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Note from the Editors
It is our distinct pleasure to present this volume on Advancing English Language Edu-
cation. The papers selected for inclusion showcase contributions that document theory, 
research, and pedagogy within the field of Applied Linguistics and Language Teaching in 
the Arab Gulf and beyond.

The volume is divided into six sections. The first section addresses issues on Teacher Ed-
ucation and Professional Development. In Chapter One, Daria Grits and Nikita Berez-
in explore an in-service continuing professional development (CPD) system at a Russian 
online EFL school and an EdTech unicorn, Skyeng. The article provides a brief overview 
of the CPD landscape in Russia and examines the role of in-service CPD training for EFL 
teachers. The study explores the impact of CPD on lesson quality and students’ learning 
experience in a digital environment, adopting a mixed-method approach to evaluate the 
perceived effectiveness of teacher training and to identify drives and limitations in teach-
ers’ motivation towards CPD. In Chapter Two, Syuzanna Torosyan, Irshat Madyarov 
and Talin Grigorian introduce the results of a two-year study designed to improve the 
selection process of student applicants to the master’s program in TEFL at the American 
University of Armenia. It focuses on the selection process and instruments that have been 
developed according to the literature. The study distinguished characteristics of successful 
MA TEFL alumni, faculty’s ability to identify future students’ success, as well as student 
applicants qualities that faculty misinterpreted during admission interviews. While the re-
vision process and final selection instrument are specific to a TEFL program in Armenia, 
the implications directly apply to other teacher education programs and organizations that 
recruit English teachers. Chapter Three by Richard Miller and Michael Parrish describe 
the basic elements of an academic curriculum vitae (ACV) used in the hiring process for 
academic institutions. It provides specific details of what kind of information should be 
included to create a comprehensive and competitive ACV. The concept of the "balanced 
scorecard" is introduced to demonstrate how to utilize the ACV as a tool for career plan-
ning in academia and help formulate and fulfill professional goals. In this chapter concrete 
examples of the ACV and related documents are included. 

Section Two is concerned with Young Learners. In Chapter Four, Thomaï Alexiou argues 
that teaching EFL to pre-primary levels has become a trend across Europe and beyond. She 
reviews evidence regarding the implementation of very early EFL in preschool settings 
along with research findings. The chapter draws conclusions about the link between early 
language education and pedagogical and holistic gains discussing certain facts and fictions 
regarding early EFL and the challenges of implementing EFL in pre-primary settings. A 
series of crucial steps when implementing such initiatives needs to be considered, and a 
baseline evaluation should be designed. In Chapter Five, Athanasios Karasimos propos-
es criteria for board games in Teaching English to Young Learners (TEYL) context. The 
author introduces some scenarios for young learners to present or elicit language and a 
template for integrating every gaming genre (simulation, worker placement, deckbuilding, 
dice games, area control, puzzle games, and knowledge games). This chapter stems from 
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the assumption that every genre can be used to teach specific language skills, grammar, or 
vocabulary in TEYL context and elaborates a concrete theoretical (board) gaming approach 
for language teaching and learning. Chapter Six by Zainab Aldhanhani focuses on role-
play as an effective strategy for teaching a second language, focusing on engaging multiple 
areas of the brain and providing learners with contexts that help to deepen their understand-
ing of real-life situations. Despite the benefits of role-play, the author draws attention to its 
limitations in terms of implication and time constraints. 

Section Three of this volume focuses on Testing and Assessment and comprises three 
chapters. Chapter Seven by Thomaï Alexiou and James Milton reveals that measuring vo-
cabulary size systematically is vital both in monolingual and multilingual settings and can 
lead us to a model of vocabulary acquisition. The need for a simple and child-friendly tool 
that can assess receptive vocabulary and give teachers the opportunity to monitor children’s 
progress has led to the development of Pic-lex, an easy to administer, dyslexia-friendly, 
theoretically well-founded online testing tool. The vocabulary word items are not randomly 
selected; words are based on updated frequency wordlists. The scores provide an estimate 
of receptive vocabulary knowledge and this can be mapped to CEFR levels and to com-
parable estimates by other researchers. In Chapter Eight, Peter Davidson notes that there 
has recently been a growing recognition of the importance of vocabulary teaching and 
learning in second language teaching. He argues that teachers will inevitably be required 
to develop their own vocabulary tests to assess the vocabulary knowledge of their students. 
This chapter presents a framework to help teachers write valid and reliable vocabulary 
tests, outlining a number of different test task types that can be utilized. Chapter nine by 
Marianthi Serafeim and Thomaï Alexiou investigates the nature of the foreign language 
learning aptitude of intellectually gifted students and examines ways of assessing it. The 
chapter covers three main areas: various existing aptitude measurement tools, the concept 
of intellectual giftedness, and the development of a new test for this target group. 

The volume includes three chapters in Section Four about Teaching of Writing Skills. 
Chapter Ten by Nour Al Okla introduces the role of movies in teaching writing skill to 
ESL learners. The chapter investigates an innovative method of implementing the creation 
of short movies into academic writing classes in higher education. It also sheds light on 
learner attitudes towards short movie creation as part of writing projects and the influences 
of integrating this method in ESL writing classes. The study suggests that the implemen-
tation of audiovisual technologies provides an opportunity to create authentic language 
learning settings, increase ESL learners’ motivation, and develop a better understanding of 
the language learning process. In Chapter Eleven, Laila Khalil shows the effectiveness of 
engaging learners fully and actively in written corrective feedback (WCF) in the context 
of EFL in the Lebanese International University. The study aimed to investigate the role of 
WCF in the development of learners’ writing skills; data collection consisted of essays and 
feedback questionnaires. The chapter shows that learners developed feedback awareness 
due to the combination of different types of feedback, such as explicit and metalinguistic 
feedback on different aspects of writing, and it led to the improvement of the learners’ 
overall writing skills. 
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Moving from WCF to writing research proposals, in Chapter Twelve Larysa Nikolayeva 
discusses teaching strategies for research proposal writing to evaluate how suitable they are 
in terms of raising students’ interest in the subject, motivating active participation in class 
discussions, and encouraging independent work. The chapter demonstrates the importance 
of experiential learning in the process of research proposal writing as well as helping iden-
tify learners preferences in terms of the teaching mode choice for the course.

Section Five is about Context-Specific Issues in EFL. In Chapter Thirteen, Alessandro 
Ursic and Wafa Zoghbor introduce a range of challenges that Thai learners encounter 
in the formation of passive constructions in English focusing on three aspects: the use of 
passive voice with some intransitive verbs, lack of passivization, and missing auxiliary in 
adjectival passives. The chapter then proposes some teaching strategies to address these 
challenges. Although this chapter focuses on advancing the teaching of a grammar form in 
a specific context (i.e., with Thai learners of EFL), the critical analysis of the challenges 
encountered by the learners and their implications can help educators in other contexts ap-
ply the same pattern in teaching learners from several first languages. The study in Chapter 
Fourteen by Ivan Ivanov and Marta Tryzna examines the effects of English proficiency, 
L1 transfer and three semantic universals (definiteness, specificity, and partitivity) on the 
acquisition of the L2 English article system by L1 Kuwaiti Arabic speakers. A forced-
choice elicitation task is used with 257 participants at three L2 English proficiency levels to 
assess the accurate use of definite, indefinite, and zero articles. The chapter concludes that 
learners achieve near-native accuracy with the definite article but low accuracy in indefinite 
contexts, even at an advanced level. Article omission is not attested, with the majority of 
errors due to the overuse of the definite article. In Chapter Fifteen, Marielle Risse pres-
ents suggestions and techniques to increase student participation and creativity in literature 
classrooms by connecting Middle Eastern and Western texts. Pairing Arab and non-Arab 
texts allows students to feel on familiar ground, while learning about new writers, themes, 
places, and opinions. Comparing and contrasting differing characters, leitmotifs and points 
of view improves students’ reading, writing, speaking, and critical thinking abilities. Mari-
am Al Nasser and James Milton in Chapter Sixteen focus on Kuwait’s EFL curriculum, 
which aims to progress learners to CEFR B2 level by the end of secondary school. In order 
to attain this level, learners need to know about 3500 of the most frequent 5,000 words in 
English, which is usually unattained. The chapter investigates the vocabulary loading of 
textbooks in Kuwait and the vocabulary uptake of learners as they pass through the school 
system. Examination of the textbooks suggests that, while they are generally well-loaded 
with relevant vocabulary, input is surprisingly small at the outset of study, and this may 
restrict the attainment of learners. 

Section Six, the final section in this volume, focuses on Teaching, Learning and Peda-
gogy. In Chapter Seventeen, Alison Larkin Koushki reports on strategies for teaching 
language through art. In these strategies alongside traditional assignments, students drew 
scenes, composed music videos, and acted scripts. Mining the riches of literature through 
arts projects, students not only advanced core language skills but also integrated the 7Cs 
21st century life skills: creativity, communication, critical thinking, collaboration, com-
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mitment, compromise, and confidence. Chapter Eighteen sees David Rear introduce a 
Japanese university course which aimed to give students experience in critical thinking 
and problem solving, vital skills in today’s workplace. The course draws a connection be-
tween definitions of critical thinking and problem solving strategies applicable in multiple 
contexts. In Chapter Nineteen Mher Davtyan discusses one of the most common barriers 
to online English teaching and learning in rural Armenia and suggests some Universal 
Design of Learning (UDL) principles as a guideline for categorizing the challenges to stu-
dent engagement in online learning. UDL principles serve as a theoretical basis for the 
beehive task, is a series of meaningful and communicative differentiated tasks for a group 
of mixed-proficiency level students. The beehive task aims to promote online community 
building and student engagement by supporting peer-to-peer support, minimizing stress 
and maximizing opportunities for engaging student interest. 

All papers included in this volume were subject to a rigorous selection and revision pro-
cess. Following the initial review, the nineteen chapters presented here were selected and 
underwent further review and editing before being accepted and published in this book. 
The editors would like to thank the following academics for their review:

·	 Ioannis Karras, Ionian University, Greece

·	 James Milton, Swansea University, UK

·	 Kristine Stewart, Zayed University, UAE 

·	 Suhair Al-Alami, Al Ghurair University, UAE

The editors would also like to thank Julie Riddlebarger, Delaware State University and De-
fense Language Institute English Language Center, USA, for her professional copy-editing 
of the volume. 

While most of the contributions in this volume focus on English language teaching and 
English language use, we believe that the findings and lessons gained are also useful in 
teaching any language.

Wafa Zoghbor and Thomaï Alexiou
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Chapter 1

The Effectiveness of In-Service CPD for  
Digital EFL Teachers in Russia: 

The Case of Skyeng

Daria Grits and Nikita Berezin
Skyeng Online School, Russia

Abstract 
The present study analyzes the in-service system of continuing professional development 
(CPD) for teachers of English as a foreign language (EFL) at a Russian EdTech company 
called Skyeng. A brief overview of the Russian context regarding CPD for teachers was 
provided. Then the issue of CPD effectiveness was addressed. A mixed methods approach was 
used to examine what kind of training is considered productive by teachers (i.e., evaluation 
based on perceived effectiveness). Results undergirded previous findings in the area and 
demonstrated high perceived effectiveness of the CPD predominantly due to its inquiry-
based and collaborative nature. An experiment was conducted in order to investigate to 
what extent and in what part educational activities for EFL teachers impact on students’ 
learning experience in the case of digital learning at Skyeng. The findings show statistically 
significant impact of CPD on lesson quality and allow further research regarding the 
improvement of students’ experience.

Introduction
As the issue of education quality enters the foreground of public discussions worldwide, 
greater attention (and pressure) is placed on teachers. Teachers are expected to adapt to 
changing educational landscape and mitigate the challenges the societies face. The only way 
to do so it to provide better learning opportunities for those who educate others.
The study under consideration explores continuing professional development (CPD) for 
teachers of English as a foreign language (EFL) at a data driven EdTech company in Russia. 
The article focuses on the issue of CPD effectiveness and its impact on students’ learning 
experience. 

Literature Review on CPD
The concept and role of CPD for teachers
“A teacher lives for as long as he learns. Had he ceased to learn, he would die as a teacher.” 
These words are attributed to Konstantin Ushinsky, a prominent Russian educator, the 
founder of scientific pedagogy in Russia. One hundred fifty years after Ushinsky, in 
the era of lifelong learning, it is widely recognized that CPD for teachers is an integral 
part of systematic advancement in the education sector (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) as 
“the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers” (Barber & 
Mourshed, 2007, p. 16). 
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It is still debated among teachers, experts, policymakers, and other stakeholders as to what 
constitutes CPD, how to organize an effective professional training system for teachers, and 
who is entitled to decide what kind of CPD would satisfy the needs of a modern teacher. It 
is evident, however, that the one-size-fits-all approach will not suffice (Cirocki & Farrell, 
2019) as teachers require personalized education no less than any other group of learners. 
According to Borko et al. (2010), an effective CPD system is characterized as problem-
based, inquiry-based, collaborative, appropriate to teachers’ goals, ongoing and sustainable. 
Unlike traditional top-down professional development (PD) activities, effective CPD is 
often based in the school environment, and the content is focused on students' learning 
which helps model new teaching practices (Vermunt et al., 2019). 
While there is strong evidence of CPD impacting student outcomes, it has not been widely 
explored which aspects of teacher training most contribute to it effectiveness and how 
(Buczynski & Hansen, 2010). The present study aims to help fill this void. 
The significance of the issue is based on the role that CPD plays in education and its 
advancement. Educational policies adopted in developed countries over the course of the last 
20 years have emphasized the significance of teacher PD; for example, a report released by 
The US Teaching Commission in 2004, “Teaching at Risk: A Call to Action,” calls teachers’ 
professional success “an investment in human potential (Borko, 2004, p. 3). 

CPD for teachers in Russia 
In Russia, teacher training is regulated on the national level. All teachers are obliged to 
engage in professional skills enhancement programs (so-called “qualification upgrades”) 
at least once every three years in order to retain their job positions in secondary and higher 
education (Russian Federation, 2012). Such training normally comprises a 72-hour-long 
program (with a minimum of 16 academic hours) which is generally provided through 
governmental entities (Institutes of Education Development) established in every region of 
the Russian Federation. Commercial companies are also allowed to arrange CPD programs 
if licensed to do so by the government. This opportunity is largely exercised by educational 
companies which results in a wide range of CPD options and a possibility for teachers to 
build personal educational trajectories. 
However, the question of how to navigate effectively in such an environment still stands. 
On the national level, the tendency is to introduce standardization in CPD in order to assure 
quality and equal access to educational opportunities. In compliance with the federal project 
“The Teacher of the Future,” a new CPD system, the National Teacher Growth System 
(NSUR) will be introduced nationwide by 2024 in order to reinvent teacher development in 
Russia (Russian Federation, 2019). 
Despite the evident efforts in CPD development, standardization as a trend might be 
problematic as it imposes a top-down approach which is considered to be ineffective and 
undesirable by teachers (Cirocki & Farrell, 2019; Richter et al., 2019; Sprott, 2019; Yumrua, 
2015). In this context, it is particularly interesting to explore CPD systems that provide 
inquiry-based and practice-oriented learning for teachers and combine theory and practice 
for effective teachers’ PD (Zouganeli et al., 2011). Skyeng is an online EFL school that 
provides in-service professional training for over 8,000 of its teachers. Being a data driven 
digital company, Skyeng is able to arrange inquiry-based CPD programs and examine their 
impact on students’ experience in a real time mode. 
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CPD for EFL teachers at Skyeng
Skyeng: An overview
Skyeng (https://skyeng.ru/) is considered to be both the largest online English school in 
Europe and the biggest EdTech company in Russia, valued at $130 million. The company 
was established in 2012. Over the course of eight years, active monthly students at Skyeng 
have surpassed 100,000. 

Skyeng’s core product is online, one-on-one EFL classes for both children and adults on a 
digital platform called Vimbox. The platform was developed by the Skyeng IT team; it was 
designed to provide best teaching/learning experience for both teachers and students of the 
English language. The unique features of the digital platform are as follows:

● There are over 20 types of interactive learning activities aimed to enhance self-regu-
lated learning and boost student motivation;

● There are over 100,000 content units in forms of audio, video, text, pictures, tables, 
graphs, and interactive exercises for all levels of English to address a vast array of 
students’ needs and learning preferences;

● There is automatic and instant feedback to students’ responses via the platform;
● There is a learning analytics system. Vimbox tracks over 20 progress indicators, uses 

a neural network to analyse lesson data, and creates a digital profile for each student;
● Vimbox provides personal recommendations to help teachers build individual learn-

ing trajectories for the students. 

As Vimbox incorporates a video streaming system, all classroom activities are conducted 
through the platform online. As of spring 2020, the number of online classes has exceeded 
15,000 daily and 10,000,000 in total over the course of 8 years. 
Skyeng teacher profile 
As of the spring 2020, Skyeng engages 8470 teachers. Teachers between 20 and 30 years old 
account for 60% with the average age of 29 years old. The vast majority of Skyeng teachers 
are female (84.15%). 
Regarding their language profile (see Figure 1), more than half (53.3%) of all teachers have 
an intermediate level of English (B1 CEFR) while the other half (45.9%) have an upper-
intermediate level of English (B2 CEFR) or higher: 16.7% are advanced (C1 CEFR); 0.3% 
are proficient (C2 CEFR). 16.17% are native speakers. 
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Figure 1
Language proficiency of the teachers at Skyeng

Teacher training at Skyeng: Approaches and strategies
Despite the technological advancement, at Skyeng it is well recognized that students’ learning 
experience depends by and large on teachers’ personal qualities (e.g., positive attitude, 
friendliness) and professional skills (e.g., language proficiency). Therefore, the company 
adopted a multiple stage recruitment process in order to hire the most prominent candidates. 
It is followed by a pre-service training aimed to help teachers adapt in a new environment.
On average, a teacher obtains a workload of 50-100 classes per month, and his or her 
performance is evaluated based on a range of criteria:

● lesson quality;
● students’ retention rate;
● class intensity over time for each student;
● the ratio of classes skipped to classes scheduled (discipline);
● number of lessons per month.

The hypothesis is that all the above-mentioned indicators interrelate and correspond to 
students’ outcomes (except for the total number of lessons per month which is used to 
identify teachers’ overall workload). This is one of the reasons why at Skyeng it is considered 
essential to invest in teachers’ ongoing training; by working with teachers, one may improve 
student results and the general teaching/learning experience. 
A two-level teacher training system exists at Skyeng, namely pre-service (primary) training 
and in-service (ongoing, regular) training. 
Pre-service training is organised as a self-study and is located on the same digital platform 
(Vimbox) where teachers subsequently conduct lessons with the students. All learning 
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materials for teachers follow the shape of learning materials for students. The reason behind 
placing CPD courses on the platform is that during their training, teachers have a similar 
learning experience as their students do. Therefore, not only do they understand their 
students’ needs better, but they are also able to suggest changes for the courses or Vimbox 
functionality based on their first-hand insights.
As for the ongoing in-service training, its key characteristic is the diversity of educational 
tools and the inquiry-based approach regarding personal CPD track formation. The 
abundance of forms and formats of CPD at Skyeng is dictated by the size and diversity of 
the teacher audience. Teachers need different approaches and channels to stay motivated and 
feel supported (Lindvalla & Ryve, 2019); therefore, CPD formats have to be as diverse as 
possible.
Workshops and case lessons
Workshops and case lessons hold a predominant position in the Skyeng CPD programs 
whereas webinars or self-study courses do not. Despite the fact that the latter are relatively 
cheap, easily scaled, and can be used for hundreds of people at once, such formats lack a 
possibility of a face-to-face contact and therefore demonstrate low effectiveness in terms of 
course completion (Hew & Cheung, 2014). 
Live seminars or workshops, on the contrary, seem to reconcile the main requirements for 
teacher training at Skyeng:

● a possibility to educate large numbers of teachers (learning opportunities have to be 
available for all 8,000+ teachers at the same time);

● a possibility of live communication and feedback;
● an inquiry-based approach;
● a practice-oriented approach.

The duration of a workshop is 50 minutes. Workshops are a group format; each workshop is 
attended by six teachers and conducted by an expert. Collaborative formats are used as they 
prove to enhance teacher autonomy and motivation towards learning (Xu, 2015; Alsaleha et 
al., 2017; Sato et al., 2019) and increase their sense of self-efficacy (Zonoubi et al., 2017). 
The original student journey map (SJM) design for teachers is as follows:

 1. A teacher receives a short questionnaire in order for the expert to collect inquiries 
before the workshop;

 2. The expert studies the questionnaire results, chooses the most frequent problems and 
inquiries, and creates a presentation based on such cases;

 3. During the workshop all the participants solve the presented cases and discuss them;
 4. After the workshop the participants receive a final task: a survey in which the 

participants are asked to evaluate the workshop and state a particular teaching 
practice, a particular student, and a particular class date when the teacher is going to 
implement the said teaching practice;

 5. As a teacher implements the received practice, an assessment specialist evaluates the 
class and gives the teacher personalised feedback.
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A teacher receives a confirmation of workshop completion after the assessment which 
therefore finishes the educational cycle. The core of any training is the implementation stage 
and the following assessment. Thus, the effectiveness of the CPD is evaluated through the 
number of successful implementations. 

Thematic areas for the workshops are chosen based on the concept of lesson quality on one 
hand and on teacher inquiries on the other. Every week teachers receive a schedule with 
over sixty workshops (Figure 2). Workshops are held on a daily basis; monthly attendance 
is over 2000. Teachers also have an opportunity to discuss a practical problem with an 
expert during a 15-minute live case lesson. 

All CPD activities are designed to help teachers with their career track, organised in a 
“professional advancement map.” This interactive map aims to stimulate teachers’ 
motivation towards CPD as it is directly connected to career possibilities for teachers (e.g., 
hour rate growth or a possibility to create learning materials) (Topkayaa & Çelikb, 2016). 

Figure 2. 
A schedule of group CPD activities (workshops) at Skyeng provided to the teachers via a 
corporate chat bot.
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Research methodology
Aims of the study
The aim of the study is to investigate the impact of Skyeng CPD training on students’ 
learning experience and lesson quality. 

Therefore, the research questions for the study are:
 1. What is the perceived effectiveness of the CPD training for teachers (workshops and 

case lessons)?
 2. Is it possible to cause change in teaching practices and therefore lesson quality 

through the CPD instruments (case lessons)? To what extent?

Method and context
In order to address the above-mentioned questions, both qualitative and quantitative 
research instruments are used. 

The first research question aims to identify the perceived effectiveness of the CPD activities. 
To investigate this question, the study is conducted in two stages:
 1. All teachers who have participated in at least one CPD activity (workshop) are asked 

to evaluate the workshops in terms of usefulness in implementation. The total number 
of teachers who meet the criteria is 4970. 

 2. Ten teachers are asked to give a detailed report on perceived effectiveness. The 
teachers are selected randomly from Skyeng teachers who have participated in at least 
three CPD activities (workshops) and have completed final tasks (implementation and 
a case lesson). This part of the study is conducted in the form of an in-depth interview. 
The expected duration of an interview is 10-15 minutes; the same 10 questions are 
asked over the course of each interview.

The general information on the interviewees is as follows (see Table 1):
● nine teachers are female, and one teacher is a male;
● four teachers are new to Skyeng (four months or less of work experience), while six 

teachers have had at least 8 months of work experience at Skyeng;
● the number of active students per teacher varies from five to 22;
● all teachers have completed a final task (implementation and a case lesson) after a 

workshop at least once.
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Table 1
Teachers’ profiles for in-depth interviews

Teacher 
participant Gender Number of 

students

Number of 
workshops 
attended

Number of 
final tasks 
completed

Working 
with Skyeng 

(months)
Natalia B. female 14 4 2 26

Edgesha A. female 5 4 2 4

Vera A. female 10 3 3 14

Irina F. female 11 5 4 13

Victoria K. female 16 3 3 4

Oksana Sh. female 11 5 5 22

Rodion O. male 11 4 4 4

Emma A. female 22 5 5 8

Elena D. female 8 3 3 3

Natalia I. female 12 4 1 14

The second research question aims to identify whether it is possible to influence teaching 
practices and as a result, lesson quality and/or student outcomes. Out of 39 lesson quality 
indicators, 13 are chosen for the purposes of the study.
 1. Working with instructions
 2. Cool down activities (a set of activities aimed to finish a class productively)
 3. Use of Russian (L1) in class
 4. Preparation for the lesson
 5. Correction of mistakes
 6. Vocabulary production by students
 7. Audio background (noise level, side sounds)
 8. Grammar presentation
 9. Visual background (what a student sees in the background)
 10. Lesson structure
 11. Vocabulary presentation 
 12. Interaction with the student
 13. Lesson atmosphere

The design of the experiment is the following:
 1. For each of the 13 indicators chosen for the experiment, a trend line is calculated 

representing changes that happen to an indicator without external impact;
 2. For each of the 13 indicators chosen for the experiment, it is calculated what 

percentage of teachers improve and deteriorate;
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 3. During the experiment the ability to impact lesson indicators through teachers is 
tested. Each teacher is impacted via a case lesson on more than 3 indicators;

 4. For each of the 13 indicators chosen for the experiment, quality frequency shifts 
before and after the case lesson impact are compared;

 5. Minimal impact index is set at 20%. A less significant effect means that it is impossible 
to claim lesson quality changes though the instruments in question.

Two groups (control and experimental) of 130 teachers each are involved in the testing. 
Thus, 260 teachers are distributed in two groups based on blind sampling so that quality 
indicators and their trends are equally represented in each group. 

The experiment was designed to last for 2 months and consist of 3 stages.

Stage 1: The initial assessment of classes was conducted. Methodology experts evaluated 
classes using a lesson quality checklist. (This is a part of a standard ongoing process of 
lesson quality control. Results are automatically sent to teachers, and teachers can appeal 
within 24 hours if they disagree with the results.) For the purposes of the study, lessons 
that failed to meet one or more of the indicators chosen were placed into the experiment 
database. As soon as the number of cases for an indicator was sufficient, lessons with such 
an indicator failure were not added to the experiment panel anymore.
Stage 2: The teachers participated in case lessons with teacher trainers (intervention). A case 
lesson is a 15-minute, problem-based discussion between a teacher and a CPD expert. 
Stage 3: The final assessment of classes was conducted by the teachers who had participated 
in a case lesson a month later. The total number of samples was supposed to be 520 (260 at 
the initial assessment stage and 260 at the final assessment stage). 
According to the Skyeng data, 48% of teachers improve lesson quality naturally over the 
course of their teaching while 27% deteriorate over time. Therefore, the impact through 
intervention (case lesson) was expected to increase the percentage of teacher improving 
lesson quality from 48% to 60% and decrease the percentage of teachers deteriorating lesson 
quality from 28% to 10%.

Findings
Presentation and discussion 
There are multiple ways to approach CPD and its goals. At Skyeng, the primary goal of CPD 
is for teachers to conduct high quality classes by implementing certain teaching practices 
in their routine proactively and consciously. These teaching practices should be aimed to 
improve the quality of education and enhance students’ motivation towards studies. If a class 
is flawless methodology-wise, yet tedious, it cannot be considered of high quality. 
A high-quality class reconciles instruments aimed to convey knowledge and develop 
skills with instruments aimed to attract students and boost their motivation. The rationale 
for highlighting student motivation in teacher training is that unlike formal education, 
supplementary adult education is deliberate and relies heavily on students’ incentives.
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Research question 1. What is the perceived effectiveness of the CPD training for teachers?
Quantitative approach
All teachers who had participated in at least one CPD activity (workshop) were asked to 
evaluate workshops based on their usefulness in terms of implementation of new teaching 
practices. An internal survey was used, and a 1-5 scale was adopted for evaluation where 
grade 1 means absolutely useless and grade 5 means very useful. The total number of teachers 
who met the criteria was 4970; the total number of responses was 2057. (Teachers were able 
to leave more than one response in case they had participated in several workshops, so the 
number of teachers may be smaller, but the responses are 2057.)
According to the survey, most teacher find most workshops useful or very useful as grades 
4 and 5 account for over 95.9% of the responses. Grades 1 and 2 (useless or mostly useless) 
account for less than 1% of the feedback (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3
The results of the survey on workshop effectiveness

 
It is worth mentioning that the most positive evaluation was received on the following 
topics:
 1. Developing students’ speaking skills (3 workshops, 289 participants, the average 

portion of grade 5 - 91.8%);
 2. Preparing for exams (2 workshops, 76 participants, the average portion of grade 5 - 

95.25%).
 3. Meanwhile the most frequent workshop at Skyeng is dedicated to discipline and 

progress (593 participants, the average portion of grade 5 - 73.7%). 
 4. However, further research is required in order to identify whether the perceived 

effectiveness of the workshops should be attributed to the topics, the experts that 
conduct workshops, the educational format, or other factors. 
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Qualitative approach
In order to gain insights from the teachers as to why they consider workshops useful, a 
series of interviews was conducted. The findings from the interviews confirm that perceived 
effectiveness of the CPD training among teachers is high. The following arguments in favour 
of the workshop and case lesson format were given by the teachers. 
All the respondents claimed that workshops had an immediate impact on their teaching 
practices. 
The teachers call the CPD system one of the strongest parts of the company. Among the 
benefits of the CPD are the following: workshops broaden their minds, empower them, help 
them feel professional advancement, and provide an opportunity to learn from colleagues, 
which supports previous findings (e.g., Alsaleha et al., 2017). 
All teachers consider CPD and practice a sine qua non of a modern teacher. This undergirds 
the claim that CPD is well recognized by teachers to be instrumental in their career 
advancement (Topkayaa & Çelikb, 2016). Half of the respondents chose workshops based on 
their perceived weak spots and problems (through self-assessment). The other half claimed 
that they attended workshops randomly whenever they had time at their disposal. The new 
teachers stated that enhancement of general language skills was their primary motivation to 
attend workshops. All teachers highlighted practice-oriented and inquiry-based approach as 
major factors behind the decision to participate in workshops.
All teachers claimed that adopting practices from an expert in live communication is the 
best way to develop as a teacher. Eight out of 10 teachers mentioned that they return to 
workshops conducted by an experienced expert. At the same time, they suggested the CDP 
trainings be held as series as a typical 50-minute session is not sufficient to cover the topic 
in full detail. Furthermore, all teachers claimed that they complete final tasks (an actual 
implementation of a new teaching practice in a class) because they consider implementation 
the most effective way to adopt a new skill.
Moreover, seven out of 10 teachers noted that they complete final tasks because they want 
to receive personal feedback from the expert. Three teachers mentioned certificates as a 
powerful stimulus to finish the task and experience a sense of completion. It should be noted 
that for four out of 10 teachers, final tasks served as motivation to attend workshops in the 
first place. Among the reasons why teachers sometimes neglected final tasks were:

● the task is too complicated;
● the practice is already adopted (no need to do the task for that);
● teachers forget to complete tasks.

This part of the research confirms that inquiry-based, practice-oriented CPD formats are 
considered to be effective by EFL teachers. As these results correspond to findings from 
previous studies (e.g., Vermunt et al., 2019), it is possible to conclude that teachers generally 
perceive the CPD training system at Skyeng as effective and practical due to these very 
characteristics. 
Research question 2. Is it possible to cause change in teaching practices and therefore 
lesson quality through the CPD instruments (case lessons)? To what extent?
Overall, 681 lessons eligible for the initial assessment were taken under consideration, 
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which resulted in 529 subsequent case lessons and 650 precedents of final assessment. The 
difference between the numbers of teachers assessed at the initial stage and at the final stage 
is 31 out of an initial 681 (see Table 2). 

Table 2
The number of samples from the experiment

# Experiment stages Number of teachers Percentage

1 Initial assessment 681 100.0%

2 Case lessons invitations 681 100.0%

3 Case lessons conducted 529 77.70%

4 Final assessment 650 95.40%

In the experiment, 1298 samples were acquired and assessed which accounts for 109.35% of 
the expected number. However, for some of the indicators the number of samples gathered 
was lower than expected (see Table 3).

Table 3
The results of the samples
Indicators Case studies

Working with instructions 102

Cool down 159

Using Russian (L1) in class 158

Preparation for the lesson 151

Correction of mistakes 156

Vocabulary production 134

Audio background 16

Grammar presentation 149

Visual background 56

Lesson structure 19

Interaction 159

Making contact with the student 36

Lesson atmosphere 3

Total 1298
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The lesson quality indicator (Lesson atmosphere) failed to gather a sufficient number 
of samples in both teacher groups; thus, no eligible data was available to evaluate the 
impact of case lessons on the indicator in question. Hereinafter, the rest of the indicators 
(12) are considered.

Table 4
Results of the experiment 

Indicators  Natural
increase

 Increase
 expected after

intervention

 Actual
 increase after

intervention

 Natural
decline

 Actual
 decline after
intervention

 Working with
instructions 39.07% 59.07% 85.29% 24.50% 1.96%

Cool down 31.81% 51.81% 64.15% 28.70% 8.81%
 Using Russian (L1) in

class 31.46% 51.46% 53.16% 21.50% 0.63%

 Preparation for the
lesson 60.90% 80.90% 81.46% 38.13% 0.00%

Correction of mistakes 36.34% 56.34% 71.15% 32.90% 2.56%

Vocabulary production 33.58% 53.58% 70.90% 22.85% 5.97%

Audio background 34.44% 54.44% 87.50% 9.44% 0.00%

Grammar presentation 8.77% 28.77% 36.91% 6.09% 22.15%

Visual background 23.89% 43.89% 78.57% 25.08% 0.00%

Lesson structure 47.05% 67.05% 89.47% 12.58% 0.00%

Vocabulary presentation 35.11% 55.11% 55.35% 28.67% 0.00%
 Interaction with the

student 35.86% 55.86% 91.67% 28.90% 2.78%

Lesson atmosphere 36.98% 56.98% 16.90%

The following conclusions can be drawn from the findings (see Table 4). Statistically, for 
all 12 indicators a substantial impact (>20% more than the respective natural increase) 
on the CPD training (case lessons) is demonstrated (p=0.05). However, in case of the 
indicator “grammar presentation,” the increase and decline figures (36.91% and 22.15%, 
respectively) seem commensurable and at the same time show considerable difference with 
natural trends (8.77% and 6.09%, respectively). A possible explanation is that part of the 
teachers misunderstood the instructions given to them in case lessons in relation to grammar 
presentation. Therefore, the form and substance of such case lessons should be revised 
before further implementation. 
Therefore, in the case of 11 indicators, the impact on teachers of problem-based case lessons 
can be considered productive in terms of lesson quality and students’ educational experience.
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The findings of the experiment allow us to divide the above-mentioned indicators into five 
categories in relation to their lesson quality impact potential:

 1. High potential indicators demonstrate increase in 80% of cases or more and are able 
to gather samples quickly, such as “working with instructions” and “preparation for 
the lesson;”

 2. Medium potential indicators demonstrate increase in 70-80% of cases and are able 
to gather samples quickly. Such indicators are “correction of mistakes,” “vocabulary 
presentation,” and “visual background;”

 3. Low potential indicators demonstrate increase in 50-70% of cases and are able to 
gather samples quickly. These are “cool down activities,” “use of Russian (L1) in 
class,” and “vocabulary presentation;”

 4. Residual indicators demonstrate increase in 80% of cases or more but are unable 
to gather samples quickly. Such indicators are “making contact with the student,” 
“audio background,” and “lesson structure;”

 5. “Lesson atmosphere” and “grammar presentation” are not eligible for further 
examination as the former lacks sufficient amount of data to evaluate while the latter 
requires alteration of case lesson instruction for a valid repetition of the experiment. 

This classification gives ground to further research and improvement. It is recommended to 
build the CPD activities around high potential indicators in order to enhance lesson quality 
in the given online digital environment on a larger scale.
Practical implications and suggestions
The findings of the three-stage study demonstrate that firstly, teachers consider practice-
oriented educational formats at Skyeng effective and are willing to participate in them 
further. Secondly, practice oriented CPD training such as case lessons has a significant 
positive impact on teaching practices and as a result, students’ experience and lesson quality.
In terms of implications several points should be made:

 1. A more detailed study is required in order to identify whether the perceived 
effectiveness of problem based CPD activities depends on the topics, the experts that 
conduct workshops, the educational format itself, or other factors.

 2. The problem of correlation between CPD and students’ educational experience 
deserves further research. The study in question examines the impact produced by 
an external intervention and not deliberate participation in CPD. Case lessons with 
experts are based on problems identified through quality control assessment and not 
teacher’s self-assessment. Therefore, it is yet to be discovered to what extent self-
regulated CPD impacts teaching practices and students’ learning experience.
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Conclusion
The aim of this study was to investigate the impact of CPD training (namely, problem-
based workshops and case lessons with experts) on students’ learning experience and lesson 
quality in an online environment. The research focused on the case of a Russian online 
English school, Skyeng. A mixed methods approach was used to evaluate the perceived 
effectiveness of the CPD training. An experiment was conducted to measure the impact of 
13 quality indicators of an online EFL lesson.
The findings of the first part of the study demonstrate that EFL teachers consider practice-
oriented, inquiry-based educational formats effective and are willing to participate in them 
(80% of all participants evaluated CPD as “very useful”). These results confirm findings 
from previous studies (e.g., Vermunt et al., 2019; Borko et al., 2010). Teachers tend to 
choose CPD activities based on self-assessment in order to enhance their professional skills 
in a collaborative learning environment (Xu, 2015; Alsaleha et al., 2017, Zonoubi et al., 
2017) as well as advance in their career (Topkayaa & Çelikb, 2017). As a recommendation 
to Skyeng and other Russian companies that provide professional training for EFL teachers, 
it should be noted that problem-based workshops (50-minute, group work) and case lessons 
(15-minute, individual work) are considered to be both effective and desirable CPD activities 
for EFL teachers.
The second part of the study (the experiment) provides evidence that problem-based 
case lessons held as an intervention prove to be effective in impacting particular teaching 
practices. According to the findings, in the case of digital EFL learning at Skyeng, it is most 
efficient for students’ outcomes to develop teachers’ practices regarding preparation for a 
class and the ability to give instructions. 
A more detailed study is required in order to identify whether the perceived effectiveness of 
CPD problem-based activities depends on the topics, the experts that conduct workshops, 
the educational format itself, or other factors. The problem of correlation between CPD and 
students’ educational experience also deserves further research.
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Chapter 2 

A New Take on Selecting Teacher Candidates

Syuzanna Torosyan, Irshat Madyarov & Talin Grigorian
American University of Armenia, Republic of Armenia

Abstract 
Identifying teacher candidates with a strong capacity for success starts from admission to 
a teacher education program. This paper shares the process and instruments for selecting 
student teachers in the Master’s Program in Teaching English as a Foreign Language 
(MA TEFL) at the American University of Armenia. They have been developed based on 
the literature and results of a two-year study. The study identified 1) characteristics of 
successful MA TEFL alumni, 2) faculty’s ability to identify future students’ success, and 
3) the student applicants’ qualities that the faculty had misinterpreted during admission 
interviews. The process and instruments for selecting student teachers in the MA TEFL 
program could also apply to the selection of in-service teachers during job interviews. 

Introduction 
The American University of Armenia (AUA) was established on September 21, 1991, 
the same day that the Armenian Parliament declared Armenia, a former Soviet republic, 
independent. The idea of establishing AUA came about after the 1988 earthquake as a 
humanitarian response to the devastating earthquake, one that would help develop the 
country both economically and socially. Since then, AUA has functioned as a private, non-
profit institution of higher education in the Republic of Armenia.
AUA is partially funded by the Armenian diaspora and receives strong support from the 
government of the Republic of Armenia. It is accredited by the WASC Senior College and 
University Commission in the United States and is licensed by the Republic of Armenia’s 
Ministry of Education and Science. At the time of the present study, the university offered 
nine master’s programs and four bachelor’s degree programs, with a strategic plan to 
add new undergraduate and graduate program in the coming years. It aims to prepare 
graduates who will have a positive impact on the social and economic growth of Armenia 
and the region.
The reported study analyzed student recruitment processes at the Master’s Program in 
Teaching English as a Foreign Language (MA TEFL). The two-year MA TEFL program 
prepares teachers of EFL starting from preschool through tertiary levels of education. 
MA TEFL graduates generally are employed as teaching staff, curriculum developers, 
language assessment specialists, and leadership in educational sectors. 
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This project was  motivated by the student admission experience in the MA TEFL program. 
Prior to this study, the MA TEFL program had experienced a significant growth in the number 
of student applicants, almost doubling its average application rate and student enrollment. 
This trend is positive. Nonetheless, it also places more demands on the admission committee 
to select candidates that show high potential to become successful TEFL professionals upon 
graduation. This two-year project aimed to address this problem by improving the admission 
selection process of student applicants to the MA TEFL at AUA.
While the revision process and final selection instrument are specific to the MA TEFL 
program at AUA, the implications may apply to other language teacher education programs 
and organizations that recruit teachers and student teachers. Among those implications are 
the steps to consider in the revision process: starting from the mission statement, goals, 
and student learning outcomes, then benchmarking for current practices, and finally 
contextualizing the selection process and instruments with program- or organization-
specific evidence.
This paper describes the process and instruments that are part of student admissions at MA 
TEFL at AUA. The process and instruments have been revised based on a two-year project 
that involved benchmarking, data collection, and analysis. To contextualize the discussion, 
a short description of the educational context follows.

Literature Review 
What makes a good teacher is a key question to all teaching contexts. However, it acquires 
a different perspective in the field of EFL/ESL where teachers can be employed just for 
being a native speaker with a bachelor’s degree (Thompson, 2007, as cited in Coombe, 
2015). As Nunan and Lamb (1996) state, teaching is a multi-faceted vocation, and the EFL/
ESL classroom is an all-round environment; hence, cognitive and emotional aspects are 
inseparable parts of what is identified as good teaching.
Identifying teacher effectiveness has been considered essential for the monitoring and 
enhancement of both student learning and department and/or university performance. 
Educators have come up with a number of characteristics that can be ascribed to effective 
teachers. This project has been informed by literature on characteristics required for 
professional success. There has been a considerable change in educational model over 
the past century. Traditional educational models emphasize learning content for subject 
areas, and then evaluating the content knowledge with tests and examinations. However, 
according to the 21st Century Skills Implementation Guide (Partnership for 21st Century 
Skills, 2009), preparing successful professionals for the near future starts from enhancing 
core academic subject knowledge and then introducing interdisciplinary 21st century 
subjects. Today, much professional success lies in possessing 21st century skills (Pacific 
Policy Research Center, 2010).
Several key characteristics of successful employees in the 21st century have been identified. 
These skills are organized around the values of critical thinking and problem-solving, 
collaboration across networks and leading by influence, adaptability and flexibility, 
efficient oral and written communication, creativity and entrepreneurialism, retrieving 
and analyzing information, curiosity, and imagination (see Robinson, 2001; Wagner, 
2010). The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2009) and Pacific Policy Research Center 
(2010) add to this list civic competence, financial literacy, technology literacy, health 
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literacy, environment literacy, and global awareness. When it comes to professional skills 
for teachers, the ability to incorporate global education into classrooms is another key 
characteristic of success (Reimer & McLean, 2009).
As we focus more on the characteristics of highly effective teachers in foreign language 
(FL) education, Coombe (2015) offers a list of 10 based on her analysis of literature. The 
list does not suggest an order of importance except for the first characteristic. According 
to her, the key characteristic of a highly effective teacher is “a ‘calling’ to the profession 
(Coombe 2015). Effective teachers are passionate about what they do and feel a “call” to 
work with students. Moreover, the highly effective teachers must have different types of 
knowledge, including knowledge about the curriculum, program and materials. There is also 
a need for knowing broad principles and strategies that establish classroom management 
and organization, along with knowledge about student populations, educational, contexts, 
and educational aims and values. For teachers to be considered effective, they must have 
“instructional effectiveness” – knowing the content and conducting effective lessons – as 
well as being “street smart” – that is, understanding what is happening around them. In 
addition, personal qualities such as patience, creativity, warmth and openness are closely 
connected with effective teaching. Apart from the above-mentioned qualities, they should 
cultivate a commitment to lifelong learning – trying to keep current with developments, and 
“a willingness to go the extra mile” – having the ability and enthusiasm to make a difference. 
Finally, highly effective teachers need to be good communicators in order to express their 
viewpoints and beliefs about teaching and to discuss important issues.
In a pre-service language teaching context, success can also be defined as academic 
performance, often measured with a grade point average (GPA). Additionally, pre-service 
teachers of EFL pursuing their education in non-English speaking context, such as Armenia, 
also need to demonstrate an acceptable proficiency in English, often measured with TOEFL 
iBT, as is the case with AUA in this study. Research on the relationship between TOEFL 
scores at admission and students’ subsequent academic success started when TOEFL became 
a measure of English proficiency for college- and university-bound students. However, 
the evidence is not conclusive. Some studies show that, in general, students with higher 
TOEFL PBT or iBT scores tend to earn higher GPAs (Cho & Bridgeman, 2012; Wait & 
Gressel, 2013; Martirosyan et al., 2015). However, some others report that TOEFL PBT or 
iBT scores do not seem to be an effective predictor of academic success (Light et al., 1987; 
Daller & Phelan, 2013). 
Finally, some literature establishes a relationship between current GPA and a previous 
(either high school or college) GPA (Platt et al., 2001; Noble & Sawyer, 2002; Belfield & 
Crosta, 2012). The application of GPA as a predictor of adult achievement has been debated, 
too. While some employers argue for the usefulness of a college GPA as a predictor of 
job success (Kuncel et al., 2004), others suggest that if a relationship does exist between 
GPA and job success, it is still quite weak. As there are other more substantial predictors of 
success, the use of GPA in this capacity is not strongly endorsed (Athey et al., 2006).

Study Design 
In addition to the literature and benchmarking, our review of the admission process and 
instrument was informed by research results obtained from a two-year study in the MA 
TEFL program. What follows is a summary of this study. 
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The study lasted two years and had two stages. This division is not only chronological. 
When the first year of the research was over, it became clear that the faculty interviewing 
the applicants during admissions often made wrong judgments about the future success 
of the students. This new problem now needed investigation, which motivated the second 
stage of the study. As such, Stage 1 in the first year focused on exploring characteristics of 
professionally successful MA TEFL students and alumni; Stage 2 in the second year focused 
on investigating how faculty judged student applicants during admission interviews (see 
Table 1).
Table 1
Research Questions, Participants, and Instruments

Item Stage 1 Stage 2
Research 
Questions

What are the distinctive characteristics of 
professionally successful MA TEFL alumni? 

How well do the students’ characteristics at 
admission correlate with their subsequent 
success in the program?

What specific qualities do 
interviewing faculty misinterpret 
during admission interviews?

Participants MA TEFL students (n=57)

MA TEFL alumni (n=85)

TEFL Faculty (n=6)

MA TEFL faculty (n=7)

MA TEFL student cases analyzed 
(n=19)

Instruments/
Data sources

Semi-structured interviews with MA TEFL 
alumni and students (Appendices A and B)

Students’ Cumulative GPAs, TOEFL iBT 
or IELTS scores at admission, teaching 
practicum and teaching internship grades

Student applicants’ admission interview 
ratings by TEFL faculty (see Appendix D)

Measures of success - faculty ratings of 
students and alumni on the scale of 1-7 
(Appendix C)

Semi-structured retrospective 
interviews with MA TEFL faculty 
(Appendix D)

Data 
Analysis

Deductive analysis of semi-structured 
interviews with students, alumni, and faculty 
to address RQ 1

Descriptive statistics i.e. frequencies, sums, 
means, standard deviations for quantitative 
data from student and alumni interviewers

Spearman rank-order and Pearson 
correlations to address RQ 2

Deductive analysis of semi-
structured interviews with 
faculty to identify whether they 
made accurate, overestimated, 
or underestimated judgment of 
student applicants

Inductive analysis of semi-
structured interviews with faculty 
to identify what specific student 
applicants’ qualities the faculty 
misinterpret
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Regarding the first research question, alumni success was measured based on specific 
practices and opinions identified from 85 alumni during the interviews (Appendix A). To 
arrive at a numeric value of success, we created composite scores of normalized and weighted 
measures of alumni’s related employment, attended teacher trainings, presentations and 
publications made, mentoring provided to entry level colleagues, and job satisfaction (on a 
scale of 1-7). The scores were normalized with a z-score and then turned into a scale from 
0-10 for ease of reporting and interpretation
Regarding the second research question, students’ success in the TEFL program was 
measured with two variables. The first one was the current cumulative GPA in the MA 
TEFL program at AUA. The second was the faculty’s holistic rating of each student on 
the likelihood of their professional success (Appendix C). By this time, the faculty had 
taught and observed the students’ teaching abilities at least for a year, presuming that they 
could make an accurate judgement of their EFL teaching abilities. Both of these measures of 
student success were correlated with students’ pre-admission characteristics to see if any of 
them could be a useful predictor during the admissions process. 
Students’ characteristics at admission include a range of facts elicited from the students 
either during the interview for this research project or as part of the typical admissions 
application process. These characteristics include: FL-related employment before admission, 
translation-related employment before admission, employment unrelated to FL before 
admission, TOEFL iBT score at admission, pre-admission GPA, and a holistic score that 
each applicant receives during the admissions interview on a scale of 1-6 (1 - deny, 2 - 
reservations, 3 - short-listed, 4 - recommend 5 - highly recommend, 6 - exceptional). This 
score defines whether the applicant is admitted to AUA or not, and if yes, whether she or 
he can be eligible for a merit-based scholarship. This research question attempts to identify 
variables that predict the future success of MA TEFL students and alumni. 
Regarding the third research question, seven faculty members were interviewed in a semi-
structured format about current MA TEFL students. Of the 28 current students, 19 were 
identified as having been misinterpreted or overlooked during admission interviews; that 
is, the interviewing faculty had either made too low or too high evaluations of the students 
during the admission stage. The specific misinterpreted or overlooked characteristics have 
been identified through an iterative and inductive approach. 

Findings
Stage 1 
RQ1: What are the distinctive characteristics of professionally successful MA TEFL alumni? 
Figure 1 shows the distribution of the ranks of the 85 interviewed alumni based on the 
normalized composite scores that were transformed into a scale of 0-10. The distribution 
shows that most alumni fall in the ranks between 5.5 and 7.0. For the purposes of this study, 
we defined professionally successful alumni those who fell above this range (i.e., within the 
top ranks of 7.5-10). This decision was motivated by the data. It is clear from the graph that 
the alumni who belong to these top ranks (n=14) stand out from the rest and are a minority 
(i.e., about 16% of alumni).
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Figure 1
Ranks of alumni’s professional success on the scale of 0-10, 10 being most successful (N=85)

Table 2 below summarizes the average characteristics of the MA TEFL alumni. These 
characteristics are measured using different descriptive statistics (e.g., percent, months of 
engagement, number of times an activity took place, or a mean on a Likert scale). The 
activities performed are presented as an annual average. 
Table 2
Summary of all MA TEFL Alumni Annual Engagement Since Graduation (N=85)

Type of engagement Stats

Percent of FL-related jobs held (as opposed to jobs not related to FL teaching) 92

Months of volunteer activities 0.7

Number of times mentoring support offered to peers 8.2

Number of trainings conducted 0.9

Number of research projects presented at conferences 0.5

Number of conferences and talks attended 2.2

Number of times promoted on the job 0.9

Level of satisfaction with the current job on a 1-7 Likert scale (7 being Very Satisfied) 5.5

From among this average picture (Table 2), the first research question sought to identify 
the characteristics of professionally successful alumni only, that is, the top 16 alumni (see 
Figure 1). The following list answers the research question by describing the characteristics 
of such alumni:

Freq vs. Rank
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● They are exceptionally employed in FL-related jobs. 
● They volunteer almost twice as often compared to the average rate.
● They offer support to peers almost twice as often compared to the average rate of 

all peers.
● They conduct trainings three times as often compared to the average rate of all peers.
● They are involved in research and present twice as often compared to the average rate 

of all peers.
● They attend conferences and talks twice as often compared to the average of all peers.
● They get promoted 1.5 times more often compared to the average of all peers.
● They are more satisfied with the current job by 1 point on a 1-7 scale.

This description of the highly successful alumni shows that their professional success is 
defined not only by their commitment to a FL-related career but also by their predisposition 
to serve others and engage actively in professional development. 
RQ 2: How well do the students’ characteristics at admission correlate with their subsequent 
success in the program? 
The results of the Spearman rank-order correlations below show how much relationship 
exists between the two measures of student success (i.e., current cumulative GPA at AUA 
and faculty’s average rating) and the following student characteristics at admission. Note 
that the activities which very few or no students had experienced before admission (e.g., 
volunteering) are not listed in this list of predictor variables due to small numbers. 
Table 3
Correlations between the two measures of students’ success (i.e., Spearman for current 
cumulative GPA at AUA and Pearson for the faculty average rating, see Appendix C) and 
student characteristics at admission.

Action / activity Faculty average rating of 
each student

Current cumulative 
GPA at AUA

FL-related employment before admission r(25)=.19, (p=.38) r(25)=.24, (p=.25)

Translation-related employment before admission r(5)= -.46, (p=.44) r(5)=.15, (p=.81)

Unrelated employment before admission r(9)=.49, (p=.18) r(10)=.28, (p=.44)

TOEFL Internet-based test score at admission r(48)=.20, (p=.17) r(47)=.32, (p=.03)

Pre-admission GPA r(44)=.25, (p=.103) r(45)=.31, (p=.04)

Admissions interview score at AUA r(56)=.26, (p=.05) r(56)=.09, (p=.51)

These student characteristics at admission serve as evidence on which admission decisions 
are based. Yet only three of them (interview admission score, TOEFL iBT, and pre-admission 
GPA) showed a statistical significance (see bold entries in Table 3), and their coefficients are 
small. The different kinds of employment experience did not show any statistical significance 
although this may also be due to the small sample sizes for some of these variables (i.e., 
translation related and unrelated employment). Importantly, the faculty in the MA TEFL 
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program agree that students’ GPA does not reflect their professional success well. Some 
students get high grades, but they may not be interested in teaching or may not be particularly 
good at it. This could explain why the TOEFL iBT score and GPA before AUA have some 
relationship with the GPA at AUA. The only statistically significant correlation with the 
faculty holistic rating of students during the program was with the admissions interview. This 
relationship also makes sense because the admissions interviews and subsequent ratings of 
the admitted students were done by the same faculty members. However, it is puzzling that 
this relationship is only a weak one. It suggests that the interviewing faculty were not able to 
accurately predict the applicants’ success during the admissions stage.  
This first stage of the study revealed a few important insights. First, we were able to identify 
specific professional characteristics of alumni that distinguish average alumni from highly 
successful ones. In addition, we discovered that our admission process could not accurately 
identify promising students for the MA TEFL program. This insight motivated the second 
stage of the study, discussed next.

Findings of Stage 2
Stage 1 of the study revealed that it was challenging for MA TEFL faculty to identify 
student applicants that were promising during the admission process, including the 
admissions interview. Stage 2 of the study aimed to address this problem, hence the 
following research question: 
RQ 3: What specific qualities do interviewing faculty misinterpret during admission 
interviews? 
From among 28 admitted students included in this study, the interviewing faculty identified 
19 students that they had misinterpreted or overlooked during the admissions interviews. 
More specifically, the performance of eight students was under-estimated (i.e., the faculty 
admitted that they had made lower expectations of these students during the admissions 
process). On the other hand, the performance of nine students was overestimated (i.e., the 
faculty’s expectations of these students during the admission process had been too high). The 
faculty also admitted that two students should not have been admitted because of their wrong 
fit with the program, which they had not been able to identify during the admission process. 
The results presented below in bullet points show specific applicants’ characteristics that the 
faculty misinterpreted or did not notice during the admission interview. They are categorized 
as overlooked strengths and overlooked weaknesses. The overlooked strengths are the 
assets that the faculty did not notice in the applicants during the admission process, which 
became obvious during the study experience. The overlooked weaknesses are qualities that 
the faculty did not notice during the admission process, which during the study experience 
created serious obstacles to growth of the MA TEFL students. 
Overlooked strengths: 

● Being active and committed to TEFL                                            
● Ability to establish rapport with children
● Caring attitude towards children
● High sense of responsibility and maturity
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Overlooked weaknesses:

● Exclusion/isolation from student peers 
● Being overconfident, hence resistant to feedback
● Egocentrism and desire for power 
● Lacking creative and critical thinking hence giving predictable answers and solutions
● Lacking engagement and motivation
● Lacking presence and confidence during presentations and teaching assignments
● Lacking ability to cope with academic demands

Our results suggest that when faculty members make inaccurate judgments about student 
applicants, it is due to a few key personality characteristics hidden in the applicants 
during the admission process. Some of these characteristics are strengths, and some are 
weaknesses to be worked on. An important takeaway from this finding is the need to revisit 
the admission process so that applicants’ personality characteristics are explored carefully 
before the admission decision is made. The section that follows discusses the new screening 
instruments developed as a result of this finding. 

Discussion and Implications 
Current literature does not offer conclusive results about the influence of TOEFL iBT 
scores and previous GPA on students’ current GPA as well as the relationship between GPA 
and future success (Athey et al., 2006; Belfield, & Crosta, 2012; Cho & Bridgeman, 2012; 
Daller & Phelan, 2013; Noble & Sawyer, 2002; Kuncel et al., 2004; Martirosyan et al., 
2015; Platt et al., 2001; Wait & Gressel, 2013). The results of this study fall into this pattern, 
too. The relationship between the MA TEFL students and their pre-admission GPA and 
TOEFL iBT is statistically significant but weak. When academic success is measured with 
the faculty’s holistic ratings of students, this relationship completely disappears. However, 
there are some strong connections between the results of this study and the literature in 
terms of non-academic characteristics of pre-service teacher applicants. This literature 
underscores personality factors and 21st century skills as key success predictors (Coombe, 
2015; Pacific Policy Research Center, 2010; Wagner, 2010; Robinson, 2001). Similar 
personality characteristics become assets at AUA, according to the findings of this study. 

The present study has a practical value for FL teacher education programs. An important 
takeaway from the findings is an increased awareness of key student applicant characteristics 
that sometimes remain hidden during the admission process. What follows is a student 
admissions process that has been revised in AUA’s MA TEFL program based on the findings 
of this study.
The general admission requirements for MA TEFL applicants include: 

● an official, valid TOEFL iBT score of 79 or IELTS (Academic) score of 6.5;
● an undergraduate GPA of 3.4 or higher on a 5-point scale;
● a strong interest and potential to become a successful TEFL professional as proven 

by the applicant’s prior experience, statement of purpose, and admission interview, if 
applicable.
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At the program level, the admission process starts with a review of student applicants’ 
documents. Then, three or more TEFL program representatives interview all eligible 
applicants. From among the three representatives, one is the MA TEFL chair, and another 
is the TEFL recruitment coordinator or designee. The other interviewers are TEFL faculty 
members, each interviewing on average a third of all applicants. After each interviewer 
makes their independent judgement, they discuss the applicants and reach a consensus on 
the admission recommendation. 
The revision in this process includes a new applicants selection criteria list. These criteria 
are partly informed by the literature and partly by the findings of this study:

● Understanding of the TEFL program
● Commitment to the TEFL field
● Intellectual capacity
● Personality fit
● Prior academic performance
● Capacity for a positive impact in the field and community
● English language skills
● Clarity of thoughts 
● Genuine responses and honesty
● Relevance of academic experience/background
● Relevance of professional experience

Next, each criterion is mapped to the evidence from the application documents or elicited 
during the screening interview. Below are examples of how two criteria are operationally 
defined: 

● Commitment to the TEFL field:  
 □ Has participated in relevant professional development opportunities
 □ Has taught a foreign/second language(s) formally and/or privately
 □ Has multiple years of experience in TEFL/FL
 □ Has a realistic and clear vision of TEFL plans

● Prior academic performance: 
 □ Previous GPA
 □ Convincing answers about a few low grades on the transcript 
 □ Awareness of personal weaknesses and use of compensation strategies

Each criterion is rated by the interviewers on the scale of 1-5 (1 – unacceptable; 2 – hardly 
acceptable; 3 – borderline; 4 – acceptable; 5 – exceptional).
In addition to this analytic scoring approach, the interviewers also provide a recommendation 
on each applicant based on their holistic judgement. This recommendation ranges on a scale 
from “deny” to “exceptional.” When making admission decisions, the holistic scale takes 
priority, and it is used for scholarship decisions for outstanding incoming students. 
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Conclusion 
In an effort to improve admission procedures at a graduate TEFL program, this project 
1) identified key characteristics of highly successful alumni of the program, 2) explored 
relationships between current TEFL students success and their pre-admission characteristics, 
and 3) identified the student applicant characteristics that often become blind spots in the 
admission process. Regarding the first objective, the findings show that highly successful 
alumni are not only employed in the TEFL field, but are actively engaged in professional 
development and provide mentoring support to their peers, too. In terms of the second 
objective, very little of what is known about student applicants at admission is helpful to 
predict their further academic and professional success. Previous GPA and TOEFL iBT show 
a statistically significant but very small correlation with the current GPA in the MA TEFL 
program. Finally, regarding the last objective, the faculty that interview student applicants at 
admission tend to overlook important applicant characteristics, and most of them are related 
to personality qualities rather than prior professional experience. 
At  the time of writing this paper, the revised screening procedures and instruments have 
already been tested out, and based on preliminary anecdotal evidence, they show a more 
transparent and objective approach to the admission process. At all stages of the selection 
process, the decision-making process is collective and based on the available evidence. 
Moving forward, we are planning to use the data collected during the admission interviews 
to track the success rate of the students and graduates. This study could establish a more 
direct relationship between specific selection criteria and academic or professional success 
of students and graduates. Knowing which selection criteria are more accurate predictors 
of success could help the program redefine the target applicants during the recruitment and 
admission process. finally, the procedure and instruments presented for selecting student 
teachers in the MA TEFL program could be successfully implemented in the selection of 
in-service teachers during job interviews. 
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Appendix A 

Survey Interview of MA TEFL Alumni

Introduction about the purpose of the call or conversation: 

● We would like to understand better how well our MA TEFL program meets the 
professional needs of our students and alumni. 

● Some questions may have been asked by AUA Institutional Research Office or Alumni 
Office. We apologize for having to ask some of the questions again. 

● Note that the information we collect for this research will be kept strictly confidential. 
The data will come from this interview and from the AUA Admissions and Registrar 
offices.

● Your participation in this research is voluntary, so feel free not to answer any of the 
questions. You have this right and we respect it. 

● With this in mind, do you agree to participate in this research study? 

Graduation date: _________________________
Interviewee’s name: ______________________

1. Could you please tell me/us about your employment since your graduation from  
MA TEFL?     

# Employment Dates Full/Part-time Capacity / position Employment level
1    
2    
3    
4    
5

______________________________________________________________

2. How satisfied have you been with your employment since you graduated from MA 
TEFL at AUA on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Very Dissatisfied and 7 is Very Satisfied?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
______________________________________________________________

3. Now I will ask you a few questions about your current job on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is 
Very Dissatisfied and 7 is Very Satisfied.

      3.1. How satisfied are you with your salary? 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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 3.2. How satisfied  are you with promotion / career advancement opportunities?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 3.3. How satisfied  are you with your  job environment?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
______________________________________________________________

4. What is your ideal job?

______________________________________________________________

5 Thinking back to the time when you applied to our program, what were the main   
 reasons you applied to MA TEFL? 

        5.1.  Could you rank/order the following reasons from most important to least? 

● Improve English ___ 
● Become a (good) teacher ___ 
● Have better employability after graduatio ___ 
● Enjoy the AUA educational environment ___ 
______________________________________________________________

6. At the time you applied, did you have any expectations related to our program?   
 Yes - Not Sure - No 

        6.1.  (If interviewee answers yes to question 6) What were your expectations? 

 6.2. Overall, how well did the MA TEFL program meet your original expectations,  
  if  any, on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Very Poorly and 7 is Very Well?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
______________________________________________________________

7. How interested were you to be an EFL teacher when you applied to the MA TEFL  
 program on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Not at All and 7 is Very Much?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 

 7.1. How interested are you to be an EFL teacher now on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Not at  
 All and 7 is Very Much?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 7.2. Why did you (not) experience this shift in your motivation? 

______________________________________________________________
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8.  I will now ask you to indicate how many times you have been involved in the 
following activities since your graduation. Select as many as needed.
● Been promoted or changed jobs for a more advanced position -     
● Attended conferences/workshops (1 day or longer) - ...
● Attended lectures/talks/short workshops (1-2 hours) - … 
● Presented at a conference  - … 
● Been involved in curriculum development/research projects - … 
● Published locally or internationally - … 
● Given workshops/trainings (to peers/colleagues) - ...
● Provided guidance and mentoring to new colleagues/beginners (how many 

people?) - … 
● Volunteered/Done service work outside of your job responsibilities for the past 

year -___ How about average per year since your graduation? - ...
● Received an award for professional achievement or community service - …

 

9.  Do you have any comments or questions? 
_____________________________________________________________

Thank you very much for your participation in this important study.  
We value your contribution in the growth of the MA TEFL program.
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Appendix B

Interview of MA TEFL students

Introduction about the purpose of the call or conversation: 

● We would like to understand better how well our MA TEFL program meets the 
professional needs of our students and alumni. 

● Note that the information we collect for this research will be kept strictly confidential. 
The data will come from this interview and from the AUA Admissions and Registrar 
offices.

● Your participation in this research is voluntary, so feel free not to answer any of the 
questions. You have this right and we respect it. 

● With this in mind, do you agree to participate in this research study? 

Admission date: _________________________
Interviewee’s name: ______________________

1. Could you please tell me/us about your employment since your graduation from  
MA TEFL?     

# Employment Dates Full/Part-time Capacity / position Employment level
1    
2    
3    
4    
5

______________________________________________________________

2. How satisfied have you been with your employment since you were admitted to MA 
TEFL at AUA on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Very Dissatisfied and 7 is Very Satisfied?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
______________________________________________________________

3. Now I will ask you a few questions about your current job on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is 
Very Dissatisfied and 7 is Very Satisfied. 

      3.1. How satisfied are you with your salary? 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

      3.2. How satisfied  are you with promotion / career advancement opportunities?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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      3.3. How satisfied  are you with your  job environment?
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

______________________________________________________________

4. What is your ideal job?
______________________________________________________________

5. Thinking back to the time when you applied to our program, what were the main   
 reasons you applied to MA TEFL? 
        5.1. Could you rank/order the following reasons from most important to least? 

● Improve English ___ 
● Become a (good) teacher ___ 
● Have better employability after graduatio ___ 
● Enjoy the AUA educational environment ___ 
______________________________________________________________

6. At the time you applied, did you have any expectations about the program?    
 Yes - No 
        6.1. What were they?   

 6.2.  Overall, how well did the MA TEFL program meet your original expectations, if  
     any, since your admission, if any, on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Very Poorly and 7  
     is Very Well?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
______________________________________________________________

7. How interested were you to be an EFL teacher when you applied to the MA TEFL  
 program on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is Not at All and 7 is Very Much? 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 7.1. How interested are you to be an EFL teacher now on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is  
    Not at All and 7 is Very Much?

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

 7.2. Why did you (not) experience this shift in your motivation? 
______________________________________________________________
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8.  I will now ask you to indicate how many times you have been involved in the 
following activities since your admission. Select as many as needed.
● Been promoted or changed jobs for a more advanced position -     
● Attended conferences/workshops (1 day or longer) - ...
● Attended lectures/talks/short workshops (1-2 hours) - … 
● Presented at a conference  - … 
● Been involved in curriculum development/research projects outside of AUA 

course work - … 
● Published locally or internationally - … 
● Given workshops/trainings (to peers/colleagues) - ...
● Provided guidance and mentoring to new colleagues/beginners  (how many 

people?)- … 
● Volunteered/Done service work outside of your job responsibilities in or outside 

of your workplace or student responsibilities - … 
● Received an award for professional achievement or community service - …   

    
9. Do you have any comments or questions?   
 _____________________________________________________________

Thank you very much for your participation in this important study.  
We value your contribution in the growth of the MA TEFL program.

Appendix C 
Faculty Ratings of Students’ Success

Dear MA TEFL Faculty,
As you may know, we are conducting a study about the professional success of MA TEFL 
students and graduates. We would like to ask you to estimate the likelihood of professional 
success in the TEFL field of the following 1st year students upon their graduation from 
AUA. If are you unable to make a fair judgement, select NA (not applicable). 1 = Very 
Unlikely to 7 = Very Likely. 

Student’s name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 NA

Student 1

Student 2

Student 3

Student 4

Student 5

……...………..
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Appendix D 
Interview Guide for TEFL Faculty

RQ: What factors/categories define students’ success based on faculty judgement? 

For each faculty to be interviewed, we will select a list of current 1st and 2nd year students 
that the faculty was present during the admissions interview. Each student case will be 
discussed separately. The comments from the admission interview will be available to 
refresh the faculty member’s memory. 

● Looking at this particular student, in general, have your expectations of his/her 
performance at the admission interview ended up accurate, over-estimated or 
underestimated? 

● (If over-estimated or underestimated), what specific qualities of this student transpired/
emerged during the courses you taught that made you change your opinion? 

● (If over-estimated or underestimated), what do you wish you had known about this 
student during the admission interview to make a more accurate expectation of his/her 
performance in the program? 

● How could this quality be demonstrated during the admission interview? 
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Chapter 3

 Transforming Your Academic Curriculum Vitae (ACV)
into a Career Strategy Tool

Richard D. Miller
Osaka Jyogakuin University, Japan

Michael M. Parrish
Kwansei Gakuin University, Japan

Abstract
This paper describes the elements of an academic curriculum vitae (ACV) in contrast to 
a traditional business résumé or CV. It outlines the basic content and format of an ACV 
and explains the rationale for investing the time required for developing a detailed ACV. 
In addition, the authors outline how to apply the balanced scorecard approach, a concept 
borrowed from the business strategic planning theory, to the preparation of an ACV. The 
approach includes analyzing one’s career history to gauge which areas need improvement. 
It also suggests the kinds of documentary evidence desirable in preparing a comprehensive 
academic job application. The proposed approach provides a practical method for using an 
ACV as a tool for self-evaluation, self-reflection, and career planning.  

Introduction 
College and university educators, whether employed full-time or looking for work, sometimes 
find themselves not moving in the direction that they want to, with respect to their careers. In 
order to jumpstart a career, one suggestion for academics and educators is to introspectively 
look at our teaching and education by using a document that presents a detailed record of the 
course of our professional lives: the academic curriculum vitae (ACV). The ACV is the basic 
document common to almost all employment applications. A brief review of six months of 
English language teaching positions posted on two international academic job posting sites 
based in Japan (JRECIN and JALT Jobs Available) revealed that nearly 70% of positions 
required a CV as part of the application process (Miller & Parrish, 2014). Although the CV 
is often seen as merely a necessary and annoying formality, when examined through the lens 
of the balanced scorecard, it can also be used as a tool for marketing, self-reflection, and 
self-improvement. By doing so, we can easily see our individual strengths and weaknesses 
and pinpoint areas for growth. 
This chapter will first explain the basic structure of the ACV and how it differs from a business 
résumé. Next, the concept of balanced scorecard analysis will be introduced, and the way to 
apply the concept to career development will be explained. This will be followed by a practical 
guide to collecting necessary documents and artifacts for an academic job application, as well 
as creating a professional brand for self-marketing in the academic market. 
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Basics of the ACV
Below we will explain the difference between an ACV and typical business résumé and will 
clarify what is typically included in an ACV and how it is organized.
Differences between résumé and curriculum vitae
In much of the English-speaking world, there are two terms to describe the document which 
recounts an applicant’s work history, accomplishments, and skills: résumé and curriculum 
vitae (CV). The first term describes a short, one- or two-page document that summarizes 
(hence the French term résumé) a candidate’s work history and skills that are most relevant 
to the position. It is typically used in a business context. On the other hand, the term CV 
is usually used for a longer document, describing in detail a candidate’s experiences and 
accomplishments. It is typically used for jobs in academia and research. To add to the 
confusion, in British English, the term CV is often used to refer to both kinds of documents. 
For the sake of clarity and consistency, in this manuscript we will use the term Academic CV 
(ACV) to describe the longer document for the academic job market.
Differences between the ACV and a résumé can be striking. While a résumé should be 
constrained to one or two pages (Rosenberg, 1996, p. 5), the ACV can be “as long as 
necessary,” sometimes running to 15, 20 or 30 pages (MIT Global Education and Career 
Center, n.d.; University of California, Berkley Career Center, n.d.). Basically, the differences 
come down to how the information is presented. All the facts and details of all academic 
work are included for the ACV whereas a résumé is more of a sales document that sells 
the job seeker to the employer through the use of adjectives and specific information in a 
document that is tailored to each specific position. The ACV has a lot more detail, but the 
basic content will not change as the job seeker applies for other jobs. In contrast, the résumé 
will be customized for each position to account for changes in requirements. The purpose 
of the two documents are broadly similar (i.e., to demonstrate to a hiring committee the 
applicant’s worthiness for the position), but the approach is quite different. The résumé 
writer tries to quickly and efficiently explain to the hiring manager how the new employee 
can make money for the company. In that regard, a business résumé may include many 
concrete figures such as, sales volume, number of staff supervised, or number of new clients 
acquired. An ACV may also include some figures related to class size or research grants, 
but they are less important. The business résumé emphasizes the specific skills required 
for a job, whereas the ACV paints a broader picture of a candidate’s research and academic 
potential as the requirements for academia, in particular TESOL positions, are more similar 
across institutions (Table 1). 
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Table 1
Differences between ACV and business résumé

Scope Academic CV Business Résumé

Length No page limit Limited to 1 or 2 pages 

Focus Focuses on facts and career history and 
achievements

Focuses on specific abilities and 
experiences 

Purpose Historical record (stated neutrally, few 
adverbs or adjectives used)

Power sales tool (adjectives and adverbs 
are used strategically)

Contents • Detailed list of all academic work 
• Standard content – four main sections:

- Education
- Teaching experience
- Research
- Service

Tailored to specific job application or 
position
Self-orientation
Quantifiable achievements

The ACV has traditionally been an in-house document for tenure-track academics to present 
to the university (inter-departmental as well as intra-departmental) to decide if a candidate 
is worthy of tenure. As the academic field has evolved and changed, the percentage of 
university instructors in tenure or tenure-track positions in America declined from 53% in 
1975 to 31% in 2009 (Wilson, 2010; Ennis, 2011; Griffey, 2016). In addition to its traditional 
use as tool for tenure evaluation, the ACV has become more common for even entry-level 
and non-permanent positions in TESOL internationally as the number of educators employed 
part-time or on limited-term contracts continues to be the norm. Although it represents a 
significant investment of time to create the initial document, once created, the ACV can open 
up employment opportunities and make the application process easier.
Format of the ACV
There is no strict format for the ACV in terms of order of information, structure, fonts, or 
titling, particularly when written in English, but there may be local norms in the various 
countries in which you may be applying. Many large educational institutions have their 
own specific forms; although the kind of information requested is usually very similar, the 
order and amount of detail required can be slightly different. It is worthwhile to organize the 
information in an ACV in a parallel format to application forms from leading universities in 
the area in which you are seeking employment. 
The basic sections are similar to those in a résumé (from the top): personal and contact 
information; educational history, honours and awards; work history, publication and 
presentation history; and other activities and memberships. The placement of the educational 
history section is another way in  which the ACV differs from the résumé; education is 
placed foremost on the ACV because having the appropriate level and field of education 
(e.g., a master’s degree in applied linguistics; a PhD or equivalent experience in a related 
field) is the first requirement for employment, as opposed to in business, where practical, 
proven skills are seen as more important. 
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Although there is no fixed format, appearance and legibility are still vital. Long before it 
reaches the actual hiring committee, the longer document will be passed through many 
hands who will use the information in the ACV to decide whether the candidate will go onto 
the next level of the hiring procedure. First, an applicant must include all of the information 
in a clean, well-spaced and continuous font. Unlike the résumé, there is no need to use extra 
small fonts or tight spacing to keep the document less than two pages. The ACV is designed 
to be long and thorough, making it easy for the office staff to extract the specific information 
they need. A good ACV should survive the “drop test;” if it were dropped on the floor, would 
it still be possible for a reader standing above it to pick out the key points in the document? 
Using bold and italics consistently to emphasize certain types of information (e.g., dates, 
locations, or degrees) and labeling sections clearly makes information easier to find quickly.
At the very top of your ACV should be your contact information. This should include the 
name of your current workplace and home address, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses. 
It is important to use a professional-sounding e-mail address (e.g., myname@gmail.com), 
preferably an address associated with an educational institution. A word of caution about 
using an employer’s e-mail address (or any office resources) for a personal job search: doing 
so could open a candidate up to ethical and privacy concerns. As an alternative, contact your 
alma mater for an e-mail address from that institution, or create a new e-mail account just 
for the job search by using any one of the major online services. The amount and type of 
personal information provided changes depending on the region where you choose to work. 
In Asia it is common to include age, gender, marital status, and a photograph on application 
documents and ACVs. This is not permitted according to human resources guidelines in 
North America, the UK, or most of Europe. Decide what personal information to include or 
omit based on local norms and your personal comfort level. 
Three main sections that are common on all ACVs are education, teaching experience, and 
research. What goes into the remainder of an ACV varies according to one’s experience 
and the kinds of positions being applied for. More senior or tenure-track jobs require more 
information in addition to the main three, especially in terms of service. Some ACVs include 
sections on educational travel, licenses and certifications, and special qualifications, such as 
foreign language proficiency, as long as it relates to academia. 
The next section should be the education section, with the most recent degrees coming first. 
If you are a current student, the degree in progress should be first, with a note of estimated 
completion date. Otherwise begin with the most recently completed degree. Included in the 
information should be the degree earned and the title of the dissertation (or thesis) along 
with the advisor’s name. In addition, further post-secondary studies or certificates should be 
listed. After the education details, academic awards might be added, such as Dean’s List, Phi 
Beta Kappa, or scholarships.
Following the education section is the chronology of employment, listed in reverse 
chronological order, with the most recent coming first (in some academic cultures, such as 
Japan, work and education are listed in chronological order). In addition, the employment 
section of the ACV should list primarily education-related jobs at secondary or tertiary level. 
If you have limited university teaching experience, particularly if you are just transitioning 
into academic teaching, a section entitled “Other Teaching Experience” could follow, 
providing space to cover non-academic teaching positions. Note that other employment not 
related to education is left out. Include any relevant experience, as far back as is necessary.
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Each entry should include the following information: dates you were employed at the 
institution, the name of the institution, faculty, or centre; level of employment (full time or 
part-time); and a brief, one- or two-sentence description of the courses taught. Use bold, 
underlining or italics to highlight key information, but use it consistently and sparingly. 
Follow the same pattern for all subsequent entries. Note, that this section does not contain 
any expressions to explain how well you did your work; that is, there should be no descriptive 
or subjective language in the course descriptions. The facts speak for themselves in the ACV. 
The place for promoting oneself is in the cover letter or the teaching philosophy essay. 
The next section is the publication and research activities component, where published 
works are listed, such as articles in academic journals, book chapters, and books, along 
with shorter academic and non-academic publications, such as lesson shares or newspaper 
op-eds. Although there are no hard and fast rules, it is easiest, for the sake of consistency, to 
put your publications in a standard academic citation style, such as APA or MLA format. It 
makes your list look neat, organized and professional. Note whether the publication was peer 
reviewed, as this type of article carries more weight in hiring and promotion decisions. If you 
have submitted publications, but they have not yet been published, or are actively working 
on publications, then they can be listed in a separate section called “work in progress” or 
“under review.” Use this option sparingly, as it may look suspicious to have more than three 
to five articles listed this way, but with no actual publications. If the publication section is 
particularly sparse, some candidates include a brief summary. However, the summaries are 
best kept for a different document, discussed later.
Following the publications section, it is a good idea to outline a similar list of academic 
presentations. Although counted less than publications in terms of hiring decisions, they are 
an important indicator of the seriousness and professionalism of a candidate (R. Chartrand, 
personal communication, November 25, 2016). Indicate whether the presentations were 
vetted or invited, or whether they took the form of a regular paper presentation, poster 
presentation, workshop, panel session, or even a pecha kucha presentation.
An often overlooked section of an ACV is professional service which covers experience 
serving on committees, such as entrance exam preparation, curriculum development and 
review, as well as other administrative roles. Student advising and mentoring could also be 
included in this section. Each entry should include the year followed by a short description 
of the activity; a single sentence is sufficient. 
Research grants received are an extremely important part of an ACV submitted to North 
American universities, but receiving grants is also very prestigious in international TESOL 
academia. There are local and international government-sponsored grants, on-campus 
university-sponsored research grants, and grants from professional organizations such as 
TESOL. If you have received or in some cases have even merely applied for these, they 
should be included.
Finally, professional memberships is a section that should include all academic organizations 
that one belongs to. As an example, TESOL should be included along with the special 
interest groups and chapters of which one is a member. Include any leadership roles, as well. 
Memberships in other professional groups do not have to be exclusively education/language 
teaching related. Alumni or interest groups would also be useful. Volunteer activities, such 
as serving on a school’s board of directors or volunteering for tutoring special needs children 
can also be included in this section, or in a separate part of the document.
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In some cases, the ACV may be further adjusted to the requirements of individual job 
applications. For example, if a position is teaching English at an institution specializing 
in medical sciences, mentioning a part-time job in college working at a hospital may be 
appropriate, whereas for other positions it would be irrelevant. Similarly, as many ELT 
professionals are starting second careers, finding a way to incorporate their previous life 
experiences into TESOL pedagogy is advantageous. 
Therefore, it is critical to gather all of your academic work and articulate it within the 
different sections of the ACV in a logical fashion. The final step is to double-check all facts, 
dates, spelling and grammar. Go over everything with a trusted colleague or friend and be 
sure everything is spelt correctly. 
The initial preparation of an ACV will be labor intensive and time consuming, but it will 
become an asset. In principle, the ACV is a single, stable document representing a snapshot 
of your career. From that point of view it may be tempting to let it sit and not regularly revisit 
it, but that would be a mistake. Just as your life is not static, neither is the content of the ACV. 
It should be regularly reviewed and revised. After all, the ACV is a living document; as your 
circumstances change, as you gain experiences and accomplishments, they should be added 
to the ACV. It should change and evolve over time, maintaining an accurate snapshot of your 
career. Bear in mind that once the foundation document is written, it will take only a short 
time to update it if done at the end of every academic term. 

Balanced Scorecard Analysis: Using the ACV for Career Development
Creating a detailed ACV requires a significant investment of time, but once the initial 
document is created, it can be maintained and tweaked fairly easily if it is updated in a 
timely fashion, perhaps once every semester, to reflect recent accomplishments. The obvious 
benefits to creating and maintaining an ACV begin with being prepared to apply quickly 
when job opportunities arise. Another is that it reflects a more professional image and a 
commitment to academia as a career rather than merely a job. Perhaps the best part of doing 
an ACV is the intrinsic motivation and the feeling of accomplishment that comes with 
seeing your entire teaching career on paper in one document. This is a surprise to many 
who do it. It can also become a motivator for one’s own career. Jack C. Richards referred 
to the “professionalization of the TESOL industry” when describing the changes that he 
witnessed in the field of TESOL (2008, p. 4), as well as a tool for evaluating your progress 
and planning for the future. Another productive way to look at your career is through the lens 
of the balanced scorecard approach.
Balanced Scorecard Analysis
The balanced scorecard is a construct developed by Kaplan and Norton (1993, 1996) as a 
corporate strategy tool and a performance management device. It was developed in response 
to the need for businesses to improve upon areas of weaknesses that are uncovered through 
using the tool for analysis. In order to do so, it examines corporate performance not on 
a single metric, such as finances, but on its relative performance on several metrics, for 
example customer service or corporate social responsibility, in addition to bottom-line 
finances (Merchant & Van der Stede, 2007). Miller (2011a, 2011b) adapted and reconfigured 
the concept in order to apply it in the context of individual educators reflecting on their 
academic careers. It is a useful tool for educators to use in order to be better able to consider 
where their strengths and weaknesses lie through self-reflection of their career. Just as the 
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corporate tool tries to view the overall performance of the company, an academic should view 
their career from a similar macro viewpoint. Thus, the adaptation of the balanced scorecard 
approach allows educators to have an introspective reflection on where one lies within all 
the areas of the professional development metrics that are laid out. And, as managers of their 
own careers, an honest assessment of those areas that need improvement should be clear 
when viewed in this way. 
Career reflection using the balanced scorecard
The ACV in its final form can be utilized as a document that is sent to both current and 
potential employers. However, it is most powerful as a tool to organize, analyze, and plan 
one’s academic career. Figure 1 illustrates the main areas covered in the balanced scorecard 
in relation to the academic career. While not all aspects of an academic career are covered, 
the majority of the information in an academic CV can be categorized into the four areas 
shown. The only one major area that might be missing for educators working abroad would 
be proficiency in the language of the country where you teach.

Figure 1. 
The elements of the balanced scorecard as applied to the ACV

    

 Academic
Qualifications

      

 Publications &
Presentations

Academic
Curriculum

Vitae

Work   
 Experience

 Volunteer or
     Extracurricular

 Activities

The main purpose of the figure is to reinforce the idea that all of the career areas work 
together and support each other to create a balanced career profile. When a career profile 
becomes out of balance, then it negatively impacts employability and advancement. If, for 
example, there is too much emphasis on teaching and less emphasis on publication, the 
academic scorecard would be unbalanced, making for a less appealing candidate for an 
academic position. Applying the analogy of an automobile tire, although it continues to roll, 
an unbalanced tire is inefficient and unstable. To fix the problem, a mechanic adds weight 
to different parts of the wheel to bring it into balance. Academics can add weight to specific 
categories in our ACVs to bring our careers into balance. 
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Academic Career Profile and Portfolio
Another way to incorporate the idea of a balanced scorecard career improvement is to consider 
compiling an academic portfolio, with the ACV as its base or center. The first step in creating 
an academic portfolio is to neatly organize and present your academic achievements in terms 
of academic qualifications acquired, articles and research presented or published, teaching 
experience, and other accomplishments, and summarize them in your ACV. After that is the 
process of analyzing one’s strengths and weaknesses and strategizing ways to improve any 
gaps in your academic career profile or scorecard (as documented in your ACV). 
Elements of an academic portfolio
The academic portfolio is a resource bank for all the supporting documents for creating 
and improving your ACV. All the elements should be together; it is wise to have an 
electronic, cloud-based storage area and one for the actual paper documents. The list below 
is intimidating, but it can be accomplished if collected little by little, a few hours a week. 
Creating separate files and having them all together makes providing an employer with the 
proper documentation a very easy process.
Class lists
Although not typically required on an ACV, for your own reference, you should compile a list 
titled “teaching and advising activities” which shows exactly what courses you have taught 
at which institutions, including specific names and course numbers and a brief overview 
of course content. Defining acronyms or course codes at the beginning of the document in 
a smaller font will help with making the list less unwieldy. The complete list should be in 
reverse chronological order with the current or most recent ones that are relevant to you at 
the top. When composing an ACV, there are often some blanks in your memory about the 
details of your career (e.g., the exact name of a course, or the semester or academic year 
of a particular course early in your career). Most universities are willing to provide you a 
complete list of the courses you have taught along with enrollment numbers.  
Copies of important documents
Make sure that you have originals and (certified) copies of your diplomas and transcripts for 
all degrees and certificates earned. There are enough cases of instructors with fake degrees 
that many universities are cautious and demand detailed proof of educational credentials. 
Collect offprints of publications or original copies of the journals. Also keep quality PDF 
scans to facilitate printing or electronic delivery. This provides easy access when employers 
request copies of your work. Keep programs from conferences where you presented. 
This will make it easier to prepare a comprehensive list your academic publications and 
presentations that includes a brief summary of each, which should also be in your portfolio. 
Make copies of your passport, residency card, and necessary tax documents. A recent health 
check is also sometimes required. 
Sample lessons and teaching philosophy
A common application requirement is a brief essay about your teaching approach or 
philosophy. Although this necessarily should be carefully customized for each application, 
the basic content will be similar.  Proofread carefully to avoid the pitfall of one author in 
which the name of a different university was used in the application essay. Also keep records 
of exemplary lesson plans and class syllabi, particularly ones you designed yourself. Try to 
have at least one lesson on video, even it is just a smartphone video from the back of the class. 
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Applying the Balanced Score Card Approach to the ACV  
and the Academic Profile
After completing the ACV, an educator should carefully reflect on which of the areas are 
well developed and which could use improvement. Table 2 lists some of the common items 
included in each section of the academic CV. It also describes some strategies to improve 
and rebalance one’s ACV.
Practical considerations for balancing an ACV
In the category of education, the key items are the academic degrees earned. The category of 
education also includes various specialty licenses (though they may be listed in a different 
part of the ACV). If you have the minimum qualification for a teaching position, often a 
master’s degree, you may consider pursuing an additional degree or graduate certificate in 
a specialty area (e.g., literacy, special education). If you come from a field outside TESOL, 
an additional certificate in TESOL would be useful, either as a certificate/diploma such 
as CELTA or DELTA or a full master’s degree. Some tenure-track positions may require 
candidates speak the local language to be effective in administrative roles, so evidence of 
linguistic ability is useful. It also shows empathy with the host culture and a commitment to 
the position.
In the section on work experience, the primary item is relevant teaching experience. For 
candidates new to the industry, this can be a difficult hurdle. Sometimes student teaching 
or volunteer teaching can bridge the gap. We should always seek to grow as teachers and 
push ourselves to try new methods or teach subjects outside our comfort zone. In some 
teaching contexts, native-speaking teachers are assigned mainly to oral communication or 
listening classes while non-native English teachers from the local culture teach reading and 
writing. This situation can lead to an imbalance in experience; request to teach various kinds 
of classes, particularly those that you have less experience with. Try different modes of 
teaching; rather than strictly language-based classes, try teaching a content-based seminar 
based on your interests or previous work or life experiences.
The area of research and publication is often one of the most problematic areas for educators, 
many of whom seem themselves as teachers more than researchers, but the realities of 
education at all levels, and particularly university positions, emphasize at least a minimum 
of research focus, even for primarily teaching-focused jobs. Research and publication can 
be an imposing hurdle. Not all master’s programs have a research component, so some 
practitioners do not have even a basic knowledge of the research process. The key is to start 
small; if you do not feel comfortable giving an academic presentation, attend a conference 
and see how it is done. If publishing a peer-reviewed experimental study is too much, 
perhaps try publishing a write-up of a lesson in an educational newsletter, or writing a book 
review or a critical literature review of a particular topic of interest. These can sometimes be 
sufficient to meet minimum publication requirements; at least they help build confidence in 
one’s ability to write in an academic mode.
Although the previous three categories are often explicit requirements for employment, the 
career area of service and extracurricular activities is not; however, it is still important to 
make a candidate stand out by showing a commitment to the field and to the community. 
Service can take several forms: service to the institution, to the profession, and to the 
community. Service to the institution consists of volunteering on committees or assisting 
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with student extracurricular activities on campus, as well as being willing to do extra duties 
when asked. Service to the profession can be performed by researching, peer mentoring, and 
being active in the administration of various academic societies or conferences. Service to 
the community is more traditional: helping at a homeless shelter, teaching at a community 
center, or serving on the PTA or board of directors of a local international school (Table 2).

Table 2
Examples of items to include in ACV balanced scorecard analysis

Career area Typical Examples Ways to Improve

Education 
& Academic 
Qualifications

● BA/BS; MA/MS; PhD
● TESL Certificate  

(CELTA or DELTA)
● Graduate Certificates
● Teaching credentials 

(K-12)
● Other licenses 
● Language aptitude tests

● Pursue advanced degrees
● Obtain specialist credentials
● Take foreign language aptitude tests

Work 
Experience

● University teaching 
experience

● Secondary-school 
teaching experience

● Administrative duties
● Relevant non-academic 

work experience

● Try teaching different kinds of classes
● Volunteer to teach content-based classes
● Volunteer to assist in administrative duties

Research & 
Publication

● Dissertation
● Peer-reviewed research
● Conference proceedings
● Book reviews
● Published lesson plans
● Journalistic articles
● Conference presentations

● Find opportunities to publish
● Start small with book reviews or shared lesson 

plans
● Volunteer to review articles for a journal
● Write non-academic articles related to an 

interest or field of expertise
● Provide editing service for journal articles

Service 
& Extra 
curricular

● University committees
● Volunteer work
● Academic associations
● Interests/Hobbies

● Volunteer to assist on academic committees
● Participate in volunteer activities in the 

community
● Join related local and international academic 

associations
● Take an active role in academic associations, 

by serving as an officer, editor, or helping to 
host academic events

● Share your interests with students and 
colleagues

● Train colleagues on certain aspects of pedagogy 
or your teaching practice in “My Share” 
sessions on campus. (e.g., using educational 
technology implications in certain lessons) 
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Personal reflections on applying the ACV and balanced scorecard approach
Identifying shortcomings in one’s career becomes much easier with a tool such as the ACV 
and the academic profile that forms centralized source of information and point of reference 
of one’s history and accomplishments. This becomes the balanced scorecard. With this 
information, an academic can look at all areas of their career and decide what the weaker 
elements may be. Those elements can be concentrated on and developed. For example, if 
you have fewer than three publications, it might be time to start looking for more publication 
opportunities. If you a have several publications, you can improve the variety and quality of 
publications; one author was motivated to try to publish his MBA dissertation published as 
an academic book or as an article in an international journal. 
From the authors’ personal experiences, we both realized that the professional membership 
and institutional service elements of our respective ACVs were lacking. We both joined 
more professional organizations and took more active roles in them. We also looked for 
ways to volunteer for committee work or extra classes, and our prime motivation was that 
it would boost a particularly weak part of the ACV. In spite of our hidden agendas, the 
organizations benefited from our enthusiasm and expertise. Make sure these activities are 
officially recognized and documented by the organizations, even if they are unpaid. As Tom 
Peters (1992) notes, career development:
…is selfish and selfless. Selfish in that each year you are aiming (if you’re wise) to 
demonstrably enhance your reputation within and beyond the company. Selfless since 
your employer’s competitive strength is the grand total of the service projects white-collar 
professionals like you execute. (1992, para. 11)
The ACV and portfolio can also improve teaching through examination of the variety of 
courses one has taught and may encourage academics to find ways to challenge themselves 
to teach more writing or content-based courses rather than focusing only on general or 
conversational content. 
Creating an academic image
Careers are not static; academics should be constantly seeking ways to broaden and improve 
their academic profile and image as academics and scholars. One way to spur this process is 
by asking the question that Tom Peters (1999, p. 32) asks: “What will you do for your CV in 
the next 90 days?”  A starting point is to attempt to shore up areas in the ACV as described in 
Table 2. Another take involves developing interpersonal and social relationships. Academic 
conferences, in particular, are great ways to revitalize and rebalance your ACV. In one 
venue you can give a presentation, publish research results, meet like-minded educators 
for collaboration, learn new techniques to improve teaching, volunteer in conference or 
association activities, and even get a paid vacation (Parrish, 2014). 
These days even academics require a positive social media presence. Employers regularly 
check Facebook and Twitter accounts of potential employees, so the potential for a bad 
impression is there. Keep in mind that once something it is on the Internet, it is difficult 
to remove. But this ubiquity can work as an advantage if managed strategically. From a 
professional standpoint, more universities now ask their instructors to set up profile pages on 
the institutional website to improve the university’s image. Professional social media sites 
such as LinkedIn, ResearchGate, and Academia.edu are increasingly important in creating 
a professional image and profile. All of these elements need to be managed and developed 
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to maximize employment opportunities and strengthen the positive image of the candidate 
as an academic.
Honest career appraisal leads a candidate to improve their ACV rather than succumbing to the 
temptation of trying to exaggerate or pad it out which is potentially fatal for a career. Being 
honest about any areas that are thin in your ACV and presenting a plan for improvement is 
better than ignoring them or, worse, fabricating them.

Conclusion
The ACV is an essential document for most academic positions. It is a comprehensive 
document that describes in detail the education, work experience, publication history, 
and extracurricular activities of an academic. However, the ACV is not only a historical 
document; it is also a tool that can be utilized for college and university educators in a 
variety of ways to enhance their careers by focusing on necessary growth areas in pedagogy, 
experience, or publication. The balanced scorecard approach emphasizes that there are 
various elements that interact to make a well-rounded academic professional. This chapter 
has suggested ways to improve areas found lacking and to assemble a portfolio of relevant 
academic documents to serve as concrete evidence of academic achievement and support 
an academic job application. Although the task of creating a document that can be up to 15 
or 20 pages that is a complete record of one’s work is a daunting task, there are a variety of 
rewards and potential payoffs, both immediate and long-term, resulting from the completion 
of an ACV and academic portfolio.
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Chapter 4

Introducing EFL in Preschools: Facts and Fictions

Thomaï Alexiou
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Greece

Abstract
English as a foreign language has been introduced to pre-primary educational contexts 
across Europe and abroad, and a large number of preschools, both state and private, have 
made considerable efforts in this respect. There is an abundance of studies that show 
benefits from introducing EFL at pre-primary settings, and notwithstanding some initial 
reservations, all indications we have so far are optimistic. In this paper, I will try to (a) 
review studies on EFL and preschools, (b) discuss facts and fictions regarding early EFL, 
and (c) refer to the challenges of implementing EFL in pre-primary settings. 

Introduction
English as a foreign language (EFL) has been introduced to pre-primary educational 
contexts across Europe, and this is in line with plurilingualism and multicultural aspects 
of the classrooms in the 21st century (European Commission, 2014; Baidak, et al., 2017). 
Lending much support to the benefits that can emerge from early EFL, UNICEF (2012) 
in a report regarding early education in Serbia, has placed emphasis on the significance 
of preschool education in general, which enhances children’s development and improves 
their “health, success in education, labour productivity and even the nation’s prosperity and 
competitiveness in the long run” (UNICEF, 2012, p. 21).

Moreover, in 2005, Ján Figel, European Commissioner for Education, Training, Culture 
and Multilingualism stated that “In an enlarged and multilingual Europe, learning foreign 
languages from a very young age allows us to discover other cultures and better prepare for 
occupational mobility” (Figel, 2005). The Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 
programme was introduced across Europe (European Commission, 2014). Within this 
programme, some countries (e.g., Poland, Spain, and Cyprus) have formally introduced 
foreign language instruction, usually English, at pre-primary level, sometimes with children 
as young as three (European Commission, 2014). Other countries that have introduced EFL 
initiatives at pre-primary level include Albania, Montenegro, Slovenia, Czech Republic, 
Norway, and others. However, the Action Plan 2004-2006 clarifies that:

offering another language at an early age is not inherently advantageous, but can 
only be effective if teachers are trained to work with very young children, classes are 
small enough, the learning material is adequate and sufficient time is allotted in the 
curriculum. (Communication, 2003, p. 449)
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What is impressive is that there is enormous variety of implementation (both in state and 
private schools) in how very early EFL is introduced. Language-related outcomes depend 
on the model of the education curriculum, which is adopted. Setting realistic objectives and 
using methodological tools that are age appropriate are imperative, as these would boost 
the presumable benefits of an early start (Bland, 2015; García Mayo, 2017). 

Murphy and Evangelou (2016) review many aspects of early EFL such as type of exposure, 
teacher qualifications, resources, parents’ role, curriculum development, methodology, and 
learners’ motivation and attitude. Furthermore, Enever (2011) and Garton et al. (2011) 
through their large-scale studies provide comprehensive insights on the global policies 
and practices involved in foreign language instruction (Scheffler & Domińska, 2018). It 
is therefore apparent that in order to investigate effective learning of very young learners, 
policy decision-making, teacher training and material resources  (Scheffler & Domińska, 
2018) need also be reconsidered.

Before all these aspects are discussed, it is important to clarify certain misconceptions or 
myths that exist in this field.

Fictions regarding EFL and very young learners
Fiction 1: Children learn languages easily and without much effort.
The superiority of the child as a learner has been claimed for decades now. Children's 
brains are argued to be more flexible, and researchers support that there is a “window of 
opportunity” at the early ages. In a similar vein, children are thought to be like “sponges” 
and able to absorb any language presented to them almost effortlessly.
However, this is not really the case as even though children can be very successful in acquiring 
vocabulary, set phrases and some structures, this can only be achieved with continuous 
exposure of the right kind. So this idea of a window of opportunity is not unconditional. 
Realising that languages are not just being “picked up” or effortlessly “absorbed” is 
important. 
Another implication of this myth is that the teacher’s job is easy, but it really is not. Often 
it is said that teachers only need to know “a, b, c,” and they can teach very young learners, 
implying that not much competence in language is needed. This frame of mind is actually 
dangerous as perhaps the last thing a teacher needs to know is “a, b, c” (no literacy skills are 
promoted at this age – just oracy); since this admittedly involves listening and pronunciation 
(DeKeyser & Larson-Hall 2005), the teachers’ language proficiency and fluency needs to 
be high.
However, pedagogical knowledge is of overriding importance here as well. Motivation is 
crucial at this stage as attitudes are shaped, so a teacher also needs a strong pedagogic 
background. Very young learners are restless by nature, and they lose interest quickly. Trying 
to teach anything at this is age is primarily a pedagogical task, so teachers of very young 
learners need to familiarize themselves with all relevant pedagogic principles “in order to 
find the best ways to ‘talk’ to the children’s minds and ‘touch’ their hearts” (Alexiou, 2015, 
p. 286). Teachers actually need to be very talented, imaginative and creative so as to keep the 
children’s minds active and their interest alive. If the teacher does not know the pedagogic 
teaching methods appropriate for this age, this opportunity may be forever missed.
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Fiction 2: The earlier a foreign language is introduced in schools, the better and faster 
the child will learn the language.

The earlier the better trend is still a hotly debated issue. There is vast evidence in the 
literature discussing the issue of the critical period hypothesis for language acquisition 
(Lenneberg, 1967; Singleton & Lengyel, 1995; Birdsong, 1999; Newport et al, 2001). 
One major argument for early EFL is that “if foreign languages are not learnt in the early 
years of schooling, the opportunities for mastery later on are dramatically and negatively 
affected” (Banfi, 2015, p. 2). Researchers argue that the earlier children begin to learn a 
second language, the better. Yet when learners receive only a few hours of instruction per 
week, those who start later often catch up with those who began earlier (Muñoz, 2014; 
Marinova-Todd et al., 2000). Therefore, the provision of opportunities for learning (i.e., 
context, both inside and outside the classroom – see Enever, 2015), continuity, input, the 
motivation to learn as well as individual differences in aptitude, personality and learning 
styles severely affect the rate of learning and eventual success.

Edelenbos et al. (2006) in their review succinctly elucidate this issue:
An early start can confer considerable advantages on children by activating such natural 
languages acquisition mechanisms as they possess, by affording them more time overall 
and by providing them with a linguistic and intercultural experience which can have 
a beneficial formative influence on their cognitive, social, cultural, acoustic, linguistic 
and personal development (including qualities of persistence and participation) and 
on their sense of self. An early start by itself however guarantees nothing; it needs to 
be accompanied minimally by good teaching, by a supportive environment and by 
continuity from one year to the next, taking children smoothly from pre-primary to 
primary, and from primary into secondary education. (2006, p. 147)

These qualities require careful planning, monitoring and evaluation of the language 
programmes for such initiatives to lead to any form of success (see Pfenninger, 2018). 
Still, the main consideration at the very young ages is the advantages that do not relate 
just to language and future success but to other pedagogical and cognitive benefits that 
accompany learning an additional language (Table 2).

Fiction 3: If a foreign language is introduced early, there will be confusion with the first 
language (L1).
This is a common misconception causing confusion and worries mainly to parents. However, 
it is important to clarify that this cannot really happen in an EFL context since the aim 
is just exposing the child to the language and offering linguistic stimuli and not formally 
teaching the language. Children are usually exposed to the additional language for a very 
limited amount of time, so any confusion with L1 is not expected (Lindahl & Sayer, 2018; 
Łockiewicz, Sarzała-Przybylska & Lipowska, 2018). The methodology is also very different 
when only oracy is cultivated.
However, once again, amount of input is paramount. Muñoz (2014) made it clear that for any 
implicit learning to take place, young learners should be provided with substantially larger 
amounts of input in order to exploit their implicit learning abilities (Scheffler et al., 2020).
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Review of EFL in preschool settings
Let us now turn to some evidence regarding implementation of very early EFL in the 
preschool settings. Table 1 shows some examples in countries that EFL is introduced in 
preschool settings with their results. As can be seen, positive results emerge. There is no 
perfect homogeneity but there are common elements in the implementation practices.

Table 1

Modes of implementation in Europe

Country Onset age Exposure Methodology Teacher Results
Cyprus
Compulsory

3-4 (since 
2010)

30 mins, 2x/
week

Aural-oral 
approach;
Free play, 
routines, songs, 
greetings &
CLIL showers

Pre-primary 
teacher with 
a high level 
of English 
language 
proficiency

• Positive attitudes towards 
language learning

• Multilingual awareness
• Positive impact on 

cognitive abilities
(Ioannou-Georgiou 2015)

Spain
Compulsory

3 & 4 (as 
of 2007 
but differs 
in each 
region)

age 3: 30 
mins, 2x/
week

age 4 & 5: 
45 mins, 2x/
week

Routines, 
functional/
communicative 
tasks, songs, 
greetings

EFL teacher Very positive views by the 
teachers regarding this 
experience esp. regarding 
motivational factors but 
certain conditions apply 
(Andúgar & Cortina-Peréz, 
2018; Zhou et al., 2013)

Poland
Compulsory

4 (in most 
parts)

30 mins, 2x/
week

Games, reading 
aloud, nursery 
rhymes, songs, 
etc.

Preschool 
teacher 
with EFL 
specialisation

The automatisation of 
correct linguistic habits
equips children with 
skills for their later FL 
educational success 
(Łockiewicz et al., 2018, p. 1)

Slovenia
Not compulsory
(Network 
Innovative 
Project 1998-
2008)

3 35-45 
mins, 1x or 
2x/ week 
(depends on 
region)

CLIL showers;
Everyday 
curricular 
activities

EFL teacher 
and in 
some cases 
preschool 
teachers with 
high level 
of language 
proficiency

• Increased motivation
• Sense of pluralism
• Intercultural awareness
• Socialization

(Brumen, et al., 2017)

Iceland
Not compulsory

2-6 20 mins, 4x/
week

Themes parallel 
to curriculum,
guided play, 
TPR. (Activities 
took place mainly 
outside the 
classroom.)

Co-teaching: 
English 
teacher and 
presence of 
preschool 
teacher

• Positive attitudes
• Increase of self-

confidence
• Sense of pride

(Lefever, 2014)

Greece
Not compulsory
(1year pilot 
project 
supervised 
by School 
of English, 
Aristotle 
University of 
Thessaloniki)

4-5 30 mins, 2x/
week

Integration 
of English 
through free 
play activities, 
circle time, 
puppet, cartoons, 
story telling, 
arts, songs, 
drama, role play, 
routines.

EFL teacher 
in cooperation 
with preschool 
teacher

• Language gains with 
children were exposed to 
9 topic areas, ~400 words 
and phrases

• Affective gains with 
highly motivated children, 
very positive parents and 
educators (Kaiktsi & 
Alexiou, 2017)
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Some common elements that can be found between countries who introduce English in a 
compulsory mode in preschools involve the following: (a) English is not a separate subject 
but integrated in the school programme; (b) the exposure takes place usually twice a week 
for 30 minutes; and (c) methodology is based on oral approaches, communicative tasks and 
play-like activities. It is also clear that whoever is responsible for the classes needs to have 
both a strong pedagogic background and a high level of English proficiency.
Studies in pre-schools where EFL is not yet compulsory also provide insights. In Norway, for 
example, 30 preschools and over 1000 children participated in a longitudinal, 3-year project 
(2008-2011). The evaluation of the project in these preschools, according to Tkachenko 
(2014), showed “multiple positive effects for pedagogical work in the preschool regards 
the language stimulation development of metalinguistic awareness, and enhance linguistic 
and cultural diversity in the preschools pedagogical environment” (p. 125). What was also 
evident and particularly interesting was that positive attitudes to learning a language were 
demonstrated even by those who did not speak much or were experiencing delayed language 
problems. “They appeared to show a feeling of ‘a new start’ with a new language, and a 
positive feeling of mastering their linguistic challenges’ (Tkachenko, 2014, p. 125), and they 
were satisfied that their linguistic resources were now useful. This is a very important point 
as English or any other additional language can then work as a bridge or a common code for 
other contexts as well such as multilingual, refugee settings, etc. 
Lefever’s (2010, 2014) research in three private preschools in Iceland is intriguing. In 
these schools, English was introduced four days a week for 20 minutes, and themes were 
parallel to what it taught in the general school curriculum. A native speaker was teaching 
with the presence of the mainstream preschool teacher to make the children feel secure and 
comfortable in a contextually rich setting. The exposure was done through guided play, 
visuals, and Total Physical Response (TPR), and the activities took place mainly outside the 
classroom. Once again positive attitudes, engaging practice and increase of self-confidence 
emerged while children were spontaneous, creative and proud of one more skill. According 
to Lefever (2014, p. 81): 

…the benefits of this English program for preschool children are both personal and 
pedagogical. The children develop an interest in learning English and other languages 
and gain self-confidence as language learners and the integration of English teaching 
into the preschool curriculum strengthens cooperation between teachers and enhances 
the focus on creativity and active learning.

Consistency and cooperation as well as effective planning and organisation seem to be 
paramount for any positive outcome of such initiatives to emerge. 
Some preliminary efforts were made in the year 2015-2016 in a state preschool in Greece with 
a pilot project supervised by the School of English, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. The 
lessons took place twice per week; each lesson’s duration was 30 minutes. The methodology 
followed a natural integration of English through free play activities, circle time, puppets, 
storytelling, arts, songs, drama, role plays, and routines. EFL teachers in cooperation with 
the preschool teacher were responsible in these sessions. Oracy was the main source of 
acquiring language and new vocabulary (Harris et al., 2011) as well as lexical chunks. 
Language was viewed as a social product following Montessorian principles of assuming 
responsibility and the psycho-pedagogic theory of Bruner, so language was presented in the 
way the child views the world. Cartoons like Peppa Pig (Alexiou, 2015), puppets and toys 
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were part of their exposure. Results were encouraging, as the children were enthusiastic, 
and teachers and parents were positive, while preschoolers were exposed to more than 400 
words and chunks during one academic year (Kaiktsi & Alexiou, 2017).
Even if it is too early to examine longitudinal systematic data, none of this research implies or 
suggests that early foreign language learning and exposure can be detrimental. After reviewing 
some of the studies in this area, certain facts become clear and are discussed in the next section.

Facts regarding EFL and very young learners
Fact 1. Gains in early EFL are not just or merely linguistic and do not only concern 
English but any additional language introduced in preschools.
One of the ideas that needs to be clear here is that English has become a basic skill, not 
merely a foreign language. This would be true for any additional language integrated, not just 
English although English is the language of the world or at least the language that provides 
access to the world. Studies in Luxembourg (Kirsch, 2018) and elsewhere demonstrate 
positive results in all these areas although they introduce a number of other languages in 
preschools (i.e., French and German).
It is important to remember that the advantages of learning languages early do not relate 
merely to language learning and future success but to other pedagogical and cognitive 
benefits that accompany it. Learning a language in preschool is beyond a language skill; it 
is a creative process affecting holistic development. Certain linguistic, social, cognitive and 
emotional development characteristics of young children make this period of their life crucial 
to FL learning and generally language education (Edelenbos et al., 2006; Elvin et al., 2007). 
Table 2 reflects some of the gains reported in different studies for EFL and preschool settings.

Table 2

Studies on Benefits of EFL in Preschool Settings

Domain Benefit Studies

Affective • Increase of motivation & self confidence
• Positive attitudes to other languages
• Sense of pride

Wu, 2003; Brumen et al, 2017; 
Ioannou-Georgiou, 2015; Lefever, 
2014, Chen et al., 2020

Socio-cultural • Development of children’s awareness of 
cultural diversity

• Greater multilingual and intercultural 
awareness

• Increase in socialization

Lourenço & Andrade, 2015; Brumen 
et al., 2017; Alexiou & Kokla, 2019

Cognitive • Memory
• Inductive skills
• Reasoning 
• Problem solving

Alexiou, 2005; Stewart, 2005; 
Johnstone, 2002

Linguistic • Vocabulary
• Lexical chunks
• Language awareness
• Future language achievement

Alexiou, 2015; Coyle & Gómez 
Gracia, 2014; Lesniewska & 
Pichette, 2016, Schelleter & 
Ramsey, 2010; Alexiou & Kokla, 
2016; Chen et al., 2020



Advancing English Language Education67

As we can see, apart from linguistic benefits (e.g. vocabulary and chunks) there are cognitive 
benefits that come into play such as developing strategies and language awareness. Greater 
mental flexibility, more creativity and evidence of divergent thinking have been found. It has 
also been shown that preschoolers’ cognitive abilities such as memory, inductive learning, 
reasoning, spatial ability, and problem solving are cultivated and can facilitate and impact 
positively on EFL (Alexiou, 2009). 
Other qualities such as respect for cultural diversity, further development of motivation 
as well as decrease in anxiety are also substantial. Lourenço and Andrade’s (2015) study 
lends support to the idea that contact with language diversity in the early years can enhance 
children’s awareness of linguistic and cultural diversity and the awareness of several 
linguistic characteristics, both in the mother tongue as well as in other languages. Moreover, 
Löger et al. (2005) report on the evaluation of 80 kindergartens with 2,800 children (aged 
3-6). Results show progress, affective gains (pride and self-confidence) and a positive effect 
on the general language education.
Early language learning offers opportunities to broaden children’s cultural horizons, and 
develop positive attitudes to languages and open-mindedness while at the same time fostering 
tolerance, interpersonal skills and motivation (Kearney & Ahn, 2013). A social factor that 
should also be considered is that in this case, the advantages of exposing children to FL at 
preschool may level out socioeconomic parameters, thus promoting equality in education.  
Therefore, there is solid evidence that exposing very young learners to another language 
affects important aspects of the whole child and has general pedagogical benefits; therefore, 
any studies in the area should not restrict themselves merely to language benefits.

Fact 2. Materials and methodology are different from other educational settings: The 
foreign language is not instructed at preschools; it is integrated, and the choice of 
materials is fundamental.
English or any additional language is not supposed to be treated as an individual subject in 
the early childhood educational setting; instead, it needs to be integrated in the curriculum 
in a more natural, informal way. The FL is not supposed to be taught or even instructed 
formally; the child should be educated through the language with communicative activities 
where language is used in meaningful contexts that resemble preschool practices (Mourão, 
2019; Murphy et al., 2016). 
Materials commonly used at these ages are picture books, flashcards, rhymes, art, story 
cards/boards, puppets, technology, board games and projects. Moreover, materials need to 
be as authentic as possible if we aim at developing lexical competence and incidental word 
building (Siyanova-Chanturia & Webb, 2016) while there should be no explicit grammar 
instruction as children do not develop metalinguistic skills until much later (Curtain & 
Dahlberg, 2010; Pinter, 2011; Shin & Crandall, 2014). Some techniques include the use of 
popular animated series, television programs or other media to provide opportunities for 
interaction and support implicit vocabulary uptake (Sydorenko, 2010; Alexiou et al., 2019). 
The importance of cartoons has been highlighted in different studies and shows how they 
facilitate memory recall and cognition (Alexiou, 2015; Lefever, 2010). 
Davis (2017) carried out three studies on EFL learners, aged five years old or even younger. 
Conclusions drawn from his review reveal that songs, exploited as teaching materials in 
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preschools, can actually improve the development of children’s vocabulary knowledge 
and relate to real world experiences (Coyle & Gómez Gracia, 2014; Davis & Fan, 2016; 
Lesniewska & Pichette, 2016). 
It is imperative to create materials based on children’s needs but to strike a balance so as 
not to overwhelm children with overly demanding input as incomprehensible lexis will 
dishearten children’s efforts and may impact negatively on their attitude and motivation 
towards other languages. However, there should be a systematic and clear focus on goals 
when devising activities; these activities should follow a spiral curriculum and build on 
what children already know or what children ‘revisit’ and reconstruct (as they are still in the 
process of acquiring concepts). 

Fact 3. The role of the teacher is paramount.
The role of the teacher cannot be overestimated in early FL education. It is actually wise to 
consider that failure of the teacher to meet the challenges of EFL in preschool will inevitably 
and surely lead to failure on the part of the children, which is disheartening as at this age 
attitudes and motivations are formed.
Appropriate teacher qualifications and professional development are seen as a major 
challenge globally, and there are differences among countries in their requirements (de 
Mejia, 2016; Enever, 2011; Murphy et al., 2016) (see Table 1). Cerná (2015) highlights 
the lack of qualified English teachers in the pre-primary sector in the Czech Republic. A 
lack of language training has been found in teachers in Swedish preschool contexts as well 
(Schröter & Molander Danielson, 2016). In Cyprus, Ioannou-Georgiou (2015) emphasises 
that language competence in English is vital for the successful implementation of FL 
programs in preschools. Portiková’s (2015) survey inspected the matter of Slovakian teacher 
education, and she noted the conspicuous challenge of the shortage of qualified teachers for 
L2, pre-primary levels of education. 
The fact is that whoever is responsible for the implementation needs both high language 
proficiency and a strong pedagogical background. Therefore, cooperation of the EFL teacher 
and the preschool teacher is important and needs to be cultivated in teacher education and 
training programmes; this can eventually lead to ‘multi-powered’ educators. To support 
this change and create a ‘cooperation culture’, investment in pre- and in-service teacher 
education is required if we strive for successful and sustainable implementation that can 
actually make a difference.

Conclusion: Setting the records straight
The introduction of any language at preschool level impacts positively on motivation, 
cultivates positive attitudes to languages, fosters respect and intercultural sensitivity, 
develops cognitive abilities and contributes to the holistic (and not just additive) approach 
of learning at this age. Therefore, it is a pedagogically solid step.
As we, as educators, do not envision early language skills monolithically, we realise that 
emergent literacy is not the only concern. Critical and social literacy are very important 
as well, and these are cultivated through the new language. The core aim of kindergarten 
education is to encourage children in developing a love for learning.
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When implementing initiatives, a baseline evaluation should be designed: Establishing 
aims, context, curriculum, materials and training are key factors for sustainability. Then any 
initiatives need to be piloted first for recording and monitoring effects on all stakeholders; 
this needs to be done in cooperation with universities and researchers. The infrastructure 
proposed looks like a jigsaw in which if one piece is missing, the whole picture is distorted.
Finally, we need to understand the nature and eventual outcomes of different models of the 
languages education curricula that are implemented up to now.  We are in urgent need of a 
model of processes of learning, not just of good practice or of tasks, for preschoolers. There 
is still room for innovation and vision in EFL preschool education.
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Chapter 5 

Creating Board Game Scenarios for Primary EFL Learners
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Abstract 
In this paper criteria for board games in the teaching English to young learners (TEYL) 
context are proposed as well as some scenarios for young learners to present or elicit 
language. Along with these criteria, a template for integrating every gaming genre (i.e., 
simulation, worker placement, deckbuilding, dice games, area control, puzzle games, 
knowledge games, combat games) is provided. This chapter proposes that every genre can 
be used to teach a specific language skill, grammar or vocabulary in TEYL context. Several 
extensive examples are provided, and a concrete theoretical (board) gaming approach for 
language teaching and learning is elaborated.

Introduction

Meeple (the small figures used as tokens in board games) can be great teachers or important 
teaching assistants; furthermore, meeple can be our friends, our enemies or our “frenemies.” 
Regardless of the number of years under one’s belt on either end of the teaching and learning 
pendulum, tapping into one’s creative streak in order to cater to the fluctuating teaching 
demands of a communicative classroom is anything but smooth sailing. As one thumbs 
through any textbook on (foreign) language pedagogy, one can delineate a multitude of 
instances that pay homage to current teaching models grounded in the communicative 
approach, particularly those advocating learner autonomies and the integration of all four 
language skills. In such environments, students assume responsibility for their own learning 
as they work within the learning paradigm they have constructed for themselves while 
teachers merely facilitate the process. The creativeness of games, however, has appended an 
additional dimension, introducing a new era in education and in return leaving its own mark 
on foreign language pedagogy as well. But the real question is how can a language teacher 
employ new teaching methods to develop independent learners toiling within their own 
constructs while learning a foreign language. The answer: through games!
All genres of modern board games are language independent (a game without text) 
or language dependent (a game with texts); both are ideal for language teaching and in 
agreement with the tenets of the communicative approach to foreign language pedagogy.
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Benefits of Board Games in TEYL Context
Video and board games are often a decent solution for the teacher to create more active and 
creative learning activities. Several researchers underline that using the game in learning 
has often stirred up students to be more interested in what they learn (Hur & Suh, 2012; 
Huyen & Nga, 2003; Karasimos & Zorbas, 2020; Young & Wang, 2014). Martinson and 
Chu (2008, p. 484) argue that “games are effective tools for learning because they offer 
students a hypothetical environment in which they can explore alternative decisions without 
the risk of failure.” The combination of thought and action lead into purposeful behavior 
to accomplish a goal; therefore, playing games guides teachers to strategize, to consider 
alternatives ways, and to think flexibly. 
Games create a constructivist classroom environment where young learners and their learning 
are central (Alexiou, 2003). “Learning through performance requires active discovery, 
analysis, interpretation, problem-solving, memory, and physical activity and extensive 
cognitive processing” (Foreman, 2003, p. 16). Youngsters draw their own meaning from 
these experiences while learning from their mistakes and also from each other. Students also 
build upon their previous knowledge and use their new knowledge in a situation separate 
from the activity in which they learned it. Among those exciting and challenging games are 
interactive board games. According to Sulistianingsih et al. (2019), during interactive board 
games (e.g., PowerPoint-based games), students learn more to complete some cases of the 
latest vocabulary to make them a winner, and they learn more English vocabulary implicitly 
without feeling depressed and dull but motivated and engaged (Alexiou, 2015).
Games also reinforce learning through many different avenues. Because individuals receive 
and process information in very different ways, it is important that teachers utilize different 
strategies and styles. Since these games often incorporate logical reasoning, communication, 
visual stimulation and spatial relations, they guide the user to analyze and interpret new 
and old material, which makes learning concrete. This is particularly important since it 
was found that certain cognitive skills (e.g., memory, reasoning ability, inductive learning, 
or visual perception) are linked with foreign language aptitude and can actually facilitate 
foreign language learning (Alexiou, 2009).  Board games can help in the development of 
these cognitive skills and also the cultivation of language learning strategies (e.g., memory, 
cognitive, affective, compensation, or social), and for these reasons they are imperative 
in any language learning context. Age is an important parameter in learning to use EFL 
strategies (Psaltou-Joycey et al., 2014), and board games can help in this direction.
Rogerson et al. (2016) illustrated how the enjoyment of board gaming stems from and 
highlight aspects of sociality, intellectual challenge, variety and materiality. More specifically, 
cooperation, competition and social interaction are main drivers of user experience in 
board game play and the general hobby involved (Rogerson et al., 2018). Games allow for 
creativity, independence and higher order thinking. They improve participation, self-esteem, 
and vocabulary usage and allow learners to see that there are many ways to solve the same 
problem. Moreover, if selected wisely, most board games are gender free which is important 
to consider in the teaching practice (Alexiou, 2016).
Even the cases of 21st-century skills, such as the use of virtual reality (VR) in board games, 
explore how returning the physical body to the plane of interactions in VR affects immersion, 
sense of presence and understanding of social and linguistic concepts (Smit et al., 2019). 
Molla and Lepetit (2010, p. 3) claimed that augmented reality (AR) can make traditional 
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board games (even in a simple game such as Monopoly™) much more immersive. In doing 
so, a young audience could be attracted by technological novelties, to which current AR 
applications are still often limited.
Finally, board games with cooperative, group, or hidden traitor mode allow students to work 
as a team/group and to work collaboratively towards a common goal. This collaborative effort 
is more than just learning to work with others. It promotes a symbiotic relationship where 
they can learn from each other. Zagal et al. (2006) support that usually these games point out 
the folly of being competitive by allowing players to make decisions that benefit themselves 
rather than the whole group; at the same time, each player should not need the input of the 
rest of the group when making a decision. Additionally, this effort should reward selfless 
players by giving players unique roles or traits. Students must supply reasons for why their 
answer is the best, listen to their teammates’ rationales, and then determine the best answer 
and explain why. Tsarava et al. (2019) provided an unplugged, gamified and low-threshold 
introduction to computational thinking by presenting basic concepts and computational 
thinking processes to 8- to 9-year-old primary school children; they successfully combined 
educational technology and computational thinking in a TEYL environment. 
Therefore, this collaborative effort will incite a spontaneous discussion about the material, 
improve pronunciation, increase participation, and aid in comprehension; all these would be 
done while the students think quickly on their feet. 

Selection Criteria of Board Games for EFL Purposes
The key role in success or failure in using games in an EFL classroom is the proper selection 
of a board game, the relation to the true needs of the students and the active participation of 
the students. The selection of the proper game is based on three constituents: the genre, the 
game type, its properties and setting and the following-up material.

Age: The age recommendation and appropriateness are one of the three required (with 
duration and number of players) icons on every board game box. Therefore, following the 
same restrictions as with Pan European Game Information (PEGI) ratings for video games 
(Karasimos & Zorbas, 2020), teachers should select board games that meet the minimum 
age suggestions by the designers and publishers. This criterion is based on the difficulty of 
the board game and depends on specific skills, such as speed, memory, attention, flexibility, 
comprehensibility, problem solving and language level.

Duration: The time factor is essential for a classroom; the duration range comes with 
huge variety (from 10-15 minutes to 360 minutes, or 30-45 minutes per player, or 40+ hour 
campaigns). Our ideal spot is around one hour plus or minus 20 minutes. Nevertheless, due 
to 45-minute lesson time windows, there are a good number of fillers that are easy to teach 
and last less than 30 minutes. Our acceptance and choice for games exceeding two hours is 
quite inappropriate and very difficult to manipulate during some teaching sections.

Group: The third significant information for a board game is the numbers of players that 
can participate. Although it is a crucial factor for normal play, for teaching/learning play it 
can be easily modified. For a cooperative board game, the teacher can actually duplicate the 
number of players, and for a competitive one, the teacher can assign the role of each player 
into a small group (2 to 4 players), so the number of players can be expanded without issues 
or problems. 
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Level of difficulty: According to the BoardGameGeek (n.d.) database, the difficulty (aka 
weight) of a game has a five-level Linkert scale rating (light, medium light, medium, medium 
heavy, heavy). For different players, weight means different things, usually a combination 
of things like how complex the rulebook is, how long it takes to complete the play, what 
proportion of time is spent thinking and planning instead of resolving actions, how hard 
and long players have to think to improve their chance of winning or how much technical 
skill (math, reading ahead moves) is necessary, and so on. Since it is one of the hardest 
criterion and based on objective perspective, it is strongly recommended to avoid any type 
of game that is of medium or high difficulty, as that level will increase dramatically the 
complexity of the lesson and the danger of students feeling unconfident, discouraged, or 
overwhelmed. Keeping the game choice simple and easy creates a more flourishing gaming 
environment for proper teaching and learning. 

Rating: Usually, rating is the most important factor for purchasing a game, despite the fact 
that it is based on objective and occasionally biased criteria and rating systems with plenty 
complaints and proposals viewed with a jaundiced eye. Rating is a criterion that can easily 
help a teacher to discard board games from a list; on the other hand, it can be completely 
ignored when the teacher feels confident about a specific board game in teaching situation 
due to his/her personal experience or when it is a student’s choice.

Language Factors

Language dependent (or not): If one is teaching students that have little or no knowledge 
of other languages, it is not easy to find a non-English or a non-German version of a board 
game. Language independent board games provide material (cards and boards) without 
text; only the rulebook contains English text, and, therefore, the teacher can use it more 
easily for low-level language students, since the additional density of language is close 
to zero. Otherwise, language dependent board games can be great assistants for language 
teaching of C1-C2 level students, since the amount of texts and the variety of difficulty are 
dominant, play-centered, thematic-related, and fully connected with context. All language 
independent games have the four characteristics that I look for in board games for all 
levels of English learners or generally for mixed language learners. The first one is that the 
games contain mostly pictures. The second characteristic is simple rules with interesting 
gameplay. Therefore, the golden rule of board gaming can be modified into: “If the game 
is complicated to learn and understand, it can be hard to teach it to a person who speaks a 
different language. It also makes answering questions about gameplay tricky.” A third and 
skill-related feature of language independent games is that during play, the learners do not 
have to talk much. Finally, the fourth characteristic is the absence of cultural references.

Density of language: Modifying Arcario’s (1993, pp. 112-115) criteria, the amount of 
language spoken or written over the play of a particular board game is most significant for 
a language teaching/learning case. The smaller amount of language spoken in a particular 
scene, the easier it is usually for students to understand. If, on the other hand, a certain 
scene is “talky,” then it is considered to be difficult.
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Language and game content (i.e., language items [grammatical structures, functions, 
colloquial expressions], repetition of language features, clear models for replication, 
vocabulary): The language content is also an important factor that affects comprehensibility. 
The teacher should find which linguistic items (e.g., grammatical structures, language 
functions or colloquial expressions) are presented in the board game that he/she would 
like to use. Very often the linguistic feature under focus is repeated, and this repetition can 
be useful for lower-level students (Arcario, 1993). Moreover, the level of difficulty of the 
language in a board game is also a factor to consider when selecting a game. If the teacher 
selects a board game with very difficult language in its rulebook or its theme (see next 
criterion), then the students are likely to be discouraged because they will not be able to 
understand much game-related or subject-related information.

The theme factor: The teacher should select a board game which does not contain any 
political, religious, ethical or sexual messages and which is relevant to the students’ cultural 
background (Kiose et al., 2019). The board game should not be offensive in any way. 
Nevertheless, the theme of a board game can be strongly connected and related with a 
CLIL approach (Kuijpers, 2019). There are plenty of science-related thematic board games 
that can be used to teach/learn language and a specific topic (e.g., history, chemistry, 
engineering, math, architecture, etc.). Students remember information learned while having 
fun for a much longer period than information learned through rote memorization; science 
board games can be an awesome supplement to formal science instruction. 

Smaller amounts are easier to comprehend: Amount of information, amount of language, 
number of rules, and amount of time can be a real nightmare for a board game session in a 
classroom. According to Arcario (1993) and Stempleski and Tomalin (1990), amount and 
comprehension are in an inversely proportional relation. 

The supporting material: An important but difficult-to-fulfill factor to consider when 
selecting a board game is the availability of print materials to accompany the video. Also, 
in those print materials, the teacher can find the transcript of the sequences as well as useful 
suggestions for techniques and alternative ways of using the specific video.

Authenticity: Based on Stempleski and Tomalin’s (1990, pp. 9-10) suggestion for 
authenticity in video selection, I include authenticity for board game criteria, since they 
proved the strong connection with flexibility, significant language items and lexis. An 
authentic board game could be flexible – that is, suitable for various activities in the 
classroom. The presence or elicitation of specific language items (e.g., functions and 
structures) is linked with authenticity, and it should be a prime consideration. However, if 
the aim is stimulation of discussion or skills development, then specific language items are 
not entirely important. Finally, lexis is not one of the most significant criteria for selecting 
a video sequence, yet, in some cases, video is used to introduce or review vocabulary 
(Stempleski & Tomalin, 1990).

Fun factor: Our proposal of including the fun factor in our selection criteria list is because 
most children love playing almost any type of game. Our idea of fun is to enjoy and interact 
with players and not fear that another player will overcome us.
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Types of Board Games in the Classroom
This approach tries to avoid using an extensive classification system; because there are 
many overlapping sub-categories, the criteria are not always clear or easy to apply, and they 
should be adjustable for educational purposes. More specifically, the existence of many sub-
categories among the main board game groups describes a complex system with overlapping 
categories, common features and characteristics, and fuzzy classification boundaries.

The criteria often used by expert gamers are related to video game criteria. That video 
game genres are specific and concrete is not debatable or questionable; unfortunately, 
these borrowed and transferred criteria generate more issues and problems than solutions 
in the board game classification system. Finally, this classification system is created to 
serve educational purposes and teaching situations. If a complex, even if deeply insightful 
grouping model is proposed, it is more likely to confuse teachers, making it less adaptable 
or comprehensive and more possibly to be abandoned or not considered for reuse. This 
theoretical model proposes a modified system from the one on BoardGameGeek’s (n.d.) 
wiki, since it is not only quite straightforward, but also the result of board game fans 
working together toward a simple classification system.

a. Abstract Strategy Board Games: These games have been around for a long time and 
have been played continuously by almost every culture in the world. Some of the oldest 
board games in the world are abstract strategy games, such as chess; a newer one is 
Blokus. They are straightforward and competitive (player vs. player), they rely on skill 
over luck, and they do not have any theme.

b. Mainstream and Family Games: These games are more of an old-fashioned type of 
tabletop games and are made for a mass audience (Nicholson, 2008; Donovan, 2017), 
such as Monopoly, Taboo, or Candyland. They are usually fast games based on luck, with 
easy rules and without a particular theme, and they are typically popular among students 
and teachers; nevertheless, the category is not recommended for teaching scenarios. 

c. Dice and Luck Games: Dice games are games that use or incorporate one or more dice 
as their sole or central component, usually as a random device. Luck is involved not 
only in the input of the board but also in the randomness of the outcome (mainly it is 
dice-dependent). These games are less tactical, do not require any trivial knowledge, 
and usually are quick and easy to play.

d. Dexterity Games: These are board games that have an element of dexterity to them, 
such as Operation, Hungry Hungry Hippos, or Jenga. These are games that require 
flicking or sliding game pieces, trying to hit a target, or performing other feats of small-
scale physical prowess.

e. Role Playing Games (RPG): RPGs have been sitting at the top of the board hierarchy 
for some time. Nowadays, modern RPG board games take the hassle out of building one’s 
own campaign. They are much more structured, but it is also much easier to get the casual 
player in the game. RPGs are heavily thematic in nature, rely on leveling mechanics (where 
a player gains levels and improves their character over time), and often use randomized 
mechanics, such as a dice, (de Voogt et al., 2015) to act as artificial intelligence.

f. Thematic games: These games focus strongly on a specific theme which is usually 
explored in depth. Characters, settings, lore, and deep worldbuilding are all hallmarks 
of a thematic game. Thematic games are not always balanced or at least not balanced 
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in the way that a game like chess might be. It is common for players who lose to get 
knocked out until there is only one player left.

g. Eurogames: Eurogames stand somewhat in contrast to thematic games, which are 
seen as a more American take on hobby board games regardless of whether a specific 
thematic game was made in America or not (Woods, 2012). Unlike thematic games, 
players around the board are competing for resources. While these games have a 
general theme (e.g., trains, geography, etc.), the actual gameplay and the theme are at 
best loosely connected. 

h. Worker placement games: Meeples are synonymous with board games and one of the 
major components to most worker placement games, where players will have a pool of 
meeples that represent the workers available to them. It is up to the players how to allocate 
their workforce, and it is important they not try to do everything all at once. They rely 
heavily on methodical strategy rather than luck, and players vie for limited resources.

To conclude, it is complicated to create a widely acceptable board game classification 
system. Nevertheless, I may agree on which categories are not actual categories. Educational 
board games is not an actual category, since it contains a very few games published by book 
publishers; it gets a bad rap for being childish and silly or for being dry and full of trivia. 
Moreover, cooperative or hidden traitor board games are game modes (how the players 
interact with each other) and not a different genre or a loose category. 

Furthermore, technology-enhanced games (e.g., Mansions of Madness, XCOM: The Board 
Game, and Unlock!) are board games of different categories that include the support of an 
app or a technological tool. While these categories are far from a complete taxonomy of 
board games, they constitute a concrete and specific framework for educational (and other) 
purposes. It is evident that teachers should reflect on the true complexity of these games. 
There are several neologisms to describe certain subsets of games. In a way, board game 
genres are a lot like music genres and less like movies, books, or videogame genres. They 
keep evolving, and the line that divides them is constantly getting fuzzy, since several 
categories share characteristics and properties.

 

Case Scenarios
Planning time has been shown to increase production in speaking tasks. Young learners 
often find it especially difficult to speak spontaneously or without inspiration, feedback, 
or stimuli; therefore, speaking activities should incorporate thinking time, during which 
learners can prepare for speaking by planning what they are going to say, and asking the 
teacher or using a dictionary to find the appropriate word. The following activities are 
relatively short, with minimal material preparation time for the teacher. The educators can 
use the task of talk as interaction which has a social function, reflecting role relationships, 
casual, conversational conventions, employing many generic words, jointly constructed 
(i.e., trying to solve a riddle together or complete a goal by giving guidelines). 
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Case scenario 1: Mysterium
Learning aims: Speaking skills and vocabulary (household and mystery words)
Pedagogic aims: Cooperation, discourse, argument justification, imagination
Cognitive aims: Problem solving, inductive learning, imagination, visual perception
________________________________________________________________________
Description: Based on Mysterium’s gameplay (see Figure 1), the “ghost” player cannot talk 
during the whole game. He/she provides to each player some vision cards to identify the 
suspect, the murder location, and the item. The investigator players should talk and discuss 
their decision with the group to select the right suspect/location/item card. Additionally, 
each investigator should justify his/her decision (not based on the rulebook) when he/she 
decides to place a green (agree) or red (disagree) marker on another player’s decision card.

Figure 1

A play from Mysterium through the “eyes” of the ghost-player

Moreover, a speaking task (talk as presentation) is a form of public talk that transmits 
information before an audience such as video streaming, playing walkthrough with 
comments, game reviewing, game presentation (focus on both message and audience, 
organization and sequencing, form and accuracy are not always important; language is 
usually between spoken and written form). 

The process orientation is pre-/during/post-listening, which engages different cognitive 
/meta-cognitive processes utilized at different stages of listening/viewing; nevertheless, 
these kinds of listening phases are not implemented in a board game or are merged during 
the playthrough. A listening task based on transferring/transduction (receiving information 
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in one form and transferring the information or parts of it into another form) could be the 
following: listening to specific instructions during a game and creating a storyboard about 
the possible structure of the story or following guidelines to solve a mystery. 

Case scenario 2: Unlock!
Learning aims: Speaking, reading and listening skills
Pedagogic aims: Cooperation, creativity, imagination
Cognitive aims: Problem-solving, associative memory, reasoning

________________________________________________________________________

Description: In Unlock! The Island of Doctor Goorse (Figure 2), players have crash-landed 
on an antiques collector’s island. The young learners will be split into teams based on the 
scenario, separated in the crash, and forced to escape from two separate starting points. 
This adventure will challenge even the most talented escape artists. The teams must find 
a way to communicate. During the game, the groups hear some audio from broken vinyl 
records via the app. They must find a way to transfer this audio information into card texts 
to solve the riddles.

Figure 2

A play from Unlock! Adventure Games with the necessary app

An alternative task can be based on extending the story (i.e., going beyond what is provided, 
such as reconstructing a dialogue when alternate lines are missing, providing a conclusion 
to a story, or predicting what would have happened if different responses had been chosen). 
For a more detailed lesson plan, please see Alexiou and Karasimos (2019).
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Case scenario 3: Dixit
Learning aims: Speaking and listening skills
Pedagogic aims: Imagination, creativity
Cognitive aims: Short term memory, visual perception

Description: One of the young learners is the active player for a game turn. That player 
examines the six cards in his/her hand based on the rules (to make it easier, the active player 
can hold more than six cards). Based on one card, the active player thinks up a clue and 
says it out loud without revealing the card to the other players. The clue can take different 
forms: it can made up of one or more words, or even a sound or group of sounds. It can be 
invented on the spot or it can be formed of already existing works (e.g., a part of poem or 
song, a movie, tv series, game, work of literature, proverb, quote, etc.). An alternative mode 
(it is a good strategy to adapt the rules during teaching sessions) is when the teacher is the 
active player with fixed cards, and he/she can use recordings to engage the young learners 
with different listening forms during the game. 

L1 literacy leads to L2 literacy development awareness. Reading itself builds on oral 
language levels and key factors that influence L2 reading skill development, including the 
ability to comprehend and use both listening and speaking skills because you need to hear 
a word before you can say it, say a word before you can read it, and read a word before you 
can write it (Linse, 2005). What this tells us is that young learners need a firm foundation 
in auditory and oracy skills before they can become proficient readers and writers of any 
language. Learning to read and then to write means young learners have to link what they 
have heard or spoken to what they can read and produce. If students are overloaded with 
new vocabulary without a mental link to what they have already learned, they may forget 
it in the end (Alexiou et al., 2019). Being able to decode or read aloud is not useful on its 
own. The symbols carry meanings, and for this reason young learners need to be taught 
how to encode the symbols and visuals in order to find out the message being shared. “Our 
background knowledge is like a lens through which we understand what we read” and it 
“allows teachers to unlock vocabulary before reading” (Anderson, 1999, p. 11). Therefore, 
a good reading task is a teacher or older child reading aloud (Cameron, 2001), where the 
young learners have a supporting vocabulary list to understand the listening test; this is 
a two-way task since the reader is tested for his reading comprehension and the players-
audience are tested for their listening comprehension. 

Case Scenario 4: Pandemic
Learning aims: Listening skill and vocabulary (geography-related)
Pedagogic aims: Cooperation, cultivation of morals, preparation
Cognitive aims: Problem-solving, anticipation, reasoning
________________________________________________________________________

Description: The teacher reads the game introduction to prepare young learners. “Do 
you have what it takes to save humanity? As skilled members of a disease-fighting team, 
you must keep four deadly diseases at bay while discovering their cures. You and your 
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teammates will travel across the globe, treating infections while finding resources for cures. 
You must work together, using your individual strengths, to succeed. The clock is ticking 
as outbreaks and epidemics fuel the spreading plagues. Can you find all four cures in time? 
The fate of humanity is in your hands!” (Leacock, n.d.). Afterwards, one young learner 
reads aloud the action part from the rulebook (movement actions and other actions), letting 
the other players demonstrate these actions on board. At the end, the learner-reader has to 
verify if their action demonstrations are according to the rules or not.

An alternative task is “seek and contexting,” where the teacher provides a list of words 
and the students are required to look for them inside the game, identify them, and deduce 
their meaning from the context in which they are used. In order to acquire these words, 
the learners should create a context in which these words are used (e.g., making sentences, 
including words in dialogues, described and not defined, etc.).

Writing is a complex skill to develop and master since it is part of productive word 
knowledge. Writing skills are only developed when young learners are taught how to write 
and are given opportunities to practice these skills and strategies with proper motivation, 
interesting ideas, and creative settings. Due to its difficult and complex nature, writing tends 
to be somewhat neglected in the classroom, but it is a crucial part of language development. 
Good writing skills are interconnected with proper reading skills; you need to recognize 
words and conquer word knowledge in order to write and use them comprehensibly and 
properly (Linse, 2005; Schmitt, 2000). Writing allows young learners to practice new 
vocabulary and structures, allows for a high degree of personalization and creativity, and 
provides young learners opportunities to take risks and try out new language with more 
thinking time.

The writing task “boosting or skimping adjectives” tries to develop adjective usage and expand 
word knowledge. Creative writing instructors often caution against using too many adverbs, 
but adjectives can also become problematic if overused. To combat that, students or workshop 
members can perform a simple creative writing activity such as  describing something in detail 
without using adjectives or trying to provide a description with full details. 

Case scenario 5: Museum
Learning aims: Writing and reading skills (plus history-related vocabulary)
Pedagogic aims: Cultural sensitivity, creativity
Cognitive aims: Visual perception, inductive learning ability

______________________________________________________________________

Description: The Museum (Figure 3) board game is set during the early 20th century. 
Players act as curators of one of the world’s great museums, tasked with putting together 
a collection of artefacts. Each object earns points, and at the end of the game, scores are 
based on the size of the collections. The player with the most points at the end of the game 
wins. The goal is for one’s museum to go down in history (Melison & Dubus, 2019). A 
group of young learners should read the whole rulebook and then write a two-page version 
of the rules and present them to the rest of their classroom.
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Figure 3

A play from the Museum (Kickstarter Edition)

Conclusions
Building board game scenarios in ELT it targets to motivation and excitement about what 
happens on in the classroom. All genres are appropriate for language teaching and learning. 
However, thematic games and Eurogames are most likely to provide more easily effective 
material, tasks and exercises. Some other games and the academic subjects they can be 
associated with are displayed in Figures 4 and 5.
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Figure 4

Samples of science board games for CLIC projects. 

Cytocis (biology), Periodic (chemistry), Subatomic (physics), Tesla & Edison (physics), 
Ecosystem (environment), Photosynthesis (botany), Sequence Num6ers (math), Ticket 
to Ride (management, geography), 7 Wonders (history), Odyssey (classics), Antimatter 
Matters (physics), Lord of the Rings: Journeys in Middle-Earth (literature), Euphoria 
(political science), The World Game (geography), Acqu/re (economics)

Figure 5. 

Board games inspired from Greek history, mythology and culture: Argonauts (mythology), 
Philosophia: Dare to Be Wise (philosophy), Cyclades (history, mythology), Freedom! 
(modern Greek history)
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Primary ELT learners produce spontaneous responses, work as group, build confidence and 
acquire linguistic information in an unconscious way, because they do not spend too much 
time thinking about what to say; an answer just comes to them. Based on our proposed 
scenario templates, board games allow students to show a little of their true personalities, 
build strong relationships with others, acquire new language items and practice several 
learning skills. They also allow the tutor, the teacher or the educator to realize what students 
need more instruction on or what concepts can or cannot be performed adequately, it becomes 
even more apparent this way. The more teachers use board games in their classroom, 
the more effective their teaching becomes. Furthermore, as one progresses, it becomes 
second nature to them to form groups, to share and implement rules and procedures, to be 
consistent, to deal with competition and collaboration as well as to evaluate the benefits of 
educational perspective of these games.
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Chapter 6 

Role-Play Approach in Teaching and Learning
English as a Second Language in Early Childhood Programs

Zainab Rashed Aldhanhani
Ministry of Education, United Arab Emirates

Abstract
There is a considerable interest in exploring best practices and strategies for teaching and 
learning a second language. The purpose of this paper is to review and evaluate the effect 
of a role-play approach in developing preschool children’s second language acquisition 
(English), particularly oral spoken language skills. The paper looks at literature for 
second language acquisition theories and current related studies on role-play in order to 
collect advantages and concerns about this strategy. A brief discussion of the kindergarten 
classroom setting in the United Arab Emirates is provided. Finally, recommendations for 
future studies and investigations regarding the use of role-play strategies are provided.

Introduction
Children’s early stage of development is shaped by the experience coming from the 
surrounding environment. Hence, play is a very significant factor in early childhood 
development. Children can learn a lot during play because they like it (Smith, 2009). They 
play in different modes such as quiet, noisy, funny, serious, messy and orderly (Lillard et 
al., 2010). There are many reasons for children to play. They want to have fun or explore 
and learn new things. Role-play occurs when children use their imagination, objects, and 
action in certain situations or contexts (Andresen, 2005). Children act different roles and 
make up stories in their play while using their language to communicate with others.   
The value of play has been investigated extensively in the world of education (Ebbeck & 
Waniganayake, 2016) particularly in language acquisition. During the last decades, the 
research on play has provided extensive evidence of the importance of play in education. 
Interestingly, well-known psychologists have focused on play in the development of 
children’s language, knowledge, and experience (Bruner, 1983; Schaffer, 1996; Piaget, 
1962; Vygotsky, 1962). Consequently, integrating play can lead to a unique contribution 
in curriculum development because it incorporates various social, interactive, and 
cognitive elements proven to enhance language acquisition (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 
2016). Recently, governments and policymakers in many countries have come to rely on a 
curriculum that focuses on play-based learning activities (Macintyre, 2017). In this sense, 
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play can be a vital medium for language teaching and learning. Interestingly, the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) is one of those countries that focuses on learning through play in 
early stages and, more particularly, in kindergartens for first (Arabic) and second (English) 
language acquisition.
Role-play is found to be effective in teaching English. However, according to the author’s 
experience in teaching English to preschool children, many teachers claim that role-play 
is not useful to teach English. Therefore, this paper presents theories that are related to 
play and second language acquisition (SLA). It also examines studies on the significance 
of role-play in early childhood education, mainly in the context of learning English as a 
second language (ESL).

Definitions and Importance of Play
Play is a complex activity that is internally motivated (Harding et al., 2012). The player 
focuses on the process more than the product. It is known that play is pleasurable and 
spontaneous, involving freedom and active engagement (Stewart et al., 1991). Usually play 
is a self-chosen and self-directed activity that children lead (Harding et al., 2012; Pugmire-
Stoy, 1992). Moreover, play provides children with opportunities to develop different 
domains: physical, intellectual, emotional and social (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2016). 
Much has also been written about the importance of role-play. Role-play is an effective 
technique that makes the learning process and atmosphere interesting for children 
(Harries & Raban, 2012). It has been found that role-play enhances students’ narrative 
oral language and communication skills (Stagnitti et al., 2016). Role-play allows children 
to communicate and experience different situations and contexts which teachers can use 
to develop students’ problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity skills (Torrance et 
al., 1995). Further, a role-play strategy can be used to stimulate and start a conversation 
among children (Smith, 2009). What is more, role-play has a critical role in children’s 
language development (Harder, 2015). Learning takes place whenever children have the 
chance to interact, experience and practice the communicative language. Placing a child in 
another’s shoes has the power to engage different domains: cognitive, emotional, physical 
and literacy (Harries & Raban, 2012). Role-play is not about acting only; it is a powerful 
strategy for teaching and learning. Preparing the classroom environment to include a center 
for role playing has the power to improve children’s second language (Markova, 2016; 
Piker, 2013; Lillard et al., 2010).
According to the literature, there are basically five types of human play: play with objects, 
physical play, symbolic play, pretend (role) play, and games with rules (Pomerantz & Bell, 
2007). This paper focuses on role-play games. There are different concepts of role play 
(e.g., symbolic, pretend, and drama plays), but there is not a big difference between them 
(Lillard et al., 2010; Else, 2009). In symbolic play, children use objects to represent their 
understanding of the usage of certain objects (Else, 2009). For instance, they hold a hairpin 
and touch their hair, or use a spoon to feed their baby toy. This first occurs at around eight 
months of age. In pretend play, children take roles when they play. They also use objects 
to represent other objects. For instance, they use a mat to represent a house or a pillow to 
represent a baby. For example, one child acts like a father and another child acts like a 
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mother. It is an imaginary activity, which reflects real-life situations. This kind of play starts 
at around 18 months of age and continues even after kindergarten age. Drama play has 
more structured scenarios. It is often used with older children in a well-prepared structured 
environment in which play is not a spontaneous activity.

Theories of Play
There are numerous views of play  that overlap with one another due to extensive research 
in the field of play (McMahon, 2012; Harding et al., 2012; Dau, 2001; Isenberg et al., 2001; 
Sutton-Smith, 1997; Pugmire-Stoy, 1992; Piaget, 1962). The next section points out and 
summarizes psychologists’ and educators’ views on play and its characteristics.
Most studies on play are based on Piaget’s views, Bruner’s cognitive theory, and Vygotsky’s 
social interaction theory. According to Piaget’s (1962) research on his own children, play is 
a broad term for a variety of activities that can be observed in all ages. Piaget viewed play 
as a spontaneous activity that involves experiments and tests. He believed that children 
learn step-by-step through experience and interaction with the surrounding environment 
and world. He also stated in his cognitive development theory, which has four stages, that 
children cannot think logically until 11 or 12 years old. Before the age of 12, children 
learn through different playing tools. Piaget further described two processes of learning: 
assimilation and accommodation. Both processes represent the adaptation process and 
require children to be active in order to learn. Piaget thought that children can learn problem-
solving skills through these processes in which children discover the world around them. 
In the assimilation process, the child uses existing schema or knowledge to deal with a 
new problem or situation, while in the accommodation process, the child changes and fixes 
existing knowledge to adapt with new objects and situations. This happens when the existing 
knowledge does not fit or work in new situations. Interestingly, these processes are linked 
with children’s play (Piaget, 1962). During play, children add a new knowledge to their 
schemes and modify the previous knowledge. They discover and learn many things that 
contribute to their cognitive development.
Jerome Bruner (1983) proposed three modes for representing the cognitive development 
of children in which knowledge is stored and encoded in children’s memory. These 
modes are enactive (action-based), iconic (image-based) and symbolic (language-based) 
representations. It is recognized that this theory has a great implication in teaching and 
learning a language. Bruner believed that instruction given to children should be introduced 
using these three modes. For instance, a teacher should introduce the concept of the cold 
using a piece of ice that children can touch and feel. Then, the teacher provides children with 
pictures of cold things. Finally, the teacher shows the children the word “cold.” Notably, 
Bruner focused on the learning environment and active engagement of children during the 
learning process. Discovery learning is another concept that has been proposed by Bruner, who 
believed that children have to discover and construct their own knowledge with facilitation 
from the teacher. Also, Bruner emphasized the significance of children’s conversation in 
language acquisition in his book, Child’s Talk: Learning to Use the Language (Bruner, 
1983). Environment, engagement level, and real-life experience are important factors that 
maximize the learning process. Bruner’s theory can be applied in teaching children first or 
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second language in a fun way. For example, during play time, (e.g., on a playground), the 
teacher can provide children with tools or materials to play with. The teacher can assist and 
talk to children using the target language when children play.

Educators pay much attention to Vygotsky’s (1976) theory of the zone of proximal 
development which focuses on the social interaction between children and adults. Different 
levels of social interaction happen during playtime. Vygotsky claimed that when children 
play, they are always above their cognitive levels. They are able to learn difficult things. 
Hence, teachers have an important role in the learning process, which is to assist children 
by giving proper feedback when they confront a difficulty and need assistance. This helps 
children to achieve a high level of cognitive ability. 

Role-Play Environment in UAE Kindergartens
In UAE kindergartens, the regular classrooms are divided into six different centers: math, 
science, designing and building, art, reading and writing, and, finally, role-play. The role-play 
center has been designed to present a housekeeping theme. The Ministry of Education (MOE) 
provides role-play centers with basic furniture such as a cupboard, mirror, washing machine, 
basin, cooker, bed, and sofa. Thus, children act different roles based on their imagination 
that is away from housekeeping, such as being a doctor, teacher, firefighter, coach or an 
engineer. It is the teacher’s job to prepare the role-play center to suit the unit theme, stimulate 
thinking, enhance literacy, and encourage full engagement. For instance, the teacher could 
provide the center with a variety of props that are appropriate and safe to use such as masks, 
hats, traditional clothes, and objects that represent different occasions. The kindergartens pay 
for the things that teachers bring or buy. Studies claim that dressing up expands children’s 
imagination and entrainment (Macintyre, 2017; Andresen, 2005). However, children 
sometimes imagine and act different roles without even dressing up. Further, using a wide 
range of various materials on different occasions promotes children’s creativity and interest 
(Lillard et al., 2010). Children usually choose their roles freely, but sometimes teachers assign 
roles in order to practice and acquire certain language for dealing with a target situation or 
problem, such as ordering food in a restaurant or being a doctor or policeman. 

SLA Theories 
There is a widespread focus on the importance of studying human languages at an early 
stage. Stephen Krashen’s (1981) theory became one of the most influential theories in second 
language teaching. Krashen applied Chomsky’s (2006) theories to understand SLA issues. 
Krashen’s theory noted that meaningful interaction in the target language is important for 
SLA (Krashen, 1991). This interaction requires a natural environment or context that allows 
communication to happen without anxiety. The natural context helps learners to relax and 
be ready to produce and develop the second language (L2) in less restricted manners. Based 
on the affective filter hypothesis of Krashen’s SLA theory, there are some variables that 
can facilitate the process of SLA such as motivation and low anxiety level. It is important 
to mention that the role and value of interaction in SLA have been investigated extensively 
(Gass, 2013; Krashen, 1991).  Krashen also noted that comprehensible input is an essential 
factor for the success of SLA. Children should be exposed to a variety of authentic situations 
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in which the L2 is used (Krashen, 1991). The school environment, classroom, teachers, 
classmates, and learning methods are all sources for language input. However, according 
to Krashen, the teacher is the most important source for learners. Consequently, the teacher 
should use a variety of techniques and methods to support children’s SLA. Notably, play 
is found to be one of the successful methods that allow meaningful natural interaction in a 
less restricted environment. Therefore, integrating role-play in an early childhood program 
can encourage optimal language acquisition in children. Thus, the teacher’s job is to create 
authentic and appropriate situations for children and guide them to act out problems and try 
to solve them.
Swain and Lapkin (1995) believe that comprehensible output is significant along with 
input theory for SLA. When children play, they interact and talk, and they engage both 
their affective and cognitive domains to learn a first or second language. During children’s 
interactions and conversations, they can notice their own mistakes in the L2. This happens 
when children listen to their peers and teachers; they notice the gap they have and try to 
correct it. This received feedback either from peers or teachers has a great impact on SLA, 
as found in Swain and Lapkin’s research (1995).
Interestingly, other current linguists focused on the role of the context in language learning 
(Gass & Mackey, 2014; Vygotsky, 1962). For instance, Gass and Mackey (2014) believed 
that conversation and interaction play a key role in building and developing L2 through a 
well-prepared environment. For instance, teachers need to prepare a classroom environment 
or a certain corner in the classroom to present a specific theme. If the lesson is about 
shopping, then teachers need to use posters or some tools such as shopping carts, cashier, a 
pen, and paper, for example. Similarly, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory defined the role of 
interaction in SLA and hypothesized that L2 learners develop knowledge when they interact 
with knowledgeable speakers of the target language (Vygotsky, 1962). This interaction 
involves people within their culture: family members, teachers, and peers (Bruner, 1983). 
Socio-cultural interaction is also emphasized by Bruner while both Vygotsky and Bruner 
placed a great emphasis on the role of the social environment in language acquisition. 
Generally, developing oral language requires developing both speaking and listening skills, 
which could be achieved through songs, rhymes, and interaction with adults and peers 
(Chomsky, 2006). Therefore, teachers should facilitate learning and scaffold children during 
role-play in order to build their spoken language. 

Studies on SLA and Play
A number of studies have explored the impact of role-play in SLA. In 2004, Aukrust 
investigated SLA (Norwegian) of Turkish children who live in Norway. Twenty-seven 
children (aged 5 years) from 12 state preschools participated in the study. During peer 
play, Aukrust observed and found that children who engaged and attended playgroups had 
a great improvement in their language skills, particularly spoken communicative language. 
Further, Blum-Kulka and Snow (2004) reviewed the literature on the importance of peer 
talk for language development and social skills in preschools. The reviewed studies were 
from three areas: child peer talk, language socialization, and second language learning. 
Authors found that peer talk, which sometimes happens during peer play, was very critical 
for first (L1) and L2 input. Moreover, peer talk contributes to a large extent in developing 
children’s social skills and culture.
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Similarly to the previous study, Pomerantz and Bell (2007) concentrated on the significance 
of language play in language development. They proved that play is a creative technique to 
teach a language in similar contexts to real life situation. Pomerantz and Bell’s study was 
strongly linked to Cook’s (2012) idea; Cook investigated language play in the development 
of the second language. He stated that children usually enjoy playful language without 
understanding the lyrics. It is similar to enjoying listening to a song without being able to 
understand what the song is about. In time, children will be able to understand the language 
usage and meaning. Hence, it is important to integrate play as a strategy to learn a language. 
Finally, Cook recommended that play should be integrated into the language curriculum. 

Tomlinson and Masuhara (2009) pointed out the role of physical games on the acquisition 
of English as a second or foreign language. A physical game can be defined as any game that 
involves movement. Researchers stated that a child’s activeness during play is important 
to develop verbal communication and cognitive skills. Tomlinson and Masuhara believed 
that children had the opportunity to learn language during physical games. For instance, 
children need to listen to the teacher’s instruction on games principles. Learners also need 
to read printed rules or information and listen to peers’ feedback.

Additionally, Piker (2013) was interested in the role of early childhood education on 
language learning for bilingual language learners. How the kindergarten experience shapes 
and develops the child’s language as well as its effects on children’s academic performance 
and achievement is a critical issue to investigate. Consequently, Piker proposed an 
ethnographic study to investigate the impact of free play on English language acquisition 
of dual language learners. The researcher observed one kindergarten classroom in the 
United States with 17 children (L1 Spanish) during free play. The children’s interaction 
was analyzed in order to investigate how Spanish-speaking children with a different level 
of knowledge and experience develop their L2 (English). The results showed that children 
talked and discussed more during play because they were motivated and eager to play. 
Teachers should mix children in groups in order to create opportunities for other learners 
to speak. Moreover, it is important to set rules for the play to regulate children. Lastly, the 
study recommended the usage of play strategies in an early childhood program.

The previous section shed light on play and general SLA research. The following lines 
focus on play and learning English as a second language.

Studies on SLA (English) and Role Play
The relationship between role-play and language development is a topic of research interest 
among psychologists and educators (Markova, 2016; Harder, 2015; Cook, 2012; Harries 
& Raban, 2012; Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2009; Pomerantz & Bell, 2007). It is important 
to understand the relationship between the acquisition of oral language and role-play. 
Numerous studies have identified this relation. Role-play meets Krashen’s (1991) SLA 
theory requirements as it provides opportunities for play in a natural environment where 
children can experience different topics and skills that enable them to communicate. Role-
play is a stimulating activity that teaches children how to behave inside and outside the 
classrooms using the L2 they are learning in schools. The following section presents studies 
on peer talk and peer play that foster children’s interaction during play in L2 development.
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Susan Lederer (2016) conducted a study to provide a reason for the importance of embedded 
collaborative pretend play into language teaching and learning programmes. She believes 
that pretend play improves children’s linguistic, cognitive and social skills, and she supports 
her reasons with evidence from the literature. Furthermore, Andresen (2005) published a 
qualitative study that focused on children language development during pretend play and 
referred to Vygotsky’s (1962) theories about children’s play and the zone of proximal 
development. She observed and filmed 48 children during playtime in three different 
kindergartens in Germany. The videos were transcribed and analyzed based on certain 
criteria. The results indicated that children develop their communicative language not only 
from teachers and adults but mainly from their pretend interaction with other children. 

Wendy (2008) reviewed the effectiveness of using drama and role-play on children’s oral 
language development that includes five areas: vocabulary acquisition, story comprehension, 
narrative skills, retelling, and recalling stories. In her research, she included many studies 
that focus on English language development in children with learning difficulties and 
other special needs. The reviewed studies used various standardized tests to measure the 
effectiveness of drama play on children language (e.g., Head Start Measures Battery, 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Wechsler Preschool, etc.). The results indicated that 
drama/role-play had a positive effect on oral language development.

In a longitudinal quantitative study, Stagnitti et al. (2016) compared the difference in the 
effect of a pretend play approach (play-based curriculum) and a traditional curriculum on 
the play skills and oral language development of first graders in three different primary 
schools. Stagnitti et al. (2016) used five standardized tests to examine student’s language 
development at the beginning of a year and after six months. The study found that children 
who attended the play-based curriculum had higher results in oral narrative language than 
those who followed a traditional curriculum.

More recently, Markova (2016) conducted a mixed method study to investigate the impact of 
free play (role play) on children’s L2 skills and development in three different kindergarten 
classrooms. The researcher used 285 classroom observations to analyze data descriptively 
and compare between the two groups (control group – teacher-structured activities, and 
experimental group – free play activities). The results showed that bilingual children in free 
play activities had higher scores in language acquisition than those children who completed 
teacher-structured activities. Moreover, children’s level of engagement was higher in free 
play activities. Finally, this study recommended that free play should be integrated into the 
kindergarten program in order to increase children’s language acquisition and social skills.

Advantages of Role-Play 
Numerous scholars investigated the impact of using role-play in a second/foreign language 
classroom. Role-play engages many areas of the brain such as language, emotion, cognition 
and motor actions (Cook, 2012; Harries & Raban, 2012; Lifter et al., 2011; Tomlinson 
& Masuhara 2009; Pomerantz & Bell, 2007). Consequently, it stimulates affective and 
cognitive engagement of participants while they have fun. 
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There are many values in using role-play in kindergartens (Lederer, 2016; Prendiville & 
Toye, 2007; Andresen, 2005; Stagnitti & Unsworth, 2000). Role play motivates children 
to start a conversation. For example, this strategy encourages children who may be shy 
to start talking and express their feelings. Further, children practice their L2 with no fear 
of making mistakes which increases their self-esteem and builds confidence. As a result, 
children develop positive attitudes toward the subject matter (Andresen, 2005; Stagnitti & 
Unsworth, 2000). Usually, role-play creates a sense of community among the teacher and 
whole class (Lederer, 2016) because it allows more conversations and discussions.

Moreover, role-play has the power to deepen learners’ understanding of real-life situations 
and appropriate behavior (Harder, 2015; Lillard et al., 2010; Bruner, 1983; Torrance et 
al., 1995; Piaget, 1962). For example, role-play helps children to experience problems in 
contexts that are similar to real-life situations. In this sense, children have the chance to 
transform and apply content they learn into a real-world experience. Children learn also to 
listen to other perspectives and points of views (Prendiville & Toye, 2007). Furthermore, 
children develop creativity and decision-making skills when they use new knowledge in 
authentic situations (Andresen, 2005; Torrance et al., 1995).

Role-play fosters collaboration and relationship among learners because they engage in 
a social dynamic environment (Lederer, 2016; Harries & Raban, 2012; Pellegrini, 2009; 
Bentley et al., 2004; Moyles, 1999). This encourages and increases teamwork and group 
interaction. Hence, children become responsible for their own learning. Children can 
evaluate their level of English while listening to other children’s language and modifying 
their own mistakes. It is known that children, to a great extent, can learn more from their 
peers than from their teachers (Lederer, 2016; Pellegrini, 2009; Bentley et al., 2004; Moyles, 
1999). This provides children with an opportunity to receive quick feedback from teachers 
or peers (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2009). Interestingly, researchers found that role-play 
has health benefits for children because they move, think, talk and share ideas with their 
classmates (Harding et al., 2012; Dau, 2001). 

Issues to Consider in Using Role-Play in Language Acquisition
However, several issues need to be considered when using role-play based on literature. 
These may be due to the inappropriate way of applying role-play strategy in classrooms. 
For instance, role-play is a time-consuming technique (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2016). 
Teachers need to plan the purpose and time ahead (Nielsen, 2006). For example, role-play 
takes a lot of time when teachers apply it for the first time. It is important that the teacher 
gives clear instructions and rules for children before they engage in role-play to increase 
learning opportunities and minimize potential problems (Nielsen, 2006; Moyles, 1999). 
Usually, it is advisable that teachers send the role-play scenarios to parents (Macintyre, 
2017). Parents at home can help their children read the scenario and practice it at home in 
a real-life environment. 

Another concern regarding role-play technique is to make sure that all children are involved 
(Dau, 2001). Based on the author’s experience in teaching English in UAE kindergartens, 
some classrooms have small centers for role-play and between four and six children are 
allowed to enter the center. Teachers need to be very careful planning this activity to ensure 
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that all children have an equal chance to participate and be involved so no one feels singled 
out (Lillard et al., 2010). Sometimes, this center causes some frustration to children who 
cannot enter the center because they are reluctant and shy to participate. Teachers should 
be aware of these sensitive issues (Nielsen, 2006; Bentley et al., 2004; Moyles, 1999) as 
children learn best when they feel safe, respected, and welcome (Nielsen, 2006).

Moreover, role-play can be a very noisy activity, and because children are so engaged, it is 
hard to control the noise (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2016). Alternatively, children forget the 
purpose of the play and ignore using the target language (English or whichever it is). Hence, 
the teacher’s role is to observe children and provide them with proper feedback about what 
language, how and when they should use it in a target situation (Macintyre, 2017).

Conclusion 
There is a rich body of research that has been conducted in SLA and role-play. Children learn 
best when they are involved in meaningful contexts that make sense to them. Interestingly, 
role-play provides great contexts for learning. It engages many areas of the brain, which is 
found to be extremely effective for developing and learning a second or foreign language. 
This study shows various research that indicates the importance of role-play in teaching 
English as an L2 to kindergarten-aged children. Therefore, it is recommended to integrate 
role-play into the early childhood curriculum. Despite the advantages of role-play, it 
has some issues that need to be addressed such time, purpose, instruction, and children 
involvement. For this reason, teachers should wisely plan for integrating role-play activities 
with clear goals and instructions

It is worth mentioning that research on role-play has raised many questions that require 
further exploration. Even though there are numerous studies on role-play, they do not explain 
or elaborate on how role-play develops other aspects of the English language. For instance, 
how role-play can develop children literacy skills is barely explored. Best practices and 
strategies for maximizing the potential role of the role-play strategy for English language 
acquisition should be investigated on a broader scale.
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Section Three
Testing and Assessment
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Abstract
This paper discusses current trends in vocabulary assessment for very young learners while 
the importance of vocabulary is highlighted and emphasized in the early foreign language 
context. The need for the development of a simple and child friendly tool that can assess 
receptive vocabulary and give teachers the opportunity to monitor children’s progress is 
now timely. In this vein, the development of Pic-Lex is described and the parameters and 
rationale behind its design are analysed; Pic-Lex will hopefully serve as a profile builder 
for vocabulary in very young learners and will offer information on early vocabulary 
development models as well as the Pre-A1 vocabulary goals.

Introduction
Current attitudes to the place of vocabulary in the teaching syllabus are clear that it is a 
central element of language, and it is likely to be a focus of effective foreign language 
teaching even from the earliest years. This has not always been the case. Only 20 years 
ago, O’Dell (1997) was able to reflect that it was a subject that had escaped the detailed 
attention of textbook and syllabus writers for most of the preceding 50 years. Even the most 
influential texts on EFL teaching in this period were able to ignore it. Littlewood’s (1981) 
Communicative Language Teaching, for example, never mentions vocabulary even though, 
presumably, a learner cannot function without learning the words to communicate. Learners, 
of course, have never doubted the importance of vocabulary, and as Krashen (1989, p. 440) 
comments, “A large vocabulary is of course essential for mastery of a language. Second 
language acquirers know this; they carry dictionaries with them, not grammar books, and 
regularly report that the lack of vocabulary is a major problem.”
Recent research evidence supports this reassertion of the importance of vocabulary 
and suggests very strongly that vocabulary development is paramount in the successful 
development of a foreign language by very young learners. The number of L2 words a 
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learner knows will dictate, to a large degree, how well that learner can perform in all aspects 
of language. Webb and Nation (2017, p. 19), for example, claim that “developing lexical 
knowledge – that is, the number of different words that we know and how well we know 
these words – provides the necessary foundation for learning other aspects of language.” 
Longitudinal studies for two- to ten-year-olds reveal that early vocabulary knowledge 
predicts later reading achievement (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Scarborough, 1998; 
Sénéchal et al., 2006). These results suggest that vocabulary knowledge is a major factor, if 
not the major factor, in a learner’s ability to master communicative skills in a foreign language, 
so it should be no surprise if vocabulary learning has become a priority for both learners and 
teachers (Alexiou et al., 2019). 
The development of vocabulary in a child’s very early language learning is thought to be 
particularly important. Hart and Risley’s work (e.g., 1995, 2003) expresses this idea. They 
suggest that children vary in the volume of language – hence lexical input – they receive 
in early childhood, and this conditions the number of words that a child can learn and the 
size of vocabulary that they can develop. This variation is related to socio-economic status 
(SES). Children who develop large vocabularies in early childhood, who tend to be from 
high SES families, are well-placed to handle the demands of the formal school system 
and will tend to go on to be academically successful (see also Mattheoudakis & Alexiou, 
2009). Children who develop small vocabularies in childhood, who tend to be low SES, 
will struggle in school and will be less academically successful. Research appears to show 
correlations between language exposure and vocabulary size, and between vocabulary size 
and academic success, and these relationships can be interpreted as causal. More recent 
versions of this kind of relationship (e.g. Oxford University Press, 2018) have labelled the 
lexical shortcomings that give rise to education differences as a word gap.
There is an abundance of work on the learning of vocabulary that appears to support individual 
parts of these arguments. Research suggests that “deficits in vocabulary knowledge, which 
may appear as early as one year of age, are long-lasting and are associated with a number 
of negative academic outcomes” (e.g., Biemiller & Slonim, 2001; Beitchman et al.; Pearson 
et al., 2007; all cited in Vinco, 2013, p. v). Studies also show that vocabulary size and 
successful academic outcomes correlate (e.g., Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013). However, 
it is less easy to show that these relationships are causal, and studies that attempt to test 
this idea have drawn negative results (e.g., Shaywitz et al., 1995; Milton & Treffers-Daller, 
2013; Wilson et al, 2016).
Hart and Risely’s work in particular has been challenged (e.g., Nation, 2018) although our 
experience among teachers is that their interpretation of the relationship between input, 
vocabulary knowledge and academic performance is largely believed. Hart and Risley’s 
calculation of vocabulary input, for example, is questioned not least because of experimental 
effects where the nature of the data collection has conditioned the differences they then 
report. Nation particularly criticises Hart and Risley’s method for calculating vocabulary 
size, pointing out that it is essentially a measure of lexical diversity and is, consequently, 
sensitive to the volume of output from the lexicon rather than the size of the lexicon itself. 
A consequence of this is that the figures for vocabulary size that Hart and Risley produce, 
for example 4,000 English words in NS adults, are unrecognisable among recent, and even 
historic, estimates of vocabulary size (see Milton & Treffers-Daller, 2013, for a summary).
This last observation provides the rationale for the creation of the vocabulary test described 
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in this paper. The testing of vocabulary in a principled way, and an estimation of just how 
many words a person knows, has proved difficult, and this difficulty is compounded in 
attempting to assess the vocabulary knowledge of very young learners. Common testing 
formats involving the written word are quite beyond the very young. While standardised 
and widely used tests are now beginning to emerge, particularly for learners of foreign 
languages (e.g., Nation, 1990; Meara & Milton, 2003), these tests translate poorly to the 
very young. Consequently, we have little work that clearly establishes just how many words 
these learners acquire, which words they acquire, and how they acquire them. As Gathercole 
et al. (1992, p. 887) assert:

Although studies of word learning in children have documented the remarkable 
facility of preschool children to acquire new vocabulary (Carey, 1978; Dickinson, 
1984; Dollaghan, 1985) the factors underpinning the large individual differences in 
young children’s abilities to learn new words are as yet little understood.

There is a recognized need for better studies in this field to provide a better understanding 
of what words children know, when children will learn certain words, and how well those 
words will be known especially since vocabulary discrepancies appear before elementary 
school (Biemiller, 2003). 
The importance of vocabulary development and its serious ramifications in early language 
learning context have provided the motivation for this paper which describes the development 
of an easy to administer, theoretically well-founded testing tool to quantify the vocabulary 
knowledge of very young learners.

Measuring Very Young Learners’ Vocabulary
There are features which a test of vocabulary size will have to have for pre-school age native 
learners if meaningful and useful results are to be produced. The test will have to use a unit 
of measurement that fits with these learners’ ability to handle language. This probably means 
it should test and count lemmatized word families. A test constructed on this basis should 
produce results comparable to previous research in this area. The test will need to sample 
systematically across an appropriate word frequency range if a good estimate of size is to be 
made. For very young learners with only a few hundred or a few thousand words, including 
items such as the words outside the 25,000 word range is probably inappropriate. But a 
test of the most frequent 5,000 or 10,000 might be better provided frequency effects are 
observed in learners of this type. The sources of the frequency lists need to be appropriate. 
These are young learners whose micro-language learning environment will not match data 
drawn from adult sources such as the news on the Internet. Adult language derived corpora 
often include items such as economy, government and system, which children aged two or 
three years will not use. But animal names like lion and giraffe, which are not in the most 
frequent items in most large corpora, will be part of most children’s language experience 
(Alexiou & Konstantakis, 2009).
Additionally, a test will have to meet the particular demands that interaction with very young 
children presents. When measuring very young learners, several factors need to be taken 
into consideration. First off, we need to consider their characteristics. Young learners are 
not adults, and, as with the teaching materials which are used, the methods of assessment 
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will need to match their particular needs and qualities. Their cognitive development should 
be taken into account as well when designing tasks for any age group and especially very 
young learners.
With these young learners any testing materials will probably have to be similar to the 
types of activity such children are familiar with, such as show/find/choose/point to/circle/
match/group and memory games as well. The test will want to test words and not the user’s 
familiarity with the type of activity. Assessment formats and instructions can often be too 
complex and difficult to understand for young learners (Donaldson, 1978). Even where 
learners have some quite considerable vocabulary, they can be unable to show this if the 
format is unfamiliar or too challenging. Alexiou et al. (2019) give an example of this where 
very young learners, who had been working on the names of animals, were required to show 
this knowledge by writing full sentences incorporating these names. The sentence writing 
task defeated the learners, so it appeared they knew no animals at all. It was a demoralising 
experience for both teacher and learners. But when a simple listing task was substituted, it 
became clear that this vocabulary had been learned, and it was the task which was at fault – 
not the teacher and not the learners.
Any test for this age should be child friendly. Adult versions of tests appear serious and 
formal, and something that is superficially game-like may be more appropriate. Teachers 
who want to measure their students’ vocabulary can use a popular soft bear hero or puppet 
to provide a context of interaction to fit the young learners. Using a format such as story-
telling can add purpose and sense to what they are doing and why. Children need a purpose 
for doing anything. This may not be possible with a test that also needs to be standardised 
in its delivery and capable of efficient delivery, which may not fit with a technique that is 
variable and driven by the needs and interest of the individuals being tested. Nonetheless, 
allowing the test to be administered on a one-to-one basis may be feasible with use of modern 
technology. This would ensure that there are no issues with testees not understanding the test 
or failing to engage so that meaningful results can emerge. 
Tests of language with young children are often oral and are also tests of language production. 
However, vocabulary testing has a tradition of testing receptive language – which anyway 
precedes production at this early age (e.g., Nation, 1990; Meara & Milton, 2003) – and the 
two processes are known to produce quantitatively different outcomes. A reliance on oral 
productive delivery is probably inevitable among learners who are pre-literate and where 
recognition tests of written words could not work. A method of delivery that is not reliant 
on written language forms is needed, and these do exist (e.g., Milton & Hopkins, 2005; 
Alexiou et al., 2019). However, it is difficult to adapt these to a form which can deliver 
other requirements such as being capable of making well-formed estimates of receptive 
vocabulary size, and being comparable with previous measurements from the literature 
linked to recognized language hierarchies such as the CEFR.

Current Tests Which Assess Vocabulary

This is a lengthy list of qualities, and while there are several measures of expressive 
vocabulary commonly used in psychology, they cannot provide the type of detail that is 
required to enable better understanding of the early language learning process. An example 
might be the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) (Dunn & Dunn, 1981). This test 
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provides an estimate of the examinee’s receptive vocabulary ability. The test is done on 
a one to one basis, it is given verbally, and takes 20-30 minutes. The examiner presents a 
series of pictures to each person (a set of four pictures on one page). The examiner utters 
a word describing one of the pictures and asks the child to point to or say the number of 
the picture that the word describes. This appears to be a methodology capable of delivering 
reliable results, but the rationale for the selection of items in the test is unknown. The scores 
it produces cannot be used to produce an estimate of size. They cannot tell us whether there 
are effects for frequency or part-of-speech in the results. And the results it gives are not 
comparable with results in the literature of child vocabulary assessment. Similar criticisms 
might be levelled at other comparable tests such as the ELIAS British Picture Vocabulary 
Scale II (BPVS II) (based on Peabody) and the Woodcock-Johnson Picture Vocabulary III 
(WJ III).

Much of this assessment is likely to be administered on a one-to-one basis. This is good, 
because we get results for each learner individually, but it is time-consuming and can even 
be intimidating for children if done inappropriately or insensitively. Other problems with 
most of these tests are that they are pen and paper, which can be inappropriate for young 
learners, and they include different tasks with instructions that can be confusing. Most of 
them are tests of productive knowledge. However, and since oracy precedes literacy in EFL 
learning, productive vocabulary knowledge is rather smaller than receptive vocabulary 
knowledge, and perhaps we should consider testing reception rather than production that 
comes later. This is both realistic and fair but at the same time very informative for the 
teacher, parents, materials developers and all other stakeholders.

Roghani’s category size tests (2017) are designed with relatively low-level L2 learners in 
mind, but it is suggested that this is a technique that can be used with very young native 
speakers (Alexiou et al., 2019). In her tests, learners are given a prompt such as animals or 
pieces of furniture and are asked to name as many of these as they can. The results appear 
stable and understandable and can produce workable estimates of productive vocabulary 
size. But the oral format may present issues for standardizing the delivery, and productive 
vocabulary size estimates cannot be shown to compare usefully with the receptive estimates 
that the literature of the subject uses. 

Teachers often create their own language and vocabulary tests based on the topic areas 
or the syllabus they have covered (Alexiou & Mattheoudakis, 2013). But as syllabuses 
increasing identify global vocabulary goals teachers may well want to consider the benefits 
of using some kind of standardised test where the scores have been normalised and the result 
can be meaningfully compared with vocabulary targets. Where teachers use an individual 
choice of materials and topics, often for very good reasons, there is a danger that a test can 
become unhelpfully prescriptive of the content of teaching. However, in vocabulary we 
also have a good idea of the relationship between learning and word frequency and that 
even young learners will tend to learn frequent vocabulary, which they encounter most 
often, in greater proportions than less frequent vocabulary. Frequency-based tests are likely 
to work regardless of the specific topics covered in teaching and can also produce the size 
estimates that can then be related to the goals for vocabulary which syllabuses now contain. 



Advancing English Language Education108

There are several tests that are based on frequency and calculate a learner’s vocabulary 
size. Nation’s (2001) Vocabulary Levels Test, for example, is a widely used assessment 
for assessing vocabulary knowledge, but it assesses levels of vocabulary, a 10,000 word 
level for example and academic vocabulary, which are again quite inappropriate for young 
learners who know may know only a few hundred words. Its complexity (6 test words and 
3 answers as shown below in Figure 1) seems especially inappropriate given the difficulty 
in compensating for gaming and guesswork which these learners are bound to employ. 
Nation’s newer Vocabulary Size Test (2012) format is also extremely sizeable and can test, 
depending on the version, lexis in the 14,000 or even the 20,000 word ranges. The multiple 
choice format also seems dry, unsuitable and even cognitively hard for young learners.

Figure 1

Sample from the Nation’s Vocabulary Levels Test (Nation, 2001, p. 416)

1 business
2 clock  _____________ part of a house
3 horse  _____________ animal with four legs
4 pencil  _____________ something used for writing
5 shoe
6 wall

The same applies to Nation & Beglar’s Vocabulary Size Test (2007) as once again it is a 
multiple choice test where each word needs to be related to a synonym. More useful for 
young learners would be a different version of Meara & Milton’s (2003) X-Lex test in that 
it focuses on a much narrower range of frequent vocabulary and takes 5-10 minutes to 
complete. X-Lex tests knowledge of the most frequently occurring 5,000 words in English 
and estimates overall knowledge of this vocabulary. A learner’s vocabulary knowledge is 
calculated by counting the number of “yes” responses to real words, and multiplying this 
by 50 to give a raw score out of 5,000.

Particularly relevant for young learners is the way this checklist test has been adapted 
to computer format so, to many learners, it is more like a computer game than a formal 
assessment. The presentation is very simple with the target word shown and smiling and 
frowning emoticons to be pressed to indicate whether the word is known or not. It marks 
itself and provides a result immediately. This version shows the proportion of words known 
by frequency band and the number of guesses, which is of use to the teacher in understanding 
whether learning appears normal and whether the learner is over-applying guesswork to 
answering the test. An example of its computer presentation is given in Figure 2.
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Figure 2

Sample from the X-Lex computer format

Even in this form, however, a test that is delivered solely in written format is not suitable 
for very young learners. With these learners, there is now research evidence to suggest that 
aural delivery of such tests may be the best way to access vocabulary knowledge in low-
level learners. This is because very young learners acquire and store the aural form of words 
(oracy skills) before adding an orthographic form that allows them to read (literacy skills). 

The Development of Pic-Lex
In order to better understand the issues surrounding vocabulary size and early learning 
around the time of entry to school, it seems that a bespoke test will have to be created, 
and it is for this purpose that Pic-Lex has been devised. Pic-Lex (Alexiou, 2019) is a test 
tool which is intended for very young up to primary school learners and assesses receptive 
vocabulary size from picture cues. 
The vocabulary word items are not randomly selected. The word lists it uses are lemmatised 
and are drawn from Kilgarriff’s very recent frequency word list (2016). The list is a principled 
selection from the 5,000 most frequent words where one word is selected in every 50 words 
from a list organized in order of frequency, making a test of 100 words. The responses to 
these words can be used, as in Meara & Milton’s raw X-Lex scores (2003), to produce an 
estimate of vocabulary size with that 5,000 words frequency band. These scores provide an 
estimate of receptive vocabulary knowledge and this will be tied back to CEFR levels and to 
comparable estimates by other researchers. 
The delivery format involves the testee being presented with a test word, in both oral and written 
form, and four pictures. One of these pictures represents the word being tested, and the testee is 
asked to choose the one they have heard from the pictures. The test is computer delivered and 
self-marking providing a vocabulary size estimate immediately at the end of testing. 
Similar tests, like X-Lex, can deliver over 100 tests items very quickly and retain very high 
levels of reliability and validity (Milton, 2009). It is thought this test should take the average 
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learner about five minutes. The task should fit well with the pre-school learners’ experience 
of this type of activity and with their cognitive level. The words should be appropriate for 
the age of the testees and should be usable by learners at any language level.
To achieve these things, there are issues that may affect its usefulness and where trials are 
required to challenge the functionality of the new test. One issue will be to ensure that 
estimated vocabulary sizes this test format produces, are comparable with the results from 
tests that are delivered in the written format. Other variations of the Meara & Milton (2003) 
checklist format have proved equally reliable and workable (e.g. Milton & Hopkins’s Aural 
Lex, 2005), and it is thought this variation will behave similarly. There is a tendency for a 
picture-based test potentially to over-test concrete lexical items, therefore mostly nouns, at 
the expense of other parts of speech such as adverbs, and this may impact on the size of the 
estimates that result. Other tests which also tend from their construction to avoid items other 
than nouns, e.g. Roghani’s category size tests (2017) suggest that this may not affect the size 
of the estimate.
To sum up, Pic-Lex is hoping to contribute in the testing of very young learners by producing 
a test appropriate for very young learners. Its main positive qualities follow:
1. Child friendly
2. Duration of test (about 5 minutes)
3. Type of task (list of pictures to click)
4. Cognitive level 
5. Child relevant words
6. Concrete items
7. Vocabulary selected from reliable and informative frequent bands
8. Online version
9. Appropriate for children who may face other learning difficulties
10. Appropriate for multilingual context and refugee educational contexts
It is therefore expected that this tool of assessment may probably have a ceiling effect. For 
example, the majority of learners will be at Pre-A1 level (Council of Europe, 2018). This 
can be the case if they recognize for example more than 60% of the words, and actually the 
highest level of the test may be B1 at this stage. But this is information that will sketch the 
profile for a very young learner and thus provide a model of vocabulary learning at these 
ages as well as more information of what a Pre-A1 learner is expected to know, vocabulary-
wise. In case we want to see a stretch in levels, a 10.000-word list can be introduced and 
used at a later stage.

Implications and Concluding Remarks
Vocabulary is now a central part of any foreign language teaching curriculum and a central 
part of the teaching of any foreign language. The issue is no longer whether we should 
be teaching vocabulary but how much vocabulary should be taught and what vocabulary. 
Vocabulary knowledge is undoubtedly an essential indicator of good general language 
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progress because of its close relationship with performance in all of the four skills. If done 
appropriately, an assessment can inform the teacher whether the expected progress is being 
made, and it can act as motivation for the learners. It can also help us address, in a more 
principled and systematic way, the issues which surround variation in word knowledge 
among very young learners and the way this may affect their educational attainment.

However, in order to be appropriate, a testing methodology for this age group has to take 
account of their particular characteristics: they are young and with short attention spans; 
they have very little knowledge, so an assessment must target the things they do know 
rather than the things they do not; and these learners are still developing cognitively, so 
the method must fit within the range of their understanding and ability. Traditionally tests 
of vocabulary focus on the written form of words sampled from across a wide range of 
frequency bands or collect data on word knowledge which cannot provide estimates of 
vocabulary size, and these are not appropriate for use with very young learners. 

Pic-Lex (Alexiou, 2019) is a bespoke testing tool that tests vocabulary knowledge in a 
simple, easy, fast and appropriate way for the specific age group of very young, pre-school 
learners. Once trials of this test are carried out, it is hoped that it can improve the process of 
vocabulary testing in these very young, difficult to test, learners and help to provide a much 
better understanding of the learning which is occurring and where we might, if we know 
how, construct better interventions among needful learners. Another aspect that needs to be 
considered is how useful this test could be for multilingual contexts and refugee children.

When it comes to young learners, we need to reconsider ways and standards of testing as 
well as methods of assessment. This is not only pedagogically appropriate but also realistic 
and fair.
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Chapter 8 

A Framework for Testing Vocabulary

Peter Davidson
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Abstract
Most language teachers these days recognise the importance of teaching and learning 
vocabulary for students learning English as second or foreign language. As Wilkins (1972, 
pp. 111-112) is often quoted as saying, “While without grammar very little can be conveyed, 
without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed.” It is therefore imperative that vocabulary is 
assessed in a fair and accurate way (Meara, 1992; Read, 2000). Teachers will inevitably be 
required to develop their own tests to assess the vocabulary that is part of their own specific 
course. The purpose of this article, therefore, is to provide a framework for developing 
valid and reliable vocabulary tests, based on Schmitt (1994), Read and Chapelle (2001), 
and Coombe (2011). The ten steps outlined in this framework include: deciding on your 
purpose; determining what words you want to test; deciding on what aspect of word 
knowledge you want to assess; deciding on which test task types will you use; deciding 
on the weighting of each question; ensuring vvalidity and reliability rescaling the score; 
providing students with diagnostic feedback; evaluating your test; and recycling your test.

Step 1: Decide on your purpose
The first step in the production of any test is to decide on the purpose of your test. In other 
words, why are you giving this test in the first place? Or, as Schmitt (1994) asks: “What use 
will you make of the resulting test scores?” Brown (2012) notes that there are a number of 
different purposes for testing, which he divides into standardized and classroom-based tests. 
Standardized tests:

● Aptitude tests measure students’ ability to learn languages.
● Proficiency tests measure students’ overall ability.
● Placement tests place students in a particular program at a particular level.

Classroom-based tests:

● Diagnostic tests given at the beginning of course identify gaps in students’ learning.
● Progress tests given during a course measure student progress and allow for altered 

teaching accordingly (formative).
● Achievement tests given at the end of course measure what students have accomplished 

during a course and assign a grade (summative).
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Another question that you need to ask yourself when deciding on your testing purpose, 
which is unique to vocabulary testing, is whether you are measuring vocabulary breadth 
or depth. (Dolch & Leeds, 1953; Wesche & Paribakht, 1996). Vocabulary breadth refers 
to how many words a learner knows. Tests of vocabulary breadth include: Vocabulary 
Levels Test (Nation, 1983; Schmitt et al., 2001); Lexical Frequency Profile; Vocabulary 
Knowledge Scale (Paribakht & Wesche, 1993); Yes/No Test (Beeckmanns et al., 2001; 
Huibregtse et al., 2002; Meara & Milton, 2003; Milton, 2005). Vocabulary depth, on the 
other hand, refers to how well a learner knows certain words (Nation, 2001; Read, 2012). 
In a classroom situation, it is likely that you will be more interested in measuring your 
students’ vocabulary depth than breadth (Cronbach, 1942; Read, 1997).
 

Step 2: Determine what words you want to test
The next step in the vocabulary test-writing process is to determine what words you want 
to test. For classroom-based tests, this will likely come from words you taught in class, 
words in course books and on course materials, words in the curriculum, and/or words that 
appear in test specifications. Other words to test could come from the many different word 
lists that may form part of your course, such as the British National Corpus (BNC), the 
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), the Academic Word List (AWL), or 
the Academic Vocabulary List (AVL). 

Step 3: Decide what aspect of word knowledge you want to test
The next step is very important and requires some careful consideration. You need to decide 
exactly what aspect of word knowledge is it that you want to measure. Nation (2001) has 
developed a useful table which provides details on what it means to know a word, dividing 
word knowledge into form, meaning and use (Table 1). 

Table 1
What Is Involved in Knowing a Word (Nation, 2001, p. 27)

Aspect Component Receptive knowledge Productive knowledge
Form spoken written 

word parts
What does the word sound like? 
What does the word look like?
What parts are recognizable in 
this word? 

How is the word pronounced?
How is the word written and spelled?
What word parts are needed to 
express the meaning?

Meaning form and 
meaning 
concepts 
and referents 
associations

What meaning does this word 
form signal?
What is included in this concept?
What other words does this make 
people think of?

What word form can be used to 
express this meaning?
What items can the concept refer to?
What other words could people use 
instead of this one?

Use grammatical 
functions 
collocations 
constraints 
on use (register, 
frequency)

In what patterns does the word 
occur? 
What words or types of words 
occur with this one?
Where, when, and how often 
would people expect to meet this 
word?

In what patterns must people use 
this word?
What words or types of words must 
people use with this one?
Where, when, and how often can 
people use this word?
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Step 4: Which test task type will you use?
The vocabulary test task type that you choose will largely depend on your testing purpose, 
what words you want to assess, and what aspect of word knowledge you want to measure. 
In other words, certain test task types lend themselves to measuring specific aspects of word 
knowledge more effectively. Below are samples of some common test tasks that can be used 
to test different aspects of vocabulary knowledge. In general, it is considered good testing 
practice to use a range and variety of different test task types when you write a test. This helps 
to ensure that candidates are not disadvantaged by one particular test task type that they may 
have difficulty with (Laufer & Nation, 1999; Davidson & Dalton, 2003; Coombe, 2011). 

Multiple-choice questions
The ubiquitous multiple-choice question (MCQ) can be used for testing a variety of aspects 
of word knowledge. MCQs are good for testing vocabulary breadth, as well as meaning 
(see Sample Question 1), word formation (see Sample Question 2), collocation, register, 
and word association (see Sample Question 3).

Sample Question 1

The townspeople were ___________ by the typhoon that hit their coastline.  Everyone 
had to move to a new area.  

A. minimized
B. displaced
C. rewarded

Sample Question 2

I’d be more than _______ to help you with your work.
A. happy 
B. happily
C. happiness

Sample Question 3

A.   construction
C.   decorator

A.   spouse
C.   fiancée

B.   electrician
D.   builder

B.   partner
D.   marriage
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Matching
Vocabulary assessment lends itself nicely to a variety of matching exercises. The Vocabulary 
Levels Test (Nation, 1983) was one of the first vocabulary tests to use matching, as in the 
example in Sample Question 4 below. The matching format can be used to measure different 
aspects of word knowledge. For example, you can match words with definitions (see Sample 
Questions 4 and 5), match collocations (see Sample Question 6), and match homophones, 
that is, words that sound alike and but have different meanings and different spellings (see 
Sample Question 7). Note that in Sample Question 4, there are more words than definitions, 
whereas in Sample Question 5, there are more definitions than there are words.

Sample Question 4 (Laufer & Nation, 1999, p. 34)

 1. business
 2. clock
 3. horse
 4. pencil
 5. shoe
 6. wall

  6   part of a house 
  3   animal with four legs
  4   something used for writing

Sample Question 5

architect
soldier
chef
lifeguard

someone who rescues people at the beach
someone who grows plants
someone who cooks in a restaurant
someone who fights in wars
someone who cleans windows
someone who designs buildings

Sample Question 6

scarce
equal
accept
counter
strong 

argument
criticism
opportunity
responsibility
resource

Sample Question 7

rain
missed
one
heard  
wood

soul
would
flour
sell
won

know
soul
wear
cell
flower

where
reign
herd
no
mist
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Table Completion
Just as matching exercises are suitable for vocabulary assessment, so too is table completion. 
One popular vocabulary test task type is to have students complete a word formation table 
(see Sample Question 8). A variation on this is to give candidates the word and have them 
tick what type of word it is (see Sample Question 9). Another interesting variation on the 
table completion aims to measure a test taker’s awareness of a word’s register by having 
them decide if a word is positive, neutral or negative (see Sample Question 10).

Sample Question 8
Complete the table: 

NOUN VERB ADJECTIVE ADVERB

create

success

economical

Sample Question 9
Tick what type of word each word is: 

WORD NOUN VERB ADJECTIVE ADVERB

create

success

economical

Sample Question 10
Put the following words into the correct column:

skinny thin slim
fat curvy overweight 
elderly venerable ancient 

POSITIVE NEUTRAL NEGATIVE

    
Gap Fill Tasks
Rather than completing a table as with the examples above, students could be asked to 
complete sentences (see Sample Question 11), or paragraphs (see Sample Question 12). 
These two completion activities have the advantage of providing the test taker with some 
context for the word that is being assessed. In the case of paragraph completion, the test 
writer can provide a lot of context. One variation on sentence and paragraph completion is 
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to provide students with a number of words which they are meant to choose from. Another 
interesting variation on the gap fill activity is presented in Sample Question 13. Here students 
write as many words as they can on the cline, demonstrating their vocabulary depth.

Sample Question 11

If you don’t _________ hard, then you won’t get a good grade.

A _____________ is a person who defends people in court

Because of the snow, the football game was __________ until the following week.

Sample Question 12

The African elephant has many interesting (1)________________.  It is strong and 
very intelligent.  Elephants are sensitive and can cry, play, and laugh. Elephants even 
have incredible memories.  The (2) ____________ elephants learn by copying the older 
elephants.  The mothers, aunts, sisters, and cousins all take care of the young.  The family 
or (3) ___________ of elephants all protect the young from dangers like predators.

Sample Question 13

Fill in as many words as possible on the cline below. 

______________  hot   ______________________________ cold ________________

______________ often  ____________________________ rarely  ________________

Word Associates Test 
The Word Associates Test was developed by Read (1993) to measure a candidate’s depth 
of vocabulary knowledge, that is, how well they know a particular word (see also Meara, 
1983; Read, 1997). With this test task type, test takers are presented with a headword and 
eight other words. They are required to identify four of these eight words that are somehow 
associated with the head word (see Sample Question 14). This test task type was further 
developed by test developers at the Educational Testing Service (Qian & Schedl, 2004) in 
the Depth of Vocabulary Knowledge Measure (DVK). Like the word associates test, the 
DVK has four correct answers (see Sample Question 15).

Sample Question 14 (https://www.lextutor.ca/tests/associates/)
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Sample Question 15 (Qian & Schedl, 2004, p. 38)

Translation and Spelling
Two commonly used test task types used for assessing vocabulary are translation and 
spelling. Candidates can translate words from English into their first language (see Sample 
Question 16), or they can be given a word in their first language and be required to produce 
the equivalent word in English. Producing test items such as this might not be as easy as 
it first seems, as there are often not direct translations from one language to another. Some 
context may need to be provided as in Sample Question 16 below. Testing spelling is also a 
good way to test students, especially these days when technology seems to be contributing 
to making our students worse at spelling than in previous years.

Sample Question 16

Translate the underlined word into your first language.

His job is very demanding.

She is hopeful about passing the test.

Embedded Vocabulary
One of the most effective ways of testing vocabulary is to embed it in a reading text and 
ask questions related to vocabulary. Embedding reading in a reading text has the advantage 
of being able to provide test candidates with a lot of context, so you are able to test such 
sub-skills as guessing the meaning of unknown words from context. Another advantage 
of embedding vocabulary in a reading text is that it is much more authentic than asking 
discrete vocabulary questions (Henning, 1991). Sample Questions 17 and 18 present two 
different types of test task types that you can use when embedding vocabulary in a text.

Sample Question 17

Which word in paragraph 3 means “danger”?
Which word in paragraph 6 means “fun”?
Find the word in the text that means “one hundred years”.

Sample Question 18

What does “talking nonsense” (line 10) mean?
   A.  discussing feelings about something 
   B.  saying something that doesn’t make sense
   C.  stating an obvious fact
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Step 5: Decide on the weighting
Once you have chosen the test task types to use, you then need to decide on the weighting 
that you will give to each question. It is not a good idea to allocate the same amount of points 
to each question, because not all questions are the same level of difficulty or require the 
same amount of time to answer. The number of points you award for a particular question 
depends on how difficult the question is, the level of mental processing required to answer 
that particular question, how long it takes to answer the question, and perhaps how much 
importance is placed in the curriculum on the particular construct that is being tested. It is 
also important, in order to be transparent, to inform test takers of the actual weighting given 
to each question on the test.

Step 6: Ensure test validity and reliability
Making sure your test is valid and reliable is a vital, but often overlooked, part of the test 
writing process. It is imperative that you take some time to ensure that your test is valid 
and reliable. In terms of making your test valid, you need to check that your test includes 
only those words on the curriculum and that were taught in class. You also need to ensure 
your test does not suffer from construct underrepresentation (i.e., not sampling a sufficient 
number of words from the curriculum), or construct irrelevance (i.e., testing constructs that 
you did not intend to measure). 
To ensure that your test is reliable, you should pilot it on a similar group of students. You 
should then carry out basic statistical and item analysis to determine the facility value 
(level of difficulty) of each question, and determine the discrimination index (the extent to 
which strong students get a question correct and weaker students get it incorrect) of each 
question. You can also use test statistics to determine the performance of distracters used 
in your MCQs. After conducting your statistical analysis, you may have to adjust some 
questions, and possibly remove some questions from your test, but this will greatly improve 
the reliability of your test. 
Another way to help ensure the reliability of your test is to ensure standardized test 
administration. Test administration guidelines should include detailed instructions on how 
the test is distributed and collected, what instructions given to test takers at the beginning 
and end of the test, what questions from test takers the proctors may answer, how long the 
test is, what to do in cases of cheating, and what to do when problems arise. 
Reliability can also be maintained by making sure that the marking of your vocabulary test is 
thorough and rigorous. Typical rating guidelines to help ensure reliability should insist that 
all tests are double rated, and rated blind (that is, without the name of the candidate on the 
exam paper). All raters should attend a calibration session, if it is deemed necessary, to go 
over the answer key and make sure that all raters know which answers are acceptable and 
which answers are not. All raters should rate in the same room so if there are any changes 
to the answer key, these can be easily communicated. Finally, although some raters may not 
like it, the performance of all raters should be monitored to ensure that they are marking to 
an acceptable standard. 
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Step 7: Rescale the score if necessary
Rescaling the score is contentious because it entails adjusting the actual pass mark of the 
test up or down. In other words, if the test was too difficult, the actual pass mark can be 
lowered by giving all the test takers additional points. Conversely, if the test was too easy, 
the actual pass mark can be raised by deducting points from all students. Because it is so 
contentious, rescaling should not be abused. Rescaling should only be implemented after a 
thorough and rigorous analysis of the performance of individual test items, and statistical 
analysis of the overall test. 

Step 8: Provide students with diagnostic feedback
It has long been accepted that the purpose of any test is to measure student’s proficiency 
or ability. Increasingly, academics and teachers have begun to realize that tests can also be 
powerful tools that can be used to facilitate learning (Davidson, 2018). Teachers can use 
test results diagnostically to identify what students can and cannot do, and they can provide 
diagnostic feedback to students about their performance. This diagnostic feedback can be 
used to individualize student learning so that they can focus on learning the words that they 
do not know, or words that they need to know in more depth. 

Step 9: Evaluate your test
No test is ever perfect, so it is important to evaluate your test to make improvements for 
when the test is revised and used again. You should use statistical analysis to determine 
the overall difficulty of the test, and item analysis to determine the difficulty of individual 
questions. You can also survey candidates and teachers regarding the choice of words 
tested, the suitability of the test task types, the difficulty of the individual questions, and 
the level of difficulty of the test overall. 

Step 10: Recycle your test 
As you can see from the framework presented above, producing a good test takes a huge 
amount of time and effort. Consequently, it is likely that you will want to recycle your 
test and use it again. In order to do this, you need to ensure that your test is kept secure at 
all times and stored in a test bank. You should use item analysis, statistical analysis and 
evaluative data to make improvements to your test. It is also important that you do not 
over-expose your test, that is, use it so often that repeating students repeat the same test, or 
students tell other students what is in the test. As a general rule, it is commonly accepted 
that you should only recycle a test once every two years. Recycling a test has the added 
advantage of allowing you to accurately compare test results from different cohorts of 
students which in turn can inform curriculum and program development.
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Conclusion
It is now commonly accepted that vocabulary learning is central to the language learning 
process (Coombe, 2011). As such, it is essential that we are able to effectively measure 
our students’ knowledge and use of vocabulary (Schmitt et al., 2001). Teachers will often 
have to write their own vocabulary tests to assess the lexis that is unique to their particular 
course. This paper has provided a ten-step framework that teachers and test writers can use 
to write valid and reliable vocabulary tests. As with any test, the first step is to consider the 
purpose of your test. Then you need to decide what words you want to test, what aspect 
of word knowledge you want to assess, which test task types will you use, and how much 
weighting you will give to each of your question. The next step, which is unfortunately 
often overlooked, is to ensure that your vocabulary test is valid and reliable. The final steps 
in the vocabulary testing framework include rescaling the score if necessary, providing 
students with diagnostic feedback in order to facilitate learning, evaluating your test, and 
finally recycling your test so that it can be implemented again in the future.
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Chapter 9 

Investigating Foreign Language Aptitude in  
Intellectually Gifted Students
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Abstract

Language learning aptitude is undeniably an important factor for future language learning 
success. Despite recent research on university students who are characterized as gifted 
(Dai & Renzulli, 2008; Feldhunsen & Moon, 1992) and young learners’ aptitude (Alexiou, 
2005), few studies examine school-aged gifted learners. This study aims to fill this gap and 
assess the foreign language learning aptitude of highly able secondary school learners 
via a modified aptitude test based on Carroll and Sapon’s (1959) Modern Language 
Aptitude Test (MLAT) and the Young Learners Aptitude Test (YLAT) (Alexiou, 2005). Study 
participants were 120 Centre for Talented Youth (CTY) Greece learners aged between 
12 and 17 years old. The test that was administered to them consisted of five parts, all 
calibrating particular cognitive skills which relate to foreign language learning aptitude. 
Pic-Lex (Alexiou, 2019) and XLEX (Meara & Milton, 2003), which are two EFL vocabulary 
size tests, were administered as well, to provide us with their lexical profiles. Results 
showed that a great number of highly able learners excelled in the aforementioned tests, 
displaying intermediate to advanced language aptitude abilities. Also, results displayed 
significant gender differences while these learners attained high scores both in Pic-Lex 
(Alexiou, 2019) and XLEX (Meara & Milton, 2003), demonstrating a high level of the 
English language knowledge.

Introduction

It is widely accepted that in second language (L2) learning some learners seem to thrive 
compared to others and that there is a series of aspects influencing learners’ accomplishment 
in becoming proficient in a L2. Research has suggested that aptitude, as an individual 
difference, is a strongly correlated parameter with L2 proficiency (Kiss & Nikolov, 2005). 
While all learners are capable of learning a L2, they will do so at different rates and with a 
different ease (Carroll, 1981). There are other external factors involved in determining the 
ease and speed of foreign language learning, but researchers view aptitude as a characteristic 
which is inherent, or else a “trait,” more like an ability which is fixed, and that an individual 
either possesses it or does not (Carroll, 1981).
More recent thinking, though, suggests that there is a strong link between language aptitude 
and cognition, and it is not immovable while it comprises more of cognitive abilities, instead 
of the ones which are language specific (Esser & Kossling, 1986; Alexiou, 2005). However, 
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it is the case that cognitive skills improve throughout an individual’s life, and therefore, 
we can claim that training might positively affect aptitude, which is susceptible to change 
(Alexiou, 2009; Milton & Alexiou, 2009). 
Despite extensive research concerning aptitude, some questions remain, specifically 
regarding the measurement of aptitude and its testing. Acknowledged tools measuring 
aptitude have been employed for many years worldwide. Nonetheless, research regarding 
school aged intellectually high ability learners is not extensive. 
The aim of the particular study is to construct an aptitude test, which may allow for 
predictions for prospective learning and teaching the intellectually gifted students 
between the ages of 12-17, in an endeavour to contemplate and reflect upon the aptitude 
of intellectually gifted learners. 

Foreign Language Aptitude 
Customarily, aptitude is recognized as a key element to learn a second or foreign language 
(Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015). Kiss & Nikolov’s (2005) study examined how aptitude scores 
affect learners’ accomplishments in proficiency, motivation, gender, and school achievement 
as well as their grades in English. The language aptitude variable proved to be the best 
predictor of foreign learning success (Kiss & Nikolov, 2005).
The impression that language aptitude is innate has lately been questioned (Singleton, 2014), 
specifically because of the growing consensus that working memory is identified as an 
important component of language aptitude (Wen, 2016). Singleton (2014) claims that language 
aptitude may often be affected by language awareness as well as language experience. 
Despite traditional views, Robinson (2002a) has claimed that language aptitude is 
progressively perceived as a convoluted notion, formed by experiences as well as training, 
rather than an adamant bequest, nor an ability, which is innate and inalterable. Researchers 
actually advocate that language aptitude evolves through experience, a perception which is 
associated with the construct of working memory (WM) (Chan et al, 2011; Wen et al., 2017). 
Earlier studies have revealed a link between early first language (L1) development and 
children’s proficiency in an L2 and their L2 aptitude scores later on in their lives. This can 
be assumed as a demonstration of early childhood aptitude predictability (Skehan, 1986; 
Sparks, 2012).
Robinson (2013) has explicitly demonstrated the need to upgrade the existing measurement 
tools and aptitude theories, in order to cater for the research findings of cognitive psychology 
research and SLA. One predominant concern however, when considering language aptitude, 
is the fact that this quality is not accessible directly. Foreign language learning aptitude is 
conjoined with cognitive abilities, and therefore we could characterise language learning 
aptitude as a complex of general cognitive abilities, instead of simply language specific 
abilities (Esser & Kossling, 1986; Alexiou, 2005). In addition, aptitude may also be trained, 
specifically when considering young learners (Alexiou, 2009). Certain studies (Milton, 2001; 
Stevick, 1989) have suggested that training enhances language learning ability at young ages, 
especially since successful language learners appear to be early learners as well as serial.
Harley and Hart (1997), while examining aptitude and age, also support that the features 
predicted by various aptitude components change through age. Hence, we believe that 
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aptitude is flexible, and thus we can reasonably presume that as children grow up and 
mature, their aptitude will alter along with their cognitive and linguistic skills (Milton & 
Alexiou, 2004). This convolution of issues regarding language aptitude dictates more in-
depth analysis on the matter. 

Foreign Language Learning Aptitude Tests
The most well-known tools designed to measure aptitude and used with adults are the 
Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) (Carroll & Sapon, 1959), the Pimsleur Language 
Aptitude Battery (PLAB) (Pimsleur, 1966), along with Meara’s (2005) LLAMA suite of 
tests and Alexiou’s (2005) Young Learners Aptitude Test (YLAT), specifically designed for 
young learners. 
Recently, SLA research concerning measuring aptitude explores how to expand beyond 
traditional testing, accessing the construct in both a conceptual and theoretical level, and 
ultimately delivering assessment measures (Robinson, 2005). Certain issues raised by Carroll 
(1990) have been researched, placing emphasis on the effect of individual differences since 
MLAT does not directly measure those (e.g., phonological working memory) (Baddeley, 
2000; Chee et al., 2004; Ellis, 2001; McLaughlin, 1995; Miyake & Friedman, 1998; Williams 
& Lovatt, 2003). Robinson, (2001, 2002b) proposes the incorporation of WM measurement 
into a wider battery of aptitude tests. Skehan (2002; Dörnyei & Skehan, 2003) also indicates 
that a wider battery of processes is much needed. 
It is a fact that both test takers and test users benefit from the modifications regarding 
aptitude testing (Sands et al., 1997). According to Sands et al. (1997), batteries including 
varied combinations of abilities may be necessary to make informed selection, diagnosis and 
academic use of the aptitude profiles. 

Intellectually gifted students and aptitude
The group of children and adolescents identified and characterised as gifted is diverse 
(Neihart et al., 2002). Verbal and non-verbal differences appear through age, sex, population 
and ethnicity in these groups (Reis & Renzulli, 2009). Apparently, although many parents and 
educators hold rigid beliefs and obsolete views on aptitude, the diversity and disparateness 
in these groups is great (Reis & Renzuli, 2009).
Giftedness cannot be considered as a fixed capability, nor an endowment of a few people, 
but it flourishes as individuals grow developmentally and under certain conditions, such as 
substantial support, effort and choices (Reis and Renzuli, 2009).
Research examining foreign language aptitudes of learners characterised as gifted appears 
rare (Bain et al., 2010). Reports and discussions on the aptitude of students identified as 
intellectually gifted refer solely to psychological aspects (Dai & Renzulli, 2008; Feldhunsen 
& Moon, 1992).
Some evidence indicates that deviations in foreign language achievement may be explained 
by general academic achievement (Bain et al., 2010). Therefore, intellectually gifted students 
perform better in the environment of a foreign language classroom (Bain et al., 2010). 
Performance variance is also anticipated, based on syntax, orthography, relative strength of 
phonology and working memory (Bain et al., 2010). 
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Research on intellectually gifted learners, foreign language learning aptitude, and any 
underlying gender differences is scarce (Serafeim, 2020). Nevertheless, Lubinski and 
Benshow (1992, p. 62), examined cognitive functioning, mathematical reasoning and the 
gender effect, mentioning that the gap between females and males is bridged in a wide range 
of abilities.
Stanley et al. (1992) reported that for over 20 years, test publishers tried to decrease the 
ostensible gender bias by gradually discarding items that evinced gender discrepancies, 
through different versions of the tests. Alexiou (2016) particularly mentions that sex-
stereotyping in the work environment, as it might be enforced by society, influences 
females’ attitudes and anticipations, whilst reassuring a positive stance towards language 
learning. This is essential, as societal requirements appear to realize the aforementioned 
claim (Alexiou, 2016). Thereupon, in both L1 and L2 acquisition, females appear to 
accomplish more than males (Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991). Regardless, Alexiou (2016) 
underlines that numerous studies show that males surpass, too. It is no surprise that there 
is no unanimity on the issue, specifically since no significant gender differences emerge in 
language performance, as numerous studies suggest. 

Research Methodology
Aims, Research Context and Research Questions

To date, gifted students’ aptitude and its implication on maths and sciences has been 
extensively studied (Preckel et al., 2008; Lubinski et al., 1992). A great deal of research 
has investigated the foreign language aptitudes, stances, and achievements of gifted 
students in tertiary levels, intending to reveal the connection between aptitude and previous 
achievement (Bain et al., 2010). 

The present study aims to assess school aged intellectually gifted learners’ L2 aptitude by 
employing a modified aptitude test based on components of existing tests. The overall goal 
is to explore this special population of learners aged 12 to 17, as there is limited research 
on that specific group of students, who have been identified as gifted, and language learning 
aptitude. The variables of Center for Talented Youth (CTY) School and College Ability Test 
(SCAT) math and language scores are taken into account in order to investigate whether 
these scores relate to or predict the foreign language aptitude of the participants. 

The research questions of the study are the following:

 1. Is the modified measurement of aptitude a reliable instrument of measuring foreign 
language learning aptitude in gifted learners? 

 2. Is there a correlation between the modified foreign language aptitude test scores and 
CTY SCAT Test scores? What is the contribution of the subtests to prediction of 
aptitude?

 3. Is there a gender effect on foreign language aptitude of intellectually gifted learners? 
 4. Is there an age effect on foreign language aptitude of intellectually gifted learners? 
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Participants
The 120 intellectually gifted learners who took part in the study attended CTY Greece 
programs1 (N = 120). Their ages ranged from 12-17 (M = 14.01, SD = 1.025). Their selection 
was based on their admissibility to attend the summer program offered by CTY Greece, after 
passing the SCAT Verbal and SCAT Math tests designed by John’s Hopkins University 1. 

The participants (Table 1) were mostly from Greece and Cyprus, with a few international 
students (Irish, Spanish, and American). Most participants had a similar L2 educational 
background. In the profile section, data regarding L1 and parents’ background in foreign 
language learning was also gathered along with information about the participants’ school 
(private or public), as well as whether they received any additional instruction in English 
besides school lessons.

Table 1

Participants’ profiles

Participants Number of participants  
(total – 120) Percentage

Male 70 58%

Female 50 42%

Greek 104 87%

Cypriot 7 6%

Other Countries 9 7%

Research Tools
A modified aptitude test based on existing tests was used to examine the participants’ level 
of foreign language aptitude. The specific tool was created through SurveyMonkey; it 
was computer-based and lasted less than 30 minutes. Five tasks, each measuring specific 
cognitive skills related to foreign language learning aptitude, composed the measurement 
tool. The test was designed by modifications of parts of the MLAT (Carroll, 1959) and YLAT 
(Alexiou, 2005) (see Table 2). The Intellectually Gifted Language Aptitude Test (IGLAT) 
consists of 59 testing items (Serafeim, 2020). A pilot study was carried out with 40 students 
prior to final administration. 

The first part of the test is called number learning and consists of 10 items. In this part the 
names of numbers are given in a new language. Testees look at these names and they are 
asked to write down the equivalent numbers in digits. This component measures memory 
abilities associated with meaning relationships (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1

Number learning task

   
The second part is called paired associates and consists of 10 items. Testees are expected 
to memorize 10 pseudo words and the equivalent English translation within 30 seconds. 
Immediately afterwards, they are given these 10 pseudo language items, and they are asked 
to single out, from a list of five possible answers, the correct English translation (Figure 2). 
This part tests rote memory.

Figure 2

Paired associates task

   
The third part is the artificial language game, comprising 20 items. In this game, learners are 
asked to imagine that certain categories are associated with a specific colour (e.g., clothes 
are all yellow, see Figure 3). The test examines word association through classification and 
measures analytical skills such as inductive reasoning.
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Figure 3

Artificial language game

 

The fourth part is the symbols association task and consists of 10 items. In this task, learners 
are asked to associate a picture with a shape and recall these pairs. This tests paired associative 
memory, which has been found to facilitate EFL vocabulary learning (Alexiou, 2009). 

Figure 4

Symbols association task

The fifth part is the words in a sentence task and comprises nine items. This part contains 10 
double sentences. The first one is called “key sentence,” where one word is highlighted. The 
learners are expected to detect the word that plays the same role in both sentences (Figure 
5). This component tests the ability to recognize, make analogies, and comprehend a variety 
of syntactic structures. 
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Figure 5

Words in a sentence task

Participants were also given additional tests. The first was the SCAT (Math & Verbal), 
measuring quantitative and verbal ability. More detailed, SCAT Verbal tests word meaning 
as well as the ability of verbal reasoning. In addition, SCAT Math tests the understanding of 
fundamental number operations. 
Furthermore, the administration of XLEX (Meara & Milton, 2003) and Pic-lex (Alexiou, 
2019) vocabulary size tests assisted in categorising students into levels of English language 
proficiency. 
To test the reliability of IGLAT (research question 1), the Cronbach’s alpha was calculated. 
Additionally, the Pearson correlation coefficient was estimated to discover the relationship 
between the modified foreign language aptitude test scores and CTY SCAT test scores, 
and simple linear regressions, as well as a stepwise regression were performed, to reveal 
contribution of the subtests to prediction of aptitude (research question 2). Moreover, a one-
way ANOVA was performed to examine the gender effect on the participants’ language 
learning aptitude (research question 3); descriptive statistics were employed to report the 
age effect (research question 4). 

Results and Discussion
Revisiting research questions

1. Is the modified measurement of aptitude a reliable instrument of measuring foreign 
language learning aptitude in gifted learners? 

In order to test the reliability of the instrument, the Cronbach’s alpha was calculated, 
firstly for each subpart of the test and then for the test as a whole, including all testing 
items. The modified test (IGLAT) seems to be reliable as can be seen in Table 2. The 
reliability for IGLAT is α = .87. From the results, it appears that IGLAT scores behave 
coherently with its subtests. Of course, in order to be valid and reliable we need to 
standardise it with more people.
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Table 2

Reliability scores and IGLAT components

Name of the part adapted (Reliability score (Cronbach Modified from
Number Learning α = .77 MLAT, Part 1
Paired Associates α = .63 MLAT, Part 5
Artificial Language Game α = .89 YLAT
Symbols Association α = .74 YLAT
Words in a sentence α = .55 MLAT, Part 4

The participants’ IGLAT scores were high. More specifically, out of the 59 items of the total 
IGLAT score, the minimum score was 17, the maximum 57, and the mean score for all 120 
participants was 45.23 with a standard deviation of 6.85. 

Only 3.4% of the participants scored between 1-30, 46.2% scored between 31- 45, and 
53.8% scored between 46-59. From these, 27.7% of the participants scored between 50 
and 59. This actually means that 76% scored around 45/59, which is quite high which was 
expected of intellectually gifted learners and adds to the reliability of this test.

2. Is there a correlation between the modified foreign language aptitude test (IGLAT) scores 
and CTY SCAT Test scores?
The answer here is yes. Using Pearson’s r, SPSS correlations showed that SCAT Math 
scores and IGLAT components as well as the total score of IGLAT were statistically 
significantly correlated (Table 3).

Table 3

CTY and IGLAT scores correlations

Correlations

SCAT 
Verbal

SCAT 
Math

Number 
Learning

Paired 
Associates

Artificial 
Lang.

Symbols 
Assoc.

Words 
in a 

sentence

IGLAT 
TOTAL

SCAT Verbal 1 -.176 .059 -.141 -.021 .017 .297** .051

SCAT Math -.176 1 -.030 .198* .124 .285** .197* .205*

Number 
Learning .059 -.030 1 .162 .091 -.018 .238** .521**

Paired 
Associates -.141 .198* .162 1 .430** .231* .206* .668**

Artificial 
Language -.021 .124 .091 .430** 1 .372** .216* .776**

Symbols 
Associations .017 .285** -.018 .231* .372** 1 .269** .463**

Words in a 
sentence .297** .197* .238** .206* .216* .269** 1 .565**

IGLAT 
TOTAL .051 .205* .521** .668** .776** .463** .565** 1

* p < 0.05    ** p < 0.01
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As can be seen, statistically significant correlations, albeit small, emerged. The relationship 
to the math scores is particularly interesting. The correlation between IGLAT and the 
math component of the CTY scores suggests that IGLAT is likely to function as a 
predictor of foreign language learning success. 
Results from the simple linear regression that was performed in order to predict the IGLAT 
scores based on the participants’ SCAT scores indicated that the SCAT Math score variable 
explained a 3.3% of the aptitude test scores variance, and it is presented in Table 4.

Table 4

Predicting the paired associates, symbols associations, and total IGLAT score

Predictor Predicting R R2 Adjusted 
R2

Std. 
Error of 
Estimate

R

SCAT Math Paired 
Associates .181 .033 .024 2.030 .181

SCAT Math Symbols 
Associations .302 .091 .082 .960 .302

SCAT Math IGLAT 
TOTAL .201 .041 .031 6.929 .201

As can be seen, the SCAT math scores variable explains a 3.3% of paired associates scores’ 
variance and a 9.1% of symbols associations scores’ variance. Moreover, SCAT math 
scores’ variable also explains a 4.1% of the IGLAT total scores’ variance. No statistically 
significant results emerged regarding SCAT math and SCAT verbal scores and the other 
subparts of IGLAT, namely number learning and artificial language game. 

Table 5

Results of stepwise regression

Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. Error of 
Estimate

1.SCAT Verbal .329 .109 .100 1.781

1.SCAT Verbal
2.SCAT Math

.425 .181 .165 1.716

Furthermore, a stepwise regression suggested that both SCAT Math and SCAT Verbal 
predictors contribute uniquely in words in a sentence variegated performance. Most 
importantly though, SCAT Verbal makes a considerable addition. The variance of the 
participants’ scores in words in a sentence can be explained by SCAT Verbal by a percentage 
of 10.9%. Additionally, a 7.2% variance is explained by SCAT Math, and therefore, these 
two factors can explain an overall 18.1% of variance.

The aforementioned results indicate that both indicators make an inimitable addition to 
variance in the words in a sentence performance. Yet the greatest contribution comes 
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from SCAT Verbal. These predictors together can explain 18.1% of the variance in the 
participants’ performance in total, as SCAT Math explains 7.2% of the variance and SCAT 
Verbal adds another 10.9%. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that building on students’ 
verbal reasoning abilities may be beneficial to them and their ability in recognizing, making 
analogies, and understanding a great assortment of syntactic structures. Meanwhile, 
boosting their math abilities may also enhance their performance, since mathematical 
reasoning is inherent in syntactic structures, which demand analogies.

Literature suggests that prior achievement regularly functions as pivotal aptitude for future 
achievement, which may be adopted in new situations (Lohman, 2005). In these situations, 
prior accomplishments may behave as aptitude, depending on their demand and their 
structure (Lohman, 2005). Such an instance is the participants’ performance in IGLAT, and 
their SCAT scores. The tasks in the SCAT test are highly linked with cognition. Therefore, 
our findings are in line with Onwuegbuzie et al. (2000), who claimed that there is a strong 
correlation between general cognitive abilities and foreign language achievement. This link 
is fundamental, apparently because acknowledging such an association may offer valuable 
information for educators and teachers. Should a person’s higher cognitive abilities result 
in better L2 performance and achievement, then there are certain implications for the 
individuals that do not exhibit remarkable cognitive skills. CTY SCAT test was found to 
predict foreign language achievement significantly. Consequently, adapting tests, which 
examine cognitive abilities, might be crucial in making predictions about L2 achievement 
and performance. 

Regarding the extra information acquired from the profile of this test, parents’ background 
foreign language knowledge and the participants’ performance in IGLAT did not statistically 
significantly correlate. However, further examination should account for the effect of L1 on 
the participants’ performance. Typically, research confirms that L1 language ability does 
predict L2 development although speaking foreign languages at home may not be critical 
(Mitits et al., 2018).

3. Is there a gender effect on foreign language aptitude of intellectually gifted learners? 

Results revealed that gender statistically significantly affected the participants’ IGLAT 
performance and their total scores (F (1,118) = 5.151, p=.025).

Table 6

The effect of gender on IGLAT total scores

Gender N Mean score (out of 59) Std. Deviation
Females 50 46.89 6.023
Males 70 44.06 7.199

  

Therefore, yes, the current study portrays disparities in the performance that favour females 
in the final IGLAT score. When it comes to separate subtests, the differences are again 
favouring girls, but they were not statistically significant except for the artificial language 
game (F (1,118) = 4.794, p = .03). 
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Generally, in both L1 and L2 achievement, females appear to outplay males (Larsen-Freeman 
& Long 1991). Yet when examining gender differences and aptitude test performance, there 
seems to be a decline in female and male differences (Rosenthal & Rubin, 1982; Hyde & 
Linn, 1988). Alexiou (2016) interestingly comments that females exhibit a more favourable 
attitude towards language learning but notes that males excel as well in different aspects 
of language. 

4. Is there an age effect on the foreign language aptitude of intellectually gifted learners?
Table 7 shows the descriptive statistics regarding age and total IGLAT scores. While there 
were minor differences between the different age groups, these were insignificant.

Table 7
Results regarding age effect in IGLAT scores

Age (Mean score  (out of 59 Std. Deviation
12 48 1.1
13 43 1.2
14 45 9.
15 46 1.4
16 45 2.2
17 46 6.5

Aptitude is a flexible ability, and thus reasonably we can presume that as children grow 
up and mature, their aptitude will alter along with their cognitive and linguistic skills 
(Alexiou & Milton, 2004). Therefore, age-related statistically significant differences in 
the performance of the participants were expected. Nevertheless, findings are actually 
ambiguous here as subtle differences are noted. This may actually be due to the fact that 
these are indeed intellectually gifted learners, and therefore, their aptitude profiles would 
be similar or generally high.

It is true that even when learners are peers, they differ in their linguistic and cognitive 
skills. Hence, the course of education highly depends on tests, which examine aptitude. 
Taking into consideration such dissimilarities is indispensable, and students’ aptitude is 
crucial for educators to be in a position of offering differentiated teaching, based on the 
needs of the students. 

Other interesting findings and limitations
Overwhelmingly, the participants performed really well in both vocabulary size tests, and in 
the Pic-lex vocabulary test in particular, we observed a ceiling effect (Alexiou, 2019), since 
participants scored between 96-98%. This is actually expected since Pic- lex is addressed 
to very young learners. 
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Results from the XLEX test indicated a very high level of English language knowledge (C2) 
since scores were approximately 4750 out of 5000. As depicted in Table 8, IGLAT and the 
XLEX vocabulary size test were significantly correlated.

Table 8

XLEX and IGLAT correlations

IGLAT XLEX vocabulary size test
Artificial Language Game **256.

Symbols Associations **286.
Words in a sentence **288.
IGLAT total score **236.

* p < 0.05   ** p < 0.01

IGLAT seems to predict well but it is not yet a standardized test. According to Skehan 
(2002), in order to measure aptitude, we also need to consider the phonological aspect of 
aptitude of it. Our sample is relatively small, occasional and vocational. Therefore, a larger 
scale study should be conducted with a bigger sample while it would be interesting to 
examine compare results between intellectually gifted learners and other students.

Conclusions
The intention of this paper was to investigate school-aged, intellectually gifted adolescents’ 
foreign language aptitude via a modified aptitude test (IGLAT). IGLAT proved to be 
appropriate in surveying the foreign language aptitude of the target group. 

Results indicated that intellectually gifted learners performed very well on the IGLAT 
aptitude test. Lohman (2005) has indicated that in many educational contexts, there is a 
major concern when selecting gifted students to attend special programs; hence, these 
results should be pivotal in such considerations. Additionally, educators are in a position to 
become better aware of their students’ abilities, their strong and weak skills, and therefore 
present them with better learning opportunities.

CTY SCAT math and language scores were taken into account and were found to be good 
indicators of the participants’ level of foreign language aptitude (especially the math part). 
In the overall aptitude performance, including its subparts, females outperformed males, as 
the gender analysis confirmed. The present results are not in line with evidence supporting 
a gender differences decline, as previous studies exhibited (Rosenthal & Rubin, 1982; 
Hyde & Linn, 1988; Feingold, 1988). 

Although later research has drawn attention to aptitude differences related to age (Alexiou 
& Milton, 2004), these results substantiate that there was no age effect on the IGLAT 
performance of the participants. Indeed, all participants performed well, irrespective of 
their age, but this can due to their high cognitive abilities (since they were all characterised 
as gifted), thus confirming that cognitive abilities are closely linked to aptitude.
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However, the generalization of the present results is restricted, since most participants 
were Greeks with only a small number of other nationalities. Since many researchers argue 
that a strong link exists between an individual’s L1 and performance in an L2, examining 
the effect of L1 in aptitude testing should also prove beneficial (Dufva & Voeten, 1999; 
Gottardo & Mueller, 2009; van Gelderen et al., 2007). 

In basic terms, the results of the present study provide plentiful implications for the educational 
context. More precisely, teachers may become aware of their students’ aptitude. Henceforth, 
if the parameter of aptitude is taken into account, teaching approaches and methodologies 
will be informed when teaching groups of intellectually gifted students. This is imperative, 
as the role of aptitude in the L2 learning environment is pivotal. Hopefully, these findings 
will increase awareness with respect to the significance of aptitude testing, as well as provide 
salient information on selection in educational programs and curricula design.

Note 1. Center for Talented Youth Greece (CTY Greece) at Anatolia College is a member of Johns Hopkins 
International network. It organizes three-week summer enrichment courses for highly able and motivated students. 
CTY Greece identifies gifted students from scores obtained by the School and College Ability Test (SCAT), 
consisting of a verbal and a quantitative part. Tests are developed and scored by the Johns Hopkins University 
CTY, and all courses are taught in English. For more information visit http://www.cty-greece.gr/en/exams 
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Section Four
Teaching of Writing Skills
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Chapter 10 

Promoting ESL Learners’ Writing Using Short Movies

Nour Al Okla
Al Ghurair University, UAE

Abstract
Short movies have been implemented for years in teaching English to speakers of other 
languages. However, the use of short movies in ESL classrooms is often restricted to a 
receptive manner where the learners are required to watch movies and do activities related 
to comprehension and/or vocabulary learning. An innovative way to use movies in ESL 
classrooms can be achieved by encouraging ESL students to create their own short movies 
as part of their projects. In this way, creating movies can be implemented as a method 
that enhances learners’ motivation to write while it also provides a writing tool for lower 
achievers, and allows for a better application of learner autonomy. 

Introduction
Technology has become an essential part of our lives nowadays. Consequently, educators 
and teachers incorporate technology in different classes to facilitate the learning process and 
make it a lively, effective, and motivational experience. The importance of technology does 
not only stem from the fact that it has become part of everyday life, but also from the benefits 
which technology can add to education to make it more effective, less time consuming, and 
related to the learners’ lives.  
The use of short movies in the ESL classroom has been acknowledged to be effective in 
various contexts. However, the employment of short movies in ESL classrooms has been so 
far restricted to using short movies in a receptive manner where the learners are required to 
watch a short movie and answer a few questions. Although some of these activities might be 
intended to enhance learners’ listening and reading skills, rarely do they focus on improving 
writing skills. In the present study, learners were actively involved in creating their own 
short movies as part of their final projects. This was intended to increase the level of learner 
involvement and engagement and to provide the learners with an opportunity to create their 
own short movies.    
The purpose of this study was to integrate the use of technology in academic writing courses, 
increase ESL learners’ motivation to write using L2, minimize the use of plagiarism, and 
improve undergraduate learners’ academic writing skills.  
The study was conducted at a university in the UAE during one semester (14 weeks) in 
which students in an academic writing course were required to create short movies as part of 
their final projects and present them in the classroom as part of their final assessment for the 
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course. The participants were also required to submit a final paper in which they reported on 
the results of their research (video creation). The creation of the short movies was proposed 
to assist the learners in writing their final reports, minimize the level of plagiarism on the part 
of the students, and motivate the participants to indulge in their academic writing course, as 
most of them considered it a general course which was not needed for their major studies. 
This study adopted a different approach to the implementation of short movies in ESL 
learning where the participants create their short movies as part of their academic writing 
projects.
The study aims to answer the following research questions: 
How can creating short movies promote ESL learners’ writing skills?
What are the perceptions of adult ESL learners regarding the use of short movies in academic 
writing courses?

Literature Review 
Writing in a second language (L2) is viewed as a process, which leads writers to rediscover 
and reshape ideas while they are trying to create meaningful images using words (Maarof 
& Murat, 2013). Therefore, ESL learners need to be motivated to invest more effort in 
learning the different skills of a second language. One way to increase L2 learner motivation 
is using the newest trends and techniques in teaching. Technology has become a proven aid 
that facilitates the learning process in ESL classes. The literature investigated in relation to 
the current study revolved around three main areas, namely ESL learners’ perceptions of 
writing, the implementation of technology in ESL classes, and the use of short movies in 
English language learning.  
For many ESL learners, writing constitutes a great challenge in which they need to invest 
an immense effort due to the employment of various learning and writing strategies. The 
employment of these strategies is usually more difficult when learners need to write in L2. 
Nunan (1999) indicates that for second language learners, producing a coherent extended 
piece of writing is more challenging in L2 than it is in the first language (L1). Part of the 
difficulty of L2 writing might stem from the fact that learners fear committing errors. The 
challenges that L2 learners encounter entail that ESL teachers employ innovative methods 
and techniques to reinforce the learning process and motivate L2 learners to learn the 
language and perhaps enjoy the process of writing in L2.    
The use of new technologies has proven to be successful in facilitating L2 learning and 
motivating learners to invest more in the process of learning. For instance, “[F]or the language 
learner, blogging provides an opportunity to participate in the composing process without 
the pressure to produce a whole text independently” (Kervin & Derewianka, 2011, p. 343). 
Technology was implemented in various writing contexts. For instance, Miyazoe & Anderson 
(2010) investigated the effect of using three different online writing activities (a forum, blog 
and wiki) on the perceptions of EFL learners’ writing and found that the participants made 
progress in their writing styles and had an enjoyable experience. Furthermore, some studies 
suggested that the use of online resources and software applications enhances L2 writing 
skills at the level of language and content (Stapleton & Radia, 2009). 
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As technology improves constantly, the various electronic applications and materials that 
support language teaching continue to improve and expand. Nevertheless, teachers need to 
“have a clear rationale for the use of any materials within teaching and learning experiences” 
(Kervin & Derewianka, 2011, p. 350). Language teachers need to be well-acquainted with 
the newest trends and innovations in learning technologies, which constitute modern aids for 
any efficient learning process. 
Therefore, the implementation of new technologies has become an important skill that needs 
to be learned by students as well as teachers. The world is changing rapidly and so should 
teaching and learning strategies and techniques. This indicates that improving the teachers 
and learners’ skills in new literacies is perhaps more vital than learning a specific skill 
such as reading, listening, or writing. Every specific literacy skill that we know today will 
change repeatedly and substantially during our lifetime. The implementation of technology 
in the language classrooms has become an acknowledged part of the evolution of language 
learning. Therefore, teachers should engage in learning these new literacies because they 
can be used as advantageous instruments to “create even more interesting and worthwhile 
materials” (Motteram, 2011, p. 326). 
One of the practices which has been lately used in the ESL classrooms is the employment 
of short movies. Movies have become a significant part of ESL classes because they present 
language in a more natural way, function as visual context aids, improve student learning 
skills, increase learner motivation, improve vocabulary, and encourage students to be active 
learners (Ismaili, 2013). Furthermore, parts of movies can be employed as the basis for 
English skills activities including listening, speaking, vocabulary, and pronunciation (Khan, 
2015). In their study, Young and Asensio (2002) presented a framework that could be used 
to help educators and practitioners understand the role of videos in the classroom as a focus 
for networked learning rather than a presentation tool. It seems that “Many scholars have 
revealed that movies used in EFL classroom can become an important part of the curriculum” 
(Ismaili, 2013, p. 121). However, most of these studies used movies in a receptive way 
where they were utilized as part of the curriculum. Typically, learners watch a movie and 
respond to a variety of questions and activities based on the movie. Although the skill of 
writing was included in some of the students’ written responses, the creation of short movies 
in ESL classrooms has not yet been investigated thoroughly.

Methodology
Participants
The participants in the study were 32 (17 male, 15 female) undergraduate Arab students 
enrolled in one of the academic writing courses at a university in the UAE. They were 
between 19 and 37 years old. The identities of the participants are kept undisclosed; 
pseudonyms are used throughout this paper.  
The course in which the participants were enrolled was Research and Learning Skills. In 
this course, the students were exposed to various learning skills needed to survive at the 
undergraduate level including the process of writing full research papers. Learners were 
required to submit a project at the end of the semester in which they write a research paper 
based on a project they usually do during the semester. 
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The level of the students’ English language proficiency was lower than expected at the 
tertiary level. The learners were all enrolled in programs taught in the Arabic language, and 
therefore English was not the medium for their other courses. These students found difficulty 
in learning English and lacked the motivation to learn English in general and especially 
for academic writing. Some of participants even declared that they were not interested in 
learning English because they did not believe in the importance of the English language in 
their lives as they only used the Arabic language. 
The study was conducted over 14 weeks, which is the duration of one semester at the 
university. During the study, the participants were requested to submit their projects as short 
movies, which were to be presented in class. Then they wrote final reports based on their 
research and movies.  

Research instruments 
The research instruments included two surveys (Appendices A and B) in addition to the 
participants’ written responses to a prompt at the end of the semester.
The first survey was conducted at the beginning of the semester in order to get an idea of 
learners’ perceptions of writing. It included 10 questions about how the learners viewed 
English language in general and writing in particular, the learners’ previous learning 
experiences, and the possible influences on the participants’ language learning.
The second survey was distributed at the end of the semester after the students had submitted 
their projects and presented their movies in front of the class. It was intended to investigate 
the learners’ reactions towards using short movies in their projects. The data derived from 
the surveys was chosen selectively to report on the findings which are most relevant to the 
research questions.  
In order to gain some insight into the participants’ perceptions of creating short movies, 
written responses to prompts were also collected. In their written responses, the participants 
were required to reflect on this experience reporting on their opinions, concerns, and 
suggestions regarding the creation of short movies as part of their projects in this course. 
The collected data was analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. The written responses of 
the students were analyzed qualitatively to identify main patterns.  

Findings and Discussion
Analysis of the collected data focused on the data most relevant to the research questions 
and revealed results which were grouped in three main categories. These categories include 
learners’ perceptions of writing, learners’ attitudes towards creating short movies in academic 
writing classes, and the influences of implementing short movies in writing classes.   

ESL learners’ perceptions of writing
The results in this part were mainly concluded from the first survey, which was intended to 
investigate the learners’ perceptions regarding English in general and writing in particular. 
The responses indicated that the majority of the learners had negative emotions and 
perceptions of writing in English. In their responses, 94% of the students expressed that 
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they did not like writing in general and writing in L2 (English) in particular. In addition, 
97% considered writing the most difficult skill to learn in English. The reasons participants 
provided for their negative perceptions of English varied between the concern of making 
mistakes and the low level of English language proficiency. Out of the 32 participants, 84% 
indicated that they were afraid of committing mistakes related to grammar or language. 
This indicates that the participants had a sense of self-awareness regarding their level of 
proficiency, and their fear of errors might be one of the main factors that influenced the 
progress of their writing skills negatively (Figure 1). 

Figure 1
ESL learners’ perceptions of writing

In addition to the fear of making mistakes, participants listed other factors which they 
thought might influence their writing skills and their motivation to write. These factors 
included low level of English language proficiency, lack of advanced vocabulary, and 
“grammatical issues” as expressed by one of the participants. Three participants expressed 
an unwillingness to write in English because they thought they did not need to. 
The participants’ responses to the open-ended questions included some of the reasons for 
their emotions towards writing in English. For instance, Ahmad (a pseudonym, as are all 
names in this paper) wrote: 

I don’t like writing in English because most of the time when I write I face difficulties 
to express the exact meaning that I want to write about it so that my writing does not 
reflect what I have in my mind.  

It seems that Ahmad associated writing with difficulties in expressing himself. These 
difficulties seem to be related to the level of his English language proficiency and the 
deficiency in acquiring comprehensive vocabulary needed for writing in most genres.
Similarly, Hiba explained the difficulties she encountered during learning English and 
revealed her problems in writing: 

Spelling. I cannot say whatever I want. I cannot send the full idea. It is difficult for 
discussing. Losing marks. 



Advancing English Language Education149

Hiba seems to have the same problem as Ahmad of not being able to express herself clearly 
in addition to the fear of losing marks. The main perceptions expressed by the participants 
were related to the fear of being misunderstood that might also lead to public embarrassment. 
The concern about losing grades is also present in the participants’ responses. Nevertheless, 
this type of concern is related to all types of learning which might reduce its significance in 
this context.  

Learners’ attitudes towards creating short movies
To gain some insight into learner attitudes towards creating short movies and to measure the 
success of the project, a second survey was conducted at the end of the semester after the 
short movie presentations. 
The responses of the participants suggested that the majority of the participants had positive 
perceptions of the projects. Eighty-one percent of participants indicated that they enjoyed the 
overall process, while 66% expressed their willingness to do the project again. As positive 
attitudes and enjoyment are related to increased learner motivation (Shoaib & Dӧrnyei, 
2005), this indicates that the short movie creation raised the level of the learners’ motivation 
to learn English.  
Moreover, the participants were asked to specify the improvement in their language skills; 
87.5% indicated that they learned new vocabulary and considered it as a new experience. 
Moreover, 72% of the participants indicated that they were encouraged “and sometimes 
forced” to use the English language with strangers, “This thing I have never dared to 
do earlier” (Mohammad). As some participants had indicated earlier, they did not feel 
motivated to learn English because they felt that they did not need it in their lives. This 
finding indicates that the participants’ motivation to learn English was increased because the 
participants were able to notice the need to use English in their daily lives (Figure 2).   

Figure 2
Learners’ attitudes towards creating short movies
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On the other hand, 34% of the students encountered some difficulties in the movie creation. 
They indicated that these difficulties were related to technology and to the fact that they had 
to speak to strangers. Therefore, it seems that not all the participants were motivated to speak 
to strangers. Some participants, females in particular, were in fact demotivated by the need 
to speak to strangers. 
In conclusion, creating short movies as part of an academic writing project increases learner 
motivation and learner investment and helps create new challenges through which learners 
can enhance their second language learning experience.   

Implementing short movies in writing classes
One aim of this study was to motivate participants to learn English and invest more in 
academic writing. Another aim was to improve the quality of the participants’ writing skills 
using innovative methods. In addition to the progress that was noted in English language 
proficiency, the participants were requested to submit written responses in which they 
explained how they benefitted from the project and expressed their reactions to it; 84% of 
the participants provided their written reports. This indicates that most of the participants 
were interested in expressing their reactions and sharing them with the researcher. 
The responses indicate that most of the participants found this experience beneficial, 
enjoyable, and valuable. Most responses were positive and revealed increased motivation 
and an advanced level of progress. The participants expressed how the project helped prepare 
for the interviews and conduct their research.

The video project encouraged me to search and learn English and break fear 
of English. I learned how to prepare for interviews and get help from friends. It 
improved my English. Now I can make another interview and choose any subject. 
(Rashid) 

This indicates that this experience helped the participants gain a better understanding of the 
process involved in conducting research. Furthermore, some participants expressed their 
understanding of the innovation which lies behind creating short movies in writing classes. 
For instance, Dana wrote, 

It was interesting experience and it is the first time for me. This was different but I 
enjoyed it a lot and I think it is very good for me because I can improve my English 
and I can know how to make interviews with people. I wish all projects are like this 
modern way.  

Similarly, Mohammad indicated his satisfaction with the process of creating the movie and 
writing his research:

Making videos in the classes is a good idea because it makes the lesson practical 
and makes the student want to participate and he gets experience even a little to 
improve his English. But for girls I think we should not force them to do it because 
they are shy.

 Nevertheless, some participants indicated the difficulties they encountered during the project 
like Hana, who wrote, “It was difficult to make the movie and then some people refused to 
talk.” These results indicate that creating short movies was successful in increasing learner 
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motivation, improving positive perceptions of writing among ESL learners, and improving 
the participants’ academic writing skills. 
Since the participants were requested to write their reports based on their created videos, 
this might have helped in the reduction of plagiarism in their reports. Revisiting this study’s 
research questions, it appears that the project was effective in improving the participants’ 
writing skills. This is consistent with the results in the studies of Miyazoe and Anderson 
(2010) and Kervin and Derewianka (2011). The participants also enjoyed working on 
their short movies and expressed their desire to do this activity again. It seems that using 
technology in teaching writing skills proved to be successful in changing the attitudes of 
the participants towards writing and improving their English writing skills. Therefore, the 
process of short movie creation helped the participants to understand the importance of 
English language in their lives and increased their motivation to learn the language.  

Conclusion
As the new audiovisual technologies provide accessible and affordable instruments to 
facilitate authentic language learning, such technologies need to be implemented in 
language classes. The employment of short movies has increased ESL learners’ motivation 
and assisted the learners in developing a better understanding of the process of research.  
The creation of short movies can be incorporated using innovative methods to promote 
different learning skills. For instance, ESL learners could create their own stories as short 
movies before narrating them. This could help the learners to comprehend the process which 
lies behind narrative writing. Other types of essay writing can be included such as process 
analysis, descriptive essays, and other essay types. This method could help ESL learners 
visualize the writing process and go through it step by step. Moreover, creating movies in 
ESL classrooms is not restricted to undergraduate students. 
Although such projects need a high level of technical support, schoolteachers can also 
use them to enhance learners’ writing skills and increase their motivation and investment. 
This entails that learners and teachers be trained to achieve the most beneficial results. The 
process of creating a short movie in a writing classroom might not be the easiest way to 
learn writing. However, by the end of the project, the benefits and skills that the ESL learners 
obtain from such projects go beyond the expected to broaden the learning opportunities of 
ESL learners from various levels and backgrounds.     
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Appendix A

Survey 1 – Learners’ Perceptions of Writing

The purpose of this survey is to collect data about your perceptions of English language in 
general and writing in particular. This questionnaire does not attempt to evaluate the participants. 
It is conducted solely for research purposes. Please answer all the following questions. Note 
that there is no right or wrong answer. The time needed for the questionnaire is 10 minutes. 
Thank you for your cooperation.

1. College: ...............................................................................    Year: .............................
2. My experience with learning English was good overall. 
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
3. English language is important in my life. 
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree
4. I like and enjoy writing in my native language.
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
5. I like writing using the English language. 
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
6. I believe my English language level influences my writing.
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
7. I feel embarrassed when I make mistakes while using English.
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
8. I use English to write;
     Frequently       Usually Sometimes       Rarely       Never 
9. On a scale of 4 where (1) means the easiest and (4) means the most difficult, rate the 

following skills according to their difficulty for you:
 ……… Listening       ……… Speaking          ……… Reading  ……… Writing
10. What are the factors that might affect your writing in English? Please specify the reasons.
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
11. List the reasons that might encourage or discourage you to write in English.
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your precious time
Your participation is highly appreciated
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Appendix B
Survey 2 – Learners’ Reactions towards Using Short Movies
The purpose of this survey is to collect data about your perceptions of using short movies in 
your English language classes. Please answer all the following questions. Note that there is 
no right or wrong answer. The time needed for the questionnaire is 10 minutes. Thank you 
for your cooperation.
1. I enjoyed the movie-making project overall.
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
2. I will be glad to participate in this kind of projects again
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
3. I believe this project helped me improve my English language proficiency
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
4. This project encouraged me to communicate with strangers using English
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree 
5. I feel more confident about my English language after doing the short movie
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree
6. I will use English more in my life    
    Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral       Disagree       Strongly disagree
7. I had difficulty with some issues while doing the short movie
         Yes          No 
8. If you answered (Yes) to question (7) please specify the reasons
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
9. Explain how has the movie making project influenced your English language learning
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________
 ___________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your precious time
Your participation is highly appreciated
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Chapter 11

Scaffolding EFL/ESL Writing Skills through Feedback

Laila Khalil
Lebanese International University, Lebanon

Abstract
Recent studies have provided empirical evidence to support the positive role of feedback in 
students’ foreign language (FL) learning mainly in the areas of writing skills development. 
In order to increase students’ awareness about feedback, this study investigated students’ 
attitudes and behavior towards written corrective feedback (WCF) throughout a 
longitudinal descriptive study. This study showed the effectiveness of engaging learners 
fully and actively in WCF in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in the 
Lebanese International University. The study aimed to investigate the role of WCF in the 
development of learners’ writing skills. Data collection consisted of participants’ essays and 
one feedback questionnaire. Results showed that learners developed feedback awareness 
due to the combination of different types of feedback, such as explicit and metalinguistic 
feedback on different aspects of writing, and this led to the improvement of the learners’ 
overall writing skills. Thus, remedial teaching can be easily prepared if the types and 
sources of errors were identified. Also, findings the most common learners' errors would 
help instructors, syllabus designers, and test developers to take into consideration that 
learners have weakness and difficulties.

Introduction
The ability to write well is not a naturally acquired skill; it is usually learned and requires a 
set of practices in the classroom or another similar instructional setting (Myles, 2002). As 
a result, writing skills have to be practiced and learned through experience. Kharma and 
Hajjaj (1997) stated that Arab learners faced problems as they write; they found themselves 
confused with word choice, grammatical usage, organization, and generating ideas. Arab 
learners often feel overwhelmed while composing assignments because of their language 
difficulties, especially when they lack support and motivation from teachers.  

Hyland and Hyland (2006) explained that one way to support learners and provide them 
with the written language skills they need was to provide feedback. Providing feedback to 
students, in any form, has become a major pedagogic practice in English language teaching 
(Coffin et al., 2003; Hyland & Hyland, 2006). In addition, Hyland and Hyland (2006) noted 
that providing feedback is significant due to the kind of individualized attention offered 
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which is rarely possible during normal classes. Scaffolding, or providing guided written 
corrective feedback (WCF) is undoubtedly essential to students’ growth as writers, and 
it is one of the fundamental components of EFL writing instruction (Hyland & Hyland, 
2006). Despite the time-consuming nature of providing learners with WCF, teachers and 
learners agree that feedback is both helpful and desirable (Ferris, 2003; Lee & Schallert, 
2008). In addition, WCF raises learners’ awareness of the reader’s expectations (Hedgcock 
& Lefkowitz, 1994).

Statement of the Problem
Learning English as a foreign language is a difficult issue among Arab students. This 
problem has been discussed by many researchers, such as Bacha (2002), Rabab’ah (2005), 
and Huwari and Hashima (2011), who noticed that learners faced difficulties in writing 
effectively. They also found that language learners at all levels believed that writing was one 
of the most difficult skills to master. Many higher educational institutions in Lebanon have 
adopted English as a medium of instruction (EMI). Thus, students need to know the rules 
and conventions of the English language to cope with academic demands at the university 
level. In addition, there is a consensus among English language instructors that most EFL 
students struggle in English language programs, especially when it comes to writing. Even 
though learners sit for English language entrance exams at the institution where the current 
study took place, many of them lack the necessary skills, especially writing, to cope with the 
requirements of the English classes. Since writing depends on language and writing skills, 
many students struggle not only in their English courses but also in other courses that require 
a high level of language competence. Consequently, their struggle is reflected in the other 
courses whose requirements involve writing activities and assessments. 

Purpose of the Study
The researcher investigated the role of feedback in helping learners to improve their writing 
proficiency to produce satisfactory texts according to the rules and norms of the English 
language. Thus, the purpose of this study was to engage learners actively with WCF to 
develop their writing skills by increasing learners’ awareness about WCF and engaging them 
with it in a classroom environment, determining the errors learners made and the role of WCF 
in helping them to learn from their errors, and exploring its effectiveness in FL learning.

Research Questions and Hypothesis
In the study, I addressed the following three research questions:

 1. What are the most common types of errors made by learners? 
 2. Will practices of WCF scaffold and develop learners’ awareness of self-monitoring 

capacities?
 3. To what extent does engaging EFL learners actively in feedback improve the accuracy 

of their second drafts?
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Literature Review
Corrective feedback (CF) research has focused mainly on instructor feedback in a classroom 
environment and on the types of feedback employed by language instructors. Russell and 
Spada (2006) stated that feedback played an important role in providing opportunities for 
students to learn from their own errors. In addition, learners believe that the teacher is 
“an expert knower whose role is to explain and provide feedback” (Schulz, 2001, p. 255). 
The idea of noticing and understanding is essential for acquisition (Schmidt, 1990; Ellis, 
2005), and focused CF has a greater potential to impact accuracy and development (Ellis 
et al., 2008). In addition, Guénette (2007) highlighted the crucial role of individual learner 
differences such as varying levels of interest. Ferris and Hedgcock (2005), Ferris (2006), 
and Guénette (2007) suggested that, despite the intentions of teachers or learners, learners 
at lower proficiency levels might lack the linguistic awareness to correct the errors that 
teachers identified in their writings. Moreover, the role of the feedback and the writing 
approach influences the outcome, and the amount of explicit instruction, as Ellis (2008) 
mentioned, plays an important role in language learning. 

Providing feedback is a continuous process in which instructors give information to learners 
to help them overcome their linguistics problems. They also witness what high-quality 
texts look like, and what they need to do to improve their own texts (Hattie & Timperley, 
2007; Shute, 2008). In this way, feedback gives information that learners can use to affirm, 
refine, or restructure various language skills, strategies, and knowledge that are related to 
the learning objectives (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). When feedback gives guidance that 
helps learners shape their learning, there is an improvement in achievement. Thus learners 
become more willing to take risks with their learning, and, similarly, they seem to keep 
trying to improve more until they succeed (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2008).

WCF may vary according to its explicitness, focus, provider, and medium. The two 
dichotomies that have received close attention are focused and unfocused CF and direct 
and indirect CF. Focused feedback targets several specific linguistic features (e.g., errors in 
the use of articles) while unfocused feedback involves the correction of all learners’ errors, 
regardless of the category of the error (Ellis et al., 2008). Direct CF consists of the indication 
of the error and the corresponding correct linguistic form. On the other hand, indirect CF 
only indicates that an error has been made, and instructors provide the target form, leaving 
the learner to correct his/her own errors (Ellis et al., 2008; Ferris, 2010). Lyster and Ranta 
(1997) identified seven types of corrective strategies: explicit correction, metalinguistic 
information, clarification requests, elicitation, repetition, recast, and translation. All of 
these forms of feedback oscillate between two main dichotomies: explicit correction (an 
error correction characterized by an overt and clear indication of an error) and implicit 
correction (a provision of the right form of the target language or metalinguistic feedback) 
(Ellis et al., 2006). Explicit correction takes place when the instructor provides positive 
and negative evidence by directly informing what the learner has produced is wrong, and 
metalinguistic or implicit feedback takes place the instructor only provides learners “with 
comments, information, or questions related to the well-formedness” of their utterances 
(Lyster & Ranta, 1997, p. 47). 
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Ellis et al. (2008) compared the relative effectiveness of focused and unfocused CF and 
found that the two approaches were equally effective. Other studies range from targeting 
specific grammatical mistakes to more global (textual) errors; for example, Ellis et al. 
(2008) addressed two major different error types that tracked both content and form, 
including focused and unfocused. Ferris (2002) addressed treatable or rule-governed (e.g., 
article use) and untreatable (e.g., lexical use) errors, and Storch (2010) addressed targeted 
and untargeted error types. Some studies covered both content and form, describing 
different types of feedback that should be used to address both content and form (Ferris, 
2003, 2006; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Lee, 1997; Vyatkina, 2011). Ferris (2010) and Storch 
(2010) said that the purpose of error correction was to improve not only the grammatical 
structure but also writing accuracy in general. Other studies (Storch, 2010; Van Beuningen, 
2010) recommended the provision of feedback within a natural writing context to provide 
a valid assessment of the role of CF in language learners’ written accuracy development. 
Purnawarman (2011) found that providing CF not only improved learners’ language 
accuracy (e.g., grammatical errors) but also affected writing quality. Goldberg et al. (2003) 
found that using computers in writing had a positive influence on the quantity and quality 
of student writing. A recent study by AbuSeileek and Abualsha’r (2014) explained that 
learners who received computer-mediated CF achieved better results in their overall scores 
than control subjects who did not receive CF. 

Methodology

Participants

One class of 25 undergraduate university students participated in the study. They were 
of mixed gender, between 18 and 21 years old, and of various backgrounds (e.g., private 
and public schools, urban and rural environments). They were registered in various 
university faculties such as engineering, pharmacy, art and design, humanities, business, 
and economics. In addition, learners were predominantly EFL Lebanese students whose 
L1 was Arabic, had finished the secondary level program, and had passed the Lebanese 
Baccalaureate Official exam. For one semester, they followed a process-oriented framework 
which aimed to improve their overall writing and research skills as a prerequisite for a 
higher English language course. 

Instruments

Learner essays, a feedback questionnaire, and writing rubrics were employed to collect the 
quantitative data.

Essays: Students wrote two expository essays during the semester; these process and 
cause and effect essays were data collection instruments. The mistakes and grades/scores 
were categorized and transformed into numerical data. The first and second drafts of each 
essay genre were analyzed and outcomes compared. Also, first drafts and second drafts of 
each genre were analyzed according to grade and level of performance, and the overall 
outcomes were compared. For each genre, feedback was provided for each first draft. Also, 
the mistakes were categorized and compared. In this way, the essays not only provided 
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practice with feedback for improvement and assessment but also were used as numerical 
instruments to evaluate and trace students’ performance over time.

Questionnaire: The feedback questionnaire contained 16 items on a 5-point Likert scale 
(see Appendix A) based on Ferris’s (1995) and Leki’s (1991) investigations about students’ 
responses to written feedback. The purpose of this questionnaire was to stimulate participants 
to think about their writing errors and skills so that they could, at the same time, develop 
awareness, report more about their writing strategies, and deepen their understanding of 
English writing strategies. The consistency of the questionnaire items (coefficient α) was 
0.761, which means that the questions were reliable and that internal consistency between 
items was achieved. This questionnaire was administered four times during the semester 
before the first draft and after the second draft of each genre. 

Rubrics: The study adopted the rubric designed by Spandel (2003) to rate the essays (scale 
1 to 6 points), and it consists of six traits: ideas and content, organization, voice, word 
choice, sentence fluency, and conventions (see Appendix B). 

Feedback: The writing traits used by Vyatkina (2011, pp. 72-73) described the feedback 
operational aspects of writing; the six traits are: organization and idea development, syntax 
or sentence structure, word choice (lexical appropriateness), conventions (grammatical 
accuracy), mechanics (punctuation and spelling), and audience and point of view. Also, 
this study used explicit feedback, metalinguistic feedback, and reformulation of the error 
(see Appendix C). 

Study Design and Data Collection
The design of this study was essentially descriptive and quantitative which allowed gathering 
data from the same respondents during a whole academic semester, and it allowed charting 
the development and growth of learners within the limits of the instrumentation employed.

The data were gathered from the questionnaires and essays at two consecutive instances 
during the spring semester of 2016. The study encompassed two distinctive cycles with 
each cycle composed of four phases. The duration of each cycle was around three weeks. 
In the first phase of the first cycle learners completed the feedback questionnaire showing 
their perceptions and attitudes regarding WCF. The second part of the first cycle consisted 
of collecting, correcting, and analyzing both the first and second drafts. As the essays were 
a part of the course syllabus, students were required to write, during class periods and 
through the spring semester, two expository (process and cause and effect) essays. Since one 
of the purposes of this course was to build the students’ ability to write the five-paragraph 
essay, they were used as quantitative instruments to assess student performance. First, 
learners were introduced to the genre essay methodology; they read various expository 
samples and then wrote a five-paragraph essay according to the course book. Each student 
composed one expository essay in each cycle using multiple stages of writing to produce 
the first draft. Students then received feedback from the instructor and wrote a second/final 
draft. The feedback covered the content, organization, word choice, syntax, and linguistic 
features of the compositions. Also, learners were introduced to the correction codes that 
the instructor used for error feedback at the beginning of the semester, and they received 
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a checklist of correction codes to refer to the most common types of errors. Accordingly, 
they were able to understand feedback (e.g., subject-verb agreement, punctuation marks, 
wrong word choice, etc.). 

In the next step, learners drafted their essays, typed them using their laptops, and submitted 
their work to the instructor during the class period within 80 minutes. The procedure was 
as follows while writing the first expository essay, the process type: 1) students used their 
notebooks/laptop to compose their essays during class time and run a checklist for revision; 
2) the instructor collected the essays electronically; 3) the instructor corrected the essays and 
inserted the comments using Microsoft Word’s track changes tool to indicate the mistake, 
provide explicit and/or metalinguistic feedback, and/or provide the suitable linguistic rule 
(or a mixture of two features); 4) essays with feedback were sent to students by e-mail; 5) 
students corrected their mistakes and prepared a second draft. Before returning the first 
draft, I categorized the number of mistakes of four bands of the six-trait rubric (sentence 
structure, word choice, grammar, and mechanics), and I categorized the remaining bands 
according to the scoring category of the analytical rubrics (development and organization 
and viewpoint).

Collecting the second drafts of the process essay was the third phase of the first cycle. The 
second drafts were analyzed and graded. Likewise, the number of mistakes of all bands 
were categorized, except the band for development and organization and viewpoint, where 
the grading category of the analytical rubrics was adopted. 

In the fourth phase, learners completed, for a second time, the feedback questionnaire 
showing their perceptions and attitudes regarding written error correction. It is worth 
mentioning that these activities were part of the course syllabus during the semester, and all 
students wrote one essay per genre: process (weeks 3-5) and cause and effect (weeks 6-8).

Data Analysis
In this study, two main types of data analysis were employed: descriptive and inferential 
statistics. First, the researcher used descriptive statistics to represent the numerical results 
of the essays’ analysis (number of mistakes and their categories and essay scores, according 
to the adopted rubrics) and to show the questionnaire results (percentage of respondents to 
each question according to the Likert scale from 1 to 5). I also used the following inferential 
tools: T-tests and repeated measure ANOVA. Independent sample T-test and paired sample 
T-test are parametric tests used to compare two means and to study if the difference is 
significant or not; they also trace the changes in some characteristics of participants between 
each phase and between phases. Moreover, the repeated measure analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) is used to describe the differences between the two stages. This statistical tool 
can be used as a generalized linear model for the analysis of the data that compares the 
performance of people over multiple periods of time. 

T-test was employed to compare the results of scores and number of mistakes. The T-test is 
a parametric measurement tool used to compare two means and to study if the difference is 
significant or not. Furthermore, to compare the results between the number of mistakes of 
the first and second drafts, I used paired sample T-test since I was studying the variations of 
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the number of mistakes of the same students. The data collected from the learners’ feedback 
questionnaire, which were repeated four times during the first and second intervals, was 
further analyzed. The tool used was the repeated measures ANOVA to explore variations 
in correlation within and across the intervals. This particular statistical method generally 
yields multiple or repeated measurements on each subject; such data are correlated within 
subjects and, therefore, provide valid analysis and inferences.

This study followed the criteria required to achieve validity and reliability in terms of sample 
population, methodology, questionnaires, measurement tools, and instruments. It would be 
significant to mention that all questionnaires adopted in this study were valid and reliable 
since they were constructed, tested, and successfully piloted. Therefore, this descriptive 
quantitative research is valid and reliable since both criteria of validity and reliability have 
been fulfilled. In other words, results were drawn from descriptions, assessments, statistical 
analysis, and collaboration of participants and assessors. 

Results
The learners responded to the feedback questionnaire four times, which was crucial. The 
results showed the role of feedback to increase learners’ awareness and improve their 
writing skills and writing strategies. In order to answer the first research question (“To 
which extent does engaging EFL learners purposely and actively with feedback improve 
the accuracy of their second drafts?”), the analysis of the feedback questionnaire provided 
the needed information.

First, the internal consistency of the feedback questionnaire items was calculated using 
Cronbach’s alpha, the coefficient of reliability, and the coefficients of each phase were as 
follows: 0.661, 0717, 0829, and 0.821 consecutively. The value of Cronbach alpha of each 
phase was close to 0.7; thus, the average for each phase could be calculated (See Table 1).

Table 1

Means, Modes, SD, and CV of the Feedback Questionnaire

Phases Mean Mode Std. Deviation CV
1st phase 1st draft 2.20 1.85 0.33 14.81%
1st phase 2nd draft 2.17 2.35 0.33 15.40%
2nd phase 1st draft 2.13 1.88 0.39 18.40%
2nd phase 2nddraft 1.98 1.54 0.37 18.56%

The first and second question of the questionnaire aimed to look at learners’ reaction after 
receiving instructor feedback. According to the mean variation in Table 3, learners paid 
attention to feedback and often regarded the instructor feedback highly; with time, their 
awareness about WCF increased. The majority of the 25 participants expressed that the 
instructor feedback was valuable to them. When they were asked how often they read 
their composition again, the mean of question decreased from 2.28 to 1.72. In other words, 
the majority changed their attitude from sometimes to often. While the average mean of 
question two in the four phases showed only a slight increase towards always, this result 
indicated that most of the participants read their essays again when the instructor returned 
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them. Also, the average mean of the instructor’s comments about their essays was highly 
regarded since it was 1.5, that is, between always and often (see Table 2).

Table 2

Means and Average to Questions 1 &2

# Questions
Mean

Average 
mean1st phase /

1st draft
1st phase / 
2nd draft

2nd phase / 
1st draft

2nd phase / 
2nd draft

1
I read over my composition 

again when my teacher 
returns it to me.

2.28 2.00 1.84 1.72 1.83

2 I think about the teacher’s 
comment carefully. 1.46 1.72 1.60 1.42 1.5

 

Question 3a, 3b, 3c, 3d, 3e, and 3f examined the comments learners paid more attention 
to, according to the six-trait rubric. The results showed that they paid more attention to 
comments that targeted organization, coherence, and vocabulary with the average means 
of 1.751, 1.81, and 1.98, respectively. However, learners paid less attention to comments 
about cohesion, syntax, and mechanics (see Table 3).

According to the results, learners tended to view feedback on organization, cohesion, and 
vocabulary as the most important ones, showing that they valued more feedback on macro-
level or semantic errors than on surface errors. It seemed that the learners felt that the 
instructor’s feedback was more effective in helping them to deal with global or semantic 
errors than surface errors. 

Table 3 

Means and Average to Question 3: I pay attention to the comments and corrections that involves

# Items 
Mean

Average 
mean1st phase /

1st draft
1st phase / 
2nd draft

2nd phase / 
1st draft

2nd phase / 
2nd draft

A Organization 1.68 1.84 1.96 1.72 1.715

B Coherence 1.68 1.80 2.04 1.72 1.81

C Cohesion 2.16 2.12 2.24 2.00 2.15

D Syntax 2.24 2.00 2.32 2.04 2.15

E Vocabulary 2.12 1.92 1.92 1.96 1.98

F Mechanics 2.24 2.24 2.20 2.20 2.22

Also, questions 5a, 5b, 5c, 5d, 5e, and 5f attempted to examine further learners’ knowledge and 
opinion about feedback. The majority of students expressed that they sometimes had problems 
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understanding the instructor’s comments. The most problematic issues were: a) they did not 
understand the correction codes and symbols (2.3), b) they did not know the right word or 
vocabulary to use (2.3), and c) they thought that the comments were too general (2.59). They 
had fewer problems in agreeing with instructor comments and handwriting (see Table 4).

Table 4 

Means and Average to Question 5: I find it difficult to interpret the teacher’s comments

# Question
Mean Average

Mean1st phase 

1st draft
1st phase 
2nd draft

2nd phase 
1st draft

2nd phase 
2nd draft

A I can’t read teacher’s 
handwriting. 3.20 2.72 2.92 3.44 3.07

B I sometimes disagree with the 
comments. 2.44 2.52 2.56 3.24 2.69

C
I don’t understand grammar 

terms, abbreviations, and 
symbols.

2.56 2.48 2.88 2.76 2.67

D I don’t know the right word/
vocabulary. 2.24 2.32 2.32 2.32 2.3

E
I don’t understand grammar 

terms, abbreviations, and 
symbols.

2.48 2.40 2.24 2.08 2.3

F The comments are too general. 2.48 2.24 2.72 2.92 2.59

Table 5

Means and Average to Questions 6, 7, 8, 9, & 10

# Question

Mean
Average

Mean1st phase 

1st draft

1st phase 
2nd draft

2nd 
phase 1st 

draft

2nd 
phase 

2nd draft

6 I ask the teacher to help me correcting 
the paper. 2.72 2.48 2.76 2.44 2.6

7 I think about my mistakes and try to 
correct them myself. 1.84 1.72 1.76 1.64 1.67

8 I try to correct the mistakes regardless 
of whether I understand them or not. 3.12 3.16 3.00 2.76 3.05

9
I think that the teacher’s comment 

and corrections help me improve my 
writing skills.

1.52 1.60 1.56 1.24 1.48

10 I need more help to deal with my 
mistakes. 2.40 2.40 2.48 2.36 2.41
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Concerning questions 6, 7, and 8, the findings showed that most of the participants used 
different strategies to deal with the teacher’s feedback. When they were asked what they 
did when they received feedback, most of the participants expressed that they tried to 
correct the mistakes by themselves frequently (1.67). They sometimes asked their teacher 
for help (2.6), and sometimes they corrected their papers regardless if they had understood 
the mistakes or not (3.05). The results of question 8 also provided insight about the way 
learners dealt with feedback; they indicated that they sometimes corrected their mistakes 
without understanding the causes. Altogether, participants employed very limited strategies 
to address teacher feedback (Table 5). 

Questions 9, 10, 14, and 15 examined whether the students felt that the teacher’s feedback 
was helpful or not (see Table 6 and 7). The overall average mean showed that the 
majority expressed that the instructor’s feedback was helpful frequently (see Tables 5 and 
6). Questions 15 and 16 indicated that the majority of the participants thought that the 
instructor’s feedback was beneficial because they learned how to avoid mistakes, and they 
would know what and where their mistakes were and how to deal with them (see Table 6).

Finally, questions 11, 12, and 13 indicated that learners expressed their wish to be taught 
misconceptions (1.92) and the missed concepts during their schooling years (1.82). They 
sometimes preferred that the instructor indicated their mistakes (2.43) (see Table 6).

Table 6

Means and Average to Questions 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, & 16

# Question
Mean

Average
Mean1st phase 

1st draft
1st phase 
2nd draft

2nd phase 
1st draft

2nd phase 
2nd draft

11 I prefer that the teacher informs 
me personally about my mistakes. 2.68 2.28 2.40 2.36 2.43

12 I like to be taught the issues I have 
missed during my schooling years. 1.84 1.92 1.84 1.68 1.82

13 I like to be taught misconceptions 
that I have. 2.16 1.80 1.76 1.96 1.92

14 I think that the comments help me 
improve my writing skills. 1.60 1.44 1.32 1.28 1.41

15
I think of that I can benefit and 

progress because of the comments 
made about my composition.

1.60 1.80 1.60 1.52 1.63

16 I learn from my past mistakes and 
know how to avoid them. 1.52 1.40 1.44 1.44 1.45

In order to test the significance of the means of the four phases, researchers can assume 
that the relationship between pairs of experimental conditions is similar, which is known as 
the assumption of sphericity. Using the Greenhouse-Geisser estimate is a good rule of the 
thumb (Field, 2009) unless it leads to a different conclusion from the other two. Some have 
recommended that when epsilon (ε) is > .75, the Huynh-Feldt correction should be used, 
while others said that when epsilon (ε) is < .75, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction should 
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be used. In reality, both corrections produce similar results, so if the estimated epsilon (ε) 
is > 0.75, either correlation can be used.

This study adopted the Greenhouse-Geisser correction, and according to the results in 
Table 7, there was a significant difference between the average means. In other words, the 
questionnaire was effective in changing learners’ attitude and behavior towards feedback 
by developing their awareness (see Appendix A).

Figure 1

Repeated measure ANOVA for the feedback’s average

Table 7

Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity

Sig Greenhouse-Geisser Tests of Within-Subjects Effects
0.180 0.830 0.032

Following the procedure, as discussed in methodology, all participants’ essays (first 
and second drafts) were corrected and analyzed to answer the first and second research 
questions. To achieve better and more detailed results, participants were further divided 
into three categories according to their scores in the six-trait rubric (see Appendix B). 
Learners with scores less than or equal to 3 were rated novice; learners with scores above 3 
and less than or equal to 4 were considered average; and learners with scores 4 and above 
were considered above average. According to the data analysis, the use of WCF using 
mixed types of feedback was a successful intervention as the results of the learners’ second 
drafts showed (Figure 2).
To quantify writing accuracy, this study used two different types of measure to assess writing 
accuracy. It used analytical scoring for organization and development and viewpoint, and 
it used the number of errors for sentence building, word choice, grammatical rules, and 
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mechanics. Thus, scores were given according to the items of the six-trait rubric that reflected 
the major textual characteristics of an essay. The number of mistakes for each item that dealt 
with sentence construction, word choice, grammar, and mechanics was provided. Then the 
average number of learners’ errors for each item was calculated. Both types of assessment, 
analytical and the number of errors, were displayed in the form of means of the first and 
second drafts of each essay genre.  
In order to analyze the first and second drafts, I used the paired T-test (using SPSS) to 
provide a set of paired observations from the participants. Paired T-test compares the means 
between two related groups on the same continuous, dependent variable. Also, it reports 
the statistics in the following format: t (degrees of freedom) = t-value and p-value. If the 
significance p is less than 0.05, there is a significant improvement after the intervention 
between the two intervals. Moreover, it is statistically highly significant if p< 0.001 (less 
than one in a thousand chance of being wrong) (Gass & Mackey, 2008).
The results of the essay analysis answered both the first and second research questions. In 
other words, the means and significance showed which aspects of WCF had influenced the 
learners; in addition, they presented the most common types of errors learners made. The 
data displayed in this section showed that the overall means of learners’ scores between two 
intervals, the first and second drafts, were very significant. It showed the effective role of 
WCF in improving the learners’ essay scores and in decreasing the number of mistakes in 
both phases (Table 8, Figure 2). 
Also, the Chi-square (X2) statistic test was used to show if there was significance between 
learners’ scores and learners’ classification. The Chi-square (X2) statistic test is used to 
investigate whether distributions of categorical variables differ from one another. Basically, 
there are two types of random variables, and they yield two types of data: numerical and 
categorical (Glass & Mackey, 2008). To test if there was significance between scores and 
learners’ classification, the Chi-square (X2) statistic test showed that the results were significant. 
As displayed in Table 9, there were overall improvements among the three categories.
There was significance between classifications of scores between the first and the second 
drafts in both cycles. The learners’ mean scores in the first cycle (the process essay) changed 
from 2.89 to 3.57, with an improvement of 0.68, which was effective on a scale of six 
scores. Mean scores in the second cycle (the cause and effect essay) changed from and 2.95 
to 3.81, with an improvement of 0.86, which was greater than the first cycle. Also, there 
was an improvement between the first and final drafts of both genres from 3.57 to 3.81. The 
significance was clear when the comparison was drawn, according to the criteria of scores, 
as it is displayed in figure 2 and Table 8. 

Table 8

Comparison between Essay Scores

Average Mean Mode Std. 
Deviation CV

Process
1st draft 2.89 3.67 0.67 23.03%
2nd draft 3.57 3.33 0.63 17.71%

Cause effect
1st draft 2.95 3.33 0.62 21.02%
2nddraft 3.81 3.50 0.60 15.62%
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Figure 2

Learners’ Average Essay Score (grades)

First drafts indicated that the greatest percentage of learners were below average (with average 
score 3 and below) with 68% and 52%, respectively. Also, first drafts indicated that few 
learners were above average (4% in the process essay, and 8% in the cause and effect essay). 
The majority became average learners after receiving feedback with a percentage of 60% in 
the process essay. On the other hand, the majority of learners became above average after 
receiving feedback with a percentage of 52% in the cause and effect essay (Figure 3, Table 9).

Figure 3

Change in Percentage of Learners
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Table 9

Classification of Learners’ Marks

Essays Novice Average High Sig 
(Chi square test)

Cause effect
1stdraft 52% 40% 8%

0.001
2nddraft 16% 32% 52%

Process
1stdraft 68% 28% 4%

0.000
2nddraft 12% 60% 28%

Accordingly, the essays from each learner’s first and second drafts of each cycle were 
analyzed. A paired T-test was used to determine the significance of the improvement for 
each textual and linguistic characteristic. The first and last bands of the six-trait rubric 
encompass development and viewpoint items: thesis, coherence, introduction, conclusion, 
transition usage, and voice. Results indicated that WCF intervention was significant since 
the significance of each item was less than 0.05, p < 0.000, in both phases. In addition, the 
comparison of the means of the first drafts of each phase and the means of the second drafts 
clearly showed that there were significant improvements in the score of all bands of the 
writing rubrics. The mean scores of transition words and voice of the second draft of cause 
and effect were 4 and 3.96, respectively. Thus the most prominent improvements between 
the first and second drafts of both essays were in the use of transitional words and voice. 
There was an increase of one point in the mean score in both essays (see Tables 10 & 11).

Table 10
Process (comparison 1st and 2nd draft, paired sample t-test): Organization and Idea Development

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Thesis 3.12 3.68 0.000 17.95%

 Coherent paragraphs with topic
sentences 2.92 3.72 0.000 27.40%

Introduction 3.04 3.56 0.000 17.11%

Conclusion 2.76 3.12 0.000 13.04%

Transition usage 2.96 3.80 0.000 28.38%

Voice 2.52 3.56 0.000 41.27%
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Table 11
Cause and Effect (comparison 1st and 2nd draft, paired sample t-test): Organization and 
Idea Development

Item
Means

Sig % of variation
1st draft 2nd draft

Thesis 3.12 3.76 0.000 20.51%

Coherent paragraphs with topic sentences 3.08 3.92 0.000 27.27%
Introduction 2.88 3.72 0.000 29.17%
Conclusion 2.64 3.52 0.000 33.33%

Transition usage 3.00 4.00 0.000 33.33%
Voice 3.00 3.96 0.000 32.00% 

Likewise, the number of mistakes of sentence structures decreased significantly when 
comparing the first and second drafts of both essays. The second drafts of both essays had 
fewer mistakes. All items showed significant improvement; however, the items of wordy 
sentences and parallelism displayed small levels of improvement in both essays with p-values 
of 0.342 and 0.096. The most significant improvements were vague and awkward sentences 
and run-on sentences in both essays, with p = 0.000 and p = 0.0001 (see Tables 12 & 13).

Table 12 

Process Essay Syntax /Sentence Structure (Number of mistakes)

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Wordy Sentences 2.04 1.72 0.342 -15.69%
Vague/awkward Sentences 3.04 1.56 0.000 -48.68%

Lack of parallelism 1.48 1.08 0.096 -27.03%
Run-on-sentences 3.52 1.92 0.001 -45.45%

Fragments 0.96 0.48 0.005 -50.00%
Dangling Modifiers 1.00 0.56 0.002 -44.00%

Table 13 

Cause and Effect Syntax /Sentence Structure (Number of mistakes)

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Wordy Sentences 1.96 0.96 0.342 -51.02%
Vague/awkward Sentences 2.44 0.84 0.000 -65.57%

Lack of parallelism 1.56 0.88 0.096 -43.59%
Run-on-sentences 3.80 1.92 0.001 -49.47%

Fragments 1.56 0.48 0.005 -69.23%
Dangling Modifiers 0.92 0.76 0.002 -17.39%
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Also, there was a significant result with respect to the word choice. The most prominent 
results included missing/omitting words (p = 0.000), word choice (p = 0.000), and wrong 
verb form (p = 0.000). While most of the results were significant, some (wordiness and 
redundancy in both phases) were not. In other words, learners improved some aspects of 
wordiness and redundancy, but the results were not significant (p = 0.96 in both phases). 
Overall, the mean number of mistakes in the second phase decreased considerably. The 
highest means of errors in the first draft of the process essay were missing/omitting words, 
confused/overused words, and wordiness. The highest means of mistakes in the first draft 
of the cause and effect essay were word choice, missing/omitting words and confused/
overused words (see Tables 14 & 15). 

Table 14

Process Essay: Word Choice Means

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Wordiness/Redundancy 2.88 1.40 0.096 -51.39%

Word choice 2.80 1.00 0.000 -64.29%

Wrong Verb Form 1.28 0.64 0.000 -50.00%

Missing/Omitting Words 4.72 1.08 0.000 -77.12%

Confused/Overused Words 3.20 1.76 0.000 -45.00%

Table 15

Cause and Effect Essay: Word Choice Means

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Wordiness/Redundancy 3.44 2.56 0.096 -25.58%

Word choice 5.48 3.40 0.000 -37.96%

Wrong Verb Form 2.12 0.96 0.000 -54.72%

Missing/Omitting Words 4.96 2.04 0.000 -58.87%

Confused/Overused Words 3.64 2.08 0.000 -42.86%
 

Similarly, concerning conventions or grammatical rules, Tables 16 and 17 show the 
significance of the results. All linguistic aspects in this band showed that the p-value for each 
item was very significant, varying between 0.002≤ p ≥ 0.000. Noun/pronoun agreement, 
word format, articles, and prepositions had the highest means of mistakes in the process 
essay with the average means of 2.88, 2.80, and 2.20, respectively. In contrast, the greatest 
levels of improvements in the process essay were found in preposition, tenses, auxiliaries, 
and article usage with improvements of 76%, 92%, 68.09%, and 50.91%, respectively. The 
highest means of errors in the cause and effect essay were found in the articles, word format, 
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and noun/pronoun agreement usage with the means of 3.64, 2.84, and 2.80, respectively, 
while the highest levels of improvement were found in subject-verb agreement, tenses 
and auxiliaries, and word format with the improvement of 65.63%, 55%, and 47.89%, 
respectively (see Tables 16 & 17). 

Table 16

Process Essay: Conventions

Item
Means

Sig % of variation
1st draft 2nd draft

Articles 2.20 1.08 0.001 -50.91%

Noun/pronoun agreement 2.88 3.36 0.002 16.67%

Subject/verb agreement 1.72 1.12 0.000 -34.88%

Tenses and auxiliary 1.88 0.60 0.001 -68.09%

Word format 2.80 1.40 0.000 -50.00%

Preposition 2.08 0.48 0.001 -76.92%

Table 17

Cause and Effect Essay: Conventions

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Articles 3.64 2.36 0.001 -35.16%

Noun/pronoun agreement 2.80 1.48 0.002 -47.14%

Subject/verb agreement 2.56 0.88 0.000 -65.63%

Tenses and auxiliary 1.60 0.72 0.001 -55.00%

Word format 2.84 1.48 0.000 -47.89%

Preposition 2.12 1.36 0.001 -35.85%

Finally, with respect to mechanics, the results were significant, and the highest means of 
errors were punctuation, spelling, and capitalization in both essays. The means’ errors in 
punctuation showed that greatest values were 4.92 and 4.40 in the first drafts of both essays, 
and with p = 0.002. On the other hand, the highest values of improvement were in spelling 
in the process essay with a percentage of 71.15% and in the punctuation of the cause and 
effect essay with a percentage of 36.36% (see Tables 18 & 19).
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Table 18

Process Essay: Mechanics

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Punctuation 4.92 1.88 0.002 -61.79%

Capitalization 1.32 0.64 0.016 -51.52%

Spelling 2.08 0.60 0.007 -71.15%

Table 19

Cause and Effect Essay: Mechanics

Item
Means

Sig of variation %
1st draft 2nd draft

Punctuation 4.40 2.80 0.002 -36.36%

Capitalization 1.08 0.80 0.016 -25.93%

Spelling 2.16 1.48 0.007 -31.48%

To answer the third research question (Will practices of WCF scaffold and develop learners’ 
own self-monitoring capacities or awareness?), it was necessary to find out if there was any 
difference between the learners’ grades or scores of the first phase and the second phase. 
There was a significant change in the classifications of scores between first and second 
drafts. And the learners’ means scores changed from 2.89 to 3.57 and from 2.95 to 3.81, 
on a scale of 1-6. In addition, there was an improvement between final drafts from 3.57 to 
3.81 between both first drafts and both second drafts (see Figure 2). The significance is clear 
when the comparison is made according to the criteria of grades, as displayed in Table 20. 
First drafts indicated that the greatest percentage of learners were novice (with average score 
3 and below) with 68% and 52%. In addition, first drafts indicated that few learners were 
above average, with 4% in the process essay and 8% in the cause and effect. The majority of 
learners were average learners with a percentage of 60% after receiving feedback about the 
process essay. Also, the majority of learners after receiving feedback about cause and effect 
essay, in the second phase, became above average learners (Figure 3). 

Table 20

Classification of marks

Item Round Novice Average High Sig (Chi square test)

Cause and 
effect

1st draft 52.00% 40.00% 8.00%
0.001

2nd draft 16.00% 32.00% 52.00%

Process
1st draft 68.00% 32.00% 0.00%

0.001
2nd draft 12.00% 60.00% 28.00%
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Discussion 

This study presents a significant contribution to the current feedback paradigm by providing 
a new approach using a mixture of explicit WCF. It yields several major findings. The study 
proposed to describe the development of learners’ awareness of feedback to develop their 
writing skills, and the results are significant since the different performance among the 
learners has provided some insights into giving effective feedback in the Lebanese context. 
According to the findings of the study, the use of a mixture of direct and explicit WCF, 
which provides labels, codes, correction, rules, and other metalinguistic explanation, is 
valuable and effective.

The answer to the first research question (What are the most common types of errors made 
by learners?) is found in the scores and the error means of the first and second drafts. 
According to the rubric’s division, the most problematic issues among novice learners in 
their first drafts were in the band of ideas, organization, and voice. In general, the results 
revealed that learners found difficulty in writing introductory and concluding paragraphs. 
Introductory paragraphs seemed to be a challenge to learners, and the probable culprit was 
that they needed to provide the reader with the overall purpose, attitude, and organization 
of the essay. Concerning writing conclusions, the learners probably gave less importance 
to concluding paragraphs since it was the writing aspect with the lowest degree of 
improvement. The same phenomenon appeared when learners used different voices in one 
essay. Some of the learners found it difficult to use the third person singular or plural while 
writing expository essays, preferring the first or second person (i.e., “we” and “you”) and 
switching between them, even after receiving WCF twice.

In contrast, the most significant improvement was the use of transitional words. Coherence 
devices appeared to be easier to develop since they were words that can be used across 
genres. This implies that when learners are given feedback on transitional words, they can 
use them successfully, internalizing how and when to use them correctly.

The results of the study indicate that the learners are competent in some fundamental aspects 
of the textual and linguistic knowledge of the target language, but their overall knowledge 
of the target language is still deficient. These defects in learning the target language vary, 
and they may be due to L1 interference, misconceptions, or lack of practice in writing 
during their education at school, among others. The most common errors of novice learners 
regarding the linguistic aspects in both first drafts are punctuation, articles, wordiness, 
redundancy, word choice, omitting/missing words, overusing/confused words, and run-
on sentences. In addition to the above findings, this study correlates with the findings of 
Vyatkina (2011), who pointed out the importance of commenting on both global aspects 
of writing (e.g., stylistic appropriateness) and on language accuracy. Vyatkina (2011) 
explained that participants’ “responses were indicative of the understanding that language 
meaning and form are dialectically interrelated and often hard to separate in feedback” 
(p. 78). Furthermore, the results corroborate the effectiveness of WCF on different error 
types such as Ferris’ (2006) distinction between five major grammatical error types and 
Bitchener et al.’s (2005) distinction between three grammatical error types.

Even though this study did not include or measure the usage of Microsoft Word software 
as a tool, it seemed that using Microsoft Word to type essays decreased the number of 
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other linguistic aspects such as spelling, subject-verb agreement, and singular and plural. 
Microsoft Word indicates some of these problems when a user is typing a document. It is 
also worth mentioning that I used the document Track Changes tool, one aspect of Microsoft 
Word, to provide feedback to students through strikethrough and commenting features. 

To answer the second research question (Will practices of WCF scaffold and develop 
learners’ self-monitoring capacities?), it was necessary to investigate whether providing 
WCF assists learning and develops writing strategies. The analysis of the results showed 
that learners both scaffold and develop self-monitoring capacities, or awareness. The 
findings coincide with Chandler (2003) who reported that learners’ accuracy improved 
significantly when they were required to correct their errors. He also said that “what seems 
to be a crucial factor...is having the students do something with the error correction besides 
simply receiving it” (Chandler, 2003, p. 293). In other words, what learners actually do with 
the corrections represents the key to developing self-monitoring strategies or awareness. 

The third research question (To which extent does engaging EFL learners purposely and 
actively with feedback improve the accuracy of their second drafts?) renders positive 
results. Hence the findings are in concordance with several studies such as Bitchener and 
Knoch (2008), Bitchener et al. (2005), Ellis et al. (2008), Ferris (2006), and Sheen (2007). 
They have concluded that explicit CF is more valuable for some learners than unlabeled 
CF. Thus the findings indicate that learners can:

1. benefit from WCF that includes specific terms or rule reminders, 
such as the codes, corrections, questions, or explanations which can 
elicit their prior knowledge;

2. learn new issues or recall old ones which they have been taught 
before;

3. remediate fossilized misconceptions.

Furthermore, this study asserts that various types of WCF can be used to help learners’ 
writing development. Some studies have suggested that the combinations of different types 
of feedback can yield better results. For example, Bitchener (2008) examined the effect of 
direct feedback both with and without written metalinguistic explanations, and the former 
yielded better results. This study also points out the importance and benefits of metalinguistic 
explanations for accuracy corrections in concordance with Vyatkina’s (2010) and Bitchener 
and Knoch’s (2010) findings. Learners seemed to want to learn from the instructor’s comments, 
especially when the comments about content and organization are specific enough to help 
them improve. Thus, learners were encouraged to read over their compositions carefully. 
Providing learners with text-specific comments contributed to improving their writing, and 
providing learners with metalinguistic feedback and reformulation allowed them to make 
use of the comments to revise and improve their writing.

The key issue is balancing the comments on text, structure, and grammar. According 
to the findings, it appears that most learners think that feedback involving content and 
organization is more important than some linguistic aspects. It may reflect that their 
perceptions towards linguistic feedback is affected by previous instructors’ response to 
writing which emphasized more linguistic error feedback and sentence-level feedback than 
other important elements (Ferris, 2006). Here it is important to mention that error feedback 
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given with comments should be handled carefully. To deal with grammar-based issues, 
instructors need to ensure that learners understand the grammatical rules involved and that 
the meta-language used is common between instructors and learners (Lee, 2003). 

Clearly, the combination of different types of feedback, such as explicit and metalinguistic 
feedback, on different aspect of writing leads to the improvement of the learners’ language 
and writing skills. In other words, the study enhances the mixture of explicit, metalinguistic, 
and reformulation WCF because it promotes learner’s proficiency and performance. 

Conclusion, Pedagogical Implications & Future Studies
The aim of this study was to describe the change in the performance of participants 
conducted over a short period of time; this research was conducted during one academic 
semester. One aim of this study was to increase learners’ awareness and to gain more 
insights into giving effective feedback. The study also traced the properties of individuals’ 
awareness of WCF and the development of writing skills within the limits of the tools 
used for data collection. It also investigated what learners thought, wanted, and did after 
they received instructor feedback. As a result, from my observation, learners tended to 
respond differently to teacher feedback, and these factors mentioned above affected how 
they corrected their errors. Thus, developing feedback awareness helps learners understand 
and learn from their own mistakes and develop language skills since feedback can lead to 
improvement of language accuracy.

As the results indicated, if the types and sources of errors are identified, remedial teaching 
can be easily prepared. Knowing the type of errors Lebanese learners commit enables 
instructors of foreign languages and researchers to have a better understanding of the 
linguistic area where learners have the most difficulty while writing. Finding the most 
common learner errors help instructors, syllabus designers, and test developers to take 
into consideration that learners have weakness and difficulties. Also, further longitudinal 
studies should be carried to find what strategies learners use and to better understand the 
cognitive implications of using such codes and symbols.

Even though this study did not take the aspect of computer-mediated CF as a main 
feature, there is a need for conducting more research related to using different computer-
mediated CF techniques that facilitate the integration of the track-changes feedback type 
with the writing process. The efficacy of computer-mediated CF has not been investigated 
thoroughly because the system is a new application presented in Microsoft Word 2010. To 
my knowledge, only a few studies have investigated the impact of computer-mediated CF 
type (track changes) on EFL learners' performance in writing. 

As Guenette (2007) and Ellis (2009) have emphasized, there is no magic formula of CF. 
Given the complexity of WCF, no matter how many studies are conducted, no one can 
exhaust the possibilities of CF. Moreover, no studies, no matter how well-designed, will 
provide clear answers to the kinds of questions I have raised at the end of this study. As 
Hyland and Hyland (2006) said, “it may be ... that what is effective feedback for one 
student in one setting is less so in another” (p. 88). Indeed, as Ellis has commented: “a 
sociocultural perspective on CF would emphasize the need to adjust the type of feedback 
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offered to learners to suit their stage of development” (2009, p. 106). How this can be 
achieved is still unclear in the case of WCF. 

How students deal with feedback to compensate for their lack of linguistic knowledge should 
be further investigated. Furthermore, questions about how learners deal with feedback they 
do not understand should be studied, such as making use of dictionaries, grammar books, 
and other sources or strategies. Also teaching metacognitive strategies will let students 
know that there are other ways to learn from feedback and that they are responsible for their 
own learning to a certain extent. Further studies are needed to carefully examine the role 
of feedback as an instructional methodology designed specifically to enhance the textual 
knowledge and improve the linguistic accuracy of ESL/EFL writers. 
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APPENDIX A: Feedback Questionnaire Analysis
Repeated measure ANOVA for the items

1st phase 1st draft
Mean Mauchly's Test of 

Sphericity
Tests of 
Within-
Subjects 
Effects 

1st phase 
2nd draft

2nd phase 
1st draft

2nd phase 
2nd draft Sig Greenhouse-

Geisser

1 I read over my composition again when my 
teacher returns it to me. 2.28 2.00 1.84 1.72 0.514 0.909 0.020

2 I think about the teacher’s comment carefully. 1.46 1.72 1.60 1.42 0.014 0.735 0.260

3 I pay attention to the comments and corrections that involves:

A Organization 1.68 1.84 1.96 1.72 0.715 0.919 0.413

B Coherence 1.68 1.80 2.04 1.72 0.466 0.872 0.217

C Cohesion 2.16 2.12 2.24 2.00 0.528 0.885 0.679

D Syntax 2.24 2.00 2.32 2.04 0.200 0.816 0.342
E Vocabulary 2.12 1.92 1.92 1.96 0.190 0.821 0.719
F Mechanics 2.24 2.24 2.20 2.20 0.745 0.932 0.997

4 When I receive my paper, I ask someone to help 
me to correct it. 3.80 3.64 3.56 3.60 0.007 0.679 0.631

5 I find it difficult to interpret the teacher’s comments.

A I can’t read teacher’s handwriting 4.20 3.72 3.96 4.44 0.001 0.700 0.078
B I sometimes disagree with the comments 3.44 3.52 3.56 4.24 0.352 0.865 0.007

C I don’t understand grammar terms, abbreviations, 
and symbols 3.56 3.48 3.88 3.76 0.962 0.971 0.213

D I don’t know the right word/vocabulary 3.24 3.32 3.32 3.32 0.139 0.854 0.981

E I don’t understand grammar terms, abbreviations, 
and symbols 3.52 3.60 3.76 3.92 0.249 0.864 0.338

F The comments are too general 3.48 3.24 3.72 3.92 0.178 0.845 0.052
6 I ask the teacher to help me correcting the paper. 2.72 2.48 2.76 2.44 0.214 0.864 0.407

7 I think about my mistakes and try to correct 
them myself. 1.84 1.72 1.76 1.64 0.511 0.896 0.822

8 I try to correct the mistakes regardless of 
whether I understand them or not 3.12 3.16 3.00 2.76 0.814 0.944 0.362

9 I think that the teacher’s comment and 
corrections help me improve my writing skills. 1.52 1.60 1.56 1.24 0.254 0.840 0.178

10 I need more help to deal with my mistakes. 2.40 2.40 2.48 2.36 0.853 0.948 0.962

11 I prefer that the teacher informs me personally 
about my mistakes. 2.68 2.28 2.40 2.36 0.013 0.768 0.487

12 I like to be taught the issues I have missed during 
my schooling years. 1.84 1.92 1.84 1.68 0.304 0.846 0.686

13 I like to be taught misconceptions that I have. 2.16 1.80 1.76 1.96 0.408 0.863 0.205

14 I think that the comments help me improve my 
writing skills. 1.60 1.44 1.32 1.28 0.047 0.738 0.251

15 I think of that I can benefit and progress because 
of the comments made about my composition. 1.60 1.80 1.60 1.52 0.182 0.809 0.629

16 I learn from my past mistakes and know how to 
avoid them. 1.52 1.40 1.44 1.44 0.395 0.880 0.906

N.B. Questions adapted from Ferris (1995, p. 45, p. 53) and from Leki (1991, p. 213). 
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APPENDIX B:
General Analytic Writing Rubric (based on Spandel, 2003)

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n&
 Id

ea
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t

no attempted 
development/ 

support
no apparent 
organization

poor support of 
thesis and topic 

sentences
little or no 
analysis of 
material

ineffective 
organization

lacking 
introductory 
elements and 

clearly defined 
body paragraphs

ineffective 
or missing 
conclusion

no transition 
usage

minimal support 
of thesis and 

topic sentences;
repeats ideas
minimal or 

flawed analysis 
of material
attempted 

organization but 
may be lacking 
some effective 
introductory 

elements
body paragraphs 
may lack focus 

or effective   
topic sentences

ineffective 
conclusion

little transition 
usage

adequate 
support of 

thesis and topic 
sentences but 

could use more 
specific details 
and examples

accurate 
analysis of 
material

adequately 
organized 

with defined 
introduction 

(hook, 
background, 

thesis)
coherent body 

paragraphs with 
topic sentences

adequate 
conclusion

some transition 
usage

detailed support 
of thesis and 

topic sentences 
but not as 

compelling as 
outstanding 

papers
accurate 

analysis of 
material
logically 
organized 

with defined 
introduction 

(hook, 
background, 

thesis)
coherent body 

paragraphs with 
topic sentences

effective 
conclusion

effective but 
predictable 

transition usage

rich, detailed 
support of 

thesis and topic 
sentences
examples 

engage the 
reader

sophisticated 
analysis of 
material
logically 

organized with 
highly effective 

introduction 
(hook, 

background, 
thesis)

coherent body 
paragraphs with 

strong topic 
sentences
insightful 
conclusion
effective 

transition usage

Sy
nt

ax
 o

r S
en

te
nc

e 
St

ru
ct

ur
e

writing reflects 
lack of control 

over basic 
sentence 
structure

Vagueness 
and Wordy 
sentences

sentences 
lack variety 

and often are 
awkward

frequent run-
ons and/or 
fragments
frequent 

vagueness 
and Wordy 
sentences

sentences wordy 
and lacking 

variety
several run-
ons and/or 
fragments
frequent 

vagueness 
and Wordy 
sentences

sentences 
occasionally 
wordy and 

lacking variety
several run-
ons and/or 
fragments

some vagueness 
and Wordy 
sentences

relatively 
concise 

sentences of 
varied lengths 
and patterns
few wordy 
sentences

concise 
sentences of 

varied lengths 
and patterns

W
or

d 
C

ho
ic

e 
or

 D
ic

tio
n

word choice 
limited and 
inaccurate

word choice 
vague, repetitive 

and informal

word choice 
adequate but 
simple and 
predictable

word choice 
adequate but 

only somewhat 
varied

little or no 
use of sensory 

language

word choice 
accurate and 

varied
some use 
of sensory 
language

word choice 
vivid, precise, 
sophisticated
powerful use 

of sensory 
language
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Item 1 2 3 4 5 6
C

on
ve

nt
io

ns
 (G

ra
m

m
ar

)
Errors seriously
interfere with

meaning such as 
singular/plural, 

articles,
noun pronoun 

agreement, 
subject verb 
agreement, 

verbs tense and 
auxiliary, word 

format, and 
preposition.

Errors interfere 
with meaning. 
Weak control 

of grammatical 
conventions 

such as:
use of qualifiers 
and quantifiers, 

singular/
plural, articles, 
noun pronoun 

agreement, 
subject verb 
agreement, 

verbs tense and 
auxiliary, word 

format, and 
preposition;

Errors do not 
interfere with 

meaning. Some 
control of 

grammatical 
conventions 

such as: use of 
qualifiers and 
quantifiers, 
singular/

plural, articles, 
noun pronoun 

agreement, 
subject verb 
agreement, 

verbs tense and 
auxiliary, word 

format, and 
preposition

Some control 
of grammatical 

conventions 
such as: use of 
qualifiers and 
quantifiers, 
singular/

plural, articles, 
noun pronoun 

agreement, 
subject verb 
agreement, 

verbs tense and 
auxiliary, word 

format, and 
preposition

Few errors of 
grammatical 
conventions.

Standard 
English usage is 

employed.

M
ec

ha
ni

cs

total lack 
of control 

punctuation, 
spelling, 

capitalization 
and usage

weak control 
of punctuation, 

spelling, 
capitalization 

and usage

limited control 
of punctuation, 

spelling, 
capitalization 

and usage

fluctuating 
control of, 

punctuation, 
spelling, 

capitalization 
and usage

adequate control 
of punctuation, 

spelling, 
capitalization 

and usage

excellent control 
of punctuation, 

spelling, 
capitalization 

and usage

A
ud

ie
nc

e 
an

d 
Po

nt
 o

f V
ie

w

no awareness 
of audience and 

purpose
inappropriate 
use of tone/

voice

no awareness 
of audience and 

purpose
frequent 

inappropriate 
use of tone/

voice

poor awareness 
of audience and 

purpose
appropriate but 
inconsistent use 

of tone/voice

fluctuating 
awareness of 
audience and 

purpose
appropriate use 
of tone/voice

awareness of 
audience and 

purpose
appropriate and 
consistent use of 

tone/voice

clear awareness 
of audience and 

purpose
appropriate, 
consistent, 

effective use of 
tone/voice
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APPENDIX C:
Classification for Writing Aspects and Operational Definitions (based on 
Vyatkina, 2011)

# Writing Aspect Definition Example
Metalinguistic

Feedback
with Clues

Explicit 
Feedback with 
Reformulation

1 Content
(Organization 

& Ideas 
Development)

Ideas follow each 
other in a logical, 

coherent order 
at the text level 
to make sense 
to the reader. 

Errors include 
the poor support 
of thesis, little 
or no analysis 

of the material, 
ineffective 

organization, 
lacking 

introductory 
elements, clearly 

defined body 
paragraphs,
ineffective 
or missing 

conclusion, little 
use of transitions.

English language 
includes four 
basic skills: 

reading, writing, 
and listening.

English is very 
important to study 

in schools and 
universities. Since 
you have to speak 
English well these 
days if you want 
to get ahead in 

your study.

Missing
Content

+
Suggestive idea

About the
content

Wrong use of
Transition

+
Suggestive idea

(missing one 
aspect)

English language 
includes four 
basic skills: 

reading, writing, 
speaking, and 

listening.

English is very 
important to 

study in schools 
and universities. 
Therefore, you 
have to speak 

English well these 
days if you want 
to get ahead in 

your study.

2 Structural 
organization 

(sentence level)

Ideas follow 
each other in a 
logical order at 

the sentence level 
to make sense to 
the reader. Errors 
include the wrong 
use of transitions, 

and connection 
between words 

and phrases, 
and ideas at the 
sentence level.

I think you have a 
nice but very nice 
future if you have 

good English.

Wrong use of
transition

(The coordinating 
conjunction but is 
used to contrast 

ideas)
I think you have 
a very nice future 
if you have good 

English.

3 Grammatical 
accuracy

It includes 
incorrect word 
form or word 

order.

English are the 
mother language 

of the world.

Subject-verb  
agreement

(English is a 
non-count noun 

and may not agree 
with the verb 

“are”)
English is the 

mother language
of the world.
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# Writing Aspect Definition Example
Metalinguistic

Feedback
with Clues

Explicit 
Feedback with 
Reformulation

4 Lexical 
appropriates

(Word Choice)

It refers to using 
in appropriate 
use of lexical 

items.

You must speak 
English well if 
you want to get 
ahead in your 

business

Use should to 
express

advice

You should 
speak English 

well if you want 
to get ahead in 
your business.

5 Spelling
&

Punctuation
(mechanics)

It is related to 
using wrong 

spelling of words
and to the 

wrong use of 
punctuation 

marks

English 
Language is very 
important in our 
life these days.

Finally I think 
you have a very 

nice future if 
you have good 

English.

Capitalization

Use a comma
after the
transition

English language 
is very important 
in our life these 

days.

After an 
interrupter, use a 

comma)

Finally, I think 
you have a nice 

but very nice 
future if you have 

good English.

6 Audience
&

Point of view

Is related to lack 
of awareness 
of audience 

and purpose & 
inappropriate use 

of voice tone/
voice

You should think 
before you act.

Wrong voice In academic 
English, use the 

3rd person of 
the singular or 

plural.

A person should 
think before he 

acts.

N.B. For explicit feedback and reformulation, an explanation about the error is given when it is 
possible. The explanation covers all writing aspects. 
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Chapter 12 

Experiential Learning in Writing a Research Proposal

Larysa Nikolayeva
Zayed University, United Arab Emirates

Abstract

Research methods as a subject might be considered a “dry” one and is often delivered in the 
lecturing mode. As a result, students find it boring and lose interest in the subject quickly. 
The advent of the constructivist approach in education (Kirschner et al., 2006; Rowe, 2006; 
Westwood, 2008) made lecturers in research methodology in various disciplines consider 
applying it in their fields. Making use of strategies of active and collaborative learning can 
give teachers an opportunity to engage their students actively in the process of research 
proposal writing. This paper introduces teaching strategies that are used in a research 
methods class for undergraduate students in an English bachelor’s degree programme to 
evaluate how suitable they are in terms of raising students' interest in the subject, motivating 
active participation in class discussions and learning to work independently. Student 
feedback was collected at the end of the semester to identify the extent of helpfulness of the 
above-mentioned activities. Questionnaire data was analysed using both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. Results of the survey demonstrated the importance of the element of 
experiential learning in the process of research proposal writing as well as helped identify 
learners’ preferences in terms of the teaching mode choice for the module.

Introduction
Research methodology of different disciplines is typically taught in the lecture mode, which 
is traditionally used in delivering course content. The subject is challenging for both tutor 
and students. Lecturing for two hours and paying full attention to the material in the session 
are equally demanding as they require a lot of effort and concentration. With this traditional 
style, tutors often observe obvious changes in student attitude towards the subject from 
positive at the beginning of the semester to negative or inattentive in the middle and towards 
the end due to the nature of the material and the way it is delivered. Many may have stressed 
the same issues in their in-house discussions; however, few decide to change the mode 
of teaching driven by the current trends of experiential learning. Experiential learning is 
identified as:

… a process where individual is encouraged to directly involve themselves in the 
experience, and then to reflect on their experiences using analytic skills, in order that 
they gain a better understanding of the new knowledge and retain the information for 
a longer time. (Moon, 2004, p. 123) 
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Lecturers who are ready for change take the challenge of revising their lecture plans, 
amending teaching strategies and approaches, and designing different in-class activities 
to see if the attempt reaches the desired goal of changing the attitude of the students to  
the subject. 
This paper reports on a study that implements experiential learning in a research methods 
(RM) course to replace the previous instructional mode. It is based on a semester-long 
experiment followed by a survey on students’ experience with the alternative approach to 
teaching. It focuses in particular on two topics taught to the students in the RM course 
while developing their research proposals: 1) identifying the research proposal topic, and 2) 
writing a literature review.

Literature Review
“Dry,” “disengaging,” “dull,” and “difficult” – these are some expressions that are used by 
the students to describe the nature of the RM class (Leston-Bandeira, 2013). The subject 
is also referred to as “unfavourable” (Pfeffer & Rogalin, 2012) and “boring” (Fallon et al., 
2013) by the majority. A number of researchers tried to identify the reasons behind this 
attitude looking at a variety of factors. 
Studies in the area of teaching research methodology to undergraduate students found that 
individual students’ attributes, attitudes and teaching approaches are some reasons behind 
the students’ negative attitude towards the subject (Pfeffer & Rogalin, 2012, 369). In terms 
of the individual students’ attributes, one should consider a number of elements that usually 
have a great impact on learning. Some of them are gender, ethnicity, social class, religion, 
culture, and level of ability. For example, Omani culture and inter-gender communication 
restrictions related to it may interfere with student interaction where female students tend 
to refuse to have a debate with male ones or work in mixed-gender groups. In addition, 
individual students’ attitudes (e.g., being a dependent or an independent learner) may interfere 
with demonstrating a student’s particular abilities and may impact on the desired outcome 
of studies. Dependent learners usually rely a lot on the tutor; that makes him/her incapable 
of planning, taking decisions, or solving problems. It means that the students depend on 
their tutors as a source of information. They are not exposed to the experience of identifying 
problems and finding solutions themselves. Instead, they follow tutor’s instructions. They 
are mostly unaware of their strengths and weaknesses, being led by the tutor throughout the 
process of learning (Healey 2014). On the other hand, an independent learner can manage 
his time and tasks effectively and find a solution to a problem without relying on either the 
tutor or fellow students; these students are self-motivated and able to set and reach goals on 
their own (Healey, 2014). Very often the individual attributes overlap with one another as 
well as being impacted by the dependency in learning; this creates a challenging learning 
and teaching environment especially when it comes to teaching in a multinational classroom.
The third reason, teaching approaches, is addressed much less compared to the other two 
reasons. Modern educators use two teaching approaches in their classrooms depending 
on several factors in each context. They are based on understanding of the roles of the 
tutor and the students both inside and outside the classroom. They are the instructivist 
approach (Thorndike, 1910; Skinner, 1968) and the constructivist approach (Piaget, 1983; 
Vygotsky, 1962). Proponents of the instructivist approach believe in a teacher-centred 
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environment where the tutor has control over  the content to be taught, chooses the strategy 
and approach to instruction, and controls the whole process of teaching whereas the role 
of the learner is solely receiving the teacher’s instructions (Jonassen, 1991). In contrast, 
constructivism promotes a student-centred approach to teaching and learning. It endows 
the teacher with the role of a facilitator who scaffolds the way for the student to construct 
his knowledge actively, either in collaboration with others or independently (Barraket, 
2005; Fallon et al., 2013).  

Today researchers in education argue about the usefulness of each of the approaches (see 
Table 1) in a variety of disciplines, and linguistics is not an exception. Some instructivists 
stress the importance of staying in their comfort zone provided by the lecturing mode 
in terms of the load that is minimized due to the passive role of the students who do not 
engage in any in-class activities that would require additional effort or attention of the tutor 
(Porcaro, 2011; Westwood, 2008). Moreover, they prefer to follow well-structured notes 
they prepare in advance based on the concepts and content of their choice (Heath, 2014). 
Others, the constructivists, prefer to give freedom of choice to their students, expecting them 
to demonstrate skills and abilities of an independent learner taking their own decisions and 
responsibilities in and for the whole process of studies (Gibbs, 1992) as well as developing 
their critical thinking skills (Heath, 2014). However, this freedom, which is not given in the 
instructivist-oriented classroom (Jonassen, 1991, 2000; Koschmann, 1996) can be rather 
demanding and challenging as skills and knowledge background of the students differ 
from one another considerably (Kirschner et al, 2006). Table 1 shows the advantages and 
disadvantages of each approach. 

Table 1
Features of Instructivist and Constructivist Approaches

Features Instructivist Approach Constructivist Approach

A
dv

an
ta

ge
s

Minimizes the load, breaks tasks down 
into manageable steps (Westwood, 
2008)

Gives learner autonomy and control over the 
choice of subject matter, pace of learning, 
and learning methods (Gibbs, 1992)

Based on lecture notes, handouts, and 
audio-visual media prepared in advance

Incorporates more student input and ideas, 
enables students to show initiative

Presents important concepts and 
content identified in a concrete, 
organized, and meaningful manner 
(Heath, 2014)

Increases critical thinking skills in students 
(Heath, 2014)

D
isa

dv
an

ta
ge

s

“Robs” students of active engagement 
in learning (Jonassen, 1991, 2000; 
Koschmann, 1996)

High demands on learners' information 
processing capabilities, in particular on 
working memory (overload) (Kirschner et 
al., 2006)

Assumes that everyone shares similar 
prior knowledge (Porcaro, 2011)

Does not assume similar background 
knowledge among students (Westwood, 
2008)
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Considering that the author has been adopting a more instructivist approach in the past to 
teach RM for English students and has been unsatisfied with the classroom environment 
and student involvement in the course, the decision was taken to attempt applying a more 
constructivist approach in the classroom of a RM course taught with a particular focus 
on experiential learning. There are several models of experiential learning introduced 
by researchers such as Lewin (1951), Dewey (1958), Friere (1970), Kolb (1984), Perry 
(1999), and Moon (2004). All of them emphasize the need of learning through experience 
and reflection. The current paper utilizes a model proposed by David Kolb (1984) that 
is based on the idea of learning where a student demonstrates development of his skills 
and abilities through four stages constituting the learning cycle: concrete experience, 
reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. Each of 
these is compulsory in the process of successful learning. In case any of the four stages 
is overlooked, “individual learning is blocked” (Turesky, 2005, p. 58). Compared to other 
theories and models of experiential learning, Kolb’s model stands out as it successfully 
describes the full learning cycle (Turesky, 2005).

Course Description 
The current paper focuses on shifting teaching from the traditional instructivist mode to 
a variety of large and small group discussions, individual exercises, case studies, hands-
on experiences, short student presentations, and individual reflections on group/teacher’s 
feedback. It seeks students’ feedback on the results of implementing these techniques in the 
processes of learning.
Research Methods (RM) is the course taught to Level 2 BA English Programme students. It 
is based on knowledge acquired during previous semesters. Prerequisites are eight modules 
within two semesters of Level 1. They are both skills- and content-based courses that are 
required for successful writing of a 3000-word research proposal. Furthermore, three other 
content modules of Level 2 run simultaneously with RM and can be used for designing a 
research proposal if students develop a particular interest in any of these modules.
In the RM curriculum, students are introduced to the “what, how, and why” of doing research 
in the area of applied linguistics. It covers approaches to doing research in language and 
applied linguistics as well as types and methods of research; ways of data collection; and 
issues in data description, analysis, and interpretation. It also introduces students to ethical 
concerns related to research in language and applied linguistics.The module is taught for 
fifteen weeks with two, 2-hour session per week. Ten topics in each session are identified 
in the module handbook. The mode of teaching is not prescribed. Hence, the tutor is free to 
choose the way to equip students with a range of skills set by the course learning outcomes. 
By the end of the course the students are expected to produce a 3000- word research proposal. 
The RM course was initially taught through instruction. Specific tasks to be completed 
by the students were not prescribed by the course descriptor. Therefore, an initiative was 
taken to deliver the course through a range of experiential tasks based on Kolb’s (1984) 
experiential learning model. This initiative resulted from students’ oral/informal requests 
for more practice and feedback in designing their research proposal in previous semesters. 
The tasks would facilitate students’ hands-on experience in completing each of the parts 
of their research proposal; encourage them to reflect on their work individually, through 
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group discussions, and based on the feedback of the tutor; and, finally, lead to incorporating 
suggested changes.

Class Design

The current research focuses on implementing experiential learning in teaching two topics 
in the RM course. These are: 1) identifying the research proposal topic and 2) writing a 
literature review. The choice is attributed to the difficulties that students face while working 
on these particular phases of their research proposals. The first skill (topic selection) is 
completely new to Level 2 students as at Level 1 they are always provided with a research 
topic by the tutor. As a result, identifying it by themselves seems to be challenging to most 
RM students. The second skill (writing the literature review) is usually part of Level 1 
assignments, so students are familiar with the structure and approach to doing it. However, 
identifying proper resources and citing them, compiling information, dividing the material 
into sections and sub-sections, and writing at length (e.g., writing a 3000-word proposal) 
can all be challenging. All of the above are the reasons why these two topics are the focus 
of this chapter. However, application of experiential approach is not restricted to these two 
topics and can be equally applied to other parts of the research proposal in the RM course.

Identifying a research topic
Having a basic background in linguistics enables the students to choose the topic that is 
of their professional interest as well as of linguistic value. This particular initial stage of 
research proposal writing is very important as the rest of the student’s work in the following 
phases during the semester are based on the choice they make in the second and third weeks. 
Delaying topic identification or changing it at any of the next writing stages would cause 
complications for successful completion of the assignment. However, the right choice of a 
topic can build a good basis for further research work in the programme and can be developed 
into a proposal for a research project that has the potential to be conducted and completed. 
Considering these issues that a student might face, the tutor should design RM classroom 
activities in a way that would help the students produce feasible topics. 
There were five activities (three in-class and two home tasks) that were designed for weeks 
two and three that focus on helping students cope with the challenging task of identifying a 
research topic. These five activities are: 1) large group discussion, 2) individual exercise, 3) 
short presentation followed by 4) discussion, and 5) individual reflection (Table 2). Here the 
student is expected to demonstrate his critical thinking ability, taking an individual decision 
and responsibility for his prospective research as part of experiential learning cycle.
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Table 2
Process of identifying a research topic

# Exercise Purpose

1 Large group discussion (1)
● connecting prior knowledge to research perspectives
● reflecting on personal interests
● encouraging critical thinking

2
Individual exercise:
drafting multiple topics

● identifying a specific research area
● drafting several research topics

3 Short presentation
● reasoning topic choice
● presenting decision background
● responding to criticism

4 Large group discussion (2)
● narrowing down the topic
● identifying research feasibility 
● obtaining group & tutor feedback

5 Individual reflection
● incorporating group & tutor feedback
● finalising research topic

There were two large group discussions (LGD) activities, and it should be noted that each 
one of them served a different purpose. The first LGD was introduced and led by the tutor. 
It aimed at connecting students’ prior knowledge to research perspectives, encouraging 
critical thinking, and reflecting on personal interests in the field of linguistic studies. The 
tutor scaffolded the way the students chose a topic for their research proposals based on their 
prior knowledge. One by one, students were asked to talk about the aspects of linguistics 
they enjoyed studying and researching at Level 1, identify particular areas they would be 
interested in exploring in the future, and justify their choice. The rest of the group were 
encouraged to participate in the discussion, express their opinion on the attractiveness of 
the chosen aspect and its opportunities for research, and ask the speaker questions about the 
reasons for their choice. This activity helped students activate their background knowledge, 
see how it could help in prospective studies, and which of its aspects was of particular 
interest to their colleagues. The role of the tutor was minimized to facilitate and coordinate 
discussion and shape the ongoing activity. The course tutor can serve as a source of 
information only if needed.
The second activity suggested to the students was an individual exercise given as a home 
task. Based on the class discussion, students drafted the topic of the research proposal. They 
had to consider choosing a particular aspect of linguistics, focusing on an area within it, 
and narrowing it down to a topic that would be relatively new and feasible. Some students 
chose to draft several topics that they were interested in. Here they wanted to utilize an 
opportunity of the second LGD looking for their colleagues’ and tutor’s opinion on the 
appeal of the proposed research and its workability. By doing this, students experience 
taking an independent decision based on their preferences in the area of linguistics. For the 
first time in their studies, they are not provided with any options by the tutor; on the contrary, 
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they use their own linguistic background to identify a topic for their research proposal. This 
is a new experience as per Kolb’s experiential learning model that is further followed by 
three other stages of the learning cycle suggested by Kolb (1984). 
The next step after deciding on the topic is the stage of reflective observation (Kolb, 1984). 
It started with the presentation of their draft topics to the group. The short presentation 
included the rationale behind their choice, the background of the decision, and the response 
to criticism from their colleagues. The students demonstrated comprehension of the chosen 
research area and provided arguments in its favour. The reason behind choosing a particular 
linguistic aspect for the majority of students was their interest in one of the assignments 
completed in the modules taught at Level 1 (e.g., Introduction to Linguistics, English 
Phonology and Phonetics, Principles of Translation, and Language and Society). Those 
students were willing either to further develop and expand on the topic of the assignment or 
modify it while keeping the theme of the topic. Some of the students identified topics based 
on their own experience and/or difficulties of language learning and focused on researching 
approaches to teaching a particular language skill or acquiring a foreign language in general. 
Another group of students  chose literature or poetry for their research. The presentation was 
followed by questions or comments from other students and the tutor related to the level of 
appeal of the topic, its novelty, expected procedures, and feasibility of the research project. 
Some students found it challenging to evaluate the feasibility of the drafted topic as seeing a 
long-term perspective of their research was a new task that they faced for the first time in their 
studies. The group benefited from the open discussion of each other’s topic related issues 
as discussion helps students understand the limitations of linguistic research in a variety of 
aspects. The task enabled student reflection on the individual exercise and prepared them for 
the next stage of experiential learning cycle, which is abstract conceptualization.
Following the reflection encouraged by the short presentations and the feedback that 
individual students obtained from the group and tutor, students proceeded to the next stage 
of the experiential learning cycle, abstract conceptualization (Kolb, 1984), achieved with the 
help of a second LGD. It aimed at helping narrow down research proposal topics through 
pointing out a research area that could be more interesting and at the same time feasible in 
each particular case. Students were given an opportunity to clarify their doubts and seek 
advice from their tutor and classmates. This type of activities encouraged student thinking 
and allowed fresh insight into the work, helped in producing more ideas and shaping topics 
properly. The ones seeking advice on shaping their research topics were satisfied with the 
support of the group that was reflected in the outcome of the activity.

The final activity in identifying the topic for the research proposal was individual reflection 
as part of the next stage: active experimentation. At this stage, the students had to work 
on the final version of their research topics, incorporating both group and tutor feedback. 
Hence, they had to plan their future research carefully around the topic of their choice 
considering the knowledge obtained at the previous stages of experiential learning cycle 
described above. This was a home task, at the completion of which students uploaded their 
research topics on the college e-learning platform. After the topic was uploaded, it was 
considered final and could undergo only minor changes. Major changes were not allowed as 
they could lead to a number of issues related to other parts of the research proposal writing.
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Writing a Literature Review
Literature review writing is perceived by the students as one of the most difficult tasks. Despite 
being given guidelines on how to select sources, reference and cite, and avoid plagiarism, 
some of the students still have difficulties complying with the requirements of academic 
style. Writing a research proposal is the first step on the way to successful completion of a 
dissertation, and it is the phase when the literature review is developed involving searching 
for potential resources and refining writing skills. Compared to the previous semesters, this 
time the students were given a different kind of guidance and practice that aimed to help 
them avoid most common mistakes of academic writing.
The process of refining the skill of writing the literature review includes five different 
activities: case study, small group discussion, hands-on experience, individual exercise, and 
individual reflection (Table 3).

Table 3
Process of literature review writing

# Exercise Purpose

1 Case study
● applying background knowledge of literature review writing 
● identifying literature review writing difficulties
● suggesting solutions for identified difficulties

2 Small group discussion

● comparing personal observations to professional marking
● improving academic reading and writing skills
● choosing resources and processing elicited information
● discussing the issue of plagiarism

3 Hands-on experience
● preparing a topic related reading-based writing
● preparing basic bibliography

4 Individual exercise
● drafting topic-based literature review
● submitting the drafts for feedback

5 Individual reflection
● incorporating tutor feedback
● updating literature review

The first activity offered to the students was a case study. The class was divided into 
small groups and given a student literature review from a previous semester. (The paper 
should be anonymous to avoid any ethical issues.) The comments and the final mark have 
to be hidden. The groups are requested to go through the paper thoroughly and identify 
and analyse problems related to producing a literature review based on their background 
knowledge. Furthermore, they are expected to suggest a solution for the identified mistakes 
that must be well-grounded and interpreted if needed. This activity enables students to 
reinterpret their experience of writing the literature review: instead of producing their own 
piece of writing based on a variety of reading materials, they start with a critical analysis 
of a literature review produced by another student. As the first activity in the cycle of 
experiential learning, it helps the students to recover and apply their skills and knowledge 
of academic writing style conventions.
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The next step taken in the direction of writing the literature review was a discussion based 
on the same piece of writing marked by the tutor. The comments and mark were revealed to 
the students to facilitate the discussion. After discussion, the students had an opportunity to 
compare the results they came up with through their own observations to what was identified 
by the tutor. This discussion benefitted the students in terms of refreshing/expending their 
knowledge of academic reading and writing, choosing resources and processing identified 
information, citing resources, and demonstrating skills of avoiding plagiarism. The activity 
is expected to be engaging as the students could see the differences/similarities of the items 
noted by themselves, their colleagues, and their course tutor. This second stage of experiential 
learning allows the students to reflect on their own understanding of the approach to writing 
the literature review.
At the third stage of their experiential learning cycle (conceptualisation), the group worked 
on a starting point of preparing their own piece of reading-based writing. One full, two-hour 
session was allocated for the group to identify research papers related to the topics of their 
choice and other relevant sources in both physical and digital libraries. The preferences 
of the students differ; some of them might prefer working with hard copies of the books 
available in the college library whereas others work with digital resources more eagerly. 
As the outcome of the session, a preliminary basic bibliography is submitted to the tutor. 
This stage allows the students to experience the search of reading materials based on their 
individual topics. They learn how to identify and sort the resources according to how relevant 
and current they are.
Following the three previous steps the students produce a literature review at the stage of 
active experimentation, as per Kolb’s (1984) model. This stage implies the use of experiences 
accumulated by the students in a number of sessions preceding the actual writing process. 
They select reading material thoughtfully and carefully to ensure its relevance to the chosen 
topic, attempt to write in a clear and error-free language using cohesive devices to show 
the relationship between the variety of presented ideas, structure their paper according to 
the described ideas, avoid plagiarism, and meet the technical requirements of a research 
proposal. A paper of 1500 words is submitted through the college web-based learning 
platform (MOVE).

Student Feedback
After implementing the steps above, at the end of the semester a questionnaire was distributed 
to 21 students of the RM group to explore their opinions on the approach used by the tutor in 
the attempt to make the course more engaging. The questionnaire consisted of eight closed 
questions to identify students’ attitude to experiential learning, and one open-ended question 
was used to elicit their overall feedback to the mode of studies applied by the tutor. A 5-point 
Likert scale was used as a measurement of students’ opinions. The results of the survey are 
presented in Table 4. These results are considering the top to categories ‘strongly agree’ and 
‘agree’ as high categories. Results of the analysis of group discussions as well as tutor’s 
observation of students’ presentation (21 presentations in total) are also reported and used in 
interpreting the response of the students to the questionnaire. 
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Table 4

Students survey on experiential learning (n=21)

Q# Question Scale
SA A N D SD Total

1 Group discussions were helpful for 
writing my research proposal 7 9 2 3 0

21

2 Giving short presentations improved my 
confidence of public speaking 10 9 2 0 0 21

3
Evaluating a research paper of another 
student was helpful for understanding the 
process of Literature review writing

9 9 1 1 1 21

4 Tutor feedback benefited my work 12 5 2 2 0 21
5 Class feedback benefited my work 8 7 4 1 1 21
6 I prefer lectures as a mode of studies* 12 4 3 2 0 21
7 I prefer self-study as a mode of studies** 3 8 5 3 2 21

8 All the feedback provided to me was 
incorporated in my paper 8 8 2 2 1 21

Total 69 59 21 14 5 168
Scale: Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Neither (N), Disagree (D), Strongly Disagree (SD)
* Lecture mode was used for teaching the requirements of this course (in addition to this course in the other section). 

**At every stage of their work in experiential learning, the students had to work independently to be able to proceed to the 
next stage.

Most of the students (16 of 21) reported either strongly agree or agree to Q1 (Group 
discussions were helpful for writing my research proposal). In group discussion, they stated 
that a variety of group activities (such as large and small group discussions) enabled a better 
understanding of the material introduced by the tutor. Group discussions also provided them 
with an opportunity to share their interests, achievements, and plans for further research with 
their colleagues who often gave them immediate feedback on matters such as relevance and 
feasibility of their plans. Additionally, group work was helpful in finding solutions to the 
problems students faced while working on particular tasks (e.g., choosing a research topic 
and developing the literature review).
Observing the 21 short presentations delivered by the students, it was proved that the 
implemented approach and activity were effective in enhancing their confidence in speaking 
publicly though to a small group of 21 students only. Opinions of 19 students were distributed 
between the options of strongly agree (10) and agree (9) while answering Q2 (Giving short 
presentations improved my confidence of public speaking). The effectiveness of experiential 
learning in developing students’ speaking and presentation skills is important as some tutors 
in the Gulf region might have noticed that female students do not feel comfortable presenting 
in front of male students and vice versa. In this particular exercise, all the presentations went 
smoothly although it was a mixed gender group. In group discussion, the students reported 
that discussions that followed their presentations were a good experience of how to react 
to criticism and respond to it. It should be pointed out here that no matter how sharp the 
criticism was, it was taken positively and responded to well.
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The group found the idea of using RM papers produced by previous students very engaging. 
In responding to Q3 (Evaluating a research paper of another student was helpful for 
understanding the process of literature review writing), 18 students agreed that the exercise 
helped them understand the process of writing the literature review better. One of the reasons 
was that they could see the approach their colleagues applied while completing the same 
tasks they were working on. They found that authentic exercises were more useful than 
going through perfect or mistake-free samples. Discussion of the mistakes added to the 
positive experience during the task. It demonstrated appropriate students’ background skills 
in the subject matter required for further completion of the assignment and established a 
strong connection between prior knowledge and new tasks.
The students appreciated the feedback provided by the group and the tutor. Seventeen 
students pointed out that they benefitted from the tutor feedback, and 15 said they found 
class feedback useful in responding to Q4 (Tutor feedback benefited my work). Immediate 
response was a regular in-class activity where discussions were involved. In the course of 
informal discussions, students also mentioned that feedback notes helped them amend and 
improve their work. Stage-wise feedback was given by the tutor after they incorporated the 
changes suggested by the group. It proved to be a better practice than showing a full draft 
to the tutor before the actual submission that also enabled the students to incorporate all the 
suggested changes step by step.
For Q6 (I prefer lectures as a mode of studies), 16 students either strongly agreed or agreed, 
and they mentioned during the group discussion that lecture mode was necessary to make 
them acquainted with the material required for the development of the research proposal. 
This might demonstrate dependence of some students on the tutor transferring knowledge 
to them rather than learning through experience. Here is once again an area where students’ 
personal attributes (dependent/independent learner) interfere. They sometimes found it 
difficult to identify relevant information to complete a particular section of their work on 
their own.
Using experiential learning and implementing Kolb’s (1984) model in teaching such a 
“dry” module as RM was perceived by the students positively. During group discussion, the 
students acknowledged in their overall feedback that they benefitted from the techniques 
such as discussions, short presentations and guest lecture series used as part of experiential 
learning cycle that enabled them to “experience, reflect, think and act” (Kolb & Kolb, 2009, 
p. 298) in preparing their research proposal. They experienced identifying their own research 
topic instead of being given one by the tutor; they reflected on its feasibility based on the 
class discussion, considered the feedback, and incorporated it into their work to finalise 
the topic of the research proposal. In literature review writing, the students experienced 
evaluation of a peer’s paper based on their background knowledge, finding its strong and 
weak points instead of being taught how to write it, which they highly appreciated as their 
feedback showed. They reflected on their colleague’s errors, learnt from the experience of 
another student, and only then produced their own piece of writing using acquired skills and 
knowledge. All of this demonstrates the stages of application of the experiential learning 
cycle to writing a research proposal that advantaged the students in terms of going through 
concrete experience and being constantly supported with both class and tutor feedback.
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Conclusion and Implications
The current paper proposed using experiential learning in a RM classroom and explored 
students’ attitude towards its implications. It described an attempt to replace traditional 
lecturing and instructional mode by involving students into active writing of their research 
proposals through a variety of discussions, hands-on experiences, and feedback sessions. 
There were two phases of developing a research proposal described in this chapter: research 
topic choice and literature review writing. Student feedback was sought to evaluate the 
suitability of the experiential approach for learning RM and improve the learning experience 
of BA English students in the college. The results of the study were encouraging and 
demonstrated overall positive student attitudes towards the teaching strategies.
Kolb’s (1984) model proved to be effective in the RM classroom as per the results of the 
student feedback. The cohort was mixed in terms of nationality, culture and gender, so several 
overlaps of students’ individual attributes and attitude appeared, as expected by the tutor. 
Taking them into consideration helped ensure students’ progress and achievement of the 
desired results. The tutor had to find a balance between positive and negative motivation to 
encourage the students to share and discuss their ideas, which is one of the main difficulties 
in the process. However, the results were awarding.
The selected topics were interesting, feasible and included the element of novelty. The 
students demonstrated active engagement into the class activities. It took them some time and 
courage to start sharing their ideas with the colleagues as individual attributes interfered. As 
the results of the questionnaire show, the change in approach to teaching quite a complicated 
subject was appreciated as the students saw the benefits of the offered activities.
What is important here is that the change was introduced gradually and explained to the 
group carefully. A shift from an instructivist to a constructivist approach, presented to the 
students as an alternative way of studying the course previously delivered through lecturing, 
enabled their understanding of the whole learning cycle and its advantages. At the same 
time, the results showed that the instructivist approach to teaching is still needed in the 
classroom, so the students were introduced to the material by the tutor in form of a 40- to 
60-minute lecture. Lectures always included examples to help the class clearly understand 
the nature of the task and its requirements.
A drastic change from the traditional to an experiential way of teaching that the students 
are not familiar with can be harmful for everyone involved, especially when it comes to 
a traditional educational culture. The tutor takes a great responsibility that can be either 
rewarding or devastating in the end. Taking the students through the whole process of 
change requires effort, enthusiasm, and willingness to leave their comfort zone in order to 
achieve the desired results.



Advancing English Language Education196

References
Barraket, J. (2005). Teaching research method using a student-centered approach? Critical 

reflections on practice. Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, 2(2), 
62-74.

Dewey, J. (1958). Experience and nature. Dover Publications.
Fallon, E., Walsh, S., Prendergast, T. (2013). An activity-based approach to the learning 

and teaching of research methods: Measuring student engagement and learning. Irish 
Journal of Academic Practice, 2(1), 23-45.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Seabury Press.
Gibbs, A. (1992.) Assessing more students. Oxford Brookes University.
Healey, M. (2014). Developing independent & autonomous learning. https://federation.

edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/202791/Mick_Healey_Independent_Learning_
Workshop_Handout_Doc.pdf 

Heath, E. (2014). The strategies that lead students to learn actively. Journal of Teaching, 
183(3), 49-50.

Jonassen, D. H. (1991). Objectivism versus constructivism: Do we need a new philosophical 
paradigm? Educational Technology Research and Development, 39(3), 5-14.

Jonassen, D. H. (2000). Toward a design theory of problem solving. Educational Technology 
Research and Development, 48(4), 63-85.

Kirschner, P. A., Sweller, J., & Clark, R. E. (2006). Why minimal guidance during instruction 
does not work: An analysis of the failure of constructivist, discovery, problem-based, 
experiential, and inquiry-based teaching. Educational Psychologist, 41(2), 75-86.

Kolb, A. Y., & Kolb, D. (2009). The learning way: Meta-cognitive aspects of experiential 
learning. Simulation and Gaming, 40(3), 297-327.

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and 
development. Prentice Hall.

Koschmann, T. (1996). Paradigm shifts and instructional technology: An introduction. In T. 
Koschmann (Ed.), CSCL: Theory and practice of an emerging paradigm. Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Leston-Bandeira, C. (2013). Ten tips to develop engaging undergraduate research methods 
teaching. https://www.psa.ac.uk/political-insight/blog/ten-tips-develop-engaging-
undergraduate-research-methods-teaching

Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science: Selected theoretical papers. (D. Cartwright, 
Ed.). Harper & Row.

Moon, J. A. (2004). A handbook of reflective and experiential learning: Theory and practice. 
Routledge Falmer. 

Perry, W. G. (1999). Forms of ethical and intellectual development in the college years. 
Jossey-Bass.

Pfeffer C. A., & Rogalin C. L. (2012). Three strategies for teaching research methods: A case 
study. Teaching Sociology, 40(4), 368-376.



Advancing English Language Education197

Piaget, J. (1983). Piaget’s theory. In W. Kesson & P. Mussen (Eds.), History, theory, and 
methods (Vol. 1) (pp. 103-128). Wiley.

Porcaro, D. (2011). Applying constructivism in instructivist learning cultures. Multicultural 
Education & Technology Journal, 5(1), 39-54.

Rowe, K. J. (2006). Effective teaching practices for students with and without learning 
difficulties: Constructivism as a legitimate theory of learning and of teaching. 
ACER: Improving learning. https://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1008&context=learning_processes

Skinner, B. F. (1968). The technology of teaching. Appleton-Century-Crofts.
Thorndike, E. (1910). Collegiate instruction. Science, New Series, 31(794), 18-32.
Turesky, L. (2005). David Kolb’s experiential learning model and career development. 

Career Planning and Adult Development Journal, 21(1), 58-65.
Vygotsky, L. (1962). Thought and language. MIT Press.
Westwood, P. (2008). What teachers need to know about teaching methods. ACER Press.



Advancing English Language Education198

Section Five
Context-Specific Issues

in EFL



Advancing English Language Education199

Chapter 13

The English Passive: Challenges for Thai Learners and 
Pedagogical Implications

Alessandro Ursic
Mahidol University International College (MUIC), Thailand

Wafa Zoghbor
Zayed University, UAE 

Abstract 
The passive voice is commonly used in textbooks, scientific articles and journalistic reports, 
often to convey an impersonal style (Eastwood, 1994; Quirk et al., 1985; Endley, 2010). 
Hence, it is frequently seen in academic writing. The passive voice is also a component 
of the English language syllabus of different levels of English language learners, and it is 
one of the recommended paraphrasing techniques. However, various types of errors can 
be observed in second language students’ passive constructions. This chapter introduces a 
range of challenges that Thai learners encounter in the formation of passive constructions 
in English, focusing on three aspects: the use of passive voice with some intransitive verbs, 
lack of passivization, and missing auxiliary in adjectival passives. The chapter starts with 
illustrating the rules dictating the formation of the passive voice in English, followed by an 
analysis of Thai passive constructions. Then it proposes some teaching strategies to address 
these challenges. Although this chapter focuses on advancing the teaching of a grammar 
form to learners in a specific context (i.e., Thailand), the critical analysis of the challenges 
encountered by the learners and the implications in the Thai context can help educators in 
other contexts apply the same pattern in teaching learners from several first languages.   

 

Background: The passive voice in English
The grammatical category of voice allows speakers to view the action expressed by the verb 
in two distinct ways (Quirk et al., 1985, p.159). In a clause where the active voice is used, 
the subject performs the action, typically playing a semantic role of agent (Huddleston & 
Pullum, 2002, p. 1427; Endley, 2010, p. 323).

 [1]   Andrew broke the window.

The active voice is used the most frequently (Carter & McCarthy, 2006, p. 793). However, 
particularly when one wants to focus on the receiver of the action (Endley, 2010, p. 338), 
the passive voice is a valid alternative. 
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[2]    The window was broken by Andrew.
To transform the active voice [1] in the passive voice [2], the verb of the active clause 
needs to be changed into its past participle form, preceded by the auxiliary be in the tense 
and aspect used in the active version. Additionally, the two noun phrases preceding and 
following the verb essentially exchange places: playing the semantic role of patient, the 
object of the active is foregrounded (Endley, 2010, p. 338) and becomes the subject, whereas 
the subject of the active is placed after the verb – now in the passive voice – as a complement 
of the preposition by.
Quirk et al. (1985, p. 167) would define [2] an “ideal passive” corresponding directly with 
its active clause equivalent. Huddleston and Pullum (2002, p. 1428) distinguish “long 
passives” containing the complement by+AGENT, from “short passives” which have no 
such complement. Carter and McCarthy (2006, p. 798) and Quirk et al. (1985, p. 168) call 
the latter “agentless passives.” 
By focusing on the patient, the passive voice defocuses the agent (Endley, 2010, p. 338), to 
the point of omitting it in around 80% of cases (Endley, 2010, p. 324). This can happen for 
various reasons. The context could make redundant any mention of the obvious agent, the 
agent might be unknown or too generic, or speakers might try to avoid responsibility for an 
unpleasant event (Endley, 2010, pp. 325-327). Conversely, the by+AGENT complement is 
likely to be present when it contains significant, unexpected, or unusual information (Endley, 
2010, p. 327).

Transitivity
Traditionally, textbooks teach students that the passive voice is possible for transitive verbs 
with a noun phrase (NP) as direct object, such as break in [1], while intransitive verbs 
(e.g., fall, happen) and copular verbs (e.g., be, become) cannot be passivized (Carter & 
McCarthy, 2006, p. 795); the former have only one argument (the subject) and no direct 
object, whereas the latter are followed by a complement instead of a direct object.

 [3]   Something happened.  intransitive verb 
 [4]   They are tired.   copular verb

However, not all transitive verbs allow passivization. Using the notion of verb constraints, one 
of the five categories of voice constraints they identify, Quirk et al (1985, p. 162) provide several 
examples of middle verbs; these are transitive verbs of the stative class (e.g., lack, resemble, 
suit) without a passive version. Conversely, there are transitive verbs that are possible only in 
the passive; be born, passive of bear in the sense of “give birth,” is one example.
When passivization is allowed, monotransitive clauses such as [1] constitute the most 
common cases, but so-called ditransitive clauses such as [5] – with one direct object and 
one indirect object – are also possible. 

[5]   My mother gave me this present. 
This can occur in two ways. If the indirect object becomes the subject of the passive verb (“I 
was given this present by my mother”), it is a first passive. A second passive is formed when 
the passive subject is the direct object of the active clause (“This present was given to me by 
my mother”) (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002, p. 1432).
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Additionally, some verbs can be transitive or intransitive depending on the context. In [1], 
broke is the past simple of a transitive verb followed by the direct object (the window). 
However, break is an intransitive verb in the sentence, “The window broke,” implying that 
the window shattered by itself.

Degrees of Passivity
There can be different nuances of the passive. Quirk et al. (1985, pp. 167-169) illustrated 
them with the concept of “passive gradient.”
In this classification, at the top are central passives, a category including not only passive 
clauses with a corresponding active equivalent and an expressed agent – the aforementioned 
ideal passives – but also those without an agent for the reasons discussed in the first section 
of this chapter. 
Next, “semi-passives” have mixed verbal and adjectival properties.

[6]    Mark was interested in history.
[7]    I am encouraged by this result.

Both [6] and [7] have corresponding active equivalents (“History interested Mark” and 
“This result encourages me”). However, they also have adjectival properties. Specifically, 
the past participle can be paired with another adjective; degree adverbs such as very, quite, 
or rather can modify the participle; a lexical copular verb such as feel, seem, or become can 
replace be. 
The final category is the “pseudo-passives,” without an active correspondent and with no 
possible agent.

[8]   The world is globalized. 

Similarly to semi-passives, the auxiliary be in [8] could be replaced by copular verbs 
such as feel, become, or grow. In contrast with [6] and [7], though, there is no direct 
active counterpart. The obvious interpretation is that the world underwent a process of 
globalization. Applying Endley’s (2010, p. 326) reasons to omit the agent, [8] could be 
seen as an instance of a situation with no single agent. Thus, it makes little sense to assign 
one. Endley (2010, p. 335), whose concept of a “scale of passivity” resembles Quirk et al’s 
(1985, pp. 167-169) “passive gradient,” would consider [8] a passive “shading into” copula 
constructions. It can be inferred that pseudo-passives are essentially copular sentences with 
a past participle as complement (See Table1). 
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Table 1 

Degrees of Passivity in English

Type Properties Examples

Central
• (long)
• (short / agentless)

If they mention the agent (long 
passives), they usually have an 
active equivalent.

• The window was broken by 
Andrew. (long)

• Taxes were raised. (short)

Semi-passives They mix verbal and adjectival 
properties:
• they have active analogues;
• the participle can be graded or 

paired with another adjective;
• be can be replaced with another 

copular verb.

• Mark was interested in history.
• I am encouraged by the result.

Pseudo-passives They have no active correspondent 
and no possible agent.

• The world is globalized.

Having analyzed the different degrees of passivity, it is worth a reminder that this paper 
will focus on the challenges for Thai learners in the formation of central passives with the 
auxiliary be. This is because the so-called “get-passives” (Quirk et al, 1985, p. 161) – the 
other alternative – are not only less frequent but also avoided in formal writing (Huddleston 
& Pullum, 2002, pp. 1441-1442); therefore, they should not be stylistically preferred in 
an EAP program. Furthermore, they are more constrained in their use. For example, they 
cannot be applied to stative verbs like understand, believe, or know but only to dynamic 
ones; additionally, they tend to describe actions or events involving adversity for the patient 
(Carter & McCarthy, 2006, p. 800; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002, p. 1442).

Transitivity and Topicalization in Thai
Similarly to English, Thai has intransitive, transitive and ditransitive verbs, although the 
two classifications do not correspond exactly (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 109), 
and the semantic criteria to distinguish Thai transitive verbs from intransitive ones are too 
generic (Thepkanjana, 1992, p. 309). Transitive verbs follow the S-V-O order (Iwasaki & 
Ingkaphirom, 2005:109), but the pattern for ditransitive verbs is more rigid than its English 
equivalent, as in Thai the order is strictly S-V-DO-IO (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 113).

The pattern of intransitive verbs is almost always S-V. However, the word order in clauses 
with the intransitive verb /kèut/ (happen/occur) and /mee/ (exist) is inverted, with a post-
verbal subject (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 111).

[9] mêua-kheun-née kèut faymay thêe Silom.
Last night happen/occur     fire in Silom
“A fire occurred in Silom last night.”

Moreover, Thai is a topic-prominent language: in a sentence, the topic – the concept that is 
talked or written about – has a larger role than the subject (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, 
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p. 373). The process of fronting the noun phrase containing the topic at the beginning of the 
sentence, called topicalization, is therefore a feature of this language, creating constituent 
orders that may not follow the typical S-V-O pattern (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 
374). Additionally, Thai is a “pro-drop,” or zero anaphora, language: noun phrases may be 
not mentioned yet still be understood as part of sentences (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, 
p. 374; Diller, 1997, p. 58). 

The following sections reveal that with the unmarked passive constructions, the transitivity 
of verbs can be changed. It will also be argued that this syntactic alternation, together with 
topicalization, is a factor behind some of the most common errors observed in the English 
passive structures produced by Thai students.

The Passive Constructions in Thai
Distinct periphrastic structures, all loosely part of the “family of passive constructions” 
(Lee & Ackerman, 2015, p. 375), exist in Thai, with different syntax and functions. Iwasaki 
and Ingkaphirom (2005, p. 313) list three types with distinct passive markers: /thùuk/, /
doon/, and /dây-ráp/. However, a fourth structure with the preposition /dooy/ has recently 
emerged. Furthermore, the usage of these structures has shifted, probably due to Thailand’s 
increased exposure to English (Prasithrathsint, 2006:124) (Table 2). 

The adversative passive
The traditional passive construction was the adversative passive with the marker /thùuk/ 
(Sudmuk, 2003; Prasithrathsint, 2006). As a lexical verb, /thùuk/ means “be affected by” 
(Wongbaisaij, 1979, p. 207). This negative connotation translates into the passive voice, 
conveying adversity and unpleasantness for the patient (Kim, 2014, p.171).

[10] Achara tòj Nit. Active
Achara punch Nit
“Achara punched Nit.”

[11] Nit thùuk Achara tòj Long passive
Nit thùuk (AUX) Achara punch
“Nit was punched by Achara.”

[12] Nit thùuk tòj. Short passive
Nit thùuk (AUX) punch
“Nit was punched.”

Syntactically, the differences with the English passives are evident. First, as Thai verbs are 
never inflected for gender, number, and tense (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 109), there 
are no morphological changes from [10] to [11]. The arguments of the verb are rearranged, 
but with a crucial difference: while the patient – as in English – moves from being the 
object of [10] to being the subject of [11], the agent/subject in [10] – if included in a long 
passive such as [11] – is inserted between the passive marker /thùuk/ and the lexical verb.
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Other members of the passive family

The other two traditional passive markers (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, pp. 317-319) 
are /doon/ and /dây-ráp/. The former has the same structure of /thùuk/ but conveys an even 
more pronounced sense of adversity. Conversely, the transitive verb /dây-ráp/ (receive) 
marks situations favorable to the patient, and it can only be agentless. 

[13] Nit dây-ráp chern bpai ngaan dtèng-ngaan.

Nit receive invite go party wedding

“Nit was invited to the wedding party.”

The neutral passive

Prasithrathsint (2006, p. 125) notes that the adversative passive with /thùuk/, while still 
used, has become rare. Her research illustrates how /thùuk/ has undergone a transformation 
and is now mostly used as a neutral passive applying to all transitive verbs (Prasithrathsint, 
2001, p. 83). 

[14] Thà-nŏn née thùuk sâang   mêua sà-dtà-wát thêe-láew

Road this thùuk (AUX)  build  when century  last

“This road was built last century.”

This structure can now be applied also to verbs with favorable meaning (Prasithrathsint, 
2006, p. 125). This evolution has not occurred with /doon/, which works exclusively as an 
adversative passive marker (Prasithrathsint, 2001, p. 84).

Therefore, different passive structures have converged (Lee & Ackerman, 2015, p. 398). 
As seen in [14], the neutral passive may be agentless; however, if it includes the agent, its 
long form is radically different from the adversative passive [11]. Instead of being inserted 
between /thùuk/ and the lexical verb, the agent takes its place after the lexical verb as part of 
a prepositional phrase introduced by /dooy/, a preposition largely resembling the English by.

[15] Rook    chanit née thùuk  khon-phop dooy ...

Disease kind this thùuk (AUX) discover by   ...           

“This kind of disease was discovered by …”

The unmarked passive construction

Interestingly, mostly when /dooy/ is used, the passive marker /thùuk/ can be omitted, 
forming an “unmarked passive construction” (Prasithrathsint, 1985; as cited in Iwasaki 
& Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 316). Here an originally transitive verb becomes intransitive, 
without any morphological marking. This structure is mostly used with “creation verbs” 
(Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, pp. 110-117) or “factitive verbs” (Prasithrathsint, 2001, 
p. 85). However, as illustrated by [16] (a sentence often heard on Thai TV), this semantic 
restriction appears rather loose:
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[16] Raaykaan née sanàp-sanun dooy … .
Program this sponsor by    ...

“This program is sponsored by …”

Furthermore, unmarked passive constructions can also be agentless, as in [17], which is 
very similar to [14] but without /thùuk/ (Prasithrathsint, 2001, p. 84).

[17] Tha-nŏn née sâang mêua sà-dtà-wát thêe-láew

Road this build when century last

“This road was built in the last century.”

Table 2
Passive Construction in Thai

Type Properties Examples

Adversative
(/thùuk/, /doon/)

Conveys adversity for the patient • Nit thùuk (AGENT) tòj.

Positive
(/dây-ráp/)

For situations favorable to the 
patient; can only be agentless

• Nit dây-ráp chern bpai 
ngaan dtèng-ngaan.

Neutral
(/thùuk/)
• With /dooy/
• Without /dooy/

A relatively new structure which 
can be used with all transitive 
verbs

• Thà-nŏn née thùuk sâang 
(dooy+AGENT) mêua sà-
dtà-wát thêe-láew.

Unmarked
• With /dooy/
• Without /dooy/

Theoretically only for “creative” 
or “factitive” verbs; in practice, 
usage is fluid

• Raay-kaan nii sanàp-
sanun dooy+AGENT.

• Thà-nŏn née sâang mêua 
sà-dtà-wát thêe-láew.

Pedagogical Implications
In Thai students’ passive construction, similar to some other second language contexts, 
frequent errors are evidently a product of first language (L1) negative transfer, which is the 
application of known structures from one language to another (Lado, 1957). Despite the 
perception that learners’ L1 transfer results often in “errors” while producing some second 
language (L2) forms, the authors believe that learners’ L1 system should be invested in 
learning L2 (Moya, 2019). Teachers’ recognition of their learners’ L1 system should be 
considered an opportunity to mitigate the challenges which the students might encounter 
in learning a second language (Chaudary & Moya, 2019), inform pedagogical implications 
and classroom practice, and eventually, facilitate the learning of some grammar forms in the 
target language 
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Naturally, as Thai verbs are never inflected, morphological errors are frequent even 
though students know that the passive structure requires a properly conjugated version 
of ‘be+V3’. Both the verb be and the lexical verb often appear in the wrong tense, or are 
erroneously inflected by gender, or are left unconjugated; these errors are common also 
when students use the active voice. More relevant to passive constructions, three families 
of errors can be observed.

Use of the passive voice with some intransitive verbs
The first one is the erroneous occurrence of the passive form of the intransitive verbs exist, 
happen and occur, probably due to the mistaken belief that they are transitive. As seen in [7], 
in Thai these intransitive verbs are used with a post-verbal NP subject, in a major exception 
to the habitual S-V pattern. It is believed that this is confusing for Thai learners, who could 
interpret that NP as an object because of its post-verbal position in their language, thus 
considering exist, happen and occur transitive in English. Consequently, this might lead to 
deviant passive structures such as [9]*, with a supposed patient (“fire”) foregrounded and 
erroneously passivized:

[9]* A fire was occurred in Silom last night.
To address this issue, teachers should not only prepare more material that can help students 
distinguish transitive from intransitive verbs and subjects from direct objects, but also point 
out that English subjects must always precede the verb. Knowing that the intransitive Thai 
verbs /kèut/ and /mee/ have a post-verbal subject, teachers should point out this difference 
with targeted exercises focused on the English equivalent of these Thai verbs.

Lack of passivization
Often, even if the complement “by+AGENT” manifests the students’ intention to use the 
passive voice, transitive verbs are left in their active form, such as in [16]*:
 [16]* This program sponsor(s) by…
This deviant pattern is frequent also with agentless passives. In an essay on the legalization 
of light drugs, Thai students often write: 
[18]* Marijuana use(s) for medical purposes.
It is evident that the recent emergence of the unmarked passive construction in Thai, which 
as seen in [17] exists also in agentless form, can induce such errors.
Additionally, topicalization in Thai and looser notions of what a subject is probably influence 
Thai learners’ fluid perception of transitivity, leading to errors such as [18]*. Diller (1997) 
claims that transitivity in Thai depends on the context, since the pragmatic concept of “topic” 
and the semantic categories of “actor” (denoting the agent/experiencer) and “undergoer” 
(patient/theme) are the real building blocks of Thai sentences.
An erroneous sentence like [18]*, and specifically the NP “marijuana,” could therefore be 
considered correct and interpreted by Thai speakers in two ways: as a subject / undergoer 
followed by an intransitive verb, or – especially if the agent has been previously mentioned 
– as a topicalized object / undergoer followed by a transitive verb, with a suppressed subject/
actor (i.e., people). 
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To address the error in [18]*, teachers should emphasize the need for an auxiliary in the 
English passive. One similarity between Thai and English could help here: the tendency to 
use the auxiliary get in passive constructions involving adversity for the patient could be 
exploited. Familiar with the /thùuk/ and /doon/ adversative passives, Thai learners could find 
targeted examples and activities useful in order to remember to insert an auxiliary, in this 
case get. Afterwards, teachers should emphasize that the English passive is not reserved for 
adverse contexts; assigning exercises about passives in neutral situations, while reminding 
the students that – unlike in Thai – an auxiliary is needed in passive structures, teachers could 
move on to the auxiliary be and then recommend its use to students of academic writing.

Missing auxiliary in adjectival passives
Thai does not use copular verbs in adjectival constructions (Smyth, 2002, p. 56); therefore, L1 
negative transfer often leads Thai students to write adjectival structures in English without any 
verb. This can occur also with adjectival passives – which, after all, are copular constructions 
with a past participle as an adjective. It is thus possible for Thai learners to write:

[19]*  The door closed.
Syntactically, this sentence is correct only if close is interpreted intransitively. However, Thai 
students could write [19]* with the intention of producing an adjectival passive, meaning 
that “the door is not open.”
Cognizant of this risk, and as seen in the above section, teachers should remark that in 
English, the auxiliary be is needed not only in verbal passives but also (essentially, as a 
copular verb) in adjectival ones (as in any adjectival constructions). Specifically, tailored 
activities could include fill-the-blank exercises requiring the correctly conjugated version 
of be in sentences with a subject and an adjectival complement. To increase students’ 
awareness, both normal adjectives and past participles used as adjectives could be included.

Conclusion
This chapter focuses on advancing the teaching of English passive voice to Thai learners 
considering the challenges they encounter due to first language negative transfer. Despite 
the focus of this chapter on one context (which is the Thai context), the critical analysis of 
the challenges provided in this chapter can provide an example of how the same pattern can 
be used in other contexts to generate implications for learners from different first languages. 
On top of common morphological errors, the challenges that were discussed in this 
chapter are of three types: a) application of the passive voice to some intransitive verbs; 
b) missing passivization of transitive verbs; and c) missing auxiliary verb in adjectival 
passives. Teachers’ recognition of their learners’ first language can mitigate the challenges, 
influence classroom practice and, eventually, facilitate acquisition of some L2 forms. An 
understanding of the family of passive constructions in Thai should inform a redesign of 
teaching materials and techniques. This approach can increase students’ awareness of the 
similarities and differences between the passive voice in Thai and English, thereby reducing 
L1 negative transfer and enhancing students’ writing skills.
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Chapter 14

L2 English Article Use by Native Speakers of Kuwaiti Arabic: 
Semantic Universals Revisited

 Ivan Ivanov and Marta Tryzna 
Gulf University for Science and Technology, Kuwait

Abstract
The present study examines the effects of English proficiency, L1 transfer and three 
semantic universals (definiteness, specificity, and partitivity) on the acquisition of the L2 
English article system by L1 Kuwaiti Arabic speakers. The participants (N=257) at low-
intermediate, intermediate and advanced L2-English level took a forced-choice elicitation 
task to test for the accurate use of the definite article “the,” the indefinite article “a/an,” 
and the null article with singular and plural NPs in six semantic conditions: specific and 
non-specific definite, and four indefinite conditions –   specific, non-specific, partitive, and 
non-partitive. The results show high accuracy within all definite conditions regardless of 
the specificity setting and low accuracy in indefinite partitive and non-partitive conditions, 
even at an advanced level. The accuracy of L2 English article use with indefinite plural 
NPs is significantly lower than with definite plural and indefinite singular NPs. Article 
omission was not found, as the majority of errors was due to the overuse of “the.”

Introduction
The use of English articles has long been identified as a problematic area among second 
language learners. Learners of English as a second (L2) language may incorrectly use both 
the definite article “the” with indefinite noun phrases (NP) and the indefinite article “a” with 
definite NPs. Non-native speakers of English sometimes even completely omit articles in 
contexts where English requires an article, or overuse the definite article with indefinite/
generic plurals and with noncount nouns where the grammatical English construction 
allows a gap (or a null article, ∅), as in “My friend loves ∅ cats,’ or “I don’t take ∅ sugar in 
my coffee.”
Research on L2 English article acquisition follows a binary typology by dividing first 
languages (L1) into those with and without articles. Most studies focus on the acquisition 
of the article system as a whole, zeroing in on learners with article-less L1s, such as Slavic 
languages (Russian, Polish, Serbian, etc.), Japanese, and Chinese, among others. In general, 
researchers have found that learners with article-less L1s, such as Japanese and Russian, 
take longer to acquire the article system than those with L1s employing articles (Chaudron 
& Parker, 1990; Liu & Gleason, 2002; Master, 1997; Thomas, 1989). 
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Arabic is a language with an article system; however, while English has both definite and 
indefinite articles, Arabic has the definite article only (Schulz, 2004). Both naturalistic 
language studies and experimental research with speakers of L1 Arabic (various dialects) 
have demonstrated persistent difficulties with the acquisition of the English article system, 
with article omission and the overuse of “the” in indefinite context being the most frequent 
errors (e.g., Scott & Tucker, 1974; Kharma, 1981; Bataineh, 2005; Crompton, 2011).
Previous research on the acquisition of English articles by L1 Arabic speakers (Syrian 
dialect) by Sarko (2009) and Jaensch and Sarko (2009) concluded that the definite article 
is acquired before the indefinite one. The L1 Arabic speakers attained native-like accuracy 
in definite contexts, both specific (96% accurate responses) and non-specific (94% accurate 
responses). The speakers did not fluctuate in their article choice. However, they overused 
“the” in indefinite context with a relative clause modifier, which can be attributed to L1 
transfer as in Arabic, spoken and standard, such contexts trigger the use of the definite 
article. Sarko (2009) also reported more article omission in indefinite non-specific contexts 
where “a/an” is obligatory, an effect which diminishes with higher L2 English proficiency.
The purpose of the present study is to identify how the semantic concepts of definiteness, 
specificity and partitivity are encoded in Kuwaiti Arabic (KA) and how the particular L1 
system affects the article use of L2 English learner with KA as their native language. The 
study attempts to test the predictions following from article choice parameter, fluctuation 
hypothesis, and L1 transfer with speakers of L1 KA with regard to three semantic universals: 
definiteness, specificity, and partitivity. In particular, the study attempts to answer the 
following research questions:

● Will L2 English learners with L1 KA acquire the definiteness setting of the article 
choice parameter (ACP)?

● Will L1 facilitative transfer aid in the case of the null article with plural indefinite NPs 
in specific, non-specific, and non-partitive conditions?

● Will non-facilitative transfer cause article omission in non-specific contexts?
● Will L1 non-facilitative transfer trigger the overuse of “the” in the partitive singular 

condition?

Literature Review
Previous research (e.g., Ionin, 2003; Ionin et al., 2004; Ko et al., 2006) showed that improper 
use of English articles is not random and is related to the semantic features of definiteness, 
specificity and partitivity. Definiteness is a semantic feature which refers to the knowledge 
of both speaker and hearer of a unique discourse entity. Specificity is a semantic feature 
referring to the knowledge of a unique discourse entity only on the part of the speaker. 
Finally, partitivity is a sub-type of presuppositionality, which marks the existence of a 
discourse referent, which, unlike in the case of definiteness, is not unique. 
The English article system encodes only definiteness. The English article “the” marks 
definite NPs, while the article “a/an” marks indefinite NPs. Indefinite “a/an” is used with a 
referent mentioned for the first time in a context. When the same referent is mentioned again 
in the same context, the definite article “the” is used as demonstrated in the example below:
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1.  There is a red pencil… I am going to use the red pencil.

However, previous mention of the referent is not always necessary for the correct use of a 
definite article provided there is mutual world knowledge of the speaker and hearer.

As discussed above, the English article system marks definiteness but does not mark 
specificity. Thus, specific referents can take both the definite and indefinite articles. 
Although the English article system is not sensitive to distinctions related to specificity, 
it has been observed that article choice is often affected by the specificity feature. Studies 
by Ionin (2003) and Ionin et al. (2004) show that English L2 learners overuse “the with 
specific indefinites and overuse “a/an” with non-specific definites. Below are examples of 
the incorrect use of articles with specific indefinites and non-specific definites:

2. a. [+specific,-definite] target a 
  I visited a/*the friend from high school when I went to Dubai. His name is Ali.
 b.  [-specific, +definite] target the

 I want to find *a/the person who broke the mirror of my car. 

Presuppositionality and partitivity, similar to specificity, are not marked by the English 
article system. However, earlier studies have indicated an effect of the partitivity feature on 
article choice, namely that L2 learners overuse “the” with partitive indefinites (Ionin, 2003; 
Ko et al., 2006). Example 3 shows overuse of the definite article with indefinite partitive 
constructions.

3. [+partitive, -definite] target a

 There were five apples and three oranges on the table. Ali picked an/*the apple.  

Previous studies have argued that although English learners, regardless of their L1, have 
access to definiteness, specificity and partitivity due to Universal Grammar, some semantic 
universals may produce more persistent effects than others in causing L2 English article 
misuse (Ionin et al. 2008). While the long-term impact of each semantic universal may 
depend on learners’ L2 English proficiency, partitivity effects have been found to be more 
persistent than specificity effects, even at an advanced stage of L2 English acquisition 
(Ionin et al., 2008). Consequently, even advanced L2 learners may be more sensitive to 
partitivity effects than specificity effects.

From a theoretical perspective in second language acquisition (SLA), article misuse by L2 
English learners has three identifiable sources: full access to the parameters of Universal 
Grammar (UG) (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996), fluctuation between definiteness and 
specificity (Ionin, 2003), and transfer from the learners’ first language (L1) (Odlin, 1989; 
Meisel, 2011; Slabakova, 2016).  
UG-access means L2 learners have full access to the two possible settings of the Article 
Choice Parameter (ACP) attested in world’s languages: definiteness and specificity (Ionin, 
2003). Furthermore, the Fluctuation Hypothesis (FH) states that L2 learners can initially 
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fluctuate between the definiteness and the specificity settings of ACP, regardless of L1 type. 
L1 transfer as a potential source of L2 misrepresentations has been an important concept in 
SLA. Slabakova (2016) defines L1 transfer in bilingualism as “grammatical knowledge that 
can be reasonably traced back to the influence of the native language” (p. 422), while for 
Meisel (2011), transfer is as bidirectional influence of L1 on L2 and vice versa. L1 transfer 
can be facilitative in the case of languages with articles and the same ACP setting (Spanish, 
French), and non-facilitative in the case of languages with a different ACP setting or different 
morphological realization of definiteness (Arabic). Previous studies have concluded that 
fluctuation is a temporary stage in L2 acquisition, but it can override L1 transfer. Moreover, 
some studies reported persistent difficulties with the acquisition of the null article (Hawkins, 
2001; Park, 2005; Hawkins et al., 2006). Also, it has been demonstrated that L2 learners 
acquire the definite article before the indefinite one, a developmental path of acquisition 
known as directionality (Avery & Radišić, 2007; Mayo, 2009; Zdorenko & Paradis, 2008). 
The question of UG-access and the setting of the ACP parameter, as well as L1 transfer with 
respect to the acquisition of definiteness, specificity and partitivity, can be best illustrated 
by comparing the English and the Arabic article systems. While Standard Arabic has both 
definite and indefinite articles, spoken Arabic varieties use “al” (ال) with definite NPs and no 
indefinite article. Similar to English, definiteness but not specificity is encoded on Arabic 
noun phrases; thus, Arabic is said to have the definiteness setting of the ACP.  
The Kuwaiti Arabic dialect has the definite article “il,” but in contrast to English does not 
lexicalize the indefinite article and instead has a null or zero article (Ø) (cf. examples 4 and 5). 

4. Definite noun phrases:
 a. Il gumar shakla kabir alyom. 
  The moon looks big today.
 b. Sallaht il makina wa il sayara zaina elhin.
  I fixed the engine and the car works well now.

5. Indefinite noun phrases:
 a. Andi tufaha.
  I have an apple.
 b. Ashtarait sayara jadida 

  I bought a new car.

In further contrast to English, NPs in a partitive condition optionally allow the definite 
article in KA. The similarities exhibited by the English and KA article systems may lead to 
facilitative transfer, whereby the L2 learners can use the existing setting of their L1 ACP 
to acquire the L2 setting early on. At the same time, the differences between the two article 
systems may trigger non-facilitative transfer, whereby the L2 learners may resort to the L1 
patterns in their interlanguage grammar.

The similarities and differences are summarized in Table 1, which shows the article systems 
of both languages classified according to the definiteness setting of the ACP and number. 
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The definite noun phrases in both languages behave similarly, as they require the definite 
article (“the” or “il”) regardless of number, while in the indefinite setting the distribution 
of the articles is more complex. The indefinite singular English NPs (specific or non-
specific, partitive or non-partitive) require the indefinite article “a/an,” while the indefinite 
plural English NPs (specific and non-specific) as well as Kuwaiti Arabic NPs regardless 
of number or specificity take the null article (marked here as Ø). However, in the partitive 
condition, the Arabic NPs show optionality by accepting both the null article (Ø) and the 
definite one (“il”).  Partitivity is non-applicable in a plural condition.

Table 1

English and Kuwaiti Arabic articles in the six conditions

CONDITIONS FOR ARTICLE USE

+definite -definite

+specific -specific +specific -specific -partitive -partitive

ENGLISH
NP

Singular  
THE

A/AN

Plural 

Ø

N.A.

KUWAITI 
ARABIC

NP

Singular 
IL

Ø / IL (optionality)

Plural N.A.

Thus, KA is identical to English with respect to definite noun phrases regardless of 
specificity (cf., example 6), but exhibits crucial differences with regards to article use with 
indefinite NPs (cf., examples 7-10).

6. [+definite, –specific]
  Ba’ad il musabaqa, Ahmed yabi yit’arraf ‘ala il fayzeen ‘ashan yiqabilhum hag 

il jareeda il mahaliyya.
  After the competition Ahmed wants to meet the winners to interview them for 

the local newspaper. 

 7. [–definite, +specific]
  Gilt il sir hag sadeeq min il  jam’a. 
  I told the secret to a friend from the university.
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8. [–definite, –specific]
 Khalid ydhin inna ‘adhah yaryoor wuhu yghoos bas ma shafa ba’innah.
 Khalid thought he got bitten by a shark but he didn’t see it.

9. [–definite, +partitive]
 Kan fi khams tufahat wa arba armootat ‘ala il sahan. Dalal khadad  (il)   armoota.
 There were five apples and four pears on the plate. Dalal took a pear.

10. [–definite, –partitive]
 Fei mahal il    haywanat,  kan    fei    chalbain wa   gtawa bas Dalal neggat arnab.
 In the pet shop, there were dogs and cats, but Dalal picked a bunny.

Given the similarities and contrasts between the English and KA article systems, the 
following predictions regarding the outcomes of the present study were made:

• Definite contexts in L2 English should not be problematic for KA speakers due to 
overt marking of definiteness in both languages and since the definiteness setting 
of the ACP is expected to be facilitated by L1 transfer.

• Indefinite singular contexts in L2 English could pose problems, particularly for 
less proficient learners, as article omission may be triggered due to non-facilitative 
L1 transfer. 

• Indefinite plural contexts should not be problematic due to the zero (null) article 
in both languages – the null article should be aided by the facilitative L1 transfer. 

• Partitive singular contexts might trigger overuse of “the” due to non-facilitative 
transfer from L1, as in this condition there is optionality with regard to the use of 
“al” or the null article in KA.

Methodology
The participants in the study were adult L1 KA speakers (N=257) who began to learn 
English at the age of 6 (mean duration of L2 exposure was 14 years in EFL context with 
formal classroom instruction 1 hour per day). Evaluation of the participants’ L2 English 
proficiency levels according to ACCUPLACER ESL (ACC) scores rendered the following:

• Level 1 (low-intermediate) sample size = 73 (ACC score 50-79) 
• Level 2 (intermediate) sample size = 93 (ACC score 80-99) 

• Level 3 (advanced) sample size = 91 (ACC score 100-120)

The test instrument was modelled on a forced-choice elicitation used by Ko et al. (2008). 
Each test item contained a target noun phrase with three article choices: “the,” “a/an” or 
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___ (null article) (cf., sample questions in 11). No relative clauses were used as noun 
modifiers as they may trigger definiteness effects in Arabic 

11. Sample test items:

 a. See that picture? I know the / a / __ photographer. She’s a great artist.

 b. Ali was picked up by the / a / __ men in dark suits this morning. His family has 
no idea who they were. 

 c. There were three puppies and five kittens in the pet shop. Dalal picked the / a / 
__ kitten.

The data collection instrument consisted of 48 test items in 6 conditions: (1) [+definite, 
+specific]; (2) [+definite, –specific]; (3) [–definite, +specific]; (4) [–definite, –specific]; (5) 
[–definite, +partitive]; (6) [–definite, –partitive].

There were eight items per condition, four singular and four plural count NPs, except 
Condition 5 which contained eight singular NPs due to the impossibility of using plural 
NPs. The data were collected in one 30-minute session in spring 2017 at a private university 
in Kuwait with English as a medium of instruction. Prior to collecting the L2 data, the 
target English examples of NPs were validated by 12 native speakers of American English. 
All examples of KA NPs have been provided by local informants and validated by seven 
native speakers of KA.

Findings and Discussion
The results presented below are broken down by the participants’ level of proficiency and 
the singular and plural target noun phrase (Figures 1, 2).

Figure 1

Article accuracy with singular noun phrases across the six conditions 
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Figure 2

Article accuracy with plural noun phrases across the five conditions (less [-d, +p])

Overall, the results show a much higher article use accuracy in definite conditions with both 
singular and plural NPs, and in the indefinite non-specific (Condition 4) with singular NPs. 
Across all conditions with singular NPs, the results shows an expected gradual increase in 
accuracy between the three proficiency levels, while in conditions with indefinite plural NPs, 
the results demonstrate a high degree of leveling between the three proficiency groups. By 
far, 99% of errors with L2 English article use in all indefinite contexts, regardless of number, 
involves the overuse of the definite article “the” rather than omission (see examples in 12). 

12. Examples of “the” overuse in the dataset (target NP in bold):

 a. Ali was picked up by the men (instead of Ø man) in dark suits this morning. 
His  family has no idea who they were.

 b. There were three puppies and five kittens in the pet shop. Dalal picked the 
kitten. (instead of a kitten).

Using analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA), the accuracy scores for six article use 
conditions and the three L2 English proficiency levels were compared within three datasets: 
(1) when combining singular and plural noun phrases; (2) only in singular conditions; and 
(3) only plural conditions. Tukey’s methods were employed for multiple comparisons after 
the one-way ANOVA analysis. The significance level of 0.05 and Stata software were used.

For singular NPs, the following results were obtained:

• Statistically significantly differences between the low-intermediate and advanced 
(p < 0.001), and intermediate and advanced levels in all conditions (p < 0.001) 
except Condition 5 [-d, +p] (p = 0.054);

• In the partitive condition [-d, +p], a significant difference between low-intermediate 
and advanced levels only (p < 0.001);
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• Statistically significant differences between conditions 3 [-d, +s] and 4 [-d, -s] 
within all three proficiency levels (p < 0.001);

• No differences between conditions 2 [+d, -s] and 4 [-d, -s] within all three 
proficiency levels (p = 0.53 (low-intermediate); p = 0.301(intermediate); p = 0.969 
(advanced));

• No significant differences within levels in the two definite conditions ((p = 0.694 
(low-intermediate); p = 0.172 (intermediate); p = 0.709 (advanced));

• No significant difference between the low-intermediate and intermediate level 
learners in any condition (p = 0.57, p = 0.494, p = 0.054, p = 0.065, p = 0.264, p = 
0.735 for singular conditions 1-6, respectively).

For the test items with plural NPs, the following results were obtained:

• Significant differences between conditions 2 [+d, -s] and 4 [-d, -s] for all three 
proficiency levels (p = 0.001);

• No significant differences within levels in the two definite conditions (p = 0.709);
• No significant differences were found between or within the three proficiency 

levels in conditions 3 [-d, +s], 4 [-d, -s], and 6 [-d, -p], all with indefinite plural 
NPs.

Conclusions
Based on the statistical analysis, we can conclude that the advanced L2 English learners have 
attained near-native accuracy in the definite conditions and in the indefinite non-specific one 
with singular NPs. Also, the definite article was found to be acquired prior to the indefinite 
one, which serves as evidence for a directionality effect in L2 article acquisition. 
There is some evidence for both facilitative transfer and fluctuation with respect to the 
definiteness setting of the ACP. While learners converge on the target “the” in definite 
specific and non-specific conditions at all three levels of English language proficiency, they 
continue to overuse “the” in the indefinite specific condition with both singular and plural 
NPs. Such overuse of the definite article in the indefinite specific context could be taken as 
evidence for fluctuation between the definiteness and the specificity settings of the ACP.
Despite the availability of the null indefinite article in the L1, the expected facilitative 
transfer to L2 did not take place with plural NPs. There was a significant overuse of the overt 
definite article “the” when a null choice would have been correct in both English and Arabic. 
Article omission with singular indefinite non-partitive NPs was not significant in the data 
set as predicted by the expected non-facilitative L1 transfer. Since Arabic uses a null article 
in this condition, it was predicted that L2 English learners, especially at the lower level of 
proficiency, would lack overt articles in their L2. However, the low levels of accuracy were 
due not to the use of a null article instead of the target option (the indefinite article “a/an”), 
but because of the overuse of “the.” 
The low accuracy in the partitive condition (singular NPs), even with advanced learners, is 
possibly due to non-facilitative L1 transfer. Plural indefinite contexts exhibited low accuracy 
regardless of the specificity feature, and no developmental trend was detected.
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 In conclusion, there is a clearly observed developmental sequence in the acquisition of 
the English article system by native speakers of Kuwaiti Arabic, with advanced learners 
exhibiting a strongly native-like pattern. However, target-divergent article use persists even 
among those learners when it comes to specific indefinites and partitives. 
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Chapter 15 

Teaching Paired Middle Eastern and Western Literary Texts

Marielle Risse  
Dhofar University, Oman

Abstract
This chapter focuses on a technique which increases students’ participation, creativity and 
analytical ability in literature and language classrooms. By teaching two texts in English 
together, one from a Western and one from a Middle Eastern culture, students can compare 
and contrast a familiar text to one that has new settings, themes, people and opinions. 
This analysis allows students to see how characters, leitmotifs and points of view can be 
both similar and different across cultures, and in turn improves students’ reading, writing, 
speaking and critical thinking abilities. As some teachers might be hesitant to use literature 
in a language classroom or may be unfamiliar with texts from a different culture, this 
chapter gives several specific examples, in addition to explaining how to teach paired texts. 
When teachers overcome the fear of working with new texts, they can pass on their insights 
to students.  

Introduction
This paper is designed to give practical advice about creating or augmenting syllabi for 
English language, English literature, and literature in translation classes. It is for both 
teachers of English language and English literature in the Middle East because teaching 
literature, especially poetry, is a way for students to expand their vocabulary in a more fun, 
less regimented manner than textbook materials. Reading literature can also help introduce 
students to cultural differences in the use of metaphors. For example, when American and 
English people say, “I’m blue,” this means they are feeling sad. If students are not exposed 
to authentic, natural texts in the target language, they will miss the meaning of cultural 
idioms. This chapter is also useful for teachers who want to use texts by Arab or Persian 
authors for World Literature or Literature in Translation classes. All the texts discussed are 
either originally in or translated into English.
Thus, the purpose of the paper is to assist teachers who are familiar with literature by Middle 
Eastern writers by giving ideas about Western literature, as well as to assist teachers who 
are familiar with literature in English by giving suggestions about Middle Eastern writers. 
For the purposes of this paper, “Western” texts means literature from the USA, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, Australia or New Zealand, as well as texts translated into English from 
France and Greece.
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This chapter will explain the strategy of pairing texts, which involves finding an English 
text and a Middle Eastern text which have similar themes, characters and/or settings so that 
students will have a text from their own culture to compare to a text from the target culture. 
When students have one familiar text as a basis, it is easier to make the jump to reading in 
and about a foreign culture. To give examples of this technique, tables are included with 
texts from different genres. 
The basis of this strategy comes from 14 years of teaching on the Arabian Peninsula. This 
extensive experience has shown me that to get students interested in learning, it is important 
to choose literature which is both accessible and relevant. An accessible text will fit the 
learner’s language ability. A relevant text will have characters, settings, and/or situations that 
are familiar to the learners. A text with these criteria allows the teacher to keep the students’ 
attention while working through the vocabulary and grammar as a text that is utterly foreign 
to students in terms of style and language will be difficult or impossible to teach. 
This paper will begin with an explanation of how to choose Western and Middle Eastern 
poems that complement each other with several examples. Then there will be a discussion 
of pairing short stories and dramas. Lastly, there will be a description of how to teach 
paired texts. 

Finding Relevant Poems 
For an English teacher, the first step of pairing poems is to look for classic English poems 
which have some aspect such as setting or characters which students can relate to. For 
example, I teach in the town of Salalah, Oman, which is surrounded by tree-covered 
mountains where different types of animal’s graze. The poem by Christopher Marlowe, “The 
Passionate Shepherd to His Love,” is often used because as the students read the poem, they 
find vocabulary that they can use to describe their surroundings such as “valley,” “rocks,” 
“shepherds,” and “flocks of sheep.” The poem has other nouns which have an Omani context 
such as “roses,” which are grown on Al-Jebel Al-Akhdar in Oman. Below are four of the 
stanzas from Marlowe’s poem with relevant vocabulary in the Omani environment in bold:

Come live with me and be my love,
And we will all the pleasures prove
That valleys, groves, hills, and fields,
Woods, or steepy mountain yields.

And we will sit upon the rocks, 
Seeing the shepherds feed their flocks, 
By shallow rivers to whose falls 
Melodious birds sing madrigals.

And I will make thee beds of roses
And a thousand fragrant posies, 
A cap of flowers, and a kirtle
Embroidered all with leaves of myrtle;

A gown made of the finest wool
Which from our pretty lambs we pull;
Fair lined slippers for the cold, 
With buckles of the purest gold

By focusing on the how the narrator’s words are connected to the students’ daily life in 
the context of Oman, it is hoped to motivate them try to understand and retain the new 
vocabulary. For example, in the above poem the teacher can explain to learners that “falls” 
is used here as a noun, not a verb, then give a local example of the falls in the town of 
Hasik. “Buckle” can be explained by discussing the belt that holds the traditional Omani 
dagger, the khanjar. 
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Similarly, the poem by Lord Bryon, “She Walks in Beauty,” is another famous English poem 
that is easy to teach in the Middle East because it is about a woman with dark hair and dark 
eyes, like most of my students. Many English poems celebrate a woman with blue eyes and 
blond hair, so my female students appreciate having have a text that describes someone like 
themselves. This similarity gives students a foundation of understanding when working 
through metaphors such as “she walks in beauty,” “tender light/Which heaven to gaudy day 
denies” and “raven tress” which are in bold in part of the poem below.

She walks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 
And all that’s best of dark and bright 
Meet in her aspect and her eyes; 
Thus mellowed to that tender light 
Which heaven to gaudy day denies. 

One shade the more, one ray the less, 
Had half impaired the nameless grace 
Which waves in every raven tress, 
Or softly lightens o’er her face; 
Where thoughts serenely sweet express, 
How pure, how dear their dwelling-place. 

 Pairing Poems 
After a teacher has found a few poems, the second step is to link those Western texts with 
Middle Eastern texts. This means finding a poem from the other culture which has a similar 
setting, theme or plot. The first poem, from their own culture, will be easy for students to 
understand; the similar poem in a foreign culture will allow students to smoothly cross 
cultural boundaries. Furthermore, with two similar poems, students can move from merely 
understanding the words to the higher order tasks of compare/ contrast and analysis.
For example, in the poem by Robert Herrick, “Corinna’s Going A-Maying,” the narrator is 
calling to a woman to join him in enjoying the beautiful nature. There are several commands 
in the first two stanzas as noted in bold below: 

GET up, get up for shame, the blooming morn 
Upon her wings presents the god unshorn. 
       See how Aurora throws her fair 
       Fresh-quilted colours through the air : 
       Get up, sweet slug-a-bed, and see 
       The dew bespangling herb and tree. 
Each flower has wept and bow’d toward the east 
Above an hour since : yet you not dress’d ; 
       Nay ! not so much as out of bed? 
       When all the birds have matins said 
       And sung their thankful hymns, ‘tis sin, 
       Nay, profanation to keep in, 
Whereas a thousand virgins on this day 
Spring, sooner than the lark, to fetch in May.
Rise and put on your foliage, and be seen 
To come forth, like the spring-time, fresh and green, 
       And sweet as Flora. Take no care 
       For jewels for your gown or hair : 
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       Fear not ; the leaves will strew 
       Gems in abundance upon you :
Besides, the childhood of the day has kept, 
Against you come, some orient pearls unwept ; 
       Come and receive them while the light 
       Hangs on the dew-locks of the night : 
       And Titan on the eastern hill 
       Retires himself, or else stands still

These lines are direct requests from the narrator to a woman and are similar to the narrator 
in the Middle Eastern poem by Ahmed Nedîm’s, “Take Yourself to the Rose-Garden.” The 
similarities are shown below in bold: 

Take yourself to the rose-garden, it’s the season of our wandering
 Oh swaying cypress, give back the ruined spring its reign
 Pour down your dark curls, let your cheek be dressed in sable
 Oh swaying cypress, give back the ruined spring its reign

 Come rose-mouthed one, your nightingales are calling
 Come to the garden, that we might forget the rose has gone
 Come, before the meadow is ravaged by winter
 Oh swaying cypress, give back the ruined spring its reign

Another example is the famous English poet John Clare, who wrote many poems about 
natural landscapes which pair well with Middle Eastern poems. His poems “June,” “July,” 
and “Summer” are descriptions of hot days, linking heat and death instead of, for example, 
heat and love. Connecting heat and death is normal to Omani students who live through 
months of temperature greater than 40°C, and descriptions of heat are common in Arab 
literature, so there are many choices to pair with Clare’s poem. Some examples are Ahmed 
Muhammad Al Khalifa’s poem “The Deserted Valley,” which begins with the lines “I came 
to it when the valley flowers were withered,” and Abdalla Muhammad Jabr’s poem “The 
Bursting out of Summer,” in which the second stanza begins “Tell the heat to spare me/
until another day.” “The Fountain,” by Ibrahim Al-Hadrani, is another possible poem to 
pair with Clare’s; it begins: “My love, we passed by this fountain once, / when our love was 
flowing freely, / we came back to it when the grass / was dry.”

Examples of longer and more intricate poems which could be paired are “The Rider” 
by Qasim Haddad and Alfred Noyes’s“The Highwayman.” They are both entertaining 
poems which depict the life of brigands in the Gulf and England in previous time periods. 
“Welcome rider, highwayman,” says the Bedouin narrator of Haddad’s poem to the robber. 
The narrator agrees to share his fire, clothes and horses, but warns the rider of justice in 
the form of caravans which “Come for you.” Similarly, the robber in Noyes’s poem faces 
justice in a thrilling narrative.

Since most of the students in the context of this study are females, I prefer to use poems by 
women such as “Sojourn Forever,” “Free Harbor,” and “You Alone” by Suad al-Mubarak 
al-Sabah together with “A Birthday” by Christina Rossetti. “Sojourn Forever” and “A 
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Birthday” both have the metaphor of a woman in love being “on a throne,” while “Free 
Harbor” and “A Birthday” use metaphors of ships to show the happiness of shared love: 
“Your ships alone have the right to sail in my blood” trills the narrator of “Free Harbor;” 
“My heart is like a rainbow shell / That paddles in a halcyon sea” echoes the narrator of 
“A Birthday.”  Table 1 provides further suggestions for pairing a poem originally written 
in English by an American, Canadian, Australian or United Kingdom citizen with a similar 
poem by a person from the Middle East – similar in this context meaning analogous 
vocabulary, characters, setting, theme, and/or plot.
Table 1
Suggestions for pairing poems

Themes Poems in English by 
Western Poets Western Poets  Poems in English by 

Middle Eastern Poets Middle Eastern Poets

Sea

Seafeaver by 
Masefield; The Sea 

View by Smith 

John Masefield, 
Charlotte Smith A Sailor’s Memoirs Muhammad al-Fayiz

Love A Birthday Christina Rossetti

Sojourn Forever;
You Alone;
Free Harbor

Suad al-Mubarak al-
Sabah

Butterflies Fawziyya Abu Khalid

Unsuccessful 
love When We Two Parted Lord Bryon Love’s Wounds Abdullah al Faysal

Death Some Clouds Steve Kowit Clouds Sulaiman al-Fulayyih

Death of a 
child

On My First Daughter 
by Jonson;

 For My Daughter by 
Ignatow

Ben Jonson;
David Ignatow Death in Life Ahmad Qandeel

Brigades The Highwayman Alfred Noyes The Rider Qasim Haddad

Depression
Stanzas Written 

in Dejection, near 
Naples

Percy Bysshe 
Shelley

The Lost Mirage and 
The Deserted Valley

Ahmad Muhammad Al 
Khalifa

Lullaby Wind of the Western 
Sea

Alfred, Lord 
Tennyson

There are many lullabies by Middle Eastern writers, 
but I find it helpful to ask students to discuss 

lullabies that they know and then have them write/ 
translate lullabies from their own culture.

Patriotism Patriotism 1. 
Innominatus Sir Walter Scott A Page from a 

Bedouin Notebook Muhammad Al Thuhaiti

Motherhood For My Mother May Sarton A Pearl Fawziyya Abu Khalid

Muse Muse Not Muse Rosanna Warren The Poet and the 
Moth Ahmad Qandeel

Summer/ heat July, Summer, June John Clare

The Deserted Valley Ahmed Muhammad Al 
Khalifa

The Bursting out of 
Summer

Abdalla Muhammad 
Jabr

The Fountain Ibrahim Al-Hadrani
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Finding Relevant Short Stories
Before discussing pairing short stories, it is significant to highlight three stories which 
Omani students have reacted to positively. The three texts center on two female characters, 
one younger and one older, navigating the realistic life changes of growing up, making 
choices about preserving family history and becoming older. These themes are familiar and 
important to many female students’ lives.

The first text is “Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid, a very short story made up of series of commands 
from a mother to a daughter. It takes a bit of time to understand who is speaking, but 
when students finally understand the set-up, they are amused at the mother’s commands, 
especially when they are asked to write their own version, using the commands and advice 
they heard as a young child.

The second is “Everyday Use” by Alice Walker which is about an uneducated country 
woman whose two daughters, one who lives with her and one who has moved to the big 
city, fight over a family heirloom quilt. The city daughter wants to preserve the quilt by 
hanging it on a wall, arguing that the other daughter, her sister, would simply use the quilt 
and thus wear it out. The mother finally decides to let the daughter who lives with her keep 
the quilt. The students could relate to the issue of preserving or using family artifacts, 
writing about the Omani khanjar (dagger), mandos (wooden chest), gold necklaces, and 
dresses that were their own family’s treasures. 

The third text is “Going to Shrewsbury” by Sarah Orne Jewett, a story about Mrs. Peet, 
an old woman who had to move from the simple house she has lived in all her life to a big 
city to live with her nieces. The narrator meets Mrs. Peet on the train as she is going to 
the city, and Mrs. Peet expresses some worries about her unexpected and unwanted move 
to the city. This text starts all kinds of class conversations about care of elderly relatives, 
specifically those who wish to preserve a more traditional life versus younger generations 
who advocate for city living and modern amenities. The story ends happily, with Mrs. Peet 
making a successful adjustment and becoming the beloved “pet” of the nieces. 

All three stories have the same criteria: the situation of the characters is similar to the 
situation of female college students in the Middle East. Although the texts are set in a 
foreign culture and written in a foreign language, Omani students can easily relate to a 
young girl who listens to her mother’s commands, a woman who wonders how best to 
preserve cultural artifacts, and taking care of an older relative who can no longer live alone.

Pairing Short Stories
In choosing short stories to pair, one of the easiest ways is to find two stories with a twist 
ending. For example, teachers could use a well-known English short story such as “The 
Necklace” by Guy de Maupassant or of the work by O. Henry to pair with “The Wink of 
the Mona Lisa” (originally on Arabic and translated into English) by the Emirati author 
Mohammed al Murr. In these kinds of texts, students are engaged to read to find out what 
happens at the end and are rewarded with an unexpected ending. In “The Necklace,” a 
woman borrows and then loses a rich friend’s diamond necklace. She forces herself and 
her husband into poverty in paying for a replacement. When she has finally paid for the 
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piece of jewelry after years of hard work, she discovers that the necklace was made of fake 
diamonds, and her hard work had no purpose. 
In “The Wink of the Mona Lisa,” a boy falls in love with one of his sister’s friends at the 
sister’s wedding because she winks at him; he (as is traditional) sends his mother and sisters 
to meet her and her family; his mother begs him to pick another girl with closer ties to his 
family, but he insists on his choice. The students enjoyed condemning the shameless woman 
for such blatant behavior as winking at a strange man, until the last paragraph of the story 
when the happy protagonist, wedded to the “wanton” woman, finally confesses to his wife, 
after the birth of their first child, that is was her wink that stole his heart. Startled, she thinks 
back to the night of her friend’s wedding, the new contact lens that hurt her eyes, and decides 
not to tell her husband that she never even noticed him that evening. 
A sadder Middle Eastern short story is “The Persian Carpet” by Hanan Shaykh in which 
a girl realizes her adored mother gave a carpet to her lover, but the mother blamed a poor 
man in the neighborhood for stealing it. There are many stories with a twist at the end, and 
the teacher can stop the reading part way through the text and ask students what they think 
will happen. After students have finished both texts, they can compare and contrast how the 
authors built suspense and misdirected the reader’s attention.
Another way to select two stories to pair is to try to match the protagonist’s feelings or the 
general atmosphere of the texts, instead of the characters or plot. For example, the dissipated, 
world-weary view expressed in “Another Evening at the Club” by Alifa Rifaat is a good 
companion-piece to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel The Great Gatsby or his short story “Babylon 
Revisited.” Similarly, “Love and Rain” by Muhammad Alwan, about a boy’s failed attempt 
to impress a female classmate, is very similar to James Joyce’s “Araby.”
A third way to select two texts to pair and teach together is to find an English short story 
and a Middle Eastern short story which have a similar metaphor; I will give an example 
here with car metaphors. In Muhammad Al Murr’s two short story collections in English, 
Dubai Tales (2008) and The Wink of the Mona Lisa (1998), there are many descriptions of 
the dissolution of the traditional family life with the discovery of oil in the Emirates. One 
recurrent theme is that of cars, how the apparent motion of being in a vehicle is actually 
representative of a life that is stuck and not moving forward. For example, Al Murr’s story 
“In Transit” is told from the perspective of a woman who becomes close friends with her 
female driving instructor, Laila. The emphasis is not on the narrator’s desire to learn how to 
drive (freedom as positive) but on her friendship with Leila who is “free” and does not live 
with her family, but is lonely and unable to sustain friendships (freedom as negative). Laila’s 
life is “in transit,” that is, an example of a women who drives but is never at rest herself. 
In Al Murr’s works, cars have a positive appearance but become traps, for example, in 
the story “Road Accidents” in which a husband and wife are unhappily stuck in a car and 
“Pleasures of the Night” in which a man picks up a woman who he thinks is a prostitute 
but who turns out to be mentally impaired. This negative type of car imagery is used by 
other Gulf Arab writers, such as in Abd al-Hameed Ahmad’s story “Khlalah SEL,” and can 
be taught in conjunction with Western writers who use the same kind of metaphor, such as 
Louise Erdrich. 
In Erdrich’s short story, “The Red Convertible,” the narrator’s brother, Henry, haunted by 
his time as soldier in Vietnam, painstakingly restores his beloved car. The narrator, Lyman, 
and his brother had many adventures in his red convertible before Henry’s deployment, but 
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when Henry returns, he lives in a stupor. Lyman, in an attempt to bring his brother back to 
life, wrecks the car. Henry fixes it, but then kills himself. Lyman rolls the car into the river in 
which Henry has drowned himself. On the surface Al Murr’s stories and Erdrich’s story may 
appear to be very different, but the core metaphor is similar. Cars are usually a positive symbol 
of freedom and movement, but in these stories cars represent how characters are trapped in 
difficult circumstances. Table 2 provides further suggestions for pairing short stories. 

Table 2

Suggestions for pairing short stories 

Themes Stories by Western 
Writers Western Writers  Stories by Middle Eastern 

Writers
Middle Eastern 

Writers

Car/ 
Freedom

The Red 
Convertible Louise Erdrich

In Transit and Road 
Accidents by Al Murr; 

Khlalah SEL by Ahmad

Mohammed Al 
Murr; Abd al-

Hameed Ahmad

Surprise 
ending

The Necklace by de 
Maupassant;

O. Henry stories, 
e.g. Love Medicine

Guy de 
Maupassant; O. 

Henry

The Wink of the Mona Lisa 
by Al Murr; The Persian 

Carpet, Shaykh

Mohammed Al 
Murr; Hanan 

Shaykh

Dreaming 
of a better 

life

The Secret Life of 
Walter Mitty James Thurber

The Staircase by Sayyar  
and The Discontented by 

Abouzeid 

Ali Sayyar, Leila 
Abouzeid

Importance 
of nature The White Heron Sarah Orne 

Jewett I Saw the Date Palms Radwa Ashour

Nature/ 
memory The Worn Path Eudora Welty The Doum Tree of Wad 

Hamid Tayeb Salih

Love Mr. and Mrs. Dove Katherine 
Mansfield

Dancing by the Light of the 
Moon 

Salih Saeed Ba 
Amer

Childhood 
love Araby James Joyce Love and Rain Muhammad Alwan

World 
weariness

The Great Gatsby or 
Babylon Revisited

F. Scott 
Fitzgerald

Another Evening at the 
Club Alifa Rifaat

Time shifts The Swimmer John Cheever Half a Day Naguib Mafouz

Pairing Dramas 
There are fewer plays in the Arab literary tradition than poems or stories. One way to 
find dramas for classroom use is to teach a play by a Western author which is set in the 
Middle East, such as The Arabian Nights by Mary Zimmerman. The language is suitable for 
students at the pre-intermediate and intermediate level of English proficiency, which makes 
the text accessible to English language learners. In addition, some scenes have familiar 
Middle Eastern characters and scenarios, such as the vast wealth implied by a “wedding 
guest in all her jewels” (Zimmerman, 2005, p. 59). One of the advantages of the play is that 
several scenes teach morals; for example, the plot of the scene “The Forgotten Melody” 
was perceived by students as both enjoyable and didactic with realistic underpinnings. After 
discussing the scene “The Prince and the Tortoise,” several Omani students gave examples 
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of similar scenarios in their own lives. For example, when a man married a woman his 
father did not approve of, the daughter-in-law overcame her father-in-law’s disapproval with 
careful attention to the father-in-law when he was sick.
A second way to find dramas to pair from Middle Eastern writers and Western writers is 
to find Middle Eastern authors who have reimagined Western stories. For example, in The 
Arab Oedipus, Carlson (2005) collected four versions of the canonical Western story written 
by Arab authors. Any of these four dramas could be taught in tandem with variations of 
the Oedipus legend by Greek authors such as Homer, Hesiod, Aeschylus, Euripides or 
Sophocles, such as Sophocles’ plays Oedipus Rex and Oedipus at Colonus. 
One drama from this book is The Comedy of Oedipus by Ali Salim, which is a reimagining 
of the Oedipus story. In Salim’s version, Oedipus does not actually kill the monster known as 
the Sphinx, but as the action happens out of sight of the citizens and the Sphinx disappears, 
he is celebrated for his achievement. Through most of the play, he wonders how he can tell 
the citizens, who hasten to buy “Oedipus Killed the Beast” action figures, that he never 
actually killed the Sphinx, which is known in this play as the Beast. At the end of the play, 
the Beast reappears, and the citizens expect Oedipus to repeat his magic by killing it. When 
students read Sophocles’ and Salim’s versions of Oedipus, they can compare and contrast 
how the two authors approach this myth.
A third way to pair dramas is to find two texts with a similar theme, even if the settings and 
time periods are different. For example, the theme of a woman creating her own life makes 
Princess Sunshine by Tawfiq Al Hakim easy to teach when paired with dramas such as 
Much Ado About Nothing by Shakespeare, Quality Street by J. M. Barrie (especially with the 
aspect of disguise), and Lady Windemere’s Fan by Oscar Wilde.
The collection Plays, Prefaces and Postscripts of Tawfiq Al-Hakim (Al-Hakim, 1981) has 
several thought-provoking plays. One that students usually enjoy is Princess Sunshine 
because the drama has a serious theme which is leavened with many jokes. The play starts 
with Sunshine insisting that she choose her own husband. The man she chooses, Moonlight, 
takes her out of the castle disguised as a man. He teaches her how to work for herself, 
making dinner and living without servants. They then catch two thieves and force them 
to return stolen money to a prince. At the end, Moonlight leaves Sunshine to marry the 
“Prince” and continue to reform her country, as Moonlight continues on his way to teach 
other people his ideals of living simply and honestly.
The theme in Princess Sunshine of a woman deciding who she should marry and how she 
should live her life is similar to several Western plays as mentioned above. Further, the pull 
between love and country (as Sunshine and Moonlight fall in love, but he convinces her to 
stay and spend her life helping her country) makes it a great companion to be taught with 
Antigone by Sophocles. 
In addition to light-hearted plays, Al Hakim also wrote serious pieces, for example, the 
drama Death Song. This drama is about a man who returns to his village to discover that 
his mother expects him to carry out a revenge murder. The son refuses, and his mother then 
has another man kill her own son. It has a similar theme to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, giving 
students a chance to discuss, compare and analyze the author’s and their own opinions 
about the necessity and righteousness of vengeance. Table 3 provides suggestions for 
pairing dramas. 
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Table 3

Suggestions for pairing dramas

Genre/ Theme Plays by Western 
Writers Western Writers Plays by Middle 

Eastern Writers
Middle Eastern 

Writers

Revenge Hamlet Shakespeare Death Song Tawfiq al Hakim

Female protagonist - 
duty to country Antigone Sophocles Princess Sunshine Tawfiq al Hakim

Female protagonist 
-making decisions 
about her own life

Much Ado About 
Nothing Shakespeare

Princess Sunshine Tawfiq al HakimQuality Street J.M. Barrie

Lady Windemere’s 
Fan Oscar Wilde

Taking responsibility 
for actions Arms and the Man G. B. Shaw The Comedy of 

Oedipus Ali Salim

The role of fate Oedipus Rex and 
Oedipus at Colonus Sophocles The Comedy of 

Oedipus Ali Salim

Teaching Paired Texts
Once a teacher has found two accessible and relevant texts that can be paired, the method 
of teaching depends on the kind of class. If it is a language class, teachers will concentrate 
on vocabulary and grammar; in literature classes, teachers will use literary terms such as 
“narrator,” “setting,” “characters,” and “plot.” When comparing the two texts, the teacher 
can help the students observe the similarities and differences between the two texts. This 
analysis can then be used as the basis for compare/contrast essays depending on the level 
of students. Teachers might also divide the class into two groups and give one text to half 
of the class and the other text to the other half. Each group of students can study their text, 
discuss, analyze and then explain it to the other group. Then they can work together to figure 
out what the similarities and differences are. 

Because poems are the shortest in length, pairing poems is more suitable for lower proficiency 
level classes or classes which are short in duration (e.g., only one hour). Working with short 
stories should be reserved for students who are at the beginning intermediate level; the class 
time will usually take two or three hours. Comparing dramas should only be done with 
students with a higher level of language proficiency in classes that meet for at least three 
hours per week to read, understand, discuss, analyze, and compare the two texts.

The benefits of teaching paired texts are numerous. Students can increase their vocabulary 
in a more creative way (based on the similarities between two texts that belong to two 
different contexts) than simply memorizing lists of words. If the teacher has found poems, 
stories, and dramas which have a connection to the students’ environment and context, 
then the students will be more engaged in reading and understanding the text. Furthermore, 
having two texts to work with allows the students  a chance to practice higher levels of 
thinking skills such as reviewing context critically, analyzing situations, and comparing 
different types of literary texts. 
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Conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter is to explain what pairing texts means and to give literary 
examples from Middle Eastern and Western writers. In general, students feel more 
comfortable reading texts which are familiar to them, but teachers also need to expand 
students’ horizons with information from different settings and cultures. An easy way to 
accomplish this is to use one familiar text from the student’s own culture and one from 
a new culture. Sometimes teachers do not have information about texts in different 
cultures, so this chapter gives specific examples in the three genres of poems, stories and 
dramas which are accessible (at the student’s level) and relevant (of interest to students). 
For teachers who are not familiar with texts in English by Middle Eastern writers, this 
chapter has a bibliography so that teachers may start to widen their knowledge to find new 
and interesting texts. The list of references is divided by genre and includes all the texts 
mentioned in this paper, as well as further suggestions to help inspire teachers to discover 
new texts on their own. This chapter is in no way definitive guide to all texts that can be 
used as there are endless possible combinations of texts, but this paper illustrates ways in 
which teachers can choose similar texts. 
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Chapter 16
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EFL Students’ Vocabulary Uptake
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Abstract
Kuwait’s EFL curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2013) aims to bring learners to CEFR 
B2 level by the end of secondary school. In order to attain this level, learners need to 
know about 3,500 of the most frequent 5,000 words in English. It is unknown whether 
learners do in fact achieve this level of knowledge. However, studies of vocabulary learning 
elsewhere on the Arabian Peninsula suggest that such targets are often not met (e.g. Alsaif, 
2011). Research also suggests that a principal cause of poor vocabulary growth is a lack 
of sufficient vocabulary in learners’ course books (Alsaif & Milton, 2012). This study, 
therefore, investigates the vocabulary loading of textbooks in Kuwait and the vocabulary 
uptake of learners as they pass through the school system. It determines that the average 
learner probably falls short of the 3,500-word target and knows about 3,000 of these words. 
Examination of the textbooks suggests that, while generally well-loaded with relevant 
vocabulary, input is surprisingly small at the outset of study, and this may restrict learner 
attainment. 

Introduction
Vocabulary acquisition is crucial to learning a new language. Without adequate vocabulary, 
a student cannot become an efficient, fluent communicator. Textbooks are commonly 
believed to be the main source of foreign language vocabulary input (Häcker, 2008), and 
their lexical content is an important factor in teaching and learning which can either promote 
or restrict the development of a student’s vocabulary knowledge. Studies of the vocabulary 
input of textbooks and students’ vocabulary uptake have been conducted in Europe (Alexiou 
& Konstantakis, 2009; Alexiou & Mattheoudakis, 2015) and in Saudi Arabia (Al-Hazemi, 
1993; AlSaif, 2011; AlSaif & Milton, 2012; AlShaikhi, 2016). However, in the Gulf region 
and specifically in Kuwaiti public schools, there have been no studies of the lexical loading 
of English as a foreign language (EFL) textbooks, and we do not know whether the existing 
books provide appropriate vocabulary input for learners to attain the goals of the national 
curriculum. We have some idea what these vocabulary goals are because Kuwait’s National 
Curriculum and Standards (Ministry of Education, 2013) expects that students will reach 
level B2 of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) by 
the end of their studies. This level requires vocabulary knowledge of about 3,500 of the 
most frequent 5,000 lemmatized words in English (Meara & Milton, 2003). Examining the 
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content of textbooks in Kuwaiti public schools will allow us to determine whether their 
input is adequate for learners to reach this level. In order for these books to be successful, 
they should provide sufficient input with appropriate repetition and recycling to allow word 
learning to be optimised (AlShaikhi, 2016). 
Previous studies of the lexical loading of textbooks have suggested they are not always 
satisfactory. AlSaif & Milton’s (2012) study of Saudi public-school textbooks and students 
concluded that while the textbooks contained the most frequent words in English, infrequent 
words were limited in number, and this limited learners’ opportunities to grow a good sized 
L2 lexicon. In this study, only 2,753 (55%) of the most frequent 5,000 English words were 
taught in the textbooks; students learned, on average, approximately 40% of these words, or 
a little over 1,100. A vocabulary size of this order is insufficient for adequate comprehension 
both orthographically and aurally and is usually associated with CEFR A1 level. Not all books 
are so limited, however, and AlShaikhi’s (2016) approximate replication of AlSaif & Milton’s 
study concluded that the lexical content of the new Saudi public-school textbooks had been 
comprehensively enhanced and developed. The new books contained about 6,759 word 
families, nearly double that of the old books, including 3,615 words from the most frequent 
5,000 words. It is suggested that this increased vocabulary input contributed significantly 
to learning since students using these books completed school knowing about 3,000 words, 
approximately CEFR B1 level. This is very different from the findings of AlSaif & Milton’s 
(2012) study and suggests the importance of good vocabulary loading in textbooks. 
These studies suggest just how important it is to understand the lexical loading of textbooks 
and vocabulary uptake, but the paucity of such studies in Kuwaiti public-school textbooks 
makes such research in Kuwait urgent and important. This paper reports, therefore, a further 
approximate replication of AlSaif & Milton’s (2012) and AlShaikhi’s (2016) studies. It 
analyses the vocabulary content of EFL textbooks in Kuwaiti public schools and measures 
students’ vocabulary knowledge to determine if curricular goals are met and whether 
vocabulary input from textbooks is sufficient for these goals. 

Background 
The vocabulary selection of textbooks
A textbook is the nucleus around which all teaching is centred, and this is especially true 
for learning vocabulary. Häcker (2008) argues that they are the main source of lexical input 
for learners who do not use English outside the classroom, and this is probably true of most 
Kuwaiti public-school students. Vocabulary input, particularly the selection of vocabulary 
for textbooks, has attracted much interest, and many studies have addressed the significance 
of a lexical syllabus (Gairns & Redman, 1986; Nation, 2001; Sinclair & Renouf, 1988, 
as cited in Milton, 2009; Alexiou, Mattheoudakis et al., 2019). They agree unanimously 
that the 2,000 most frequent English words should be taught early because frequency is 
the primary criterion for vocabulary selection. Other criteria include “range, coverage, 
availability, learnability, and availability for learners” (Milton, 2009, p. 195), so significant 
volumes of words beyond the 2,000-word level are important to provide a lexicon adequate 
for good communication. Milton (2009) suggests that in beginner level teaching texts, the 
volume of infrequent vocabulary will probably need to equal that of frequent vocabulary if 
the materials are to have adequate thematic variety for teaching. 
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The vocabulary exposure in textbooks
Studies of the vocabulary loading of textbooks appear to support these ideas. Milton & 
Vassiliu (2000) examined the vocabulary input of EFL textbooks and learners’ vocabulary 
uptake in Greek schools and found that the vocabulary presented was carefully selected to 
present a wide range of frequent and infrequent words. The vocabulary of the Greek learners 
increased year by year; they acquired about 500 of the 5,000 most frequent words every year 
until they had a vocabulary of 3,500 words. This was sufficient for the learners to pass an 
exam at CEFR B2 level. Thus, the textbooks were successful in teaching the required quality 
and quantity of vocabulary. Alexiou & Konstantakis (2009) compared different textbooks 
in Greece and found out that there is a large discrepancy in the selection of vocabulary used 
at the same levels and topic areas. Milton (2011) attributes comparatively high levels of 
learning to the rich vocabulary environment of the teaching materials which included large 
amounts of less frequent vocabulary. By contrast, Tschichold (2012) studied learners of 
French in British schools and their textbooks and attributed very low vocabulary uptake to 
the qualities of the textbooks. These books, it seemed, focussed heavily on only the most 
frequent vocabulary and included periods, whole years, where very little new vocabulary 
input was provided. Her conclusions are similar, therefore to those of AlSaif & Milton 
(2012) in explaining low vocabulary learning as a result of inadequate input from textbooks.

Kuwait and the English Language
In Kuwait, English is seen as the most important foreign language and it is taught in schools 
at all levels. Initially, English teaching began at intermediate level, but since 1993-1994, it 
has been taught for the full 12 years of the school education process (Alotaibi et al., 2014). 
Until the Ministry of Education in Kuwait created its own curriculum, the country used 
the curriculum of the United Arab Emirates. This began at the elementary level (grades 
one to five) with the Fun with English textbooks (Forrester & Savage, 2009; Superfine, 
2010; Lambert, 2010), followed by the intermediate-level (grades six to nine) Target English 
textbooks (Starr Keddle & Hobbs, 2008a, b, c) and, finally, at the secondary level (grades 10 
to 12) by the Over to You textbooks (Haines, 2009a, b and c). In 2015, the curriculum was 
enhanced several times to improve its content, and the newly-created Kefayat curriculum was 
implemented for elementary grades one to three and intermediate grades six and seven. The 
Ministry of Education is currently developing new English curriculum textbooks for other 
grades. The Kefayat curriculum aims to replace the traditional concept of education solely 
based on textbooks. It establishes a set of competencies designed to create a bond between 
the student and the teacher and to enhance the students’ communication and interaction 
in the classroom. There is no indication from the material currently available whether the 
lexical loading of these old or the new books has been considered. The new textbook set is 
incomplete and does not form part of the formal data set for this paper.

CEFR Standards
The Kuwaiti Ministry of Education has set the CEFR levels that learners should reach by 
the end of each stage of the school system, and these are shown in Table 1. To this table has 
been added the volumes of vocabulary, out of the most frequent 5,000 words in English, 
associated with these levels (Meara & Milton, 2003).
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Table 1
CEFR Levels in the Kuwait National Curriculum and Standards

Stages of Education Grades CEFR Levels Lexical requirement

Primary
2–1 A1 1,500 >

5–3 A2 about 2,500

Intermediate 9–6 B1 about 3,000
Secondary 12–10 B2 about 3,500

It is not clear whether the textbooks are appropriate for these goals, nor whether learners 
meet these curricular levels; this study attempts to investigate both of these areas.

Aims and Methodology
This study investigates the vocabulary content of EFL textbooks used in Kuwait’s public 
schools and the EFL vocabulary knowledge of learners, in order to determine whether the 
vocabulary provided and learning are proportional to the curricular goals of the Ministry of 
Education. It will answer the following questions:

● What is the vocabulary loading of textbooks used in Kuwaiti public schools?
● To what extent do the EFL course books currently used in Kuwait present the 5,000 

most frequently used words in English?
● How far do the EFL course books used in Kuwait align with CEFR standards?
● What is the vocabulary uptake of EFL learners who are using Kuwaiti public-school 

textbooks? And do learners attain the CEFR curriculum goals of the curriculum? 

Textbook Analysis

Twenty-five English-language textbooks were downloaded from the Ministry of Education’s 
online application. The content of the textbooks was analysed using the Range program to 
arrange the words in the texts into frequency bands and Cobb’s (2016) website was used to 
compare the different stages.

Experiment 2: Measuring Learners’ Vocabulary Knowledge

Participants

Three schools were visited in Kuwait, and a total of 809 students were given the X-Lex test. 
The participants were 218 randomly selected primary school students, 321 intermediate 
school students, and 270 secondary school students.

X-Lex Test

The X-Lex test “measures recognition knowledge of the most frequent 5,000 lemmatised 
vocabulary items in a number of languages” (Milton, 2013, p. 61) and uses a yes/no format 
“where isolated words are presented, their selection based on frequency lists” (Harsch & 
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Hartig, 2016, p. 557). It was used to make the results of this study directly comparable 
with those of AlSaif and Milton (2012) and AlShaikhi (2016). The test aimed to investigate 
the orthographic vocabulary knowledge of learners from grades 1-12 to determine their 
knowledge of the 5,000 most frequent words.

The X-Lex test contains a total of 120 words arranged in six columns of 20 words per 
column. The learners are asked to tick the words they are familiar with. The words are 
randomly chosen from the 5,000 most frequently used words, and the last column contains 
20 pseudowords (imaginary words) to control for learner overestimation. The learners’ 
correct responses to the real words are summed and multiplied by 50 to give an overall 
score out of 5,000, and their responses to the pseudowords are multiplied by 250 and 
subtracted from that overall score.

Results and Discussion
What is the vocabulary load in the old and new textbooks used in Kuwaiti public schools?
Table 2 summarises the volumes of words contained in the Kuwaiti textbooks, divided by 
frequency level. Column three gives the number of lemmatised words in each textbook also 
contained in BNC/COCA word lists up to 16,000 words used by Cobb (2016), and column 
4 a cumulative total of these new words introduced in each grade.

Table 2

Vocabulary input in old public-school textbooks

Stage of Education Grades All words New words Hours of input

Primary

G1 210 210 88
G2 268 122 88
G3 464 234 88
G4 721 304 88
G5 756 189 88

Intermediate

G6 891 206 146
G7 1737 764 146
G8 1851 477 146
G9 2359 655 146

Secondary
G10 2718 645 130
G11 2761 509 130
G12 2874 485 130

Not in lists - - 2319 -
Total - 17610 7119 1414

It will be seen that the books contain just over 7,000 words in all, including 4,800 from the 
most frequent 16,000 words in the BNC/COCA lists. There are a large number of words not 
in these lists, therefore, and these are predominantly names of people and places, acronyms, 
abbreviations, and similar materials relevant to the Kuwaiti context the books are used in. 
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This suggests that overall, something like 600 new words are introduced on average in each 
year of instruction. Nonetheless, there appears to be a good volume of vocabulary presented in 
these books, comparable to the volumes of vocabulary observed by AlShaikhi (2016) in Saudi 
books which, it was thought, provided good input. If students were to learn these words, the 
likelihood is that they would be highly proficient and would probably exceed the CEFR goals 
of the curriculum. It has been noted that a new set of textbooks is currently being introduced 
into Kuwaiti schools although these are as yet incomplete. Examination of those available 
suggests that they may be slightly less heavily loaded in vocabulary than those they are to 
replace. The input rate in the new books appears to be approximately 500 words per year.
This conclusion must be tempered by considerations of the time available for learning and 
the distribution of new words across the grade levels. Table 2 suggests there are a total of 
1,414 classroom hours available for learning, and this implies that there are about six new 
words introduced, on average, each classroom hour. This is smaller than the ideal input 
suggested by, for example, Gairns & Redman (1986) and Scholfield (1991), which might be 
double this amount. Research shows that with good materials and a supportive environment, 
learners can often attain rates of uptake higher than six words per classroom hour (Milton 
& Vassiliu, 2000; Alexiou, Mattheoudakis, et al., 2019). The introduction of new words is 
not evenly spread across the grades; Table 2 also shows that in the earliest years of learning, 
input is very small. Only 122 new words are introduced in 88 classroom hours in Grade 
2, for example, and 206 new words in 146 hours in Grade 7; a rate of about 1.4 words per 
hour in both cases. This appears far less than optimal and must, at best, restrict progress and 
limit learners’ potential attainment. At worst, it might negatively affect good students by 
making them demotivated and bored. It is argued that high levels of vocabulary should be 
introduced at the earliest stages of learning (e.g., Nation, 2001); Nation argues that learners 
should reach or exceed the 2,000 word level as quickly as possible so they can begin to 
become independent learners. However, this is precisely what Kuwaiti textbooks do not do, 
as vocabulary input in the first six years is low. While the next textbook set is incomplete, it 
is not obvious that the new textbooks are an improvement on this.

To what extent do the EFL course books currently used in Kuwait present the 5,000 most 
frequently used words in English?
Table 3 summarises the distribution of words from the old Kuwaiti textbook set across the 
frequency bands derived by Cobb (2016) from the BNC/COCA lists.

Table 3
Frequency Band Distribution of Percentages of Frequent Word Families in the Old Kuwaiti 
Textbooks

Frequency bands Families Percentage in the band Cumulative percentage
One 992 99.2% 99.2%
Two 933 93.3% 96.3%

Three 857 85.7% 92.7%
Four 598 59.8% 84.5%
Five 433 43.3% 76.3%

 Total 3813 - -
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Table 3 indicates that all almost all of the most frequent 2,000 words are available for 
learning in these materials: 1,925 of these 2,000 words are included, or 96.3%. These 2,000 
most frequent words are considered crucial for successful communication. 
These textbooks, further, cover 3,813 word families belonging to 5,000 most frequent words 
(76.3%) and 987 word families categorised as infrequent words. A low number of infrequent 
words is considered a problem that may negatively affect the learners’ communication 
skills (Milton, 2009). Here it is to be noted that the comparative proportion of infrequent 
words is quite high and probably indicates a good range of thematic materials is covered. 
It should also be noted that from the most frequent 5,000, the number of infrequent words 
is almost identical to the number of frequent words. It is not yet clear what the coverage 
of the new textbook set will be, but the texts available to date include 34.6% of the 5,000 
most frequent words. 
With a target attainment of CEFR B2 level for these learners, it appears there are sufficient 
words available for learners to achieve this level. However, it also appears that learners 
following this course would have to learn almost all of these most frequent words if they are 
to attain the 3,500 words needed for B2 level. 

What is the vocabulary uptake of EFL learners using Kuwaiti public-school textbooks? 
Do learners attain the CEFR curriculum goals of the Ministry of Education? 

Table 4 summarises the results obtained from the X-Lex vocabulary size test.

Table 4

Descriptive statistics – X-Lex

Grade N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum

1 18 172 282.4 0 1,100
2 19 316 458.9 0 1,500
3 26 925 652.7 0 2,050
4 37 1,203 1,053.4 0 4,200
5 87 1,128 912.6 0 4,150
6 49 956 600.9 0 2,850
7 40 1,414 1,046.4 0 3,550
8 102 2,063 866.6 400 4,250
9 62 2,433 904.8 100 4,150
10 74 2,630 921.7 650 4,500
11 64 2,211 976.8 200 4,450
12 84 2,902 960.8 950 4,900

It appears from Table 4 that students complete their school education knowing on average 
approximately 2,900 (about 58%), of the 5,000 most frequent words in English. Some 
students scored as high as 4,900 by the end of secondary stage (about 98%), a level of 
attainment normally associated with native-like language capability and exceeding the 
words made available for them to learn from the textbook. Although it was assumed that all 
participants were EFL learners, this suggests that some participants might have been native 
speakers or fully bilingual. 
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Progress to this level of knowledge is not even, as Figure 1 indicates.
Figure 1

Mean scores of X-Lex tests

Figure 1 suggests that greater progress is made in some years than others; in Grades 5, 
6, and 11, it even appears that there is regression. Low levels of progress in the early 
years may well be explained by the limited vocabulary provided to the students in the first 
six years of learning. Small amounts of new vocabulary also suggest that the textbooks 
are repetitious in their content, and this might demotivate learners and also explain low 
attainment. In part this, in itself, may be due to the changes in textbook which are occurring 
as the new set of books is introduced. It should not be a surprise, perhaps, that the highest 
rates of uptake tend to be found in the higher grades when input is also highest. Overall it 
appears that learners are progressing at an average of about two words per classroom hour; 
international comparisons (Milton & Meara, 1998; Alexiou, Mattheoudakis, et al., 2019; 
Alexiou, Roghani, & Milton, 2019) suggest this is a comparatively slow rate of uptake.

How far do the EFL course books currently used in Kuwait align with CEFR standards?
Table 5 summarises the CEFR levels that students are expected to achieve, suggests what 
vocabulary scores associate with these levels, and indicates the mean scores learners 
actually achieve in vocabulary size.

Table 5
Approximate vocabulary size scores of Kuwaiti public-school students and CEFR levels

Stage Grades  Anticipated
CEFR Level

 Vocabulary
Needed

 Actual 
Vocabulary

 Actual CEFR
Scores

Elementary

Elementary

and 2 1 A1 1,500 > 315 172- A1

to 5 3 A2 about 2,500 925-1,128 A1

Intermediate to 9 6 B1 About 3,000 1,203-2,210 A2

Secondary to 12 10 B2 About 3.500 2,433-2,902 B1
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The Ministry of Education treats the CEFR levels as important. Therefore, an objective 
measure of English knowledge, such as vocabulary size, which can suggest whether these 
CEFR targets are met, ought to be really useful. The data shows that as students progress 
through the CEFR levels, their lexicons will increase in size and complexity, as Milton (2013) 
suggests. It is not clear that the Ministry targets are met, however. Learners completing 
elementary school, for example, are expected to be at A2 level and would usually be expected 
to have a vocabulary size of approximately 2,000 words, but the vocabulary tests suggest 
they know about half of this and are really still at A1 level. The vocabulary of intermediate 
students, who should be at B1 level, probably are A2 level. And students completing school, 
who should be at B2 level, are probably closer to B1. It appears that most students do not 
attain the Ministry CEFR targets.
It is likely that if the early-stage textbooks provided a better loading of words, then on the 
basis of their X-Lex scores, the learners’ uptake would increase to level B2 or C1. Kuwait’s 
National Curriculum and Standards provide close estimates of where the students should be 
by the end of each stage, yet these need to be slightly readjusted if students are to reach the 
B2 level by the time they graduate. 

Conclusion
The conclusions to be drawn from this study are mixed. The vocabulary content of the 
textbooks, of itself, appears good. Approximately 7,000 word families are presented to 
learners, with 96.3 per cent coverage of the 2,000 most frequent words and 76.3 per cent 
coverage of the most frequent 5,000 words. This compares favourably with the better 
performing Saudi textbooks (AlShaikhi, 2016).
It appears that the textbooks provide sufficient words for learners to meet the demands of 
the curriculum, and if these words were learned, the student would graduate with enough 
vocabulary to be communicative and quite proficient, probably performing at the CEFR 
B2 standard. Learners may not attain quite this amount of learning, but they still complete 
high school with close to 3,000 words on average, so most students should be relatively 
able and functional users of English if not completely accurate or fluent. Figures for uptake 
suggest learners acquire about 40% of words that occur in the textbooks, and this compares 
favourably with uptake rates from other successful learning environments (AlSaif & Milton, 
2012). All of this is good.
However, the rates of word input to learners appears very slow, particularly at the outset of 
learning, and this must hinder the progress of even the most able learners; potentially, it also 
affects motivation and willingness to learn (see also Alexiou & Milton in this volume). Given 
the time available in class, it might be expected that course materials should usefully be more 
heavily – actually much more heavily – loaded with vocabulary than they are. Learners cannot 
learn what they are not taught, so the slow rate of vocabulary input probably explains the slow 
rate of vocabulary uptake by the learners: about two words per contact hour, which appears 
small in relation to study elsewhere (Milton & Meara, 1998). The 40% uptake rates suggest the 
problem probably does not lie with the students, but rather it probably reflects the quality of 
input, which is low in relation to the time available for teaching. In this respect, the textbooks 
can be said to be underperforming. This probably is a substantial contribution to an explanation 
of why the target CEFR levels set by the curriculum appear not to be met by most learners.
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Chapter 17 

Integrating Language and Life Skills:
Engaging in English through Literature, Drama, and the Arts

Alison Larkin Koushki
American University of Kuwait 

Abstract
Motivating students to read novels can be challenging. This chapter reflects on a five-year 
case study of English learners at a private university in the Middle East engaging with 
novels collaboratively through artwork, music videos, process drama, and performance 
drama. It narrates how an educator’s turning point – an “aha moment” – sorting through 
student sketches of novel characters heralded a research question. Would the use of drama 
and art projects enhance student engagement in novel reading and make learning easier 
and more effective? In their art and drama pursuits, students chose team tasks which 
appealed to their respective multiple intelligences, from curating to script to costumes to 
acting. The educator observed that these activities instilled integrated language skills as 
students read chapters, drew scenes, composed music videos, and enacted scripts while 
also analyzing plot, theme, and character in traditional assignments. Mining the riches 
of literature through drama and the arts also integrated the 7Cs 21st century life skills: 
creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, commitment, compromise, camaraderie, and 
confidence. Exploring drama and the arts in teaching language and literature led to the 
establishment five years later of a foundation level elective course based on bringing 
novels to life on the stage. Project details are discussed, and related research on language 
teaching through literature and the arts is reviewed. Approaching language through 
literature, drama, and the arts engages students as whole persons, including mind, body, 
imagination, and emotion, in embodied communication. Actualizing English in this way 
could lead to a paradigm shift in language teaching modalities and an attitude shift toward 
greater interest in novels among students in the region and beyond. 

Introduction
 “It is the supreme art of the teacher to awaken joy in creative expression and knowledge.” 
Declared by Albert Einstein in 1931 (Einstein, 2011), these words resonate in language 
teaching today. The purpose of this chapter is to trace how engaging EFL learners in 
literature, drama, and the creative arts became one language educator’s passion, and to 
explore research detailing the benefits of this approach for language students. 
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Use of Drama and Literature in ELT
Why drama? In the 1800s, the grammar translation approach attempted in vain to instill 
foreign languages via de-contextualized exercises. Based on learning approaches to Latin 
and classical Greek, grammar translation focused on grammatical rules, translating literary 
texts, and memorizing vocabulary. The skill of speaking was absent from this method; its 
aim was to make students more scholarly rather than proficient in communication. 
As the early 1900s unfolded, Maximillian Berlitz was among those who advanced the direct 
method in language learning. Based on the premise that learning a second language should 
parallel learning the first, the direct method transferred the focus from explicit grammar 
to high frequency vocabulary presented through pictures and actual items brought to the 
classroom. 
During World War II, language acquisition became a matter of urgency, and by mid-
century the audiolingual method took root. This approach ignored grammar altogether, and 
through the use of visual aids and tapes, provided repetitive pronunciation practice. With 
its behaviorist core, the audiolingual system encouraged repeated play script rehearsals 
(McGovern, 2017). However, by the early 1960s the audiolingual method withered when the 
absence of grammar, as well as its overemphasis on memorized phrases and pronunciation 
drills, proved ineffectual for language learning. In the late 1960s, Chomsky drew attention to 
deep linguistic structure, and psychologists highlighted the social and emotional dimensions 
of language learning. It was at this juncture that the potential of drama moved into the 
spotlight as a vehicle for language learning (Thanasoulas, 2002). 
In 1969 one researcher had discovered drama as a successful approach to language teaching 
and listed its impressive powers: “Drama increases creativity, originality, sensitivity, 
fluency, flexibility, emotional stability, cooperation, and examination of moral attitudes, 
while developing communication skills” (Dervishaj, 2009). Total Physical Response (TPR) 
came into vogue around this time. In this approach, students acted out words and sentences 
physically and told stories through drama in which they often enacted a scene from their 
own lives, in keeping with Krashen’s method of enhancing student interest through language 
personally relevant to them (McGovern, 2017). In more recent years, educators have also 
found that drama enhances language instruction. With its dialogue and stage directions, all 
created as real communication to be enacted and understood, drama is a helpful language 
teaching tool. Grammatical, lexical, and syntactic building blocks create meaning through 
their use in enacted communication on the stage (Fleming, 2006). In their literature review 
of drama pedagogy, Belliveau and Kim (2013, as cited in McGovern, 2017) highlight a 
host of drama’s benefits to language learners. Among them are “fostering communication 
competence, embodied and engaging learning, contextually-situated interaction, confidence, 
and motivation in learning and using language and deeper engagement with literature” 
(McGovern, 2017, p. 4). She adds to the list of drama’s benefits to language learners, from 
the 1950s to modern times, “communicative competence, lowering affective obstacles to 
language learning, increasing motivation and even aiding in memorization” (McGovern, 
2017, p. 5).
Why literature? There is an ongoing debate in teaching circles about the use of literary texts 
in language education. While some educators avoid delving with their students into the 
challenges inherent in texts of significant length, others underscore the potential of literature 
to take students deeper into the target language. Through reader response writing assignments, 
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for example, students apply critical thinking skills as they explore links between a literary text 
and their own lives. Such reader reaction assignments engage students, provide worthwhile 
practice in reading comprehension and written communication, and also represent an 
opportunity for greater self-awareness (Bibby & McIlroy, 2013). In addition to providing a 
gold mine of reading and writing practice opportunities, literature can also be a springboard 
for listening and speaking in class discussions on characters and events. Literature in 
the language classroom can serve as a bridge. Learners can take it to cross cultures and 
investigate how characters on the other side interact, think, and feel (Muhammed, 2013). By 
reading works of literature, learners engage in story, mankind’s original source of wisdom, 
learning, and entertainment. Exploring literature opens the horizon of human experience 
for learners, inviting them to interpret, ponder, weigh possibilities, and wonder, “Who am 
I? What are my roots? Where am I going? What will I become?” (O’Shea & Egan, 1978). 
Through literature, language students absorb vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure, 
all while opening their minds to universal themes. Literature can be a ladder, and language 
students can use it to scale the walls of self, culture, and time as the pages depict people, 
places, and eras. 
Drama and literature are both helpful tools for English learners and educators. Combining 
the two creates a language acquisition alliance. Brinda (2008) sums up the language learner 
advantages from drama and literature squared as follows: “By combining reading (literature) 
with seeing (drama), students find ways to immerse themselves in the actions, thoughts, and 
dialogue of characters, as well as the settings, sounds, and symbols in the literature.” 
What follows might be called “The Diary of a Dare-to Teacher” in the Intensive English 
Program of a private university in the Middle East. It started with a surprise – artistic talent 
in student sketches – and evolved through exploration of the arts in language and literature 
classes. A research question arose: Would harnessing the arts to novel reading result in greater 
student engagement and more effective learning? Using daily reading lab hours, the educator 
sought student input in the choice of arts projects. Over several subsequent semesters, a 
series of projects in drawing, music-movie video collages, process drama, and performance 
drama evolved. This process later led to the establishment of an active, experiential language 
teaching technique for bringing novels to life, wherein learners actualized language and 
life skills through art and dramatized literature. Five years after the initial steps into this 
approach, the technique was developed into a course in its own right. 

From Worksheets to Artwork: Turning Point
In spring semester 2012, engaging in novels was a complementary lab activity in a conventional 
foundation academic reading-writing course in the intensive English program. The educator 
was assigned two intermediate/upper intermediate (CEFR Borderline B1/B2; 5-5.5 on the 
IELTS scale) classes of 18 students, comprising a mix of Middle Eastern nationalities. That 
semester, a turning point took place when artistic talent was discovered unexpectedly among 
students. The novel was Bram Stoker’s 1897 tale of the heights and depths of human – and 
superhuman – nature, Dracula, simplified but still over 400 pages (Stoker, 2003). Chapters 
were assigned as homework, and during lab hour students worked in groups to discuss plot, 
setting, character, and theme. They formed reading circles, highlighted new vocabulary, 
and responded to questions about actions and emotions in the novel. Worksheets, quizzes, 
examinations, and writing assignments were administered as in previous semesters. 
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Students were bright, curious, and cooperative, yet fatigue among them caused detours 
and delays. The schedule of classes posed a problem for novel hour. Lab was scheduled 
immediately after four hours of intensive English classes. Depleted by that point, the students 
often flagged. Most had never read a novel in their lives, and it was a struggle for them in 
this last hour of their intense day to conquer new vocabulary, recall plot particulars, and 
move from page to page. Higher stakes assignments in other classes also weighed on them. 
At novel time, despite best efforts and intentions, students often wilted in their seats like 
sunflowers in need of water. Unable to change the schedule of classes, the educator sought 
ways to overcome student depletion and apathy during novel hour. Filling the blanks in a 
worksheet one day, students were lagging. Spontaneous reflection activated the educator’s 
knowing instinct, a process described by Piazzoli (2018) as knowing-in-action, and raised 
an alarm a teacher never wants to hear: lesson not working! The same alarm served as a 
catalyst for change for Piazzoli who found herself “facilitating a series of disconnected, 
meaningless exercises” (Piazzoli, 2018) and sought meaningful student engagement through 
process drama. This happened in that novel hour, too.

Knowing an emergency change of plan was needed, the educator asked students to turn over 
their worksheets and sketch any character or scene from the novel. Reluctantly at first, if not a 
bit puzzled, the students put pencils to paper. With no clear expectation of positive results, as 
students drew and the minutes ticked by, the educator was surprised by a change in students’ 
demeanor from distracted, low energy, and low motivation to focused, alert, and engaged 
in the task. Sketches were collected. A pencil sketch of Count Dracula as a stick figure with 
fangs drew laughter as did a crude hut on a mountainside meant to be his castle. As the 
educator continued leafing through more drawings, strolling and stopping to show some, 
the now refreshed students were eager to see each sample and greeted them with smiles and 
laughter. Suddenly, the educator froze, with a head sketch of the novel’s bright and humble 
heroine, Mina, now in hand. With disarming sophistication, the drawing had captured 
Mina’s nature and intelligence in a palette of pencil and red pen. The educator’s instinct rang 
again in an “aha moment.” This was authentic student work, produced spontaneously, and it 
showed real talent. What is more, an inattentive, wilted class had rallied and engaged in the 
novel through this in-class artistic endeavor. Understanding of the novel was deepening; the 
lesson was now working. This was a turning point in the educator’s career. 

More drawings of novel scenes and characters were called for, and more drawings came. As 
the artwork rolled out, interest in the novel deepened. Lab became a lively session as students 
sketched individually and then worked in pairs to exchange drawings, discuss their meaning, 
and assign captions. Plot timelines and character analysis writing assignments gathered 
greater depth and detail. In the weeks that followed, student enthusiasm for the artwork 
increased, and leaders among them posed a possibility: could they mount a wall display of 
their drawings on campus? The students then took an action for which the educator knew of 
no precedent: they approached the administration for permission to reserve a bulletin board 
in a well–lit campus hallway. The project was soon underway; participation was counted as 
extra credit. The two classes of 18 students each submitted their drawings, and a core group 
of ten, five from each class, took on design and logistics, motivated partly by the credit 
incentive but in larger part by innate creative drive. Time was of the essence because the end 
of the semester was near. 
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What happened next was impressive for students who normally leave campus as soon as 
possible each day, definitely before 2 p.m. For over a week the educator noticed the ten 
students still working at 6 p.m., mounting the drawings on red paper, captioning them in 
Gothic font, and arranging them in a striking collage. Conflicts broke out among them 
as to which drawings to include and how to arrange them; agreement was reached after 
negotiation. Despite the late hour and intensity of the task, the educator noticed exhilaration 
in students’ facial expressions rather than exhaustion. That was surprising and even puzzling, 
given the late hour in a long day. Surprising also was their willingness to tolerate the stress 
and risk inherent in creating order out of chaos with no previous experience or precedent to 
serve as compass points. 
Through a campus-wide email, the display’s grand opening was announced. Students 
created a bat-studded comment board to put up nearby for visitors’ remarks. In the last week 
prior to the unveiling, more excitement was added to the art display event when two classes 
exchanged their novel-based essays with names removed and worked together to choose each 
other’s top three essays. The choice of top essays involved careful consideration, democratic 
voting, suspense, and even intrigue as curious students surveilled the other class’s choices 
surreptitiously. The winning essays from each class were mounted on either side of the board 
for passersby to read. Proud of their work and excited to share it, students took a chance and 
invited the president of the university. To start the suspense in advance, three days before 
the display went up, students placed a curved banner over the top of the board which read: 
Have you ever wished for everlasting life? In the middle of the board itself they posted the 
teaser: Coming soon!
All was ready for the grand opening; students wore black and red. Educators and university 
staff stopped to take in the essays and artwork; the comment-board was filling up. Onlookers 
wrote encouraging remarks such as, “amazing talent, but not surprised” and “keep going.” 
Several students were staffing the display when the elevator doors opened, and the university 
president emerged. A student took charge, welcomed the president, inviting him to tour the 
display and explaining all its parts. The president read one essay line by line, took in the 
drawings with interest, asked how the students had come up with the idea to create the display, 
and recorded on the comment board: “Very impressive, indeed.” In groups, students posed for 
photographs with the president in front of the board, and a reporter for the campus newspaper 
interviewed those present. Students had gained a sense of achievement and pride through this 
novel-based art display, and this shone through in the photos and newspaper article. 
The artistic approach to the novel yielded enthusiasm on the part of all students in the class 
since all had contributed drawings, submitted essays to compete for the top three display 
spots, voted on the other class’s top essays, come to the display in vampire colors, and posed 
for group photos. With over 400 pages, the novel was a challenge, yet due to the engagement 
achieved through the art project, interest in the novel deepened dramatically as students 
pondered it for sketching material. Through the sketching process, students’ imaginations 
had been engaged by the events, characters, and themes created by Stoker. Remarkable work 
had been produced and shared with the university community as meaningful engagement 
was achieved in a group of initially disengaged English learners. The key was art, and this 
key was about to open doors to other classroom treasures in novel hour. 
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From Drawings to Videos: Adding Music and Media Technology
In fall 2012, one class was assigned the simplified version of Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel, 
Frankenstein (Dunayer, 2005). During lab supplementary hour, drawings were drafted 
alongside conventional worksheets and writing assignments but soon gave way to a new 
novel-related artistic expression. One of the students, Buthaina (all names are pseudonyms), 
was about to create a moment which, as Saxton (2015) notes would “destabilize yet delight 
us” (Piazzoli, 2018). Buthaina had noticed that the lyrics of a popular song by Evanescence 
were evocative of the creature in Mary Shelley’s classic novel. Buthaina’s critical listening 
outside of class was impressive as the lyrics were indeed reflective of the abandoned 
creature’s plight. “Now that I know what I’ve become, you can’t just leave me. Breathe into 
me and make me real” (Lee et al., 2003). Buthaina was eager to play the song and review 
the lyrics with the class and asked the educator’s permission to commandeer the classroom 
computer. The educator hesitated briefly. Buthaina’s behavior was destabilizing the class 
as well as delighting it. Delight won out. As the melody and words made the creature’s 
loneliness palpable, a hush fell over the classroom. It was a popular song at the time, known 
to most students in their social and personal lives outside university. Introducing a song got 
the students’ attention, and the fact that its melody and lyrics seemed tailormade to the novel 
character further astonished them, especially when they combined their knowledge of the 
novel with the emotions evoked by the song. Students were stunned by their own emotional 
engagement, and empathy for the dejected creature sparked interest in the novel on the spot. 
Another student, Maryam, had a ground-breaking thought at the end of the class: What would 
happen if images from films of Frankenstein were added to the song we had just heard, with 
the lyrics serving as captions? Maryam was inspired to experiment, and there was time to 
do so in the coming vacation week. When classes reconvened, Maryam unveiled her video 
collage for her classmates. Dovetailing images from Frankenstein movies superimposed over 
the now beloved song plus lyrics text, Maryam’s unique creation stunned her classmates. 
Again, the class was speechless as they felt their own emotional engagement. The multi-
media collage of video and audio struck chords of compassion in them, generating empathy 
for the two literary heroes, Victor Frankenstein and the creature. Pages of the novel now 
turned faster in enrichment hour, whereas prior to embracing the arts, pages lifted like lead. 
The educator reminded Maryam about adding credits and suggested an introductory slide 
with the title and purpose of the video project. Maryam added a concluding slide as well, in 
which she thanked Buthaina for finding the song, and the educator for “lighting the spark.”
The video was submitted to the university IT department and soon cycled on all university 
monitors. The class felt pride as well as surprise at their power to communicate and share 
their creation with the whole campus. With the novel-movie-music video, a new video genre 
had been established, one that inspired imagination and critical thinking, created engagement 
in the novel and song, and invited experimentation with technology. In pairs or small groups, 
students now worked with zeal creating more novel-based music-movie videos. Absorbed in 
the task, they were actualizing English: vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, listening, and 
reading. Collaborating and compromising to create the finished product, students also put 
life skills to work. At this stage of the evolving engagement in novels through the arts during 
lab hour, some students worked to create music videos alongside those drawing characters 
and scenes. 
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From Music Videos to Classroom Acting: Adding Process Drama
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson (Dunayer, 2005) was 
another simplified novel selection in fall semester 2012. The encounter between Dr. Jekyll 
and Dr. Lanyon in the following short paragraphs contained opportunities for embodying 
shock with the feelings described and actions with its verbs of specific movement:

He put the glass to his lips and drank the mixture in one gulp. A cry followed. He 
reeled, staggered, clutched at the table, and held on. Staring and gasping, he swelled. 
His face turned black, and his features melted. I sprang to my feet and leaped back 
against the wall. My arms were raised to shield me from what I saw. I was overcome 
with terror. “Oh God!” I screamed again and again. (Dunayer, 2005)

The doctor’s laboratory scene depicted in the above paragraphs sparked classroom 
experimentation with drama. Acting out the story was a new art form for lab hour. With the 
suspense, action verbs, and facial expressions built into the passage, and given its brevity, this 
scene offered a tantalizing opportunity to initiate drama. Students worked in pairs and tried 
embodying the actions, voice, and facial expressions of the characters, each pair practicing 
in a separate zone of the classroom. Following three practice sessions, a competition was 
held, and the most engaging acting pair voted on by secret ballots collected in a baseball 
cap. Other scenes from the novel were also enacted, and in-class process drama had been 
added to lab activities as another form of novel engagement through the arts. 

From Class Acting to Courtyard Skits: Adding Performance Drama
In a subsequent semester soon after, all three art forms exploited in the previous few years – 
sketching, music-movie videos, and in-class process drama – enlivened lab hours and engaged 
two classes of intermediate/upper intermediate (CEFR Borderline B1/B2) students in their 
novels. Daily labs were spent reading, imagining, improvising, and rehearsing vignettes. 
Again, Frankenstein was the novel selection. The two classes of 18 each comprised several 
students keenly interested in the arts, including one professional and several avid amateur 
dancers, and the possibility of reflecting the novel theatrically in a Halloween performance 
intrigued the students. As Halloween approached, students brainstormed and rehearsed a half 
hour novel-based mime vignette starring Victor Frankenstein, the creature, seven brides of 
Frankenstein, and seven dancers dressed in black T-shirts monogrammed in orange with the 
words “Bring Novels to Life.” An open space was reserved in the central campus courtyard 
for Halloween afternoon, and students on the advertising team set about designing, copying, 
and putting up posters. In the vignette, the creature comes to life, and the scientist orders 
him out. The students called their scene “Wake-up Call,” and to dramatize the moment when 
the scientist ordered the creature to leave, they chose the Michael Jackson song “Beat It” 
(Jackson, 1982) to accompany the action.
The Halloween project was a combination of multiple intelligences  in action. All members 
of the classes contributed their particular talents to the project by collaborating in mini-
teams of their choice: actors/dancers, tech, costumes, make-up, posters and advertising, 
reporters, Writer’s Corner best essay judges and curators, Art Corner sketchers and curators, 
and historian in charge of logging rehearsal summaries and photos. The student chair of 
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the tech team liaised with the IT department to set up speakers and arrange microphones 
and music in the courtyard. A respected older student took charge of the student security 
team. They patrolled the performance zone wearing neon security vests. Red velvet ropes 
cordoned off the performance area, keeping the crowd back. In the vignette, performed to 
dramatic instrumental music, one body-builder student in green monster make-up played 
the role of the creature and lay down on a courtyard bench while another, dressed as an 
eighteenth century European scientist, performed a mock heart transplant on the creature, 
reaching into a large glass jar of tinted red water to pull out a mock heart (a sponge wrapped 
in red velvet) after first pretending to carve an opening in the creature’s chest. The creature 
soon awakened, only to attack his creator, who gestured angrily the creature must go. The 
two engaged in what appeared to be a fight to the death when the leader of the troupe of 
seven dancers in black and white make-up and bring-novels-to-life monogrammed T-shirts 
separated the two scrappers. In “V” formation, the troupe danced as “Beat It” played on the 
speakers. Following the dance, seven brides of Frankenstein in ghoulish make-up trudged 
and staggered into the courtyard like zombies. A crowd of over 100 students and teachers 
watched in surprise as Halloween festivities got underway on campus through this event. 
Later, the students pooled their technical expertise to engage in another learning experience: 
creating trailers of the performance. Meanwhile, in the writing component of the course, in-
depth knowledge of the novel achieved by engaging in it through the arts was put to good 
use as students contrasted novel and film in analysis/synthesis essays.
In this phase of the educator’s literature through the arts initiative, there was also a performance 
indoors in the lobby of a main campus building. The novel was the highly condensed 40-page 
version of Psycho (Bloch, 2008). Students had digested it thoroughly as a reading experience, 
enacted vignettes during lab hour, written character analyses, taken quizzes, and seen the film. 
This time the dramatization was a flash performance in the lobby of a large campus building 
for anyone who happened to be passing by. One student, wearing a dark suit and fedora, 
took the role of director Alfred Hitchcock and told the actors on the makeshift set what to 
do. Dozens of passersby stopped to enjoy the surprise, taking seats on the stairs or standing. 
Folding chairs were set up for parents and teachers. Tall speakers broadcast music from the 
1960 classic movie. To create the makeshift Bates Motel set, students worked for weeks, 
including some Saturdays, using a pair of alcoves set back two meters in the lobby wall. In 
one of these alcoves, they created the Bates Motel office complete with a rack of room keys, 
a faux window, and London, Paris, and New York wall clocks.
In the other alcove, they created Room One, with a diminutive desk, chair, bed, and faux 
window. With the help of campus services, students even managed to create a corner shower 
complete with ceramic tile floor and showerhead. The event was staged on a shoestring 
budget; students brought or bought the materials needed. Props and costume items were 
gathered from home closets and parents’ antique collections. A heavy black antique dial 
telephone and an actual 1960s oil company ledger added authenticity to the office, especially 
when the heroine opened the ledger to sign in for the motel stay, pausing pen in hand, 
puzzling to think of an alias. Using room dividers to block off the set and covering it with 
large tarps provided by the university, students hid the alcoves from view until their unveiling 
a half hour before showtime. As in other novel portrayals, they worked in mini-teams of two 
or three, each choosing a task that appealed to their respective multiple intelligences: set 
designers, props, visual artists, costumes, make-up, music and technology, narrator, actors 
Janet and Anthony, stagehands, action board clapper, show host, and director Hitchcock. 
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Based on knowledge of the novel and film, the director was able to instruct the actors 
spontaneously. Actors’ dialog was brief and created in situ as ordered by the director. For 
example, when the director instructed Anthony to ask Janet where she was from, reaching 
for the key rack Anthony turned to look at Janet and did so. The audience understood the 
action from the director’s orders and the show host’s commentary. As a result, a script was 
not needed, simplifying the work involved in the dramatization. 
Three aspects of these courtyard and lobby skits made them especially significant as novel 
engagement through the arts evolved. First, performing within close range of the audience 
in the central campus courtyard and building lobby fostered audience interaction, which 
in turn, motivated students to deliver their best enactment. For example, when the student 
actor playing the exasperated Psycho director pretended to intensely dislike the first take 
of the scene, shouting orders to repeat it, the audience chimed in by cheering or booing. 
In the courtyard performance, the brides of Frankenstein were able to stagger straight 
towards audience members and frighten them face to face. Secondly, at this phase of the 
experimentation the power of drama and the arts to motivate students became clear when a 
Saturday work session on campus became unavoidable. Students realized that the set could 
not be contrived on a weekday due to constant foot traffic through the lobby; the only way 
to accomplish this was on weekends. A noteworthy level of commitment was demonstrated 
when students attended that Saturday session without complaint. In fact, the students in 
charge of designing the shower asked permission to start their Saturday work two hours 
early. For an educator who had faced student apathy toward novels in previous years, this 
was a noteworthy change in attitude. 
Thirdly, the addition of performance drama to the repertoire of arts applied in the Psycho 
novel hour highlighted another major benefit of the arts approach. What started as process 
drama in lab hour had ended up as collaborative performance drama, and this experience 
provided noteworthy practice in life skills. Creativity and collaboration were called upon as 
students discovered how to perform the story as a team, for an audience. Critical thinking 
came into play repeatedly in creating the set. For example, the shower curtain rod had to be 
curved to fit the space available. Students had a standard straight steel one and discovered 
a means of curving it by filling it with sand. Communication was highlighted constantly 
through mime and listening actively to the director. Compromise was required to deal with 
disagreements and to make items fit in the miniscule alcoves. Commitment to the project 
was a requirement and fortunately was present from conception through to performance, 
especially during Saturday rehearsals. Camaraderie skills came naturally to the group; these 
increased the fun factor and positivity toward reading and academia. Last and perhaps most 
important, seeing the skit’s success in the attention and applause of the audience confirmed 
the confidence skills of each member of the team, from director to actor to backstage to 
make-up. Students’ faith in their ability to work as a team could prove crucial to their success 
in future endeavors, whether in academia or in life. It was now clear that a class bringing 
literature to life as a team for an audience affords them a powerful pedagogical package. The 
educator’s instinct called again, this time with good news. The formula taking shape was 
literature plus drama squared equals all four language skills and seven life skills, integrated. 
This was an effective equation.
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From Courtyard and Lobby to Stage: Adding Script and Theatrical Asides
In spring 2015, students read an adaptation of Pride and Prejudice (Austen, 2008). With 
this selection, the literary dramatization approach to reading was about to evolve by leaps 
and bounds and expand to a one-hour performance. Psycho was a mimed 2-act half-hour 
performance with four actors on the lobby stage. There was no scripted dialog. For Pride 
and Prejudice, students wrote a 5-act script, and the number of actors doubled to eight. In 
addition, for the first time, costumes were researched, designed, and tailored to match 19th- 
century English fashions. Next, came the idea of choosing and adding music for each scene. 
Meanwhile, faculty and students in the university community had come to expect a novel 
dramatization and started to share requests and advice. The suggestion was made that the 
next performance move beyond the courtyard and lobby to the auditorium stage. However, 
that suggestion met with doubt around the issue of audience engagement. Would the benefits 
of audience interaction enjoyed in the close-range lobby and courtyard enactments be lost? 
With the action on a different plane, would an invisible wall destroy the connection between 
performers and their audience? A possible solution to this dilemma soon appeared. Using a 
stage device known in drama as the theatrical aside, the intimate audience connection could 
perhaps be maintained in an auditorium stage performance. 
In the theatrical aside, one actor steps forward and, staying in character, speaks directly to 
the audience while the other actors freeze or disappear from view. Trusting in the theatrical 
aside to secure audience engagement, the students decided to take the chance and take the 
auditorium stage option for the dramatization of Pride and Prejudice. Three theatrical asides 
were added to the script. For example, when the rude and pompous Darcy proposed the 
second time, the student actress playing Elizabeth walked to the edge of the stage wearing 
a look of consternation. With an imploring gesture and worry in her voice, she asked the 
audience of students, faculty, and families what she should do. The audience was quick to 
answer. “Say yes!” “Say no!” Forgive him!” “Grab the ring!” “Throw him out!” “He’ll never 
change!” The troupe had gambled and won. They had transitioned from the close-range 
courtyard and lobby venues to the more distant stage and still kept audience engagement. Due 
to these additional script, music, costume, and theatrical aside innovations, the dramatization 
of Pride and Prejudice engaged the audience and garnered their empathy. Knowing that their 
characters were being heard, understood, and felt encouraged the whole team to do their level 
best on this new plane, the stage. What is more, educators brought whole classes to see the play 
and wrote essays about favorite characters or scenes. Witnessing the depth of her students’ 
engagement in other students’ dramatization, one educator remarked that this was English 
by the students, for the students, and of the students. It showed that one group of students 
could inhabit their characters convincingly enough and depict plot and theme through those 
characters effectively enough that another group of students was able not only to understand 
them but also to engage in their story emotionally. This level of engagement among student 
viewers also allowed them to apply points from the play to writing assignments. 
In its development from drawing, music videos, in-class process drama, lobby and courtyard 
flash skits to an hour-long stage performance with costumes, script, sound, lights and music, 
engaging in novels through the arts had undergone a five-year evolution. Arising from one 
educator’s turning point in 2012, this approach was formalized into an elective course proposal 
for foundation students five years later. The course description highlighted how students 
working in teams would improve their language and critical thinking skills by portraying 
their reading through drama, visual artwork, song, poetry, storytelling, and narration. 
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Dramatized Literature Through the Research Lens
As described in the previous section, live experience actualizing stories through drama 
led the language educator to observe that this context-rich experiential approach provided 
practice in a host of language and life skills. Does research evidence confirm the educator’s 
observation? Following is a review of research findings on the language skills benefits of 
dramatized literature, as well its impact on life skills.

Language Skills Benefits of Dramatized Literature
Over 100 studies in United States elementary, junior high and high school grades four 
through twelve corroborate the effectiveness of dramatizing stories as a means of integrating 
speaking, reading, and writing skills. “Drama instruction has a positive, robust effect on 
a range of verbal abilities. Clearly drama is an effective tool for increasing achievement 
in story understanding, reading achievement, reading readiness, and writing” (Winner, 
2000). Another researcher observes that for foundation and university students, dramatizing 
literature creates rich material for reading comprehension as well as analysis/synthesis 
essays on character and theme (Hişmanoğlu, 2005).
Dramatizing literature also enhances students’ oral, aural, and non-verbal communication 
skills in the target language in general, and pronunciation in particular. Acting as their 
respective characters, student actors must speak to be understood by the audience and 
their fellow characters. They must listen actively to catch and react to crucial cues and 
fellow actors’ lines. In a student actor’s own words, “...when you pretend to be someone 
else, it’s easier to talk in front of people” (Carson, 2012). This student comment reflects 
Krashen’s (1981, as cited in Carson, 2012) research on lowering the affective barrier to 
promote the acquisition of language skills. Moreover, in a questionnaire on their 2016 
read-to-act experience, 97% of student respondents, including those who worked in 
backstage, costumes, and advertising teams, reported improvements in pronunciation. 
Similarly, awareness of non-verbal communication cues sharpens as student-actors create 
a scene. Actualizing a story through drama enhances students’ mastery over prosodic and 
semiotic features, such as gesticulation, stance, gait, facial expression, and eye contact 
(Boudreault, 2010). 
Research also shows that dramatizing literature enhances recollection of facts and ideas 
from reading. Since Vygotsky’s (1962) groundbreaking research on the importance of social 
interaction and experimentation through play on cognitive development, neuroscientists 
have been studying how emotional states influence cognition and memory. Results show that 
“learning in a positive emotional context increases retention” (Pogrow, 2010). Interpreting 
a scene from a literary work in English integrates language skills while it also improves a 
student’s long-term internalization of details and themes from the reading. Staging a story 
adds the social dimension to playful experimentation, establishing a positive emotional 
environment likely to enhance recall of reading. 

Vocabulary and grammar from literary works come to life in the minds of readers who 
transfer them from page to script, and then from script to stage. The writing skill also 
benefits when stories are reinforced through dramatization. With each turning page of a 
literary work,
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Literature provides learners with a wide range of individual or syntactic items. They 
learn about the syntax and discourse functions of sentences, the variety of possible 
structures, and the different ways of connecting ideas, which develop and enrich their 
own writing skills. (Hişmanoğlu, 2005, p. 55)

Students commit those same lexical items and syntactic structures to scripts. In staging them, 
students experiment to find the best gestures, pronunciation, tone, and blocking to convey 
their meaning to the audience, committing ideas from reading to memory as they embody 
them (Fleming, 2006).
Finally, dramatizing literature stations students’ multiple intelligences at their best vantage 
point by allowing students to choose the team task which appeals to their strengths. The 
theory of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983) reminds us that students excel when they 
can choose tasks that involve their intelligence types: linguistic, visual, auditory, kinesthetic, 
tactile, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. Dramatized literature activates all of these. The 
teamwork involved in planning to stage a scene requires reading a chapter, writing a script, 
and viewing related media for ideas. Performing the script entails acting, sound and lights, 
music, costumes, backstage, and marketing /advertising skills. These activities engage the 
whole repertoire of students’ multiple intelligences. Students themselves choose the task 
that appeals to them. When enacting literature, all students can find a role which attracts 
their special intelligence, giving all a chance to gain confidence and pride by contributing 
to the team project. Drama also takes students to the top of Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of 
learning skills through activities and decisions requiring analysis, synthesis, evaluation, 
and creativity. 
Some students appear to do well in traditional desk-based learning situations aimed at the 
acquisition of knowledge referred to in Bloom’s lower-order skills, remembering previously 
learned information and demonstrating comprehension of facts. However, many students do 
not thrive seated in traditional classrooms. The memorization usually employed in these two 
learning domains may lead to superior grades for those who excel in rote learning, but the 
knowledge is often ephemeral (Bloom, 1956). Dramatizing literature provides an opportunity 
to step up to higher-order thinking skills which are known to add lasting educational impact. 

Life Skills Benefits and Transformative Aspects of Dramatized Literature 
Acting their English also gives students the opportunity to practice the 21st century 7Cs life 
skills: creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, commitment, compromise camaraderie, 
and confidence (Parks, 2020). When students choose their literary work and their role on 
the stage team, they must collaborate, think critically, and compromise when faced with 
differences of opinion. As they proceed to synthesize ideas from related media and scripts, 
students add their creativity skills to the mix, as well as commitment. Rehearsing gestures, 
intonation, facial expressions, and movement over and over makes more demands on 
students’ ability to stay committed and flexes their camaraderie skills as well. Confidence 
skills are in demand when students take the spotlight on stage in front of an audience or 
even act out in class. Bringing language to life through drama integrates these life skills with 
reading, writing, listening, and speaking, adding up to four language skills plus seven life 
skills – a powerful learning combination. 
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The novel to script process can also be transformative on several levels. As story-acting 
gets underway, the once teacher-centered classroom becomes a student-centered beehive 
of activity where one instructor voice is replaced by several student voices acting and 
negotiating meaning. The educator becomes co-creator, and the connection with students 
takes the form of “a collaborative relationship of mutual respect, rather than a controlling 
relationship” (Piazzoli, 2018, p. 112). The educator, once wearing a single hat, now wears at 
least three: teacher, co-director, and co-playwright (Piazzoli, 2018). Students, once in a state 
of boredom and disengagement, become committed team members, contributing actively 
to the dramatization project. Furthermore, when plot, character, and theme are transferred 
from page to stage, they transform from boring and unimportant in students’ perception 
to compelling and crucial. In the process, Bloom’s learning domains shift from the lower-
order thinking skills of knowledge and comprehension to the higher-order thinking skills 
application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom, 1956). Last but not least, the students 
themselves transform in positive ways. Student leaders, who often gravitate toward acting, 
narrating, or stage-managing roles, upgrade their confidence as they practice language and 
life skills in the project. Followers among students, who often choose support crew work 
in backstage, sound and lights, costume and make-up, reporting and advertising, or Artist’s/
Writer’s Corners, gain a positive impression of teamwork as they see their performance gain 
audience recognition. In rehearsals, students transform from the passive pupils they often 
appear to be in their traditional classes to directors and script writers as they advise each other, 
make decisions that improve the performance, and negotiate to compromise where strategies 
conflict. Moreover, by acting the story, students experiment existentially by transforming 
into other beings in other times and places. Finally, the ordinary humdrum class period 
transforms into an exciting brainstorming, rehearsal, or stage session (Boudreault, 2010).

Conclusions 
This chapter has traced a language educator’s experiences over a five-year period using drama 
and the arts to explore literature with intermediate/upper intermediate (CEFR Borderline B1/
B2) foundation students in the Intensive English Program of a private university in the Middle 
East.  It follows the experiments from drawing novel scenes to blending images and music 
in video collages, to short flash plays enacting novel scenes, to full-scale dramatizations.  
Students experienced several benefits to their language and life skills.  Enactment projects 
deployed students’ respective multiple intelligences; students chose project tasks or roles 
which appealed to their respective strengths. This five-year process of exploring novels 
through the arts and drama led to the creation of a foundation level elective course centered 
around context-rich experiential project-based learning in which students engage in and 
reflect on literature through art, music videos, and drama.
Research on the use of literature, drama, and the arts in language teaching parallels the 
educator’s experience approaching novels through drama and the arts to spark student 
involvement. One researcher’s description of disengaged students calls to mind the educator’s 
students in novel hour before incorporating drama and the arts. “[T]eachers… often lament 
that, during class discussions around literature, particularly when discussing the ‘classics,’ 
many of their students sit bleary-eyed, chins propped on their hands” (DeBlase, 2005, p. 29). 
With students on low battery in lab hour at the end of their school day, the educator observed 
similar signs of apathy. Another researcher notes the reason: lack of engagement. 
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When students read a novel, whether young adult or classic, they only begin to enjoy it, care 
about it, respond to it, and want to read it critically when they have some personal stake in 
it. What’s in it for them? (Baxter, 1999, p. 120)
This is where drama and the arts come in. When literature is reflected artistically or enacted, 
students’ hearts are in it. While authentic and replete with language and life lessons, literature 
cannot be appreciated fully unless “we can get students to connect with a book on this kind 
of empathetic or emotional level” (Baxter, 1999, p. 120). 
The educator’s observations on the efficacy of teaching language through drama are 
confirmed in the research and practice of other educators reaching back decades. In the 
1960s, a scholar started a five-year English teaching project in Japan facilitating stage 
productions of American plays. Results showed that because it was being used for real, 
albeit mock, communication on stage, students absorbed the target language in the process. 
A consensus of other researchers report that drama lowers the affective filter and enhances 
students’ self-confidence and understanding of world cultures. Platform skills improve, as 
well as speaking skills, communicative accuracy and spontaneity.  Another researcher went 
so far as to assert that without schooling in dramatized literature, a student cannot reach the 
status of a properly educated adult. (McGovern, 2017). Researchers and practitioners have 
also seconded the educator’s observation that added to the communication practice in the 
target language which reading, writing, and acting a script provide, along with coordinating 
all aspects of a performance, from script to lights to mics to gestures provides teamwork and 
technical benefits to students. (McGovern, 2017). 
The educator’s “diary of a dare-to teacher” five-year case study posed a research question: 
would the use of drama and art projects enhance student engagement in novel reading 
and make learning easier and more effective? Reporting the transformation from seated 
passivity in class to engagement in motion through art and drama, the diary delineates a 
positive answer, reflects on evolving practice, and also issues a call for action. Students 
cannot be blamed for wilting in their chairs if activities assigned offer little or no intrigue. 
Language course curricula are more successful when they provide students with tasks that 
involve them and the chance to implement those tasks actively and interactively in a positive 
emotional environment. Teaching novels through drama and the arts engages language 
students because it involves the whole person –  mind, body, and emotions –  in the life-like 
use of the target language. In addition, it provides English learners with integrated practice 
in all language skills. Finally, engaging students in drama and the arts grounds them for the 
future as it provides practice in creative, collaborative, and confidence-building activities. 
Integrating language and life skills through drama and the arts allows students to mine the 
riches of literature, confront challenge collaboratively and create solutions, as they will in 
studies and life, while tightening their grip on a vital lifeline: English. 
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Chapter 18 

Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving 
in Foreign Language Teaching

David Rear
Chuo University, Japan

Abstract
This paper introduces a course taught at a university in Japan which aimed to give students 
experience in critical thinking and problem solving, vital skills in today’s modern workplace. 
The students were of low to intermediate English ability (CEFR A2 to B1) with little prior 
experience with critical thinking tasks. The course drew a connection between taxonomies 
of critical thinking and step-by-step problem-solving strategies that can be applied in 
business contexts, drawing on the taxonomy of thinking skills drawn up by Facione (1990). 
Critical thinkers methodically solve complex problems (Paul & Elder, 2006). While no 
single course can prepare students to succeed in academic life, participants came out with 
an increased awareness of critical thinking and a set of linguistic tools transferable to a 
range of different contexts.

 

Introduction
In the modern knowledge-driven workplace, corporations are seeking a new set of skills 
from their employees. It is no longer enough for employees to simply work hard and follow 
orders. In a fast-changing environment in which innovation and creativity are paramount, 
firms push responsibility lower and lower down the hierarchy, removing layers of inefficient 
middle-management and requiring front-line workers to “learn and adapt quickly, think 
for themselves, take responsibility, make decisions, and communicate what they need and 
know to leaders who coach, supply, and inspire them” (Gee et al., 1996, p. 19). In order to 
specify the kind of skills workers need in this environment, governments have drawn up 
sets of so-called generic skills, which are considered important for all workers, regardless 
of specialisation.
Universities too have adopted the discourse of generic skills, expressing the importance 
of providing their students with a set of graduate competencies applicable to all academic 
disciplines and courses. Central amongst these competencies are the development of critical 
thinking (CT) skills. Students nowadays are expected not only to become knowledgeable in 
their chosen area of study but also to demonstrate abilities in analytical thinking, independent 
learning, creativity and problem-solving (Halpern, 1999; Costa, 2006). 
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For students learning English as a foreign language, CT is no less important. The 
internationalisation of higher education has given opportunities to a growing number of 
young people to study at overseas universities. Many of these students originate from Asia, 
particularly China, Korea and Japan, with Asian students accounting for 80% and 69% 
of the total international student population in Australian and New Zealand universities, 
respectively (OECD, 2009). There is evidence, however, to suggest that Asian students gain 
less practice at school in CT tasks than do their counterparts in the West (Davies, 2013; 
Mulvey, 2016; Shaheen, 2016). 
This paper introduces a course of CT taught at a university in Japan to students of low to 
intermediate English ability (CEFR A2 to B1) that had had little prior experience with CT 
tasks. It aimed to teach CT in an explicit and systematic manner, drawing on the taxonomies of 
thinking skills drawn up by Ennis (1987) and Facione (1990). The course made a connection 
between CT and methodical problem-solving strategies. A critical thinker solves a complex 
problem by raising vital questions, gathering relevant information, determining findings, 
and communicating effectively (Paul & Elder 2006). In the course of preparing, performing 
and evaluating a pair of complex debates, the programme took students through a six-stage 
process, showing them how to clarify the nature of a problem, gather and organise relevant 
information, evaluate the reliability of that information, analyse the information to draw 
conclusions, express those conclusions logically and persuasively, and finally appraise their 
preparation and performance for future improvement.
This paper is organised into five sections. It begins by introducing some definitions of CT, 
drawing out three main aspects common to most conceptions of the term. It then explains 
how these definitions were put to use in the six stages of a debate course, with a dual focus 
placed on both thinking skills and language. It ends with some conclusions and thoughts on 
CT teaching as a whole.

Definitions of CT
It sometimes appears as though CT has as many definitions as there are researchers seeking 
to understand it. There are, however, certain commonalities to all of them. For Ennis (1987, 
p. 10), for example, CT is “reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what 
to believe or do.” Scriven and Paul (2003, p. 4) argue it is the “intellectually disciplined 
process of skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating 
information gathered from, or generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, 
or communication, as a guide to belief and action.” Many definitions link CT explicitly with 
problem solving, a direct connection to the lists of generic skills referred to above. Halpern 
(1996, p. 117), for example, defines it as:
Thinking that is purposeful, reasoned and goal directed – the kind of thinking involved 
in solving problems, formulating inferences, calculating likelihoods, and making decisions 
when the thinker is using skills that are thoughtful and effective for the particular context 
and type of thinking task.
 CT also involves the evaluation of beliefs and claims through an examination of the 
grounds upon which they are based. Knowledge claims, even those well-established within 
society, should not be accepted blindly. A critical thinker should have both the ability and 
the disposition to challenge beliefs that are not properly supported by verifiable evidence. 
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McPeck (1981, p. 7) says that CT is the “appropriate use of reflective skepticism within 
the problem under consideration.” Gieve (1998, p. 126) argues that critical thinkers must 
be able to “examine the reasons for their actions, their beliefs, and their knowledge claims, 
requiring them to defend themselves and question themselves, their peers, their teachers, 
experts and authoritative texts.” CT includes, therefore, a notion of questioning authority 
and established knowledge. 
Out of this idea comes a third aspect of CT – that is, the responsibility of people to use 
CT to promote a fairer, more rational and more civilised society. Paul (1984) makes a 
distinction between CT in the weak sense and the strong sense. By the former, he refers 
to the development of cognitive skills only for vocational or technical purposes. The 
latter, however, implies an “emancipatory reason” and an inclination for people to “free 
themselves from the self-serving manipulations of their own leaders” (Paul, 1984, p. 5). For 
many educators, therefore, there is an element of social awareness, even social activism, 
embedded within the notion of CT.
If we agree upon both the importance of CT and some of its key aspects, how can we go 
about developing CT in our students? In second language contexts, we are often constrained 
both by the linguistic level of our students and by the conventional aims of a language 
course. We cannot realistically expect students to become critical thinkers after a single 
course of study, any more than one could achieve this in a first-language setting. However, 
there is value in teaching students explicitly what CT means and in providing guidance 
on how they can apply it in an academic setting and in their everyday lives. In the next 
section of the paper, we will explain how this was done in a course designed for students of 
relatively low English proficiency.
 

CT as a Problem-Solving Process
When we consider how we might teach CT in the classroom, it is useful to turn to the 
taxonomies of CT skills drawn up by theorists such as Bloom (1956), Ennis (1987), Facione 
(1990) and Anderson and Krathwohl (2001). Bloom’s seminal work of 1956 identified 
six major categories of thinking, ranging from the simplest, or “lower-order,” skills at the 
bottom to the most complex, or “higher-order,” at the top. Beginning with what he labelled 
knowledge, good thinkers must be able to master the progressively more complex skills 
of comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Ennis (1987) drew up 
a more detailed list, identifying twelve key abilities: focusing on a question, analysing 
arguments, asking and answering questions of clarification, judging the credibility of a 
source, observing and judging observation reports, making and judging deductions, making 
and judging inductions, making value judgements, defining terms, identifying assumptions, 
deciding on an action, and interacting with others.
For the purposes of this course, however, it is the taxonomy drawn up by Facione (1990) that 
was considered to be most practical. Organising a consensus of expert opinion, he proposed 
six broad categories of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-
regulation. Each category was further broken down into sub-skills to form the following list:
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Table 1
Consensus List of Critical Thinking Cognitive Skills and Sub-Skills (Facione, 1990)

# Skill Sub-Skills

1 Interpretation categorization, decoding significance, clarifying meaning

2 Analysis examining ideas, identifying arguments, analyzing arguments

3 Evaluation assessing claims, assessing arguments

4 Inference querying evidence, conjecturing alternatives, drawing conclusions

5 Explanation stating results, justifying procedures, presenting arguments

6 Self-Regulation self-examination, self-correction

Facione’s (1990) taxonomy is useful because the six broad skills it lists can be regarded to 
some extent as a process moving from interpretation at the beginning to self-regulation at 
the end. Although the reality of real-life thinking tasks will rarely be as clear-cut as this, 
there is value in teaching it that way in order to offer students a systematic approach to their 
work. Indeed, there is a resemblance between Facione’s list and six-step problem-solving 
methods recommended in business and technical settings. Typically, such methods proceed 
as follows:

1. Identify and define the problem
2. Collect information and data regarding the problem
3. Analyse and assess the data
4. Develop and plan a solution
5. Explain and implement the solution
6. Evaluate the results

By combining Facione’s (1990) taxonomy with this problem-solving method, we can devise a 
framework for guiding students through the process of preparing, performing and evaluating 
debates while simultaneously offering them instruction on the nature and application of CT 
skills. In the next section, this framework will be outlined in the context of a debate course 
for learners of English as a foreign language.

Overview of the Course 
Debate is a popular method for teaching CT in both first and second language settings. 
In theory, it fulfils all three of the aspects of CT drawn out from the definitions above: 
encouraging an active and careful approach to an issue; generating a questioning attitude 
toward knowledge and beliefs; and stimulating learners towards a critical view of the world 
around them. It also provides space for the teaching of language. Giving instruction on 
the language of CT – discourse markers, argument indicators, expressions for evaluating, 
accepting and refuting claims, and so on – has been shown to lead to immediate improvements 
in the ability of students to critically analyse argumentative texts (Davies, 2013). 
Where this course differed from other debate courses is the explicit approach it took to the 
teaching of CT. Many debate courses, even those that give a nod towards taxonomies of 
CT, do not set out to teach CT expressly; rather, they take for granted that in the process of 
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carrying out a debate, students will automatically develop thinking skills and subsequently 
transfer them to other contexts. While there is no guarantee that taking a more explicit 
approach will be more successful, participants will at least finish the course both knowing 
what CT means and recognising its role in academic tasks.
The course was conducted at a middle-ranking private university in Japan to a class of 
twenty students in their third and fourth year. The students had a range of abilities in English, 
from CEFR A2 to B1, and were split evenly between males and females. The course ran for 
one, 13-week semester, meeting for ninety minutes twice a week. The students prepared 
and performed two debates during that time. The topic of the first debate was chosen by 
the instructor, and they were given eight weeks to prepare for it. For the second debate, 
they chose the topic themselves and were allotted five weeks for preparation. This lengthy 
preparation time was deemed necessary in order to allow the students sufficient time to 
research, evaluate and analyse the topics thoroughly, as well as practise for the debate itself.
For each debate, the students were guided through a six-stage process, which reflected both 
Facione’s taxonomy and the six-step problem-solving method (Figure 1).

Figure 1

Six-stage process for debate preparation and problem-solving

Step 1

Identify and clarify the issue (Interpretation)

Step 2

Gather and organise information about the issue (Analysis)

Step 3

Evaluate the information for reliability and credibility (Evaluation)

Step 4

Draw conclusions from the evidence (Inference)

Step 5

Explain conclusions logically (Explanation)

Step 6

Appraise and examine one’s performance (Self-regulation)
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Development of the Six Components of CT

Step 1: Identify and clarify the issue (Interpretation) 
The course began with an introductory lesson on CT itself. The students were asked to 
imagine that the university administration had come to believe that students were not 
improving their English sufficiently. They had tasked the students with investigating the 
issue in more detail in order to come up with solutions. The students were now to have their 
first meeting in which they would form a plan of action for their investigation. They did not 
have to come up with solutions in this meeting, but simply think how they would approach 
their investigation.
Through this activity and follow-up discussions, the students were introduced to the idea of 
step-by-step problem-solving, particularly the notion of gathering, evaluating and analysing 
data. From there, they learned about CT itself. They were prompted to check on the Internet 
just how pervasive the term was and how it was generally conceived. From here, they were 
introduced to the notion of debate and the content of the course itself.
The topic of the first debate was: “Do violent movies, television shows and video games lead 
to violent behaviour?” This issue was chosen for several reasons. First, it is a topic that is 
familiar to people in Japan, even if the precise arguments on each side are not well known. 
As Western educators, we have to be careful not to assume that students of non-English-
speaking backgrounds share a similarly high sense of awareness of the same issues we do in 
the West. In Japan, for example, the issue of abortion is rarely discussed as a moral or ethical 
problem and is less likely to provoke strong opinions than it might, say, in the United States. 
A failure to have a well-reasoned opinion on an unfamiliar issue should not be dismissed as 
a lack of CT. The second reason for the choice of this topic is that a large amount has been 
written upon it in everything from research papers to newspapers, magazines and blogs. 
Some of the arguments presented on each side are based on strong, convincing evidence; 
others, however, tend to be weak, contradictory or arise from emotional reactions to certain 
events. It was hoped that through their work on the course, students would learn to judge one 
from the other effectively.
Having been assigned the topic, the students were asked to brainstorm their initial thoughts. In 
particular, they were prompted to discuss whether they felt the question was straightforward 
or whether it was ambiguous or unclear in some way. Many of the students struggled 
initially, but eventually certain suggestions were made, most pertinently concerning the 
precise meaning of the word “violent.” How does one define whether a movie or video game 
is violent or not? Is a war movie automatically violent? How about a real-life documentary 
on war? Or a cartoon series such as Tom and Jerry? In this way, the students began to see that 
the issue was not as straightforward as it first appeared, and that one important step when 
approaching a question was to clarify meaning and define key terms. Such a step can be 
applied to a great many contexts, and is often the first thing students must do when tackling 
questions posed in an academic essay.

Step 2: Gather and organise information (Analysis)
The second stage began with the students forming groups of four in which they would 
prepare and perform the debate. Two students were required to take each side of the debate, 
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either based on their personal opinion or by playing devil’s advocate. In terms of learning 
objectives, this stage had three major aims:

 1. Planning: making a plan to gather information
 2. Gathering: collecting information from the internet and other sources
 3. Analysis: organising information into arguments and supporting evidence

The planning stage involved the students working within their team of two to formulate a 
series of questions they felt they needed to answer in order to understand the issue of violence 
in the media more thoroughly. They were also asked to brainstorm sources of information 
where the answers to these questions might be found. Unsurprisingly, the Internet came out 
at the top of that list, and in the gathering stage, the students were given advice on how to 
collect reliable information from the net. 

The concepts of reliability and credibility would be returned to in Step 3 of the debate 
process (evaluation), but it was important to introduce the terms here in order to help 
the students direct their research. The students were given a list of potential sources of 
information (factual newspaper articles, editorials, blogs, academic papers, Wikipedia, 
social media posts, Twitter feeds, corporate homepages) and asked to rate them as either 
reliable, unreliable or unsure. The idea of expertise was introduced through this activity, and 
the problem of bias through a brief discussion on newspapers and their political leanings. 
In addition to reliability, the students were also taught techniques of gathering information, 
including the functions provided by search engines like Google (such as Google Scholar) 
and the various databases that could be accessed through their university account.  

For the analysis stage, the students were given a short introductory article on the subject 
of violence in the media taken from an authentic source and tasked with breaking it down 
into its principal arguments and each argument’s supporting evidence. To assist them with 
this task, they were first given an exercise on discourse markers and other expressions that 
can be used in arguments to indicate inferences, reasons and support. While some of these 
expressions were already familiar to the students (e.g., therefore, consequently, since, proves, 
shows, thus, that is why, etc.), others were new to them. They were taught expressions (e.g., 
it follows that, from which we can infer that, if... then, it implies that, can be deduced, on 
account of) that they had rarely encountered in texts before (Fisher, 2011).

Equipped with some fundamental knowledge of both how to search for information and 
how to break texts down into their arguments and supporting evidence, the students were 
then given time to gather and analyse as much information as they could that was relevant 
to the topic. Their aim at this stage was not to construct the overall arguments of their case, 
but simply to analyse and make notes on each text they had collected in order to facilitate 
the inferencing work they would carry out later in the process. Once they had collected and 
organised their texts, the students were ready to move on to the third step of the process. 

Step 3: Evaluate information for reliability and credibility (Evaluation) 

For the evaluation process, the class adopted a motto – “Be Suspicious!” – arguably 
a convenient rallying cry for CT as a whole. The students were encouraged to ask the 
following questions of the texts they had collected:



Advancing English Language Education270

 1. Does the text come from a reliable and credible source?
 2. Can it be expected to be biased or one-sided?
 3. Is it written by someone with expertise on the topic?
 4. Is the argument based on well-supported reasons or evidence?
 5. Is the evidence up-to-date and transparent?
 6. Have the reasons been sufficiently explained?
 7. How certain is the argument claimed to be?
 8. Can the argument be supported (corroborated) by other sources?
 9. Are there any other relevant arguments that strengthen or weaken it?

Before they approached the texts they had gathered themselves, they were given practice in 
evaluating a text provided by the teacher. Given that this was the students’ first experience 
of this kind of exercise, the text was simplified to illustrate how the nine questions could 
be applied. Evaluating the texts they had collected was a harder exercise; however, with the 
assistance of the teacher, they began to find the strengths and weaknesses of the evidence 
they had gathered.

Step 4: Draw conclusions from the evidence (Inference)
The fourth step involved planning the debate itself, which was conducted with three speeches 
on each side: the opening address, the attack and rebuttal, and the summation. Using the 
texts they had gathered, analysed and evaluated, the students wrote out their opening address 
in full, creating three or four strong arguments supported by reliable and credible evidence. 
Further language work was done at this point, concentrating on textual organisation. The 
students were shown how to structure the overall framework of a persuasive speech and how 
to organise each paragraph internally, incorporating expressions to signal topic sentences, 
reasons, supporting evidence and inferences. The finished speeches were then given to the 
teacher, who gave advice on the strength of the arguments and the clarity of the language. 

Following this, each team was required to pass their speech to the opposing side, giving them 
the opportunity to probe it for weaknesses. Although in a real debate the opening addresses 
would be kept secret, forcing the opposition to think on their feet, this was not deemed a 
realistic expectation for learners of this language level. Moreover, giving them time to read 
their opponents’ speeches afforded them another chance to apply the evaluation techniques 
they had learned in the previous step. As they began work on their attack speeches, they 
were given more help with language, consisting of semi-technical terms such as consistent, 
contradiction, counter-example, valid, significant and hypothetical, and phrases for 
evaluating a claim, including fair/biased, concise/oversimplified, misrepresents the position/
represents the position fairly, is subjective/objective, is vague/imprecise/ ambiguous, and so 
on (Fisher, 2011). The attack speeches themselves were kept secret, requiring the students to 
defend their arguments impromptu as the debate progressed.
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Step 5: Explain conclusions logically (Explanation)  
The main focus for the fifth step was on presentation skills and formal debate language. 
First, the importance of eye contact, voice control, word stress, gestures and posture was 
emphasised, along with the need to tailor performance and language to the specific audience 
being addressed. Second, the students were given advice on creating and presenting 
appropriate visual aids. Since some of the evidence they would present consisted of numerical 
data, they were encouraged to create the right kind of graphs and figures to represent the 
information clearly. After this, they were given instruction on the conventions of debating 
itself and provided with a list of phrases commonly used in formal debates for attacking, 
refuting and summating arguments. Finally, they performed the debate itself over two class 
periods, with each of the five groups allotted around 20 minutes.

Step 6: Appraise and examine one’s performance (Self-Regulation)
This left the sixth and final step: the students’ critical self-appraisal of their own performance. 
Crucially, the term “performance” was not limited merely to the debate itself but to the entire 
process of research and preparation. The students were asked to examine what they had 
found easy or difficult about each stage of the process and what they felt their strengths and 
weaknesses had been. Four separate categories were considered: collecting information; 
analysing and evaluating information; teamwork; and debate performance. 
The results of the students’ self-appraisal, combined with a similar appraisal from the teacher, 
were incorporated into the second and final debate the students carried out on the course. 
For this debate, the students were free to choose their own topic within their group and were 
given more independence as they worked through the same six steps as before. They had 
to manage the time themselves, ensuring that not only their two-person team but also their 
four-person group completed each task on time. At the end of the debate, they produced an 
academic essay based on their overall argument, which gave them the opportunity to reflect 
on the debate and review the language they had learned during the course.

Discussion and Conclusions
This paper has aimed to make a twofold contribution to the pedagogy of CT in a second 
language context. First, it has advocated the use of taxonomies of skills to teach CT in an 
explicit and systematic manner. The advantage of such an approach is that the students end 
the course with a clear understanding of what CT entails and how it can be applied to their 
work both within and beyond their academic studies. This is particularly important in a 
country such as Japan. Schooling in Japan tends to be geared towards university entrance 
examinations, which, due to a desire to ensure fairness and objectivity in marking, are based 
overwhelmingly on factual, multiple-choice questions. Although the situation is changing 
gradually, CT is still not viewed as a fundamental aim of education and is infrequently used 
as a term.
The second contribution is its emphasis on language skills as an integral part of CT ability. 
The importance of language ability is often underestimated in discussions of CT for 
second language students, often lumped together, without careful thought, with cultural or 
educational background. Giving intelligent, critical opinions on complex topics in a foreign 
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language is an immensely difficult task. While giving instruction on the language of CT – 
discourse markers, argument indicators, and so on – can only help to a certain degree, it can 
at least give students the basic linguistic tools with which to express themselves in spoken 
or written form. 
As a pedagogical method, debate enables both thinking and language skills to be developed 
side-by-side. The question, of course, is whether the skills students learn will transfer to other 
contexts. This question has not been answered as yet, and is perhaps unanswerable. The best 
we can do as educators is to give learners the opportunity to learn about CT, and teaching 
them about it explicitly might give them the best chance to apply the lessons elsewhere. 
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Chapter 19 

The Beehive Task: Enhancing Differentiation in Online Teaching

Mher Davtyan
American University of Armenia, Armenia

Abstract
This paper discusses the most common barriers to online English teaching and learning 
in rural Armenia and suggests some Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles as a 
guideline for categorizing the challenges to student engagement in online learning. UDL 
principles serve as a theoretical basis for the beehive task, which is a series of meaningful, 
communicative and differentiated tasks for a group of mixed-proficiency level students. 
The beehive task intervention aims to promote online community building and student 
engagement by supporting peer-to-peer support, minimizing stress and maximizing 
opportunities for engaging student interests. This single subject action research project 
involved eight participants aged 20-25 and investigated the effect of the beehive task on 
student engagement. The task is based on varying demands and language simplification 
strategies that are fundamental to effective differentiation. The results suggest that the 
project helped students develop as a community, collaborate both in small groups and as 
a whole group and reduced stress resulting from technical challenges. Also, the beehive 
task supported intensive cognitive engagement since it addressed the various needs of 
the learners.

Introduction
Online teaching is a relatively new concept in Armenia. Some organizations have 
implemented several models of online education, including EFL courses and teacher 
trainings. However, there is no research-based evidence to shed light on the challenges and 
impact of online educational programs to discuss the reasons for disadvantages and come 
up with better strategies and techniques for improving the quality of online teaching in the 
Armenian context.
The encyclopedia of developing regional communities (Marshall et al., 2006) presents 
a detailed research on informational technologies and communication in the developing 
world including Armenia. Apparently, during the Soviet period, telecommunication in rural 
Armenia was based on analog stations and a linear network. After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the linear network of telephone communication was already worn out, and in many 
areas, it was even impossible to provide the villages with stable, cable Internet connections. 
Consequently, basic radio modem connection is the only alternative to cable Internet, which, 
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in its turn, is not stable and has a considerable effect on student participation and engagement 
in online programs.
Along with limited access to sustainable Internet connections, the geographical condition 
of many villages is quite unfavorable. Villages in the Tavush region, for example, are 
very close to the Armenia-Azerbaijan border. As a result of ceasefire violations and 
conflict in Nagorno Karabakh, schools, residential areas and infrastructures of bordering 
villages are often under fire. This is one of the major barriers for local students to exercise 
their rights to equal participation and engagement in online and face-to-face educational 
activities and programs.
Synchronous online tasks that require all students to come together online for a purposeful 
activity or face-to-face meetings in regional centers for placement tests or technology 
workshops may present low attendance rates because of transportation issues, ceasefire 
violations and unrepaired mountain roads. Therefore, building an online community and 
generating a strong sense of belonging in students seems to be a challenging task for 
online teachers.
Students’ beliefs about the effectiveness of online teaching, on the other hand, play an 
important role in online learning experiences. Obviously, the fossilized understanding of 
traditional teaching methods and models creates attitudinal barriers for students to value 
online learning opportunities and take them seriously.
The purpose of this research is to analyze barriers to student engagement in online learning 
and suggest research-based solutions to online English curriculum developers and teachers 
for creating optimal opportunities for student engagement. To address the problem of low 
engagement in online settings, this investigation presents the implementation of a Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) based beehive task as a specific intervention to raise student 
engagement. Thus, this study aims at addressing the following question: What is the effect 
of the UDL-based beehive task on student engagement in online lesson?
The current research includes a discussion on the nature of student engagement in online 
settings in the literature review and presents a deep analysis of engagement gaps in an online 
English teaching program by looking at it from a UDL perspective. Furthermore, this action 
research suggests a specific online task (the beehive task) as a treatment and measures its 
effectiveness through pre-assessment, mid-assessment and final assessment of student 
engagement as well as written student reflections on their own engagement.

Literature Review
Student engagement in online teaching
Student engagement is one of the most crucial elements of effective learning and teaching. 
Whether defined as student involvement or participation in purposeful educational activities 
that are possible to measure with high-standard learning objectives (Kuh, 2007) or quality 
of student effort committed to effective learning activities (Hu & Kuh, 2001), student 
engagement might be a challenge both in online and face-to-face teaching. Teachers and 
education leadership put a considerable amount of time, effort and thought into planning 
and making student engagement more than neutral participation or involvement. By way 
of contrast, it is of vital importance to consider all the barriers that create gaps between 
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students’ efforts and rights to engagement and the availability of resources for ensuring 
holistic engagement.
The holistic approach to engagement suggests a three-dimensional framework and 
differentiates between behavioral, emotional and cognitive engagement (Fredricks et al., 
2004). The dimensions are significantly interrelated: attendance and involvement (behavioral 
engagement) are much more purposeful when students demonstrate motivation and enjoy 
learning practices and develop a strong sense of belonging to a community (emotional 
engagement). In addition, behaviorally and emotionally engaged students go far beyond 
teacher expectations and requirements. They show interest in constructing their own learning 
practices and challenge themselves through cognitive engagement.
Schmoker (2006), an educationalist and former teacher, revealed that there was more than 
50% engagement in 15% of observed classrooms. The research included 1500 classrooms 
all over the USA. That is to say, in 85% of the observed classrooms the researcher could see 
less than 50% engagement.
A study by Chen et a. (2008) compared face-to-face and distance university learners in terms 
of effective engagement in educational activities. The researchers found that distance learners 
were basically as engaged as and often more engaged than the face-to-face participants. 
Online students were able to participate at least as often and sometimes more often than 
face-to-face learners in generating questions in class, contributing to discussions, sharing 
ideas from reading assignments and being involved in community-based projects as a part of 
their coursework. The campus-based participants, on the other hand, demonstrated a higher 
level of engagement in terms of collaboration with peers inside and outside the classroom 
for group work on projects or assignment preparation.
Although research shows that online learners have almost equal opportunities for meaningful 
engagement in educational practices, the level of engagement varies from context to context. 
In a developing country such as Armenia, online teaching is much more challenging in terms 
of student engagement, inclusion, participation and progress, especially when it comes to 
reaching out to rural regions with the help of new technologies. 

Barriers to student engagement in online teaching and UDL-based strategic solutions
Based on the challenges pinpointed above, the current literature review presents strategies 
for maximizing engagement in online learning. UDL is both a philosophy and toolkit for 
educators to meet the diverse learning needs of students. It is a holistic and inclusive strategy 
for teachers to address differences, challenges and specific needs of the learners by creating 
flexible curricula and appreciating diversity in classrooms (Rose & Meyer, 2002).
According to Novak (2016), using UDL means having a deep understanding of concepts 
that we teach and presenting them in multiple ways. Student engagement plays a critical 
role in UDL since the strategy involves students as active participants and encourages them 
to express themselves and the end product of their learning in a number of diverse ways. 
Hence, UDL is based on a three-dimensional framework that incorporates multiple means 
of representation, engagement and action and expression.
UDL is not just a series of rubrics or checklists given to students. It is not about making 
ongoing or on-spot decisions while practicing teaching. Rather, it is a pre-planning tool that 
curriculum designers should use carefully and deliberately to ignore all predicted barriers to 
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learning and student engagement and provide students with equal and equitable opportunities 
and scaffolding for access to learning and self-expression (Novak, 2016).

With the help of UDL perspectives at the curriculum pre-planning stage, it might be helpful 
to categorize the above-mentioned challenges of online educational programs in rural 
Armenia in three big groups of barriers to learning:

● Technological
● Safety
● Attitudinal

Technological barriers: Barriers related to technology include but may not be limited 
to stable Internet connection; technical literacy issues; availability of computers or other 
relevant devices. A non-commercial online project that aims to ensure students’ rights to 
participation and engagement in online learning in many rural regions of Armenia might 
want to consider these challenges from the inclusion perspective that is salient to UDL. 
The UDL question would be whether it is possible to ignore technology barriers, and 
differences in learners' social status to encourage equal participation and involvement of 
all interested and eligible candidates. How would learners’ special needs be possible to 
meet in online settings?
If the purpose of the program is to create equal educational opportunities for learners in the 
region, the first step might be suggesting practical solutions to the technical issues. Whether 
the solution is providing participants with Internet modems or creating a technology hub with 
computers, access to Internet and a technical facilitator, it should be based on the effective 
use of available resources and local needs. The trainer-to-trainer model could be used for 
preparing local course facilitators to scaffold participation and give technical support, and 
presumably, the local English teachers could contribute to this process.
Another UDL solution to technical problems and low computer literacy issues is to foster 
collaboration and communication between participants. UDL guidelines (CAST, 2011) 
suggest that collaboration and effective communication are 21st century skills, and learners 
might develop those skills if provided with peer-mentoring opportunities for one-on-
one support. Upon deliberate facilitation, peer-to-peer support might greatly strengthen 
sustainable engagement. 
Barriers to safety: One of the most significant achievements for teachers is creating a safe 
space for learners. Minimizing stress, threats and distractions is one of the guiding UDL 
checkpoints for ensuring involvement and making engagement happen (CAST, 2011). 
As teachers, we can reduce stress and threats that are within our classroom climate as a 
result of negativity or attitudinal barriers in social interaction, for example. Nevertheless, 
students come with their own experiences of stress and trauma. Particularly when it comes 
to teaching in conflicting areas or regions where ceasefire violation is a major threat, it is 
beyond teachers’ capability to neutralize external barriers to students’ mental, psychological 
and physical safety. In this respect, a UDL question for educational leadership might be how 
it is possible to create a safe technology hub for students where they can come together as 
a community and join in their online course instead of isolated participation from separate 
places. Would it be possible to use sound- and bullet-proof materials for building the hub? 
What might be the best location for the hub? 
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Taking the online course in the hub versus students’ homes might reduce the level of stress 
from external factors, such as shooting sounds on the border, or stress resulting from unstable 
Internet connection at home, and a sense of isolation and panic resulted from not knowing 
what to do when a technical problem occurs. 
Attitudinal barriers: Students’ beliefs may have a dramatic influence on the quality of 
engagement and learning. In areas with political and military instability, such as border 
villages in north-eastern Armenia, students often lack diverse and meaningful educational 
opportunities. Learning happens in isolation, and, as a consequence, many learners fossilize 
beliefs about learning and teaching.
Often, students in online EFL courses do not take online learning and communicative 
language teaching seriously. This is a challenge to deep cognitive engagement, and often 
learning does not happen simply because students do not believe in what they do. On the 
other hand, some students continue participation because getting a certificate of completion 
is important. These issues significantly lower the motivation level. Difficult course content 
(e.g., unadapted and inappropriate language for the student level) makes low English 
proficiency students lose interest and cease their participation and involvement in the course.
As far as UDL perspective is concerned, a UDL curriculum designer and teacher might ask 
what could be the best way of making impact on fossilized students’ beliefs and raising 
participants’ awareness of the effectiveness and importance of online learning. What are 
the best strategies for differentiating course content and expectations for students who have 
different schedules, proficiency levels, intelligences and learning preferences? In other 
words, how could the curriculum engage student interests for generating intrinsic motivation 
and eliminating attitudinal barriers to engagement? 
The UDL strategy for coping with most of the issues discussed is providing opportunities 
for engaging student interests as information that is not interesting may be inaccessible 
(CAST, 2011). The level of motivation in online learning may rise dramatically if students 
get individual choices as to when, how and in what ways to achieve the learning objective. 
Also, students might take learning much more seriously if teachers maximize the relevance, 
value and authenticity of the tasks.
UDL also suggests another strategy for helping students persist and make sustainable efforts 
for consistent engagement. Especially when it comes to mixed level language learning groups, 
varying demands (having different expectations) and simplifying language (vocabulary, 
symbols and syntax) are of vital importance (CAST, 2011). In terms of differentiation, it 
means differentiating content, process and product to scaffold learning. 
It is not appropriate to use some UDL checkpoints and claim that we teach a UDL course 
(Novak, 2016). UDL is an approach to teaching that requires tremendous institutional 
support for teachers to practice it effectively. Nevertheless, the current task is an effort to 
integrate research based UDL strategies to deal with the described challenges of online 
English teaching in rural Armenia. 

Study Design
A-B single subject research design was the method chosen to conduct this study to test the 
effect of the UDL-based beehive task in small group instruction. First, the researcher collected 



Advancing English Language Education279

baseline data (A, 4 weeks) and clarified the trend line. Then the teacher introduced the 
beehive task to the participants through two training sessions. After the training, the teacher 
collected data on the influence of the beehive task on student participants’ engagement (B, 
6 weeks). Although this study does not compare the results of the beehive task intervention 
to another intervention, data analysis in phase A gives results of student engagement under 
typical online instructions.
In all phases of the study, student engagement was measured through a specific rubric adapted 
from the International Center for Leadership in Education (2015). The aim of the adaptation 
was to develop an assessment tool which presents the three-dimensional holistic framework 
of engagement (discussed in the literature review). The student engagement assessment 
rubric collected data on a weekly basis. It observed 10 specific aspects of engagement, such 
as continuous focus, verbal participation, student confidence, fun and excitement, individual 
attention, clarity of learning, meaningfulness of work, rigorous thinking, performance 
orientation and consistent self and peer evaluation. 
Data collection was done through the engagement assessment rubric by evaluating student 
participation, quality of work and weekly student reflections. Students wrote weekly 
reflections and sent them to the teacher via email. The student engagement assessment rubric 
is holistic; it distinguishes three different categories for each specific aspect of engagement 
(low, medium, high). Overall, it is possible to get a cumulative score of 30 if a student gets 
three for all 10 aspects.

Student participants
Participants included eight adult Armenian EFL learners (Table 1), aged 20-25, who studied 
English in a mixed-level, online group. The participants were from rural areas of the Tavush 
region of Armenia bordering Azerbaijan. The mother tongue of the participants is Armenian; 
Russian is their second language. Having seven years of public school and on average two 
years of university experience with English, four of the students appeared to be at a CEFR 
B1 level, with the others at A2 level of English.

Table 1
Participant Profile

Participants Age  CEFR English
Level

 Exposure with
English Higher Education

Participant 1 21 A2 years 11 Yes

Participant 2 21 A2 years 7 No

Participant 3 23 A2 years 11 Yes

Participant 4 20 A2 years 11 Yes

Participant 5 24 B1 years 10 Yes

Participant 6 23 B1 years 11 Yes

Participant 7 25 B1 years 7 No

Participant 8 25 B1 years 11 Yes
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The A2 level learners did not manage to travel to the regional center to take the placement 
test; nevertheless, the program had already included them and designed a B1 level appropriate 
curriculum. Under some circumstances it was impossible to redesign the curriculum and 
differentiate all the materials to present a holistic approach to the needs of A2 level learners. 
Although the regional teachers were teaching only weekend sessions and could not make 
an impact on more than 50% of the pre-designed curriculum, the program expected the 
regional teachers to keep students engaged via differentiated instruction and to help all 
learners improve their English.
The online EFL program that engaged the participants aimed at reaching out to the rural 
areas of Armenia with the help of technology. The purpose of the online course was to 
engage students who had B1 level of English proficiency according to CEFR. The program 
used a course management system (Moodle) for webinars and a wide range of other online 
tasks. The participants had two online sessions a week. The first session brought together 
all the participants –  more than 150 learners – in an online lesson. The main goal for this 
lesson was to present the new grammar structures and vocabulary that students needed 
to practice throughout the week in synchronous and asynchronous online activities. The 
weekend sessions engaged students in small regional groups (8-10 students per group); the 
purpose of the weekend webinars was to create opportunities for online interaction so that 
students could actually experience the grammar and vocabulary presented in the first session 
in speaking and listening activities. 
The pre-assessment of student participation and engagement in phase A suggested evidence 
of low motivation in A2 participants, as the online materials, quizzes and listening activities 
were difficult for them. Students in this group were often experiencing stress because of 
military activities and ceasefire violations on the border of their villages. Some of them were 
on the edge of losing interest and ceasing their participation in the course due to technical, 
attitudinal and safety barriers. In phase B, there was a mid-intervention student engagement 
assessment at the end of the third week after starting the intervention and a final assessment 
of student engagement at the end of week 10. The results and implications of these tests are 
discussed in the findings and discussion part of this paper.

The beehive task as a selected intervention: Background and details
Given the discussed UDL perspectives, strategies and solutions to the challenges, this project 
suggested an additional online task for the Tavush group. Since students had problems with 
regular participation in synchronous online meetings because of technical barriers and safety 
issues, the project designed an asynchronous task in a shared Google document to create an 
extra opportunity for learning. The use of Google documents was effective as they are not 
complicated technically and do not require a strong Internet connection. Students had to 
work in small groups, and they had a week to complete the task. The small groups worked 
on a specific part of the task synchronously; however, the groups decided the best time and 
date for finishing their part. In this respect, students had freedom to navigate and choose 
the best timeslot and conditions appropriate for concentration and effective work. The task 
also reduced stress since students knew that if they had to cease their participation in the 
synchronous online lesson, they could open their Google document whenever it was possible 
to find an additional task on the topic that they could do together. 
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The theoretical basis of the task is task-based teaching (Willis & Willis, 2007); it is called 
a beehive task as hives present a symbol of collaboration, engagement and strong peer 
support. In a series of sequential activities, students collaborate to make the little pieces of 
the puzzle, and at the end they unite the results of their efforts to finalize and share the end 
product of their learning. 

Beehive task implementation phase 1: Research and speaking
The first part of the task draws on student interests and helps the learners to activate their 
background knowledge by suggesting films that are relevant to them and allowing free 
choices. Students may take a day or two for completing phase 1. Students get the instructions 
both orally as a part of a synchronous online meeting and in written form (e.g., page one of 
the Google document presents the instructions step by step). If students have questions, they 
ask the teacher in the Google chat box. This is the procedure for the research and speaking 
part of the task.

STEP 01 Ask students to create Gmail accounts and share a Google document with them.
STEP 02 In a synchronous meeting, show students the basic functions of Google documents 

and speak about the advantages of using them to learn English.

STEP 03 Tell students that the name of the task is beehive because for the upcoming semester 
they are all going to work collaboratively as a strong community just like a bee 
colony, where each individual does his/her own work appropriate to his/her abilities. 
At the same time, each and every student is going to contribute to something bigger 
and more important than what they do individually, and it is the end product that the 
group can create.

STEP 04 Ask students to brainstorm as many movies from a variety of genres as they can, in 
the shared Google document.

STEP 05 Make a table in the Google document and name the cells of the table after the 
students, so that each individual has a space for taking notes. This makes student 
contribution visual for the teacher.

STEP 06 Ask students to choose a movie from the suggested ones and do some research on it. 
STEP 07 Ask students to watch the trailers of the chosen movie and write what the films are 

about in their individual cells (Figure 1, Steps 5, 6 and 7).
STEP 08 Students look for simple, basic facts, such as who stars in the movie, where/when 

was the film shot, etc.
STEP 09 Students continue taking notes in their individual cells.
STEP 10 Tell students that they are going to record a similar movie trailer for the film that 

they researched.
STEP 11 Ask them to think for 3 minutes and sum up their notes.
STEP 12 Open http://vocaroo.com and record 1- or 2-minute speaking responses.
STEP 13 Then students share the links of their audio recordings in their individual cells in the 

Google document.
STEP 14 To help students support each other emotionally, ask them to listen to at least 3 

recordings made by their friends and make positive comments by answering the 
following question: What do you like in this speaking response? Tell 3 positive 
things to your friend. (See an example of complete student work in Figure 2).
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Figure 1
Students describe the movies in their individual cells in a shared Google document

Fgure 2
B1 level adapted reading task and students’ written response
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Beehive task implementation, phase 2: Reading and writing
To facilitate the reading part of the task, choose one of the movies suggested by the students 
and look for a movie review. Since the movie reviews present authentic language, they 
are not level appropriate for B1 and A2 learners. That is why simplifying language is a 
must. To understand the real level of the movie review, use the Vocabulary Kitchen (http://
vocabkitchen.com/profiler/cefr). 
Vocabulary Kitchen is an instantaneous and convenient tool that visually demonstrates the 
CEFR level of the words used in any text. Copy and input your text in the given space, and 
you will get a color-coded list of A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2 level words, which makes the 
text adaptation process much more manageable and easier. When you have already adapted 
the first part of the text for B1 level learners and the second part for A2 level learners, make 
another table with four cells in the Google document and copy the B1 level appropriate part 
in cell 1. 
Put A2 level appropriate text in cell 2. Do not label the text as A2 and B1, or easy and 
difficult. It is important for students not to differentiate between their friends as weak or 
strong. Instead, discuss with students the fact that everyone is different and that is why they 
have different learning needs. Also, explain the principles of grouping. We do not want B1 
level learners always in one group and A2 level learners in another one. The project uses 
both ability-based and mixed-level grouping strategies.
At the reading phase, these are the steps to follow.

STEP 1 First, do ability-based grouping. Tell B1 level students to read the first part of the text.

STEP 2 Tell A2 level learners to read the second part of the text.

STEP 3 After reading, students get into two mixed-level groups of four (two A2 level and 
two B1 level learners in each group) writers and editors.

STEP 4 Group A works in cell 3. B1 level learners are the writers. They need to summarize 
and paraphrase the first part of the movie review.

STEP 5 A2 level learners in group A are the editors. They need a very specific checklist for 
editing their friends’ paragraph and should mainly pay attention to technical errors 
and mechanics.

STEP 6 In group B, A2 level learners are the writers. They summarize the second part of the 
movie review adapted for their level.

STEP 7 B2 level learners in group B are the editors. They use the peer evaluation checklist 
(Appendix A) to help their friends improve their writing.

STEP 8 Once students are done with writing and editing in two groups, they exchange their 
paragraphs for peer reviewing.

STEP 9 After the teacher’s review and feedback, students unite their paragraphs in a single 
body of writing.

The project unites students to do similar tasks once a week and keeps the cooperation 
between groups consistent. 
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Findings and Discussion
The baseline pre-assessment was done via researcher-designed assessment of student 
engagement at the end of week four in phase A (Figure 3). The purpose of the baseline pre-
assessment was to find out the level of actual engagement before the beehive task intervention 
and shed light on teacher assumptions. Also, its results are the basis of comparison between 
mid-point and final engagement assessments to see the progress. In phase B, there was a mid-
intervention student engagement assessment at the end of the third week after starting the 
intervention and a final assessment of student engagement at the end of week 10 (Figure 3). 

Figure 3

Baseline, mid-Intervention and final student engagement assessment results for each of the 
participants, from 1 to 8

The whole group results (Figure 4) compare the cumulative mean scores, and, overall, the 
results are positive as they show a consistent rise in student engagement level. 
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Figure 4

Group mean of 3 engagement tests

As the English proficiency levels are different, the results of A2 (Figure 5) and B1 level 
(Figure 6) students’ results should be considered separately. 

Figure 5

A2 level students’ results
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Figure 6

B1 level students’ results

As Figure 7 suggests, both groups have made a significant improvement in terms of 
cognitive, emotional and participatory engagement. However, B1 level group’s engagement 
score is greater than the A2 group. It might be assumed that higher proficiency contributes 
to the expression of more rigorous thinking. Also, it might be easier for B1 level students 
to navigate the learning environment due to their language background. Evidently, A2 level 
students needed more scaffolding and support to show more engagement with the content. 
They could benefit both from working with their B1 level partners and from implementing 
independent learning techniques, such as note-taking strategies, use of dictionaries and 
context clues for making meaning out of unfamiliar words and structures. It would be 
beneficial if the teacher selected the strategies in advance and modeled their use for students 
before presenting the beehive task.
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Figure 7

Comparison of B1 andA2 level students’ mean scores on 3 assessments

Another reason for the outstanding scores of B1 level students might be attributed to teacher 
expectations. Teacher expectations are one of the most important keys to student success, 
and as such, maintaining high expectations is also aligned with the UDL framework (Meyer 
et al., 2014). While it is true that many teachers try to cut through the “smog” of low 
expectations, it is also true that expectations are “the hidden dynamic” of teaching and can 
shape student learning (Farr, 2010). 

Because high proficiency level students showed greater participatory engagement, this 
might lead the teacher to have higher expectations from them, thus giving more space to B1 
level students for expressing themselves. At the research stage, B1 level students had more 
chances to comprehend the texts, and it was a teacher expectation to read individually and be 
able to structure the results. As for A2 level students, the research stage needed to be more 
structured and supported, with clear steps guiding to the same goal the B1 level students had 
for their research.

On the other hand, constant growth in both groups suggests that the beehive task creates 
opportunities for all learners to be engaged in the learning process within the potential, skills 
and language ability that they possess. This data supports the idea behind UDL strategies, 
which aim at engaging and including each and every learner in learning to fulfill his/her 
potential to the highest level possible.

As a group, the mean for engagement level gradually increased from 54.36% (baseline 
assessment) to 67.08% and 79.16% in the mid and final assessments, respectively (Table 2). 
In the B1 level group, the mean for engagement increased from 62.05% (baseline assessment) 
to 76.66% and 89.16% overall in 10 weeks. The data suggests that the UDL-based beehive 
task was effective for both level groups. Nevertheless, it is important to be careful about this 
data, taking into consideration the limitations of this research. 
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Table 2

The overall and group progress by percentage

Progress Pre-assessment Mid-Assessment Final-Assessment

B1 level students' 
mean progress 62.05% 76.66% 89.16%

A2 level students' 
mean progress 46.66% 57.49% 69.16%

Overall group 
progress 54.36% 67.08% 79.16%

First, conducting two baseline assessments would give more data to understand how 
consistent and serious the engagement issue was. Also, the lack of another control group 
involved in the study makes it difficult to compare the effect of the beehive task with 
traditional “One size fits all” instruction. 

On the one hand, the small effect size does not seem to be generalizable, on the other 
hand the UDL-based intervention obviously raised the average of engagement of all 
students, as the task uses scaffolding for language comprehension, authenticity, optimizing 
opportunities for individual choices and multiple means of engagement. 

Implications and Recommendations
Given the discussion above, the use of beehive task might have the following practical 
implications for teachers.

● The use of UDL strategies significantly raises student engagement.
● Student motivation and self-regulation are affected by the design of activities and 

tasks.
● It is vital to examine the learning context and learner profiles in the backwards plan-

ning stage in order to clearly map all the barriers to learning and to have enough time 
to develop solutions. 

● Engagement and participation rise when students are provided with individual choices 
such as when and how to complete the task.

● Minimizing barriers to learning and maximizing comprehension and collaboration 
build a strong sense of belonging and community.

● Guided and semi-structured self and peer evaluation is an important step to create a 
culture of accepting and sharing feedback, which in its turn builds a learning commu-
nity.

Further research should take into consideration all the challenges of online education, and 
explore and suggest the most inclusive and appropriate models and instructional strategies 
for effective student engagement in online teaching in rural Armenia.
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Conclusion
Learning organizations need to examine the learning context to identify barriers to learning 
before the curriculum development stage. Instead of sharing a fixed curriculum and 
assessment through a shared online platform, they should provide flexible curricula and 
assessment, which are easy to adapt to learners’ needs.
The main goal of the project was to create equal opportunities for a mixed-level group of 
students to get engaged cognitively and emotionally in the same collaborative task regardless 
of their proficiency level and various barriers to learning. Based on monitoring results and 
student reflections, the project was a success in terms of achieving the main goal. Students 
practiced listening, reading, writing and speaking skills, and on average each student spent 
an hour and a half working on the task (reviewing materials online, reading, listening, 
writing cooperatively, editing, peer evaluating and editing the final product). 
Online communication became more intensive which promoted online collaboration. The 
project also reduced the level of stress as students were given a week for completing the 
tasks, and they had a chance to decide the best and the most convenient timeslots to avoid 
technical barriers. Also, due to differentiation, each student did a task appropriate to his or 
her ability. Students appreciated the fact that the task made it possible to exchange feedback 
instantly. They knew when and how to do that whereas before the project they had little or 
almost no facilitation as how to learn from one another.
Ultimately, students working independently in their groups they developed a sense of 
ownership and independence.
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Appendix A: Peer Evaluation Checklist for Writing
When you give feedback, remember 3 things:

 

 1. I read through the text and I see that it answers the task (the title).

 2. All sentences start with capital letters.

 3. Proper nouns start with capital letters.

 4. I read the text to see where to stop for periods, commas and question marks.

 5. Sentences have a noun and a verb (Subject+Verb+Object).

 6. One sentence is not one paragraph, or it is not too long.

 7. The writer does not omit TO BE where it is needed.

 8. The writer does not omit the third person singular S, where it is needed.

 9. Spelling is correct.

 10. Though there are some errors, it is not difficult to understand the meaning, and it is 
just OK, because we learn through mistakes.

 11. I put smiles after my comments for my peer to show that I am positive. 🙂

3. Be HELPFUL!2. Be SPECIFIC!1. Be KIND!
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