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Abstract
In recent years, in reading comprehension and cloze test sections of university entrance exams, 

some words appeared that are not usually available in high school textbooks. These words are 
specially unknown to those students who just rely on usual textbooks taught in high schools. 
Unfamiliarity with this type of words on the one hand and insufficient reading skills accompanied 
with shortage of time on the other hand make a stressful atmosphere for the students during the 
exam session so that most of them can not have a good performance. Although teaching some 
supplementary books can somehow alleviate the problem, it is not a definitive solution. A student 
while reading a text, should have a good command of knowledge of how to deal with unknown 
words to help him / her guess the intended meaning. In this paper, by analyzing the English 
university entrance tests (2008-2015), attempts have been made to reflect some strategies 
through which a student can guess the meaning of (if not all but some of the) unknown words.

Key Words : unknown words, strategy, guessing the meaning  

(comprehension)
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 Strategies
I. Ignoring the target word: Keep 

reading to the end to get the main 
idea.

1. In many countries, there are special 
camp sites for tourists, so you do not 
always have to carry a tent with you. The 
campsite may provide one. The word 
"one" in the last sentence refers to….

a- site 
b- tent
c- tourist 
d- country 

tent

2. A Greek Philosopher called Democritus, 
about the year 4000 BC, taught that 
all substances are built up from grains 
which can't be subdivided. The word 
"which" refers to…….

a- grains
b- substances 
c- atoms
d- parts

3. Not all people experience decrease 
organ function to the same degree- 
some individuals have healthier hearts 
and kidneys at age 85 than others do at 
age 50.
The word "others" in paragraph 2 refers 
to………..

a- organs
b- kidneys

c- individuals
d- both hearts and kidneys

4. Among most English - speaking people, 
the cow is the main provider of milk. 
In Spain and Greece the sheep and 
the goat are the chief milk- producing 
animals. The camel provides milk to the 
desert tribes of Arabia, and in Egypt 
the water buffalo is a source. The 
reindeer furnishes milk to people living 
in Lapland. Mongolian tribes drink 
mare's milk. In Peru the lama is a milk 
producing animal. In Tibet the people 
get milk from the yak. 

goat camel buf-
sheep  falo

reindeer mare,

llama yak

II. Paying attention to the internal 
structure of words (morphology or 
word formation)

morpheme

Morpheme: The smallest unit of a 
language which has either a meaning or a 
grammatical function.

Morphological Classification of Words:

A. simple words: one word = one 
morpheme

    Example chair, book, map, happy,…
B. compound words: one compound= 
two or more words

6



     Example: wall paper, book store, school 
bus, ...
C. Complex words: one word= two or 
more morphemes, one of them is root 
and the others are known as  affixes.           

     Example: teachers, unhappiness, 
disagreement, ...    
D. Complex- compound words = a 
combination of B & C

     Example: school teacher, computer 
programmer, …

Example: independently, truthfulness, 
sleeplessness, productivity, recyclable, 
discover, disease, business, …

dis-: disagree, dislike 
un-: unhappy, unacceptable
im-: impossible, impolite
non-: nonstop, nonsmoking room
ir-: irregular, irrelevant
il-: illegal, illogical,
mis-: misunderstanding, mispronunciation
mal-: malfunction, malnutrition,
a-: amoral

priceless, inflammable, invaluable, 
dissolve, …

Sports have been increasingly 
organized and regulated from the time of 
the ancient Olympics up to the present 
century. Industrialization has brought 

increased leisure time to the citizens of 
developed and developing countries, 
leading to more time for citizens to attend 
and follow spectator sports, greater 
participation in athletic activities, and 
increased accessibility. These trends 
continued with the appearance of mass 
media and global communication. 
Professionalism became more 
widespread, further adding to the increase 
in sport's popularity, as sports fans 
began following the achievements of 
professional athletes through radio, 
television, and the internet – all while 
enjoying the exercise and competition 
associated with amateur participation in 
sports.

III- Using context clues to infer the 
meaning

A word is known by the company it 
keeps. The meaning of a word may well be 
governed by the context in which it is used.

A
12 14B

C
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1. contagious 
2. hallucinate
3. amalgamate
4. anodyne
5. apogee
6. engulf 

1. Influenza is a very contagious disease; 
one person can easily catch it from 
another.

2. After three days of sleeplessness, he 
was hallucinating. For example, when 
he saw a street sign, he thought it was a 
person.

3. In 1999, six small cities were 
amalgamated into an enlarged city of 
Toronto, Canada.

4. Some people use alcohol as an 
anodyne to decrease their emotional 
pain.

5. The Ottoman Empire reached its 
apogee in the 17th century, when it 
controlled a large area running from 
Budapest to North Africa.

6. If an unpleasant feeling engulfs you, 
you feel it very strongly. 

1. When you start to get to know 
someone, don’t be friendly and 
talkative one day and too shy to 
have a conversation the next day. Be 

8



consistent. 

2. You can alter your tone, making your 
voice rise and fall as you speak; you 
can alter the pace at which you speak, 
speeding up or slowing down to 
make your speech more interesting.

IV. Using context clues to choose the 
relevant meaning

fine, well, table, sentence, good,…

He was fined for speeding.
There is an oil well here.
A table of content is a summary of what a 
book contains.
His friend was sentenced to three years in 
prison.
The injury may keep him out of football for 
good.

release

Example: Most social activists think that 
the prisoners will be………………before 
Christmas.

a- weighed
b- mentioned
c- touched
d- released  

1. The general rule is to exercise only until 
you feel very tired- that is, until breathing 
becomes labored, circulation seems 
not enough, or tiredness influences 
performance.

labor

2. Farmers were employed by lords to work 
the land for the lords' benefits. In return, 
they received shelter and a small plot to 
farm for themselves.

plot

3. Our plans are very ……………, so we 
can meet you either on Wednesday or 
on Thursday.

a- private
b- flexible
c- actual
d- immediate

flexible

V. Finding the definition Markers:

to be, define, mean, explain, describe, 

|  9



know, refer, call, show, illustrate, …

1. Sociology is the study of the different 
aspects of society and its members. 

2. The passage of heat from one place to 
another by the movement of liquid or 
gas is called convection.    

3. A best friend gives you unconditioned 
love. That means complete love, without 
any limit.

4. Ecology is the study of 
how things live in 

relation to their 
surroundings.

 
5. The relationship 

between the 
plants and animals 

in a community is 
called a food web.

1. Aerobic exercise is repetitive, meaning 
it is an activity that you do over and over.

2- Online means using a computer or 
other information devices to access 
information and services from another 
computer or information device. 

1. Different kinds of superstitions exist 
among different nations all around the 
world. A superstition is a belief that is 
not based on science, according to 

which some objects or events are lucky 
or unlucky.

2. Pedagogy can be defined as the art, 
science and profession of teaching.
VI. Searching for paraphrase 

markers:
To paraphrase means to express an 

idea in a different way to help the listener 
/ reader get that idea easier, clearer, 
shorter, ...

Commonly used paraphrase markers:
in other words, that is, that is to say, 

simply speaking, in plain terms, i.e., 
likewise, equally, also, similarly, related to 
,as well as, correspondingly, parallel to, 
resembling, ...

1. The air always contains a certain 
amount of water vapor (that is, water in 
the form of gas) which is invisible.

 2. My doctor said during the next month I 
will ameliorate, that is to say, I will get 
better by the next month.  

 
3. Sometimes medicine can relieve the 

disease. That is, it can make people 
cough less, make headaches less 
intense, and stop noses from running. 

VII. Paying attention to punctuation 
marks:

comma, semicolon, dash, colon, full 
stop, parentheses, ...
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1. Only the male lions grow a mane, the 
long hair around the shoulder, which 
grows darker and fuller as the animal 
ages.

2. Marquette was a French priest. He came 
to Canada as a missionary, a person 
teaching Christianity.

3. Democritus taught that all matter is built 
up of atoms or tiny bits of elements.
(An element is a substance made up of 
atoms which are all alike but different 
from the atoms of any others element.)

4. They may work together with other 
sociologists, as well as with other 
specialists in the field: for example, 
demographers (population specialists), 

economists, statisticians and 
psychologists.

5. Coins were very durable — they were 
strong and could last a long time without 
becoming damaged.

Solar energy 
be used instead of fossil fuels.

1. A skyscraper, a building usually more 
than twenty stories, is going to be built 
here.

2. The hotel serves meals to residents 
(people who are staying in the hotel) 
only. Non- residents are not allowed in.  

VIII. Looking for contrast markers

Common contrast markers are:

11



but, although, while, whereas, though, 
even though, yet, by contrast, on the other 
hand, on the one hand, however, yet, 
unlike, despite, ….

 1. Dark clouds form, high winds blow, 
and rain lashes the ground, yet it may 
only be a few minutes before the sunny 
weather returns. However, in some 
parts of the world, the weather barely 
changes for months at a time.

2. In a typical conversation, a speaker 
will stop and start, leave a sentence 
unfinished, and say "er" or " em" when 
thinking what to say next. Written 

language, by contrast, is much more 
tidy and organized.

3. Despite the geographical separation 
between different Eskimo groups, all 
Eskimos have preserved a similar 
culture.

1. While Ali is not very clever, his brother is 
very intelligent. 

2. Despite the group’s initial skepticism, 
over time they started to trust their 
leader and strongly support her 
decisions.  

3. Students going to private schools pay 
tuition. In public schools, however, 
there is free education.

IX. Using adjective clauses
An adjective clause is a 

group of words with a 
subject and verb that 

modifies a noun in 
a sentence.

He had an 
idea of making 

solar power, 
which is power that 

comes from the sun.

The core, which is at the center of 
Earth, consists of heavy metals.

12



While the Earth is turning around the 
sun, twice a year we have equinoxes in 
which day and night are nearly equal in 
length.

X. Finding exemplification markers
Exemplification means using examples 

to explain, show, illustrate, convince, ... 
sth.
Exemplification markers:
for example, as an instance (example), 

such, such as, like, …

1. They grow crops such as lettuce, 
tomatoes, peppers, sweet potatoes, 
spinach, and herbs.

2. An advertisement is a message carried 
in one of the various forms of "media" 
such as newspapers and magazines, 
radio and television, and the posters 
and neon signs that we see in the 
streets.

1. They work under dangerous conditions 
such as factories with harmful smokes 
in the air,  handle dangerous materials 
and use tools and machines which are 
not designed for them.

2. International organizations such as ILO 
and UNICEF have made plans to stop 
child labour. 

3. Some examples of communication 
technology are telephone, radio and 
television.

XI. Noticing the conclusion and 

extension signals

thus, therefore, hence, consequently, 
accordingly, as well as, besides, moreover, 
furthermore, also, as a result, due to , 
eventually, too,… 

1. By eating this fruit, Adam and Eve had 
broken the one law of the garden and 
were no longer innocent. So God drove 
them out of the garden.

2. With the opening of the Open University, 
people are now able to take a university 
degree, for the courses are specially 
designed so that you can study at 
home.

3. This did not produce an accurate 
calendar and, therefore, the system 
was dropped.

XII. Paying attention to semantics 
(lexical relationship among words)

synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy, 
homonymy, …
  

1. During a time when the economy is 
changing, prices may fluctuate greatly.

2. The angry citizens showed their 
hostility toward the soldiers by shouting 
and throwing rocks at them.

3. George Washington was rich because 
he was from a wealthy family.

13



metalanguage

4. Long ago dinosaurs died, they are 
examples of extinct animals.

5. The Iraqi regime said that Iran had 
started the war, but it has been proved 
to the world that Iraq initiated it.     

XIII. Similar Words in the two 
languages (L1 & L2)  
1. Loan words (Words taken from English. 

Example: computer, taxi, telephone,...)
2. Cognates (Words from two or more 

languages having the same origin. 
Example: "brother" in English and 
Persian)

 The immune system also changes with 
age. A healthy immune system protects 
the body against bacteria, viruses, 
and other harmful agents by producing 
disease-fighting proteins known as 
antibodies. A healthy immune system 
also prevents the growth of abnormal 
cells, which can become cancerous. With 
advancing age, the ability of the immune 
system to perform these protective 

antibody production may decrease by 
as much as 80 percent between age 20 
and age 85. This less-effective immune 
system explains why an attack of 
influenza, which may make a young adult 
sick for a few days, can be deadly for an 
old person. Thus, it is as good for an older 
person to be vaccinated against the flu 
and pneumonia as it is for young people 
to be vaccinated against childhood 
diseases. 

Reading and Cloze Test

7. Katamba, Francis.2012. Morphology. London: 
Macmillan Press LTD.

8. Larsen, Mildred L. 2011. Meaning based Translation: a 
Guide to Cross-Language Equivalent: USA: University 
Press of America, Inc.

9. Richard, Jack C, John Platt and Heidi Platt. 2010. 
Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and 
Applied Linguistics: UK: Longman group. 

10. www.hawaii.edu/unknownvocabpart1_ch5.htm
11. www.hawaii.edu/unknownvocabpart2_ch5.htm  
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Shin, J. K., & Crandall, J.  (2014). 
Teaching Young Learners English from
Theory to Practice. 403pp.

In the preface to Teaching Young
Learners English, the authors state
that while in some countries around the
world teaching English still begins at the 
secondary school many countries are 
lowering the age of learning English to 
primary schools. This, as the authors state,
requires both pre-service and in-service 
teacher education programs to familiarize 

Reviewed by: Mojgan Rashtchi, PhD
(TEFL), Islamic AzadUniversity, North Tehran
Branch
Email: mojgan. rashtchi@gmail.com

Book  Review

teachers with the concept of teaching
English to young learners. The aim of 
the book is to help teachers develop 
activities appropriate for young learners
across different ages from five to twelve 
years. The book begins with general 
considerations regarding teaching
English to young learners and draws
on the advantages of early language 
learning. Other chapters include tips
for teaching language skills as well as 
instructions on characteristics of the
learners. The authors have been quite 
successful in integrating theory and 
practice since all chapters provide both 
theoretical and practical information 
regarding teaching young learners. Each 
chapter includes a sample lesson plan 
that can have a leading role in educating 
teachers in their profession. The book 
focuses on the role of teachers in 
teaching young learners because, as 
stated by the authors, teachers are 
the most important factor in any child
education, and thus should have 
appropriate training. In fact, teac
who teach young learners sho
remember what it was like to
and how differently they thin
In addition, teachers shoul
teach in a developmentall
manner; that is, they shou
to consider the children’s
social, emotional, and m
This makes teaching to y
different from adults and 
The highlight of each chap
Teacher to Teacher sectionr
ideas of teachers regarding 
young learners have been pre
This section connects teachers
different parts of the world who in
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similarly effective. However, as shown in 
Table 2 breaking down the data into two 
rounds of evaluation revealed that, overall, 
students made some progress in terms of 
speaking ability. 

2:

Mean SD Mean SD

Role play 21.20 3/73 22/77 2/58

20/80 2/84 20/77 2/54

description
19/57 3/15 20/73 2/30

Total 20/52 3/24 21/42 2/47

English classes. The results specifically 
lend support to Demircioglu’s (2010) 
assertion that students benefit from role 
play activities in different ways. 

Language teachers who attempt to share 

Our analysis of the data collected during 
the 25-session long intervention showed 
that we could achieve our educational 
objectives. Our primary purpose was 
to help our students understand that 
speaking English is both an important 
and realistic goal. The organization of 
our step-by-step process of intervention 
could effectively motivate our students and 
encourage them to make extraordinary 
efforts for developing their conversation 
skills, because they were provided with 
real chances to see that speaking in 
English was actually an attainable aim.
The results suggest that students need 
actual opportunities to practice speaking 
and that developing a meta-cognitive 
understanding on the importance of 
English alone is not enough to motivate 
them. Moreover, our findings point to 
the significance of employing a regular 
assessment procedure in motivating 
reluctant learners to practice with 
greater focus (Azra, Ikezawa, Rowlett, 
& Vannieuwenhuyse, 2005). In addition, 
our action research helped us evaluate 
the relative effects of the three teaching 
techniques that can be easily used in 

their research experiences allow other 
teachers who work in different situations to 
compare and contrast what is happening 
in similar classrooms (Farrell, 2007). 
While classroom situations may differ, 
some general lessons can still be learnt 
and applied. We hope this brief account 
of our practical research experience in 
getting high school students to speak 
will encourage other Iranian teachers 
to critically reflect on their professional 
contexts in productive ways. 
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were collaborating and making an effort. 
The analysis of the bodies of the data we 
collected showed that students’ level of 
classroom participation and engagement 
drastically increased throughout the 
process. Overall, our diary notes revealed 
that students’ reactions were largely 
positive but their level of interest was more 
pronounced when they were assigned a 
role to play. When looking at the students’ 
responses to the questionnaire prompts, 
which were specifically designed to 
ask the students’ attitudes toward the 
techniques, we obtained more or less 
similar results. While students’ attitudes 
were mostly positive regarding the 
classroom approach, they claimed that 
they found role play technique more 
effective in improving their speaking 
ability. Although the statistical differences 
in their views toward various techniques 
do not seem to be statistically significant, 
the ratings given to role play (as shown 
in Figure 1) was the highest. This was 
followed by prepared talk technique which 
also received relatively high scores. From 
the students’ point of view, however, 
picture description was the least effective 
technique. 

To address the next concern of the 
study (i.e. evaluating the effect of the 
intervention on the students’ speaking 
skill) we tabulated students’ scores and 
compared their performances across the 
six oral tests. The findings showed that 
although some fluctuations were observed 
in the scores, especially in the first round 
of evaluation, the majority of the students 
obtained relatively similar scores across 
the three techniques, indicating that all 
techniques (role play, picture description 
and prepared talk) were more or less 

4.2

4.8

3.8

3.4

5

3

Figure1. The popularity of each technique 
from the student's perspectives

Language teachers who 
attempt to share their 
research experiences allow 
other teachers who work 
in different situations to 
compare and contrast what 
is happening in similar 
classrooms (Farrell, 2007).
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Table 1: The process of action research
Session 1-3 Using role play for improving students’ speaking skill
Session 4 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Sessions 5-7 Using picture description for improving students’ speaking skill
Session 8 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Sessions 9 -11 Using prepared talk for improving students’ speaking skill
Session 12 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Session 13-15 Using role play for improving students’ speaking skill
Sessions 16 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Sessions 17-29 Using picture description for improving students’ speaking skill
Session 20 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Sessions 21-23 Using prepared talk for improving students’ speaking skill
Session 24 Testing students’ performance through an oral test
Session 25 Asking students for feedback through a survey questionnaire

Observation
According to Burns 

(1999), the purpose of 
action research is to 
bring about changes and 
improvement in classroom 
practice, based on the 
collection of data which 
provides the impetus for 
change. In the present 
study, we relied on multiple 
sources of data in order to 
both increase the reliability 
of the collected data and 
also to evaluate the action 
research process from 
different perspectives. 
In particular, we kept 
diaries for each session 
to reflect on the process 

of classroom teaching and take notes 
about special or meaningful teaching 
experiences. For example, we recorded 
students’ reactions, partnership and 
level of interest in the topics. Moreover, 
throughout the study, every fourth session, 
we took an oral test (6 oral tests in total) 
which served as platforms for measuring 

five sub-skills of speaking, including 
comprehension, fluency, grammar, 
vocabulary and pronunciation. In addition, 
we developed a survey questionnaire 
to investigate the participants’ attitude 
toward the class procedure and the use of 
different techniques.

5. Reflection 
We began the process of data analysis 

as we went along with our data collection 
and continued to do so as we collected 
further data. Through the entire process 
we were particularly interested in students’ 
level of engagement and the way they 
were reacting to the intervention. Because 
we predicted that providing a simple, 
easy-to-follow program for improving 
the students’ conversation skills would 
result in success as long as students 

final session (session 25) a researcher-
developed survey questionnaire was 
administered among the students for 
receiving their feedback on the class 
procedure and also their attitudes on 
all techniques. The following diagram 
schematically represents the process of 
action research.
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 Action
To help our students improve their 

speaking skill, we devised a framework 
featuring the above speaking techniques. 
One of our primary purposes was to 
facilitate students’ active participation 
in the classroom procedure based on 
an approach we hoped the students 
would find more appealing and relevant. 
In addition, we put emphasis on raising 
students’ motivation through incorporating 
a speaking component in our educational 
instruction. Examining the relative effects 
of various teaching techniques was 
also of primary interest to us. Thus, we 
implemented our action research in 25 
consecutive sessions through a two-phase 
cyclical framework for using prepared 
talk, picture description and role play 
techniques. 

A “presentation – practice – test” 
procedure was followed in the present 
study, and the study was conducted as 
part of the regular instruction. Speaking 
instruction, in each session, lasted on 
average about 30 minutes. In the first 3 
sessions, the teacher worked with the 
students by instructing them to take a role 
and practice in pairs. The students were 
then asked to come to front of the class, 
and play their roles in a conversation. 

The fourth session was devoted to the 
evaluation of the effect of the role play 

technique. Throughout sessions 5 to 7, 
the focus of the classroom instruction 
shifted toward picture description, where 
the students were instructed on how 
to provide a description about various 
pictures. The pictures that were used 
for this activity were collaboratively 
supplied by the teacher and the students, 
and consisted of photos of celebrities, 
ceremonies and comic strips. Session 
8 was devoted to the evaluation of the 
effect of picture description technique. 
During session 9 to 11 the students were 
asked to prepare a mini talk and deliver it 
to class members. Although the teacher 
suggested some topics for students’ 
talks, there was room for flexibility so that 
students could choose a topic of their own 
interest. The third round of evaluation was 
conducted during session 12, where the 
researchers examined the effectiveness 
of the prepared talk technique. As shown 
in Table 1, the whole procedure described 
above was repeated again in the next 12 
sessions, so that each technique was 
evaluated 2 times during 6 sessions. In the 

According to Richards (1985) 
role play activities improve 
students’ conversational skill 
and enable learners to become 
more flexible in different types 
of situations they are likely to 
encounter in the future
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pictures, cue cards, photographs, 
projected slides, etc. 

 Role Play 
In a role play activity, students pretend 

they are in different social contexts and 
have various social roles. Emphasizing on 
the importance of role play, Demircioglu 
(2010) argues that it is very difficult to 
teach language meaningfully without 

employing role play in language classes. 
This activity encourages students to 
speak, increases their self-expression 
skills and motivates them to use language 
confidently and creatively. Role play 
activities enable students to use their 
language skills and learn lifestyles 
through real life activities (Savela, 2009). 
According to Richards (1985) role play 
activities improve students’ conversational 
skill and enable learners to become more 
flexible in different types of situations they 
are likely to encounter in the future. The 
literature also supports the use of role play 
in language classes because it is one of 
the best communicative techniques which 
fosters students’ fluency, and results in the 
promotion of interaction and enhancement 
of motivation in the classroom.

Nunan (1991) claims that 
the achievement of an ELT 
program is often measured 
in terms of how well students 
are able to carry out a 
conversation in the foreign 
language
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students’ opinions 
we offer some 

implications to 
be of help to 
other Iranian 
English 
teachers.

Planning
While not 

necessarily 
representing 

all educational 
contexts, 

the situation 
described above, 

is an apt description 
of the high schools many 

Iranian English teachers are engaged in, 
where students are rarely expected to 
improve their speaking skill.  One way to 
tackle this problem is to find the root of the 
problem and start from there. Regarding 
the current curricular restrictions in our 
schooling system, we believe that one 
solution is probably to get students 
motivated to take an active part in the 
classroom and to speak more. This could 
only be possible by allocating a portion 
of the class time to speaking practice 
and let the students know they are being 
assessed continually on their speaking 
skill throughout the educational year. 
Thus, we attempted to add a speaking 
component to our regular classroom 
instruction. In particular, we devised 
a framework to work on our students’ 
speaking skill by prompting them with 
three speaking techniques including 
prepared talk, picture description and 
role play. Since these techniques are 
not commonly practiced in Iranian high 
schools, a brief introduction into these 
techniques is in order.  

 Prepared Talk
Harmer (2001) argues that prepared 

talk is a popular type of classroom 
activity which can be effectively used 
to enhance students’ speaking skill. In 
this technique, which can be extremely 
enjoyable for both speaker and listener, a 
student makes a presentation on a topic 
of his/her own choice and interest. Some 
researchers have suggested a number of 
tips for using this technique. For instance, 
it is recommended that 1) Students 
practice their talk out loud. 2) Learners be 
encouraged to use visual aids and point to 
the related parts at the right times during 
their talks. 3) Students practice their talk 
in front of their classmates. 4) Students 
be allowed to keep notes of the important 
information they are going to say in their 
talks.

 
 Picture description
In picture description activity, students 

are supposed to tell the story taking 
place in a set of sequential pictures by 
paying attention to the criteria provided 
by the teacher as the rubric of the talk. In 
this activity, the teacher can give all the 
students just one picture (or one set of 
pictures) and ask them to describe what 
is in the picture. Alternatively, s/he can 
divide the students into different groups 
and give each group a different picture. 
The students discuss the picture with their 
partners and a spokesperson for each 
group describes the picture to the whole 
class. This activity promotes the creativity 
and imagination power of the learners 
as well as their public speaking skills. It 
provides a variety of fun and games and 
offers equal opportunities both for teacher-
student and student- student interactions. 
In this activity pictures can take different 
forms such as flashcards, large wall 
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daily activities we speak more than we 
write, yet in English classes, many of our 
teachers still spend the majority of class 
time on reading and writing practice, 
almost exclusively ignoring speaking and 
listening skills. Of course, we have to admit 
that this unfair balance is based on the 
pedagogical objectives and it goes in line 
with the expectations of the educational 
system. 

However, as the newly introduced 
English curriculum has made the 
development of communicative 
competence its major goal, the oral skills 
have assumed more importance than 
before and so these skills should be 
incorporated into classroom activities and 
be regularly taught. More over,experience 
Shows that, if the right activities are 
taught in the right way, oral activities can 
generate a lot of fun, raising general 
learner motivation and making the English 
language classroom an enjoyable and 
dynamic place to be.

In this article, we describe a collaborative 
action research study that we conducted 
in a typical high school on 30 elementary 
language learners in order to help 
them develop their speaking ability. Our 
intervention included a shift in the regular 
instructional program from a grammar-
translation method to a communicative 
language teaching process. We 
accomplished this by means of employing 
three techniques of teaching speaking 
namely, prepared talk, picture description 
and role play within the framework of an 
action research project. Through a “four-
phase” cycle of enquiry (planning, action, 
observation, reflection), as recommended 
in a previously published Roshd FLT article 
(i.e. Mehrani, 2015) we evaluated our 
intervention by following a “presentation 
– practice – test” procedure in the hope of 
showing how effectively these speaking 
techniques could be employed to address 
students’ speaking problems amidst 
difficult teaching circumstances. Finally, 
based on our experience and a survey of 

In the Iranian educational 
system, getting students 
to speak is often a great 
challenge for English 
teachers. This is perhaps, due 
to the fact that  the speaking 
skill is mainly undervalued 
in our high schools and in 
some rare contexts where 
attempts are made to develop 
students’ speaking skill, they 
are often restricted to pattern 
practice through drills or 
memorization of dialogues
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teachers are required to follow, whose 
primary aim is to develop students’ reading 
skill. As a consequence, the majority 
of the students entering high schools 
receive little, if any, instruction in how to 
get engaged in a simple conversation. A 
second consequence, familiar to many 
high school teachers, is that our classes 
suffer from students’ lack of interest, 
motivation, and enthusiasm for speaking 
in English. High school teachers working 
in these sorts of classes often complain 
about the difficulties they experience in 
getting their students to speak, just as the 
way parents complain why their children 
are not able to carry out even the simplest 
of conversations, despite six years of 
English education in secondary schools.

The fact, however, is that students 
and parents often equate knowing 
the language to being able to speak a 
language and thus view learning the 
language as learning how to speak the 
language. In this respect, Nunan (1991) 

claims that the achievement of an ELT 
program is often measured in terms of 
how well students are able to carry out 
a conversation in the foreign language. 
On this basis, teachers’ and parents’ 
complaints are justified to the extent that 
our education system fails in preparing 
students to speak English in and out of the 
classroom.  

If we think about all types of 
conversations that a typical person has 
in one day and compare them with how 
much written communication s/he does 
in one day, we can easily see that in our 

Harmer (2001) argues that 
prepared talk is a popular 
type of classroom activity 
which can be effectively 
used to enhance students’ 
speaking skill
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Abstract
In the present article, we exemplify an action research study that was carried out to increase 
students’ engagement in classroom interactions and also to investigate the effectiveness of 
three techniques for enhancing students’ speaking skill. The study was conducted as part of 
the regular instructional program in a typical high school on 30 elementary language learners. 
A “presentation – practice – test” procedure was followed within a four-phase action research 
framework. Through a survey questionnaire, we also asked the students for their opinions on 
each of these teaching techniques. The results of the study indicated that the three techniques 
(role play, picture description and prepared talk) can effectively contribute to students’ speaking 
development. However, subsequent comparisons showed that role play is more effective than 
the other two techniques.  In addition, our survey showed that the students mainly held a positive 
attitude toward the use of these techniques in their classes. The findings and the pedagogical 
implications of the study are discussed. 

Key Words :  action research, picture description, prepared talk, role play, speaking ability. 

Introduction
In the Iranian educational system, 

getting students to speak is often a 
great challenge for English teachers. 
This is perhaps, due to the fact that  the 
speaking skill is mainly undervalued in our 
high schools and in some rare contexts 
where attempts are made to develop 
students’ speaking skill, they are often 

restricted to pattern practice through drills 
or memorization of dialogues. Another 
reason might be the prevalence of teacher-
centered methods, such as grammar-
translation, that do not provide students 
with enough opportunities for speaking 
practice. A further major factor contributing 
to the difficulty of teaching speaking in 
our schooling system is the syllabus that 

34 | Vol. 31, No. 1, Fall  2016 |  |



How We Helped 
Our Students 
Speak: A Practical 
Action Research

Action 
Research

Mehdi B. Mehrani
Assistant professor of ELT, English Department, University of Neyshabur
mehrani@neyshabur.ac.ir
Ehsanollah Farhady
English teacher, Imam Hussein High school, Neyshabur
farhady.ehsan@yahoo.com

|   | Vol. 31, No. 1, Fall 2016| 35



4. to be the proprietor of.
5. This train is for Edinburgh, ........ at York 

and Newcastle.
6. While you're on holiday. others are at 

...........
8. A flight that is not on a regular service. 

but has maybe been hired by a tour 
operator.

9.Perhaps you do this differently on 
holiday.

12. We're going ........ the Costa Brava.
14. Visitors who are staying in your house, 

maybe.
17. A place where tourists often spend the 

night.
18. Use soap and water.
20. I'm going to ........... with my 

grandparents for a fortnight this 
summer.

21.  A nice pale bronze colour on your skin.
23. Opposite of night.

   It’s easy and fun! You can also copy 
this page and distribute the copies among 
your students, so that they can solve it 
among peers. Set a time limit and let them 
fight for it!

Answers to the Funny Riddles:
1. A candle!!
2. A Letter W!
3. Tuesday, Thursday, today, and 

tomorrow!
4. SWIMS!!!!
5. Your breath!!
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CROSSWORDS: 
TRAVEL CROSSWORD!

TRAVEL CROSSWORD
Iinguapress.com

654321

10987
1211

13
14

1615
17

21201918
242322

25
26

CLUES ACROSS
1. The train stops here
5. The people who work on a ship. or on a 

plane.
7. To invalidate: stop a booking or a 

planned journey.
10. You can cross the channel by ferry ...... 

through the tunnel.
11. Stop
13. A booking. a guaranteed place.
15. Luggage.
16. Section of a journey.

19. Person travelling on holiday.
24. Opposite of "finish".

25. Your destination must be 
.............. on your booking 

from.
26. Entrance hall or foyer.

CLUES DOWN
2. He sells holidays.

3. You need them before you 
take the plane.
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groups of 4–5 students to consider the 
issues surrounding a problem. After 
about 20 minutes of discussion, one 
member of each sub-group presents 
the findings of the sub-group to the 
whole group.

2. Affinity Groups: Groups of 4–5 
students are each assigned particular 
tasks to work on outside of formal 
contact time. At the next formal 
meeting with the teacher, the sub-
group, or a group representative, 
presents the sub-group’s findings to 
the whole tutorial group.

3. Solution and Critic Groups: One 
sub-group is assigned a discussion 
topic for a tutorial and the other groups 
constitute ‘critics’ who observe, offer 
comments and evaluate the sub-
group’s presentation.

4. Teach-Write-Discuss: At the end of 
a unit of instruction, students have 
to answer short questions and justify 
their answers. After working on the 
questions individually, students 
compare their answers with each 
other’s. A whole-class discussion 
subsequently examines the array of 
answers that still seem justifiable and 
the reasons for their validity.

Critique sessions, role-play, debates, 
case studies and integrated projects 
are other exciting and effective teaching 
strategies that stir students’ enthusiasm 
and encourage peer learning. Students 
thus have diverse opportunities to 
experience in a reasonably ‘safe’ and 
unconstrained context (while perhaps 
being evaluated by another group and/
or the teacher), reactions to complex and 

‘real’ problems they may face later in their 
careers.

Successful Peer Learning
For peer learning to be effective, the 

teacher must ensure that the entire group 
experiences ‘positive interdependence’, 
face-to-face interaction, group 
processing and individual and group 
accountability. ‘Positive interdependence’ 
emphasizes the importance and 
uniqueness of each group member’s 
efforts while important cognitive activities 
and interpersonal dynamics are quietly 
at work. As students communicate with 
one another, they inevitably assume 
leadership roles, acquire conflict-
managing skills, discuss and clarify 
concepts, and unravel the complexities 
of human relationships within a given 
context; this process enhances their 
learning outcomes. Thus, students’ 
learning extends far beyond the written 
word and even the given task.

However, peer learning may encourage 
the presence of ‘freeloaders’—team 
members who fail to fulfil their team 
responsibilities, but are awarded for 
assignments or presentations the 
same (high) grade as their more 
responsible teammates. Freeloading 
may be minimized by using peer ratings 
to assess individual performance of 
team members, or conducting a ‘post-
test’. There will then be two levels of 
accountability: the individual and the 
group.
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The men wrote: "Woman, without her 
man, is nothing."
The women wrote: "Woman! Without 
her, man is nothing."

2. There were two small boys, John and 
Jim, who were friends. Jim had a dog. 
One day they were taking the dog for a 
walk and Jim said proudly: "I've taught 
the dog to whistle". "What do you 
mean?", said John, "He's not whistling". 
"I know", said Jim, "But I said I'd taught 
him; I didn't say he'd learned".

3. Teacher: "What is the purpose of having 
school?"
Student: "Without school there wouldn't 
be a reason for holidays and summer 
vacation."

4. "What is the plural of man, Willie?" 
asked the teacher.

"Men," he answered.
"And, what is the plural of child?"
"Twins," replied Willie.

FUNNY RIDDLES

1. I’m tall when I’m young and I’m short 
when I’m old. What am I? 

2. What is at the end of a rainbow?
3. Name four days of the week that start 

with the letter “t”?
4. What word looks the same backwards 

and upside down?
5. What is it that you cannot hold even ten 

minute, even though it is lighter than a 
feather?

(Check below for the answers.)

PEER LEARNING: A CLSOER LOOK
 FOUR PEER LEARNING STRATEGIES

To facilitate successful peer learning, 
teachers may choose from an array of 
strategies.

Peer Learning Strategies
1. Buzz Groups: A large group of 

students is subdivided into smaller 
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of information (the teacher) during his/ 
her entire language learning journey. 
They should be asking questions 
and thinking about the meaning, form 
and function of the language as they 
advance and progress, wherever they 
are and whomever they are with.

5. Building confidence: Peer teaching gives 
students the opportunity to clarify what 
they already know in their own minds. 
It is much more useful for the student 
to reinforce their own understanding of 
the target language by explaining to a 
peer, rather than listening to the teacher 
repeating something for them. It also 
engenders a ‘I actually know this stuff!’ 
feeling in the student, which is both 
motivating and rewarding.

Even though teachers often secretly feel 
they should be ‘masters of their kingdom’ 
when they are in class, it is important 
to remember to constantly hand over 
to students. Look for new ways to make 
students independent learners both inside 
and outside of the classroom, to build their 
confidence, and to always facilitate, rather 
than dictate.

A LETTER

Mr. Jahanban has sent us a letter in 
response to a previous cartoon. Here it is 
and thanks for sharing your ideas with us: 
Do it again and more!  

In response to ‘No Comment’, ROSHD 
FLT, Vol. 30, No.2, Winter, 2015, p. 28:

"Like it or not, nowadays, children 
as young as eight years old, can beat 
us at any video game on the market, 

and they may even type faster than 
adults do, since they are “Digital 
Natives”! That is, they are born to an 
environment saturated with diverse 
types of technologies. According to 
Palfrey & Gaser (2008), most likely, we 
as adults are impressed by some of the 
skills these Digital Natives are capable 
of possessing. At least, occasionally, 
we as English teachers, have made 
our own PowerPoint slides for teaching 
grammar, for instance, but students 
have also made presentation materials 
as an assignment that have made 
our slides seem medieval! To make 
a long story short, no major aspect 
of modern life is untouched by the 
way many of us now use information 
technologies, so education cannot be 
an exception to this rule, and since 
for most of our students, new digital 
technologies-computers, cell phones, 
etc. are primary mediators of human-
to-human connections, we may be 
forced, willingly or reluctantly, to ask 
our students to teach us how to use the 
Internet to download and upload music 
and photos, as a case in point."

Hasan Jahanban Isfahlan, the 5th 
educational district, Tabriz, East Azerbaijan 
Province

JOKES

1. An English teacher wrote these words 
on the whiteboard: "Woman without her 
man is nothing". The teacher then asked 
the students to punctuate the words 
correctly.
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Why is it important that students 
listen to each other?

Surely students are better off ignoring 
their classmates whose language is full of 
errors, and just listen to the teacher who 
will model the language correctly?
1. Get with the accent: It is very likely that 

whatever language someone is learning 
they will be speaking to other non-
native speakers of this language in the 
‘real world’. It is important to get used 
to a range of accents and to be able 
to ‘interpret’ the message that is being 
communicated, regardless of the first 
language of the speaker.

2. Learn from mistakes: Students should 
be encouraged to identify and learn 
from each other’s’ mistakes. Rather 
than relying on the teacher to give the 
correct answer every time an error is 
produced, the teacher can encourage 
the students to correct each other’s’ 
mistakes. This can be via on-the-
spot error correction, or by boarding 

errors and getting students to discuss 
corrections in pairs before feeding back 
to the class.

3. Emerging Language: Students often 
use the classroom environment to ‘test 
out’ new expressions they have read or 
discovered outside of the classroom. 
This ‘emerging language’ can be a great 
resource for the teacher and for other 
students to learn from. Students can 
be encouraged to listen to each other 
to notice new and useful expressions/
vocabulary. In open class feedback 
students can listen to count and note 
the number of new expressions that are 
used, for example.

4. If you don’t know, ask: Students should 
be encouraged to ask questions about 
the language they are learning – not 
just from the teacher but from their 
classmates and other people they 
meet outside of the classroom. A 
language learner is never going to get 
very far by relying on only one source 
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“Teaching peers is one of the best 
ways to develop mastery.”
           - Jeff Atwood

“ The only thing that will redeem 
mankind is cooperation.”
           - Bertrand Russell

“Alone we can do so little; together we 
can do so much.” 
           - Helen Keller
“Never give up on someone with a 
mental illness. When "I" is replaced by 
"We", illness becomes wellness.” 
          - Shannon L. Alder

NO COMMENT! 

TEACHING TIPS: USING PEER 
LEARNING IN ENGLISH CLASSES!

Why it’s just as important students 
listen to each other, as well as the 
teacher?

Language students tend to rely quite 
heavily on their teacher; looking to their 
teacher for all the answers, depending on 
the teacher to model the target language, 

believing that only the teacher can provide 
the solutions to their language learning 
problems. And teachers are often guilty 
of fostering a behaviour that encourages 
this perspective. However, there are plenty 
of ways to encourage students to see 
their peers as a good resource for new 
language and correct language, and to 
encourage them to listen to and rely on 
each other.

Share your ideas with us: azimi.hz@gmail.com     
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English 
through Fun

PREFACE

Students, these days, are different from 
those of a couple of years ago. We used 
to listen carefully to our teacher believing 
she/he was the most knowledgeable 
person on the earth! But our contemporary 
peers are more self-confident, more aware 
of the world around them, and, let me be 
a little bit frank, even smarter! It is very 
difficult to be a teacher these days than 
it was two decades ago. So, why not use 
these talented kids as assistants!?

Peer learning aims at exactly the same 
argument: students "CAN" learn from each 
other, under the teacher's supervision. 
This way, they learn, have fun, and you can 

get a rest!  Kidding! There is no rest in 
classes whatsoever  :D

By the way, I have opened a 
Telegram Channel where I post daily 
inspirational English quotations 
and my Persian translation of these 
sentences. Join and share, if you wish. 
How? Just type the following in the 
search box of your telegram app: @
DailyEnglishPersianSentences

QUOTABLE QUOTES

“Cooperative leraning is not simple, 
but the rewards can be great.”
           - Robert Slavin
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Nowruz                         Yalda

Make lunch
Bake a cake

Watch fireworks
Read poems of Hafez
Go out on nature day
set the Haft-Sin table

Appendix 4: Venn diagram
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 Appendix 2: Festival pictures

Appendix 3: Flash cards
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Step 3: The teacher gives the pictures of 
the festivals to the students and asks the 
students to talk about the picture. He/she 
encourages the students to use whatever 
English they know. The students can ask 
questions like: “What is in the picture?” “Is 
he good at ….?” “Where is she from?” “Is 
she …..?” “Are there any …….?” 

Step 3: The students start talking (or 
asking and answering questions) about 
the picture and the teacher monitors the 
students. The teacher stands behind the 
students to help groups where necessary. 

Step 4: The teacher asks a student from 
each group to come to the board to talk 
about the picture.

B) Study: Step 5 to 7 should be done for 
each key phrase.

Step 5: The teacher shows a flash card 
containing key phrases of the lesson (See 
appendix 3). He/she asks the students 
to guess the meaning of the phrase and 
elicits some answers.  

Step 6: The teacher presents the key 
phrase and asks the students to repeat 
after him/her. The teacher should lead the 
repetition phase chorally, individually, and 
then chorally. 

Step 7: The teacher asks some students 
whether they do that activity or not using 
“Do you …..?” or “Does she …..?”. 

Step 8: The teacher gives a Venn 
diagram (see appendix 2) and some 
phrases to each group. He/she asks them 
to put the phrases in the correct circle. 
The teacher should make them aware 
that some activities are done in both 

red green blue yellow

hat suit trousers shoes

Iran England Brazil Argentina

run walk talk swim

quiet selfish lazy shy

ceremonies so students should write them 
in the overlap section.

Step 9: The teacher asks the 
representative of each group to come to 
the board to present their ideas.

C) Activate:
Step 10: For the final activity, the teacher 

asks students in pairs/groups to choose a 
festival and write a conversation about it. 
The teacher encourages the students to 
use phrases they have learnt in the lesson. 
While students are busy in their group, the 
teacher monitors them and helps them if 
necessary.

Step 11: The teacher invites the 
students to act out their own conversation 
in the class. 

Conclusion 
ESA makes learning more interesting 

and enjoyable. It helps the teacher engage 
the students in the process of learning and 
also make them feel involved (Harmer, 
1991).

Reference:
1. Harmer, J. (1991). The practice of English language 

teaching. London:New York.
2. Harmer, J. (2006). How to teach English. Pearson 

Education:India.

Appendix 1: Grouping
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My 

Contribution

blank Venn diagrams, flash cards

Introduction
This lesson procedure is designed based 

on ESA (Engage, Study, Activate) model 
suggested by Harmer (2006). Engaging 
students is of crucial importance prior 
to the process of teaching via which 
the teacher makes students interested 
in the subject of the lesson. Regarding 
the second element, Study, the teacher 
focuses on an aspect of the language 
such as grammar or vocabulary. Activate 
stage invites the teachers to give students 
opportunities to produce the language so 
as to develop their use of English.

PREPARATION
Step 1: Prepare some cards containing 

a set of pictures, colors, or numbers to 
divide the class into different groups (See 
appendix 1). 

Step 2: Bring some pictures of common 
Iranian festivals and ceremonies like Yalda 
and Nowruz (See appendix 2).

Step 3: Prepare some flash cards or 
pictures of the key phrases that are going 
to be taught (See appendix 3).

Step 4: Print some blank Venn diagrams 
(See appendix 4).

PROCEDURE
A) Engage:
Step 1: Using the cards (See appendix 

1), the teacher divides the class into 
groups of four or five.

Step 2: The teacher names some 
common Iranian festivals/ceremonies like 
Yalda and asks some questions about 
students’ favorite festivals/ceremonies such 
as: “What’s your favorite ceremony?” “What 
do you do for it?” “Where do you go?” etc. 
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Quick guide
Key Words: festival, 
ceremony, make lunch, 
bake a cake, watch 
fireworks, read poems of 
Hafez, set Haft-Sin table
Proficiency level: 
Elementary
Preparation time: 10 - 30 
minutes 
Activity time: 50 to 70 
minutes, depending on 
class size 
Materials: board, chalk or 
marker, a set of pictures, 

My Contribution

E-mail

Serrollah Damavandi Kamali, Ministry of Education, Kordkuy, Golestan
Email: sd.kamali@gmail.com 

Talking about
           Festivals and 

       Ceremonies
 Prospect 3 – Unit 3
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Guidelines for Publishing in My Contribution
The column entitled My Contribution is a recent initiative which is intended 

to be a forum for sharing lesson plans and procedures for classroom activities. 
Our assumption is that all teachers have original ideas for running their lessons 
which work for them. We welcome a contribution which reflects an original idea. 
Ideas taken from teachers’ guides can be of no help unless they are sufficiently 
modified. The sign of an original idea is that it is a source of excitement and pride 
to the originator to the extent that he/she would like to tell others how it works. You 
can imagine yourself telling your colleague in a very simple clear language how 
you carry out the activity in your class in a stepwise manner. As your account is 
procedural it follows a certain structure which is different from the structure of a 
research article. The column includes instructions which tell the reader how to carry 
out the teaching activities like the ones one can find in a recipe. In some cases 
specially in the conclusion part you might want to provide a rationale for the activity 
by referring to the literature but this needs to be kept at a minimum. 

It should be noted that a lesson plan is the blueprint of those teaching activities 
that are to be done in the classroom to teach the textbook content with the aim of 
achieving its objectives. Every teacher tries to plan the content in his/her own style 
so that he/she can teach systematically and effectively. You can see the detailed 
guidelines for writing My Contribution in in the box below.

Your “My Contribution” should include:
 a title, your name, affiliation, and email address;
 a “Quick guide” to the activity or teaching technique; 
 no more than 700 words excluding the appendixes; 
 an introduction (i.e. overview) followed by preparation and procedure steps and 

a conclusion.
It should be:

 in Microsoft Word format; 
 double-spaced with an extra space between sections.

Co-ordintor: Jafar Dorri
Email: Jafar_dorri@yahoo.com

My 

Contribution
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learning English as a foreign language and 
investigate, empirically, their effectiveness 
in developing reading comprehension. All 
in all, CL activities as interactive strategies 
create a safe climate in which learners 
work and collaboratively communicate 
with  each other. In a similar vein, Duxbury 
and Tsai (2010) point out that CL enables 
students to use the target language more 
often, support communication with others 
in the language, create an environment for 
stimulating classroom activities, and bring 
about variety to language learning.
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toward language learning and with more 
confidence and low level of affective filter 
can effectively participate in the process of 
language learning. 

Learners in cooperative groups 
communicate in a rich linguistic 
environment. On account of this, the 
findings are considered to be in line 
with interactionist theory of language 
learning which emphasizes that language 
development is the result of interaction 
between the innate ability of the learner 
and the linguistic environment. They place 
a greater importance on the influence of 
the environment on language learning. In 
the words of Seng (2006), the interactionist 
view of language learning resulted in 
communicative approach to language 
teaching, group work as well as CL. 

Conclusion
Although the obtained results cannot 

be considered as that conclusive, this 
study encourages teachers to make use 
of this strategy in view of the fact that 
it triggers the cognitive processes and 
background knowledge of the students. 
Additionally, the technique used in this 
study is compatible with communicative 
language teaching as it is learner-centered 
and experience-based. This study paves 
the way for arriving at a reliable method of 
teaching reading passages, the elements 
of which can be utilized as substantial 
instructional objectives in course design. 
Finally, to lessen the detrimental effects 
of the monotonous teaching environment, 
teachers can enhance their students’ 
accountability with the help of this 
technique

The present study was carried out to 
localize the suggested practice of CL 
techniques with the Iranian students 

knowledge learned through cooperation 
is not at risk of being forgotten  and is 
recalled and retained longer. 

Another reason may be related to the 
concept of meaningful learning. In CL 
groups, learners relate and join new 
materials to relevant established entities 
in their cognitive structure (Brown, 2007). 
In view of the fact that the students 
were familiar with the included topics in 
the two instructional units, they easily 
and readily subsumed new materials to 
previous established and relevant ones. 
Furthermore, when students are in CL 
groups they can brainstorm around the 
selected topics, work, and make decisions 
together (Milios, 2000). 

Students in cooperative 
groups are expected to help, 
discuss and argue the issues 
with each other; hence, they 
appraise their groupmates’ 
information and attempt to 
align their information with 
that of their groupmates 
(Slavin, 1995)

Moreover, the findings of this study are 
also in favor of Krashen’s (1981) affective 
filter hypothesis. Krashen puts emphasis 
on the learner’s emotional states or 
attitudes and regards them as adjustable 
filter that freely impedes the required input 
for learning. Hence, learners with a low 
affective filter interact with confidence 
and are more receptive to the presented 
input (Richard & Rodgers, 2001). In line 
with this, students in cooperative groups, 
through their interaction in small groups, 
exterminate their negative attitudes 
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can be concluded 
that the number of 

students in a group does not 
play an influential role in improving 

learners’ language proficiency. All in all, at 
least in the unique situation of this study, 
the components of a particular technique 
are to be considered as the source of 
differentiation rather than the number of 
group members. 

The obtained results confirm the 
previous studies carried out on the efficacy 
of CL techniques (e.g., Jalilifar, 2010; 
Rahvard, 2010; Ghaith, 2003; Khorshidi, 
1999; Chang, 2013). However, the findings 
of this study contradict those who asserted 
that CL techniques had no positive 
effect on the achievement of reading 
comprehension skills (e.g., Bejarano, 
1987; Miritz, 1989).

The findings of this study point to the 

fact that in a cooperative 
framework, learners clearly 

perceive a sense of positive 
interdependence and recognize 

that each group members’ efforts 
are important for group success, 

contribution and rich resources 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1994). Under the 

conditions of this framework, learners 
regard their contribution important and 
view their assistance in group as crucial 
for group success. It is more Iikely that 
they attribute the final achievement to the 
involvement of all group members.

The findings of this study 
point to the fact that in a 
cooperative framework, 
learners clearly perceive 
a sense of positive 
interdependence and 
recognize that each 
group members’ efforts 
are important for group 
success, contribution and 
rich resources (Johnson & 
Johnson, 1994)

Students in cooperative groups are 
expected to help, discuss and argue 
the issues with each other; hence, they 
appraise their groupmates’ information 
and attempt to align their information with 
that of their groupmates (Slavin, 1995). 
On the other hand, students in classes of 
conventional methods, particularly lecture-
based methods, cram facts which are 
easily forgotten. Moreover, these methods 
do not stimulate students’ innovation, 
inquiry, and the acquisition of scientific 
attitudes (Adeyemi, 2008). As a result, the 
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As depicted, the mean scores for dyadic 
and triadic GI groups were higher than the 
control group, and in turn, the mean score 
of the triadic GI was higher than the dyadic 
GI. Accordingly, in order to check whether 
or not the observed differences among 
the groups’ means on the posttest were 
statistically significant, a one-way ANOVA 
was run. Table 4 presents the results:

The results indicated that there was a 
statistically significant difference at the 
p < 0.05 level for the three groups: F (2, 
87) =29.94, p=0.00. Despite reaching 
statistical significance, it is not clear where 
precisely the difference lies. In view of 
this, post hoc comparisons were used to 
investigate the observed differences, as 
depicted in Table 5:

Table 5
Results of Post-Hoc Scheffe Test for the Groups’ Performances on the Posttest

95% Confidence IntervalSig.Std. ErrorMean DifferenceGroups
Group

Upper BoundLower Bound
1.30-3.50.64.84-1.10Triadic GI

Dyadic GI
7.702.89.00.845.30*Control
3.50-1.30.64.841.10Dyadic GI

Triadic GI 8.803.99.00.846.40*Control

-2.89-7.70.00.84-5.30*Dyadic GI
Control

-3.99-8.80.00.84-6.40*Triadic GI
The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level .*

Posthoc comparisons using Scheffe test 
revealed a significant mean difference 
(MD) between the dyadic GI and the 
control group (MD= 5.3, p < 0.05), and 
between the triadic GI and the control 

indicates that there was no significant 
difference between the two member 
groups instructed through GI and the three 
member groups which were also taught on 
the basis of GI components. As a result, it 

group (MD=6.4, p < 0.05). 
However, there was no 
significant difference between 
the dyadic and triadic GI. 
Consequently, in response 
to the first question, the 
students in cooperative 
groups had better 
achievement than 

Table 4 
Results of One-Way ANOVA for the Groups’ Performances on the Posttest

Sig.FMean SquaredfSum of SquaresSource of Variance
.0029.94366.72733.04Between Groups

12.24871065.76Within Groups
891798.9Total

the control group which 
received instruction through 
the traditional ways of 
language teaching. 

Regarding the second 
question, there was no 
significant MD between the 
dyadic and triadic GI groups 
(MD= 1.1, p > 0.05). This 
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to 15 heterogeneous pairs. But in the 
triadic groups, the class was divided into 
10 mixed-ability groups of three. In these 
two groups, the instruction proceeded 
according to stages of GI technique. The 
group members divided the selected 
subtopics into individual tasks. Each group 
was responsible to integrate their findings 
and report them to the whole class. Group 
members read the selected subtopics 
individually, and then they exchanged their 
ideas about the meaning, new lexicon, and 
structure. Consequently, they interacted 
within groups, and through interpretation 
they made the text comprehensible (Tan et 
al., 2006; Sharan & Sharan, 1989; Sharan, 
1980). Following these stages, as a result 
of self-interpretation, students were 
intrinsically motivated and convinced that 
they could accomplish the assigned task 
on their own. 

Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics and one way 

between-groups analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) were run to analyze the data. 
First, the descriptive statistics for the 
students’ performance on the Nelson 
Test were calculated. The mean and 
standard deviation of the three groups are 
presented in Table 1: 

their language proficiency. In order to 
investigate the difference among the 
participants’ scores on the Nelson Test, 
an ANOVA was run. As depicted in Table 
2, there was no statistically significant 
difference at the p < 0.05 level for the three 
groups: F (3, 116) =1.53, p = 0.20. This 
ensured that the three groups were almost 
equal with reference to their language 
proficiency before the treatment.

Descriptive statistics were also obtained 
for the students’ performance on the 
constructed posttest. Table 3 shows the 
results:

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the Groups’ Scores on the Nelson Test

KurtosisSkewnessMaxMinSDMeanNGroups
530-.66217.07.02.4512.9630Group 1

-1.041.42716.09.01.9612.0630Group 2
-.154-.37816.08.01.8612.6330Group 3

The results showed that the mean scores 
for the three groups were almost similar 
although the degree of dispersion to some 
extent varied among the groups. In brief, 
results revealed that the three groups 
were to a great deal equivalent regarding 

Table 2
Results of One-Way ANOVA for the Groups’ Performances on the
Nelson Test 

SigFMean 
Square

dfSum of SquaresSource of 
Variance

.2091.537.36322.09Between Groups
4.79116556.50Within Groups

119578.59Total

Table 3 
Results of One-Way ANOVA for the Groups’ Performances on the 
Nelson Test

KurtosisSkewnessMaxMinSDMeanNGroups
.147-.87324.09.03.8118.0330Dyadic GI

.873-1.29723.09.04.1119.1330Triadic GI

.044.14817.09.02.0112.7330Control



cooperative techniques and that of 
students taught using the traditional 
methods?

2. Does dyadic and triadic groups 
technique make any significant 
difference in students’ achievement in 
reading comprehension? 

Methodology
Participants

The participants were a total of 90 
male senior high school Iranian students. 
These students, aged 17-19, were all 
in the last year of high school, and they 
were preparing themselves to take part in 
the NUET. The students were randomly 
assigned to three classes. In order to 
ensure the homogeneity of classes, a 
sample of Nelson English Language 
Proficiency Test (Fowler & Coe, 1976) was 
run. To select the experimental and control 
groups, the Convinience sampling was 
employed. Following this, the experimental 
groups were two classes, each comprising 
30 students, instructed through dyadic and 
triadic GI. Another class of 30 students 
was assigned to the control group 
instructed through traditional approaches 
(e.g., grammar translation method) to 
language teaching. 

Instrumentation
Two testing instruments were employed 

to collect data for the present research: 
Nelson English Language Proficiency 
Test, and a reading comprehension test. 
At first, Nelson Battery- section 300A was 
utilized to make sure the homogeneity 
of the three groups. The internal 
consistency of the Nelson instrument was 
estimated through administrating it to 30 
examinees who had roughly the same 
characteristics as participants of the study. 
The obtained results demonstrated that 

the Cronbachalpha for the test was 0.82, 
suggesting a test with a good internal 
consistency. 

The second instrument was a reading 
comprehension test, which was 
administered as the posttest at the end 
of the study, adapted from the NUET 
samples and modified by the researchers. 
This test comprised 30 multiple choice 
items following 4 passages and 2 cloze 
passages. In order to pilot-test the reading 
passages, they were given to a total 
sample of 20 students. Based on the 
results of item analysis some of the items 
were modified. The internal consistency 
reliability of the test was estimated to be 
0.78, suggesting an acceptable level of 
internal consistency.

Group investigation (GI), as 
a cooperative technique, is 
of particular interest to the 
researchers. GI includes four 
substantial components: 
investigation, interaction, 
interpretation, and intrinsic 
motivation (Tan, Sharan, & 
Lee, 2006)

Procedure
The groups were instructed by one of 

the researchers of the present study. This 
study lasted 2 months, two sessions per 
week and 16 sessions on the whole, and 
about 45 minutes of each session were 
allocated to reading practice. The topics 
under investigation were two instructional 
units of gradefour textbook designed for a 
reading-based course. 

Two experimental groups were instructed 
via dyadic and triadic GI. In the case of 
dyadic group, students were assigned 
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The Study
The traditional nature of classroom 

instruction in Iran depends largely on 
lecturing and memorization without any 
emphasis on the communicative aspects 
of language in real situations. As a 
consequence, students do not normally 
acquire proficiency in communicative 
skills. Most of the Iranian high school 
students are also afraid of the English 
section of the national university entrance 
test (NUET). Since in the NUET most 
of the test items measure reading 

comprehension skills, it is of crucial 
importance to work sufficiently on this 
skill during high school years. With this 
background, the purpose of the present 
study was to investigate the effectiveness 
of GI technique in dyadic and triadic 
groups on reading comprehension of 
Iranian high school students. The study, 
therefore, sought answers to the following 
questions: 
1. Is there any significant difference 

between the reading comprehension 
of L2 learners who are taught through 
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in a CL activity gain higher achievement 
than those who perform individually. CL is 
designed “to foster cooperation rather than 
competition, to develop critical thinking 
skills, and to develop communicative 
competence through socially structured 
interaction activities” (Richard & Rodgers, 
2001, p. 195).

CL is designed “to foster 
cooperation rather than 
competition, to develop 
critical thinking skills, and 
to develop communicative 
competence through socially 
structured interaction 
activities” (Richard & 
Rodgers, 2001, p. 195)

Although CL practitioners claim that 
it can improve learners’ capabilities in 
every aspect of language, it is only under 
particular conditions that CL can be 
productive and result in acceptable levels 
of achievement. Johnson and Johnson 
(1994) enumerate these conditions: 
increased positive interdependence 
among learners, simultaneous (face-to-
face) interaction, increased individual 
accountability and personal responsibility, 
constant use of interactive and small-
group skills, and efficient use of group 
functioning. They further add that the 
positive role and goal interdependence 
help students move gradually from 
interdependence to independence and 
ultimately to autonomy. 

Group investigation (GI), as a 
cooperative technique, is of particular 
interest to the researchers. GI includes 
four substantial components: investigation, 
interaction, interpretation, and intrinsic 

motivation (Tan, Sharan, & Lee, 2006). 
Investigation refers to the fact that groups 
focus on the process of examining the 
related materials about a chosen topic. 
Regarding interaction, students are 
required to explore ideas and to help one 
another. In the stage of interpretation, 
the group synthesizes and elaborates 
on the findings of each member in order 
to enhance understanding and clarity 
of ideas. Finally, the autonomy awarded 
to them in the investigative process, 
increases their intrinsic motivation.
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Introduction
The substantial role of English as an 

international language has attracted the 
attention of many scholars as well as 
those who are in charge of educational 
systems. In addition, many countries have 
recognized English as the most important 
foreign (or second) language (L2) students 
need to learn in academic contexts. 
English is, thus, considered as one of the 
main subjects in schools and universities 
in different parts of the globe. Students 
should be able to read the scientific 
materials written in English, thereby 
expanding their academic knowledge 
through developing communicative skills 
in English. It is generally accepted that 
reading is the most important language 
skill for learners in academic contexts 
(Carrell, 1989). Consequently, scholars 
and teachers should seek and employ 
learning and teaching approaches with 
the aim of developing learners’ reading 
proficiency. 

As experience has shown, teacher-
fronted approaches hardly lead to 
successful language learning. They are 
more in tune with developing the students’ 
knowledge about some forms of language 
than developing communicative aspects 
of language. That is why scholars have 

shifted their focus to new approaches, 
emphasizing the active role of learners 
in the process of language learning. 
Among these approaches, over the last 
decades, cooperative learning (CL) as a 
new approach toward language learning 
has emerged and opened a new area for 
researchers. Howard (2004) indicates that 
the primary reason for this interest is that 
CL provides learners with opportunities to 
explore the world beyond the classroom 
and prepares them for the workplace.

As experience has shown, 
teacher-fronted approaches 
hardly lead to successful 
language learning. They are 
more in tune with developing 
the students’ knowledge about 
some forms of language than 
developing communicative 
aspects of language

In the words of Johnson and Johnson 
(1994), CL is the instructional use of small 
groups in which learners work together so 
that they can maximize their own learning 
and learn from each other. Supporting this, 
Zhang (2010) asserts that people working 
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to compare Iranian senior high school students’ EFL reading 

comprehension achievement in cooperative and traditional teacher-fronted settings. To this 
end, the cooperative technique of Group Investigation (GI) was used. In this study, 90 pre - 
intermediate male students participated that had been randomly assigned to two dyadic and 
triadic GI groups and one control group receiving instruction via the traditional individualistic 
instructional approaches. A retired Nelson English Language Proficiency test was used to ensure
the homogeneity of the groups. Further, an EFL reading comprehension test was administered 
as the posttest, and the results were analyzed through a one-way ANOVA and the post-hoc 
Scheffe test. The results revealed that students who worked in cooperative dyadic and triadic
groups improved more significantly in terms of reading comprehension than the control group. 
Nonetheless, the results indicated that there was no significant difference between dyadic and
triadic groups receiving instruction through GI. It is concluded that positive social interdependence,
as one of the central maxims of cooperative learning, can favorably influence L2 learners’ learning
and skill development, foster their transition from interdependence to independence, and ensure 
learner autonomy.

Key Words : cooperative learning, group investigation, dyadic groups, triadic groups

Classroom 
Research

 The Effect of Cooperative  
High School Students’ EFL  

|   | Vol. 31, No. 1, Fall 2016| 59



p g ,
un autre serait d’écrire un fait divers ou
de nommer des objets reconnaissables,
ou encore de trouver les genres corrects
en plaçant les articles qu’il faut devant
les substantifs. La pratique de l’écriture 
est un moyen de communication qui 
pourrait porter sur la rédaction des petits 
messages adressés aux correspondants
réels ou imaginaires.

Toute production écrite doit être corrigée 
par l’enseignant pour que l’apprenant se 
rende compte de ses erreurs. Les comptes 
rendus des visites aux lieux intéressants 
pourraient être autant de sujets de 
production écrite. L’enseignant peut aussi  
aider les apprenants à intérioriser des 
mots avec l’aide des exercices portant
sur la reconstruction de mots connus. Le 
travail en groupe est aussi bénéfique pour 
intégrer l’apprenant à l’expression écrite : 
quand beaucoup d’apprenants participent
à une activité collective d’écriture, ils 
bénéficient chacun, de l’apport précieux
engendré par la dynamique du groupe.
L’apprenant produit un texte pour lui, prend
modèle sur l’autre, se compare à l’autre,
se corrige et se rattrape.

De tout temps l’écrit n’a pas été comme 

Conclusion

u e a gue é a gè e, a o e éc e
de la langue doit être introduite plus 
tard, afin d’accorder à l’apprenant le 
temps nécessaire pour se préparer aux 
contraintes de l’écrit. L’apprentissage de 
l’écrit peut débuter par la découverte de 
son code, ce qui est très important dans
le processus d’initiation à la production.
Plusieurs activités permettent cette 
découverte.  La production écrite est
rendue plus facile si l’apprenant possède 
déjà une maitrise dans l’expression 
orale. Quelle que soient les difficultés 
que présente l’écrit, il est souhaitable 
de développer dans le cadre scolaire 
et universitaire  de l’enseignement/
apprentissage de langues étrangères,
des situations  comportant des activités 
de mémorisation de messages oraux 
avec demande de reproduction et c’est au
scripteur qu’incombe la tâche de répondre 
à cette demande.
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Dominant dans la méthode 
traditionnelle, presque 
inexistant dans la méthode 
audio-orale, en position 
subordonnée à l’époque 
des méthodes SGAV, 
l’écrit retrouve sa place, 
en compréhension comme 
en production, avec 
l’approche communicative 
» (2008 :133)

, p
subordonnée à l’époque des méthodes 
SGAV, l’écrit retrouve sa place, en
compréhension comme en production,
avec l’approche communicative » (2008 
:133)

q
le scripteur doit faire face est sa capacité 
d’analyser les particularités de cette 
situation de non-face-à-face, donc dee
pouvoir appréhender la logique de l’ordre 
scriptural. Ceci soulève alors le problème 
de l’apprentissage de l’écrit.

Tout d’abord il faut préciser que
parler de l’enseignement de l’écriture,
c’est aussi parler de la lecture. La 
lecture correcte des différents mots
dont les prononciations sont déjà plus
ou moins réussies lors de la phase 
introductive à l’oral est toute aussi 
importante que l’écrit. Apprendre à 
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q q
qui doit être testé dans la production orale 
c’est la capacité à produire un contenu
linguistique correct, celle à s’adapter à 
la situation de la communication, celle 

p p p

Le pôle de l’émetteur : passage à
l’écrit

Produire un texte écrit revient à prendre 
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Les difficultés de la compréhension
orale

p
la compréhension globale du texte lu. 
Donc il y a toujours des difficultés dans 
la compréhension orale, même pour 
l’apprenant avancé, des difficultés qui 
n’apparaissent pas nécessairement dans 
la compréhension d’une lecture de texte.
Les caractères propres du discours oral et 
notamment la pression temporelle oblige 
l’apprenant à anticiper, imaginer, deviner,
inférer, rapprocher, etc. pour pouvoir agir 
à temps désiré tandis que cette pression 
ne s’impose pas dans la lecture d’un
texte. Et aussi toute compréhension
authentique est orientée sur une tâche
d’écoute donc une concentration de la 
part de l’apprenant semble nécessaire.
Toutes ces difficultés nous amènent à 
considérer la compréhension orale comme 
un processus dynamique et complexe,
mais aussi soumis à la gestion, d’une 
part, de l’apprenant, et de l’autre, de
l’enseignant. Celui-ci doit choisir des 
cédéroms d’apprentissage de langue 
selon les niveaux de ses apprenants
(élémentaire, intermédiaire ou avancé),
selon le type de langue étudiée (français 
général ou français sur objectif spécifique) 
et selon les compétences exercées, par
exemple on peut trouver des cédéroms 
dédiées exclusivement aux compétences 

p p
un comportement langagier » (1998 :184) 
La répétition des exercices d’écoute par
le biais des cédéroms où il y a un travail 
sur les actes de parole tels que raconter,
décrire (un lieu ou une personne), se 
présenter, demander et donner une
information, proposer, améliore la 
compétence d’écoute chez l’apprenant.
Dans la compréhension orale les genres 
proposés sont : la conversation, le débat, 
l’exposé, etc. pour lesquels les documents 
sonores proposés sont soit authentiques 
soit construits. La compréhension des 
consignes, celle du contenu de l’échange,
celle de la situation de communication, 
celle des indices non verbaux, celle de 
l’implicite font partie des éléments à tester 
dans la compréhension orale.

Autour de la production orale
Dans l’enseignement/apprentissage 

des langues, la production orale est 
l’étape qui suit la compréhension orale 
et qui nécessite un entrainement de la 
fluidité de la parole. Dans l’interaction
entre l’enseignant et l’enseigné, la 
conversation à deux reste le genre le 
plus exploité ; cependant l’atmosphère 
de la classe permet aux apprenants de 
s’insérer dans une conversation menée 
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Résumé
Dans le cadre des approches communicatives on distingue actuellement le système orale de 

la langue comme prioritaire pour l’enseignement/apprentissage de la langue étrangère et on 
constate que les diverses méthodes d’enseignement de langues de ces dernières décennies 
privilégient presque exclusivement l’oral à l’écrit au début de l’apprentissage des langues. Ces 
méthodes ouvrent la voie à des pratiques de compréhension et expression orales pour intégrer 
à la suite l’apprenant à la production écrite. Dans ce passage de l’oral vers l’écrit bon nombre 
de tâches entrent en jeu, des tâches qui ne sont pas à négliger et dont certains sont proposées 
dans cet article.

 
Mots-clés:  l’oral – l’écrit – l’approche communicative –les contraintes – l’émetteur/le récepteur

une simple hiérarchie?
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