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Features

e Over 800 idioms that have been
researched in the Cambridge International
Corpus for their frequency, meaning, and
use

e A large variety of presentation and
exercise types that makes the learning of
the idioms fun and memorable

e An audio CD that contains recordings
of the presentation section of each unit

e A dictionary section at the back of the
book that gives definitions and examples
of every idiom in the book

e An answer key that makes the book
suitable for self-study use

More information on using this book in
the classroom is available on our Web site
at
www.cambridge.org/elt/intheknow/.
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Books

Techniques &
Principles

In Language
Teaching

EShahla Zarei Neyestanak
- .
| Techniques
& Principles
in Language
Teaching

Diane Larsen-Freeman
and Marti Anderson

P,

OXFORD

Techniques and Principles in Language
Teaching has influenced the

way thousands of teachers have taught
languages. This classic guide

to developing the way you teach has been
an essential resource to

new and experienced teachers worldwide,
and is now in its third

edition. Each chapter focuses on a
different teaching approach,

describing it being used in the classroom,
analyzing what happened,
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and helping you think how you could apply
it to your own teaching.

New for the Third Edition

NEW discussion on the political
dimensions of language teaching NEW
digital technology chapter

NEW extended coverage of content-based
and task-based approaches

Diane Larsen-Freeman is a Professor of
Education, Professor

of Linguistics, and a Research Scientist at
the English Language

Institute at the University of Michigan. She
is also a Distinguished

Senior Faculty Fellow at the School for
International Training in

Brattleboro, Vermont, USA. A teacher
educator for over 30 years,

Professor Larsen-Freeman has published
numerous books and

articles about second Language
acquisition research, English grammar,
and language teaching methods.

Marti Anderson is an education and
teacher-training consultant currently
based in Bangkok, Thailand. She was on
the faculty at the School for International
Training in Brattleboro, Vermont, USA

for 20 years.

Visit www.oup.com/elt/teacher/iplt for
additional resources.

OXFORD
UNIVERSITY PRESS

www.oup.com/elt

‘Larsen-Freeman’s style of presenting
the material is easy to read and speaks
directly to “you”;

TESOL JOURNAL



® How can a journal like ROSHD
contribute to the establishment of
curriculum change in Iran?

Q Given | suggested a change in the
discourse of testing system, journals like
ROSHD are very good outlets to initiate
discussion among different stakeholders
about our testing system and how it could
be improved to benefit all. | am in favour
of graphics, and so | suggest the following
figure to organise the discussion around
the change.

Conceptual

Implementation

ROSHD can therefore encourage
different stakeholders to discuss
different levels of the current and desired
assessmentisystems as presented in the
above graph using a variety of data and
reflections. For example, it will be very
useful'to publish students’ and parents’
reflections on the current testing system

side by side with the experts’ analysis of
the system and suggestions for change
in the system. After all, the testing
system is one of the most influential and
controversial academic issues with huge
impact on different stakeholders and social
institutions. We therefore need to bring in
a variety of opinions and look at it from
different perspectives to move toward

a more comprehensive and meaningful
system.

@ evaluating the current system
e identifying the drawbacks

e designing new assessment tasks
e doing feasibility studies

@ preparing infrastructures for the new system
e implementing the new assessment tasks

e assessing the efficeincy and effectiveness of the new system
e providing feedback for the improvement of the new system

Thank you for giving me this opportunity
to reflect on my experiences and
observations and | think it is great to see
ROSHD has initiated consulting people in
this field. | hope we see these discussions
result in beneficial modifications in our
educational and testing system so that our
children can benefit from and make a better
future.

Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014 | ROSHD FLT | 14| 1§



and go through another round of action
research, or continue with the same
instructional activities. Fortunately, our
teachers are educated people who have
done their bachelors or masters and are
therefore familiar with systematic thinking
and research in addition to teaching
methodology. They can therefore invest on
their expertise to move beyond routine and
repetitive teaching and instruction and to
follow a research-based teaching. This will
benefit all stakeholders.

® What are the management issues
and how can these issues be tackled
in the short and long run?

Q | think the key to management

D FLT | Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014

issues is “dialogue”. Teachers need to
learn to engage in effective dialogues

and communicate well with different
stakeholders. After all, one of the purposes
of communicative language teaching is to
help students learn how to communicate
different messages appropriately in
different contexts. As such, teachers

need to be good communicators
themselves. Even if their voices are not
heard immediately, they should not be
disappointed. They should remember that
they are arguing for a good cause and so
be reasonably persistent. Indeed teachers
need to be open-minded too. That is, they
should be ready to hear counterarguments
too and accept them or use them to
modify their own points. The essence of
“dialogue” is to make a point, and to hear
counterarguments too so that the two
parties can reach a mediocre solution.

The change in the system
Is therefore imperative and
unavoidable if we aspire to
achieve defined visions for
our country. Nevertheless,
it should be pointed out
that the changes need
to be gradual and
incremental rather
than overnight




in a passive and decontextualized way.
Teachers can design similar classroom
assessment tasks with appropriate
assessment criteria to assess students’
language learning and progress.

®m Thanks to your experiences with
the curriculum in Iran, you are aware
of the impediments of curriculum
change. What changes do you think
are feasible?

Q Itis the characteristic feature of
centralised systems that making even
small changes in the curriculum will
be a difficult task. On the other hand,
teachers can certainly be agents of
change by formulating their ideas for
change and communicating them with
curriculum developers in appropriate
ways. For example, ROSHD journal and
similar journals are good outlets where
teachers can publish their reflections
on all aspects of the English language
curriculum and make useful suggestions
for change. Teachers also have their
own organisations in which they could
discuss their reflections and suggestions
and prepare documented reports to be
sent to those in charge of curriculum
development.

Parallel to this, | would suggest teachers
become “action researchers”. Classrooms
are teachers’ educational territories and so
they should rule over in the best possible
way to ensure their teaching and learning
activities are efficient and benefit students.
Through “action research”, teachers can
improve their teaching in an ongoing way.
They can even collect data as they do
action research and write reports and
share them with other teachers across the
country. It is worth to briefly explain “action
research” here. Action research has 5-6

related stages as shown in the following
diagram.

problem
identifiction

reflecting planning

observing acting

It would be very interesting to see our
teachers are action researchers. The first
stage in the process of action research is
to identify a problem or an issue teachers
are concerned about in their classes. They
may in fact identify more than one issue,
however, each need to be addressed at a
time. The second stage of action research
is to plan. Planning has a wide scope,
from consulting literature (to find out if
there is a background on the issue and
how others have tackled it) to preparing
a workable plan of instructional activities.
The next steps would be to implement the
plan in the class and observing (may be
done through systematic data collection)
how the planned instructional activities
work. It is very important for the teachers
to reflect on their observations (look at
their collected data carefully) and make
decisions for the next steps; either make
some changes in their instructional plan

Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014 | ROSHD FLT | 16| \§



Q | think teachers can think of making
changes in their teaching and assessment
tasks within the constraints of the context
in which they work. Here some creativity
on the part of the teachers will be in order
so that they can make a compromise
between the summative assessment
on the one hand and communicative
assessment tasks on the other. The
summative assessment in our educational
context tend to focus on assessing
students’ knowledge of the language
mostly through reading comprehension,
grammar and vocabulary test items,
and less on students’ actual use of the
language for communication.

Assessment regimes may
have a positive effect on
teachers’ teaching and
learners’ learning by
motivating and encouraging
them to move toward more
authentic and genuine types
of teaching and learning
activities, or they may have
a negative effect pushing
teachers to teach to the test
and learners to prepare for
the test

On the other hand, teachers aspire
to engage their students in real acts
of communication by involving them in
assessment tasks which will require
students to use the language for oral or
written communication. Knowing that
some of the stakeholders (students,
parents and school management) expect

W |17 1| ROSHD FLT | Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014

teachers to prepare students for the
summative assessment so that students
get good scores on end of year tests,
teachers can design their classroom
assessment with this point in mind.

In other words, teachers can think of
designing classroom assessment tasks
which while meaningful to themselves
and students and enhancing students’
command of communication, they can
also draw students’ attention to the lexical
and syntactic points which will presumably
appear in summative tests. A simple
example would be to ask students to read
through the already taught lessons and to
extract 15-20 words they think they know
the meanings. Students could be asked
to write a short story or essay using their
chosen words using a process approach of
planning, writing, and reviewing. Students
can receive help from their peers or
teacher at different stages in the process
of their writing and even do the task
collaboratively in groups. The teacher can
allow each student or group of students to
read their short story or essay to the class
and encourage the other students to ask
questions about the story or essay using
appropriate interrogative questions. This
simple task will help students to make the
words become part of their active lexicon,
practice sentence writing and using
appropriate structures, become familiar
with the process of writing, practice their
writing short pieces, participate in oral
discussion of listening to and answering
questions, and collaborating with their
peers. Methodologically, students will

be active and collaborative learners who
will be practicing language learning in

a contextualized way, rather than just
memorising the meaning of the words



Level

A2

A1

Classroom-based, teacher-

Listening/Speaking

CAN express
simple opinions or
requirements in a
familiar context.

CAN understand basic
instructions or take
part in a basic factual
conversation on a
predictable topic.

made assessment tasks, if
they are designed properly,
will engage both teachers
and students in more
meaningful and authentic
type of assessment tasks.

Such assessment tasks,

and | reiterate

and emphasise

IF designed

properly, have

the potential
of having
a positive

backwash effect

Reading

CAN understand
straightforward
information within a
known area, such as
on products and signs
and simple textbooks
or reports on familiar
matters.

CAN understand basic
notices, instructions or
information.

Writing

CAN complete forms and
write short simple letters
or postcards related to
personal information.

CAN complete basic
forms, and write notes
including times, dates
and places.

We can therefore use similar frameworks
to define “can do statements” for language
learning at different school levels in
our educational system and develop
curriculum and assessment tasks

accordingly.

B What are teachers supposed to do
to make their classroom assessment

consistent with performance
summative assessment?



the world? If this is possible now, why
shouldn’t we be able to do so to assess
language in more communicative ways
using the technology of the day? Where
there is a will there is a win. We just need
to be serious in making changes in our
testing system. The problem is that we just
need to prepare strategic plans with good
visions, appropriate goals, and achievable
strategies. If others have done it and
they’ve been successful, why shouldn’t
us?

So, my answer to your question is,
yes there are feasible alternatives. By
forming working groups in the ministries
of education and higher education, it is
possible to develop strategic plans for
substituting the decontextualized testing
system with more communicative and
meaningful assessment tasks that could
be implemented using the facilities and
technology of the time.

® How can we introduce performance
assessment in schools? Based on
the valuable experiences gained in
Australia through experimentation
with band scales, what are your
recommendations with regard to the
use of band scales in performance
assessmentin Iran?

O My observation of the Australian
educational system is that they’ve
been trying to use task-based criterion-
referenced approaches to design
educational curricula and assessment
tasks. Such an approach starts with an
analysis of the particular communication
domains and the type of communication
events that take place in such domains
with the goal of specifying the
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characteristics of the language used in
these domains. Once these characteristics
are identified then it is possible to design
instructional materials which emulate

the real-life tasks and engage students

in related teaching and learning tasks.
For assessment purposes, a list of

“can do statements” are developed so
that students’ performance on different
tasks could be mapped against the can
do descriptors and assess students’
performance. It is also possible to report
back to students with details of their
performance; where they have been able
to perform well and where there are yet
skills to be developed. Such a system
emphasises more on language skill
development through performance-based
assessment than on rigid knowledge-
based testing systems.

Another example of criterion-referenced
approach is the development of Common
European Frame of Reference (CEFR).
This framework was developed to provide
a guideline for different levels of language
proficiency from A1 to C2 which could be
used both in curriculum development and
assessment. Each level includes a set of
descriptors which identify what language
learners should be able to do at that
particular level. For example, the following
are examples of descriptors (can do
statements) at levels A1 and A2 as related
to “listening and speaking”, “reading”, and
“writing”.



imperative and unavoidable if we aspire
to achieve defined visions for our country.
Nevertheless, it should be pointed out
that the changes need to be gradual

and incremental rather than overnight. It
should be remembered that we need to
make a change in the discourse of the
current testing system. Such a change in
the discourse is undoubtedly gradual and
longitudinal. The important thing is to start
it. We should therefore use any opportunity
to challenge the current testing system
and offer a change in any aspect of it we
can however small the change may be.
Teachers, for example, can challenge

“the testing to the test” trend by involving
students in more meaningful teaching and
learning activities.

B The English language section
of the university entrance exam
covers only reading comprehension,
vocabulary and grammar. The
implication is that listening
comprehension as the major source
of input for language learning along
with performance skills of writing and
speaking are to a large extent ignored.
The high school end-of-the-year exams
follow the same syllabus. With the shift
to CLT, what changes need to be made
in the current arrangements? What are
the alternatives?

Q I think the end of the year exams in
high schools is a good example of the
negative backwash effect of the university
entrance exam on our schooling system.
Restricting language as a means of
communication to knowledge of words
and grammar and assessing it by multiple-
choice items is just disadvantaging

students and teachers. The outcome is
that our high school graduates, even our
university graduates, are not able to use
language (either L1 or L2) to communicate
effectively and to use language for
communication purposes. To engage
students in communicative tasks, we need
to have an assessment system which
encourages these types of assessment
tasks.

Given | suggested a

change in the discourse

of testing system, journals
like ROSHD are very

good outlets to initiate
discussion among different
stakeholders about our
testing system and how it
could be improved to benefit
all

| perfectly understand that one of the
main reasons of excluding listening,
speaking and writing from our testing
system is that of practicality. It is certainly
more challenging to include assessment
tasks which aim at assessing language
more communicatively in terms of design,
administration, and scoring. However, we
sometimes forget that issues related to
practicality could have been thought for in
light of new advancements in technology.
Have we thought, for example, that
currently a test like TOEFL-iBT, which
is developed and based in Educational
Testing Service in Princeton, New Jersy in
the US, is administered online and taken
by many test takers in different parts of
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of our national entrance exam system on
our schools.

® The other impact of the current
testing system is the level of investment
(financially, time-wise, and emotionally)
families need to do for their children to
take part in these testing competitions. It
is a very common experience for all the
families with kids who should participate
in different types of screening tests from
choosing their schools, to go for gifted
schools, to compete for university seats
and so forth. The testing industry and
business is huge in our country and not
any family can afford full access to it for
their children. The system may therefore
serve the affluent and disadvantage the
non-affluent but potentially proficient
students. This | think should be a great
cause for concern. On the other hand,
every family with one or two schooling kids

have to sacrifice their personal and social
lives by just managing private classes for
their kids. The other important issue is the
level of emotional involvement of families
in the whole process of preparing their
children for the testing competitions. All of
these are great causes of concern.

@ With all the drawbacks of our testing
system, we notice that our university
graduates are among the successful
students in the international arenas. This
implies that if we make necessary changes
in our testing system so that more genuine
schooling takes place what a marvellous
outcome we will have. Put it differently,
currently our testing system constrains
full self-actualisation of the students’
abilities, so eliminating the restricting
aspects of this system can lead to great
achievements. Such achievements will not
only result in more capable graduates who
will be able to contribute more efficiently
to the development of the country, they
will even promote our country’s pioneering
moves in frontiers of research.

The above points are just a snapshot
of the impact our large-scale high-
stakes testing system have on our
social institutions such as families and
schools as well as different stakeholders.
The change in the system is therefore



may turn into its opposite with harmful
consequences. Let us point out some of
the current drawbacks of the large-scale
high-stakes multiple-choice testing system
which is used to screen applicants for the
university education. We can then think
how it is possible to make some structural
changes to eliminate these drawbacks
and move toward a more meaningful and
beneficial system.

® Perhaps the most important issue is
the negative “backwash” effect the current
system has on teaching and learning.
This negative backwash has, knowingly
or unknowingly, affected our schooling
and our teaching and learning activities.
It is now a strong belief among all the
stakeholders (students, teachers, parents,
etc.) that good schools and good teachers
are those which can teach students to
the test in the best possible way. This

Traditionally, assessment
of students’ learning is
usually done through end
of semester or end of year
tests or other assessment
tasks. This will leave both
teachers and students with
no opportunity to look back
at students’ performance
and with no possibility for
both parties to plan for
filling the gaps

phenomenon is not indeed unique in our
country; there are many other countries
which share this plague. It is too bad that
the whole impetus of our schools is to
prepare students for the big competition.
Obviously, the authentic goal of teaching
and learning will get lost in such
a strong mandate of our
educational system.
We absolutely need to
re-think this and give
back our teachers and
students what we have
taken away from them:
The opportunity to engage
in an authentic act of
teaching and learning to
discover themselves and
the world around them.
This will be achieved by
eliminating the strong
negative backwash effect
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courses of instruction students improve
their learning and skills and achieve the
learning outcomes of the course. The
following diagram presents the idea of
using assessment as an integral part of the
teaching and learning activities graphically.

Learning
outcomes

Formative
assesment

Diagnostic
assessment

Teaching
and learning
activities

Goal directed
teaching

We are now living at an age with
numerous ideas for the improvement
of teaching and learning. The above
diagram may, for example, connote action
research too in which teachers initiate a
plan, implement the practice, evaluate
the effectiveness of their instruction, and
revise their learning outcomes. Teachers
may therefore approach their teaching
by coherently linking different ideas and
designing a dynamic curriculum which
can be evaluated at different stages and
modified accordingly.

m Considering the fact that the

majority of high stakes tests in Iran
are of the multiple choice format
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and empirical evidence has clearly
shown that language instruction in
high schools has largely been limited
to teaching for testing, the shift to
assessment for learning poses serious
challenges that may require structural
changes as well as changes in attitude.
What structural changes might be
necessary and what kind of support
should be provided to teachers and
high schools?

Q | think this is a crucial question.

Any change in the curriculum must be
supported by a change in the socio-
cultural assumptions and decision-
makers’ attitudes and mindsets. Testing
is a double-edged sword which can
benefit or harm different stakeholders.
Let us see what has been the underlying
philosophy for the large-scale high-
stakes multiple-choice testing system
which is pervasive in our country. The
original underlying assumption has been
a good one with presumably beneficial
consequences, however, gradually and in
practice this testing system has, perhaps
unintentionally, caused some harmful
consequences.

Given the limited seats at universities
and institutes of higher education, the
original idea has been to select applicants
based on their merits and not other
criteria, which is indeed a good idea. In
other words, the testing system followed
a “meritocracy” philosophy which is an
integral value in a democratic society.
However, if this valuable philosophy is
not carefully designed and implemented
through appropriate assessment tasks,
administration and scoring procedures,
and transparent decisions, then it —



the areas where they need more practice.
In other words, the assessment tasks
can be used to diagnose where students
need to concentrate more, and prepare
appropriate instructional materials for
students’ intentional learning. The goal-
directed instruction and intentional
learning are two motivating strategies for
teachers and students which can engage
them meaningfully in teaching and learning
activities when assessment tasks are
integrated into the curricula.

| think the end of the year
exams in high schools

Is a good example of the
negative backwash effect of
the university entrance exam
on our schooling system.
Restricting language as a
means of communication

to knowledge of words and
grammar and assessing it
by multiple-choice items

IS just disadvantaging
students and teachers

Based on the underlying assumption of
“assessment for learning”, teachers can
design appropriate assessment tasks for
any communication skill to direct their
instruction and help students’ improvement
in that particular skill. For example,
given that “reading comprehension” is
the main skill in our English language
teaching curriculum, teachers can design
appropriate assessment tasks to find
out if students are good at outlining the

major and minor ideas in a text. The
warrant here is that if students are able
to summarise the major and minor ideas
of a text in the form of an outline, this

will help them to better understand the
text. The teacher can then build up on
students’ outlines to teach them how
writers structure information in their texts
and how readers can understand the
texts by deconstructing its organisation.
Interestingly enough, teachers can use this
as a reverse engineering act for teaching
students how to compose and produce
organised texts in their L2.

Going some steps back, teachers
or other curriculum developers could
have identified the “learning objectives”
or “learning outcomes” of an English
language course. For example:

@ Identify the main ideas of the texts

® Prepare outlines of the reading texts and
for their own writing

@ Evaluate the information structure of the
reading texts and their own writing

® Synthesise their outlines into coherent
texts

@ Search for proper words which can best
express ideas

eldentify how different sentences are
connected with each other in reading
texts and in their own writings
Teachers could have then designed

appropriate assessment tasks to check

students’ strengths and weaknesses in

any of the stated learning outcomes. They

could then design appropriate teaching

and learning tasks for the students to

practice those areas they have showed

some weaknesses so that by certain
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both parties to plan for filling the gaps. By
contrast, “formative assessment” is meant
to be installed all through the course of
instruction to (a) provide students with
necessary feedback about their strengths
and weaknesses, and (b) give them the
chance to improve their learning and
develop their skills. Accordingly, the first
change in the dynamics of assessment will
be to emphasise more on the “formative”
type of assessment with the goal of
helping students to improve their mastery
of the learning objectives.

The second underlying assumption
of “assessment for learning” is aligning

the assessment tasks with the learning
outcomes of the course; let it be language
teaching or any other subject matter. This
requires a careful design of the course of
instruction so that the three main elements
of “learning outcomes”, “teaching and
learning activities”, and “assessment
tasks” are clearly stated and dynamically
aligned with each other. In other words,
the learning outcomes, the teaching and
learning activities, and the assessment
tasks should be dynamically aligned with
each other. Based on this underlying
assumption of the assessment for learning,
the second change in the dynamics of
assessment will be to educate teachers
to become professional curriculum
developers and syllabus designers so
that they can patrticipate in collaborative
curriculum development activities which
will lead to clear and explicit statements
of the learning objectives, teaching and
learning activities and assessment task
descriptions.

The third underlying assumption of the
“assessment for learning” is that it is a
good tool for identifying students’ strengths
and weaknesses to plan instruction and
help students improve their learning in



authentic type of assessment tasks. Such
assessment tasks, and | reiterate and
emphasise IF designed properly, have the
potential of having a positive backwash
effect. That is, through such assessment
tasks, students’ knowledge learning

and skill development will be enhanced.
The issue is not, however, an either or
decision—whether to use large-scale
standardised tests or classroom-based
teacher-made tests and assessment
tasks. It is a complex issue in need of
substantive dialogues among different
stakeholders to create shared background
knowledge and to develop assessment
frameworks so that the assessment regime
could assure beneficial consequences

for all those involved. The advantage of
progressive dialogues through annual
conferences, journal papers, mass

media discussion, and other possible
occasions will provide the opportunity for a
continuous modification of the assessment
system at both conceptual and practical
levels.

B What are the minimum
requirements of a change in the
dynamics with the aim of establishing
assessment for learning as an integral
part of language instruction?

Q “Assessment for learning” is a
recent move and a new look at the
role of assessment in education. We
can juxtapose it with the traditional
“assessment of learning” which is mostly
used to measure students’ mastery of the
subject matter. “Assessment for learning,
in contrast, is seen as an integral part of
the teaching and learning activities, and
is based on several assumptions which |

point to three of them.

The first underlying assumption of
“assessment for learning” is to consider
“assessment” as part of the whole process
of teaching and learning, rather than as
a yard stick to merely measure students’
learning after a course of instruction. This
may lead us to think about “formative” vs
“summative” assessment. Traditionally,
assessment of students’ learning is usually
done through end of semester or end of
year tests or other assessment tasks. This
will leave both teachers and students with
no opportunity to look back at students’
performance and with no possibility for




Thank you very much for inviting me
to share my perspectives on classroom
assessment with your audience,
presumably mostly English language
teachers. It is my pleasure to communicate
my views, as a teacher and researcher, on
this topic.

Considering your first question, |
should say that this has been a hot
debate between different stakeholders
and in different contexts and our country
is no exception. The whole issue can
be narrowed down to the relationship
between teaching/learning activities
and assessment of students’ learning—
what has technically been referred to as
“backwash” effect. Assessment regimes
may have a positive effect on teachers’
teaching and learners’ learning by
motivating and encouraging them to move
toward more authentic and genuine types
of teaching and learning activities, or
they may have a negative effect pushing
teachers to teach to the test and learners
to prepare for the test.

Usually large-scale testing of students’
learning are represented through
standardised tests which aim to use the
same content, the same test formats,
the same administration and scoring
procedures so that students’ learning
outcomes could be compared across the
district, city, province or even nation. Such
tests are even sometimes used to judge
about teachers’ or school performance.
While there are certainly merits in using
large-scale standardised tests, there are
absolutely pitfalls. The conceivable pitfall
of the large-scale standardised tests is
the level of stress and anxiety they usually
bring about for the students, teachers, and
parents given the inherent competitiveness
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of the tests. Such levels of stress and
anxiety will intentionally or unintentionally
force the teachers and students to restrict
their teaching and learning activities to
those of preparing for and practicing

the tests, what may be considered a
negative backwash. In such situations,
the whole context of classroom teaching
and learning will be reduced to that of
instruction of test taking strategies. Even
worse is that usually parents do not find
formal classroom instructions enough to
prepare students for exams, they therefore
usually look for additional private lessons
for their children to receive as much test
preparation as possible. | am not to totally
refute large-scale standardised tests, but |
would like to draw the readers’ attention to
some of the potential risks these types of
tests may have.

Usually large-scale testing
of students’ learning

are represented through
standardised tests which
aim to use the same content,
the same test formats, the
same administration and
scoring procedures so that
students’ learning outcomes
could be compared across
the district, city, province or
even nation

Classroom-based, teacher-made
assessment tasks, if they are designed
properly, will engage both teachers
and students in more meaningful and
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Considering the fact that your were extensively involved in research on
English language curriculum issues in the Iranian context when you were
at Shiraz University, your current involvement in the same area of research
in the international forefront at Macquarie University places you in a unique
position to contribute to our better understanding of those issues and the
way they can be tackled more effectively. One of the issues that has gained
more prominence as a result of the shift to the CLT approach in the secondary
school English curriculum is classroom assessment. So | would like to ask
you to share your views with ROSHD readers on classroom assessment. It
might be helpful to first explain the dynamics between large-scale testing and
classroom assessment as they relate to the issues that are normally created
when a traditional exam-based curriculum is shifted to CLT.
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have in their notebooks to make each and
every one of them look like a family album
which show and record their learning
growth. Now a number of suggestions |
could make:

The language students use to record
what they learn, what problems they have,
what they feel about their class, what
problems they had in doing the exercises
in their textbook, etc. need not be in the
language they learn, though depending on
their grade they are expected to be able to
do them in that language.

Students need to be encouraged not to

confine themselves to the verbal language.

They need to use drawing and collecting
pictures and photos relevant to the
subjects of lessons.

They may be encouraged collecting
examples of similarities and differences
between the languages and cultures.

Cuttings from newspapers and journals
with captions and wise sayings could
make homework notebooks preciously
interesting.

One question:

If you decide to encourage your students
substitute the conventional homework
notebook with the one outlined here, what
serious problems you expect to have.

pter, 24
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with many holldays in between’?” | could
not argue with him much convincingly,

but pointed at a bunch of homework
notebooks he had under his arm and said:
“These could be of some help.” | could

not explain much but added in haste:
“Providing you do not force them to use

it solely for copying reading passages or
dialogues”

Decades gone, | have documents and
reasons to believe: Seldom has a teacher
asked himself: “What can | do to make
better use of homework notebooks?”

| am NOT the person to straitjacket
a teacher with long prescriptions of
commandments and consider the problem
solved. The target is clear to me: The time
available for us to expose our highschool
students to the foreign language is not
sufficient at all. The demand for students’
time by other school subjects is real and
forceful. The main question is: With the
official time allotted to language teaching
in highschool schedule, how can we make

optimum use of the means like blackboard,

textbooks, homework notebooks, and
extend our learners’ learning time? With
the blackboard we cannot do much. We
cannot take it home. The textbook, we
cannot do that much. Its form, content,
how it should be exploited is often
determined by its author. The homework
notebook, yes we can do a lot to extend
our teaching time and the learners’
learning time. It goes with the learner
outside the school, to the library, to the
park, to the kitchen, even to the bathtub.
Of course, we have a younger friend to
accompany us: a good old friend, a pencil.
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'th d-
quantlty of Iearnlng

They are all sorts of measurement tools:
yes and no answers, fill-in the blanks,
comprehension questions, Cloze, dictation,
translation, essay writing, interviews; validity
and reliability. Yes, most of them might
have won my mind, but they have not won
my heart. They are like surgery tools in the
operation hall. | do not take pleasure when
my blood pressure is checked. My students’
homework notebooks provide me pleasant
way of evaluating my students’ learning.
Each and every student’s notebook tells me
how much of their learning has taken place
in its pages.

(d) The content of a homework
notebook

What activities should there be included
in these notebooks? This is the question |
did not like very much to deal with it here.
I did not wish to make the note look like a
doctor’s prescription, or a Master Cook’s
recipe. | should make just a few offers.

It should be firmly stated here that only
the teacher and his students determine
the content and form of each and every
notebook. They decide what it is that they
wish to include in their notebooks to - make
each and every one of them the story of
their learning. What was it they learned

in the first session; what was the mistake
many made; what a brilliant suggestion
did someone make; what drawing or
photograph reflected the meaning of a
reading passage? To cut the long story
short: it is the teacher and class who
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they were basically used for drawing

the shapes of the alphabet, copying
reading passages, listing new words of
each lesson with their native language
equivalents, doing and completing written
vocabulary and grammar exercises. These
were and still are great useful applications:
drawing, copying, exercising. There is,
however, nothing personal about them.
They are dispensable: Students would

get rid of them even before they get to
their final pages. In my school days they
could be thrown away as wastepaper

or exchanged with a few candies in the
grocery shop in the neighborhood.

homework notebooks would
play three crucial roles

in overall management of
learners’ language learning
and use. These three roles
are: (a) Their role in learning;
(b) Extending their learning
time; (c) Their role in
determining the quality and
quantity of their learning

What functions are they to play?

As | see it, homework notebooks
would play three crucial roles in overall
management of learners’ language
learning and use. These three roles are: (a)
Their role in learning; (b) Extending their
learning time; (c) Their role in determining
the quality and quantity of their learning.

(a) Their role in learning
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Knowing a language is a composite
concept made up of many parts and
phases. Properly used homework
notebooks can serve most of them
effectively. When somebody makes a claim
that | know such and such language what
he basically means is that: “l can use it
for the purposes | have and if somebody
uses it for the purposes he/she has |
can understand.” This is what’knowing’a
language, especially a foreign one,
means in a nut-shell. But what is it that the
majority of learners need to go through
before they make such a claim: “l know
such and such language?” The answer
to such a question is not as easy as
the previous one. There is, however, a
common consensus among many involved
in the management of language learning
that given sufficient time, motivation,
meaningful exposure to language,
exercise, practice, and use a learner is
expected to grow into saying that: “l know
such and such language.”

A crucial question at this stage is: Can
learners’ homework notebook serve any of
the above phases in the learning process?
We provide a positive answer to this
question after we briefly explain the other
two roles learner homework notebook we
claim it plays effectively.

(b) Extending learning time

An excited enthusiastic English teacher
once reported to me that his students from
the three classes he teaches are exposed
to a kind of English less than twenty
hours per school year. He was fishing
for my sympathy that: “How on earth a
teacher can teach a foreign language in
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A friend in need:
a friend indeed

J.B.Sadeghian Ph.D in Applied Linguistics
Email: josadeghian@gmail.com

Prelude | am somehow out of a genuine touch

A man’s best friend, the English say, with what goes on inside the language
is his dog. The language teacher’s classrooms. Discussing the matter with
best friend, | intend to argue here, is a number of teachers and their students,
his student’s homework notebook. | and judging from the content of prescribed

agree a dictionary, a textbook,and evena  te€xtbooks I may harmlessly generalize,
blackboard may raise a tough competition ~however, that its place and function in
for this position. | have, however, enough  the cycle of language teaching process
number of reasons to stick to my gunand ~ Nas not undergone ground-breaking and
prove that a more private and personal use fundamental changes. If some teachers
of homework notebooks can bring abouta  ©F researchers have new brilliant ideas
more lasting and creative learning. | hope ~ @Pout changes in their forms, contents,
you will be at my side at the end of the and exploitations, why look for better
debate. places than pages of Roshd, the Iranian
My main purpose, however, throughout Foreign Language Teaching Journal, to
these notes has always been to share with ~ @i" publish, and share them with fellow-

readers those ideas which will bring in teachers? Substituting them with ‘Learning
practical changes in our teaching. Textbooks, and/or ‘Learner Diaries,” will be
later discussed here.
History Parents would get homework notebooks
To begin, let me put the cat out of the and a snack into their children’s school
bag and state that, being retired, | feel bags before prescribed textbooks! In
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word - from nine letters right down to a
single letter. What is the original word, and
what are the words that it becomes after

removing one letter at a time?

B.

1. What letter of the alphabet is an
insect?

2. What letter is a part of the head?

3. What letter is a drink?

4. What letter is a body of water?

(Check below for the answers.)

Crossword: Animal crossword!

—> Send us the solution and win the award!

CLUES ACROSS

3. Small creatures with no legs; they live

in the ground.
6. Animals which produce wool
8. Insect, hard-working, it is said.

10. Marine mammal sometimes killed for

its skin.
12. Big cat with stripes.
15. Animal with a trunk.

18. Fairly similar to a rabbit, but with longer

legs.

19. The "ship of the desert".

CLUES DOWN

1. African animal with one horn; short
form
2. Plural of goose
4. Male of "cow"
5. Humanoid animal
7. Domestic animal that loves milk
9. Synonym of "vipers" in England
14.World's largest animal
11.The king of animals
16. Animal similar to a frog
13. Striped horse
17. Beautiful animal of forest and
mountain its meat is called "venison"

References:

Cartoon: http://www.cartoonstock.com
Crossword: http://linguapress.com
Jokes: http://iteslj.org/

Quotable Quotes: http://voxy.com
Riddles: http://www.snopes.com

Answers to the Funny Riddles:
A.The base word is startling, continuing
to starting - staring - string - sting - sing -
sin-in- 1.

B.

1. B. (bee)
2.1. (eye)
3.T. (tea)
4.C. (sea)
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Websites / Weblogs

One of the sections we introduced in
our No. 109 issue was Website/Weblogs.
Remember? We asked you to invite all
English teachers of the country to visit
your websites/weblogs. Now, we have the
first weblog introduced by Mr. Mohammad
Ahmadvand. | paid a visit and noticed that
although it has recently been created, the
admin is quite active and energetic! The
links they have provided are specifically
interesting! Here is the description:

www.egnh4.blogfa.com

This weblog belongs to the English
Group of District 4 of Isfahan. You can find
plenty of useful materials here, including
teaching tips, jokes, poems, riddles,
songs, games, etc. We are proud to have a
very rich list of useful links which address
different people of different ages. The
subjects of these links range from free
teaching and learning websites, to different
dictionaries for PCs and cell phones, to
different test samples and lesson plans,
to useful Ministry of Education websites
for Iranian teachers, and different general
knowledge websites for interested people:
websites introducing facts about English
speaking countries, weather forecasts,
downloadable tools for teachers, short
stories, downloadable life style books, a
3-D trip to the space, APA formatting, etc.
We will be glad to be your host and read
your comments.

The Head of the English Group of District
4 in Isfahan, Mr. Mohammad Ahmadvand

Jokes

The doctor asks, "What do you mean?"
The man says, "When | touch my
shoulder, it really hurts. If | touch

my knee - OUCH! When | touch my
forehead, it really, really hurts."

The doctor says, "l know what's wrong
with you - you've broken your finger!"

Elephant
A: Why are you crying?
B: The elephant is dead.
A: Was he your pet?
B: No, but I'm the one who must dig his
grave.

Dollar
Teacher: Why are you late?
Student: There was a man who lost a
hundred dollar bill.
Teacher: That's nice. Were you helping
him look for it?
Student: No. | was standing on it.

Teaching Tips: “Teach
Communiffectively”

It seems that communiffective teaching
has found some advocates! Many of you
emailed me and acknowledged! Thank
YOU! I'm very proud of your nice words,
but it’s just the beginning! For this issue,
due to space limitations, Teaching Tips
will be brief. We’d like to invite you all to
send us Your Teaching Tips: Email us your
suggestions of teaching communiffectively
the new English books. Your suggestions
will be published under Teaching Tips
section and of course under your own
name! Do not hesitate! (azimi.hz@gmail.
com) ©

Funny Riddles

Patient
A man goes to the doctor and says,
“Doctor, wherever | touch, it hurts."
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A.There is a common English word that
is nine letters long. Each time you remove
a letter from it, it still remains an English



4

Example:

Hannah and Jack are married and have a twelve year old daughter named Nicole.
Hannah is trying to help Nicole with her English homework. Nicole doesn't care about
school. She just wants to go playing soccer with her friends. Hannah becomes angry and
finally lets Nicole go.

“Nicole just doesn't understand how important school is. She just wants to play,"
Hannah tells Jack.

- "She'll understand someday. But right now, you have to remember that you can lead
a horse to water, but you can't make it drink. When she wants to do better, she will
ask for your help. You can't force her to learn."

- "I guess you're right, but | don't like it."

You can lead a horse to
water, but you can't

Idiom
“A frog in someone's throat” K
Meaning:

If you have a frog in your throat, you
have a sore throat, or your throat is dry,
and have difficulty speaking because you
want to cough.

Examples:

1.1n a speech contest last year, she
suddenly got a frog in her throat and had
a hard time speaking.

A frog
in the
throat

2. A:Why don't you sing with us in our
next concert this Friday?
B: 1 wish | could, but | caught a cold and
have a frog in the throat.
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No Comment!

Any idea!? Share with us! (azimi.hz@gmail.com)
HINT: This cartoon illustrates (and of course makes fun of) excessive use of technology by today’s students.

Mr. Ahmadvand sent us his comment on our cartoon published in ETFun no. 109.
Remember those animals (elephant, monkey, fish, etc.) who had to climb a tree as their
test!? Without further explanation, here is his comment:

“First, | want to say that sometimes “laws” or “rules” are two-sided swords; they can cut
the bad things or, if used carelessly or if misused, the good things. If rules are not made
carefully considering different aspects of an issue, they may change into useless tools to
enforce any effect, or even they may prove harmful. Secondly, this cartoon reminds me
of the fact that a teacher should consider students’ different learning styles and abilities
when teaching or testing; every teaching, learning, and testing situation is unique and
the teacher must take care of these subtle differences.”

Mohammad Ahmadvand, Isfahan, District 4

Proverb

“You can lead a horse to water, but you can't make it drink.”
Meaning:

You can give someone the opportunity to learn or to do something, but you can never
force him to accept that opportunity.
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The Note

Hello everyone! Nowrooz is on its way!
Plenty of cookies, guests, and free time!
And yes: free time! Time to look back and
evaluate the past year. Have we tried to
make a change? Have we learned (and
taught!) something new? Have | been
a better person? Lucky and Happy he
who replies “Yes!” | wish you all a great
Nowrooz!

Quotable Quotes
“One language sets you in a corridor for
life. Two languages open every door along
the way.”
- Frank Smith, Contemporary
psycholinguist

“Learn everything you can, anytime
you can, from anyone you can; there will

(
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through Fun

Assistant Professor in ELT, Schools of Medicine and of Paramedical Sciences,
Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences

MA Student of TEFL, Islamic Azad University, Central Tehran Branch
Email: zahra.kobadi@yahoo.com

always come a time when you will be
grateful you did.”
- Sarah Caldwell (1924-2006),
American opera conductor and impresario

“To have another language is to possess

a second soul”
- Charlemagne (742-814), European '
King

“Language is the road map of a culture.
It tells you where its people come from and
where they are going.”

- Rita Mae Brown (1944-), American

writer

“Language is the archives of history.”

- Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882),
American essayist, lecturer, and poet
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with performance-based assessment,

as fully discussed by Norris et al. (1998),
concern the practicality issues and its
consequences. Performance-based

tests are usually difficult to design and
administrate. This is in itself a major
problem, but, for the very same reason,
the number of test tasks designed in a
single test will be relatively small, and, by
the passage of time, this can endanger the
test security too because the test tasks
would lose their originality, and testees
would become too familiar with them.
Another by-product of this limitation could
be the insufficient coverage of the content,
which stands out as a threat to the content
validity of the test and its generalizability,
as generalizations would not be easily
possible from one single test to the whole
gamut of real life contexts. Performance-
based tests also cost very much because
of the equipment (such as voice recorders
or cameras) usually needed to record

the performances or the time and money
needed for hiring or training raters.

Conclusion

When first introduced seriously in the
field of language testing in the 1970s,
performance-based assessment
received widespread attention, and many
considered it as a revolution. Morrow
(1979, p. 144) even called it “the Promised
Land,” and many people had high hopes
for this new approach; however, this
“Promised Land” was never truly reached.
Just like almost any other novelties,
performance-based assessment was
welcomed enthusiastically at first, but,
by the passage of time, its popularity
faded as its weaknesses gradually came
to be better known after putting this
approach into practice. Nonetheless,
the contributions of this approach to the
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field of language testing should not be
underestimated. It was, after all, a move
forward, and although it never proved to be
the Promised Land for language testers, it
did pave the way towards this Land - if, of
course, such a land exists at all.
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interlocutor/assessor.”

The problem of reliability seems, at
least to some extent, inescapable because
an effort to enhance validity naturally
leads to a relative reduction of reliability.
The opposite of this holds true as well:

In order to make a test more reliable, the
validity of that test might be threatened
(Heaton, 1990). This seems to be a give-
and-take equation, determined by the
laws of nature, and one should decide in
advance which issue should receive the
primary attention. According to Hughes
(2003, p. 50), “[T]here will always be some
tension between reliability and validity. The
tester has to balance gains in one against
losses in the other.” This continuing tension
between reliability and validity has been
the point of much argument and concern
in the field, and many other scholars have
also dealt with it (e.g., Morrow, 1979 or
Underhill, 1982).

Unlike many traditional types
of tests, such as multiple-
choice questions, in which
scoring is highly consistent
and very easily done, rating
in performance-based
assessment becomes a major
concern because raters deal
with real-world performances,
not the simple tests of factual
knowledge (Shohamy, 1995)

Hughes (2003) also provides an example
of a composition writing test to clarify the
tension between reliability and validity. In
order to make such a test more reliable,
the test writer needs to take measures to
decrease the potential variability this test

could cause in testees’ performance on
this test. One way to reach this goal would
be to set the instructions in a way that
testees will be restricted in terms of what
they can write about or how they can write
it. Think of a writing test in which testees
are required to use, for example, the past
simple tense to write their composition.
This limits testees’ freedom of choice, and
less freedom results in more reliability,

but would such a test be a really valid test
of real-world writing? Does it reflect the
realities of how we write in our daily lives?
Do we feel forced to use a specific verb
tense when writing something in the real
world? The answer is a definite “No.”

The issue of rating and raters has
received a great deal of attention in
performance-based assessment, and this
is considered by many (such as Norris et
al., 1998) as one of the main drawbacks of
this approach to language testing. Unlike
many traditional types of tests, such as
multiple-choice questions, in which scoring
is highly consistent and very easily done,
rating in performance-based assessment
becomes a major concern because raters
deal with real-world performances, not
the simple tests of factual knowledge
(Shohamy, 1995). This is the very thing
that causes trouble: the complexity of
human behavior in real life. No matter how
hard the raters might try to be objective in
their ratings, they would inevitably engage
in some subjective judging process
as well. When objective scoring is not
present, as Henning (1996) points out,
inter-rater reliability estimates should be
calculated. According to him, even when
high inter-rater estimates are obtained,
they cannot be totally dependable (See
Henning, 1996 for a discussion of how this
is possible).

Many other problems often associated
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Backwash effect is undoubtedly among
the most crucial topics studied by many
scholars of the field, and, as Hughes
(2003, p.53) states, “an entire issue of
Language Testing has been devoted

to the study of the ways of achieving
beneficial backwash effect.” This is where
performance-based assessment is very
much valued, as it not only is effective in
eliminating the negative backwash effects
caused by traditional tests, but it also
initiates positive backwash. In case of
multiple-choice questions, as an example
of more traditional tests, the negative
backwash is that the testees would try

to learn the strategies of doing better in
answering this format of tests rather than
try to master the language. As for the
performance-based assessment, however,
the testees need to work on their language
proficiency if they wish to get good grades,
which is considered a totally beneficial
backwash effect.

What Are Some of the Problems
with Performance-Based
Assessment?

Performance-based assessment, just
like any other approach to language
testing, is not without its drawbacks.
Bachman (1995), for example, in a
separate chapter on test methods, points
to a number of problems involved in
assessing performance. The effect of test
methods, as one of the widely discussed
issues in language testing, is a source of
concern, as people simply may differ in
their reactions to specific testing methods.
For instance, some people might find
it really difficult to enter a conversation
with native speakers, but they might be
very good at giving a lecture, or vice
versa. Similarly, the test setting (such as
personnel’s behavior) could also affect the
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assessment of a testee’s performance.
Furthermore, the personality factors of
an individual could influence his/her
performance on a language test. As an
example, people with different social
backgrounds or learning styles might
perform differently on the same test.

Although the problems mentioned
above might be present in many other
approaches to language testing other than
performance-based assessment, there are
other disadvantages that could be argued
to more specifically concern this approach.
As discussed by McNamara (1996), the
relevance of the test tasks to the real
world is a crucial factor. Since it is not
always possible to assess performance
in real-world contexts,, there always
exists a major concern of not being able
to match the real world sufficiently and/
or appropriately. Therefore, despite the
fact that performance-based assessment
enjoys much higher levels of validity in
comparison to the traditional tests of
knowledge of the language, the validity
of such an assessment should not be
blindly overestimated or easily taken for
granted. Presenting a detailed survey of
the problems with establishing different
types of validity for performance-based
assessment is beyond the scope of this
introductory paper. The interested readers
may refer to McNamara (1996) for a more
detailed discussion.

Another point of concern in
performance-based assessment is the
issue of reliability. Due to the nature of
the real world, its unpredictability, and the
lack of scientific control, tests dealing with
real-world tasks generally fail to maintain
high levels of reliability. As Fulcher (2000,
p. 484) states, “performance would be
judged subjectively, qualitatively and
impressionistically, by a sympathetic



real-life situations (Wiggins, 1989), and
this provides support for the construct
validity - as well as the face validity - of
such tests. For example, having a short
conversation with a stranger to get some
information about a specific issue or to
ask for directions to a specific destination
could constitute a typical form of test
task in a performance-based test. Such
a task would, to a great extent, resemble
a real-life situation that many people may
encounter when going to a foreign country.
This resemblance of test tasks to real life
tasks, i.e. the authenticity of test tasks,
renders performance-based tests more
valid. Using a mock job interview as a test
task could be a good example here.
Performance-based tests also
generally enjoy high levels of predictive
validity, which is regarded as a very
important factor when we wish to predict
the future performance of our testees as
in, for example, entrance examinations
of many universities that foreign students
are usually required to take before being

admitted. Norris, Brown, Hudson, and
Yoshioka (1998) rightly observe:

[...] unlike other types of tests,
performance assessments can be used
to approximate the conditions of a real
task in a real-life situation. As a result,
performance assessments have value in
that their scores can be used to predict
students’ abilities in future, real-world
situations, unlike other tests where scores
are only very indirect predictors of ability
to perform a real-life language task. We
suggest that this potential for predicting or
generalizing to future, real-world language
use is one of the key contributions that
performance assessment might make as
an alternative for language assessment.

(p.14)

After all, the most significant advantage
of performance-based assessment in
comparison with the more traditional
approaches to language testing is the
positive backwash effect that it causes.




to make a distinction between “weak”

and “strong” versions of performance-
based tests with regard to the extent a
test includes nonlinguistic assessment
(1996, p. 8). The work sample approach
(or the stronger version) is best applied

in English for Occupational Purposes
contexts, where the nonlinguistic side of
the performance of people is more easily
observable. The cognitive approach (or
the weaker version), however, might better
fit the contexts in which only the linguistic
performance of people could be tested.
This limitation in the scope of assessment,
of course, reduces the reality element of
performance-based assessment, which

is considered a disadvantage, as it is

in mild opposition with the rationale of
performance-based assessment itself, that
is, assessing real life language use. Jones
(1985) presents a similar categorization

of performance-based assessment by
naming “direct assessment,” “work sample
method,” and “simulation techniques.” This
categorization, just like McNamara’s, is
done in a strong-to-weak order in terms

of the reality of the testing process. An
example of such an assessment could

be a record of the extracts of language
someone has produced over a period of
time in his/her workplace.

Why Is Performance-Based
Assessment Valued?

As discussed above, in the section
about the history of performance-based
assessment, it should now be clear that
this approach to language testing, or
testing in general (see Robert, Eva, and
Dunbar, 1991, for a variety of subject
matters in which performance-based
assessment is used), was basically
an attempt to satisfy the needs of the
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governments or universities that were
seeking to find ways to have a valid
measure of people’s real abilities, rather
than their mere knowledge. From this
perspective, at least, performance-based
assessment is valuable because it has
been a step forward in responding to

the emerged needs of the time. Aside
from how successful or unsuccessful
this approach proved to be later, it was
nevertheless a change for the better, and
many (such as Miller and Legg, 1993;
Moss, 1992; Wiggins, 1989) started to
support it.

In case of multiple-choice
questions, as an example

of more traditional tests,
the negative backwash is
that the testees would try to
learn the strategies of doing
better in answering this
format of tests rather than try

to master the language. As -
for the performance-based
assessment, however, the
testees need to work on their
language proficiency if they
wish to get good grades,
which is considered a totally
beneficial backwash effect

Performance-based assessment is a
more valid type of assessment when it
comes to assessing testees’ language
proficiency compared with the older tests
of language knowledge or translation. In
a performance-based test, the testees
are required to use language in a way that
they will most likely need to use it later in




The advent of Communicative
Language Teaching and its popularity
focused attention on communication as a
“process” which demanded the application
of knowledge of target language forms,
meanings, and functions in meaning
negotiation (Larsen-Freeman, 1986).

This further supported the introduction of
performance-based testing into the field,
as it was the communicative competence
(and, subsequently, the realization of such
competence) that rested at the heart of
both. The increasing number of the foreign
students entering British and American
universities constituted the practical
reason for embracing performance-
based assessment, and the flourishing

of Communicative Language Teaching is

considered as the theoretical basis of this
new approach to testing.

What Is Performance-Based
Assessment?

According to Longman Dictionary
of Language Teaching and Applied
Linguistics (Richards and Schmidt, 2002,
p. 392), performance-based assessment
is “an approach to assessment that seeks
to measure student learning based on
how well the learner can perform on a
practical real task.” The examples brought
for this approach to assessment in the
same book include essay writing or doing
conversations, as opposed to unreal tasks,
such as multiple-choice questions or
gap-filling ones. These are, of course, the
more common examples of performance-
based tests; however, there are other
types of such tests with even higher levels
of resemblance to real-life language and
context. McNamara (1996) states:

[There are] two main approaches
fo second language performance
assessment: (1) work sample approach,
which has its origins in general and
vocational education and in personnel
selection, and has influenced both
general purpose and specific purpose
assessment in second languages; and
(2) a more cognitive and distinctively
linguistic approach in which attention is
focused less on the task, which may
be relatively unrealistic in real-
world terms, but on the qualities
of execution in the performance,
and/or the evidence it provides
about the candidates’ control of
the underlying linguistic system.

(p-2)

McNamara goes even further
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discrete-point tests, integrative tests were
developed, and they received a great deal
of support from many scholars. Integrative
tests differ from discrete-point tests in
assessing two or more skills at a time,
instead of testing each item separately.
Cloze and dictation are the typical
examples of such tests. As Heaton (1990,
p.16) rightly observes, integrative tests
could also be viewed as an improvement
on discrete-point tests by “testing of
language in context.” Nonetheless, it
should not be forgotten that integrative
tests involve “functional language but not
the use of functional language”. That is,
they do not tap the socio-cultural, socio-
linguistic, or communicative performance
of the learners and do not consider the
interaction between interlocutors (Farhady,
et al., 2006).

The failure of discrete-point
and integrative tests to measure
communicative competence along with

the new policies of the governments of
English-speaking countries set the ground
for the advent of performance-based
assessment. In order to be able to give
admission to students with the minimum
level of language proficiency required

for living and studying in their countries
and universities, British and American
universities felt the need for more authentic
tests that could assess the communicative
competence of the applicants rather than
their knowledge of English language
(Baker, 1995).

The main criticism of multiple-
choice items, on the other
hand, concerns the strong
claim that the ability to answer
discrete items of a language
test correctly does not equal
proficiency in that language




Introduction

The importance of testing, as discussed
by Farhady, Jafarpur, and Birjandi (2006)
and Hughes (2003), makes us act more
meticulously when making a decision
about the testing approach that best fits
our objectives and purposes. Throughout
the history of language testing, which
goes hand in hand with the history of
language teaching, different theories,
approaches, methods, and techniques,
have been proposed and utilized in
various contexts (Brown and Hudson,
1998). Now the question is: Why has the
field of language testing undergone so
many changes? The most straightforward
answer to this question could be that
different needs arise at different times, and
S0 new approaches would be introduced
to satisfy those needs. Here follows a short
description of the needs that gave rise to
performance-based assessment.

How Performance-Based
Assessment Came into Vogue
1950s witnessed the introduction of
scientific approaches in the field of testing.
Science deals with numbers and calls for
precision, so objectivity lies at the heart of
scientific analyses of all kinds. The result
of the application of scientific practices
in language testing during this time led
to a new approach of constructing tests,
widely known as discrete-point approach
(Weir, 1990). As the name itself implies,
discrete-point testing breaks the language
into distinct segments. Hughes (2003,
p. 19) defines discrete-point testing as
“the testing of one element at a time,
item by item”. Such breaking of language
into smaller parts and testing each part
separately provides the test taker with
more control on the process of testing.
To better grasp the idea of discrete-point

testing and its strengths and weaknesses,
we can refer to multiple-choice items,
which very often serve as the typical
example of discrete-point tests (although
there are many other test formats falling

in the same category, such as true-false
questions).

performance-based
assessment is “an approach
to assessment that seeks to
measure student learning
based on how well the learner
can perform on a practical real
task

Harris (1969) points out a number of
the advantages of multiple-choice items.
One of the significant benefits of multiple-
choice items is that the test writer can
include many multiple-choice items in
a single test, as they do not take much
time to answer, which could result in an
increase in the content validity of the
test. The other eye-catching point is that
scoring multiple-choice items is easy, fast,
and objective, which would add to the
reliability of the test. The main criticism of
multiple-choice items, on the other hand,
concerns the strong claim that the ability
to answer discrete items of a language
test correctly does not equal proficiency
in that language. As Brown and Hudson
(1998, p.659) put it, “real-life language is
not multiple choice.” In other words, having
good knowledge of language elements
(linguistic competence), such as grammar
or vocabulary, is one thing, while being
able to use that language communicatively
(communicative competence) is quite a
different thing (Farhady et al., 2006).

To compensate for the deficiencies of
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/Abstract

With the rise of the Communicative Language Teaching, the field of language testing also
witnessed outstanding changes, which resulted in the advent of the performance-based
assessment. It did not take long for this new approach to language assessment to gain
popularity among teachers and researchers, and its passion has not petered out to this day.
The present paper makes an attempt to provide readers with a concise overview of what
performance-based assessment is, how it was developed, and how it should be viewed in
terms of its strengths and weaknesses. It is concluded that despite the numerous benefits the
field of language testing has gained from performance-based assessment, it still falls short of
the expectations raised at its early stage of development.

Key Words: communicative language teaching, language testing, performance-based assessment
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activities will help to shape the learner’s
view of language” (p 210). It is important
to note that, in spite of the disagreement
of the majority of the teachers with the
adequacy of the activities, they agreed
that the exercises were based on CLT
and integrated different skills. In contrast,
Alemi and Hesami (2013), Ghorbani
(2011), and Golpour (2012) found that in
the previously taught textbook, the number
of activities encouraging communicative
practices were inadequate. Moreover,
the data collected by Alami and Hesami
(2013) revealed that the language of the
textbooks was not representative of the
real life situations.

Sheldon (1988) asserts
that “textbooks are physical
artifacts, and the author
needs to recognize that
layout, format, typography,
and graphics are also
essential for a successful
coursebook” (p 8)

Conclusion

In the third millennium where
international communication is essential
and English is used as the dominant
international language, developing
appropriate and efficient textbooks for
EFL students is of great importance.
Efficient textbooks can be of help in the
process of students’ improvement in
terms of language knowledge and skills.
They will enable them to use the language
appropriately. Overall, it can be concluded
that the newly published textbook is much
more efficient than the previous one,
though some revisions and modifications

necessity of textbook cannot be neglected
in the EFL classroom, it is important for
teachers to continuously evaluate the
textbook from different angles to meet the
learning needs of the students. This way
they can maximize its learning potential
and enhance the status of English
teaching in Iran. The findings of this study
have implications for curriculum designers
and textbook developers to modify the
textbook to improve its efficiency.
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students. Furthermore, the developers

of the newly developed textbook have
emphasized that while developing the
book, they considered the Islamic Iranian
cultural values. The attitudes of the
teachers approve this claim (83.6% for
culture and 61.2% for religion).

The findings of this study revealed that
about half of the participants agreed that
the vocabulary and structure, dialogues,
and exercises and activities are presented
appropriately. Such a finding suggest
that the book needs some revisions and
modifications in these parts in order to be
appropriate for the students and promote
learning. Regarding the suitability of the
exercises for the four language skills,
namely, listening, speaking, reading, and
writing, McDonough and Shaw (2003)
maintain that any materials should enable
the students to see the effective use of
the four skills in an appropriate context
because in this way we can involve the
learners in authentic tasks and increase

their motivation. However, evaluating the
previously taught book, Mahdizade (2005),
Ghorbani (2011), and Golpour (2012)
found that the activities included in the
book were not conducive to improving
these skills. Fortunately, in the introduction
of the newly developed English textbook,
it has been claimed that the textbook
developers have paid attention to all four
language skills and none of them has been
ignored. Although teachers taking part in
this study implicitly accept that all these
skills are included (58.2% for listening,
58.2% for speaking, 47.7% for reading,
and 43.3% for writing skills), they do not
approve of the adequacy of the activities.
As the percentages reveal, it seems that
the majority disapprove of the adequacy
of the activities which have been designed
for the two important skills of reading and
writing. With regard to the importance of
communicative exercises and activities,
Nunan (1991) emphasizes that “the way
materials are organized and presented,




for enhancing learning and that they are
developed based on CLT. They also agree
that the exercises can promote group work
in the classroom.

Finally, concerning the supplementary
materials provided for this book, 67.2%
of the participants agree that the listening
CD is related to the content of the book
and it presents appropriate pronunciation.
Moreover, they think that the Workbook
contains exercises that are appropriately
developed according to the Student’s
Book. They also believe that the teaching
aids are available and the Teacher’s Guide
provides them with the information they
require for teaching.

Discussion

Sheldon (1988) asserts that “textbooks
are physical artifacts, and the author
needs to recognize that layout,
format, typography, and
graphics are also
essential for a
successful

coursebook” (p 8). According to the results
of the present study, it can be inferred that
junior high school EFL teachers have a
rather positive attitude towards the general
theme, illustrations and appearance as
well as the supplementary materials of

the newly developed book. However,

the results of the study conducted by
Mahdizade (2005) indicated that junior
high school EFL teachers disapproved the
way content, examples, and illustrations
were presented in the previously taught
textbooks at this level. Regarding the
supplementary materials for the

previously taught book, Alemi and

Hesami (2013), Ghorbani (2011),

and Golpour (2012) found

that they were not

accessible to the
teachers and

Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014 | ROSHD FLT | 50| &



The results of the study are presented in
Table 2.

Table 2:
The Frequency and Percentage of the EFL Teachers’ Attitude towards the 7th Grade
English Book

As can be seen from table 2, overall
43.3% of the participants agree that the
new words and structures are introduced
appropriately and in meaningful situations
to facilitate understanding, the number
of introduced words in each lesson is
appropriate, and they reappear in the
subsequent lessons for the sake of
reinforcement. Moreover, they agree that
new structures are introduced based on
the students’ needs in a logical order. The
results also show that overall 70.1% of
the participants are in agreement with the
general theme of the book. In other words,
they agree that the cultural and religious
issues are adequately included in the
book.

With regard to the theme of pictures
and appearance, the result show that
74.6% of the teachers, taking part in the
study, accept that illustrations used in
the book are relevant, clear, and simple.
The font used in the book is also found to
be suitable for the students at this age.
Moreover, they agree that the book has
an eye-catching cover. The table shows
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that 55.2% of the participants believe that
the dialogues are attractive, up-to-date,
appropriate for the students’ language
knowledge, and there is a wide variety of
dialogues. In addition, the dialogues are
arranged reasonably, that is, from simple
to difficult and are consistent with the
students’ needs.

Overall, it can be
concluded that the newly
published textbook is much
more efficient than the
previous one, though some
revisions and modifications
are required to improve it

Regarding the attitude of the EFL
teachers towards the exercises and
activities included in the book, the results
show that 55.3% of them approve of
the appropriateness and attractiveness
of the exercises. They also believe that
exercises create a meaningful situation




articipants
A total of 67 English teachers teaching
in the 7th grade (31 male and 36 female)
took part in this study. They were from
Mazandaran, Markazi, Tehran, and North
Khorasan Provinces with the mean age
of 37.5 years. Their teaching experience
ranged from 3 to 29 years. Among them,
11.9% had associate degree (AD), 67.2%
hold a BA degree, and 20.9% were MA
holders. Eighty-eight percent of the
teachers were involved in teaching in
urban areas and 11.9% in rural areas.

Table 1:

Demographic Information of the Participants

Male 31 46.3
Female 36 53.7
20-29 9 134
30-39 32 47.8
40- over 26 38.8
Upto9 10 14.9
10-19 28 41.8
20-over 29 43.3
City 59 88
Village 8 11.9
AD 8 11.9
BA 45 67.2
MA 14 20.9

Instrument

To evaluate the 7th grade English
textbook, a questionnaire was developed
based on the checklists in Byrd (2001),
Skierso (1991), and Ur (1996). It

the participants and the second one was
aimed to collect their attitudes towards
the textbook. The second part included
six domains, namely, structure and
vocabulary, general theme, appearance
and illustrations, dialogues, exercises
and activities, and supplementary
materials. The participants were required
to answer 43 four-point Likert scale
items which assessed the participants’
attitudes towards the six domains.

The questionnaire was given to four
experts in the field to comment on its
statements. It was modified, based on
the experts’ comments. To ensure the
internal consistency reliability of the
questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha was
calculated. The overall reliability of the
questionnaire with 43 statements was
0.93 which is considered an acceptable
indicator of reliability. The collected data
were analyzed using SPSS version 18. To
find the answer to the research question,
descriptive statistics such as frequency,
percentage, and mean were employed.

textbooks are “designed

to give cohesion to the
language teaching and
learning process by
providing direction, support
and specific language-
based activities aimed at
offering classroom practice
for students” (Mares,

2003: p, 131) and foster
effective language learning
(Cunningsworth, 1995)
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In an ELT classroom, there is a strong
reliance on textbooks because “materials
[textbooks] are not simply the everyday
tools of the language teacher, they are
an embodiment of the aims, values,
and methods of the particular teaching/
learning situations” (Hutchinson, 1987: p,
37). Ur (1996) asserts that textbooks are
a supportive teaching instrument. In other
words, textbooks are “designed to give
cohesion to the language teaching and
learning process by providing direction,
support and specific language-based
activities aimed at offering classroom
practice for students” (Mares, 2003: p,
131) and foster effective language learning
(Cunningsworth, 1995). For example, in
a study, Richards, Tung, and Ng (1992)
found that textbooks were one of the main
sources of teaching materials. In another
study carried out by McGrath (2006) it
was revealed that English teachers of
secondary schools considered the use of
textbooks as important.

Studies have shown that textbooks
are highly common in ELT contexts and
ELT professionals use textbooks for daily
teaching purposes and the fact is that very
few of them would not use the published
materials at some stage of their profession
(Byrd, 2001; Litz, 2005; McDonough &
Shaw, 1993). Since they are the most
crucial component of an EFL classroom,
the evaluation of the textbooks is of great
importance. Textbooks are revised and
republished and sometimes new books
are written to meet the changing focuses
of instruction as well as the changing
language needs of the learners. A
number of researchers have emphasized
the importance of post-use evaluation
of a textbook since it can provide data
concerning the actual effect of the
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Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2004). Actually,
when a book is newly developed for an
EFL context, its evaluation is even of more
importance because its pedagogical value
need to be determined before long-term
use.

Textbooks are revised and
republished and sometimes
new books are written to
meet the changing focuses
of instruction as well as

the changing language
needs of the learners. A
number of researchers have
emphasized the importance
of post-use evaluation of

a textbook since it can
provide data concerning the
actual effect of the textbook
on the users

Prospect 1 developed for the 7th grade
students is a new textbook in Iran. Hence,
there is a need to collect empirical data to
evaluate the book from different angles.
The present study was conducted to
collect data eliciting the attitudes of the
EFL teachers teaching in several parts
of the country as to evaluate the extent
to which the expectation of material
developers are fulfilled. The following
research question guided the study:

What are teachers’ views on Prospect1
in terms of structure and vocabulary,
general theme, appearance, illustrations,
dialogues, exercises and activities, and
supplementary materials?
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Abstract

Textbooks are an important part of a curriculum so textbook evaluation seems to be
inevitable and necessary, especially in countries where the textbooks are developed by the
Ministry of Education and not selected by the EFL teachers. Since a new English book has
been developed for the 7th grade students in Iran, this study aimed at evaluating the newly
developed textbook from the perspective of the teachers who had used it in their classroom
instruction. To accomplish the study, a questionnaire was developed to evaluate the book based
on six domains, namely, structure and vocabulary, general theme, appearance and illustrations,
dialogues, exercises and activities, and supplementary materials. The findings revealed that
most EFL teachers were satisfied with the general theme, appearance and illustrations, and
supplementary materials, while nearly half of them were not satisfied with the dialogues,
vocabulary and structure, and exercises and activities. It can be concluded that, in spite of
some privileges, the book is in urgent need of revision and modification.

Key Words: textbook evaluation, EFL teachers’ attitudes, 7" grade, Iran
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research need to be noted. The findings
of the present study are restricted

to elementary students’ vocabulary
learning achievement. Moreover, the
data used in this study comprised only
learners’ performance on a short-term
memory retention test. Future studies
can investigate the performance of
students at various proficiency levels,
and on both short-term and long-term
vocabulary retention tests. The findings
reported and the conclusion made in this
study, therefore, should be regarded as
suggestive.
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Appendix A
Semantically related vocabulary items

Shirt Arm Apple Chair
Scarf Leg Orange Table
Belt Knee Mango Clock
Shoes Neck Melon Mirror
Coat Eye Grape Stove
Socks Ear Cherries  Sofa

Skirt Chin Peach Desk
Jacket Hand Fig Bed

Semantically unrelated vocabulary items

Book Pillow Glass Spoon
Car Bread Bird Plane
Bag Paper Watch River
Nurse Door Rice Comb
School Bike Flower Basket
Ball Horse Carpet Soap
Sheep Ladder Teacher Shop
Gun Ring Camera Flag



those words.

There might be several reasons why
learning semantically grouped words
are more difficult than un-related groups
of words for novice learners. First of all,
although according to the semantic field
theory words are organized and stored in
the mind through making networks among
words (Lehrer, 1974), it seems that this
argument does not apply to the process
of learning, but might be, in all probability,
limited to the way words are represented in
the mental lexicon. In other words, learning
new vocabulary items may involve a route
of mental processing which is different
from the route that is used for representing
lexical items (Wilcox & Medina, 2013).
Furthermore, semantic field theory may
not be applicable to elementary language
learners. Waring (1997) contends that
elementary learners first need to develop
a basic vocabulary knowledge network
and then into which add new vocabulary
by making further semantic links. Similarly,
Wilcox and Medina explain that, at the
elementary level, “even though the mind
may tend to store accumulated vocabulary
in semantic fields, initially it is prepared to
receive words that need to be organized
in that way, not to receive words that have
already been organized semantically”
(Wilcox & Medina, 2013, pp. 1065-66).

A second plausible explanation for the
results is that perhaps recalling similar
words during the semantically clustered
training sessions caused cognitive
interference. According to interference
theory grouping words into semantic
clusters increases the similarity among
new words. When similarity increases
among target words, the difficulty of
vocabulary retention also increases, so
that it is harder for language learners to
remember related words. Robinson (2001)

discusses that discriminating between
semantic features of similar vocabulary
items may raise task complexity, and

in turn, affects the process of retrieving
words. Similarly, Finkbeiner and Nicol
(2003) argue that cognitive interference is
more likely due to repetitive activation of
lexical entries within a semantically similar
set of words.

Ausubel (1968) discusses that
sometimes the differences between
new and existing information can
cause learning troubles, particularly
when learners are supposed to learn
“confusingly similar” ideas. Extensive
research into the distinctiveness
hypothesis, which holds non-similar
(distinctive) information is easier to
be learned, seems to have confirmed
Ausubel’s assertion (Baddeley, 1990;
Papathanasiou, 2009 ). The proponents
of this hypothesis contend that new
words should ideally be presented in an
unrelated way so as to decrease the task
difficulty of learning, and remembering
words. The findings of this admittedly
limited study seem to lend support to
distinctiveness hypothesis.

The pedagogical implication of this
study for language instructors and
course book designers is not trivial. As
pointed out in the introductory section,

a frequent and popular practice among
material developers is presenting words in
semantically clustered sets. The findings
of this study may appear surprising to
authors and course book designers as
they call for a reflection on the current
practice of grouping related words

into semantic clusters. The study also
complements the existing literature and
suggests exploring alternative methods of
presenting vocabulary.

Finally, the following limitations to this
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Throughout the study attempts were
made to present new words in different
ways to provide two different manners of
presentation as required by the research
design. In addition, efforts were made to
allocate the same number of repetitions
and also the amount of time to teaching
each word in all classes. Vocabulary items
were presented in a controlled procedure
in terms of instruction and time to create
two distinct study conditions for teaching
semantically related and unrelated words.

Robinson (2001) discusses
that discriminating between
semantic features of similar
vocabulary items may raise
task complexity, and in
turn, affects the process of
retrieving words. Similarly,
Finkbeiner and Nicol

(2003) argue that cognitive
interference is more likely
due to repetitive activation
of lexical entries within a
semantically similar set of
words

In order to examine the effect of manner
of presentation on students’ vocabulary
retention, the researcher compared the
students’ performance on tests of related
words with that of unrelated words. As
is shown in Table 2 descriptive statistics
revealed that the mean value for each
test of unrelated words was higher than
the mean value of test results in related
words condition. Whereas in the related
condition only 57.44% of the new words
were recalled by learners, in the unrelated
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condition 68.56% were remembered.
Manner of presentation appeared to

have exerted an effect on vocabulary
recall. However, in order to gain a clearer
understanding of the effect, test scores
were submitted to paired sample T-tests.
The results of the analyses revealed a
statistically significant effect of method of
presentation, (p <.001). Table 2 shows the
results of the T-tests.

Table 2: The results of T-tests

Session 1, related 4.43 155 565 67 0.00
set 1

Session 2, unrelated  5.78 1.64

set 1

Session 3, related 4.44 170 257 67 0.012
set2

Session 4, unrelated 5.07 1.72

set2

Session 5, related 4.57 1.66 3.35 67  0.001
set 3

Session 6, unrelated  5.41 1.37

set3

Session 7, related 4.94 1.73 2.97 67 0.004
set4

Session 8, unrelated  5.68 1.85

set4

Total, related 18.38 429 6.91 67  0.000
condition

Total, unrelated 21.94 417

condition

The finding of the study suggests that
presenting new words to elementary
learners in a semantically unrelated
fashion, compared to a semantically
related fashion, results in better vocabulary
retention. This finding is in line with the
results reported in the literature (Erten &
Tekin, 2008; Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003;
Papathanasiou, 2009; Tinkham, 1993;
1997; Waring, 1997; Wilcox & Medina,
2013), illustrating that grouping words in
semantically similar sets impedes rather
than facilitates the process of learning



idiomatic meaning). Another limitation was
the selection of nouns frequently used in
every day situations. This was advertently
done to prevent any probable confusion
on the part of students. Following the
guidelines suggested in the literature

the selected vocabulary items were then
inspected for their length, and semantic
relations.

This careful process of homogenizing
and balancing vocabulary items was
followed by a pilot study. That is, in order
to ensure that the students would not
know the meaning of the words, and
the target vocabulary items would be
unfamiliar to the students, a small scale
study was conducted with 7 students. As
was expected, children were not familiar
with the items. The final draft of the word
listincluded 64 vocabulary items to be
used in the main phase of the study. These
final items were then categorized into
eight lists: four semantically related word
lists, and four semantically unrelated word
lists. Each of the eight word lists had eight
vocabulary items (see Appendix A for a
comprehensive list of words).

Based on the final word list a total of
64 flashcards, each corresponding to a
vocabulary item, were prepared. Flash
cards contained photos of the target words
together with their written form. In addition,

Table 1: The procedure of the study

for each student 64 practice sheets were
prepared which were used during the
practice stage. Practice sheets included
matching exercises where the participants
were asked to match the written form of
the new words with their pictures. The
photos used in practice sheets were
similar to those used in the flashcards.

Procedure

The procedure used in this study was
modeled after Erten's and Tekin’s study
(2008). A “presentation — practice — test”
procedure was followed in the present
study. The study was conducted as a part
of the regular instruction, and lasted for
eight sessions. Vocabulary instruction,
in each session, lasted, on average,
40 minutes. In the first session, the first
semantically related set of words was
introduced to the participants. In the
second session, the first semantically
unrelated group of words was introduced.
The same procedure was followed for the
remaining sessions and the remaining
word lists, (see Table 1). In each session,
new words were presented by means
of flashcards and then were practiced
through working on practice sheets. Each
session ended with an immediate test of
the target words, to measure students’
short term recall of vocabulary.

1st Lesson: related set 1 (clothes) (presentation, practice, and immediate test)
2nd Lesson: unrelated set 1 (presentation, practice, and immediate test)
3rd Lesson: related set 2 (parts of body) (presentation, practice, and immediate test)

4th Lesson: unrelated set 2 (presentation, practice, and immediate test)

5th Lesson: related set 3 (fruits) (presentation, practice, and immediate test)
6th Lesson: unrelated set 3 (presentation, practice, and immediate test)

7th Lesson: related set 4 (furniture) (presentation, practice, and immediate test)

8th Lesson: unrelated set 4 (presentation, practice, and immediate test)
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learners made fewer errors than those in
the related vocabulary condition.

The theoretical arguments and the
empirical evidence for and against
presenting vocabulary in semantically
clustered sets summarized above calls
for further research. We are faced with
two main opposing views on presenting
new vocabulary, with each view offering
enough convincing arguments and
supports. Thus, it is safe to propose that
there is room for further research. The best
way for us to make a sound decision is to
apply both methods in real classrooms
and compare the results. The present
study, therefore, was designed to compare
the effectiveness of semantically related
and nonrelated vocabulary presentation
in the context of a language institute. The
following research question guided the
present study:

Does teaching new vocabulary items
in semantically related sets versus
semantically unrelated sets make a
difference in vocabulary retention?

Method

The study was conducted on four intact
groups of students in a language teaching
institute. The alternative methods that
were employed for teaching new words
were 1) presenting words in semantically
related sets (e.g. parts of body: arm, leg,
neck, etc.), and 2) presenting words in
semantically unrelated sets (e.g. book, car,
nurse, ball, etc.). The main purpose of the
study was to evaluate the relative claims of
the two different methods.

The research design that was employed
for answering the research question
reflects what Hatch and Lazaraton (1991)
call ‘one-group, quasi-experimental
research design’. It is characterized by
alternating time series models and is seen
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particularly suitable for this study because,
within a time series framework, it allows
measuring the effect of two alternative
methods on the same group of students
by altering the manner of vocabulary
presentation within specified time spans.

Participants

As was mentioned above, the context
of the study was a language institute.
The study was carried out on four intact
groups of elementary EFL learners. The
number of the students who participated
in the study was 68, with 32 participants
being male and 36 being female students.
Their ages ranged from 8 to 11 years
old. Regarding their English proficiency,
it should be mentioned that all of the
students were studying at the first grade
of elementary level and they had not had
any formal instruction in English prior to
enrolling at the institute. Therefore, their
vocabulary size was extremely limited
and they were very similar to each other
in terms of level of English proficiency. All
children in this study were from families of
middle social status. The language of all
children was Persian and they were living
in monolingual families.

Materials and instruments

Prior to the study, the researcher
prepared a list of target words. The
vocabulary items were selected from a
number of educational textbooks designed
for elementary learners. Initially a total
of 150 words were shortlisted. Then,
through several exchanges of ideas with
colleagues, the researcher removed
all abstract words and cognates from
the initial word list. Attempts were also
made to avoid words that were lengthy
(i.e. having three or more syllables),
or potentially difficult (e.g. words with



investigated interference effects on
vocabulary learning and retention. The
results of these studies showed that the
presentation of new vocabulary items to
L2 learners in clusters of semantically
and syntactically similar words impedes
rather than facilitates learning. Similar
findings were reported by Erten and Tekin
(2008), Papathanasiou (2009) and Wilcox
and Medina (2013). These researchers
questioned the popular practice of course
book designers, (i.e. presenting new
vocabulary that belongs to the same
semantic set together) and concluded that
such a practice may cause interference
due to cross-association and may even
hinder vocabulary learning.

Although the studies mentioned
above provide considerably important
pedagogical implications, there are some
limitations on the generalizability of the

results found in these studies. The first
limitation is that in these studies only a
few words were tested. Moreover, except
for Papathanasiou’s study (2009), the
above studies were conducted in strictly
controlled and artificial contexts. Thirdly,
it was not made clear whether the same
effects would hold for learners of different
proficiency levels.

Mention should be made, however, of
the study conducted by Schneider, Healy,
and Bourne (1998). Their study, which was
conducted in a less controlled and more
natural context, yielded different results.
Their findings initially seemed to support
the assumption that learning semantically
related words is easier than learning
unrelated words. However, the results
of long-term retention tests revealed
that learning new words in the unrelated
vocabulary condition was faster and that




differences among related words.

Another concept that is believed to lend
support to semantic clustering is “semantic
field theory” (Channell, 1981; Lehrer,
1974). This theory rests on two premises:
1) vocabulary is cognitively organized by
interrelationships and networks among
words, 2) words that are closer in meaning
are located closer to each other in the
mental lexicon (Wilcox & Medina, 2013).
In other words, based on the semantic
field theory, the mind classifies words
through semantic connections, and these
connections are considered semantic
fields (Channell, 1981). This theory,
thus, suggests that since vocabulary
is organized in the mind into different
word sets that are linked in meaning
(Miller & Johnson-Laird, 1976), language
instructors should present new vocabulary
in semantically-related groups, to facilitate
the process of learning.

Although the above arguments provide
a theoretical framework in support of
semantically clustered vocabulary
presentation, there are only a few
empirical studies that defend this position.
The body of literature often cited in support
of presenting semantically grouped words
includes memory studies that involve
monolingual students learning artificial
words. Such studies have found that
grouping words in semantic clusters
facilitates later recall or recognition.
(Carter & McCarthy, 1988; Lewis, 1997;
McCarthy, 1990). They claim that this
method is in line with theories of lexicon
representation and suggest that there is a
good organization of semantic fields in the
human brain. Hashemi and Gowdasiaei
(2005) discuss that vocabulary should
be presented in semantic sets within
an appropriate context as learners will
get involved in deeper levels of mental

£y 161 | ROSHD FLT | Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2014

processing. Thus, they assert, if students
make more efforts to differentiate words
that are semantically related their learning
will last longer.

Arguments against presenting
vocabulary in semantically related sets

There are a number of counterarguments
for presenting words in semantically
clustered sets. One such theoretical
stand is that of distinctiveness hypothesis
which “relates ease of learning to the
distinctiveness (nonsimilarity) of the
information to be learnt” (Papathanasiou,
2009). This hypothesis focuses on
differences rather than similarities and
argues that “since similarity seems to
confound the mind, distinctiveness should
help organize it” (Wilcox & Medina, 2013,
p. 1058). The conclusion drawn from this
hypothesis suggests that new vocabulary
should be presented in a nonrelated
fashion, so that the learner is presented
with information organized in a way that
is conducive to the process of learning
(Wilcox & Medina, 2013).

Another theoretical concept providing
support against semantic clustering is
“interference theory”. This theory states
that as similarity increases between
targeted information and other information
learnt, the difficulty of learning and
remembering the targeted information also
increases (Papathanasiou, 2009). Relying
on this theory, Waring (1997) contends
that new words should not be presented
in semantically grouped sets, because the
similarities of these words may interfere
with each other, and thus impair their
retention.

Experimental evidence that corroborate
the above theoretical positions has
been offered by a number of second
language (L2) researchers. For example,
Tinkham (1993; 1997) and Waring (1997)



learning.

Recently, contradictory
recommendations have been emerging
from numerous studies into the use of
semantic links in educational materials
and activities for vocabulary teaching
(Papathanasiou, 2009). At the one end
of this conflict, there is a theoretical
framework supporting the procedure of
presenting new words in semantically
clustered sets with the assumption that it
facilitates the learning of L2 vocabulary
(e.g. Aitchison, 1994; Channell, 1981;
Lehrer, 1974). On the other hand, some
empirical investigations indicate that
presenting semantically related words
seems to hinder the process of vocabulary
learning (e.g. Laufer, 1989; Tinkham, 1993,
1997; Waring, 1997, Erten & Tekin, 2008;
Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003; Papathanasiou,
2009; Wilcox & Medina, 20013). Further
inconsistencies come from studies that
present evidence in favor of packaging
new words in semantic clusters, on
the basis that it is an effective manner
of teaching new vocabulary and that it
perhaps reflects the natural organization
of the mental lexicon (e.g. Carter &
McCarthy, 1988; Lewis, 1997). In order
to contextualize the present study, the
following section reviews the theoretical
arguments as well as experimental
investigations that both support and
oppose presenting related lexical items
together.

Arguments that support presenting
vocabulary in semantically linked
groups

A quick examination of the literature
reveals that there are basically four main
arguments in favor of presenting new

vocabulary in semantically related clusters.

The first theoretical argument is that new
learning occurs when new material can be

attached to current knowledge (schema).
On this basis, Stoller and Grabe (1995)
argue that vocabulary can best be taught
in semantically related sets because such
an instruction can easily activate schema
and connect target materials with materials
already learned. In addition, this type of
presentation makes the meaning of these
words quite clear by helping students
understand the full semantic content of
the related words and also distinguish
similar words from one another (Hashemi
& Gowdasiaei, 2005).

The second major related argument in
support of presenting clustered words
comes from the common and popular
practice of course book designers and
materials developers. They are often driven
to present vocabulary in semantically
related fashion mostly because of the
analysis of students’ communicative needs
(Erten & Tekin, 2008). Such a practice
is believed to be “an effective method of
teaching” (Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003 p.
369). Consequently, educational materials
are often divided into different chapters,
reflecting various situations where learners
might face in real life.

The next most common justification
cited in the literature has to do with ease
and practicality of presenting vocabulary
in classroom activities (Haycraft, 1993).
Many practitioners believe that presenting
words in semantically related clusters
not only echoes students’ expectations
in a classroom but also facilitates the
process of teaching by organizing and
orchestrating the procedure of instruction.
Jullian (2000) refers to a classroom activity
which incorporates an explicit approach
towards the presentation of semantically
related vocabulary. The writer points out
that such an activity raises consciousness
by drawing students’ attention to subtle
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Introduction

Vocabulary knowledge is central
to language proficiency and crucially
important for second language learners.
It has recently received considerable
attention and popularity in applied
linguistics with various strands of research
and pedagogical interest (Gardner &
Davies, 2014; Read, 2000; Richards
and Renandya, 2002; Wilcox & Medina,
2013; Zhang & Lu, 2014). A long-standing
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dimension of research in the field however,
has been a lack of consensus about

how to present vocabulary in the most
beneficial way to facilitate learning and
improve retention: in semantically related
groups or not? (Finkbeiner & Nicol, 2003;
Papathanasiou, 2009) Bearing this query
in mind, the purpose of the present study
was to investigate which of these two ways
of vocabulary presentation would prove

to be more effective in L2 vocabulary




Researchers

A Comparative Study
of Two Methods of
Vocabulary Instruction

(,= . .
Mehdi B. Mehrani
English Department, University of Neyshabur

mehrani@neyshabur.ac.ir

S

CAbstract
Although educational materials often present new vocabulary in semantically clustered
fashions, empirical investigations indicate that presenting words in semantically related groups
seems not to facilitate but even to hinder the process of vocabulary learning. The present study
was conducted to compare the relative effects of two methods of vocabulary presentation:
semantically related words versus semantically unrelated words. The study was conducted as
part of regular instruction, in a language institute on 68 elementary language learners, and lasted
for eight sessions. A “presentation — practice — test” procedure was followed within
a quasi-experimental research framework. Throughout the
study the participants were taught four semantically-
related and four semantically un-related
sets of words. The results of eight
series of vocabulary tests revealed
that students’ performance in the
semantically unrelated condition
was significantly better. The findings
suggest that presenting semantically
related vocabulary items may cause
interference in the process of word
learning, at least at the proficiency level
tested in this experiment.

Key Words: interference theory, mental lexicon,
semantic clustering, vocabulary instruction.



