without first attending to the negative ones.

LINGUISTIC IMPERIALISM

The negative aspect of the dominance of English lies in the extent to
which it denies access, guarding the status quo and maintaining existing
power structures. The meaning of the term power depends on the
number of people it affects. In individual social relationships, power is
contrasted with solidarity and is reflected in politeness forms (Brown &
Gilman, 1960; Chaika, 1994). In a speech community, power is con-
trasted with impotence, which may even affect the ability to learn a
dominant L2 (Schumann, 1978). At the level of linguistic dominance,
the power to advance is contrasted with the power to hold back. The
latter has come to be described as linguistic imperialism.

Linguistic imperialism is a subtype of linguicism, which is defined by
Phillipson (1992) as “ideologies and structures where language is the
means of effecting or maintaining an unequal allocation of power and
resources” (p. 55). Popham (1996) expresses this phenomenon a little
more forcefully: “While the engine of colonialism long ago ran out of
steam, the momentum of its languages is still formidable, and it is against
their tyranny that the smaller languages fight to survive” (p. 39).

A clear example of this momentum is the percentage of research
papers that are published in English in the world, including the
developed nations of the West. Swales (1987) conservatively estimates
that “at least half of these millions of papers are published in the English
language, and in some disciplines considerably more than half” (p. 42),
and he cites sources claiming that this predominance has been steadily
increasing for two decades and is likely to continue at least until the end
of the century.

The consequences of English linguistic imperialism are found the
world over. In India, Gandhi (1929/1949) protested that English dis-
torted education because the time spent learning English led to de-
creased standards in other subjects. More recently, in Kenya, Ngu]gı ]]
(1986) showed how English upholds the domination of a small elite and
the foreign interests with which they are allied. In France, Haut Conseil
de la Francophonie (1986) saw the worldwide spread of English as

1 A consequence of the absence of such understanding was exemplified in the crash of an
MD-82 aircraft in Urumqi, China, in 1993. The Chinese pilot was warned by the tower just
before landing in foggy weather to pull up (i.e., raise the nose of the plane). He responded in
Chinese, “What does pull up mean?” but it was too late. He hit some high-voltage cables and
crashed short of the runway, killing 12 people and injuring 30 out of 100 passengers and crew
(Proctor, 1996).
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leading to linguistic uniformity and thereby threatening cultural and
creative values. Indeed, in all of Europe, English is seen by many as a
threat to the languages and cultures of the European Community
(European Parliament Working Document, 1983/1984), as it is in Mexico
and Quebec. In fact, Fishman altered his original belief that English was
“ethnically and ideologically unencumbered” (1977, p. 118) to claim
that “Westernization, popular technology and consumerism are all
ideologically encumbered and have ideological as well as behavioral and
econo-technical consequences” (1987, p. 8). Phillipson (1992) maintains
the following:

What is at stake when English spreads is not merely the substitution or
displacement of one language by another but the imposition of new “mental
structures” through English. This is in fact an intrinsic part of “moderniza-
tion” and “nation building,” a logical consequence of ELT [English language
teaching]. Yet the implications of this have scarcely penetrated into ELT
research or teaching methodology. Cross-cultural studies have never formed
part of the core of ELT as an academic discipline, nor even any principled
consideration of what educational implications might follow from an aware-
ness of this aspect of English linguistic imperialism. (p. 166)

Another consequence of linguistic imperialism, according to Phillipson
(1992), is that one hears only the positive things about the lingua franca
and none of the negative. In the following passage he describes what
standard native English is not.

For children whose mother tongue is not English, English is not the language
of their cultural heritage, not the language of intense personal feelings and
the community, not the language most appropriate for learning to solve
problems in cognitively demanding decontextualized situations, etc. English
does not necessarily have teaching materials that are culturally appropriate,
nor experts with the appropriate linguistic and cultural understanding for all
learning contexts. In multi-ethnic, multilingual situations, English does not do
what is claimed for it, often quite the opposite. Rather than uniting an entire
country or helping to form a national identity, it is used for “elite formation
and preservation, intranational and international links between elites, and
international identity” (Annamalai 1986: 9). (pp. 285–286)

Other manifestations of English linguistic imperialism are familiar.
For example, based on the work of Freire (1972), Auerbach and Burgess
(1985) have described the hidden curriculum in ESL education, which
attempts to inculcate uniformity and Western cultural values in the guise
of language education rather than empowerment of the individual.2

2 My colleague Peter Lowenberg points out that the marketplace does the same but with less
hypocrisy.
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Tollefson (1989, 1991) has written extensively on power and inequality in
language education, especially in Indochinese refugee camps. Politically
motivated English-only movements in the U.S. and Christian groups
masquerading as English programs (e.g., the Summer Institute of
Linguistics) are more blatant examples of English linguistic imperialism.

ESP

Phillipson (1992) claims that ESP appears to be more sensitive than
ELT to the broader aspects of the use of English. This is primarily
because

the crucial factor in the success of any ESP operation . . . is whether
implementation is sensitive enough to the contexts in which it is to serve, and
whether the staff in question have been trained in an adequate, critical, and
theoretically valid way. (p. 263)

Within the field of ESP, the consequences of a lack of sensitivity to
context have been widely discussed, for example, Widdowson’s (1981)
equation of ESP to the curse of Caliban, which limits the learner’s
potential for self-fulfilling occupations by teaching minimal workplace
language; Hutchinson and Waters’ (1987) criticism of the learner-centered
approach and advocacy of a learning-centered approach in ESP, which
focuses attention on the learner in the process of learning; and Alderson’s
(1994) rejection of the jet-in, jet-out tactics of experts who evaluate ESP
programs without considering the local aspects of the program. Such
concerns suggest that ESP practitioners may be more likely to seek to
reduce the effects of linguistic imperialism when given the opportunity
than their ELT counterparts.

Negative Aspects

However, ESP too, especially for medicine and science, has been
subject to the negative aspects of the dominance of English. Maher
(1986), for example, complains of the underlying elitism in the
hegemonization of medical research by the use of English. He claims
that “the spread of English . . . may resemble the negative role played by
medical jargon . . . in interactions between doctors and patients, [i.e.,] a
means of conferring group identity and membership [rather than
providing greater access to information]” (pp. 215–216). Swales (1990)
hypothesizes that “research fields relying on localized input (archaeol-
ogy, agriculture, literature, religious studies) are more likely to resist or
escape the domination of English than those that do not (chemistry,
genetics, physics, etc.)” (pp. 99–100).

Swales (1985) had earlier claimed that ESP was too closely linked to
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the sciences and too divorced from “a considerable range of disciplines
in the Social Sciences and the Humanities” (p. 220). His genre studies
(1990) and those of Bhatia (1993) focused on the sociocultural aspects
of ESP within the academy, making the need for genre instruction clear.
Indeed, the failure to teach genres can be seen as a form of linguicism.
Kress (1986), representing the Australian school of genre analysis,
argues that “each specific genre encodes differing power relations
between writer/speaker and reader/listener” (p. 112) and “control of
genre conveys at the same time the possibility of control of the reader
and with it the possibility of an effect on the formation of individuals” (p.
115). Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) describe genres as “intellectual
scaffolds on which community-based knowledge is constructed” (p. 24).
Yet in the U.S., they note, teachers spend relatively little time teaching
the genre conventions of the disciplines. “What are the sociocognitive
implications [they ask] of teachers ignoring the genre conventions that
children and adolescents must master in public schools and universities
in order to demonstrate communicative competence?” (p. 153).

A classic example of the denial of access that characterizes English
linguicism in an ESP situation is Caterpillar Fundamental English (CFE).
According to Eastman (1983), “people who work on Caterpillar equip-
ment learn to read and understand only CFE vocabulary and are not
taught by the company to write or speak English for general use” (p.
100). This is a good example of Widdowson’s (1981) “curse of Caliban.”
Hand in hand with denial of access, linguicism fosters elitism in the
professions.

Certain professions, like law and medicine, keep the client/patient linguisti-
cally distinct from the practitioner. Such language use by professionals or
technocrats (Rubin 1978, 1979) limits the accessibility of language to the rest
of the population, and is therefore “undemocratic.” . . . It is now accepted
quite commonly that professional jargons of any kind may go against the
purpose the profession is trying to serve, particularly if interaction with
nonprofessionals is involved. While professional jargons may foster a feeling
of belonging to the in-group among the members of the “club,” they may also
isolate the “club” from the community it serves. (Eastman, 1983, p. 102)

ESP has exhibited a subtle aspect of linguistic dominance that is
manifested in the practice of teaching ESP without first giving students a
solid grounding in English for general purposes (EGP), in some ways
taking the place of science education in the native language and hence
fostering the power imbalance. Many countries have seen ESP as a
shortcut to training qualified professionals without having to pay for
more extensive English instruction. For example, after a talk I gave in
Jeddah in 1987, a group of Saudi Arabian ESP teachers complained that
they were required to teach engineering ESP too early, leading to what
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they called the “I’m-a-helicopter-you’re-a-rotor approach” to ESP instruc-
tion. And in Florida, a group of Russian military officials described a case
in which an air traffic controller was unable to inform a waiting pilot that
there was a dog on the runway. “The phrase dog on the runway had not
been part of his training as it is not found in official International Civil
Aviation Organization descriptions of air traffic control phraseology”
(Ragan, 1994, p. 7). This implies that when ESP is not built on a solid
EGP foundation, problems can arise.

Indeed, the need for EGP within ESP is becoming more widely
recognized. Ragan (1994) explains that ESP students need to be able to
“resort to their general English proficiency when the prescribed special-
ist training does not enable them to meet the demands of real language
use under the stresses of emergency, memory lapse, fatigue, difficult
working conditions, and the like” (p. 7). In response to the perceived
limitations of ESP, Kelly and Krishnan (1995) have begun to introduce
EGP (in the form of literary fiction) into their engineering ESP classes in
Singapore, and in the Sudan, Mohammed (1995) describes how EGP is
important in medical English “for situations beyond those revealed by
formal needs analysis” (p. 10).

ESP needs also to embrace those sociocultural domains whose specific
purpose is not only access to and success in education or employment
but also individual self-betterment irrespective of subsequent employ-
ment, for example, survival, literacy, and AIDS education (Master, 1996).
The inclusion of the individual sociocultural perspective may help ESP
adopt a critical stance that will work to hinder and control its own
tendencies toward linguicism and linguistic imperialism.

Positive Aspects

Although the negative aspects may predominate, the dominance of
English also has positive implications for ESP. These include the accept-
ance of international responsibilities, the setting of useful standards, and
the function as a medium between arcane professional language and
individual nonprofessional access.

One example of an international responsibility is the need to provide
access to information to those who need it. Kaplan (1983), for example,
articulated the responsibility of the English-teaching profession to teach
nonnative speakers of English the key words to stored information,
without which, no matter how well one speaks the language, such
information may be unavailable. Because ESP practitioners are the most
likely to interact with those who need access to educational or profes-
sional information, this responsibility falls on ESP. Johns (1988) demon-
strated another aspect of this responsibility in having her international
students do ethnographic research on occupational subcultures in the
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U.S. in order to better their chances of acceptance and success in those
subcultures. In the same vein, Mustafa (1995) described the responsibil-
ity of ESP practitioners to provide instruction in genre conventions so
that learners can succeed in generating acceptable written products.

English as the dominant international language is in a position to set
useful language standards for levels of clarity and organization. For
example, Mauranen’s (1993) comparison of Finnish and English text
showed English to be more user friendly and less elitist in its reader
expectations. She described the English method as “marketing dis-
course” and the Finnish as “poetic” (p. 16) and concluded the following:

One might speculate that in a homogeneous context like the Finnish one, it
is natural for writing conventions to remain relatively implicit, whereas in
culturally more heterogeneous contexts, like those in dominant English-
speaking countries, it becomes imperative to develop writing habits that are
more explicit and leave less room for interpretations that are taken for
granted. (p. 18)

Although her intent was to describe the cross-cultural appropriateness of
reader- versus writer-based prose, her conclusion suggests that greater
explicitness is a useful standard in an international context. The teach-
ing of genres can be seen as another instance of setting useful standards,
as is the use of English for air traffic control.

Finally, with English as the dominant language of science, ESP
practitioners are in a unique position to serve as a liaison between
scientists and the lay public, just as critical discourse analysis represents
an effort to bring persuasive writing into the purview of common society
so that all can understand when they are being manipulated. This desire
for specialist knowledge is reflected, for example, in the simple request
of a relative of Menge, the Patient Zero of the 1995 ebola virus outbreak,
to know the origin of the virus even though he acknowledged that he was
not a scientist. In fact, even scientists are becoming dissatisfied with the
knowledge gap. Humphries (1998), objecting as a scientist to the
obtuseness of scientific writing, says, “To allow incomprehensibility to
masquerade as knowledge is to disempower ourselves” (p. 9).

As for critical discourse analysis in ESP, “the existence of alternatives to
the prevailing hegemony provides openings both for influencing the
dominant order and for challenging it” (Phillipson, 1992, p. 76).
Auerbach (1993) used a similar argument in challenging the widespread
belief that English should be the sole medium of instruction in English
language classes. Likewise, Benesch (1996), based on her notion of
critical needs analysis, which “seeks areas where greater equality might
be achieved” (p. 736), encouraged a university class in English for
academic purposes (EAP) to be agents for social change by involving the
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students in a fight against “efforts to diminish their opportunity to
pursue a degree” (p. 735).

Whether ESP practitioners act to curb the excesses of linguistic
imperialism or not, the dominance of English, like all empires, will
eventually diminish. Indeed, there are signs that this is already happen-
ing. Swales (1990), for example, says,

At present all available studies indicate that the predominance of English is
currently growing. However, as Maher (1986: 208) observes, “language is
maintained or declines in response to the amount of (new) information that
it carries.” A time will surely come in the future, as it always has in the past,
when one premier language will give way to another. Indeed a presage of this
may be detected in the role of Japanese as the language of the fifth-generation
computer (Grabe 1988). (p. 100)

In Hong Kong, English is already giving way to Cantonese in tradi-
tional ESP situations such as discussion and lab sessions in tertiary
education (Pennington & Balla, 1996) while Cantonese is giving way to
Mandarin, the official tongue of the mainland (Shelby, 1996). Montreal
began banning English on street and shop signs with the ascendancy of
the Francophone Parti Québécois, and Indonesia (the world’s fifth most
populous country) has banned foreign languages in public places, signs,
and road maps in favor of its Malay-based national language, Bahasa
Indonesia (Shelby, 1996). Furthermore, in 1996 the Chinese govern-
ment stopped giving its weekly press briefings in both Chinese and
English. Though they are often reversed, these developments echo
Pennycook’s (1995) challenge to the TESOL profession to enable others
to use English to develop “counterarticulations” (p. 326) with which to
oppose domination.

The ultimate fate of ESP was suggested by Fishman (1973).

Language processes such as lexical elaboration in the interest of moderniza-
tion may be linked to other social processes. To advocate new terminology so
that chemistry, for example, can be studied in a standard version of a
widespread vernacular involves much more than just the activity of lexical
elaboration. To so alter a standard means that another code or variety that has
previously been used to teach chemistry (that is, an L2) has to be displaced.
Thus the L2 will no longer be required in order for a person to know
chemistry, causing a decrease in power [italics added] in that segment of the
population which identifies with the L2. At the same time, it causes an
increase in the power of those who know the standard. (p. 93, cited in
Eastman, 1983, pp. 96–97)

In other words, when non-English-speaking countries that currently rely
on English for modernization (hence the need for ESP) become strong
enough to continue that progress in their own vernacular languages, for
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example, by inventing new terminology, English will be displaced, as will
all those in the population who identify with it, and power will naturally
shift to those who know (and identify with) the vernacular.

CONCLUSION

Many of the concerns I have described have their basis in the
inevitable tension between conservatism and change and the relative
ease with which one can masquerade as the other. More problematic is
the fine line between helping (i.e., providing access) and hindering (i.e.,
promoting accommodation and stifling dissent) as exemplified in the
current debate on the goal of pragmatism in EAP (Allison, 1995). In
resolving these difficulties, it is essential to heed Fiumara’s (1990)
recommendation that language professionals remain vigilant in regard
to all voices, including their own. Phillipson (1992) ends his book with
the question “Can ELT contribute constructively to greater linguistic and
social equality, and if so, how could a critical ELT be committed,
theoretically and practically, to combating linguicism?” (p. 319).

It is time for a critical ESP to be asking the same question. The field
has a head start in that arguments for critical pedagogy, critical discourse
analysis, and critical needs analysis have already been articulated. Fur-
thermore, ESP, driven from the outset by need, has always sought to
empower learners, even if what learners needed was initially thought to
be only what the institution or workplace needed of them. However,
empowerment requires reciprocity, not dominance, as reflected in
Eastman’s (1983) suggestion that “Caterpillar employees learning CFE
could teach English-speaking Caterpillar employees some of their local
language as well” (p. 101), though even in this statement the use of could
and some reflects the power imbalance. The truth is, many complex issues
are still not understood. For example, how does English as a non-Western
language (see Kachru, 1986) fit into the picture of English linguicism?
Given that, in any speech community, languages in contact will always be
used to shift or institutionalize power imbalances, what can we as ESP
professionals do to mitigate or ameliorate the negative aspects of the
dominance of English?

The best model I can think of for the right stance for ESP at present
is dentistry: In the long run, the more successful dentists are, the less
demand there will be for their services as they remove the problems they
are trained to address. Likewise, if ESP practitioners succeed in enabling
countries to attain their rightful places in the world through access to
information (which, according to Kaplan, 1983, is stored primarily in
English) and appropriate technology, those countries will eventually be
in a position to assert their own native languages, and the dominance of
English will gradually give way to reciprocity and fairness with, as Kaplan
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put it, “a balance between cultivation of indigenous culture-rich lan-
guage and the need for a world language” (p. 1). It seems that we
English-teaching professionals, especially ESP practitioners, can do what
we can to aid the development of the world with self-reflective restraint,
or we can continue to support, even unconsciously, the negative aspects
of the dominance of English and suffer the consequences when English
is no longer dominant.
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Comments on Ruth Spack’s “The Rhetorical
Construction of Multilingual Students”

Categorizing, Classifying, Labeling:
A Fundamental Cognitive Process

GAYLE L. NELSON
Georgia State University

■ In her Forum commentary (Vol. 31, No. 4), Ruth Spack addresses an
issue that is of concern to many in the field of TESOL—the relationship
between what people share with other members of their groups and what
they do not share; in other words, what is cultural and what is particular
to an individual. Spack is critical of ESL/EFL teachers and researchers
who label students as belonging to a particular cultural group because
“no one label can accurately capture their [the students’] heterogeneity”
(p. 765). Such labeling, she maintains, “can lead us to stigmatize, to
generalize, and to make inaccurate predictions about what students are
likely to do as a result of their language or cultural background” (p. 765).
She goes on to propose that “teachers and researchers need to view
students as individuals, not as members of a cultural group” (p. 772).

CLASSIFYING/CATEGORIZING

In using the term labeling, Spack has chosen a term that in American
English has negative connotations when applied to people. More neutral
terms for the same phenomenon are classifying or categorizing, the
ordering or arrangement of phenomena “based on observable or
inferred properties” (Sokal, 1977, p. 187). The process of classifying,
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categorizing, or labeling is cognitive. It is what our brain does. We cannot
not classify!1 Classifying is necessary because the “world consists of a
virtually infinite number of discriminably different stimuli” (Rosch,
1977, p. 212), and classifying helps us make order of and process those
stimuli. It “cannot be avoided” and is “necessary for an orderly life”
(Gudykunst & Kim, 1984, p. 84).

 According to Sokal (1977), the process of classifying dates back to
before the evolution of human beings.

Even before the advent of man, classificatory ability must have been a
component of fitness in biological evolution. Regardless of whether behavior
is learned or instinctive, organisms must be able to perceive similarities in
stimuli for survival . . . . Thus the recognition of similarities in patterns of
sensory input is probably as old as the earliest forms of sense perception in
living organisms. (p. 185)

Thus, the process of classification is not merely one of numerous
cognitive processes; it is one of the most fundamental ones. Without the
ability to classify, our ancestors would not have known, for example, what
was dangerous, friendly, benign, edible, or poisonous. Lenneberg (1967)
argues that classification is, in fact, the most basic cognitive process.

The fundamental nature of classifying or categorizing has been well
documented (e.g., Brislin, 1981; Clark & Clark, 1977; Hurford &
Heasley, 1983; Kassin, 1995; Myers, 1996; Nelson, 1977; Rosch, 1977).
Spack’s discomfort with this phenomenon appears to be that human
beings categorize other human beings. However, like other forms of
categorization, categorizing people is “necessary for us to make sense of
our social environment” (Gudykunst & Kim, 1984, p. 84). Spack’s
position that “teachers and researchers need to view students as individu-
als, not as members of a cultural group” (p. 772) is not a particularly
helpful one because, as Gudykunst and Kim point out, “categories form
the basis for normal prejudgment and the predictions we make when we
communicate” (p. 84). When we meet people, we classify them—as
people, as male or female, as 10 or 40 years old, and so forth. Based on
these classifications, we interact with the people we meet in a certain way.
For instance, when I meet people at a faculty reception, extend my hand,
and say “hello,” I predict that they will extend their hands, that we will
shake hands, and that they will say something appropriate to the
situation. If I made no assumptions based on group membership, I
would not know what to say or what to do. Taking the argument to the
extreme, I would not know if the being in front of me were an enemy, a

1 This statement is a variation of “One cannot not communicate” (Watzlawick, Bavelas, &
Jackson, 1967, p. 51).
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food source, or a type of transportation. Spack, therefore, has based her
argument on a false assumption. She is assuming that we can choose to
classify or not. We have no choice. Our brains classify.

FALSE DICHOTOMY

Another difficulty with Spack’s argument is that she has set up a false
dichotomy—that our choice, as ESL/EFL teachers and researchers, is to
view students either as members of cultural groups or as individuals.
Students (and other human beings) are both members of groups and
individuals, not one or the other. Spack’s concern seems to be that ESL/
EFL professionals make interpretations about students’ behavior based
on students’ cultures and that these interpretations become static. She
seems to believe that, as we learn more about our students, we do not
alter our perceptions, interpretations, and predictions. A model that
demonstrates this shift—from making predictions based on cultural
information to eventually making predictions based on personal infor-
mation—was developed by Miller and Steinberg (1975). They maintain
that when people first meet each other, they make predictions about
others’ behavior based on their membership in a particular group. At
this point, at the first encounter, cultural information provides the only
grounds for communicative predictions. Gudykunst and Kim (1984)
elaborate on the cultural level of prediction:

Two major factors influence our predicative accuracy using cultural data.
First, the more experiences at the cultural level we have, the better our
predictive accuracy is. . . . When we are communicating with strangers, our
accuracy depends on our experiences with their culture. If we know little or
nothing about the strangers’ culture, our predictions will be more inaccurate
than if we know a lot about their culture. Second, errors in predictions are
made either because we are not aware of the strangers’ cultural experiences
or because we try to predict the behavior of strangers on the basis of cultural
experiences different from the ones they have had—for example, when we
make ethnocentric predictions on the basis of our own cultural experiences.
(p. 26)

Thus, the more we know about the other person’s culture, the better we
are able to make accurate predictions. However, as Spack has pointed
out, variation exists within a culture, and ignoring that variation “can
lead us to stigmatize, to generalize, and to make inaccurate predictions
about what students are likely to do as a result of their language or
cultural background” (p. 765). It is important, therefore, that as we get
to know a person better, we move away from making predictions
primarily on the cultural level.

For example, as we learn what social groups others belong to, we make
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sociological-level predictions. Such predictions include those based on
individuals’ memberships in political or other social groups, the roles
they fill, their gender, and their professions. As we get to know those
individuals even better, we learn how they are different from and similar
to other members of their culture and of their groups. Miller and
Steinberg (1975) refer to this stage as the psychological level. This is the
level that I believe Spack is referring to when she states that we should
interact with students as individuals.

The point here is that getting to know a person on a psychological or
personal level takes time. It is a process. It is an end to aspire to, but it is
an impossible place to begin. The goal, then, in interacting with
members of other cultures is to move from knowing a person as a
member of a culture to knowing the person as an individual. However, as
individuals, humans are still members of cultures. To illustrate the
impact of culture on the individual, Gudykunst and Kim (1984) modi-
fied Miller and Steinberg’s (1975) model, changing the names of the
levels to psychocultural, sociocultural, and cultural. In doing so, they
emphasized that even at the psychological (i.e., individual, personal,
idiosyncratic) level of interaction, all parties are members of a culture.
Humans cannot be cultureless or culture free.

ETHNOCENTRISM

Bennett (1995) not only asserts that students cannot be culture free
but argues for the essentiality of teachers’ learning about students’
cultures. He points out that if we do not recognize and learn about
cultural differences, we assume that members of other cultures are just
like us. He calls this the default state of ethnocentrism (i.e., the belief that
one’s own culture represents truth and is more right, correct, normal,
and natural than other cultures). Bennett argues that we must make a
deliberate effort to learn about other cultures, or else we will revert to
the default state of judging individuals from other cultures by our own
cultural norms, behaviors, and values. In other words, the danger lies in
not learning about cultural differences. It is ignorance of cultural
differences that leads to ethnocentrism.

Spack, on the other hand, appears to be arguing the opposite, that
learning about other cultures leads to ethnocentrism. She claims that if
we, as teachers and researchers, think of our students as Chinese or
Mexican or Russian, we may “sanction an ethnocentric stance,” that such
labeling “can lead us to stigmatize, to generalize, and to make inaccurate
predictions about what students are likely to do as a result of their
language or cultural background” (p. 765). She concludes her piece by
claiming that if we “exercise the power to identify, we actually may be
imposing an ethnocentric ideology” (p. 773). Spack seems uncomfort-
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able with the notion of cultural difference. She states, “[W]hen we talk
about culture, there is a tendency to conflate it with the idea of
difference, . . . inevitably to identify U.S. culture as the norm from which
students are deviating” (p. 767).

Is Spack indeed proposing that ESL/EFL teachers and researchers
remain ignorant of their students’ cultures? I find this proposal ex-
tremely troublesome. From a sociopolitical perspective, I agree with
Bennett (1995) that the danger of such an ideology is an ethnocentric
interpretation of the behavior of students from other cultures. This
stance is dangerous. At best, it leads to feelings and acts of superiority
(e.g., “my culture is best”); at worst, it leads to ethnic conflict, to
genocide, and to war.

I am confused by Spack’s assumption that in talking about culture,
there is a tendency “inevitably to identify U.S. culture as the norm from
which students are deviating” (p. 767). Within the field of TESOL, those
who study cultural differences (e.g., sociolinguists, interculturalists)
stress the equality of cultures (see Nelson, 1998, for a review of
intercultural communication courses taught in graduate TESOL pro-
grams with corresponding course objectives). Certainly, an educator
could teach about cultural differences in a way that favored U.S. culture,
but such an approach is not consistent with my study or with the
principles of intercultural communication (e.g., Gudykunst & Kim, 1984,
1992; Lustig & Koester, 1996). Concerning ethnocentrism, Spack has it
backwards. It is by learning about cultural differences that we can reduce
the number of misunderstandings between communicators, not by not
learning about them.
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The Author Responds to Nelson . . .

RUTH SPACK
Bentley College

■ In “The Rhetorical Construction of Multilingual Students,” I express
concern about the extent to which the linguistic and cultural labels that
teachers and researchers attach to students’ identities send negative
messages about and misrepresent who the students are. Words such as
foreign, other, or limited, for example, have the rhetorical effect of setting
students apart and focusing on their deficiencies. Labels that identify
students by culture (e.g., Chinese students) do not capture the hybridity
and complexity of students’ cultural backgrounds. That is why I recom-
mend that, even if we cannot avoid labeling, we can use language that
“emphasizes the numerous strengths students bring to the teaching and
learning experience” (p. 767) and allow students to “define and con-
struct their own identities” (p. 773).

Gayle Nelson believes that the word labeling in and of itself has a
negative connotation, and so she contends that I stack the deck as I warn
that using labels “can lead us to stigmatize, to generalize, and to make
inaccurate predictions about what students are likely to do as a result of
their language or cultural background” (p. 765). She recommends
instead what she considers to be “[m]ore neutral” terms: classifying or
categorizing. In my view, however, changing the terminology does not
address the problem. Even if categorizing is an inevitable phenomenon,
as Nelson claims, it is not without its dangers.

Nelson’s search for a more neutral term than labeling is not likely to
suppress the tendency to generalize and stigmatize that many of us are
struggling to overcome. According to Nelson and the scholars she cites,
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because the process of classifying is unavoidable, we must let it run its
normal course, as follows: “when people first meet each other, they make
predictions about others’ behavior based on their membership in a
particular group.” Nelson trivializes the issue, I believe, when she
provides a hypothetical example of her experience at a faculty reception,
where she cannot tell whether someone is “an enemy, a food source, or
a type of transportation” unless that person satisfies her culturally
determined expectation with an “appropriate” response. Nelson’s view of
communication assumes a homogeneous and unified social world. As
Pratt (1991) points out, such a view takes for granted that interactions
between people can be determined by a shared set of norms or rules and
ignores the social differences that underlie relationships. Nelson main-
tains that TESOL scholars “stress the equality of cultures,” but I think it
is important to acknowledge that this worthy principle does not always
hold in the face of real-life experience. Whoever is in authority deter-
mines what constitutes the norm in any situation. Furthermore, the
tendency to make predictions about people’s behavior based on their
membership in a particular group has led to unspeakable tragedies, not
to mere social infelicities. In the U.S., for example, it has led to
discrimination by people in positions of power against people who have
little or no access to power, a significant number of whom have had to
learn English as an additional language (Leibowitz, 1971).

And so when Nelson states that “We cannot not classify,” I would ask,
Who are We ? Who does the classifying and categorizing of people in the
field of education? Who benefits from the classifications and how? Given
that the classroom is an extension of the larger society, I believe that
educators need to examine the extent to which unequal power relations
continue to inform communication between teachers and students. As
Biggs and Watkins (1996) admonish, Western scholars need to interro-
gate their classifications. Especially when applied in Asian contexts,
“Western ways of categorizing . . . do not travel well” (p. 273). It is not
acceptable to begin with inaccurate assumptions about people’s identi-
ties on the basis of inadequate cultural information, even if the research-
ers Nelson cites have shown that the tendency to make prejudgments is
a “normal” phenomenon.

Nelson expresses confusion with my statement that when culture is
conflated with difference, there is a tendency to identify U.S. culture as
the norm from which students are deviating. Yet that is what Nelson is
doing in her study of peer response groups in an ESL composition class
(Carson & Nelson, 1996). Nelson establishes a U.S. norm of pedagogical
practices, declaring that they are “geared to developing and maintaining
individualism” (p. 1) whereas the collectivist goal in Chinese culture is to
maintain “group harmony” (p. 2). Then she measures three Chinese
students’ behavior against the U.S. norm. Without acknowledging the
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phenomenon of the self-fulfilling prophecy (see Biggs & Watson, 1996),
Nelson claims that the three Chinese students’ reluctance to criticize
their partners’ work is tied to the Chinese cultural tradition of seeking
group cohesion. Paradoxically, in another study of a peer response
group, Nelson reports that, “[i]n spite of the instructor’s repeated
suggestions to make positive comments,” a Chinese student “continued
to directly attack the others’ writings” (Nelson & Murphy, 1992, p. 183).
Even though Nelson attempts to account for this behavior by explaining
that Chinese students may be “hostile” when interacting with people
outside of their primary groups, I would argue that the differences
Nelson discovers among Chinese students support my contention that
using culture as the only lens through which to evaluate students’
classroom behavior is hazardous and misleading. Nelson loses sight of
the fact that L1 students, too, irrespective of culture, may exhibit
behaviors in peer response groups other than those that the teacher
desires (e.g., George, 1984). Because she focuses on cultural difference,
Nelson’s research has the “distancing and exoticizing effect” that results
from the “suppression of similarity” (Leki, 1997, p. 242).

Nelson asks, “Is Spack indeed proposing that ESL/EFL teachers and
researchers remain ignorant of their students’ cultures?” The answer is
an obvious and emphatic “no.” I state clearly that “students’ approaches
to writing in English undoubtedly are shaped by their educational
backgrounds and rhetorical traditions” (p. 772). I am not denying the
existence of cultural difference. But I am saying that L2 educators need
to be careful about who determines what the difference is, how that
difference is determined, and especially how we apply knowledge of that
difference. I am not convinced, as Nelson is, that by learning about a
student’s background we may be able “to make accurate predictions.” As
I have emphasized, students “have multiple identities and draw on
multiple resources” (p. 768). In my experience, students who identify as
Chinese, for example, display a wide range of linguistic and cultural
behavior, depending on the number of dialects or languages they speak,
the countries in which they have been educated, the type of schools they
have attended, the variety of cultures they draw from, and a host of
complex variables such as age, gender, religion, and class. All of these
factors converge to shape the student as writer and learner. I therefore
cannot accept the generalized cultural profile of Chinese students that
Nelson assumes in her own research. I disagree with Nelson that getting
to know students on an individual level is “an impossible place to begin.”
I think it is a good place to start.
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Cultural Backgrounds: What Should We Know
About Multilingual Students?

JOAN G. CARSON
Georgia State University

■ Ruth Spack claims in her TESOL Quarterly Forum commentary (Vol.
31, No. 4) that using “labels” for [ESL] students “can lead us to
stigmatize, to generalize, and to make inaccurate predictions about what
students are likely to do as a result of their language or cultural
background” (p. 765). This statement is unarguable because, once a
category has been recognized, the potential for misuse of the category’s
name—its label—is always there. However, it does not follow, as Spack
seems to think, that labeling in and of itself constitutes a problem, and
herein lies the relevant question for ESL/EFL teachers: What should we
know about the language and cultural backgrounds of the students we
teach?

For Spack, labeling students by cultural group—Chinese or Russian,
for example—is problematic because by doing so, teachers are setting
themselves up to perpetuate myths about these cultures. I would argue
that teachers who find themselves “falling into the trap of developing
and perpetuating stereotypes—and ultimately of underestimating stu-
dents’ knowledge and their writing skill” (p. 767) are teachers who most
likely fail to understand what these students bring to the learning
environment. Rather, teachers need to recognize ways in which students
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are likely to differ from the teachers’ necessarily restricted understand-
ing of learners’ backgrounds so that they can both appreciate and draw
on the students’ knowledge and skills. I agree with Spack that teachers
must understand students’ strengths, but I disagree with her implied
position that knowing more about students’ cultural backgrounds works
against that understanding.

Applied linguistics is a relatively new discipline, and there is still much
to learn about the complex interactions that shape any learner’s acquisi-
tion of an L2. Myths have no place in our developing picture of language
learners and of language learning, and we as L2 educators must continue
to ask relevant questions and explore possible answers to these questions.
As Spack accurately notes, “[t]he students we teach have multiple
identities and draw on multiple resources” (p. 768), and the language
and cultural background of language learners are an important compo-
nent of their identities and an important source of the abilities that
students bring to the language learning situation. Not to consider how
this background might affect language acquisition is to deny an essential
aspect of these learners’ experience and will ultimately lead to an
incomplete and inaccurate description of their language learning.

Spack’s argument against identifying students as members of a par-
ticular cultural group focuses on the “disturbing process” of scholars’
“perpetuating cultural myths from one article to another in our own
publications . . . often building their arguments on questionable sources”
(p. 768). The principal source that Spack questions is my article on
Chinese and Japanese biliteracy (Carson, 1992), in which I describe the
context and process of first literacy acquisition for these populations. My
own earlier research in biliteracy (Carson, Carrell, Silberstein, Kroll, &
Kuehn, 1990; Carson & Kuehn, 1992) had suggested that L1 education
may be an important component in developing literacy skills in an L2,
and in this vein I was (and remain) interested in the educational
backgrounds that might affect the acquisition of reading and writing in
English for Chinese and Japanese students. Based on the findings of this
research, I wondered if the way that students learn to read and write in
their L1 might not influence the way that they would learn to read and
write in an L2. In other words, if students have learned to learn in a
particular way, one that is conditioned by a specific educational culture,
would they also apply those previously learned strategies to a new
learning situation?

CONFUCIAN EDUCATION

The questionable source that Spack believes perpetuates cultural
myths about Chinese and Japanese learners was intended as a descrip-
tion of Chinese and Japanese learning environments for the purpose of
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generating empirically testable questions that might better illuminate
the learning strategies those L2 learners used in English literacy acquisi-
tion. One of the cultural myths that Spack questions is that of Confucian
education as knowledge transmission, a construct that she criticizes
because I used a quote from an unpublished manuscript and then
referenced the published version ( Johns, 1991), from which the quote
had been omitted. The error, however, is due to the timing of the writing
and publication of both Johns’s and my articles and should not be
conflated with a claim that the information is, therefore, inaccurate.
Rather, there is a mass of evidence (to cite a few recent sources, Biggs,
1996; Biggs & Watkins, 1996; Hu & Grove, 1991; Lee, 1996) that
Confucianism underlies the educational philosophy in both China and
Japan and that knowledge transmission is indeed the most valued
educational goal. This fact about Chinese and Japanese learners’ prior
educational experience is surely one that is relevant to L2 teachers,
particularly those engaged in preparing learners for U.S. academic
settings, because it allows teachers to interpret writing differences as
social constructions rather than as cognitive deficits. In other words, our
teaching will be informed by an approach that focuses on discovering
text purposes, which implies differences, and not on developing think-
ing skills, which implies deficits.

Although Spack accurately notes that Chinese educational ideology
(and, I would add, other ideologies as well) remains in flux,1 I would
argue that the influence of the Confucian tradition in Asian cultures is
strong and that neglecting this influence leads to an incomplete under-
standing of students’ educational strategies and strengths. Spack may
consider this selective scholarship,2 but the core values of Confucianism
are undeniable in Asian education.

Other authors believe, as do I, that although the potential problem of
overgeneralization poses certain problems, understanding what are
called Confucian-heritage cultures can lead to a deeper understanding of
Asian students in general. Lee (1996), in his study of the cultural context
of Chinese learners, notes that

[w]hile elaborating the Confucian conceptions of learning as a cultural
background for understanding the learning attitudes of Asian students, the

1 Taylor and Taylor (1995) agree that “for centuries the Chinese world views were colored by
the ‘three great traditions’ of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. . . . These world views may
be still held, but not as strongly as in the past” (p. 152).

2 Interestingly, Spack claims that my focus on Cleverley’s (1985) discussion of the similarities
between Chinese education today and the Confucian principles underlying traditional educa-
tion in China constitutes selective scholarship. I would view her focus on Cleverley’s discussion
of the differences as a rhetorical device for supporting her argument, and I would not accuse
her of ignoring an aspect of the original text that was unrelated to her point.
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author is aware of the complexities involved, such as the danger of
overgeneralizing Asian learners under the Confucian aegis, and arguments
concerning how far the Confucian ethics can serve as a deterministic
explanation for the modern East Asian phenomenon. . . . [However], given
that most of the East Asian societies such as those of China, Taiwan, Hong
Kong, Singapore, Korea and Japan share an obvious Confucian tradition, and
there has been a minimal attempt to explore the Confucian ethics from
educational perspectives, the author believes that this study can provide a
cultural background for understanding the Asian attitudes towards education
and learning. (p. 26)

Thus, Lee acknowledges the influence of the Confucian tradition, not its
determinism, in much the same way that scholars in Western educational
philosophy acknowledge the influence of the Socratic tradition. Taylor
and Taylor (1995) also recognize this Confucian influence.

To discuss the education and literacy of the Chinese, as well as of the Koreans
and the Japanese, we must start with Confucianism, which, as the official
ideology of many governments over the centuries, shaped education, literacy,
indeed the whole outlook on life of these peoples. (p. 144)

GROUP ETHIC

Spack also takes issue with my thoughts about the way in which the
importance of the group and of maintaining harmony within the group
may manifest itself in L2 classrooms, particularly in the group work that
is typical of U.S. classrooms. Although researchers have begun investigat-
ing this link (Carson & Nelson, 1996; Nelson & Carson, 1995; Nelson &
Murphy, 1992), Spack questions this work as based on “a (faulty)
conceptual framework” (p. 770). I find this accusation particularly
puzzling given that research is always done within a conceptual frame-
work and that the group ethic of Confucian cultures is a recognized
cultural construct (e.g., Hu & Grove, 1991). Spack argues that the
problem with the conceptual framework is that the structure of groups is
somewhat different in Japan than in the People’s Republic of China3 (see
Carson, 1992, for a further discussion of this difference) but that
subsequent authors (including Carson) fail to acknowledge the distinc-
tion. However, Spack fails to note that the conceptual framework that is
being used relates to the group ethic of collectivist cultures and not to
the group structure, and thus she misrepresents the work that she
criticizes.

3 Spack notes that in subsequent articles Taiwan is “unaccountably” (p. 770) included with
Japan and China. However, Taiwan is a Confucian-influenced collectivist culture, which, I
would argue, accounts ably for its inclusion.
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In any case, the fact that subsequent researchers have found some
evidence of the effect of a group ethic among Chinese students in peer
response groups does not settle the question, as Spack surely knows.
Although I would be surprised to find that culturally preferred styles of
interaction have no effect on group discussions, this question awaits
investigation by other researchers from other perspectives, and any
explanatory factor, including my own, cannot be dismissed as irrelevant
without empirical evidence. In any case, socially constructed activities
such as peer response must be examined through the lens of social
influences, particularly in situations where culturally diverse populations
interact.

In the end, I find Spack’s position a particularly ethnocentric one in
that it limits L2 educators’ world view by valuing the individual more
than the group to which the individual belongs. Indeed, many Asian
students may themselves construct their identities primarily as members
of their particular cultures, and to deny them this identity is to fail to
recognize what they may value in themselves. We have an obligation to
know them as they know themselves and to use that knowledge to inform
our pedagogical practices.
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The Author Responds to Carson . . .

RUTH SPACK
Bentley College

■ I share Joan Carson’s assumption that “L1 education may be an
important component in developing literacy skills in an L2.” My own
research has been informed by this assumption. In a longitudinal case
study of the reading and writing strategies of a student from Japan, for
example, I emphasize the significant role the student’s perception of her
educational background in Japanese played in her acquisition of aca-
demic literacy in English (Spack, 1997). In “The Rhetorical Construction
of Multilingual Students,” too, I acknowledge the very point that Carson
claims I reject: Students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds can shape
their approaches to literacy. Carson and I differ primarily in the way we
define and learn about students’ cultural identities and how we apply
that knowledge.

In my Forum article, I challenge Carson’s statements about education
in Asia because of her misreading of the sources from which she draws
her information. I call Carson’s scholarship “selective” in the sense that
she ignores a wealth of evidence in a book she cites—evidence that
would challenge the limited view of education in China that she herself
presents. I note that Carson ascribes to another source information
about Confucianism that the source does not contain. Carson explains
that this “error,” as she calls it, was simply a function of timing, but I
believe that scholars have an obligation to cite sources accurately. In this
case, Carson should have cited only the unpublished manuscript she had
read and not the published version she had not yet seen. Nevertheless, I
accept Carson’s argument that the fact that she paraphrased an article
she had not read does not necessarily mean that the information itself is
inaccurate.

However, now that I have read some of the new articles that Carson
cites to reiterate her point (Biggs, 1996; Biggs & Watkins, 1996; Lee,
1996), I find it necessary again to question Carson’s reading of her own
sources and this time to interrogate her claim that “knowledge transmis-
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sion is indeed the most valued educational goal” of Confucianism. I
undertake this examination with the understanding that, as it has for
centuries, Confucius’s philosophy continues to be interpreted to suit
particular political agendas.

THE INDIVIDUALISTIC ORIENTATION IN THE
CONFUCIAN TRADITION

Carson’s sources do support her claim that “Confucianism underlies
the educational philosophy in both China and Japan.” But these works
provide a very different perspective on Confucianism from Carson’s view.
Lee (1996), for example, points to a misperception that results from the
Western focus on collectivism in Eastern cultures and the consequent
neglect of the individualistic orientation in the Eastern tradition. For
Confucius, Lee explains, developing individual potential to the fullest is
more significant than innate ability, and thus learning is linked to
“effort,” “will power,” and “[s]elf-determination” (pp. 31–32). Lee’s
understanding of Confucian education stands in stark contrast to
Carson’s notion that knowledge transmission is the most valued goal:

The purpose of learning is . . . to cultivate oneself as an intelligent, creative,
independent, autonomous, and what is more, an authentic being, who is
becoming more fully human in the process of learning. . . . An ideal of
learning like this is similar to Maslow’s (1968) concept of the peak experience
of learning, ultimately oriented towards self-realization. Indeed . . .
self-cultivation remains the locus of Confucian learning. (Lee, 1996, p. 34)

On the other side of the coin, as Lee puts it, is the emphasis on
“external performance” (p. 37). The standard of success may be deter-
mined both by the individual and by the larger community, for the
individual is seen to exist primarily in relation to the social group (Biggs
& Watkins, 1996; Winter, 1996). Thus the motivation to achieve has a
collectivist as well as an individualistic orientation. However, collectivist
values may be context specific (Winter, 1996), which explains why
“individualism can be quite distinctive among the Chinese who have left
their relational circles” (Lee, 1996, p. 33). And there is evidence that
collectivism and other Confucian values are being eroded by social
changes (Taylor & Taylor, 1995; Winter, 1996).

REFLECTIVE THINKING: A CONFUCIAN TRADITION

One of the concerns I express in my Forum article is the use to which
other scholars have put Carson’s notion of Confucianism—in particular
the idea that Confucius was not interested in advocating a method of
critical thinking—and how it might influence the way teachers think
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about students. In particular, I take issue with scholars who cite Carson
(1992) as a justification for cautioning TESOL educators about promot-
ing critical thinking pedagogies or for claiming that Chinese students
may privilege Confucian sayings over U.S.-normed academic evidence.
At the time, I was basing my criticism on my 27 years as an ESL teacher,
during which time I have never had a student who could not think
critically or marshal evidence in the context of my classroom—and I have
taught hundreds of students from numerous countries in Asia. But now,
I can use as a basis for my criticism the very source that Carson has cited:

There is no lack of stress on the significance of reflective thinking in the
process of learning in the Confucian tradition. . . . Confucius’s conception of
learning was indeed a process of “studying extensively, enquiring carefully,
pondering thoroughly, sifting clearly, and practising earnestly . . . . (The Mean,
XX.19).” (Lee, 1996, p. 35)

Lee does not ignore the emphasis on memorization in the Confucian
tradition. But he and other scholars (Marton, Dall’Alba, & Tse, 1996)
challenge the idea that an emphasis on memorization means that
students are more comfortable with rote learning than thinking:

Memorization . . . is for deeper understanding. It has never been regarded as
an end in itself. . . . The most important point is to digest thoroughly what
one gets from books so that it becomes an integral part of one’s own
experience. (Lee, 1996, p. 36)

STUDENTS’ ADAPTABILITY

A major point of The Chinese Learner: Cultural, Psychological, and
Contextual Influences (Watkins & Biggs, 1996) is that Chinese learners’
documented academic success in English-language universities suggests
that these students cannot have spent a lifetime passively taking in
information. To the contrary, many students succeed because they have
learned how to perform according to whatever assessment tasks are set.
Biggs (1996) explains that, in their own schools in Asia, students have
learned sophisticated meaning-based, problem-solving strategies. He
cites research that reveals how elementary school teachers in China,
Taiwan, and Japan pose searching questions, allow time for reflection,
and vary techniques to accommodate individual students, even when,
paradoxically, the goal is for students to find the “one ‘right way’” (p.
56). Arguing that “what some Western observers are seeing is not what
they think it is,” Biggs reminds us of the extent to which a Western norm
can contribute to the construction of stereotypes of Asian teachers who
merely transmit information and students who merely memorize rather
than construct knowledge (p. 50).
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Volet and Renshaw (1996) decry the “negative and static” (p. 206)
picture of Asian education drawn from sources that have inherent
conceptual or methodological flaws or that subscribe to a deficit model
of student learning. They cite numerous empirical studies that challenge
“the stereotyped view of Asian students as reproductive and surface
learners, excessively focused on learning isolated facts and details, and
lacking the experience and skills for interacting in group discussions”
(p.␣ 206). It is true that there are students who adopt surface approaches
to learning when they attend English-language universities, but they are
likely to be those who lack confidence in their English-language profi-
ciency (Biggs & Watkins, 1996). Ironically, Kirby, Woodhouse, and Ma
(1996) cite Carson Eisterhold (1990) to explain that a threshold level of
L2 proficiency is necessary for the transfer of deep processing strategies
to occur. As to students’ interactions in peer groups in English-medium
classrooms, Biggs and Watkins conclude that it would be “more accurate,
more profitable, and less ethnocentric, to target the issue of tutorial
participation in linguistic rather than in ethnic terms” (p. 281).

Biggs and Watkins also address the issue of pedagogy by pointing to
studies of actual classrooms in English-language institutions in which a
discrepancy is noted between what lecturers claim they are seeking (e.g.,
independent thinking) and the tasks they actually require (e.g., rote
memorization of facts). These studies show that students who have
developed strategies of adaptation may choose to fulfill the task itself
rather than to pursue the teacher’s ideal. If those students have been
raised in a Confucian-heritage culture, the teacher may attribute the
students’ surface-level approach to learning to their cultural background
rather than to the teacher’s own requirements. Such a response demon-
strates the phenomenon of the self-fulfilling prophecy. As Leki (1997)
warns, such facile cross-cultural explanations can prevent teachers and
researchers from engaging in the type of “critical self-analysis” (p. 238)
we should apply to our own culture(s) and classrooms.

THE PHENOMENON OF RHETORICAL CONSTRUCTION

How is it that Carson has such a different conception of Asian
education and its underlying Confucianism from the one that is pre-
sented in Watkins and Biggs (1996), the very source she brought to my
attention? One answer is that Carson’s preconceptions prevent her from
seeing evidence that might lead her to entertain alternative interpreta-
tions. Another answer lies in what I call the rhetorical construction of
students’ identities.

To demonstrate how this phenomenon continues to play out in the
literature, it is necessary to trace the type of rhetorical construction that
concerns me, beginning with a passage from a recent journal article
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whose purpose is to educate composition faculty about multilingual
learners:

In second language writing instruction, cultural context is understood as a
significant determinant of writers’ purposes. . . . Ballard and Clanchy [1991]
suggest that many Asian cultures favor conserving knowledge, with an
emphasis on reproduction of information, and strategies such as memorizing
and imitating. This is quite a different approach from the mainstream
composition perspective . . . which highlights Western values of extending
knowledge. (Silva, Leki, & Carson, 1997, pp. 415–416)

Silva et al. introduce this information in order to argue against using
Western norms to judge as “immature” (p. 416) Asian students’ writing
that functions to reproduce knowledge. However, their point rests on an
assumption about knowledge transmission in Asian schools. In an effort
to understand the genesis of this idea about Asian schooling,1 I turned to
the source from which it is drawn, the oft-cited 1991 article by Ballard
and Clanchy. Here is the passage that led to Silva et al.’s conclusion:

For the Asian student there are correct ways of studying texts, just as there are
correct texts to be studied. And there are appropriate questions to ask, with
clearly appropriate—and known—answers to such questions. . . . there is no
scope for critical questioning and analysis, or for reevaluation leading to new
conclusions. . . .

To understand how closely these attitudes shape much Asian education, we
need to move beyond the usual accounts of syllabi, literacy rates, and
administrative structures and get some idea of the actual processes of
learning that lie concealed within the formal system. Nash (1961, p. 139), in
a description of a village school in Burma, reveals something of the true
temper of education. . . . Such an approach contrasts sharply with primary
teaching methods in a Western country, yet the majority of Asian students in
our universities have had their formative educational experiences in a system
comparable to that. . . . (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991, pp. 24–25)

Still searching for the original source, I went to the 1961 article by Nash
from which this information is taken. It turns out, as Ballard and Clanchy
make clear, that the Nash article relates to schooling in Burma. But I
have difficulty with the conclusions that Ballard and Clanchy draw from
Nash’s ethnographic study, and not only because their source is out-
dated. One of the two schools Nash investigates is a monastic school that
provides education only up to the fourth grade. Such a school cannot

1 The representation of Western values, too, demands examination, for Western schooling is
characterized by the reproduction of information as well as by the extension of knowledge (see
Pennycook, 1996). In another article, Leki herself (1997) warns of “the danger in accepting .␣ .␣ .
cross-cultural explanations for [L1 or L2] behavioral differences” (p. 239).



THE FORUM 745

fairly represent the type of education Asian students undergo before
entering English-language universities today. Furthermore, Ballard and
Clanchy neglect to mention that Nash, an anthropologist, not only does
not apply the Burma case to Asians in general, as Ballard and Clanchy
do, but states that his conclusions apply only to the village people of
Burma, not to people of the Delta or the hills. Of further concern to me
is the fact that by the time Ballard and Clanchy are cited in Silva et al., we
do not even know that the original source is a study of village schools in
Burma. The conclusion about Asian education stands alone as a truth
established by previous scholarship.

I agree with Carson that teachers “have an obligation to know
[students] as they know themselves and to use that knowledge to inform
our pedagogical practices” if by that she means the very point I make
when I suggest that L2 educators “find room in our pedagogy and
scholarship for students to name themselves and thus define and
construct their own identities” (p. 773). My issue is not with how students
view themselves but with how other people misrepresent who the
students really are. As a number of longitudinal case studies reveal (see
Casanave, 1995; Spack, 1997; Volet & Renshaw, 1996), it is important to
view students’ learning not through a narrow lens focused on culture but
instead through a kaleidoscopic lens that captures the dynamic and
complex processes that result from the interaction of individual, cul-
tural, and contextual factors and that, in turn, inform any student’s
orientation to study.
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Comments on Jeong-Won Lee and
Diane Lemonnier Schallert’s “The Relative
Contribution of L2 Language Proficiency and
L1 Reading Ability to L2 Reading Performance:
A Test of the Threshold Hypothesis in an
EFL Context”

Two Readers React . . .

JULIAN BAMFORD
Bunkyo University

RICHARD R. DAY
University of Hawai‘i

■ Lee and Schallert’s investigation (Vol. 31, No. 4) evidences continuing
interest in hypotheses related to the question of whether L2 reading is a
language problem or a reading problem. Whatever importance this
question may have for theory—and Bernhardt and Kamil (1995) go as
far as to argue that “trustworthy research will have to account for the
contribution of native language reading performance as well as the
contribution of L2 knowledge before making definitive statements about
any aspects of the second language reading process” (p. 31)—its impor-
tance for L2 reading instruction should not automatically be assumed.
Indeed, Lee and Schallert’s “Implications for Teaching” (pp. 736–737)
indicate how misguided such an assumption can be.

The authors find support for the hypothesis that “a threshold level of
language proficiency exists such that learners with low levels of L2
proficiency will show little relationship between their L1 and L2 reading
ability whereas learners with higher levels of L2 proficiency will show a
positive relationship between their L1 and L2 reading performance” (p.
713). They seek to apply this finding to instruction by suggesting that
students first read “to learn the language” (p. 737) with materials that
allow them to concentrate only on linguistic factors. Later, after a
linguistic threshold has been reached, students read “to understand an
author’s message presented in an L2" through application of “other
useful knowledge and experiences, such as their L1 reading strategies
and skills, their prior (background) knowledge, and language experi-
ences” (p. 737). Such notions are eerily reminiscent of L2 reading
instruction in the dark days of audiolingualism, when students were not
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allowed to read until they had mastered oral language (Richards &
Rodgers, 1986, p. 52).

Does the linguistic threshold hypothesis have implications for peda-
gogy? Not if L2 reading instruction is based on the well-established
premise that learning to read (whether an L1 or an L2) is developmen-
tal, and students are therefore matched with reading material appropri-
ate to their linguistic ability. Such matching allows students to apply their
L1 reading ability and background knowledge to the reading task even at
beginning levels of L2 instruction. It also allows students, at every level of
instruction, to read to learn the language and to read to understand an
author’s message, the former taking place in the context of the latter.

The evidence supporting the linguistic threshold hypothesis in Lee
and Schallert’s and other studies (e.g., Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995;
Taillefer, 1996) correlates with reading that is cognitively demanding.
Examples of such reading are when texts are at a higher linguistic level
than the students’ linguistic ability (as they were for Lee and Schallert’s
lower L2 proficiency groups, p. 728) or when the reading task is difficult
(Taillefer, 1996, p. 470). This leads us to suspect that the reason why the
threshold hypothesis might appear to offer a basis for pedagogy is the
ongoing cult of authenticity in L2 instruction. This legacy of the early
days of communicative language teaching holds that students best learn
to read through reading genuine, not artificial, discourse. The error in
this belief lies in equating genuine discourse with unaltered native
speaker texts. Only when students read inappropriately difficult texts
does the question of how much language students need to read them
appear, or the problem of, in Lee and Schallert’s words, “How to teach so
that beginning L2 learners can acquire the language proficiency to
develop their L2 reading comprehension” (p. 737).

The authentic imperative imposes linguistically inappropriate texts on
beginning and intermediate students. Until they are sufficiently ad-
vanced to be able to deal with native speaker discourse, students need
reading material custom-written to communicate a message to them.
Such texts—which we believe should be considered “language learner
literature” (Day & Bamford, 1998, pp. 63–79)—aim to communicate a
message, not to teach language with snippets of strained and stilted
syntax. To the extent that communication with a particular audience is
the goal, literature for language learners is authentic discourse, qualita-
tively no different from other specially written genres such as children’s
literature, mysteries, and science fiction. It is the use of language learner
literature that ensures that the linguistic threshold hypothesis is not an
issue in pedagogy and that, from the very beginning, reading ability and
language learning can be nurtured in proper developmental fashion.
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The Authors Respond . . .

DIANE LEMONNIER SCHALLERT
University of Texas at Austin

JEONG-WON LEE
Chungnam National University

■ We read Bamford and Day’s commentary with great interest and
growing surprise. Although they offer key ideas that we believe are
crucial for our field, we are frankly mystified that our article is being used
as the point of departure for these comments. We want to be clearly
understood in this response: It is not that the points made by Bamford
and Day are not themselves quite legitimate, interesting, and worthy of
public discourse. Yes, there should be a clearer-headed discussion about
the role of reading in L2 instruction for learners at different stages of L2
development. Under ideal circumstances, this discussion would be
followed by innovative curriculum construction, proper field evaluations
of the new program, and reports of results of a well-designed experimen-
tal study. Yes, we should continue to unpackage what we mean by
authentic materials, to examine how ineffective and frustrating it can be
for learners to struggle with incomprehensible prose no matter how
authentic, and to be vigilant about excesses that can result any time the
lure of an interesting new idea, even a patently reasonable one, rivets a
field.

However, our article was not about any of these instructional issues. In
a 25-page article dealing with the theoretical construct of the threshold
hypothesis, a construct that we felt had not received enough empirical
testing to warrant its recurring impact on the field, we devoted two scant
paragraphs, the last two of the paper, to implications (read speculations)
we saw for the role of reading in L2 instruction. Had Bamford and Day
taken us to task on our design or analysis or on how we set about
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conceptualizing a test of the threshold hypothesis, we would now feel
that the ideas in our article had been heard, even if it was seen as flawed.
Had they objected to how we interpreted our findings in terms of
whether we had found support for the threshold hypothesis, we would
have reviewed our data and checked conclusions against findings to see
whether we had misinterpreted our evidence. After all, as with any
research, the decisions along the way in terms of participants, materials,
measures, and types of data analysis are fraught with compromises that
can have a major impact on the conclusions drawn. Instead, Bamford
and Day objected to the extrapolations we offered for the use of reading
in L2 instruction, as cautious and tempered as we tried to make them. As
we mentioned earlier, any instructional implications about materials,
learning tasks, curriculum goals, or expectations of student progress
would need to be tested directly.

Having protested that we were misunderstood, we would be discom-
fited to be found guilty of the same sort of misconception. Possibly, at the
heart of Bamford and Day’s objection to our article is their worry about
the materials we used in our study. As we stated in our description, the
words and sentences used for the test of English proficiency and the
passages and questions used for the test of English reading ability were
selected from materials appropriate for native English speakers in the
fourth grade. Because the test of the threshold hypothesis required a
broad range of scores on all measures to provide a valid use of the
necessary statistical technique, some of our participants, even though in
the 9th or 10th grade, had to be reading texts rather unsuccessfully. We
are in complete agreement with Bamford and Day that such reading
experiences would perhaps have been useless in an instructional situa-
tion. We did not mean to imply otherwise in our concluding paragraphs.
In fact, when we called for “carefully chosen” texts that would “help
learners bootstrap their L2 acquisition and eventually their L2 reading
comprehension” (p. 737), we had in mind something along the lines of
the language learner literature recommended by Bamford and Day, texts
that aim to communicate a message and that are successful even with
beginning learners of a language. We certainly were not thinking of
“snippets of strained and stilted syntax,” nor were we thinking of
authentic material appropriate for U.S. high school students. Our
intuitions about the type of reading materials that should be used in L2
instruction are very much in line with the recommendations of Bamford
and Day. However, as we stated in our closing sentence, “given that our
study did not directly compare or describe instructional methods, more
research is needed to connect the theory of threshold effect to effective
language teaching methods” (p. 737).

We should close these remarks with the same sentence, but, lest we be
misunderstood, we reiterate. We are not certain if there is a connection



THE FORUM 751

between the threshold hypothesis and the teaching of reading in L2
contexts, and we certainly are not clear as to what particular instructional
decisions derive from our findings. Our article was all about testing the
theoretical implications of the threshold hypothesis in explaining L2
reading comprehension performance. It was not about instruction. We
hoped to stimulate future research that would then allow for more than
implications and speculations.





753TESOL QUARTERLY  Vol. 32, No. 4, Winter 1998

RESEARCH ISSUES
TESOL Quarterly publishes brief commentaries on aspects of qualitative and quantita-
tive research. For this issue, we asked two researchers to discuss issues related to the
use of technology in TESOL.

Edited by PATRICIA A. DUFF
University of British Columbia

Research on the Use of Technology in TESOL

Analysis of Interaction Sequences in
Computer-Assisted Language Learning

CAROL A. CHAPELLE
Iowa State University

■ A frequently cited research advantage of computer-assisted language
learning (CALL) is the built-in data-collecting methods that can docu-
ment learners’ interactions as they work on learning activities (e.g.,
Bland, Noblitt, Armington, & Gay, 1990; Doughty, 1992; Jamieson &
Chapelle, 1987). The suggestion is that such data can provide research-
ers with detailed information about learners’ interactions and perform-
ance. However, these technical capacities for collecting interaction data
need to be accompanied by well-motivated procedures for describing
and interpreting them in terms of their value for language development
(Chapelle, 1994). When the goals of CALL activities include learners’
engagement in some form of negotiation of meaning (Long, 1985),
procedures for data interpretation can borrow from interactionist re-
search on task-based language learning that theorizes observable fea-
tures of interaction expected to be positive for language development.

The methods of interactionist task-based research rely on focused
discourse analysis that attempts to identify instances of learners’ inter-
actions expected to be beneficial for language acquisition on the basis of
specified theoretical tenets developed over the past 15 years (Gass, 1997;
Gass & Madden, 1985; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994). Central to the theory is
the claim that learners need to attend to, or notice, linguistic character-
istics of the target language in order to acquire them (Robinson, 1995;
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Schmidt, 1990), and therefore the data of interest in such research are
those from which the researcher can infer that noticing has occurred.
Negotiation of meaning through conversation is one way in which
learners appear to attend to linguistic form (e.g., Pica, Lincoln-Porter,
Paninos, & Linnell, 1996). Evidence for negotiation of meaning in
conversational data is seen when learners receive target language input
that they do not understand and then, rather than ignoring the
misunderstanding and continuing the interaction, interrupt to request
clarification. Clarification, which can come in a variety of forms
(Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991), is attempted, and the interaction
continues either with additional negotiation of meaning or with a
continuation of the original conversation. Research investigating nego-
tiation of meaning has used as data the oral language of learners
engaged in face-to-face conversation during work on communication
tasks (Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993).

Applying the theory and methods of interactionist research to CALL
requires an expansion of the conception of negotiation of meaning in
two ways. First, negotiation of meaning needs to be seen not only in
face-to-face spoken conversations but also in written communication that
occurs over networked computers. Table 1 illustrates written interactions
that occurred in an ESL class where learners were participating in a
discussion on a local area network. In Move 1, the instructor asked a
question containing two words that the student did not understand.
Student 1’s question, “what’s that???,” interrupts what would be the
normal interaction (i.e., a response to the question such as “I believe it is
wrong.”). The purpose of the interruption, which is echoed by Student 2,
is to find out what two unknown words mean. In Move 4, Student 3
attempts an explanation of one word, sustain, but then Student 4
interrupts with a question about the other word, artifically. Again Student
3 provides a definition.

TABLE 1
An Example of Negotiation of Meaning From an Internet Discussiona

Move Participant Language

1 Instructor What do you think about sustaining life artificially?
2 Student 1 What is “sustaining artifically”? Anyone answer me.
3 Student 2 what’s that???
4 Student 3 Artificcally support someone’s life!
5 Student 4 Don’t ou understand artifically?
6 Student 3 For example using machines!

aFrom Rodriguez (1998, n.p.).



RESEARCH ISSUES 755

A second, more extensive expansion of the definition of negotiation
of meaning is seen when the modified interactions take place between
the learner and the computer. Table 2 illustrates the types of interactions
that occurred in an activity in which the learner listened to a story
delivered by the computer. The normal interaction—assuming immedi-
ate comprehension of each page or the story—would be realized if
learners continued through the story by clicking on continue after
listening to each “page.” The data show that the learner interrupted the
normal interaction by requesting help with the aural input—first by
requesting a repetition (Move 3) and then by requesting a written
transcription (Move 6). In other words, the computer program created
the opportunities for modified interaction by offering modified input to
the learner on demand. The data documented that the learner actually
engaged in modified interactions by requesting and receiving the
modified input (i.e., aural repetition and written text).

This provides just one illustration of how theory and research that
have been useful for the study of other classroom tasks can help interpret
the data obtained from learners in CALL. The same perspective makes
suggestions about specifics of the input to learners and their linguistic
output. For example, theory and research have suggested that the
saliency of the target language input (Doughty, 1991; Sharwood Smith,
1991) and opportunities for production of comprehensible output
(Swain, 1985, 1998; Swain & Lapkin, 1995) are important for acquisition.
These claims point to other observable interactions that can be docu-
mented in CALL activities, such as whether learners are shown input that
highlights relevant linguistic features and whether they correct their
linguistic output to make it comprehensible.

TABLE 2
An Example of Negotiation of Meaning From Learner-Computer

Interaction in a Listening Activitya

Move Participant Language and behavior

1 Computer [aural] Would you like to hear the story I wrote for my
English class while we were waiting for dinner?

2 Computer Offers REPEAT, TEXT, DICTIONARY
3 Learner Chooses REPEAT
4 Computer [aural] Would you like to hear the story I wrote for my

English class while we were waiting for dinner?
5 Computer Offers REPEAT, TEXT, DICTIONARY
6 Learner Chooses TEXT
7 Computer [written] Would you like to hear the story I wrote for my

English class while we were waiting for dinner?

aUnpublished data from research reported by Hsu (1994).
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These research methods offer a starting point for focusing research
on the value of computer-mediated interactions for language develop-
ment in instructional activities, but other empirically oriented ap-
proaches to task-based research need to be explored as well (e.g.,
Skehan, 1996). Moreover, because the issues associated with CALL
extend beyond questions about the value of interactions, other ap-
proaches are also useful for investigating CALL (e.g., Chapelle, Jamieson,
& Park, 1996; Dunkel, 1991).
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Researching Technology in TESOL: Determinist,
Instrumental, and Critical Approaches

MARK WARSCHAUER
America-Mideast Educational and Training Services

■ Early research on computers in the language classroom reflected what
has been called a determinist approach (see Ebersole, 1995). From a
determinist perspective, a computer is an all-powerful machine that in
and of itself brings about certain determined results. Thus research on
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computer-assisted language learning (CALL) seeks to understand the
overall effect of the computer, often at the insistence of administrators
who demand proof that the computer really works. However, as pointed
out often before (see, for example, Garrett, 1991), the computer does
not constitute a method, and the computer’s effect thus cannot be
researched independently of the particular way the technology is put to
use.

In contrast, an instrumental approach to technology is based on “the
common sense idea that technologies are ‘tools’ standing ready to serve
the purposes of their users. . . . Technology, as pure instrumentality, is
indifferent to the variety of ends it can be employed to achieve”
(Feenberg, 1991, p. 5). Though the instrumental view appropriately
takes the emphasis away from the machine per se, this view downplays
how new technologies affect the broader ecology of the language
learning environment. Thus language, learning, and the learner are all
seen as unchanged by the introduction of new technologies. The
potential limitations of this approach are evident in a statement by
Chapelle (1997) in an overview article on CALL research:

Because the purpose of CALL activities is L2 learning, the most critical
questions to be addressed about CALL are the following: What kind of
language does the learner engage in during a CALL activity? How good is the
language experience in CALL for L2 learning? (n.p.)

Chapelle is absolutely right that these questions are critical. But they
are not the only critical questions. What this paragraph ignores is that L2
learning is itself transformed by the introduction of new technologies
and that it is thus impossible to fully evaluate the language experience in
CALL using general criteria adapted from oral or print-based activity. To
know English well in the current era includes knowing how to read,
write, and communicate in electronic environments. For most academics
and professionals, learning how to compose electronic mail or make
effective use of the World Wide Web are English language skills that are
as essential as learning to speak on the telephone or make use of a
library. One cannot assess how these new literacies are being acquired by
tallying up syntactical, pragmatic, or lexical items, as is the common
approach of much CALL research.

How then can the development of new technology-based communica-
tion skills and literacies be researched? In contrast to determinist and
instrumental approaches to technology, I would suggest that our re-
search be guided by what Feenberg (1991) calls a critical theory of
technology. A critical approach sees technology as neither a neutral tool
nor a determined outcome but rather as a scene of struggle between
different social forces. Street (1984, 1993) earlier demonstrated how this
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critical approach applied to the acquisition of print literacy, which in
itself can be considered a technology. According to Street (1993), the
acquisition of print literacy involves “challenges to dominant discourses,
shifts in what constitutes the agenda of proper literacy, and struggles for
power and position” (p. 9). This critical approach is equally important
when investigating the acquisition of electronic literacies, which are
highly dependent on access to expensive computer equipment and
technological and language skills, and which can help bring about new
power relations in a classroom or community. As Kaplan (1995) noted,

The proclivities of electronic texts—at least to the extent that we can
determine what they are—manifest themselves only as fully as human beings
and their institutions allow, . . . they are in fact sites of struggle among
competing interests and ideological forces. (p. 28)

Thus in researching the use of new technologies by L2 learners, one
might want to look at questions such as these: What new literacies does
multimedia computer technology demand, both inside and outside the
classroom? How does the development of these new literacies intersect
with issues of class, race, gender, and identity? How does the sociocul-
tural context of particular educational institutions or communities affect
the learning and practice of electronic literacies?

These questions do not lend themselves to the experimental designs
that characterize deterministic and instrumental research paradigms but
are more effectively addressed by interpretive qualitative research such
as that conducted by Street (1984) and Heath (1983). Although experi-
mental research by necessity must limit attention to contextual factors
(in order to isolate a few variables for direct comparison), interpretive
qualitative research is designed to explore sociocultural context through
long-term participant observation and open-ended interviews within
particular institutions and communities. This in-depth engagement
facilitates the examination of crucial but often hidden factors, such as
underlying power relations in the classroom and community. Interpre-
tive qualitative research also seeks to define the meaning of actions from
the point of view of the local actors, rather than according to preor-
dained research categories (Erickson, 1986), and is thus especially
helpful for investigating students’ and teachers’ evolving attitudes or
sense of identity in changing circumstances—and attitude and identity
have been shown to be critical components affecting language learners’
use of computers (see, for example, Warschauer, in press-b).

Interpretive qualitative research, often but not exclusively based on
ethnography, has gained more prominence within the field of TESOL in
recent years (see, e.g., the 1995 and 1997 special-topic issues of TESOL
Quarterly: Vol. 29, No. 3; and Vol. 31, No. 3). However, there has as yet
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been insufficient qualitative research on technology-enhanced language
learning. Such research could examine not only what language learners
use in particular technology-enhanced environments but also how
computer-mediated language and literacy practices are shaped by broader
institutional and social factors, as well as what these new practices mean
from the perspective of the learner (see, e.g., Warschauer, 1998, in
press-a).

I am not suggesting that critical ethnography replace all other types of
research on technology-enhanced learning. Researchers do need not a
new monopoly paradigm of research but rather a multiplicity of ap-
proaches that allows them to fully address the many questions that the
use of new technologies poses. Indeed, some of the best language and
literacy research combines a variety of methods (e.g., quantitative and
qualitative linguistic analysis, discourse analysis, interviews, participant-
observation) or even approaches (e.g., the ground-breaking study on the
psychological dimensions of literacy by Scribner & Cole, 1981, which
made use of both ethnography and experimentation).

Technology critic Postman (1993) wrote that “fifty years after the
printing press was invented, we did not have old Europe plus the
printing press. We had a different Europe” (p. 18). I would suggest that
50 years after the computer was invented, we do not have old language
learning plus the computer, but we have a different language learning.
To fully understand the interrelationship between technology and lan-
guage learning, researchers have to investigate the broader ecological
context that affects language learning and use in today’s society, both
inside and outside the classroom. This can be best accomplished if
researchers expand their research paradigms to engage in critical
qualitative research that attempts to take into account broad sociocul-
tural factors as well as questions of human agency, identity, and meaning.
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■ During the past two decades L2 teaching has increasingly adopted a
communicative approach. Although definitions vary, communicative
language teaching (CLT) is often understood as a general approach to
L2 instruction whose main objective is “to develop the learner’s ability to
take part in spontaneous and meaningful communication in different
contexts, with different people, on different topics, for different pur-
poses” (Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, & Thurrell, 1997, p. 149). CLT empha-
sizes functional and situational language use and involves communica-
tive tasks that require students to generate ideas on a topic or to
participate actively in role-play tasks and simulations in which they have
to use their imagination. Such tasks often require students to retrieve or
construct their own ideas, and it is reasonable to suggest that the
outcomes depend to a great extent on students’ creative abilities.
Learners who lack the creativity required for such tasks may have
difficulty performing them, which might negatively influence the devel-
opment of their L2 proficiency.

Although the question of the relationship between creativity and
success in L2 learning is an important one, research on this area has
been scarce in the L2 field. The only study I know of on this topic was
carried out by Carroll (1962, cited in Carroll, 1990) in the late 1950s.
However, in this study creativity did not turn out to be a good predictor
of language learning achievement. Carroll (1990) himself remarks that
“it is possible that the present situation in foreign language education
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and training is different from what it was in the 1950s and early 1960s”
(p. 24). Arguably, the spread of CLT has indeed changed the language
teaching situation relative to the one Carroll examined. For this reason,
I conducted a small-scale study of the effects of learners’ creativity on
language learning as part of an ongoing, larger-scale project on indi-
vidual differences at Eötvös University, Budapest. This brief report
discusses the rationale for and the results of this investigation.

CREATIVE THINKING DEFINED AND CONCEPTUALIZED

Although some researchers insist that the term creativity be used
exclusively in connection with “creative acts at the highest level, that is,
with the best and most valued works of artists, scientists and scholars”
(Hayes, 1989, p. 135), others maintain that it is possible to think of
creativity as an ability (or a cluster of abilities) possessed by all individuals
to a certain extent (Guilford, 1986; Torrance, 1962; Torrance & Myers,
1971). The advocates of both positions seem to agree that the notion of
creativity involves novelty but to differ in the importance they attach to
the momentousness of the outcome of the creative process.

One way of resolving this difference is to distinguish two subprocesses:
(a) the process of generating ideas and (b) the actual realization of these
ideas. Ideas generated in the first phase form the basis of the second
phase, the completion of some creative product (for a more elaborate
model, see Amabile, 1983). Notice that the second phase is dependent
on the first. For example, a person with excellent painting skills can be
an outstanding picture restorer, but without original ideas or a topic for
a painting, that person is unlikely to produce anything very creative. In
contrast, it is difficult to imagine a celebrated painter passing through
the first phase of the creative process but lacking the necessary skills to
complete the second phase successfully. Clearly, therefore, it is the first
phase, the process of generating ideas, that is crucial; the second phase
only determines how significant the creative product will be. A true
genius must have both excellent ideas and extraordinary skills in a given
domain. However, underlying the idea generation process is what might
be termed everyday creativity.

The term creative thinking is defined here as a cognitive process whose
intended outcome is a number of alternative responses to a given task
that are perceived in some way as novel or unusual. The extent to which
individuals can successfully engage in such a process is referred to as
their creativity. In other words, the term creative thinking describes the
process of idea generation, whereas a person’s creativity refers to the
cluster of abilities that determine the outcome of this process.
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COGNITIVE ABILITIES UNDERLYING CREATIVE THINKING

The first serious attempt to investigate creative thinking was made by
the psychologist J. P. Guilford, whose classic Structure of Intellect model
of intelligence (1967) included as many as 24 independent factors
claimed to underlie divergent production (Guilford’s term for creative
thinking). This model has served as a starting point for much of the
research on creative thinking, although this research has not supported
the existence of all the creativity factors proposed by Guilford. In a
recent survey of factor-analytical studies, Carroll (1993) reanalyzed the
existing literature on individual differences in cognitive abilities and
identified a total of 9 first-order, linearly independent factors related to
creativity. Although the categories admittedly need further refinement
(Carroll, 1993), they probably represent the best currently available
classification.

The four abilities that were the focus of the study described here were
1. ideational fluency, the ability to think of different verbal responses

falling into a specified class;
2. associational fluency, the ability to think of different verbal responses

semantically associated with a given stimulus;
3. sensitivity to problems, the ability to think of problems or solutions to

problems; and
4. originality, the ability to think of original verbal responses to specified

tasks.
The remaining five abilities listed by Carroll (1993) were not investi-

gated in the study, as they either involved drawing rather than language
(figural fluency and figural flexibility) or appeared to relate more to
speech production, that is, the realization of ideas, than to the genera-
tion of ideas (naming facility, expressional fluency, and word fluency).
Although the question of how ideas are encoded in actual speech is
intriguing and needs further investigation, the study described here
focused only on abilities related to the first phase of the creative process
(i.e., the idea generation process).

METHOD

Participants

The subjects were 34 secondary school students (18 males, 16 females)
enrolled in two classes taught by the same teacher at the same secondary
school in Budapest, Hungary. The groups were selected after a brief
interview with the participating teacher to find out what type of teaching
the students had experienced prior to the study. The results of this
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interview showed that the general approach to language teaching in
both classes could be considered communicative in that the students
were frequently involved in activities designed to elicit meaningful
interaction either among the learners or between the learners and the
teacher. Students in the first group were completing the first year of
secondary school (ages 14–15), and students in the second group were in
their second year (ages 15–16). All of the participants studied English as
part of their official school curriculum, which was the same for both
groups. A chi-square analysis showed that the two groups did not differ
significantly with regard to gender distribution.

The students’ level of proficiency in English ranged from upper
elementary to lower intermediate, with the average proficiency level of
the younger learners somewhat lower than that of the older. This
difference stemmed from the fact that the younger students had been
learning English for 1 year less. However, the difference was not assumed
to affect the study because the students responded to the instruments
entirely in their L1, and the focus of the investigation was a
non-English-specific variable (i.e., the general ability to generate ideas).
This variable was hypothesized to exert its influence through the extent
to which the students participated in communicative tasks; therefore,
from the point of view of the study, the important selection criterion was
the similarity of course content and teaching style in the two groups. This
was ensured by the fact that the groups attended the same school,
followed the same syllabus, and were taught by the same teacher.

Materials

The creativity test used in the study included five subtasks (conse-
quences, unusual uses, common problems, categories, and associations).
The basic task types, taken from Torrance (1962), were well-established
ways of measuring creativity that I adapted to the purpose of the present
investigation. The test and the students’ responses were entirely in
Hungarian, the students’ mother tongue. The test instructions asked
students to provide as many responses as they could think of for each
task. Following Carroll’s (1993) suggestion, the instructions also encour-
aged a playful, gamelike approach to the tasks. The purpose of this
encouragement was to eliminate the effect of test anxiety, which may
have been a factor in the students’ performance on the classroom tests
on which their grades, one of the dependent variables in the study, were
based.

Each task consisted of two parts, A and B, containing alternative topics
(see below) to minimize the chances of a student’s being creative yet
scoring poorly on the test due to some constraining factor associated
with the task’s topical cue. The test instructions told students that it was
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up to them whether they answered one part or both and that their choice
would not influence their score (that is, a student providing four answers
to one of the parts and none to the other received the same score as a
person who gave two responses to Part A and two to Part B). Because the
students had only 4 minutes to work on each of the tasks, giving answers
to just one or to both of the parts carried no advantage.

In the consequences task students were presented with improbable
situations and were asked to provide as many consequences as they could
think of. The two questions used in the study were (Part A) “What would
happen if people could become invisible at will?” and (Part B) “What
would happen if we understood the language of animals?” An example
of a student response to Part A was “It would make life easier for spies.”
Part B elicited answers like “We wouldn’t eat them any more.” This first
task was included in the test as a type of warm-up exercise to focus
participants’ attention on the subsequent tasks and to help them
understand what they were expected to do.

The unusual uses task was intended to measure the originality factor
by prompting students to supply unusual uses for common objects, a
book (Part A) and a pencil (Part B). Examples of students’ responses to
Part A were “bricks” and “wallpaper” and, to Part B, “nails” and
“toothpicks.”

The common problems task was designed to measure the students’
sensitivity to problems. In this task, students were asked to list a number
of problems that might occur in two everyday situations: going to school
in the morning (Part A) and making a sandwich (Part B). Responses to
Part A included various accidents (e.g., “breaking one’s leg”), whereas
responses to Part B mainly concerned the ingredients needed to make a
sandwich (e.g., “There’s no butter to put on the bread”).

The categories task measured ideational fluency. In this task students
were asked to list as many things as they could think of that belonged to
a given category: things that are red or more often red than not (Part A)
and things that are flat or more often flat than not (Part B). Among
students’ answers to Part A were various red fruits (e.g., “strawberry” and
“raspberry”), and they commonly answered Part B by mentioning “a
punctured tire” as well as other inflatable objects.

The last task was hypothesized to measure associational fluency.
Participants were presented with two words and were asked to supply a
third one that could be semantically associated with the other two. The
two word pairs were (Part A) mirror and rain, and (Part B) tower and
pencil. The most common response to Part A was “water,” and to Part B,
“pointed.”

In addition to the creativity test, I administered two short question-
naires (one to the students, the other to the teacher). Students were
asked to specify their gender and to nominate three of their classmates
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with the most and the fewest ideas in general. The teacher was requested
to identify the top and bottom 25% of students based on how she
believed they would perform in speaking and writing on the Hungarian
State Language Examination. This exam consists of a battery of tests,
largely modeled on the Cambridge language examinations, and its
criteria and standards are well known to secondary school teachers in
Hungary. Students’ end-of-term grades in English were also collected.
These grades were based on the students’ performance in a number of
oral and written test situations (which mainly required students to
perform realistic tasks, such as writing a letter to a friend on a given topic
or borrowing some sugar from a neighbor) throughout the term as well
as on the quality of their participation in classroom activities.

The teachers’ ratings and the students’ grades served as the criterion
measures in the study. Note, however, that there is no evidence that these
measures were reliable in the psychometric sense. To ensure validity, I
used two different, complementary measures to check the relationship
between idea production and students’ achievement. As noted below,
these two measures produced very similar results. Finally, the teacher was
also asked to identify the 25% of students who she thought generally
came up with the most ideas and the 25% who came up with the fewest.

Procedure

One week before the test, each of the students received a letter asking
them to participate in the study. Accompanying the letter was a sample
item to familiarize them with the type of activity found on the test. The
students took the test and filled out the questionnaires in their regular
English classes. Students were allowed to work for 4 minutes on each
task. Because the questionnaire asked the participants to provide sensi-
tive information about their peers, the completed answer sheets and
questionnaires were sealed in envelopes to ensure confidentiality.

Scoring

Creativity tests can be scored for fluency (the number of appropriate
responses given to a task), flexibility (the number of times the individual
changes from one category of response to another), originality (the
frequency of occurrence of a given response in a sample), and elabora-
tion (the level of detail in the responses).1 As Carroll (1993) remarks, the
last three often correlate highly with fluency scores and with each other
and provide little useful information in addition to fluency scores, the

1 Note that these scoring systems can be used to score any creativity task. They should not be
confused with some of the similar-sounding creativity factors discussed in the report.



BRIEF REPORTS 769

most common of the four scoring systems in creativity research. The
tasks in the present study were scored for fluency (by simply counting
students’ responses) and also for elaboration (by averaging the ratings of
two independent judges on a 4-point scale that ranged from no elaborate
responses to all responses elaborate) because the students’ responses turned
out to differ in level of detail, which could have influenced the number
of ideas they were able to provide within the time available for the
completion of the tasks. Accordingly, when computing correlation
coefficients between students’ (fluency) scores on the creativity tasks and
the criterion measures, I partialled out the elaboration scores. Although
the resulting coefficients were somewhat lower, they were considered to
reflect the relationship between creative thinking and language learning
achievement more accurately.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Interrater Reliability and the Validity of Test Scores

The reliability of the two independent raters’ elaboration scores was
satisfactory for all the tasks (in the high .80s and .90s, the average being
.92). I examined the validity of the creativity test by checking whether the
learners identified as usually coming up with the most ideas also scored
high on the creativity test. A comparison of the total creativity test scores
of students identified by their peers and their teacher as creative with
those of students identified as less creative showed that this was indeed
the case: Students nominated by their peers as creative significantly
outperformed those nominated as lacking creativity (t = –2.12; df = 16;
p␣ < .05); in the case of the teacher’s nominations, the difference between
the two groups approached significance (t = –1.93; df = 16; p = .072).2

Therefore, creative students tended to outperform less creative students
on the creativity test (Hatch & Lazaraton, 1991). The reason for peer
nominations being more exact than the teacher’s nominations might be
that the students knew each other better than the teacher knew them.
Students see their English teacher only a few times each week, but they
spend most of their time together at school.

The Internal Structure of the Creativity Construct

Except for one coefficient, the intercorrelations of students’ scores on
the different subtasks of the test appear to indicate that the tasks did

2 The means (and standard deviations) for the two groups were Mlow = 31.78 (SD = 12.18),
Mhigh = 42.67 (SD = 9.42), in the case of peer nominations and Mlow = 31.00 (SD = 14.83), Mhigh =
43.00 (SD =11.36), in the case of teacher nominations.
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measure four distinct abilities (see Table 1).3 The exception is the
coefficient of .62 for the ideational and associational fluency factors. The
fact that the shared variance (r 2) was over 38% implies that the factors
are not entirely independent of each other. An explanation for this
overlap might be that the retrieval of ideas falling into a specified
category (i.e., ideational fluency) depends to some extent on making
associations between items already retrieved or on the cue used in the
task itself (associational fluency). A follow-up study involving retrospec-
tive interviews is looking into this matter.

Test Scores and Language Learning Achievement

The correlation between the students’ total scores on the creativity
test and their English grades was highly significant (see Table 1), which
supports the original hypothesis that students with higher levels of
creativity can be expected to be more successful language learners than
those lacking creativity.

The scores on the separate tasks were all significantly related to
language learning success. The relationship between ideational fluency
and the students’ end-of-term grades can be explained by the fact that, as
part of their classroom instruction, L2 students encounter tasks that

3 Note that all coefficients in Table 1 are partial correlations. As pointed out above, to
compute the various coefficients, I used fluency scores (i.e., the number of responses) and
partialled out the corresponding elaboration scores (i.e., the detail level of responses). Thus the
coefficient of .23 between originality and sensitivity to problems, for example, is the correlation
between the fluency scores for the corresponding tasks with the effect of elaboration scores for
both of those tasks partialled out. Coefficients between creativity factors and English grades are
also partial correlations. In these cases, the correlation coefficient in the table is the correlation
between the fluency scores for the corresponding task and the English grades with the effect of
the elaboration scores for the task partialled out.

TABLE 1
Intercorrelationsa of Creativity Factors and Between Test Scores and English Grades (N = 34)

Creativity factor

1 2 3 4 English grades

Creativity factor
1. Originality .23 .20 .25 .39*
2. Sensitivity to problems .24 .03 .50**
3. Ideational fluency .62*** .52**
4. Associational fluency .34*

Total test score .63***

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
aSee Footnote 3.
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require them to come up with a variety of ideas; students who are better
at this are at an advantage in L2 learning. Because the students’
originality scores and their English grades were also significantly interre-
lated, at least some of the instructional tasks seem to have required a
variety of responses that were unusual or novel to the students. The
importance of sensitivity to problems makes good intuitive sense; a
person who is more sensitive to problems might identify more ap-
proaches to solving a given problem and might be better at identifying
more appropriate or more fruitful solutions.

The lowest, but still significant, coefficient was that between associa-
tional fluency and the students’ end-of-term English grades. A possible
explanation for this relatively weak relationship is that associational
fluency might not be directly related to success in L2 learning. Rather, as
pointed out above, such an ability might contribute to ideational fluency,
which in turn enhances learning. Partial correlations for English grades
and the two fluency factors supported this argument: With the ideational
fluency score partialled out, the correlation between associational flu-
ency and the English grades was reduced to zero (r = .00 as opposed to
the r = .34 value in Table 1), but removing the effect of the associational
fluency score resulted in only a marginal decrease in the correlation
between ideational fluency and the English grades (r = .44 as opposed to
the r = .52 value in Table 1).4

Because variables not included in the study (e.g., test anxiety) may
have affected the correlations between students’ scores on the creativity
test and their English grades, I sought further evidence of the relation-
ship between students’ creativity and their achievement in foreign
language learning. A comparison of the total creativity test scores of
students with superior versus poor speaking and writing skills as identi-
fied by the students’ teacher revealed significant differences (tspeaking =
–2.85, df = 16, p < .05; twriting = –3.54, df = 16, p < .01),5 again supporting the
hypothesis that more creative language learners hold an advantage in a
CLT setting.

CONCLUSION

Although the limited sample size in this study warrants caution in
interpreting the results, the consistently significant coefficients point to
the fact that, in the particular learning situation investigated, creativity is
an important difference among individual learners. This finding implies

4 As earlier, elaboration scores for the two tasks were partialled out.
5 The means (and standard deviations) for the two groups were Mlow = 27.78 (SD = 10.28),

Mhigh = 42.78 (SD = 11.98), in the case of speaking and Mlow = 29.56 (SD = 12.29), Mhigh = 45.89 (SD
= 6.33), in the case of writing.
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that using only language learning tasks that require students to participate
creatively may restrict the language learning opportunities of less cre-
ative students. In planning lessons, practitioners should be aware of this
possibility and employ a variety of tasks that differ in the level of creativity
required. The available literature on creative thinking abounds in
techniques that might aid the language teacher in designing such tasks;
the three strategies presented below have been adapted from a more
complete list by Guilford (1986).
1. Suspend judgment. Suspending judgment facilitates the idea-

generation process by eliminating a factor that constrains it; ideas
dismissed prematurely cannot serve as cues in the search for other
ideas. What seems to be an irrelevant idea for some students,
however, might trigger a wealth of ideas for others. Therefore, a joint
brainstorming session (where no judgments are passed on emerging
ideas) might be beneficial before the actual activity based on the
retrieved ideas begins.

2. Adjust the scope of the problem. A problem that is defined too
narrowly might constrain the idea-generation process. Broadening
the problem can remove some of the constraints. For example,
instead of asking students to talk about the worst thing that has
happened to them while traveling by bus, the teacher can ask them
to talk in general about bad things that might happen to them on the
bus. If, however, the problem is too vague (e.g., bad things that
might happen to people), the lack of sufficient cues might under-
mine the retrieval of relevant ideas.

3. Ask questions. To cite Guilford (1986), this is “the approach of the
person with curiosity” (p. 112). Normally, it is the problem solver
who asks the questions, but teachers might add their own to help the
students. Using cued narratives (i.e., narratives facilitated by immedi-
ate stimuli in the form of cue cards containing questions) as opposed
to assigning free compositions is a good example of the application
of this strategy.
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Encoding Specificity in Second
Language Acquisition

SHERRY A. DOROBISH and RICHARD T. WALLS
West Virginia University

■ In the areas of education and psychology, memory has been investi-
gated in terms of the encoding, storage, and retrieval of items such as
syllables, words, and sentences. Of specific interest has been the relation
between what is encoded (stored) and what is retrieved (remembered).
Performance on retention tests indicates the extent to which a recall
context duplicates the encoding context. For example, when people
recognize someone they see at the mall, they may not be able to
remember the person’s name because the context—and perhaps the
person’s clothing—are different from those usually associated with that
person. If people can recall the context (e.g., dental office or auto repair
shop), they are much more likely to remember the person’s name. The
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name is available in their memory, but it is not accessible until they
remember relevant cues and can put the person in context. In the
encoding-specificity principle, the effectiveness of a cue for output
(recall) depends on how the target word was encoded at input. If the
target word was encoded in relation to a particular word or concept in
the individual’s semantic (conceptual meaning) network, the semantic
context used for storage can also be an effective retrieval cue (Martin,
1975; Pellegrino & Salzberg, 1975; Santa & Lamwers, 1974; Tulving &
Osler, 1968; Tulving & Thomson, 1973).

In a typical demonstration of the encoding-specificity principle, the
learner is presented with a long list of cue-word and target-word pairs
(e.g., page-BOOK, mouse-CAT, spool-NEEDLE, ball-BAT, violin-MUSIC ), either
on a computer with a controlled number of seconds per exposure of
each pair or on a sheet of paper with a prescribed time limit for studying
the pairs. Either immediately after this exposure or after a delay, the
learner is given a list of cues and is asked to try to recall all of the target
words. During recall, page serves as a better cue for the target BOOK than
does read. Similarly, violin serves as a better cue for recall for the target
MUSIC than does country because violin was involved in the specific
encoding context, but country was not. If BAT was originally encoded as a
part of the person’s baseball schema (semantic meaning) rather than as
BAT, the night-flying animal, a baseball context is more likely than a
flying-animal context to help the person remember that BAT was in the
original list. These examples illustrate the encoding-specificity principle,
in which the semantic (conceptual meaning) context for learning will be
influential in the context for remembering.

ENCODING SPECIFICITY AND LANGUAGE LEARNING

This principle of encoding specificity suggests that baiorin (the Romanji
word for violin) used as a cue would activate the semantic structure
(conceptual meaning) associated with the violin for a person fluent in
Japanese. A picture of a violin should activate the semantic structure for
a person who is fluent only in Japanese or is fluent in both Japanese and
English. The English word violin should activate the semantic structure
for a person who is fluent in English, but, for a novice in English, it may
evoke considerations of word structure, word sound, and formal mean-
ing (string instrument) in an attempt to translate it into the native
language. When semantic structure is activated, associated words within
that general concept (schema) are available, and a target word (MUSIC )
that is also a part of that semantic structure will more likely be
immediately accessible than it would be if several considerations (word
structure, word sound, formal meaning, translation into the native
language) were necessary to access the semantic meaning. Thus, for a
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fluent bilingual (Learner A), both the Japanese word baiorin and the
English word violin will evoke the same semantic meaning of string
instrument, to which orchestra, bow, and music are related. In other
words, when bilingual Learner A sees either baiorin or violin, the same
semantic meaning and associated concepts come to mind (single seman-
tic code; Durgunoglu & Roediger, 1987). In contrast, when Learner B is
much more fluent in the L1 (Japanese) than in the L2 (English), the
word baiorin will evoke the semantic structure in which string instrument,
orchestra, bow, and music are related. For Learner B, however, the word
violin will likely evoke more considerations or steps to the richer array of
associated words and meanings in the semantic structure because for
Learner B there is not a single semantic code for baiorin and violin, as there
is for Learner A. Rather, for Learner B, a dual code is thought to operate
in which baiorin (L1) evokes the richer semantic context (the meaning of
the word within a schema of associated words and meanings), but violin
(L2) does not evoke the rich semantic context, or it requires extra steps
to get there (Durgunoglu & Roediger, 1987). Nonnative speakers,
because they may not have a history of exposure to the L2 through social
situations, may be developmentally unsophisticated in the L2 and may
consider word structure, word sound, formal meaning, and translation
into the corresponding word in the native language rather than concep-
tual information with meanings that develop through use (e.g., string
instrument, orchestra, bow, and music; Dufour & Kroll, 1995; Kroll &
Stewart, 1994).

Findings from the child development literature lend support to the
idea that semantic meaning increases with age or experience. Chen and
Leung (1989) reported that adults who were proficient in two languages
could directly access the meanings of words in both languages, but adult
beginners in an L2 tended to use translations into corresponding words
in the native language to access the meanings of printed L2 words. This
was true of child beginners in an L2 as well, but children (in second and
fourth grade) were faster at translating a picture into an L2 word than
they were at translating an L2 printed word into an L1 word (possibly
because of the potential extra considerations of word structure, word
sound, and formal meaning). Henning (1973) designed a semantic
(association of cue words and target words through meaning) versus
acoustic (association of cue words and target words through rhyme)
processing task for L2 learners that was based on a developmental
relationship observed in children’s L1 development. Research (e.g.,
Bach & Underwood, 1970) had shown that children made a develop-
mental transition from greater facility in second grade in recalling target
words when the cue (e.g., rat) and the target word (e.g., hat) were
acoustically associated (rhymed) to greater facility in sixth grade in
recalling target words when the cue (e.g., dog) and the target word (e.g.,
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bone) were semantically associated (shared meaning). Using learners of
varying L2 proficiency, Henning (1973) demonstrated that this primitive-
acoustic (rat-hat) to sophisticated-semantic (dog-bone) progression oc-
curred in adults’ L2 encoding as well as in children’s L1 encoding. More
recent work by Lawson and Hogben (1996) supports this important
finding. They found that native English speakers learning Italian vocabu-
lary used “some form of repetition of the new words and their mean-
ings—mostly a simple reading of the dictionary-like entries provided,”
but they did not use “elaborative acquisition procedures.” Thus, there
was a “lack of association between use of context and recall of word
meaning” (p. 101).

Henning’s (1973) experiments involved recognition memory. Target
words were presented in a tape-recorded paragraph, and the learners
immediately attempted to recognize the target words mixed among
acoustic (rhyming) and semantic (meaning) distractors on paper. When
language learners are asked to learn and recall words in an L2, will
picture cues, L1 cues, or L2 cues serve as the strongest prompts?
Although pictorial stimuli are known to constitute powerful influences
in most conditions of learning and remembering (e.g., Chen & Leung,
1989), research indicates that people generally give a verbal code to
incoming visual information (e.g., a picture) in short-term memory
(Baddeley, 1998). When individuals see a picture of a violin, it appears
that they covertly say violin or baiorin. As a consequence, language
learners who are relatively new to an L2 are likely to give a verbal code to
the picture based on their L1 (baiorin).

To summarize, the encoding-specificity principle contends that at the
time of recall, people are most likely to recall target items that are cued
(prompted) by the same cues that were present at the time of encoding
(initial learning). Equally plausible cues that were not present at the
time of encoding will be much less effective as retrieval cues. For
bilinguals, words from either language should be equally effective as cues
(e.g., baiorin-MUSIC or violin-MUSIC ). For relative novices in an L2, L1
cues (baiorin-MUSIC ) may serve as more effective cues than L2 cues
(violin-MUSIC ) because of the richer semantic, socially based context
from the L1, even when the target word is in the L2. An L2 cue requires
extra translation steps to the comparable L1 word before broader
semantic context is accessible. Pictures should be better cues than L2
cues are, but because pictures are thought to evoke a verbal code, there
may be an easy translation step to the L1 (baiorin) that makes them
somewhat less effective than L1 cues. Some evidence suggests that, for
both L1 learners (children) and L2 learners, there is a developmental
sequence from less semantic-based association (acoustic and simple
meaning) to more semantic-based association (conceptual meaning
within a more-inclusive semantic network).
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RESEARCH QUESTION

An important question asks what types of cues serve as the most
effective recall prompts for L2 learners. In the experiment described
here, the learners were native-Japanese-speaking college students who
were studying English at an elementary level. Which of four cuing
conditions (picture cues, Japanese cues, English cues, or no cues) best
helps these students store and retrieve English words?

The encoding-specificity principle dictates that the cues allowing
strongest associative, semantic links to the target at the time of encoding
will prove superior in facilitating recall. As such, we first expected that
Japanese cues should constitute strong semantic-meaning prompts (baiorin
and associated context) and that the students would require translation
of only the English target word (MUSIC ) in this condition. Second,
picture cues should also be strong prompts but may show somewhat less
effect if the easy translation from the picture to the Japanese verbal code
occurs. Further, these encoding cues (Japanese cues and picture cues)
should hold up well over time in delayed recall. Third, English cues may
be least effective in prompting recall of English target words. Each
cue-target pair may require a double translation in which the English cue
(violin) would require extra considerations or steps for translation to the
Japanese equivalent (baiorin), and a similar translation of the target
(MUSIC ) would also occur. Fourth, when no cue is present, the learner is
required to simply try to recall target English words that were present in
the original list with no associated prompt. This condition, based on
cued-recall research and the encoding-specificity principle, should yield
the poorest recall performance.

METHOD

The participants were 48 undergraduate volunteers from a U.S.
university who were enrolled in elementary-level ESL classes. All were
native speakers of Japanese who had been in the U.S. for 7 months and
had recently achieved TOEFL scores between 325 and 400. Accordingly,
all were considered developmentally advanced in Japanese and unso-
phisticated in English.

The cue words were all strong associates (but not synonyms) of the
target words, drawn from word association norms. The 48 cue-target
pairs were each assigned a random digit from 1 to 4 to place it in one of
the four conditions: (a) the English cue condition (e.g., barn-HORSE),
(b) the picture cue condition (e.g., [picture of pants]–SHIRT ), (c) the
Romanji cue condition (e.g., tsuki-STAR), or (d) no cue condition (e.g.,
*****-NURSE ) (12 pairs in each condition). The pairs were then
arranged in random order on a study sheet with the cue on the left and
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the target on the right. The study sheet and the test sheet used different
random orders, and additional randomization was used to combat other
possible order effects. The pages were typed double spaced, with the
words cue and TARGET heading the columns. Underlines were used on
the test sheet as blanks where the target words were to be written (see the
Appendix).

Participants were given written instructions and were told that they
would have 12 minutes to learn the target words and cues. Participants
then studied the 48 cue-target pairs from the study sheet for 12 minutes.
Immediately thereafter, the study sheets were collected, and test sheets
were given to participants. Two minutes elapsed between the end of the
study period and the start of the testing period. Participants wrote as
many of the 48 target words as they could recall. One week (7 or 8 days)
later, the participants took an unannounced delayed-recall test on the
same pairs with the cues presented in a different random order than on
the the immediate-recall test. The participants again wrote as many of
the 48 target words as they could recall.

RESULTS

Means and standard deviations for the four cue conditions on the
immediate-recall test and the delayed-recall test are presented in Table 1.

We computed an analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine if
performance differed across the four cuing conditions on the
immediate-recall test (repeated measures, within subjects). Homogene-
ity of variance by Hartley’s Fmax test (p < .01) demonstrated this analysis to
be appropriate. This analysis of variance yielded a significant difference,
F(3, 141) = 75.9, p < .01, among the conditions. A follow-up test (the
Duncan multiple-range test) revealed that the three conditions in which
cues were present (the English, picture, and Romanji cue conditions)
each produced better recall than the no-cue condition (each p < .01). We
computed a second ANOVA to determine whether performance differed
across the four cuing conditions on the delayed-recall test (repeated
measures, within subjects). Homogeneity of variance by Hartley’s Fmax test
(p < .01) demonstrated this analysis to be appropriate. The ANOVA
yielded a significant difference, F(3, 141) = 62.1, p < .01, among the
conditions. The follow-up test indicated that all three of the conditions
in which cues were present produced better recall than did the no-cue
condition (p < .01). More importantly, although the English and picture
cues did not differ significantly in the recall they produced, the Romanji
cues produced significantly better delayed recall than either the English
or the picture cues did (both p < .01).
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DISCUSSION

English, picture, and Romanji cues produced better immediate recall
and better delayed recall than no cues did. In fact, these three types of
cues were equally effective on the immediate-recall test. Although
participants’ mean recall of target words was slightly higher under the
Romanji cue condition than under the English cue condition immedi-
ately after the participants had studied the words, the Romanji cue
condition was not significantly more facilitative at that point than
English or picture cues were. After a week, however, on a surprise retest,
the Romanji cues facilitated better recall of English. The encoding-
specificity principle would thus support the Japanese cue as more
transfer-appropriate for making lasting semantic connections to English
words for these learners. If the learners initially translated pictures into
Japanese language cues (Baddeley, 1998), the extra step may have
lessened the long-term effectiveness of the picture cues.

The findings from this preliminary investigation recommend subse-
quent work that would explicate the relationships of the encoding-
specificity principle to transfer-appropriate teaching and learning. A
more complete experiment or series of investigations might incorporate
the four cue conditions (English, picture, Romanji, no cue) with target
words from both the L1 (Japanese) and the L2 (English) rather than
only the L2. This would allow a comparison of the relative facilitative
effects of these cues when the native language versus the L2 is the target
for recall. In addition, including participants with L1s and L2s different
from those in the present study would allow testing of the generalizability
of effects. If appropriate acoustic (rhyming) prompts can be con-
structed, the acoustic-to-semantic developmental effect identified for
children (Bach & Underwood, 1970) and for recognition of words
(Henning, 1973) can be tested for L2 learners’ recall of words.

The results of this preliminary study suggest that ESL reading instruc-
tion might incorporate cued blanks in cloze readings. Teachers could
construct paragraphs in which a cue (not a synonym) precedes the cloze

TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for Immediate- and Delayed-Recall Tests, by Cue Condition

Immediate test Delayed test

Cue condition M SD M SD

No cue 5.21 4.13 2.04 2.30
English 9.50 2.98 5.33 2.83
Picture 9.83 2.55 5.60 3.62
Romanji 10.00 2.50 6.77 3.08
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blank to be guessed by the reader. In the first reading of the paragraph,
the learner might encounter a picture cue, an L1 cue, or even an L2 cue
before each blank. For instance, in the picture-cue condition, a sentence
might be, “The boy sat in the [picture of table] CHAIR.” An L1 cue
before a cloze word in a sentence might be, “The man picked up the
(yuri-kago) BABY.” Well-known English words could serve as cues for new
English words, as in “Jason bought a beautiful (beer) MUG.”

There are, of course, other potential applications. Vocabulary lists,
either constructed by instructors or by students for self-study, could show
the traditional pairing of the L1 word and the L2 word side-by-side. In
addition, a cue word (not a synonym) or picture might accompany each
pair (e.g., kabin-VASE accompanied by the English word flower, the
Romanji word for flower, or a picture of a flower). The additional
context provided by the cue may encourage more meaningful encoding
and later facilitate more meaningful retrieval from that larger semantic
context. Rebus (picture-word) puzzles or flash cards could involve
various combinations of L1 and L2 words as well as associated cues. A
textbook might show the word su, the word nest, or a picture of a nest in
the margin (or interspersed in the text) when the student is to read bird
in a sentence. A computer program could present the L1 words,
associated cues in one form or another, and the L2 target words.
Subsequently, if a learner presented with the L1 word produces an
incorrect response or no response, the computer might prompt with the
original cue from the encoding context. Similarly, a teacher might
superimpose progressively facilitative cues on an overhead projector to
activate the conceptual schema for a word and facilitate recall. In these
potential applications, the value of different types of cues may be
predicted from the present research, but experimentation by instructors
and students as well as the scientific community is warranted because of
the variety of conditions that may be used. Variations on the theme of the
use of cuing during encoding and recall may contribute to constructive
advances in the architecture of L2 learning.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Appreciation is expressed to Masao Nakamura for advice on the materials and to Lori
Britton for manuscript preparation.

THE AUTHORS

Sherry A. Dorobish received a doctoral degree in educational psychology at West
Virginia University and is an instructor of ESL at Salem-Teikyo University.

Richard T. Walls is Professor of educational psychology and director of research for
the Rehabilitation Research and Training Center, West Virginia University.



BRIEF REPORTS 781

REFERENCES

Bach, M. J., & Underwood, B. J. (1970). Developmental changes in memory
attributes. Journal of Educational Psychology, 61, 292–296.

Baddeley, A. (1998). Human memory: Theory and practice (Rev. ed.). Boston: Allyn &
Bacon.

Chen, H., & Leung, Y. (1989). Patterns of lexical processing in a nonnative language.
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 15, 316–325.

Dufour, R., & Kroll, J. F. (1995). Matching words to concepts in two languages: A test
of the concept mediation model of bilingual representation. Memory and Cogni-
tion, 23, 166–180.

Durgunoglu, A. Y., & Roediger, H. L. (1987). Test differences accessing bilingual
memory. Journal of Memory and Language, 26, 377–391.

Henning, G. H. (1973). Remembering foreign language vocabulary: Acoustic and
semantic parameters. Language Learning, 23, 185–196.

Kroll, J. F., & Stewart, E. (1994). Category interference in translation and picture
naming: Evidence for asymmetric connection between bilingual memory repre-
sentations. Journal of Memory and Language, 33, 149–174.

Lawson, M. J., & Hogben, D. (1996). The vocabulary-learning strategies of
foreign-language students. Language Learning, 46, 101–135.

Martin, E. (1975). Generation-recognition theory and the encoding specificity
principle. Psychological Review, 82, 150–153.

Pellegrino, J. W., & Salzberg, P. M. (1975). Encoding specificity in cued recall and
context recognition. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human Learning and Memory,
104, 261–270.

Santa, J. L., & Lamwers, L. L. (1974). Encoding specificity: Fact or artifact. Journal of
Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 13, 412–423.

Tulving, E., & Osler, S. (1968). Effectiveness of retrieval cues in memory for words.
Journal of Experimental Psychology, 77, 593–601.

Tulving, E., & Thomson, D. M. (1973). Encoding specificity and retrieval processes in
episodic memory. Psychological Review, 80, 352–373.

APPENDIX
The 48 Cue-Target Pairsa

cue TARGET cue TARGET

page BOOK retasu TOMATO
* * * * * * COW PIC table CHAIR
PIC knife FORK burashi COMB
happa TREE * * * * * * HONEY
mouse CAT PIC square ROUND
* * * * * * NURSE Bible CHURCH
PIC spider WEB PIC head EYES
shima-uma STRIPES * * * * * * WINDOW
PIC pants SHIRT PIC leg ARM
pen INK mug BEER

aThe pairs are listed in one of the two random orders used on the study sheets.
PIC = picture cue; ****** = no cue.
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PIC spool NEEDLE kabin FLOWER
bed PILLOW * * * * * * BUTTER
* * * * * * NAIL seed PLANT
boru BAT su BIRD
* * * * * * SHOT PIC wagon WHEEL
PIC coat HAT * * * * * * POLE
baiorin MUSIC te FOOT
PIC woman MAN * * * * * * COOK
* * * * * * APPLE sock SHOE
yuri-kago BABY * * * * * * QUEEN
barn HORSE carrot RABBIT
tsuki STAR torakku CAR
* * * * * * WRONG green GRASS
stop GO PIC saucer CUP

cue TARGET cue TARGET
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Edited by H. DOUGLAS BROWN
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Teaching Pronunciation: A Reference for Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages.
Marianne Celce-Murcia, Donna M. Brinton, and Janet M. Goodwin.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. Pp. xii + 435.

■ On the back cover of the book, the publishers state that Teaching
Pronunciation “offers current and prospective teachers of English a
comprehensive treatment of pronunciation pedagogy, drawing on both
current theory and practice.” In spite of a general awareness of its role in
ESL and EFL programs, pronunciation is still an almost neglected area
in teacher education programs, whether pre- or in-service. Nor does the
teaching of pronunciation with all its related components play an
obvious role in many EFL textbooks and syllabi. For the majority of
learners, pronunciation and intonation remain the most difficult skills to
learn. In fact, the teaching of pronunciation is not an easy matter for
various reasons. The teacher has to have a thorough and systematic
knowledge of English phonology, but knowing the sound system is not
enough, as the teacher has to have appropriate pedagogical tools to
make this knowledge accessible to the learners. Teaching Pronunciation is
good news for both native and nonnative English-speaking ESL/EFL
teachers. It brings theory and practice together and presents them in an
accessible manner.

With four parts and 12 chapters, the book is comprehensive in
coverage. The first part, in 2 chapters, provides the teacher with research
findings from the last four decades about the teaching and acquisition of
pronunciation skills and the way pronunciation has been treated over
the past 100 years. Of particular relevance are the sections dealing with
learner variables that affect pronunciation, such as age, exposure to the
target language, and the native language. Parts 2 and 3 are devoted to
the sound system. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with the various combinations of
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consonants and vowels that make up the inventory of English sounds.
Chapter 5 covers suprasegmental features such as word stress, sentence
stress, and rhythm. In chapter 6 the authors address the question of
prominence and intonation in discourse. Learners need to be aware that
pronunciation is often affected by sociocultural contexts and by the
purpose of communication, and this chapter draws on the field of
discourse analysis to show the role of discourse context and the speaker’s
intent in determining the intonation of streams of speech. Chapters 7, 8,
and 9 focus on the intersection of the sound system with the areas of
listening, inflectional morphology, and orthography. The authors em-
phasize that, because the sound system is a resource for creating
meaning and expressing a variety of language, teachers cannot teach the
system in a vacuum.

In chapter 11, drawing from the fields of psychology, drama, and
speech pathology, the authors provide the teacher with new directions in
the teaching of pronunciation. All the presented techniques depart from
the traditional approach. Teachers are reminded that nativelike speech
should not necessarily be the target model, nor should accuracy be the
sole focus for pronunciation activities. Chapter 12 is of particular
relevance to teacher educators as it stresses the role of pronunciation in
the curriculum and provides suggestions and case studies for training
sessions. The authors end the book with the question of testing and
evaluation. This last chapter is very important to the teacher as it
presents an array of productive pronunciation and oral tests. These tests
are productive in that they provide the learners with an opportunity for
feedback on their performance.

Teaching Pronunciation is a valuable resource book. It is comprehensive
and grounded in research findings. In addition to the many tables and
charts explaining the consonant and vowel systems and their positions
and articulations, the authors provide, at the end of every chapter, a
guided practice section that presents a set of useful communicative
activities. It should be mentioned that the book is based on the North
American sound system and not the British one. The differences
between the two systems are addressed in an appendix. Teaching Pronun-
ciation can be used at different levels and in different contexts, in teacher
education programs or by individual teachers who are interested in
learning more about teaching pronunciation.

SALAH TROUDI
United Arab Emirates University
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Grammar in the Composition Classroom: Essays on
Teaching ESL for College-Bound Students.
Patricia Byrd and Joy M. Reid. Boston: Heinle & Heinle, 1998.
Pp. ix + 195.

■ Whether language professionals teach university ESL writing and
grammar, design curriculum, or act as a campus resource for other
academic faculty needing help with international students in their
classes, they should read Grammar in the Composition Classroom. This book
is a no-nonsense, right-on resource that explains where the ESL profes-
sional must begin in rethinking and redesigning effective curricula for
the ESL student who will soon be undertaking university credit courses.

Reid emphasizes the need to determine who the learners are and how
they learn best before determining what they should learn, shifting the
focus away from learners’ errors and toward the learners. Her description
of the differences between immigrant L2 students and international
students provide strong support for this approach. Byrd guides the reader
through selecting appropriate grammar and putting it into the context of
writing while keeping in mind the reading and writing tasks the students
will encounter in their undergraduate and graduate disciplines.

Teachers of advanced writing should pay particular attention to
chapter 6. In it the authors present the special challenges of suasive verbs
(e.g., agree, ask, urge), conditional and hypothetical sentences, and those
ever-confounding modals. Their treatment of the underlying cultural
factors that control the use of these grammatical forms provides insights
for anyone dealing with the teaching or learning of English rhetoric.
This information could be translated into curricula, classroom lessons,
or faculty workshops to provide immediate help for teachers and
learners alike.

In chapter 7, Reid sets out the knotty issue of ESL paper correction
and possible methods of responding to nonnative English writing. With
uncommon common sense, she proposes a system for identifying errors,
selecting errors for correction, knowing how to correct the selected
errors, and effectively returning the student to the task of revision.
Underlying all she writes is her philosophy of respect for the learners’
intelligence and creativity as well as the understanding of the teacher’s
complex task of reading and correcting ESL writing.

In the final chapter, Byrd writes about some of the implications of the
using computers in ESL instruction. She presents an overview of current
computer applications: word processing, networked labs, e-mail, and the
World Wide Web. And she raises questions that ESL programs must
address as they introduce these technological innovations into their
curricula.
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Throughout the book the authors have included sources (new and
old), connected the seminal research with recent studies, and left
signposts pointing to work that must be done in the future. Their nine
and a half pages of references will delight any researcher, and their
diagrams and charts are both instructive and supportive for the work
they encourage the ESL profession to undertake in the design and
implementation of effective ESL curricula.

CHERYL MCKENZIE
San José State University

On Becoming a Language Educator: Personal Essays on
Professional Development.
Christine Pearson Casanave and Sandra R. Schecter (Eds.).
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 1997. Pp. xxi + 243.

■ This collection is worthy of attention first for its unique concept,
personal essays that are narrative, confessional, and deeply moving from
individuals well known in the fields of L1, L2, and bilingual education.
This type of writing—intimate revelations as a conduit for commentary
on language policy, pedagogy, and professionalism—is rarely seen and is
hugely successful as a catalyst to self-reflection. The readings propelled
me into my own personal history, causing me to recall how my educa-
tional philosophy has been rooted, nourished, and grown, pushing me
into reconceptualizing my teaching and reformulating my goals. Taken
as a whole, these essays observe and expose, evaluate and challenge
numerous facets of systemic control of balances of power in the
classroom, the profession, and the social context within which educa-
tional activities are carried out.

The graduate students targeted by this text will be aided in personal
exploration by the grouping and framing of the 19 essays with introduc-
tory commentary, discussion prompts, and activity prompts. In a
discussion-based course the essays could serve as a primary text; the
questions can be easily extended and personalized by the course leader
for students with some previous teaching experience. The activity
prompts serve as an effective basis for outside assignments. Used as a
supplementary text, the book humanizes issues that may appear exces-
sively abstract in more traditional academic texts.

Grouping essays within themes, though perhaps necessary for edito-
rial purposes, is somewhat artificial. Connections among essays are so
quickly forthcoming in discussion that these themes rapidly lose cogency.
My graduate students have made a practice of pausing to draw associa-
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tions from each essay to nearly every other. Further, the authors and
their specialties are diverse, including Jill Sinclair Bell, Jim Cummins,
Carole Edelsky, John Fanselow, Lily Wong Fillmore, Michèle Foster,
Norma González, Denise Murray, Judy Winn-Bell Olsen, Vivian Paley,
Thomas Scovel, David Shea, Trudy Smoke, Alan Strand, and Peter Paul,
whose essay on deaf students is particularly welcome.

This volume brings home forcefully the inextricable flow of power in
linguistic relations among individuals, groups, learners, and their men-
tors. Reflections on the authority (and responsibility) of classroom
teachers, dissertation advisors, and teacher educators in their relations
with learners pose intricate questions about the ownership of learning.
Observations on the power of academe to define the voice of discourse,
the stance of objectivity required of researchers examining their own
communities, and the relative value of pedagogy and inquiry expose
presuppositions often unconsciously internalized and respected in con-
travention of personal intuitions and values. Insights into the impor-
tance of native culture and bilingual education, the quandaries for the
deaf in choosing between oral or sign-based language education, the
educational effects of language policy on the Irish, and the social effects
of religious policy on the Irish demonstrate how linguistic decisions can
be coerced by political or economic power. That the authors occasionally
offer contradicting evidence illustrates the complexity of employing or
challenging power relations.

This collection is replete with highly individual stories that at once
make power relations palpable and compel one to reexamine them in
one’s own personal contexts. Whether as a thought-provoking addition
to a personal library on professionalism or a riveting and effective
graduate school course book, this collection is an original, much-needed
investigation of identity and power in language education, an invaluable
contribution to critical pedagogy.

GUY MODICA
Seikei University

The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language.
David Crystal. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
Pp. vii + 489.

■ Very few professional reference books lend themselves to pleasure
reading, but David Crystal’s Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language
certainly does. Now available in paperback, although still oversized and
heavy, it provides interesting and enjoyable reading no matter which
page one turns to.
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Perhaps the first question one asks with regard to such a work is, “Just
what does an encyclopedia of a language look like?” Most encyclopedias
are organized alphabetically. This one is not. Crystal begins with the
history of the English language and moves on to sections on vocabulary,
grammar, and the sound and writing systems. He also includes a section
on using the language that covers discourse; regional, social, and
personal variation; and learning about English. The latter includes
learning English as a mother tongue and new ways of learning the
language, with emphasis on dictionaries and technology. This organiza-
tional structure means that a quick look at the detailed index is essential
if the reader is interested in a specific topic.

In attempting to create a work such as this, clearly one of the problems
facing the author was limiting its scope. For example, it would be
impossible to give equal attention to all varieties of English. Thus the
work focuses on British and American versions of the language, although
it does not ignore others. They are simply not given the same emphasis.
Other limits had to be set. For instance, this encyclopedia is not a
linguistics book. Therefore, in the historical section there is little
mention of such topics as Proto Indo-European; rather it begins with
Anglo-Saxon. With regard to modern times, Noam Chomsky’s name
does not appear in the Index of Authors and Personalities found at the
end.

This encyclopedia has a great deal of popular appeal, due in part to
the inclusion of beautiful illustrations and intriguing sidebars found
throughout. It also contains interesting trivia concerning the English
language. A reader does not need to be a language expert to appreciate
this information. One can find, for example, a list of the top 10 girls’ and
boys’ names in England and the U.S. from the last century to the
present, the folk etymology behind how various cuts of beef got their
names, nine intonation patterns for the word yes, and a list of dated
words such as breeches, parlour, and bodice. In the hands of a creative ESL
instructor this type of trivia, selected carefully, could add interest to a
mid- to high-level ESL class by sparking discussion about some of the
more unusual topics.

For both professional and pleasure reading, this encyclopedia has
much to offer almost anyone. As Crystal writes in the preface, “The
language as a whole belongs to no one, yet everyone owns part of it, has
an interest in it, and has an opinion about it . . . . All languages are
fascinating, beautiful, full of surprises, moving, awesome, fun. I hope I
have succeeded in provoking at least one of these responses on every
page” (p. vi). For this reviewer, he certainly has.

DODY MESSERSCHMITT
University of San Francisco
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Corpus Linguistics: Investigating Language Structure and Use.
Douglas Biber, Susan Conrad, and Randi Reppen. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998. Pp. x + 295.

■ In recent years, corpus linguistics research has become increasingly
common in applied linguistics. It has made important contributions in
the development of dictionaries and grammar books (as in the Cobuild
project) and in providing insights into the patterns of naturally occur-
ring language. A major obstacle to further corpus research, though, has
been the lack of a comprehensive, comprehensible work explaining the
basics; much work published to date is highly technical, highly special-
ized, and very difficult for the uninitiated to understand or replicate.
Thus the newest book in the Cambridge Approaches to Linguistics
series, Corpus Linguistics: Investigating Language Structure and Use, is most
welcome for those interested in gaining an in-depth understanding of
corpus linguistics. The volume is an accessible introduction to the
research questions, methodologies, and applications of corpus linguis-
tics, written by three leading corpus researchers.

Part I (“Investigating the Use of Language Features”) takes the reader
through the process of conducting corpus research. The authors identify
research questions, explain methods for data gathering, and illustrate
how language use differs in spoken and written varieties as well as in
different written genres. Differences in the methods for researching
lexical, grammatical, and discourse questions are addressed in detail in
separate chapters, with the tools and techniques clearly explained
through applications to real-world questions. For example, the authors
investigate uses of that- and to- complement clauses through a computer-
ized corpus search and then apply the results to language learning
scenarios and ESL text books.

Part II (“Investigating the Characteristics of Varieties”) applies the
techniques described in Part I to more complex questions of socio-
linguistics, first and second language acquisition, and historical linguis-
tics. The development of dimensions of features that tend to co-occur in
a corpus is demonstrated in multidimensional analysis, a technique for
examining more than one aspect of language at a time. Biber, Reppen,
and Conrad provide the example of a multidimensional analysis of a
corpus of children’s writing. This section takes the reader through the
process of determining how children’s writing develops over time by
looking at the co-occurrence of features such as use of nouns, average
word length, nominalization, and use of passives. Although the statistical
features are complicated, the authors’ explanations help the reader
understand the rationale behind and interpretation of multidimensional
analysis.
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One of the most outstanding aspects of this volume is the inclusion of
detailed explanations of corpus analysis techniques in 10 methodology
boxes. For those interested in pursuing corpus linguistics further, these
boxes provide invaluable pointers on developing a representative corpus,
tagging texts for analysis, and running statistical analyses on the data.

Corpus Linguistics is an exceptionally well written, comprehensible
treatment of an area of applied linguistics research that can be difficult
for nonexperts to navigate conceptually and methodologically. This
book is valuable for applied linguists who wish to improve understanding
of corpus linguistics research as well as for those interested in conduct-
ing corpus research. With its many insights into language acquisition and
natural language use, one can only hope that this volume will stimulate
more corpus research in applied linguistics, especially in the develop-
ment of ESL materials that reflect actual language use.

KRISTEN PRECHT
Northern Arizona University

Discovering American Culture.
Cheryl L. Delk. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1997.
Pp. xii + 131.

■ Part of Alliance, the Michigan State University Textbook Series of
Theme-based Content Instruction for ESL/EFL, Discovering American
English is designed for intermediate-level students. Its author, a language
specialist at Western Michigan University’s Career English Language
Center for International Students, states that her book “will help
students learn how to talk about another culture and then will introduce
them to aspects of the culture that most Americans share” (p. 1). After
such a comprehensively phrased statement, Delk clarifies that such goals
are to be achieved through lessons focused on understanding and
identifying U.S. cultural values, behavior, and beliefs.

The book is divided into six user-friendly chapters varying in length
from 16 to 28 pages and sharing a section called Cultural Values
Application. Chapter titles indicate the thematic territory to be covered:
“Taking Off: A First Look at Culture”; “Speaking Out: How Americans
Communicate”; “Shopping Around: Consumerism in the United States”;
“Hitting the Books: The American Education System”; “Earning a Living:
The American Workplace”; and “Getting Along: Family Life in the
United States.”

All chapters, organizationally alike with the exception of the first, have
five sections: Opening Activity (intended to heighten students’ awareness
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through a problem-solving type of activity); A Look Behind/A Look Ahead
(a review of the previous chapter or an overview of the current chapter);
To the Student (a statement of content and language objectives); Vocabu-
lary Development (a variety of engaging activities centered on forms of
address, word morphology, dictionary use, nonsexist job titles, and
contextualized vocabulary cards, and Cultural Values Application (match-
ing a situation, belief, or statement with a corresponding value).

What can users of this clearly written and visually well-documented
textbook read, write, and talk about? The titles of the 10 reading
passages and selections give an idea of the topics to be dealt with:
“Anthropology” (this title is not in the student’s book), “Stereotypes,”
“American Small Talk,” “The Formation of Values in a Society,” “Struc-
ture of American Schools,” “Higher Education in the United States,”
“Problems in American Education,” “American Occupations: Past and
Present,” “American Families of the 90s,” “Any Roof but the Kids’” (on
the isolation of the elderly in the U.S.). That is not all the cultural raw
material learners have to process, discuss, and question. Delk provides an
abundance of additional cross-culturally revealing facts through authen-
tic texts such as slogans, a newspaper article on body language, a comic
strip, classified ads, a credit card bill, a dictionary page, and a university
catalogue excerpt.

Are there questionable features in a book with so many noteworthy
traits? Given its generally high informational value, references could
have been provided for each chapter to help students (and their
instructors) further enhance their intercultural preparation. Delk does
so for only five of the above-mentioned readings. Also conspicuously
missing is an index: The wealth of concepts throughout the book would
be ample justification for including one.

Discovering American English has a lot for students both in ESL and EFL
contexts. Cross-culturally, it can be used as a source in comparing its
author’s checklist of 12 U.S. cultural values with similar compilations
based on other cultures. Educational psychology has long stressed the
importance of discovery learning, and this textbook lives up to that
sound principle by helping students construct their intercultural compe-
tence through an engaging but also entertaining way. For teaching a
course in U.S. culture for undergraduates at my university or at the local
binational center, Delk’s text would be my first choice. Commendably,
the author provides an accompanying teacher’s manual (62 pages),
reflecting the pilot testing of this volume. In short, it is a welcome
addition to the literature of English-language-learning-as-culture.

FRANCISCO GOMES DE MATOS
Federal University of Pernambuco and Associão Brasil-America
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Foundations.
Steven J. Molinsky and Bill Bliss. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall
Regents, 1996. Pp. xi + 212.

■ Foundations is designed to provide low-beginning-level students with
the fundamental vocabulary and language needed to communicate in
real situations. The material is suitable for both teenage and adult
beginning-level learners in ESL and EFL settings.

The book consists of 15 function-based chapters. Topics include
everyday activities, the classroom, housing and furniture, numbers, and
time. Segments within a chapter are interrelated but do not have to be
used sequentially. Each chapter begins with an attractive illustration
showing everyday situations that introduce key vocabulary and language
to be covered in the chapter. The illustration is followed by questions
that help students predict what they will learn in the chapter, then by
guided contextualized conversations that focus on situations that model
the key vocabulary. Using the model conversations, students use new
vocabulary to create their own conversations. Next, teachers may choose
from among a variety of follow-up exercises under such groupings as
Games, Listening, Information Gap, Language in Motion (activities that
have students move around as they ask each other questions and gather
information), and Language Experience Journal (writing activities that
promote beginning-level writing on topics of high interest and rele-
vance). These activities are valuable in that they require students to
interact with one another. Each chapter concludes with a review of key
vocabulary and reflective activities, asking students to assess their target
language skills.

Foundations provides students with a variety of interesting and mean-
ingful activities by using different forms of representation through which
different learning styles, abilities, and strengths are taken into account.
The book also makes effective and creative use of photographs and other
illustrations, some of which are valuable as schema activators. Topics are
authentic and relate well to students’ daily lives. Each chapter also
contains a discussion section called “Different Cultures, Different Ways,”
which promotes cultural awareness while teaching language.

Although the intent of this book is to promote all four skills (listening,
speaking, reading, and writing), one drawback is that it does not provide
enough reading activities. Because it is not easy to create reading
exercises for low-beginning-level students, it would be helpful if the book
contained at least one reading passage in each chapter. Another short-
coming is that some of the model conversations are not natural, for
example, “Is this your _____?” “Yes, it is. Thank you.” and “What month
is it?” “It’s ______.” “Thanks.” Although it is important to be able to
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answer in full sentences, in real situations, people rarely say “Yes, it is” or
ask what month it is.

Overall, however, for teachers wanting a book to teach functional
contextualized English in a stimulating way, this text offers a comprehen-
sive approach. The text is well organized and provides students with a
wide range of activities that are interesting, stimulating, and, most
importantly, appropriate for beginners. Supplemented with additional
readings and immersion/extension activities, this text will help students
build foundation skills as they also build communicative competence
and cross-cultural awareness.

YUMI KAKAZU
Southern Illinois University at Carbondale

Talk It Over! Oral Communication for the Real World.
Joann Rishel Kozyrev. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998. Pp. x + 150.

■ Talk It Over! is the second book of an oral communication series for
intermediate and advanced ESL students. Providing a wealth of commu-
nication activities, each chapter includes the skills of listening, note-taking,
pronunciation, and speaking. The text is accompanied by an audiocas-
sette, with recordings of authentic speech reflecting a wide range of
accents. Topics include alternative medicine, television game shows
around the world, culture, biotechnology, environmental activism, ac-
cents and dialects, success in business, and North American television
programs. Each of the eight chapters is divided into seven sections:
Introduction, Listening One, Pronunciation, Listening Two, Talk It
Over!, Further Practice, and Self-Evaluation Chart.

The introduction to each chapter includes a brainstorming activity in
addition to a short reading, graph, questionnaire, or quiz to provide the
students with background vocabulary and information on the topic of
the chapter. Listening One includes further prelistening activities. The
actual listening involves two parts: Global Listening, with exercises on
comprehension of main ideas, and Closer Listening, with exercises
covering details of the passage. These are followed by After You Listen,
which includes, for the most part, discussion questions.

Listening One is divided into two subsections. The first, Note-taking,
offers an explanation of and extensive practice in a particular note-taking
skill or style. Abbreviations, concept mapping, and outlining are a few
skills that are covered. The students are then asked to practice while
listening to the passage again. The second subsection, Pronunciation,
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focuses on the suprasegmentals of the English sound system, using
sentences from the Listening One passage for the exercises. One
characteristic of the language, such as syllable stress, is explained, and
both aural and oral exercises provide the students with the opportunity
to focus their attention on one specific aspect of the language, be it
pronunciation, fluency, or meaning. Listening Two, the following sec-
tion, focuses on a second, shorter listening passage, which is related in
theme to the first passage and offers a different viewpoint on the subject.

In the next section of the chapter, Talk It Over!, the students practice
speaking and pronunciation. Designed to improve fluency and accuracy,
the activities in this section are based on real-life situations in academia
and business. An explanation is given of a communication skill (e.g.,
defending an opinion or presenting to a small group), and students are
given opportunities to practice. Additional opportunities to practice
outside the classroom are provided in Further Practice, with activities
that utilize television, radio, the Internet, and the surrounding community.

Each chapter concludes with a Self-Evaluation Chart, allowing the
instructor to provide feedback to individual students and allowing the
students to tell the instructor what they perceive to be their strengths and
weaknesses in the areas of note-taking, speaking, and pronunciation. A
thorough explanation of how this chart can be used, along with the
author’s philosophy on evaluation, is found in the Instructor’s Resource
Manual, which also contains helpful suggestions on conducting and
evaluating group work.

The two most salient qualities of Talk It Over! are its flexibility and
variety of creative, collaborative activities. It is flexible in that instructors
are free to focus on what their students require: listening, speaking, or
pronunciation. The activities are numerous and varied, encouraging the
students to improve fluency and accuracy while they discuss appealing
topics. The text would be an excellent addition to any ESL program with
a content- or theme-based curriculum.

ANN E. ROEMER
Utah State University
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BOOK NOTICES
TESOL Quarterly prints brief book notices announcing books of interest to readers.
Book Notices are not solicited. They are descriptive rather than evaluative. They are
compiled by the Book Review Editor from selected books that publishers have sent to
TESOL.

Immersion Education: International Perspectives.
Robert Keith Johnson and Merrill Swain. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997. Pp. xvi + 315.

■ This volume illustrates the implementation and practice of immersion
education in programs in North America, Europe, Asia, the Pacific, and
Africa, showing the many different situations in which it can be used and
the various purposes it can serve. An introductory chapter differentiates
immersion education from other types of bilingual education and
categorizes its varied uses. Thirteen case studies illustrate immersion
education in programs ranging from the preprimary to the tertiary level,
demonstrating how it can function in foreign language teaching, in
teaching a minority language to members of the language majority, in
reviving or supporting languages at risk, and in helping learners acquire
a language needed for wider communication or career advancement. A
final section reviews lessons from experiences with immersion in North
America and explores some of the new directions this approach is taking.
This text is for teachers, teacher educators, and applied linguists
involved in second and foreign language education as well as bilingual
education.

A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism.
Colin Baker. Avon, England: Multilingual Matters, 1995. Pp. xvi + 240.

■ This book provides an introduction to questions of bilingualism of
practical value. It is for parents and teachers who are bilinguals them-
selves and also for monolinguals who want to know more, for those with
some intuitive understanding of bilingual situations, and for those who
are starting from the very beginning. The style of the book is to pose
questions that people most often ask about raising bilingual children.
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Answers follow, written in direct, plain language. The book deals with
family questions, educational questions, and language issues and particu-
larly focuses on the problems that arise. The answers to the questions will
raise awareness of what challenges may be faced as bilingual family life
develops and what decisions have to be made.

Society and the Language Classroom.
Hywel Coleman. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Pp. ix + 240.

■ Through a series of case studies, the book examines the ways in which
learners and teachers behave in English language classrooms in different
parts of the world. It includes studies of classrooms in Australia, South
Africa, Indonesia, Japan, Kenya, China, and Pakistan, and at the primary,
secondary and tertiary levels. Thought-provoking issues emerging from
the case studies include the possibilities that language classrooms may
have nonpedagogical functions in addition to their language learning
role; that learners’ expectations of what behavior is appropriate in the
classroom may thwart teachers’ attempts to bring about change; and that
innovation may have unpredictable consequences unless preceded by
careful study of classroom behavior. The audience includes teachers,
teacher educators, and curriculum planners.

Text, Role, and Context.
Ann M. Johns. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
Pp. xvi + 158.

■ What does it mean to be literate within academic contexts? How can
literacy practitioners cooperate with discipline-specific faculty, and with
their students, to explore this issue and to work toward common goals?
In addressing these questions, the author argues for a socioliterate
approach in which students are asked to draw on their experiences with
genres and discourse communities in order to interpret, produce, and
critique texts within specific academic contexts. She also shows how
literacy practitioners can act as mediators within academic communities,
working with discipline-specific faculty in pedagogical endeavors; con-
ducting research across the curriculum; and encouraging students to
investigate and reflect upon the academic texts, roles, and contexts they
encounter. A socioliterate approach has important implications for the
reading and writing classroom as well. The final chapters of the volume
outline core curricular design principles and suggest several ways to
realize these principles through portfolio curricula.
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Language Teacher Education.
Jon Roberts. London: Arnold, 1998. Pp. x + 346.

■ Language Teacher Education is an introduction to language teacher
training and development for teachers and providers in preservice and
in-service programs. The text outlines the main theories of human
learning and applies them to teacher education. Based on a broadly
social constructivist perspectives, it suggests a framework for planning
preservice and in-service programs and is illustrated with case studies
from a range of training situations around the world and appendixes
containing teacher education materials. Language Teacher Education is
intended to inform readers’ practical decisions and to help them build
their own theories of teacher learning. It offers an overview of theories of
how individuals learn to teach, illustrative case studies of preservice and
in-service training programs, and a discussion of fundamental issues in
language teacher education, including the role of reflection in teacher
education, assessment, supervision and support, and issues in preservice
and in-service program design.

Inside Language.
Vivian Cook. London: Arnold, 1997. Pp. ix + 290.

■ What makes human language unique? How did language begin? This
book is a wide-ranging introduction to language, intended for students
and general readers alike. It explores questions about the nature of
human language, drawing on basic insights that have been developed by
linguistics in the 20th century. The author introduces the reader to the
study of language through chapters on grammar, sounds, writing, and
words, emphasizing these as systems within the overall system of lan-
guage. Later chapters look at the stages through which children learn
language and the theories that explain their rapid progress, at what can
go wrong with speech in childhood and maturity, and at how speakers of
a language show their different origins and class.

Very Young Learners.
Vanessa Reilly and Sheila M. Ward. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1997. Pp. 197.

■ Very Young Learners contains advice and ideas for teaching children
aged 3–6 years. The book is based on sound educational principles and
gives advice on child development and lesson planning as well as many
ideas for teaching specific language points and topics. There are over 80
activities, including games, songs, drama, stories, and arts and crafts, plus
photocopiable pages and flash cards.
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EDITORIAL POLICY
The TESOL Quarterly, a professional, refereed journal, encourages submis-
sion of previously unpublished articles on topics of significance to individu-
als concerned with the teaching of English as a second or foreign language
and of standard English as a second dialect. As a publication that represents
a variety of cross-disciplinary interests, both theoretical and practical, the
Quarterly invites manuscripts on a wide range of topics, especially in the
following areas:

1. psychology and sociology of language 3. testing and evaluation
learning and teaching; issues in research 4. professional
and research methodology preparation

2. curriculum design and development; 5. language planning
instructional methods, materials, and 6. professional standards
techniques

Because the Quarterly is committed to publishing manuscripts that contrib-
ute to bridging theory and practice in our profession, it particularly
welcomes submissions drawing on relevant research (e.g., in anthropology,
applied and theoretical linguistics, communication, education, English
education [including reading and writing theory], psycholinguistics, psy-
chology, first and second language acquisition, sociolinguistics, and sociol-
ogy) and addressing implications and applications of this research to issues
in our profession. The Quarterly prefers that all submissions be written so
that their content is accessible to a broad readership, including those
individuals who may not have familiarity with the subject matter addressed.
The TESOL Quarterly is an international journal. It welcomes submissions
from English language contexts around the world.

GENERAL INFORMATION FOR AUTHORS
Submission Categories
The TESOL Quarterly invites submissions in five categories:

Full-length articles. Contributors are strongly encouraged to submit manu-
scripts of no more than 20–25 double-spaced pages or 8,500 words (includ-
ing references, notes, and tables). Submit three copies plus three copies of
an informative abstract of not more than 200 words. If possible, indicate the
number of words at the end of the article. To facilitate the blind review
process, authors’ names should appear only on a cover sheet, not on the title
page; do not use running heads. Manuscripts should be submitted to the
incoming Editor of TESOL Quarterly :
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Carol Chapelle
203 Ross Hall
Iowa State University
Ames, IA 50011 U.S.A.

The following factors are considered when evaluating the suitability of a
manuscript for publication in the TESOL Quarterly :
• The manuscript appeals to the general interests of the TESOL Quarterly

readership.
• The manuscript strengthens the relationship between theory and prac-

tice: Practical articles must be anchored in theory, and theoretical articles
and reports of research must contain a discussion of implications or
applications for practice.

• The content of the manuscript is accessible to the broad readership of the
Quarterly, not only to specialists in the area addressed.

• The manuscript offers a new, original insight or interpretation and not
just a restatement of others’ ideas and views.

• The manuscript makes a significant (practical, useful, plausible) contri-
bution to the field.

• The manuscript is likely to arouse readers’ interest.
• The manuscript reflects sound scholarship and research design with

appropriate, correctly interpreted references to other authors and works.
• The manuscript is well written and organized and conforms to the

specifications of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Associ-
ation (4th ed.).

Reviews. The TESOL Quarterly invites succinct, evaluative reviews of pro-
fessional books, classroom texts, and other instructional resources (such as
computer software, video- or audiotaped material, and tests). Reviews should
provide a descriptive and evaluative summary and a brief discussion of the
significance of the work in the context of current theory and practice.
Submissions should generally be no longer than 500 words. Submit two
copies of the review to the Review Editor:

H. Douglas Brown
American Language Institute
San Francisco State University
1600 Holloway Avenue
San Francisco, CA 94132 U.S.A.

Review Articles. The TESOL Quarterly also welcomes occasional review
articles, that is, comparative discussions of several publications that fall into
a topical category (e.g., pronunciation, literacy training, teaching methodol-
ogy). Review articles should provide a description and evaluative comparison
of the materials and discuss the relative significance of the works in the
context of current theory and practice. Submissions should generally be no



INFORMATION FOR CONTRIBUTORS 801

longer than 1,500 words. Submit two copies of the review article to the
Review Editor at the address given above.

Brief Reports and Summaries. The TESOL Quarterly also invites short reports
on any aspect of theory and practice in our profession. We encourage
manuscripts that either present preliminary findings or focus on some
aspect of a larger study. In all cases, the discussion of issues should be
supported by empirical evidence, collected through qualitative or quantita-
tive investigations. Reports or summaries should present key concepts and
results in a manner that will make the research accessible to our diverse
readership. Submissions to this section should be 7–10 double-spaced pages,
or 3,400 words (including references, notes, and tables). If possible, indicate
the number of words at the end of the report. Longer articles do not appear in
this section and should be submitted to the Editor of the TESOL Quarterly for review.
Send one copy of the manuscript to each of the Editors of the Brief Reports
and Summaries section:

Rod Ellis Karen E. Johnson
Institute of Language 305 Sparks Building

Teaching and Learning Pennsylvania State University
Private Bag 92019 University Park, PA 16802 U.S.A.
Auckland, New Zealand

The Forum. The TESOL Quarterly welcomes comments and reactions from
readers regarding specific aspects or practices of our profession. Responses
to published articles and reviews are also welcome; unfortunately, we are not
able to publish responses to previous exchanges. Contributions to The
Forum should generally be no longer than 7–10 double-spaced pages or
3,400 words. If possible, indicate the number of words at the end of the
contribution. Submit two copies to the Editor of the TESOL Quarterly at the
address given above.

Brief discussions of qualitative and quantitative Research Issues and of
Teaching Issues are also published in The Forum. Although these contri-
butions are typically solicited, readers may send topic suggestions or make
known their availability as contributors by writing directly to the Editors of
these subsections.

Research Issues: Teaching Issues:
Patricia A. Duff Bonny Norton
Department of Department of

Language Education Language Education
University of British Columbia University of British Columbia
2125 Main Mall 2125 Main Mall
Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z4 Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z4
CANADA CANADA

Special-Topic Issues. Typically, one issue per volume will be devoted to a
special topic. Topics are approved by the Editorial Advisory Board of the
Quarterly. Those wishing to suggest topics or make known their availability as
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guest editors should contact the Editor of the TESOL Quarterly. Issues will
generally contain both invited articles designed to survey and illuminate
central themes as well as articles solicited through a call for papers.

General Submission Guidelines
1. All submissions to the Quarterly should conform to the requirements of

the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (4th ed.),
which can be obtained from the American Psychological Association,
Book Order Department, Dept. KK, P.O. Box 92984, Washington, DC
20090-2984 USA. Orders from the United Kingdom, Europe, Africa, or
the Middle East should be sent to American Psychological Association,
Dept. KK, 3 Henrietta Street, Covent Garden, London, WC2E 8LU,
England. For more information, e-mail order@apa.org or consult http://
www.apa.org/books/ordering.html.

2. All submissions to the TESOL Quarterly should be accompanied by a
cover letter that includes a full mailing address and both a daytime and
an evening telephone number. Where available, authors should include
an electronic mail address and fax number.

3. Authors of full-length articles, Brief Reports and Summaries, and Forum
contributions should include two copies of a very brief biographical
statement (in sentence form, maximum 50 words), plus any special
notations or acknowledgments that they would like to have included.
Double spacing should be used throughout.

4. The TESOL Quarterly provides 25 free reprints of published full-length
articles and 10 reprints of material published in the Reviews, Brief
Reports and Summaries, and The Forum sections.

5. Manuscripts submitted to the TESOL Quarterly cannot be returned to
authors. Authors should be sure to keep a copy for themselves.

6. It is understood that manuscripts submitted to the TESOL Quarterly have
not been previously published and are not under consideration for
publication elsewhere.

7. It is the responsibility of the author(s) of a manuscript submitted to the
TESOL Quarterly to indicate to the Editor the existence of any work
already published (or under consideration for publication elsewhere)
by the author(s) that is similar in content to that of the manuscript.

8. The Editor of the TESOL Quarterly reserves the right to make editorial
changes in any manuscript accepted for publication to enhance clarity
or style. The author will be consulted only if the editing has been
substantial.

9. The views expressed by contributors to the TESOL Quarterly do not
necessarily reflect those of the Editor, the Editorial Advisory Board, or
TESOL. Material published in the Quarterly should not be construed to
have the endorsement of TESOL.
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Statistical Guidelines

Because of the educational role the Quarterly plays modeling research in the
field, it is of particular concern that published research articles meet high
statistical standards. In order to support this goal, the following guidelines
are provided.

Reporting the study. Studies submitted to the Quarterly should be explained
clearly and in enough detail that it would be possible to replicate the design
of the study on the basis of the information provided in the article. Likewise,
the study should include sufficient information to allow readers to evaluate
the claims made by the author. In order to accommodate both of these
requirements, authors of statistical studies should present the following.

1. A clear statement of the research questions and the hypotheses that are
being examined.

2. Descriptive statistics, including the means, standard deviations, and
sample sizes, necessary for the reader to correctly interpret and evaluate
any inferential statistics.

3. Appropriate types of reliability and validity of any tests, ratings, ques-
tionnaires, and so on.

4. Graphs and charts that help explain the results.
5. Clear and careful descriptions of the instruments used and the types of

intervention employed in the study.
6. Explicit identifications of dependent, independent, moderator, inter-

vening, and control variables.
7. Complete source tables for statistical tests.
8. Discussions of how the assumptions underlying the research design were

met, assumptions such as random selection and assignment of subjects,
sufficiently large sample sizes so that the results are stable, etc.

9. Tests of the assumptions of any statistical tests, when appropriate.
10. Realistic interpretations of the statistical significance of the results

keeping in mind that the meaningfulness of the results is a separate and
important issue, especially for correlation.

Conducting the analyses. Quantitative studies submitted to the TESOL
Quarterly should reflect a concern for controlling Type I and Type II error.
Thus, studies should avoid multiple t tests, multiple ANOVAs, etc. However,
in the very few instances in which multiple tests might be employed, the
author should explain the effects of such use on the probability values in the
results. In reporting the statistical analyses, authors should choose one
significance level (usually .05) and report all results in terms of that level.
Likewise, studies should report effect size through such strength of associa-
tion measures as omega-squared or eta-squared along with beta (the
possibility of Type II error) whenever this may be important to interpreting
the significance of the results.
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Interpreting the results. The results should be explained clearly and the
implications discussed such that readers without extensive training in the
use of statistics can understand them. Care should be taken in making causal
inferences from statistical results, and these should be avoided with correla-
tional studies. Results of the study should not be overinterpreted or
overgeneralized. Finally, alternative explanations of the results should be
discussed.

Qualitative Research Guidelines
To ensure that Quarterly articles model rigorous qualitative research, the
following guidelines are provided.

Conducting the study. Studies submitted to the Quarterly should exhibit an
in-depth understanding of the philosophical perspectives and research
methodologies inherent in conducting qualitative research. Utilizing these
perspectives and methods in the course of conducting research helps to
ensure that studies are credible, valid, and dependable rather than impres-
sionistic and superficial. Reports of qualitative research should meet the
following criteria.

1. Data collection (as well as analyses and reporting) is aimed at uncovering
an emic perspective. In other words, the study focuses on research
participants’ perspectives and interpretations of behavior, events, and
situations rather than etic (outsider-imposed) categories, models, and
viewpoints.

2. Data collection strategies include prolonged engagement, persistent
observation, and triangulation. Researchers should conduct ongoing
observations over a sufficient period of time so as to build trust with
respondents, learn the culture (e.g., classroom, school, or community),
and check for misinformation introduced by both the researcher and
the researched. Triangulation involves the use of multiple methods and
sources such as participant-observation, informal and formal interviewing,
and collection of relevant or available documents.

Analyzing the data. Data analysis is also guided by the philosophy and
methods underlying qualitative research studies. The researcher should
engage in comprehensive data treatment in which data from all relevant
sources are analyzed. In addition, many qualitative studies demand an
analytic inductive approach involving a cyclical process of data collection,
analysis (taking an emic perspective and utilizing the descriptive language
the respondents themselves use), creation of hypotheses, and testing of
hypotheses in further data collection.

Reporting the data. The researcher should generally provide “thick descrip-
tion” with sufficient detail to allow the reader to determine whether transfer
to other situations can be considered. Reports also should include the
following.
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1. A description of the theoretical or conceptual framework that guides
research questions and interpretations.

2. A clear statement of the research questions.
3. A description of the research site, participants, procedures for ensuring

participant anonymity, and data collection strategies. A description of
the roles of the researcher(s).

4. A description of a clear and salient organization of patterns found
through data analysis. Reports of patterns should include representative
examples not anecdotal information.

5. Interpretations that exhibit a holistic perspective in which the author
traces the meaning of patterns across all the theoretically salient or
descriptively relevant micro- and macrocontexts in which they are
embedded.

6. Interpretations and conclusions that provide evidence of grounded
theory and discussion of how this theory relates to current research/
theory in the field, including relevant citations. In other words, the
article should focus on the issues or behaviors that are salient to
participants and that not only reveal an in-depth understanding of the
situation studied but also suggest how it connects to current related
theories.
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Publishers are invited to send copies of their new materials to the TESOL Quarterly
Review Editor, H. Douglas Brown, San Francisco State University, at the address listed
in the Information for Contributors section. Packages should be labeled REVIEW
COPIES.

TESOL Quarterly readers are invited to contribute review articles and evaluative or
comparative reviews for consideration for publication in the Review section of the
Quarterly. These should be sent to the TESOL Quarterly Review Editor, H. Douglas
Brown, San Francisco State University, at the address listed in the Information for
Contributors section.
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