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From the Editor

From the Editor
Welcome to the 2015 Osaka JALT Journal!

T

he Osaka JALT Journal, published by the Osaka Chapter of the Japan
Association of Language Teaching (JALT), is a journal that is committed to
publishing innovative articles on foreign and second language teaching and

learning. It provides authors, most of whom are practitioner-researchers, an opportunity
to share with our readers how teaching is improved by incorporating their pragmatic and
theoretically based findings into pedagogy.
This issue of the journal opens with ‘A Comparison of Textbook and Self-selected
Topics in a Japanese EFL Context’ by Tsui-Ping Cheng, which provides a wealth of
information on what classroom topics are best at promoting student engagement—a paper
that anyone involved in materials development will not want to miss. In ‘Improving
Motivations through Autonomous Projects’, Ryan Smithers explains how teachers,
students, and project work can be molded into a tripartite relationship that results in
autonomous learning and improved classroom motivation. Kurtis McDonald’s article,
‘The Potential Impact of Guessing on Monolingual and Bilingual versions of the
Vocabulary Size Test’ is a must read for teachers who are engaged in or thinking about
conducting vocabulary size testing. The next article, ‘Using L2 Blogs to Promote Student
Participation and Critical Thinking’ by Gilbert Dizon and Chris Edelman presents a
strong case for getting students involved in blogging. Damien Healy’s paper,
‘Standardized Testing in University’ will be of interest to all English language teachers.
‘Using Focus Groups for ELT Research’ by David Bramley provides excellent insights
for practitioner-researchers on how to make the most of focus group sessions.
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In this volume of the Osaka JALT Journal, we also welcome three reports from
authors that presented papers at a JALT conference in the past year. Simon Humphries’
report, ‘Factors Influencing the Adoption of Communicative Textbooks’, is based on
a presentation that he made at the JALT International Conference in Tsukuba last year.
Harry Carley’s informative report titled, ‘Wikis Revisited: A Single Software Tool for a
Variety of Courses’ explains the benefits of wikis for foreign language classrooms.
Finally, this volume ends with insights for teachers on how to maintain a balanced
curriculum by Sean Gay in ‘Choose Two, Pick One’.
Thank you to all of the educators who have shared their research papers and reports
with us in this volume of the Osaka JALT Journal. Not only has it has been a pleasure to
work with all of you, but we have been privileged to have gleaned some nuggets that are
bound to make our classrooms better and more informed learning environments.
A final word of thanks to the Osaka JALT Journal editorial team. They have devoted
much time and effort into this publications, even in the face of pressing work and social
commitments. If it were not for their hard work and commitment to editorial excellence,
this publication would never have come together.

Enjoy the articles,

Ryan
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A Comparison of Textbook and Self-selected
Topics in a Japanese EFL Context
Tsui-Ping Cheng
Hitotsubashi University
Abstract
Topics used in language classrooms are vital to promoting student engagement and
language learning. Topic selection is often influenced by textbooks. However, while
researchers frequently evaluate the authenticity, description, and presentation of the
language in textbooks, little research has investigated textbook topics in relation to
student interests. To address this gap in the literature, this study compares the topics
presented in English language textbooks in Japan with the topics selected by 48 Japanese
university students enrolled in compulsory English courses. The textbook topics were
compiled from 21 intermediate-level textbooks that are available on the Japanese EFL
market, while the self-selected topics were collected from student-led discussions during
one academic year. The two sets of topics were categorized and analyzed. The analysis
revealed vast discrepancies in terms of the frequency, diversity, and treatment of certain
topics. The analysis also showed that the textbooks favored topics related to self and
social issues, whereas the students overwhelmingly chose topics that dealt with their
school life, local practices, and immediate needs. The findings provide an empirical basis
for improving textbook and discussion topics used in the Japanese EFL context.
Keywords: textbook topics, self-selected topics, group discussions, willingness to
communicate

E

ncouraging students to speak English poses a real challenge for language
teachers in many EFL contexts. The challenge is even greater in English
classes in Japan because of the prevalence of teacher-centered methodologies

in which students are expected to be silent in the classroom; giving them few
opportunities for conversational practice (Talandis & Stout, 2015). This often inhibits the
willingness of students to speak English and, consequently, creates a demotivating
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environment for language learning. When students finally break their silence and began
actively engaging in English conversations, teachers may wonder what factors prompted
this increased willingness to use the target language.
Every semester during course evaluations, my students repeatedly select “free
discussion” as their favorite and most helpful classroom activity. For the free discussion
activity, students choose their own topic. One student commented, “Thanks to this activity,
I could discuss many topics with my friends in English. Now I am not hesitant to speak
English.” In addition to positive feedback about the activity, I found that the students
participated actively and used English consistently in free discussions. Their surprisingly
high motivation to speak in English persuaded me to investigate what they talked about
and how their self-selected topics differed from those in the textbook. As a result, this
study aims to: (1) examine the topics selected by students in a Japanese EFL classroom;
(2) compare these self-selected topics with the topics presented in English language
textbooks that are available in Japan; and (3) explore the differences, if any, between the
textbook-assigned and self-selected topics. This examination will provide languageteaching professionals with valuable insights into instructional practices and topic choices
for their local teaching contexts.

Background
The data for this study come from student discussions. To understand the importance of
discussion activities, the background section will first outline the rationales for using
them in language classrooms. Following this outline, there will be a review of studies that
have investigated the impact of discussion topic choice on students’ willingness to
communicate in the target language. Finally, the background section will end with a
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discussion on how self-selected topics contribute to learner autonomy.

Group Work in Language Classrooms
Discussion activity is a type of group work frequently used in language classrooms to
engage learners in meaningful interaction. The importance of group work in language
classrooms arises from the role of comprehensible input and interaction in the learning of
additional languages (Long & Porter, 1985). During the 1980s and 1990s, language
researchers were interested in examining how human cognition and linguistic
environment reciprocally interact to affect the processes of second language (L2)
learning. 1 From this cognitive-interactionist perspective, Krashen (1985) proposed
comprehensible input hypothesis, which argues that the more comprehensible input that
learners receive, the more they learn. Long (1996) later formulated the interaction
hypothesis, proposing that it is not merely input per se that is essential to the acquisition
of a second language, but input that is made comprehensible through negotiation of
meaning during interaction. Research on the role of interaction in L2 learning, therefore,
examines how input is shaped, modified, and received as learners jointly strive for
comprehensibility (e.g., Pica, 1987; Pica & Doughty, 1985a, 1985b; Varonis & Gass,
1985). This line of inquiry highlights the appeal of group work in expanding the amount
and variety of language practice for negotiation of meaning during interaction.
Another advantage of group work in language classrooms derives from Swain’s
(1996) output hypothesis, which states that input is necessary but not sufficient to ensure
L2 development. Also essential is output that forces learners to experiment with new
linguistic forms and extend their linguistic repertoire. The role that is played by the
1

The term “L2” here is used to mean both second and foreign language.
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combination of input, interaction, and output in L2 learning establishes a firm theoretical
rationale for using discussion activities in language classrooms.
The social context in which input and output are negotiated is better understood
through sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), which supplies a powerful explanatory
framework to describe the collaborative nature of learner–leaner interaction (Donato,
1994, 2004). This line of research shifts the focus from the amount of input to “the
opportunities for meaningful action that the situation affords” (van Lier, 2000, p. 252)
and pulls into view the dynamics of collaboration involved in classroom group work and
the value of engaging students in collaborative work as a vehicle for optimal L2
development. Therefore, from both the cognitive-interactionist and sociocultural
perspectives, creating a linguistic and social environment favorable to L2 development
requires providing learners with ample opportunities to engage in meaningful interaction
in language classrooms.

Topic Choice for Discussion
Topics are a vital component of any meaningful interaction in language classrooms
because of their direct impact on how language is used (Todd, 1998). Topic selection for
classroom activities is often influenced by textbooks. Regarding English as an
international language, McKay (2003a) emphasizes the advantages of using topics
concerning local and international cultures rather than topics about the culture of native
speakers. In so doing, students can learn how to communicate their culture to others in
English and experience how English is used for intercultural communication for a variety
of purposes. McKay (2003b) further provides an example of Chilean English teachers to
help educators recognize the value of including local culture topics in textbooks as a way
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of meeting their students’ specific needs and purposes for learning English.
From the student’s perspective, however, textbook topics may not necessarily be the
best choice for classroom discussions. Green, Christopher, and Lam (1997) argued that
students are less motivated to engage in a discussion when the discussion topic is imposed.
Conversely, students are more personally involved when they have control over the
selection of the topic. Green et al. (1997) further stated that giving students the choice of
topics for discussion is particularly important in monolingual classrooms, because these
students share the same cultural backgrounds and are likely to select similar topics for
discussion. Recently, Wolf (2013) reported similar findings in his survey study of
Japanese EFL student perceptions of textbook-assigned and self-selected discussion
topics. Drawing on data from three monolingual classrooms, Wolf (2013) found that
students not only vastly prefer topics limited to a national context, but also demonstrate
significantly greater interest, knowledge, and confidence in discussing their own topics.

Topic Familiarity and Interest
The importance of topic familiarity and interest has also been recognized by research on
the willingness to communicate (WTC). According to MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, and
Noels (1998), WTC in the L2 refers to “a readiness to enter into discourse at a particular
time with a specific person or persons, using [an] L2” (p. 547). Several researchers have
identified topic familiarity and interest as factors that affect learners’ WTC in class (Cao
& Philip, 2006; Kang, 2005; MacIntyre et al., 1998; Zarrinabadi, 2014). MacIntyre et al.
(1998) argued that, while topic familiarity increases one’s linguistic self-confidence, the
lack of it might hinder one’s readiness to engage in communication with others. Their
argument is supported by Zuengler (1993), who found that greater content knowledge can
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enable speakers to talk more and, as a result, overcome their limitations in oral proficiency.
Likewise, Yu (2009) reported a positive correlation between lexical diversity and topic
familiarity in writing and speaking performances on language tests. Kang (2005) also
observed that learners feel more comfortable and secure when discussing topics about
which they have some background knowledge. On the contrary, unfamiliar topics can
impose a linguistic burden on learners that can increase their feelings of insecurity and
reduce their willingness to communicate. Regarding topic interest, Kang (2005) found
that learners tend to feel excited when conversing about topics that appeal to them, which
ultimately enhances the learners’ WTC. Kang concluded that, in order to facilitate learner
WTC in the L2, teachers should offer topics that the learners are familiar with and
interested in. Having learners select topics and present them for discussion, for example,
is one way to identify topics that match their interests and generate learner WTC (Kang,
2005). Zarrinabadi (2014) also described the positive effect of this pedagogic practice,
noting greater WTC and classroom participation when the students chose the discussion
topic.

Learner Autonomy
Allowing learners to choose the topic also enables them to experience a degree of
autonomy. The most widely cited definition of learner autonomy refers to learners’
abilities to take charge of their learning (Holec, 1981). Although this definition has been
debated, the benefits of learner autonomy in language education are increasingly
recognized (Benson, 2007; Smith, 2008). The ultimate goal of language teaching is to
promote autonomous language-learning behavior and help students become independent
learners outside the classroom. Autonomous practices in language learning include
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allowing learners to set goals, determine learning methods, decide topics, and evaluate
progress (Illés, 2012). Learner autonomy is fostered by giving the learners some control
over their learning and involving them in the selection of the topics, materials, and
activities used in the classroom.

The Current Study
Participants
The participants were 46 Japanese students and two exchange students (one Chinese and
one Korean), comprising 35 males and 13 females majoring in commerce and
management at a university in Tokyo. All the 48 participants were enrolled in a
compulsory English communication course for first year undergraduate students of
commerce and management. They were placed into three classes based on their TOFEL
scores. 2 Each class consisted of 16 students who had scored between 500 and 525 on the
paper-based TOFEL test. The course is designed to help the students to communicate with
confidence and to become effective communicators in the global business community.
Particular attention is given to developing their skills in discussing, presenting, and
debating in English.

Research Questions
In order to examine the disparity between textbook topics and student interests, this study
will address the following questions:
(1) What topics are covered in English language textbooks in Japan?
(2) What topics did the students choose to talk about in the aforementioned EFL classes?
2

The author was the instructor of the three classes.

OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015

11

Cheng: A Comparison of Textbook and Self-selected Topics in a Japanese EFL Context

(3) What are the differences between the textbook and self-selected topics?

Data Collection and Analysis
The data used in this study was collected from two sources: commercial English textbooks
and discussion activities in EFL classes in Japan. This section describes how the topics
from these two data sources were collected, categorized, and distributed.

Textbook Topics
Based on the proficiency levels of the participating students, twenty-one intermediatelevel textbooks that are available in Japan were examined. Specifically, the collection
included seven textbooks on integrated skills, seven on discussion and debate, and seven
on everyday conversation (see Table 1 and Appendix A). All of the sampled textbooks
have a speaking component that corresponds to the objectives of the English
communication courses that the participants were taking.
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Table 1
Textbook Type and Title
Textbook type

Textbook title

Number of topics

Integrated skills

Breakthrough plus 3

88

Four corners 3
Four corners 4
Touchstone 3
Interchange 3
New language leader intermediate
Life intermediate
Discussion and debate

Debating current issues

107

For and against
Which side are you on?
My opinion, your opinion
Ideas and issues
In focus 2
Impact issues 3
Everyday conversation

Face to face

83

Communicate 1
Topic talk issues
Nice talking with you 2
English firsthand 2
Top notch 2
Communication strategies 2

Table 2 provides a summary of the categories and example topics and their total
number listed from the greatest to the least. In total, 278 topics were compiled from the
21 textbooks. The topics were categorized by adapting and synthesizing the thematic
categories created by Wolf (2013) and Siegel (2014). The initial categories are self,
relationships, leisure, school life, money and jobs, entertainment and fashion, animals,
OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015
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food and health, places and travel, social issues, communication technology, and culture.
After the initial sorting, I added one more category—nature and climate—in order to
group topics, such as seasons and weather, that did not really fit into any of the other
categories.

Table 2
Textbook Topics
Categories

Example topics

Number

Self

Life events, dreams, goals, likes, dislikes, 61
experiences

Social issues

Politics, the oil crisis, war, violence, gun 55
control, depopulation, the gender gap

Money/jobs

Shopping, career, business ideas

29

Entertainment/fashion

Music, movie, beauty, appearance

22

Food/health

Health care, food choices, restaurants

20

Relationships

Love, friends, marriage

17

School life

Study abroad, school subjects, university 16
life, plagiarism

Places/travel

Tourism, travel, transportation

14

Culture

Language, behavior, history, art, ethics 14
and values

Communication technology

The internet, cell phones, computers

12

Nature/climate

The environment, global warming, winter

11

Leisure

Free time, leisure activities

3

Animals

Animals,

animal

rights,

endangered 4

species

While Siegel (2014) also found topics about “self” to be the most frequent, the
textbooks reviewed in her study included only a small number of social topics. The
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textbooks sampled in the present study were more advanced, which could explain the
higher proportion of social topics. This points to a possible connection between the
amount of coverage on social issues and the textbook level.
Upon closer inspection, both the integrated skills and everyday conversation
textbooks contained a considerably higher frequency of “self” related topics, with 35 and
20 instances, respectively, whereas the frequency of other categories were much lower
and relatively equal. On the other hand, the discussion and debate textbooks preferred
topics relating to “social issues,” with 32 instances. The frequency of topics across the
textbook types reflected their different themes and priorities of the discourse.

Self-selected Discussion Topics
The self-selected discussion topics were collected from a weekly free-discussion activity
in the aforementioned classes. The activity required the students to take turns leading a
small group discussion on a topic of their choice. The leader would arbitrarily select a
topic that interested the group, prepare three to five relevant questions, lead the discussion,
ensure that the members participated in English, and report the results of the discussion
to the class. The following is an example of a topic and relevant questions:

Topic: Golden Week
1.

What did you do during Golden Week?

2.

Did you travel during Golden Week? Where did you go?

3.

What was your most memorable event during Golden Week?

Both leaders and members were encouraged to express and exchange their opinions
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freely in English. The 16 students in each class were split into four groups of four students.
The groups stayed together with the same members for four consecutive free-discussion
activities, then new groups were formed for the next round of free discussions. In the end,
each student had led a total of eight free discussions across one academic year: four in the
summer semester and four in the winter semester.
In total, 367 student-initiated discussion topics were collected over one academic
year. The same 13 categories used for the textbook topics were applied to distribute the
topics. The categories, example topics, and number of occurrences are listed in Table 3.
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Table 3
Self-selected Discussion Topics
Categories

Example topics

Number

School life

School festival, high school, teachers, class 84
schedule, absences, grades, exams, club
activities, study abroad, university courses

Self

Birthdays, childhood, family, future, dreams, 63
goals, daily routine

Places/travel

Golden

Week,

summer/winter/spring 62

vacation, hometown, travel, commuting,
prefectures in Japan
Entertainment/fashion

Amusement parks, TV programs, movies, 27
celebrities, hairstyles, fashion

Food/health

Breakfast, diet, snacks, sweets, cooking, 25
school cafeteria, restaurants around school

Culture

Halloween, Christmas, Japanese New Year, 25
Japanese anime/comics/mascot characters

Money/jobs

Part-time jobs, internships, shopping

22

Nature/climate

Seasons, rainy season, typhoons, autumn, 19
winter

Leisure

Hobbies, free time, playing sports

13

Social issues

World Cup, Tokyo Olympics, gender roles

11

Communication

Smartphones, SNS (social network services)

7

Relationships

Dating, marriage

5

Animals

Animals

4

technology

Siegel (2014) also found topics related to academia and places to be the most
frequent in natural conversations outside the classroom between Japanese and foreign
university students. Thus, in both monolingual and ELF (English as a lingua franca)
OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015
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interactions inside and outside the classroom, Japanese students find topics about school
life and places to be the most appealing and relevant to their everyday life.
However, one noticeable difference exists between these two different interactions.
While the Japanese students in Siegel (2014) frequently took up topics of culture with
their international friends and rarely conversed about self-related topics, the Japanese
students in this study seldom chose cultural topics for discussion, with only 25 instances,
and strongly favored topics about “self.” This indicates that students from predominantly
monocultural backgrounds are more willing to discuss personal information and less
willing to initiate discussions about cultural topics. Whether students are, as a result, less
prepared to successfully communicate with others about their cultures in English is a
worthwhile task for future research. In addition, even when the students brought up
cultural issues, they showed a clear tendency to linguistically safeguard them in Japanese.
For example, when discussing activities for the Japanese New Year, the most popular
cultural topic, the students would switch from English to Japanese for cultural customs
such as hatsumode (first shrine visit of the year), osechi (traditional new year foods),
nengajo (new year greeting postcards), and otoshitama (money given by parents and
grandparents). Constant efforts to engage students in discussions of local cultural topics
are required in order to prepare them for the increasingly frequent ELF interactions that
occur around the globe, in which cultural topics frequently arise.
Interestingly, since the data in Siegel (2014) was collected at a university dormitory,
topics related to “living situation,” such as Wi-Fi problems and moving out regularly
occurred in conversations. Yet these topics were entirely absent in the classroom
discussions under investigation. This underscores the context-bound nature of topic
selection, as the local context, including the physical environment (dormitory versus

OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015

18

Cheng: A Comparison of Textbook and Self-selected Topics in a Japanese EFL Context

classroom) and the relationship between the participants (dorm mates versus classmates),
fundamentally shapes what participants talk about.
Also meriting attention is the fact that the students enjoyed talking about their
favorite season, and its associated food, festivals, and natural phenomenon, such as cherry
blossoms in the spring and firework displays in the summer. Even though the category of
“nature and climate” did not produce a large number of student discussions, the category
did identify unique topics, such as typhoons and the rainy season, that were locally
oriented and closely tied to the students’ way of life but were almost nonexistent in
textbooks.

Textbook-assigned vs. Self-selected Topics
The differences and similarities between textbook-assigned and self-selected topics are
shown in Figure 1. This Figure compares the frequency of occurrence of all topics in these
two collections. A number of points can be drawn from Figure 1.
Textbook

Discussion

23%

22%

20%

17%

7%7%

5%

Places/travel

Food/health

Animals

Entertainment

1%1%

3%

4%
2%

5%
4%

Figure 1. Comparison of textbook and discussion topics.
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7%
5%

Culture

8%7%

Nature/climate

6%

Money/Jobs

4%
1%

6%

School life

Relationships

Self

1%

Leisure

6%

Social issues

10%

Communication
techonology

17%
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The most striking difference between the textbook topics and the self-selected topics
is the ratio of topics related to school life in the two collections. As seen in Figure 1, while
“school life” accounted for only 6% of all textbook topics, it accounted for 23% of the
self-selected topics. In other words, topics related to life on campus were ubiquitous in
student discussions but relatively scarce in textbooks. In addition, school life produced a
rich and varied number of topics ranging from the school festivals to club activities,
whereas the school-life topics in the textbooks were limited and superficial. In this regard,
the school life presented in the textbooks shows a clear mismatch with the variety of
school activities in which the students were engaged. To bridge this gap, it is necessary
for textbook writers to give a more accurate and detailed presentation of students’
academic life. Siegel (2014) makes the same observation and suggests that textbooks
incorporate more topics, vocabulary, and pragmatic rules that relate to student life on
campus. As with the Japanese participants in Siegel (2014), the students in this study also
struggled with certain academia-related vocabulary in English, such as course subjects
and content, class schedule and credit, and test preparation and items. Increasing the
amount and variety of materials on academic life in textbooks is desirable as it emphasizes
the relevance of language use in the students’ everyday lives on campus.
Figure 1 also illustrates a marked difference between the textbook and self-selected
topics in terms of the ratios of social topics. While social topics comprised 20% of
textbook topics, the percentage dropped to a mere 3% in self-selected topics. Moreover,
in contrast to the wide range of social issues presented in textbooks, the students’ choice
of social topics seemed to suffer from repetition and a lack of depth— exactly opposite
the pattern in the “school life” category. Considering the results from both categories, the
students seem to strongly favor topics framed in the immediate university context and to
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refrain from discussing topics beyond campus life. However, if the course objective is to
build critical thinking skills, it is pedagogically beneficial to present current and
controversial topics from textbooks, especially from discussion and debate textbooks, in
order to intellectually stimulate students and diversify the selection of social issues.
Another obvious discrepancy between the textbook topics and the self-selected
topics can be observed in the “places and travel” category. The student discussions
contained a considerably higher proportion (17% versus 5%) and a wider variety of topics
on places and travel, with most of the instances framed in a local context, such as
hometown, prefectures and world heritage sites in Japan, commuting routes to school,
and train lines in Tokyo. Although the students were extremely familiar with these topics,
they sometimes demonstrated a limited range of vocabulary when attempting to explain
them in detail. For instance, while discussing their commute to school, the participating
students had difficulty explaining in English different kinds of train tickets and receipts
provided by train companies, and, consequently, fell back on Japanese terms—such as
teiki (commuter pass) and chien shoumei (train delay certificate)—as a quick solution to
restoring mutual understanding during interaction. Vocabulary items such as these are
immediately relevant to their local needs and practices but largely overlooked in
textbooks.
The same observation can be made about the “money and jobs” category, where the
topic of part-time jobs dominated student discussions. Since many of the students
engaged in a variety of part-time jobs after school (some worked as cram school teachers,
others train staff, restaurant waiters, etc.), the students expressed great interest in
discussing their hourly pay, working hours, job responsibilities, problems at work, and
relationships with coworkers and bosses. Given the extensive range of part-time jobs, the
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discussions demanded a diverse vocabulary to accurately describe the distinctive
responsibilities and interactions in the workplace. Yet the sampled textbooks covered
relatively general and superficial career-related topics and showed a lack of depth and
comprehensiveness in vocabulary and content. Therefore, it is necessary for teachers and
textbook writers to explore the students’ personal experiences outside of campus, identify
relevant topics, lexical items, and pragmatic conventions, and use the information to
shape classroom discussions and textbook discourse. This will not only boost the students’
WTC, but also maximize the connection between English learning and learner
experiences in local contexts.
In terms of their similarities, self-related topics and universal topics, such as
entertainment, food and health, and communication technology, were equally frequent in
both datasets. Yet even for these universal topics, the students tended to give them a local
twist, with discussions about amusement parks in Japan, favorite foods in the school
cafeteria, restaurants around the school, and local cell phone carriers. In contrast, the
textbook topics were more general and less locally contextualized.

Conclusion
This study compared the topics presented in English language textbooks in Japan with
topics selected by Japanese university students. The results reveal wide discrepancies in
terms of the frequency, diversity, and treatment of certain topics. The most dramatic
difference between textbooks and topics chosen by students lies in the category of school
life. Compared to the broad range of academia-related topics found in student discussions,
the dearth of school-life topics in textbooks gives the impression that textbook content is
largely detached from the rich student life on campus. To bridge the gap, textbook writers
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must present a more comprehensive and detailed description of language use on campus.
Additionally, the analysis indicates that students in the monolingual classroom
overwhelmingly choose topics that reflect their local practices and needs across all topic
categories. Given the importance of topic familiarity and interest in WTC, local topics
effectively facilitate the students’ WTC in the L2. The students’ tendency to select local
topics corresponds to the argument made by Green et al. (1997) and the findings in Wolf
(2013). It also supports McKay’s (2003a, 2003b) argument for localizing language
pedagogy and incorporating locally oriented topics in textbooks in order to meet the
students’ needs and interests. With locally informed teaching, students will become more
capable of expressing their identities and Japanese values when communicating in
English with non-Japanese (Hino, 2009). To identify local topics, teachers must become
more sensitive to student experiences on and off campus. To improve textbook topics and
content in the long run, teachers must avoid becoming passive end-users. Rather teachers
should be critical textbook users, critically evaluating textbook discourse and continually
providing publishers with feedback (Yuen, 2011).
The analysis also shows that the self-selected topics exhibited a restricted range.
Three categories—school life, places and travel, and self—clearly dominated, making up
more than half (57%) of the total. The preference for these three categories suggests that
topics outside of the students’ immediate personal and school circles, such as cultural and
social topics, were less frequently selected and quite limited in range. For classes that aim
to develop critical thinking or intercultural communication skills, teachers may need to
include social topics from textbooks, present supplemental materials, or model example
cultural topics in class to redress the imbalance in self-selected topics.
Nevertheless, the self-selected topics identified in this study offer EFL teachers not
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only a closer look at the interests and topic preferences shared by students in a
predominantly monolingual classroom, but also a repertoire of discussion topics that can
be presented in class to promote students’ WTC in the L2. The comparison between the
textbook and self-selected topics also increases the EFL teachers’ sensitivity toward topic
choice in relation to their local teaching contexts. Such sensitivity is essential to creating
an environment in which students recognize the relevance of language learning and feel
secure and motivated to engage in classroom discussions in English.
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Improving Motivations through Autonomous
Projects
Ryan W. Smithers
Kwansei Gakuin University
Abstract
English as a lingua franca has created motivational dissonances that have resulted in
motivation problems with teachers as well as students because English is being taught not
as a communication tool, but as a subject that needs validation through student
performance on tests. Unfortunately for many teachers, removing standardized testing
from the classroom is not an option. This qualitative study on EFL students studying at a
tertiary setting demonstrates that in spite of limited flexibility for change, project work
allows teachers to make minor changes to their syllabi and yet reap some of the many
benefits that are often associated with autonomous learning. The findings here suggest
that when given the opportunity to do project work as homework for assessment, students
approach their out-of-class learning activities with enthusiasm and derive great pleasure
from their chosen tasks. In addition, they become proactive learners who are prepared to
invest at least twice as much time studying compared to the amount of time they will
spend preparing for teacher-centered assessment via typical standardized testing.
Keywords: project-based learning, autonomous learning, motivation, EFL

T

eachers need to be in the business of empowering students to take control of
their own learning because once empowered, students will be better able to:
one, harness the power of their curiosity; two, plan for new knowledge; and

three, critically evaluate how and what was learnt. This ideology that is synonymous with
autonomy theory illustrates why this paradigm is so prevalent in the literature.
Unfortunately, research to date has yet to convince educators and institutions to
aggressively promote autonomous learning practices like project-based learning (PBL) in
the classroom. This study on the effectiveness of PBL at a tertiary setting demonstrates
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that for those who are apprehensive about change or need to have standardized testing as
part of their curriculum, classroom motivation to learn a foreign language (FL) can be
raised and autonomous learning can take place when students have the flexibility to
choose their own homework assignments. The results from this study suggest that student
homework projects (SHPs) need not have much class time allocated to them to have
students and teachers reap the benefits of autonomous learning. Furthermore, SHPs have
the potential to re-motivate amotivated students and propel intrinsically motivated
students into a flow state—something that is bound to make teaching a lot more rewarding
and enjoyable.

Research Questions
While autonomous learning and the kinds of activities that promote it are valued among
FL educators today, finding a way to motivate students to take responsibility for their own
learning still remains a Pandora’s Box. Accordingly, this study seeks determine the
efficacy of SHPs to promote autonomous learning as a teaching strategy by addressing
the following research questions:
1. Are SHPs autonomy promoting activities that have the ability to empower students to
take responsibility for their own learning?
2. Do SHPs have educational merit as a substitute for standardized testing?

Background to the Study
Learning a foreign language is a process that takes much time and effort, with the
prerequisite being that learners need to be motivationally equipped to overcome the
difficulties that arise during the learning process. Subsequently, the learners most capable
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of overcoming the difficulties that come up during the learning of an FL are autonomous
learners because they are not only the most motivationally equipped to overcome any and
all motivational setbacks that arise during language learning, they are also self-regulated
in that they know how to manage their own learning and are effective at utilizing
metacognitive strategies (Oxford & Lee, 2008).
Further to this, Boud (1988) sardonically adds that students who do not know how
to act independently from their teachers will not likely be any good at learning, nor will
they be very employable if they cannot function autonomously. That is to say, it is
imperative that students be given the opportunity to learn autonomously, which brings us
to the learning paradox: “How do we affect a person by outside influences so that he will
not permit himself to be affected by outside influences” (Nelson, 1949, p. 19)?
Specifically, how do we create autonomous learners and at the same time have them be
autonomous? The answer is the paradox; becoming autonomous and being autonomous
cannot be separated.
As it is the purpose of this paper to provide an outline of some simple steps that can
be taken so that sound theory can become practice, the background to the study begins
with a brief examination of autonomy theory. This will hopefully bring clarity to a
confusing concept so that when autonomy is discussed in this paper, the reader will have
a clear understanding of what is meant by this term. This paper will then demonstrate why
autonomous learning needs to be promoted in the classroom so that the autonomy
paradigm can gain greater acceptance in academia, and, hopefully, develop into a
universally accepted teaching practice. Finally, the background to the study will introduce
the concept of project-based learning as an autonomy-promoting teaching strategy.
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Autonomy Theory
Explication
Ever since Yves Châlon came up with the concept of autonomy in the field of language
teaching in 1971, there has been much confusion and criticism about what constitutes
autonomous learning (Benson, 2011; Hafner & Miller, 2011). To make it plain what
definition of autonomy this paper embraces, and to bring clarity to a confusing concept,
this review of the literature examines what exactly autonomous learning for foreign
language students is, and it looks at what specifically learner autonomy is not.
Firstly, learner autonomy is not teacher-centered learning. That is, classrooms are
not forums for teachers to transmit knowledge to passive vessels. Also, autonomous
learning is not self-instruction or distance learning, nor is it a specific methodology or
new methodology. So what is learner autonomy? To understand what exactly autonomy
is, it is prudent to look at the first universally accepted definition of autonomous learning
as a point of reference. The first definition to gain universal acceptance is Holec’s (1981)
claim that autonomy “is the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3). Little et
al. (2002) have succinctly expounded on this concept by declaring that autonomy involves
learner empowerment, learner reflection and appropriate target language use. In other
words, learners need to be involved in setting classroom-learning goals, and they need to
participate in choosing the contents, rate of progression, and method or technique of study.
Furthermore, autonomous learning involves learning from authentic materials because,
as McGarry (1995) points out, they have been purposely designed to convey factual
information that elicits an affective response from students. Smithers (2013)
demonstrated the importance of this in his quasi-longitudinal study of adult EFL learners.
His study revealed that cultural interest and proficiency in an FL grow simultaneously.
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That is, learners’ appetites for movies, print media, and TV programs enjoy a kind of
symbiotic relationship with developments in competency.
The concept of autonomy, therefore, necessitates that pedagogical practices become
learner-centered, with the goal being to empower students. The focus of classroom
learning therefore becomes the active production of a body of knowledge, not the
transmission of a body of knowledge. This does not mean that the teacher becomes
redundant, but it does create a new role for the teacher. In the autonomous classroom, the
teacher becomes the collaborator, with the success or failure of autonomy ultimately
linked to the initiatives of the teacher. Unfortunately, the dearth of autonomy promoting
initiatives found in the literature for inexperienced or pedagogically constrained teachers
is likely inhibiting the universal acceptance of autonomy theory.

Progression
Although autonomy theory in language education literature is relatively young, its renown
more than makes up for what it lacks in age. In fact, there seems to be widespread
agreement on its importance, and its prominence can be seen in second and foreign
language education literature, but, unfortunately, pedagogical practices that promote
autonomy in the classroom are being opposed by tradition. Subsequently, the universal
acceptance of the autonomy paradigm faces many challenges. Firstly, naysayers need to
be appeased. These critics of autonomy theory see the promotion of autonomy as
impractical and contrary to sensible education (Benson, 2011). This is most likely because
they believe education needs to be validated quantifiably through standardized testing.
Secondly, Esch (2009), highlighting a study conducted in the UK that examined 558
teachers’ pedagogical values and actual assessment practices, stressed that although
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teachers value practices that promote autonomy, their practices are to the contrary.
Thirdly, Rubin (2008) adds that “although many teachers and texts give a strong nod in
the direction of learner-centered learning, changing the paradigm and providing the
necessary knowledge and skills for teachers has proven to be quite daunting” (p. 13).
Therefore, to help teachers who do not know what initial steps to take to create a learnercentered classroom, or for teachers who cannot abandon standardized testing, this paper
proposes project-based learning as a way to revitalize the FL classroom and improve
motivations.

Project-based Learning
Learner autonomy is the result of the interaction that occurs between the teacher and
student(s), whereby the teacher’s pedagogical practices promote interdependence, not
independence. It follows that the focus has to be on learners and their needs during the
learning process. To be precise, learning a foreign language involves not only learning a
foreign language, but also learning how to learn, which for many could mean the need for
a paradigm shift.
Unfortunately, many educators feel that change and the unknown are best avoided
if possible, but taking the first step towards creating an autonomous-learning environment
need not be a conundrum. In fact, there are many language-learning activities that can
help teachers transition to a learner-centered classroom (see, for example, lists of
activities in Benson, 2011; Little et al., 2002). One such activity, “learning by doing” has
been an approach to education since the idea was first promoted by John Dewey, the
philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer, one hundred years ago (“Projectbased learning”, 2013). Today, Dewey’s approach to pedagogy has been reborn in the

OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015

33

Smithers: Improving Motivations through Autonomous Projects

concept of project-based learning. In simplest terms, this pedagogy requires that students
research something of interest to them and share what they have learned with their
classmates and teacher—usually by way of a presentation.
Learning through projects not only challenges students to represent their newly
acquired knowledge, but it also necessitates that they apply what they learn (Smithers,
2014). Furthermore, students engage in the study of authentic material, either
collaboratively or individually and learn to excel at four aspects of foreign language
learning that are embodied in the concept of self-regulated learning. That is, they develop
a strong sense of self-efficacy and are good at using metacognitive, cognitive, and social
strategies; the four best predictors of successful language learning (Takeuchi, 2013).
Finally, in line with good autonomous learning practices, projects promote learner
reflection by concluding with self- and group evaluations. Thus, this paper proposes that
teachers start by giving students greater say in what is learned out of class by giving
students the opportunity to study autonomously via SHPs.

The Study
Subjects
This study qualitatively examines the effect that SHPs had on students studying Basic
English at a four-year engineering university in Japan. Two atypical fourth-year students
were selected for interviews. One intrinsically motivated participant (Student A) was
atypical in that he already had enough credits to graduate, but felt that his English skills
were insufficient for what lay ahead of him once he graduated. The other, an extrinsically
motivated student (Student B), was at the other end of the spectrum. He, as a result of a
lack of motivation and effort during his freshman, sophomore, and junior years, found
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that he was lacking the required credits to graduate. Specifically, he found that he needed
to pass an English language course.

Procedures
As mentioned above, this study involves an atypical sampling of this demographic
because atypical samplings, also known as critical case samplings, are known for their
comprehensive and scrupulous representations of phenomena being investigated
(Dörnyei, 2007). This means, in addition to being wide-ranging and thorough, the data
will be, most importantly, relevant.
The interview, conducted jointly with both students, sought to discover the merit of
implementing a PBL activity like an SHP in lieu of the kind of mid-term exam that is
typical of a teacher-centered learning pedagogy—specifically, an activity that would not
take up too much class time, but would allow for autonomous learning.
At the start of the year, during class orientation, the students were approached about
the idea of substituting their mid-term exam for a PBL activity. At that time, the students
enthusiastically requested that they be permitted to do SHPs and evidence their learning
by making individual presentations in front of the class on topics of their choosing. Thus,
the students and the teacher mutually agreed on a rubric (see Appendix A) that was
utilized by the teacher and fellow students so that the students could be brought into the
evaluation process as stakeholders. As well as assessing their peers’ presentations, they
also conducted self-evaluations in order to engage in self-reflection because these two
activities have been proven to promote autonomy and improve learner motivation (Brown,
2004), in addition to promoting higher order thinking (Cheng &Warren, 2005). The final
score the students received was based on an aggregation of the student’s self-evaluation,
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the teacher’s evaluation, and peer evaluations.

Results and Discussions
Evaluations
The evaluations, especially the self-evaluations, revealed some interesting results. There
was a noticeable trend for students to evaluate themselves more critically than their peers.
For example, both Student A and B evaluated themselves at 64 per cent, while their peers
scored them at 92 and 76 per cent respectively. In the literature, low self-confidence and
being overly critical of self has been viewed as a trait common to the Japanese (Heine et
al., 1999; Kitayama & Markus, 2000), but this does not mean that this trend is immutable.
In hindsight, the students likely could have benefited from a lesson on assessment, which
may have helped to lessen the disparity between self- and peer evaluations. Accordingly,
it is recommended that assessment training be given sufficient consideration during
project orientation to help reduce scoring disparities.
In addition, the students were all influenced by the perceived complexity of the
presentations, which also stresses the importance of assessment training. Student A’s
presentation on ‘How to Appreciate White Wine’ was very complicated and overly
technical. In fact, much of the terminology used to explain about wine and wine making
(i.e. astringency, maceration, tannins, etc.) would have likely been new to anyone lacking
exposure to such terminology. As a result, Student A’s presentation left his peers
dumbfounded. Not only was this presentation perceived as having a high level of English
fluency in the face of structural, grammatical, and pronunciation errors, but it was the first
presentation and subsequently became the standard by which all other presentations were
judged. This is especially apparent in light of Student B’s presentation on ‘Tips for Tennis.’
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His presentation was grammatically and structurally much more sound and easier to
understand, with his presentation receiving the highest mark in the class by the teacher,
but a mean of only 76 per cent from the group, while his self-evaluation was 64 per cent.
Of note, one student in the class who clearly did not make a passing effort was not
afraid to let his self-evaluation reflect his lack of effort. He rated his performance 40 per
cent and was scored 46 per cent by his peers, which demonstrates the effectiveness of
learner empowerment. This student who made a poor effort was able to reflect critically
on his learning, and he accordingly accepted responsibility for the outcome.

Interview
In regards to the interview, Students A and B were subject to various questions about the
PBL assignment. The interview took about 25 minutes to complete, with the students
being given the freedom to answer in their mother tongue or in English. The following is
the portion of the interview that is most pertinent to this study:
Teacher:
Student A:
Student B:
Teacher:
Student A:
Student B:
Student A:
Teacher:
Student A:
Teacher:
Student A:
Teacher:
Student A:

How did you feel about doing this presentation?
Very tough!
Very tough!
How much time did you spent preparing?
Two weeks.
I first wrote my speech in Japanese, then translated it to English...
ten hours.
I spent about twenty or thirty hours. I had too much information to
go through.
Did you study more for the presentation than a mid-term test?
YES!
How much time do you usually spend preparing for a mid-term test?
For a class in Basic English... less than 5 hours.
How about for other subjects?
Five minutes.
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Teacher:
Student A:
Student B:
Teacher:
Student A:
Student B:
Teacher:
Student A:
Student B:

You don’t study very much.
No, but I get perfect marks.
For a mid-term test I usually spend about two or three hours in
preparation.
Which is more beneficial to learning, a typical mid-term test or a
presentation like this?
Absolutely this presentation!
Absolutely! This was fun!
Any other comments about this project?
It’s good.
It was fun. I have retained what I studied.

Some important information can be gleaned from these questions and answers.
Firstly, looking at the students’ responses to the first question reveals that they both
possess a strong sense of self-efficacy. They both felt that the SHPs they had chosen were
very challenging, yet because they both took ownership of their respective projects, they
formed a strong sense of commitment to their projects and conjured up the appropriate
self images to see themselves through to the successful completion of the task,
demonstrating that recent findings into the interrelation of motivation, identity and
autonomy are valid (see, for example, Gao & Lamb, 2011; Ushioda, 2013). In addition,
due to the fact that self-efficacy continues to develop throughout an individual’s life and
is greatly enhanced when a difficult task is completed (Bandura, 1977), the successful
completion of a SHP can therefore be seen as an effective way of strengthening one’s selfefficacy so that future challenges will be met with a higher probability of success. This is
especially important in light of Smithers’ (2013) recent findings that drew attention to
motivational rollercoaster ride that L2 learners experience during their initial years of
learning.
From a more pragmatic angle, the data also reveals that SHPs create in students a
desire to learn. Student A revealed that in regards to typical English mid-term exam
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preparations he was prepared to spend up to five hours preparing, whereas with this
project he was willing to invest between twenty to thirty hours over the course of two
weeks to prepare for his presentation. In fact, his deep enjoyment and total commitment
to his SHP could be likened to what Csikezentmihalyi (1990) calls a flow state; a state in
which emotions and intrinsic motivation are combined to produce the optimal learning
experience for a student. Student B, who started the class amotivated, also demonstrated
a similar pattern of motivated behavior. He declared that because he enjoyed what he was
studying, he was willing to spend three times as much time acquiring the knowledge
necessary to complete this project than he would have if he had been preparing for a
typical mid-term test, and he felt that he retained what he had studied. These findings
validate similar findings from another study on PBL conducted in a tertiary setting with
EFL students by Matsubayashi and Kawamura (2013). Their findings revealed that
students enjoyed working on projects of their choosing because they were motivated to
learn, and, as a result, the students also discovered the cliché that the more you learn, the
more you realize how much you don’t know; and the more you realize how much you
don’t know, the more you will want to learn.

Limitations and Future Research
The results from this study were limited in that conclusions could not be made about why
the students tended to be overly critical of themselves and their abilities during selfevaluations. Is this truly a culturally specific phenomena? Also, is this something that can
be remedied by assessment training so that self-assessment scores can be a better indicator
of true abilities? Furthermore, research is needed to determine if assessment training can
prevent student bias towards perceived language proficiency.
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Conclusion
Teachers who are in agreement with the theory of autonomy in principle, but are not sure
what initiatives to take, or are lacking confidence to transition out of a traditionally
expository style of teaching may find that SHPs are a viable first step. As examined above,
SHPs are a fruitful teaching strategy that can re-motivate amotivated students and propel
motivated students into a flow state.
Furthermore, the results above concur with a growing trend in the literature that
shows how project work, like SHPs, allows students to be empowered in the learning
process so that students: one, commit more effort to learning; two, take responsibility for
the ultimate success or failure for their learning; and three, owing to a strengthening of
students’ senses of self-efficacy, become more motivationally secure to tackle
increasingly complex learning tasks.
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Appendix A
Presentation Rubric

Name:_________________
Student spoke only in English

/10

Pronunciation

/10

Voice and eye contact

/10

Presentation was interesting

/10

Presentation was easy to
understand

/10

Total

/50
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The Potential Impact of Guessing on
Monolingual and Bilingual Versions of the
Vocabulary Size Test
Kurtis McDonald
Kobe College
Abstract
This study explores the potential impact of guessing on monolingual English and
bilingual Japanese versions of the Vocabulary Size Test (VST; Nation & Beglar, 2007) in
order to better understand the estimates that these tests provide. Eight first-year Japanese
university students took 140-item versions of the VST modified to include an ‘I don’t
know’ option and, immediately after completion, participated in brief semi-structured
retrospective interviews about the reasoning behind the answers they selected on a sample
of self-identified unknown items. Findings indicate these learners employed a large
amount of both informed and uninformed guesses and that their guesses contributed to
higher vocabulary size estimates, with estimates garnered from the Japanese version of
the test showing a greater range of difference. The findings also suggest that informed
guesses are guided by both partial knowledge and test strategy use, with potentially useful
finer distinctions able to be identified.
Keywords: guessing, partial knowledge, test language, test strategy use, vocabulary
knowledge, Vocabulary Size Test

G

iven the key role that second language (L2) vocabulary knowledge plays in
L2 language proficiency (Nation & Webb, 2011), the ability to accurately
measure this knowledge is clearly of importance to both learners and their

instructors. The importance of vocabulary size, in particular, can be seen in the research
into vocabulary load and coverage requirements for unassisted reading comprehension.
Following Hu and Nation’s (2000) determination that knowledge of at least 98% of the
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words in an authentic written text is likely required for unassisted reading, Nation’s (2006)
analysis of the vocabulary loads of authentic written texts demonstrated that knowledge
of 8,000 to 9,000 of the most frequently used English word families would be required to
read newspapers and novels without support. For instructors, understanding how L2
learners’ vocabulary sizes compare to such benchmarks can be used to inform decisions
on the suitability of texts for language study as well as frequency levels of words to target
for study (Nation, 2013; Nguyen & Nation, 2011).
The desire to adequately measure vocabulary size has spurred the development of
many different tests to this end over the years, each with its own advantages and
disadvantages (for a more detailed discussion, see Milton, 2009). The Vocabulary Size
Test (VST; Nation & Beglar, 2007) is one test that has received a great deal of attention
since its introduction. Intended to efficiently measure written receptive knowledge of the
most frequently used 14,000 word families of English of the spoken section of the British
National Corpus (BNC), the original version of the VST tests knowledge of 140 randomly
sampled words, 10 from each 1000-word level. Each word is presented in a simple, nondefining sentence along with four possible definitions as multiple-choice options.
Vocabulary size estimates are produced by multiplying the total number of correct
answers by 100. Although Beglar (2010) presented convincing Rasch-based validity
evidence for the original VST and Nation (2013) considered it to be “proven, reliable, and
very practical” (p. 37), recent literature has identified a number of factors that users of
the test should consider for the test’s validity, reliability, and practicality to be maximized
in any particular testing context. Among the most discussed factors have been the
language in which the answer options should be presented (see Elgort, 2013; Karami,
2012; McDonald, 2014; Nguyen & Nation, 2011; Stewart, 2009) and the degree to which
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guessing is likely to be involved (see Stewart, 2014; Zhang, 2013).
The potential value of bilingual versions of the VST is one area that has rightly
received a great deal of attention in recent years. Bilingual versions present the answer
options in the first language (L1) of the test takers which, it is thought, allows for learners
of lower proficiency levels to better demonstrate any knowledge they have of an L2 word
without calling on the reading and grammatical skills required when the definitions are
presented only in the L2 (Nguyen & Nation, 2011). Although there are many factors to
consider, studies by Nguyen and Nation (2011), Karami (2012), and Elgort (2013) have
outlined many of the key characteristics of well-constructed bilingual versions of the VST
and Stewart (2009), Elgort (2013), and McDonald (2014) have shown that lower
proficiency learners do generally receive higher scores on bilingual versions of the VST
than on monolingual versions.
As a four-option, multiple-choice test, the potential influence of guessing is another
area of research that has been pursued in the literature. Although the VST was
intentionally created as a measure sensitive enough to detect partial and intuitive
knowledge (Nation, 2012; Nation & Webb, 2011), Stewart (2014) has questioned the
degree to which random, uninformed guessing might contribute to overestimations of
vocabulary size. To address such a concern, Zhang (2013) suggested that the use of an ‘I
don’t know’ option in concert with announced penalties for wrong guesses can improve
reliability, though he also advised that the testing purposes should ultimately inform the
degree of sensitivity sought.
Although valid, reliable, and practical measures of vocabulary size are needed,
previous research has offered more questions than answers in terms of these concerns
with the VST. By employing a mixed methods approach, this study seeks to provide initial
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answers to the following research questions as they relate to a comparison of the bilingual
Japanese VST with the original monolingual VST with a small sample of Japanese
university EFL learners:
1. How much do informed and uninformed guesses contribute to learners’
vocabulary size estimates on each version of the test?
2. What kind of information is used when learners make informed guesses?

Method
This small-scale, mixed methods study was carried out in order to follow up on previous
research by the author, outlined in McDonald (2014), which quantitatively compared the
responses of 133 Japanese first-year students from various departments at a small, private
women’s college in western Japan on full versions of both a bilingual Japanese VST
(administered in April) and the original monolingual English VST (administered in
September). In the current study, eight volunteers out of the original 133 participants
agreed to take the VST again in late January and to submit to semi-structured retrospective
interviews about the reasoning behind the answers they selected on a sample of selfidentified unknown items afterward. All of the participants had recently completed one
academic year of coursework with the author as their instructor at the time this research
was conducted.

Participants
Table 1 lists the participants’ pseudonyms, majors, average TOEIC Institutional Program
(IP) scores, April bilingual Japanese VST scores, September monolingual VST scores,
and the version of the test each was administered for this follow-up study conducted in
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January.
Table 1
Summary of Participant Information
Japanese

English

Assigned

VST

VST

VST

(April)

(Sept.)

(Jan.)

TOEIC (IP)
Participant

Major
Average

Sayo

English

625

83

71

Japanese

Shoko

English

598

81

78

English

Chika

English

595

83

76

English

Rio

Bioscience

443

83

69

Japanese

Ayami

English

440

74

65

Japanese

Yuri

Intercultural Studies

353

77

79

English

Reina

Bioscience

325

77

62

English

Natsuko

Music

308

65

55

Japanese

Note. The TOEIC (IP) scores listed represent the average from two administrations of the test conducted in
April and November. VST = Vocabulary Size Test, k = 140.

Instruments
Paper versions of the original monolingual English VST and the parallel bilingual
Japanese version of the same 140-item test (translated by Sasao and Nakata in 2010)
downloaded from Paul Nation’s website were used in this study. However, both versions
were modified to include a fifth answer option of ‘I don’t know’/‘ わ か り ま せ ん ’
[wakarimasen] on all items. The following example illustrates the same item from the
14,000-word-family frequency level as expressed on each version of the test.

Monolingual English version

Bilingual Japanese version

LIMPID: He looked into her limpid eyes.

LIMPID: He looked into her limpid eyes.

a.

clear

a.

澄んだ[sunda]

b.

tearful

b.

涙で
いっぱ
いの [namidade ippai no]

c.

deep brown

c.

こげ
茶色の [kogecha iro no]

d.

beautiful

d.

美しい [utsukushii]

e.

I don’t know

e.

わかりません[wakarimasen]
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Procedure
Besides the addition of the ‘I don’t know’ option, important changes were also made to
the testing procedure for the January administration of the test, which was conducted in
three passes. Unlike the previous test administrations in April and September, which
encouraged students to guess on items that they were unsure of, the participants of the
current study were explicitly instructed to select the ‘I don’t know’ option for any items
they did not know confidently, thus, constituting their first pass through the test.
Following completion of the test under these conditions, participants were then instructed
to return to all of the items which they had answered with ‘I don’t know’ and to select
what they felt to be the best answer from the original four options by circling it in red,
constituting a second pass through the test. After completing the test again under these
conditions, the participants were asked to return to all of the guessed items again and to
circle the item numbers for all of the items which they had chosen answers through
completely uninformed, random guessing for a third and final pass. All participants were
given as much time as needed to complete the test under these conditions.
After completing the modified test in three passes, each participant was
interviewed individually about the reasoning and thought processes that influenced their
second pass selection of guesses on items that they had originally identified as unknown.
Due to time constraints, each interview was limited to a selection of the highest frequency
guessed items, ranging from 20-40 items per individual. The questions were asked in
English though participants were informed that they could respond in English or Japanese.

Results
The responses on the modified versions of the tests administered in January were analyzed
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to take into account the three levels of self-perceived knowledge that the testing procedure
sought to distinguish. First, all of the participants’ responses (from both the first and
second passes through the test) were checked to establish a score with all guesses. This
score represents the total score that each participant would likely have gotten if they had
been initially encouraged to answer all items as they had done in previous administrations
of the tests in April and September. Next, all of the responses to items identified as
completely uninformed, random guesses during the participants’ third pass through the
test were removed so that scores based only on responses which the participants used selfperceived knowledge or informed guessing could be tabulated as each individual’s score
with only informed guesses. Finally, all guesses were removed from scoring, leaving only
the participants’ initial first-pass responses (based only on what was thought to be known
information), to tabulate each learner’s score without any guesses. The scores garnered
from each method of analysis are presented in Tables 2 and 3 below along with the
participants’ scores from the two previous times they took the VST in the same academic
year for the sake of comparison.

Table 2
Scores for Each Participant on Previous Administrations of the VST and the Modified Japanese VST
Modified Japanese VST (Jan.)
Participant

Japanese

English

VST

VST

(April)

Score With Only
Score With All

(Sept.)

Score Without
Informed

Guesses

Any Guesses
Guesses

Sayo

82

72

90

73

56

Rio

82

70

84

62

56

Ayami

75

64

89

63

49

Natsuko

65

55

73

61

36

Average

76

65.25

84

64.75

49.25

Note. VST = Vocabulary Size Test, k = 140.
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Table 2 shows each participant’s scores from earlier administrations of the tests as
well as the three scores able to be tabulated from the modified ‘I don’t know’ version of
the test administered in January. As you can see, the first student listed, Sayo, received an
82 on the Japanese version of the test in April, a 72 on the English version administered
in September, and a 90 on the modified Japanese version in January when all her
responses were included. When all of her self-identified random guesses were removed,
her score was 73. After all guesses were removed from scoring, her score fell to 56.
Similar trends can be seen in the scores of the three other participants who took the
modified Japanese version.
Table 3
Scores for Each Participant on Previous Administrations of the VST and the Modified English VST
Modified English VST (Jan.)
Participant

Japanese

English

VST

VST

(April)

Score With Only
Score With All

(Sept.)

Score Without
Informed

Guesses

Any Guesses
Guesses

Shoko

80

77

75

62

53

Chika

84

75

73

62

49

Yuri

77

79

70

56

44

Reina

76

61

63

57

37

Average

79.25

73.00

70.25

59.25

45.75

Note. VST = Vocabulary Size Test, k = 140.

Table 3 presents the same matrix of information for the four participants who took
the modified English version of the VST in January. The first student listed, Shoko,
received an 80 on the Japanese version of the test in April, a 77 on the English version
administered in September, and a 75 on the modified English version in January when all
her responses were included. When all of her self-identified random guesses were
removed, her score was 62. After both her informed and uninformed guesses were
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completely removed from scoring, her score fell to 53. Again, comparable trends can be
seen in the scores of the other participants listed.
A simple comparison of the different scores able to be compiled when all
responses are counted, when only informed guesses are counted, and when no guesses of
any kind are counted demonstrates the great disparities among the participants’ scores on
the modified versions of both tests administered in January. These differences are
particularly striking when the vocabulary size estimates are calculated by multiplying
each score by 100 as the design of the VST stipulates. For the four participants who took
the modified bilingual version of the test, the vocabulary size estimates garnered range
from an average of 8,400 word families when all responses are counted, to an average of
6,475 when answers based on self-professed knowledge and informed guesses were
added together, to an average of 4,925 when only answers based on self-professed
knowledge were scored, thereby eliminating all self-identified guesses of any kind.
Expressed in a different way, the participants who took the modified bilingual version of
the test could increase their scores by an average total of 41% through guessing, with
roughly 23% attributable to informed guessing of some kind and 18% due to random
chance through completely uninformed guessing. The average scores from the four
participants who took the modified English version of the test followed a similar trend,
though the overall range was not as large. When all correct answers on the modified
English version were counted, the average vocabulary size estimate was 7,025 word
families for these participants, compared to 5,925 when limited to items answered based
on self-professed knowledge and informed guessing and 4,575 when all guesses were
excluded. In terms of percentages, the participants who took the modified English version
of the test could increase their scores by an average total of 35% through guessing, with
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16% of that attributable to some kind of strategic guessing and 19% due to uninformed
guessing.
Figures 1 and 2 present visual representations of the trends for each of the three
scoring methods for both versions of the modified tests administered in January. As with
the overall mean scores, the mean scores at each frequency level vary quite substantially
and this disparity generally gets larger as word family frequency decreases, especially for
the modified version of the bilingual Japanese test.

Figure 1. Mean number of correct responses at each frequency list level for each method of scoring the
modified bilingual Japanese Vocabulary Size Test (n = 4, k = 140).
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Figure 2. Mean number of correct responses for each frequency list level for each method of scoring the
modified monolingual English Vocabulary Size Test (n = 4, k = 140).

The follow-up interviews conducted with the participants immediately after
completing the modified versions of the VST administered in January revealed that a wide
range of information was called upon to help learners make informed guesses. In
particular, information that can be attributed to partial knowledge and test strategy use
was clearly identified in these interviews. In what follows, a few of the finer distinctions
within each of these categories are illustrated with quotations from the learners; the words
in brackets have been added for clarity.

OSAKA JALT JOURNAL VOL 2 | June 2015

54

McDonald: The Potential Impact of Guessing on Monolingual and Bilingual Versions of
the Vocabulary Size Test

Partial knowledge-informed guesses
Several degrees of partial knowledge can be identified in the interview data. One
interesting distinction that can be drawn here is between true and false partial knowledge.
Two excerpts from Sayo’s interview might help illustrate the chief distinction here. When
asked to explain the reasoning behind her correct guess of the word ‘lonesome,’ Sayo’s
reply shows that true partial knowledge of a word partly guided her response.

Interviewer:

…Why did you pick C [孤独な (kodokuna)]?

Sayo:

Umm, lonely, so, from lonely, I guess C.

Interviewer:

Mm-hmm. You know the Japanese word means lonely but you don’t know this word?

Sayo:

Yeah.

However, with her informed guess of the word ‘jug,’ she employed false partial
knowledge that, nonetheless, still directed her to select the correct answer.

Interviewer:

…Why did you pick A [水入れ (mizu-ire) ]?

Sayo:

…so, uh, ‘jug’, uh, ‘jug-cuzzi’…uhh, so ofuro/jug-cuzzi [Jacuzzi].

Interviewer:

I see.

Sayo:

Yeah.

Interviewer:

So you had a different word…

Sayo:

Yes, I thought water so I choose, chose A.

Another key distinction able to be identified among all informed guesses based
on partial knowledge concerns responses which learners made based on “a feeling,” “an
image,” or “an impression;” what could all be classified as intuition. An excerpt from
Chika’s interview illustrates how learners’ intuitions can help narrow answer options in a
way that might be helpful, even if it doesn’t always lead to the correct answer. This can
be seen with reasoning she employed with ‘nil.’
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Interviewer:

…Why did you pick A [very bad]?

Chika:

Eto, uh, in my opinion, [the letter] ‘N’ have bad image, so I chose “very bad”.

However, faulty intuitions can just as easily lead learners astray, as can be seen in the
explanation Chika offers for her incorrect answer for ‘jug.’

Interviewer:

…Why did you pick D [a weapon that explodes] for ‘jug’?

Chika:

Eto, huh, mmm…uh, my image, ‘jug’ is weapon.

Test strategy-informed guesses
The data uncovered through the interviews also makes it clear that conscientious learners
utilize a number of test strategies as they strive to identify what they consider to be the
best answers to items with words that are completely unknown or only partially known.
An example from Yuri’s interview shows how even the ostensibly decontextualized
sentences in which target words are presented can yield clues which learners can use to
guide them to certain answers. Here, Yuri explains how she used the item sentence stem
provided for the word ‘drawer,’ “The drawer was empty,” to inform her correct answer
selection.

Interviewer:

…Why did you pick A [sliding box]?

Yuri:

Uh, ‘empty’ is ‘karappo’…so…‘box’.

Other instances show how learners replace the target word with the answer options in
order to judge their potential suitability and eliminate distractors from the selection
process, as the following excerpt from Shoko’s interview illustrates.

Interviewer:

The next guess was [Third 1000] #9 [rove] and you picked A [getting drunk]…

Shoko:

Uh, from the sentence.

Interviewer:

He couldn’t stop roving?
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Shoko:

I cut B and D.

Interviewer:

I see. Why did you cut those?

Shoko:

Mmm. I don’t think he couldn’t stop “working hard”…haha. I think ‘roving’ is negative.

Discussion
The contribution of informed and uninformed guesses to vocabulary size estimates on
each version of the test
Examining the three very different vocabulary size estimates garnered from the
administration of the modified versions of VST illustrates just how much of an impact
guessing can have on the scores that result. Indeed, the estimates varied dramatically for
the modified bilingual version of the test, from an average high of 8,400 word families
assumed to be known when all correct guesses were included to an average low of 4,925
word families when all correct guesses were excluded, a difference of 3,475 word families.
Viewed in terms of Nation’s (2006) vocabulary load and coverage figures, the high end
of these estimates suggests vocabulary sizes sufficient for reading authentic newspaper
articles at 98% coverage while the low end implies that these learners would require
perhaps several more years of study before being able to read authentic newspaper articles
without assistance. The estimates from the modified English version also varied
substantially from an average high of 7,025 word families assumed to be known when all
correct guesses were counted to an average low of 4,575 word families known when they
were not, a difference of 2,450 word families.
Of more particular interest regarding the construct of written receptive vocabulary
knowledge are the differences in scores when items answered correctly due to informed
guessing of some kind are distinguished from those answered correctly due to random,
uninformed guessing on both versions of the test. Of the average word family increases
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in the estimates garnered from the bilingual Japanese version when all correct guesses are
counted, 1,925 word families can be attributed to some form of informed guessing on the
Japanese version, compared to the 1,100-word-family increase found with the English
version. These figures can also be compared to the degree of successful self-professed
uniformed guessing determined to be roughly 1,550 word families on the Japanese
version and 1,350 on the English version.
The moderate differences exhibited between the two versions suggest that the
participants were able to employ more partial and strategic knowledge to respond
correctly to items on the bilingual version of the VST than on the monolingual version.
This finding would seem to support the view that the bilingual Japanese version likely
does measure vocabulary size with a finer degree of sensitivity than the monolingual
English version, at least with learners of certain proficiencies. However, further analysis
of the bilingual Japanese version is needed before its validity can be assumed.

The information used when learners make informed guesses
The interview data collected in this study suggests that a wide range of reasoning, based
on both accurate and inaccurate assumptions related to vocabulary knowledge, intuition,
and testwiseness, underpinned the informed guessing employed by the learners
interviewed. Closer analysis of the interview data revealed that the participants utilized
both partial knowledge and test strategies extensively when making informed guesses on
both versions of the VST. Within both of these general categories, several finer
distinctions could be identified. True partial knowledge, false partial knowledge, and
intuition were found to inform guesses based on partial knowledge while context clues
interpreted from the item sentence stems, answer option substitution, and distractor
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evaluation/elimination were seen as evidence of the use of test strategies.

Limitations
Several limitations of this study are worth noting. First, the eight participants who
volunteered to participate in this study might not be representative of the broader
population, especially of students who strongly dislike English or lengthy English tests.
Next, the bilingual Japanese version of the VST used in this study has not undergone the
same degree of rigorous piloting and validation that the monolingual English version has.
Finally, there were several shortcomings in the way the interviews were conducted. These
shortcomings include general problems in communicating questions and answers due to
language barriers between myself and the learners, a lack of follow-up questions into how
well items and answer options were understood and what combination of information
may have been used to narrow choices before guesses were ultimately made, and the
incompleteness in the interview data due to the decision to limit the discussion of guessed
items by time rather than ensuring that all guessed items were covered.

Conclusion
This study found evidence which suggests that a large amount of guessing can be expected
by Japanese university EFL students of lower to intermediate English proficiency levels
taking full, 140-item bilingual Japanese and monolingual English versions of the VST
when they are compelled to answer all items. A comparative analysis of the test and
interview data collected in this study further intimates that guessing may have more of an
impact on increasing scores on the bilingual Japanese version of the test, presumably due
to the learners’ abilities to better understand and evaluate the answer options in their L1.
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While this suggests the bilingual Japanese version may indeed be a more sensitive
measure of vocabulary size, more in-depth research with a wider range of learner
proficiency levels represented is needed.
The preliminary investigation into the kind of information used when making
informed guesses conducted in this study allowed for finer distinctions of informed
guessing to be identified as true partial knowledge, false partial knowledge, and intuition.
More robust research in this area, as well as that of test strategy use, is also called for.
Although there are several limitations to this study, it is believed that the findings it
suggests may help spur on further research into the range of factors that may affect the
administration of measures of English vocabulary size with native speakers of Japanese.
In the meantime, it is hoped that this study, along with the growing body of research on
the VST, can at least make users of this test more aware of the range of issues and options
involved in administering it and in analyzing and interpreting the vocabulary size
estimates it can produce.
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Abstract
The authors studied the effects of student blogging on participation in two English for
specific purposes (ESP) courses designed for first-year university medical students. The
students were divided into two online groups: a class blog (CB) group where learners
were encouraged to read and respond to others’ posts, and a personal blog (PB) group in
which students wrote and reflected individually. Both groups followed a similar
procedure of writing a timed blog post in class and then were assigned to either write a
response to another blog post or write a follow-up to their own entry from class as a
homework assignment. Participation, or the number and frequency of homework entries
written, was found to be significantly higher in the CB group, with 75 percent of the
students participating actively. Whereas in the PB group, participation was marginal, with
80 percent of the students either not participating or sporadically participating.
Furthermore, the authors found that online discussions via blogs fostered critical thinking
by giving the learners opportunities to express and support their opinions as well as read
and understand multiple views. The results of the study highlight the importance of social
interaction in L2 writing and reinforce existing research on the effect that it has on L2
computer-mediated communication (Kitade, 2000; Ortega, 1997; Wu, Yen, & Marek,
2011).
Keywords: L2 writing, computer-assisted language learning, blogging

I

t is important for L2 instructors to incorporate activities that promote participation
while directing students toward becoming more autonomous learners. Given this,
more and more language teachers are integrating technology into their curricula in
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an attempt to reach this goal. However, technology alone is not the answer. How
technology is implemented plays an even greater role, as Stockwell (2012) declares,
“Technology does not inherently facilitate language learning, but rather, it is how
technology is used that dictates whether or not language learning occurs through its use”
(p. 87). With that in mind, this study sought to compare the effectiveness of class and
personal blogs.

Background
L2 Blogging
Research on L2 blogging has shown that it can have a positive impact on L2 writing
development (Armstrong & Retterer, 2008; Vurdien, 2012; Wu, 2006). However, rather
than providing a comprehensive overview of the advantages of blogging over traditional
writing activities, the authors have determined four specific benefits which are relevant
to this study: 1) decreased anxiety, 2) improved motivation, 3) increased learner autonomy,
and 4) enhanced critical thinking.
Many studies have demonstrated the influence that learner anxiety and perceived L2
competence can have on students’ willingness to communicate (Baker & MacIntyre,
2000; MacIntyre, 1994; Yashima, 2002). Therefore, it is critical for L2 learners to be
comfortable whenever engaging in a communicative task. According to Miura and
Yamashita (2004), blogging provides students with a safe outlet to express themselves,
thereby leading to empowerment and learning. Citing a study by Nagel and Anthony
(2009), Nepomuceno (2011) reinforces this claim, “blogs can potentially boost the
affective domain of learners, making them perceive writing not as a dreaded class activity
but as a means to help express emotions and ideas,” (p. 97).
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In a study involving six L2 French learners, Kissau, McCullough, and Pyke (2010)
found that online second language learning could decrease learner anxiety as well as
promote willingness to communicate, especially among weaker students. Giving students
time to prepare their responses, lower-level learners were able to understand the topic of
discussion and contribute more than in face-to-face settings where interactions take place
synchronously. In other words, the online interactions “leveled the playing field” (Kissau
et al., 2010, p. 286) by enhancing the confidence of the less proficient students and giving
them equal opportunities to communicate.
At the motivational level, Lee (2010, 2011) notes that blogs help foster positive
attitudes by encouraging learners to read and respond to other student entries. In Lee’s
(2011) study, 16 American university students participated in Spanish language blogs
while studying abroad for a semester in Spain. The participants of the study contributed
to three types of blogs: personal blogs, a class blog, and a project blog which incorporated
both teacher-assigned and free-topic discussions.
Lee (2011) found that many of the learners worked together to construct knowledge
and critically reflect upon their experiences abroad. Therefore, not only were they able to
develop their writing skills, but they also were able to gain a sense of community through
blogging. Similarly, Dizon (2013) illustrated that a class blog can develop into an online
community, thus supporting L2 writing through collaborative dialogue.
Increased learner autonomy is another oft-cited benefit of blogging. Iida (2009)
explains that blogging is an effective task for L2 students, “not simply because it provides
additional opportunities to study the language, but because it encourages them to be
autonomous” (p. 6). Likewise, Lee (2011) found that blogging fostered learner autonomy
through self-regulation and self-management. However, Little (1996) suggests that social
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interaction is critical in order for learner autonomy to be developed. As a result, it is
important to place learners in contexts where they can meaningfully communicate with
others.
Mynard (2007) looked at the effect that blogging had on learner autonomy in a study
involving 26 female Japanese EFL students studying abroad in the UK. Although
participation in the personal blogs were completely voluntary and no guidelines were
given in terms of frequency or content, a majority of the students (85%) regularly wrote
on their blogs over a 12-week period. According to the results of her study, Mynard
concluded that the blogs helped the learners reflect on their own learning and provided
opportunities for them to become autonomous learners.
According to Zhang (2009), blogs “foster critical thinking by encouraging students
to evaluate what they read and write” (p. 68). In a study involving 41 L2 English learners,
Baker and Ismail (2009) found that the participants viewed blogging as a useful and
interesting way to improve their critical thinking skills. Fola-Adebayo (2014) also
examined students’ perceptions on the impact that blogging can have on the development
of critical thinking skills. One hundred questionnaires were randomly administered to
students who were enrolled in an English for academic purposes (EAP) course that
incorporated blogging at a university in Nigeria. Seventy-six students responded to the
questionnaire, with over three-fourths of them (76%) indicating that blogging helped
them reflect and think critically about that they had learned in class. Based on the results
of the study, Fola-Adebayo (2014) determined that the learners in the study were able to
improve their thinking skills through a process of reflection, analyzing, and bonding.

Learner Participation and Behavior
The degree of participation students exhibit when using CALL is dependent on a variety
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of factors. As Desmarais, Duquette, Renié, and Laurier (1998) discovered, language
proficiency may play a large role in learner participation and behavior. In their study, they
tracked the behavior of students as they progressed through a multimedia program the
researchers developed called Vi-Conte. Rather than proceeding through the program as
the developers intended, Desmarais et al. (1998) determined that low-proficiency learners
tend to engage in disorganized behavior, i.e., non-linear progress, compared to learners
with higher levels of proficiency. Moreover, the authors found that college-age students,
such as the ones involved in the present study, were more likely to display disorganized
behavior as opposed to adult students. As a result, younger, less proficient students may
experience more difficulty using technology for language learning purposes, thus
resulting in lower levels of participation.
Technical capability also affects how students behave in CALL environments. While
today’s students may be proficient in daily computer tasks such as emailing, using search
engines, as well as interacting via social networks, they may not be able to apply the same
skills during CALL tasks. In a survey involving 911 university students in basic foreign
language programs, Winke and Goertler (2008) concluded that many students lack the
proficiency with or access to the specialized tools that are essential for CALL, including
working with advanced features in word-processing programs and maintaining a website.
They referred to this disparity as the personal versus academic/professional computer
literacy divide. Therefore, sufficient learner training is vital to successful implementation
of CALL in the classroom.

Research Question
Before deciding to implement CALL in the L2 classroom, teachers must determine
whether or not the activity is appropriate for the learners involved. In other words, would
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using CALL foster language learning in a meaningful way or would a traditional activity
suffice? Therefore, the authors' goal in this study was to discover the impact that class
blogging had on the students' participation, as defined by the number and frequency of
homework posts completed, compared to reflective writing via individual student blogs.

Participants
The participants were composed of two intact ESP classes of first-year medical students
at a university in western Japan. Both the class blog (CB) and personal blog (PB) groups
met once a week at different times on different days using the same room. Both classes
were taught by the same instructor using the same syllabus, materials and activities, apart
from the types of blogs, which was the only differentiation between the two classes. The
study included a total of 67 participants, 29 in the CB group and 36 in the PB group.
While the learners were able to grasp the main ideas from most reading activities in the
textbook, e.g. medical charts and nurse-patient conversations, the teacher/researcher
observed that proficiency levels of both groups were quite low in regards to oral
production, with most students struggling to speak in the L2 when role-playing various
hospital scenarios or discussing medical issues. As a result, blogging was an effective
task because it gave the students opportunities to meaningfully participate in the
classroom. This is significant because some learners may not feel comfortable actively
participating in a traditional classroom environment. As Ortega (1997) argues, “students
that do not normally participate much in traditional classroom discussion seem to
dramatically increase their participation in the electronic mode” (p. 85).

Methodology
Students were given the same initial blog activity in each class: writing their opinion
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about a topic after watching a video and/or reading a short article on an individual blog
page. The topics that were chosen were the ones that ran parallel with course material.
For example, if students were studying cancer as part of their curriculum, the topic of
smoking was used as a blog activity. This was done to provide students with the language
terms and ideas necessary to reflect upon and respond to the topic in the English language.
Blogger was chosen as the website to be used for this task. It is a free blog hosting
service offered by Google. Students were introduced to the website from the first class
and made clearly aware of the outlines of the coursework. Students used randomly
assigned numbers instead of names in order to maintain anonymity. This design was
chosen to help lower student anxiety by “enabling learners to take risks in communication
that they may be less willing to take if their actual identity is known” (Stockwell &
Tanaka-Ellis, 2012, p. 77).
During the first three weeks, students were given explicit training and provided with
opportunities to familiarize themselves with the functions and features of the site because,
as Hubbard and Romeo (2012) state, learner training is key to student success with CALL
tools. “For students to be effective users of a computer tool or learning application, they
must first understand how to operate it and then become comfortable with its operation”
(Hubbard & Romeo, 2012, p. 45).
Student participation was tracked in both groups, which helped to identify the
students who were not actively participating in the blogs. These students were approached
about their non-participation. Specifically, the students from the PB group were reminded
to post comments about the class video or reading, while the students from the CB were
encouraged to post responses to their classmates' comments. After the third week, no
feedback or reminders on participation were given to the students. It was after these three
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weeks of training and practice that the researchers started collecting data from the blogs
for this study. Therefore, based on the definition put forth by Burchfield and Sappington
(1999) who describe participation as “the number of unsolicited responses volunteered”
(p. 290), any contributions made to the blogs after this point can be deemed as a form of
participation. As Rocca (2010) notes, participation may come in different forms, such as
student questions or responses, and may “take a few seconds or an extended period of
time” (p. 187). While quality is important, Rocca (2010) further states that it is much
more subjective, and, as a result, researchers and instructors are provided with
quantitative measures that can be more clearly defined.
Only 10 minutes were assigned for in-class writing on the blogs as the classes had
to maintain a strict schedule in regards to advancing through the curriculum. Students
were instructed that upon entering the classroom, they should turn on their computers and
create a new blog page for posting. After this, monitors were turned off and students were
given time for the topic activities. Upon finishing the activities, the instructor asked
students to turn on their computers and type their reactions/opinions to the topic. The use
of electronic dictionaries was discouraged, but allowed, with an emphasis placed on
writing fluency and output. The amount of time remaining was called out at every minute
mark so that students were aware of the time constraint to finish the activity.
The blog procedure was exactly the same in both classes. The difference was that
the students in the PB group were unable to view any post other than their own and were
given the homework assignment of continuing, expanding upon, or revising their original
blog post because the time constraints made it difficult for them to write detailed posts in
class. Therefore, the activity allowed the students to reflect upon their writing in order to
correct any errors and/or write any additional opinions on the topic that they were could
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not complete in class. Below are examples of an unedited in-class post and homework
post by Student 46. As the excerpts illustrate, there was a marked improvement in word
count and depth between the in-class post with the homework post.

•

In-class post: I think that Nuclear Energy Radiation is dangerous. Because
Nuclear Energy Radiation give us healthy damage. So, We should stop Nuclear
Energy.

•

Homework post: Radioactivity is terrible. It affect to people, plant and animals.
People will be sick on radioactivity. Plant is wither and vegetables don't grow
normally. Animals will be sick and people can't eat them. I think that must be take
measure against radioactivity of Fukushima nuclear power plant quickly.

The CB group had three subgroups, two consisting of ten students and one consisting
of nine. Students were able to view and comment on the posts of the other students they
shared a subgroup with. Students from all subgroups were given a homework assignment
of reading and responding to the post of at least one other student. It was posited by the
authors that the CB group would show the highest level of participation due to the socially
interactive nature of the homework assignment. Hester and Francis (2004) define social
interaction as “any situation in which a person produces an action addressed or directed
towards another and/or which invites or makes possible a response from another” (pp. 34). Based on this definition, the class blogs were an effective medium for social
interaction because they encouraged the students to share their opinions and respond to
each other’s posts.

Results and Discussion
Table 1 below shows the participation patterns (i.e., the number and frequency of
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homework posts written by the students in the class blogs). Four types of participation
were identified: non-participation, sporadic participation, active participation, and full
participation. Non-participation is defined as a complete lack of follow-up comments or
replies during the nine-week study. Sporadic participation is characterized by more than
one follow-up post but less than seven. Active participation is defined as a total of seven
or eight follow-up posts, with one entry posted weekly at least seven out of the nine weeks.
Full participation is defined as a minimum of one entry each week over the course of the
study.
Table 1
Class Blog Participation
Students %

# of posts %

Non-Participation

0

2

6.9

0

Sporadic Participation 6

20.7 26

11.2

Active Participation

13

44.8 123

52.8

Full Participation

8

27.6 84

36.0

Total

29

100

100

233

As Table 1 illustrates, active participation or full participation was demonstrated
by nearly three-fourths (72%) of the students in the class blogs. Non-participation was
fairly low, with only two students (7%) not posting in any of the nine weeks. Six students
fell into the sporadic participation category, accounting for approximately 20% of the
total number of students doing the class blogs. Also notable was the fact that the CB group
wrote more than twice the number of posts as the PB group (233 posts vs. 88 posts), even
though the CB group had fewer students (29 students vs. 36 students).
The class blogs encouraged not only participation, but also critical thinking.
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Although there is no authoritative definition of critical thinking, Long (2003) created a
list of abilities that are important to the process (based on Mayfield, 2001). The following
unedited exchange represents some of those skills, such as the capacity to “prepare
persuasive arguments using evidence” (p. 231), as illustrated by Student seven’s ability
to support an argument for euthanasia using the learner’s own personal experience.
Moreover, Student six sympathized with and ultimately accepted an opposing view. In
other words, the writer was able to “understand multiple perspectives” (p. 231).

S7: Assisted suicide is OK. Because I think that it is help peole by the pain. My
grandfather is died by the lung cancer. He is very painful. I did not see him. I think
that people want to no pain died. So I agree this thinking.
S2: I agree. I think this idea is Ok. Your grandfather was very hard... Suffer from pain, is
unpleasant.
S6: I thought not good Assited Sucide. Becouse Assisted Sucide is help by the pain but
Assited Sucide is kill human. But I read your opinion and my opinion was changed.

The anonymity provided by the blogs also allowed the students to share strong
opinions with one another, even if those views were in disagreement with others. As
Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986) assert, negative evaluation from peers is a major
source of anxiety among L2 learners. However, according to Pasfield-Neofitou (2012),
the anonymity often provided in computer-mediated communication (CMC) can
encourage students to exchange their thoughts with their peers. They posit that
“anonymity in CMC can have positive effects, such as giving learners more confidence
to participate than they may have in face-to-face communication” (p. 101). As the
unedited example below illustrates, this was evident in the class blogs where the learners
were able to openly disagree with each other without fear of negative or upsetting
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responses from the other blog participants:
S28: I think abortion is ok. Because bring up child is not easy. If women is poor, they may
not enough child care. That is not happy for child.
S26: I don't think so. Because if have an abortion, we lose one life. So, we have to give
this problem more careful consideration.

Table 2
Personal Blog Participation
Students %
Non-Participation

21

# of posts %

58.4 0

0.0

Sporadic Participation 8

22.2 29

33.0

Active Participation

4

11.1 31

35.2

Full Participation

3

8.3

28

31.8

Total

36

100

88

100

Despite having more participants, active participation was significantly lower in the
PB group (see Table 2), with only four students posting between seven to eight follow-up
comments. Similarly, considerably fewer students (three) participated every week. As a
result, non-participation and sporadic participation made up for 80 percent of the
participation in the PB group. These results correspond with Lee’s (2010, 2011) findings
that social interaction promotes participation by encouraging students to respond to
other’s blog posts.
These results show that the class blogs promoted student participation by allowing
the learners to communicate in a meaningful setting with their peers. While participation
in the PB group was quite low, participation in the CB group was high, with the majority
of the students either actively or fully participating in the weekly homework assignments.
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In addition, due to the anonymity provided by the blogs, the students in the CB group
were able to improve their critical thinking skills though online discussions without
having to worry about negative evaluations from their peers.

Conclusion
Class blogging is clearly more effective than a traditional task such as individual
reflective writing. Furthermore, the class blogs helped support critical thinking by giving
the students opportunities to share their experiences, support their views, and critically
reflect on a variety of pertinent topics with others. However, as previously mentioned, the
students experienced difficulties using the blogging software for language learning
purposes. Even simple tasks such as logging in proved problematic for some, which led
to the training period being extended two additional weeks beyond the initial orientation
class for the blog. Therefore, discovering how learner training might affect student
participation in a CALL environment would be a worthwhile avenue of study.
This study has several limitations. It is based solely on a group of medical students
at one university in western Japan. Also, questionnaires were not administered to gain a
more complete picture of how social interaction via the class blogs affected participation.
Moreover, additional factors such as technical capability, Internet access, and gender may
have influenced the results of the study. Therefore, future research could employ surveys
along with other methods to better measure the effect of social interaction on student
participatory patterns.
This study underscores the importance of social interaction on student participation
and contributes to previous findings on the positive impact that it can have in the context
of L2 CMC (Kitade, 2000; Ortega, 1997; Wu, Yen, & Marek, 2011). Although the learners
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received instruction from the same teacher with the same materials and activities, it was
the collaborative element of the blogs that fostered participation in one group, while a
lack of social interaction influenced poor participation in the other.
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Standardized Testing in University
Damien Healy
Osaka Institute of Technology
Abstract
This paper will look at a growing trend in Japanese universities where first and second
year students are required to study TOEIC listening and reading skills in compulsory oral
English classes. With globalization a key word for Japanese universities nowadays, the
idea of teaching first and second year students an internationally recognized standardized
test will seem appealing to more Japanese universities. Therefore, a critical look at
standardized testing, which is what the TOEIC test is, will be given. It will be shown that
both validity and reliability are essential if a test is to be considered accurate in what it is
meant to do. The TOEIC test has a degree of reliability, but the test lacks validity. Other
problems associated with this test will be described such as teachers being forced to teach
to the test and it will be posited that such passive skills used in the test do not help students
improve their active skills. The paper will also show that TOEIC literature has
overestimated the tests abilities, showing that TOEIC scores are not as accurate as they
appear to be. It is suggested that if Japanese students are to become truly global citizens,
universities need to allow students to spend more time learning and practicing active
English activities in compulsory oral English classes.
Keywords: TOEIC, standardized testing, validity, reliability

T

ests are of the upmost importance to help make rational educational decisions
because they not only provide us with information about students’ abilities,
but they also allow us to measure students’ proficiencies in a subject, discover

how much of a courses’ objectives students have mastered, and see students’ strengths

and weaknesses, which allow us to work with students on areas that they need
improvement on. Consequently, this begs the question of which test to use in compulsory
EFL classes at a university. Obviously, the type of test that is chosen will depend on the
kind of information being sought.
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Powers (2010), suggests that the Test of English for International Communication
(TOEIC) is a valid test in that it “measures a person’s ability to communicate in English
in the context of daily life and the global workplace environment using key expressions
and common, everyday vocabulary” (pp. 1-2). Based on this statement by Powers, it can
be inferred that this test is designed for both business and lay people, and that it will help
all people communicate through English. However, Wilson (1993), informs us that the
TOEIC test was designed to measure workers’ English language skills used in
international corporations, not lay people. Bresnihan (2013) posits that the majority of
students who have not worked in international business will find the contexts and contents
difficult to understand, and this will lead to students feeling demotivated in their oral
English classes. Long (2014), concludes that even students with high TOEIC scores are
not ready to communicate orally in rapid and complicated interactions and negotiations,
suggesting that the TOEIC Listening and Reading test does not help students improve
their active communicative abilities, which an oral English class should be helping
students acquire and improve.
This paper concurs with Wilson, Bresnihan, and Long’s findings which suggest
that the TOEIC Listening and Reading test might not be the best use of time for a
compulsory first year oral English university class. Furthermore, this paper demonstrates
that the TOEIC test lacks validity. It is not a test of communicative ability, only one of
passive comprehension, which means that for teachers who are forced to teach to the test,
the amount of time given to useful communicative exercises in the classroom is reduced.
In addition, Cihi and Culligan (2011) tell us that the TOEIC test uses low frequency
vocabulary which students will probably not encounter during their four years at
university, and, therefore, Nation and Waring (1997) suggest students will not be able to
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retain them by the time they graduate. Furthermore, by the time first grade students have
graduated, the test scores will no longer be valid as TOEIC scores are only considered
valid for two years.
So as to bring clarity to the complexity of standardized testing, this paper begins
with a brief history of testing. This is followed by an examination of standardized testing
and the importance of test validity and reliability. Due to the high acceptance TOEIC
enjoys as a standardized test in Japan, this paper continues its examination of standardized
testing by scrutinizing the TOEIC test in relation to its validity and reliability to determine
the impact of TOEIC testing at Japanese universities.

History of Testing
The earliest known assessment program, according to Odendahl (2011), was carried out
in 210 B.C.E. by the Han dynasty for “civil service examination that assessed both
scholarship and military skills” (p. 2). These tests continued with many changes until
1905. Over time, the difficulties of testing–such as cheating or gaming the system–were
discovered. In Europe, testing was often done orally. Then, at the University of
Cambridge in the mid-1700s, a written examination was undertaken, and in the late 1790s
a numerical score was introduced as opposed to the older system of either pass or fail. In
1845, Horace Mann, suggested introducing written examinations with an allotted time,
making the examination more objective and helping to make teachers accountable for
their students’ results. In the mid-1890s, Dr. Rice introduced statistical methods into the
scrutiny of curricula and teaching methods.
According to Odendahl (2011), Galton and Pearson were interested in “using
quantitative techniques to classify observations of traits and investigate human
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development systematically” (p. 5). They used distribution curves, percentiles, the
computation of correlations, and the concept of statistical significance; all for the
quantitative study of material.
Between 1900 and 1917, schools in the United States embraced the idea of
measuring students’ intelligence because many students were failing existing school tests.
With this tool, students could be streamed into different classes according to their IQ test
scores, making it more efficient for teachers and students to succeed. In 1914, Frederick
J. Kelly introduced a method to make reading tests easier to score, less time-consuming,
and more precise; these were multiple choice and short-answer items. These methods
improved efficiency and reduced costs and subjectivity in scoring. However, some
opponents to these standardized tests suggested that they, “restricted assessment to factual
information and thus led to curricular emphasis on superficial memorization” (Odendahl,
2011, p. 13). Nowadays, this occurs in Japanese junior and senior high schools, as
standardized tests are widely used in English lessons, thus restricting students’ abilities to
communicate in English. In fact, standardized tests are used in most educational systems
worldwide today and can be referred to as norm-referenced tests. Some of these tests,
such as the TOEIC test, do not help with communicative language acquisition because,
as Canale and Swain (1980) inform us, there needs to more to a test than simply measuring
grammatical competence; there also needs to be a sociolinguistic and strategic
competence component.

Standardized Tests
Standardized tests are the quintessential norm-referenced tests, and, according to
Bachman (1990), are comprised of three characteristics:
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First, standardized tests are based on a fixed, or standard content, which does not
vary from one form of the test to another. Second, there are standard procedures
for administering and scoring the test, which do not vary from one administration
of the test to the next. Finally, standardized tests have been thoroughly tried out,
and through a process of empirical research and development, their
characteristics are well known (p. 74).
We can see how students perform on these types of test by contrasting their score with
the scores of a given group, or norm. The norm group (NR) is a large group of individuals
who are similar to the individuals for whom the test is designed. The NR is given the test
and then the characteristics or norms of this group’s performance are used as reference
points for interpreting the performance of other students who take the test.
Dörnyei (2007) tells us that “if we have a sufficiently big sample size, the
characteristics of the people in the group will approach a very special pattern termed
‘normal distribution’” (p. 27). Within the sample, a few people will attain a very high or
low value with most of the people clustered around the middle or average range. This
gives us a bell-shaped curve, and it has been shown that the greater the sample, the more
normal the distribution and regular the curve becomes. Dörnyei (2007) goes on to tell us
that with the bell-shaped curve “it has unique properties upon which it is possible to build
a whole range of mathematical procedures that have led to the development of statistics”
(p. 28).
Standardized tests measure students’ general educational skill development in
learning outcomes on a national basis, and they highlight the strengths and weaknesses
of students and facilitate comparisons between students’ general level of achievement and
ability. However, they do not measure broader analytical, evaluative, communicative or
persuasive skills. These are the skills that should be taught at university, as students have
very little experience using these skills in junior and senior high school. Also,
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standardized test results can be misused, for example, by branding a university or teacher
as below standard (Shortt, 2014). Thus, it is important to carefully consider to what
concepts are key for choosing a test.

Key Concepts of Testing
Hughes (1989) explains that tests should be created which “consistently provide accurate
measures of precisely the abilities in which we are interested” (p. 6). To achieve this goal,
a test has to have validity—construct validity, criterion-related validity, and content
validity—and reliability.

Construct Validity
Bachman & Palmer (1996) explain that this “pertains to the meaningfulness and
appropriateness of the interpretations that we make on the basis of test scores” (p. 21).
We must be able to justify the interpretations we make about test scores; not simply argue
that they are valid. To reach this goal, we must be able to demonstrate that the test scores
relate to the area that we intend on testing and very little else. So, to show this evidence,
we must define the construct we want to measure. According to Hughes (1989), a
construct is an ability or a trait which is hypothesized in a theory. It is a specific definition
of an ability that provides the basis for a given test or test task and for interpreting scores
derived from this task. Therefore, construct validity refers to the extent to which we can
interpret a given test score as an indicator of the abilities we want to measure. Mackey
and Gass (2005) suggest “construct validity can be enhanced when multiple estimates of
a construct are used” (p. 108). So, to have only one construct in a test can possibly skew
the test score interpretations. Also, construct validity test score interpretations should be
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able to be generalized so that not only interpretation of the present cohort is possible, but
the results can be generalized for other cohorts too.

Criterion-Related Validity
Criterion-related validity is when we compare the test scores in our test with a wellestablished test which is measuring the same construct. If there is a good correlation
between the two sets of scores, we can then say that our test has been demonstrated to
have criterion-related validity. There are two kinds of criterion-related validity:
concurrent validity and predictive validity.

Concurrent Validity
Concurrent validity is when the test and the criterion are administered at about the same
time. For example, when an oral interview of at least thirty minutes is required in order
to test all of the grammar studied through a semester and time constraints limit the time
available for oral examinations to ten minutes, a random selection of students should take
the longer thirty-minute test followed by the shorter ten-minute test. If there is a high
level of agreement between the scores, then the shorter test can be considered valid and
subsequently implemented to test the remaining students.

Predictive Validity
This looks at the degree to which a test can predict a test-takers future performance.
Placement tests have predictive validity. A student is placed in a certain class because it
is presumed that the score attained on the placement test shows the abilities of that student
and how they will perform in the future. The sole purpose of placement tests are to make
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the teaching environment better for all concerned, as it is thought best to keep students
with similar abilities together in one class.

Content Validity
A test has content validity if the test has a representative sample of the structures with
which it is meant to be testing. Tests which contain a proper sample of the relevant
structures should correspond to the test specifications which will be drawn up at the
beginning of test construction. The test specifications should relate to what was actually
taught in the classes. Sometimes test specifications are written which only cover the easy
parts to test. However, it is important to cover all the areas of study; otherwise a negative
backwash effect will occur where students ignore the areas not tested. Content validity is
very important. The greater the content validity, the more likely the test will accurately
measure what it is intended to measure.

Reliability
A test is reliable if it measures consistently. If a group takes an identical or near identical
test and consistently achieves similar results, then the test can be considered reliable
(Huerta-Macías, 2002; Mackey & Gass, 2005; Richards & Renandya, 2002). Reliability
is an essential quality of test scores. Without it, the scores cannot provide us with
information about the ability we want to measure. It is possible to quantify the reliability
of a test in the form of a reliability coefficient. This allows us to compare the reliability
of different tests. The ideal reliability coefficient is one. This means that the exact same
score will be achieved by a group regardless of when it happens to be administered. This
is impossible because three factors affect test reliability: 1) test method facets; 2) personal
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attributes; and 3) random factors. On the other hand, a coefficient of zero would mean
there was no reliability to the test. The most important factor in setting a minimum
acceptable level of reliability is the purposes for which the test is intended. If the test is a
high-stakes one, then the reliability should be very high; if a low-stakes test, then the
reliability can be lower. However, the test designer should always try to achieve as high
of a coefficient as possible. Bachman and Palmer (1996) suggest if the test construct is
relatively narrow then higher levels of reliability can be expected. Also, if the test tasks
are uniform in their characteristics, then higher levels of reliability can be expected. Lado
posits that “good vocabulary, structure and reading tests are usually in the .90 to .99 range,
while auditory comprehension tests are more often in the .80 to .89 range. Oral production
tests may be in the .70 to .79 range” (as cited in Hughes, 1989, p. 32). Bachman (1990)
argues that reliability and validity are not independent entities, but are complimentary,
and that “in order for a test score to be valid, it must be reliable” (p. 160).

The TOEIC Test
In an effort to produce a test that would reliably measure students’ language proficiency,
ETS (Educational Testing Services) introduced the TOEIC test in 1979. According to
ETS, “it directly measures the ability of non-native speakers of English to listen and read
in English in the global workplace” (2014b, para. 1), and has found popularity in Japan
due to the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s (MEXT)
declaration that English levels in Japan will improve if tests like the TOEIC test are
administered in secondary and tertiary education (MEXT, 2013). ETS (2014a) tell us that
52% of test takers for TOEIC listening and reading were full-time students in 2013 and
49% of Japanese test-takers were taking it for learning purposes, not for job applications
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or graduation, showing us that it is a popular test in schools and universities.
The TOEIC test taken by the majority of students is the Listening and Reading
test because, according to the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI; 2013),
this test is effective for developing business communication skills. The need for
globalization, and the fact that Japan’s English level is ranked 135th in the world and 27th
in Asia, have compelled the Japanese government to establish The Council on Promotion
of Human Resource for Globalization Development, which warns that it is imperative to
raise English standards if Japan wants to stay competitive with its rivals (“The Council
on Promotion,” 2011). As a result, the TOEIC test has become the means through which
universities are seeking to prepare graduates to become globally competitive.

Objectives of the TOEIC test
This test assesses English listening and reading skills, which are deemed important in the
workplace. In fact, the test creators, ETS (2014c), allude that listening skills developed
as a result of this test will help with “face-to-face communication, meetings,
videoconferencing, podcasts and telephone conversations” (para. 1), whereas the reading
skills developed will help with “emails, reports, newsletters and other forms of business
correspondence” (para. 1). Although the skills mentioned above suggest that
communicative abilities can be developed as a result of this test, only passive skills are
being tested, not active ones. ETS (2014c) also suggest that this test helps with
globalization development, which is what METI wants to promote, by informing us that
nearly 14,000 organizations in 150 countries throughout the world “trust the TOEIC test
to determine who has the English language skills to succeed in the global workplace”
(para. 3). Universities want to promote their institute and students as globalized and this
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is why the TOEIC test is becoming more popular. In fiscal 2013, ETS (2014d) tell us that
about 7 million people worldwide took TOEIC programs. Wilson (1989) suggests 80%
of TOEIC examinees are in Japan, and the 2013 report on test takers worldwide admit
that the vast majority of test takers are from Asia. Students who want to be able to function
in the global workplace are more likely to choose a university where such tests are
available. Also, Sarich (2014), informs us that Japanese companies are increasingly using
TOEIC as a measure of English ability in the consideration of hiring and advancement,
and, due to this, many universities have introduced TOEIC preparation courses into their
English curricula.

Uses of the test
This test is very popular in universities since the TOEIC test can be taken as an
Institutional Program, which means that the test can be taken at a time and location of the
university’s choosing. Add to this the fact that the test is reasonable and comes in three
different versions: one, the TOEIC Listening and Reading test for beginner to advanced
learners; two, the TOEIC Bridge test for beginner to intermediate level learners; and three,
the TOEIC Speaking and Writing test for intermediate to advanced students.
Some universities test their students twice to find out how the students have
progressed; once in their first year and again in their second year. However, this is a normreferenced test not a criterion-referenced test. Thus, it shows the test-takers abilities in
relation to other test-takers. It does not measure progress in instructional objectives,
which a criterion-referenced test would do. Therefore, it can be argued that such tests
should not be used as achievement tests (Brown, 1995; Gorsuch, 1997). Hughes (1989)
informs us that “criterion-referenced tests are often to be preferred, not least for the
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beneficial backwash effect they are likely to have” (p. 19). A university that relies on
these tests to measure their students’ progress may be mistaken. Some universities might
be persuaded to regularly implement the TOEIC test because ETS imply that it can
measure progress; as ETS data documents by showing how average scores increase with
every sitting of the test, thereby suggesting progress in English ability. Specifically, ETS
(2014a) tell us that in Japan 79% of test takers had previously taken the test and 49% had
taken it three or more times, so there is an unwritten rule in which students infer they can
get a higher score by simply taking the test more than once. Thus it seems that universities
are justified by having the students repeatedly take the TOEIC test. Unfortunately, these
results do not guarantee the reliability or validity of the test.

Validity in the TOEIC test
Powers (2010) suggests that when test takers are asked how well they can perform
language tasks, they give reasonably accurate self-assessments, which ETS refers to as
can-do reports, such as when using a Likert scale. When these can-do reports agree with
the test takers’ TOEIC score, it shows evidence for the validity of TOEIC scores. This
report is published by ETS leaving the results open to criticisms of bias. Bachman &
Palmer, 1988 (cited in Bachman, 1990, p. 148), discovered that asking test takers how
difficult different aspects of language use are for them is a much better indicator than
asking how well they can perform language tasks. Coombe (2002) brings up many issues
related to self-assessment in language such as an individual’s judgment being subject to
variables whose influence is difficult to establish. That is, extraneous factors affect the
accuracy of self-assessment. Furthermore, because validity, like reliability, depends on
systematic analysis, the question is raised as to whether short term self-assessments lend
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themselves to consistency. Self-assessment is great for developing autonomy and
promoting learning (Harris, 1997; Oscarson, 1989). However, it cannot be used to validate
a TOEIC score and therefore the TOEIC test. Blue (1988) found that self-assessment does
not measure language proficiency accurately, and Boud and Falchikov (1989) note that
over or under-assessment can happen. Matsuno (2009) also found this in a study
conducted in Japan where more able students assessed themselves at a lower level, and
low-level students assessed themselves above their real level. Mistar (2010) maintains
that to increase the validity and reliability of self-assessment, students need to be trained
in how to self-assess. Therefore, the claims that test takers self-assessment show evidence
for the validity of TOEIC scores is questionable.
Woodford (1982) informs us that 2,710 test takers were involved in the first TOEIC
test, of which 500 were selected to validate the test. They decided to use concurrent
validity by testing these 500 with the TOEFL test, which was already well-established.
Of these 500, only 100 participated in the validity test. This seems to be a rather small
number to validate a new test, considering that it is only 3.7% of the test takers. Woodford
goes on to tell us that the input for the validity tests, both in listening and reading, were
in English. However, questions were then asked in Japanese by a Japanese examiner and
the test takers were encouraged to respond in Japanese. Cunningham (2002) tells us that
this makes interpretation of the results and the construct validity of the test questionable,
since this is meant to be a test of communicative ability, not the ability to comprehend. It
should be noted that even though there is a Speaking and Writing TOEIC test, the majority
of students in Japan take the Listening and Reading test. ETS (2014d) inform us that
769,220 tertiary level students took the Listening and Reading test in 2013, and only 1,981
took the Speaking and Writing test.
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Woodford (1982) explains that with only passive skills being tested, we can also
interpret a test taker’s active skills through score interpretation. Also, ETS (2012b) states
that “TOEIC Listening and Reading tests are indirect measures of speaking and writing
proficiency” (p. 4). As was already stated, Long (2014) concluded that passive skills do
not correlate with active skills as well as ETS is suggesting. TOEIC can assess receptive
competency but it lacks validity in suggesting that it can assess communicative
competency.
Content validity, as mentioned earlier, is when a test accurately measures what it is
intended to measure. ETS’s claim that this test measures English communication skills in
a business context do not seem to be supported. It is highly unlikely that a reading test
can be classed as a genuine communicative skills test. It is definitely an important skill,
but does not support the content validity suggested by ETS, and, therefore, the test results
and validity should be considered suspect.

Reliability in the TOEIC test
ETS (2012a) suggest that the TOEIC test is a highly reliable test shown to be within 25
points for one Standard Error of Measurement. However, the report also mentions that
this is true only two thirds of the time. Cunningham (2002) informs us that 99%
confidence in the score will increase the original 25 points to 63.5 points for one standard
error of measurement, lessening the test’s reliability.
TOEIC reliability is achieved by having a clearly organized test with clear
instructions and non-culturally based inputs. Also, because this is a multiple-choice test
which is scored using a computer, it shows high reliability. In Japan, there is a glut of
books on the market, and there are many language schools that help students increase
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their scores by becoming test wise. Test takers are taught how to improve their test scores
by learning techniques that allow them to intelligently guess the correct answers to
unknown questions. This suggests an avenue for further study would be to see if test
takers that focus solely on learning test taking techniques to improve their overall score
can accomplish this without actually increasing their language ability.

Impact on Education
For teachers who find themselves forced to teach to the test, Shepard (2000) warns that
standardized testing can lead to limiting the breadth and depth of material covered (as
cited in Odendahl, 2011). Also, the use of multiple-choice formats and short reading
passages constrict the range of skills assessed. Therefore, students have fewer
opportunities to explore a variety of ways to communicate in English. This runs counter
to the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s plans to develop
students’ communicative abilities (MEXT, 2013).
Students are given snippets of grammar, or low frequency vocabulary which they
should memorize so that they can guess which answer is probably correct. This is similar
to a Japanese Juku, where students learn only what is needed to pass entrance exams by
rote memorization. Such exercises help students pass entrance tests and gain high scores
on TOEIC tests, but their English ability outside the test is very poor. As mentioned earlier,
Japan’s English ability is 135th in the world and 27th in Asia; this result alone suggests
that teaching to the test, which is how English is taught in junior and senior high schools,
is not effective for learning a foreign language.
Students’ interest has also waned since the test’s introduction. This can be seen
through end of term questionnaires. Comments such as “I wanted more speaking practice”
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and “I thought university English class would be more interesting than high school
English” show us that students do not want a repeat of what they have gone through in
high school. With so much time taken up studying how to improve their TOEIC scores,
there is little time left for practicing communicative interactions which Hedge (2000)
informs us have “value both for negotiating comprehensible input from other students
and for opportunities to practice using the language they have learned until it is
automatized” (p. 262). Due to a lack of communicative interaction in the class when these
students graduate and start working in companies, they will be unprepared to deal with
foreign customers who cannot communicate in Japanese, which runs counter to The
Council on Promotion of Human Resource for Globalization Development’s goal to
promote global competitiveness. Besides, even if graduates never have dealings with
foreign customers while working at their respective vocations, a simple holiday overseas
could become a stressful or troubling experience if TOEIC testing results in compromised
English communication abilities. The students who increase their vocabulary as a result
of earnestly studying for the TOEIC test, unfortunately, learn mainly low-frequency
technical words. After first year compulsory courses are over, students are very unlikely
to come across these words over the next three years of their studies in university, and,
therefore, the lack of exposure will result in the words not being retained. Also, if students
take the TOEIC test in the first and second year, two years will have passed before they
graduate and start working in industry. ETS (2012a) inform us that TOEIC scores are only
considered valid for two years as students’ proficiency can improve or decline over time.
Companies which use TOEIC scores as a prerequisite for employment understand this
and will likely require job seekers to have test results no older than two years. Students
need to practice and improve their active English skills to have a chance at becoming
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global citizens, and the best place to do this is in an oral English class. Therefore, it would
be better for the students if they were offered elective TOEIC classes in their third or
fourth year of studies.

Conclusion
Tests are very important to gauge the abilities of students. They help teachers see how
their students are progressing, they set goals for students to aim for, and they let society
judge their strengths and weaknesses. It was shown that statistical analysis and
standardized tests were introduced around the start of the last century, both of which are
widely used nowadays. Standardized tests were looked at, and it was explained that to
accurately measure a student’s ability, the test taker must ensure that the correct test type
and construct are chosen and that the test’s validity and reliability are accurate.
Teaching circumstances were briefly looked at, and it was explained that TOEIC is
now a high-stakes test in some universities. Validity and reliability for the TOEIC test
were described, showing that the test has limited reliability, and its validity is questionable.
It was explained that the use of the TOEIC test has had a negative impact on oral English
classroom practices for first year students. The TOEIC test might be good for an office
worker who is dealing with foreigners through email and possibly phone conversations,
and it might also be helpful for third and fourth year students who can show a wellrecognized qualification to prospective employers, but for first and second year university
students, it is something which will be demotivating and will limit opportunities for them
to participate in oral English practices which will develop their communicative
competence.
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Using Focus Groups for ELT Research
David Bramley
Osaka Jogakuin University
Abstract
A focus group is one way of finding out directly from students through discussion, rather
than through the medium a written survey, what they think about their language programs
and materials. Furthermore, as a focus group is conducted when necessary in the students'
native language, it gives students a chance to more accurately communicate their opinions.
Written questionnaires are a fixed medium. When a written questionnaire is administered,
the questions in it cannot be changed or modified to find out individual responses. On the
other hand, a focus group interview can be more enquiring, in that researchers may
modify questions or ask follow up questions to pursue a line of enquiry not encompassed
in a written document. Focus groups can give researchers insights as to how to form
questions which are more likely to get the kinds of responses that will help give
researchers greater insights and which are therefore more useful to include on a more
comprehensive survey. This article details the construction of focus group questions and
subsequent focus group interviews on the topic of tablet computers, namely iPads, and
the use of eBooks in the students' English study program.
Keywords: focus groups, tablet computers, eBooks, survey, interview, questionnaire

F

ocus groups are a tool that is widely used in marketing in order to determine
customer satisfaction to projects, to gain insights into future directions to
follow, and as a tool to develop more detailed surveys. There is less data on

their applications outside the context of business, and this is especially true for language
education. However, focus groups are considered by faculty to be a reliable and important
tool for gathering feedback from students by allowing the teacher or program coordinator
to determine students’ level of satisfaction with a particular program (Braskamp & Ory,
1994; Fowle, 1999). Furthermore, focus groups allow researchers to gain more
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information in less time than it would take with individual interviews, thus making them
more time efficient (Nasser-McMillan & Borders, 2002). This article examines various
aspects of a focus group and then describes a set of focus group interview sessions which
were used to develop a questionnaire about students’ use of iPads.

What is a focus group?
Focus groups were first designed during World War II to assess the reactions of the public
to wartime propaganda. However, after the war the idea was adapted by businesses to do
marketing research.

A focus group has quite small number of people; usually between

four and 15, but the average is eight. In marketing, the group is has a moderator and it
focuses on a particular product or topic. The aim of a focus group is to discuss a topic,
rather than to ask formal written questions to each individual in the form of a
questionnaire. The type of information produced from a focus group is qualitative rather
than quantitative, focusing on data such as preferences and beliefs. Focus groups may
also be directed at the solution of problems as a way of generating ideas or predicting
outcomes. Such focus groups may consist of experts or well-informed individuals who
share their point of view on a topic. In an academic setting, focus groups may consist of
teachers, students, administrators or researchers.

Uses of a focus group
From an academic perspective, focus groups can be used for a variety of research
purposes. One use of a focus group is to gather initial data when there is not enough
information on a proposed research topic (Nasser-McMillan & Borders, 2002). Stewart
and Shamdasani (1990) suggest a number of uses for focus groups in research, such as
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getting data, creating research hypotheses, and gathering information about services and
programs. McLeod et al. (2000) talk about using focus groups to design a valid
questionnaire. Finally, speaking on the topic of gauging satisfaction levels among learners,
Anderson (1996) believes that focus groups “offer a very flexible way of sampling student
opinion” (p. 16).

Focus group, survey or both?
Whether a focus group or a survey is used depends on the goals and the type of data
sought by the researcher. If qualitative data is sought, then a focus group may be more
appropriate than a questionnaire because a focus group can pursue deeper answers to
questions and allows participants to elaborate or explain their opinions or experiences. In
addition, the act of group participation can help people to build on each other’s ideas and
comments. Focus groups are best used when researchers want to hear a range of opinions
on a complex issue that they want to understand better. Focus groups help researchers
begin to understand the reasons for a situation or problem. They are useful for getting
detailed information on a specific issue because the moderator can get people to elaborate
on their answers. Finally, focus groups can help researchers to develop a survey because
they will help to develop meaningful questions to include (Eliot, 2010). Researchers
should keep in mind that a focus group requires a time commitment and needs to be
planned in advance; time is needed to plan questions, space has to be reserved, and
participants have to be invited (Dzija et al., 2005).
Surveys provide quantitative data that can be used to answer questions such as,
“How much?” “How often?” or “How large?” While they require time to plan questions,
distribute surveys, and process the answers, they can be administered in a much shorter
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time than focus group sessions. Moreover, unlike focus group sessions they can be given
to a potentially unlimited number of people. They do not even require participants to be
physically present in a particular place at a particular time because they may be
administered via, telephone, email or the Internet. Finally, a variety of question types, for
example, multiple choice and open-ended questions can be used (Dzija et al., 2005).
However unlike focus groups, answers to open-ended questions cannot be elaborated
upon. Surveys are best used when researchers want to understand the frequency with
which something happens, when decisions will be based on numbers, and when key issues
have already been defined through a qualitative approach such as focus groups or
interviews and researchers now want to know what the larger population thinks (Eliot,
2010). Thus before researchers embark on either a focus group/interview study or a
survey study, it is crucial that they understand exactly what kind of data they need and for
what purposes they will be using the results.

Focus group questions
As one of the uses of a focus group is to get subjects to elaborate on the research topic,
the types of questions which are asked during the focus group sessions are important.
Some advice given by researchers is not to ask leading questions, or questions which
would result in simple Yes/No answers (Adams & Cox, 2008). Questions should be openended and be arranged in a logical pattern (“Using,” n.d). To this end, a four-question
sequence is recommended (“Focus,” 2012). In this sequence a main, open-ended question,
for example, “What do you think about …?” or “What’s the biggest problem with …?” is
asked, then the follow up question asks the respondent to elaborate on the answer using
probing questions, such as “What do you mean?” or “Give me an example” are used to
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clarify the responses. The fourth part of the sequence is to provide prompts or cues if
necessary. A prompt may be, “You mentioned X. What about Y and Z?” To use such a
sequence of questions successfully, it is important that focus group moderators discuss
and prepare the question types beforehand. If possible, a pilot session should be conducted
to check the smoothness of the questioning technique and to see if the questions elicit the
kind of response required.

Focus group case study
Osaka Jogakuin University and Junior College in Osaka, Japan gave iPads to all of its
incoming students in 2012. The students initially used the iPads for a wide variety of
learning tasks such as checking words in the dictionary, translating, and doing research
on the Internet. They also used iPads to make presentations to their classmates and to
make both video and sound recordings. In addition, teachers used the iPads to present
textual, audio, and visual materials. Later in 2012, the students received one of their
reading texts in the form of an in-house eBook. This was followed by 12 more in-house
eBooks and two commercial eBooks which are now being used exclusively to teach
reading and discussion to first year students, as well as listening skills to second and third
year students.

Construction of a survey using focus groups
As part of ongoing research into the production and use of eBooks as well as the
classroom use of tablet computers by Swenson, Bramley, and Cornwell (2013) and
Bramley (2014), a decision was made to construct a survey about students’ iPad use. The
main purpose of this survey was to see which classes were having the highest frequency
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of use in order to make changes in the courses to improve the students' learning
experiences with the technology that was adopted by the school. The researchers were
not interested in assessing students’ comfort with the technology as the pedagogical
decision had been made as an institution to adopt it. However the researchers are
interested in improving their use of the technology and hoped the resulting data would
provide some direction for where the program needs to be improved or to train students
better in the use of the new technology. In order to get data and insights for the
construction of a qualitative survey, it was decided that focus group sessions would be
held. To this end, a variety of open-ended questions, probing questions and prompts were
prepared with the aim of generating student conversation on the topics that the researchers
wanted to hear about. Initially it was decided to ask focus group questions on both eBook
and iPad use. (See Figure 1).
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eBooks
What did you think about the eBooks that you used?
(First year – spring term, Second year the previous autumn term)
Questions about First Year Spring term e-texts / Second year previous autumn eBooks
Which eBook did you like best?
What activities did you like in the eBook? (Examples?)
What did you think about the activities in the eBooks?
Prompts:
pop over
gallery
sound files
review quizzes – vocab - content - dialogue
How much of the book did you use?
iPad Use
What do you like about the iPad?
What do you dislike?
Where do you use the iPad?
How often do you use the iPad in class? (Examples of use?)
How often do you use the iPad at home? (Examples of use?)
How do you use your iPad now? (Second years)
In what other ways do you use the iPad? (First year)
Figure 1. Focus group questions about eBook and iPad use.

The focus group sessions
The focus group sessions were held in two, twenty-five minute sessions. Students were
encouraged to attend the sessions by the promise of book vouchers for those who stayed
for a whole session. Students who attended the sessions were divided into three groups.
The group size varied from four to six students. The attendees were all first or second
year students. The moderators allowed the discussion to develop in Japanese, as this is
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the language in which the students were fully able to discuss their true opinions, questions
were used by the moderators only to move the conversation in different directions when
it appeared to dry up and when it seemed appropriate that students elaborate more upon
a topic. In addition, as the purpose of the focus group was to obtain data that could indicate
suitable survey question directions, it was necessary to provide some direction to the
conversation. This was perhaps a departure from the "traditional" role of the focus group
moderator in that the moderators were more active in the conversation. The focus group
sessions were all recorded and the results were translated into English and transcribed.
(See Figure 2 for excerpts).
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Focus Group 1
Spring term eBooks
Most interesting?
Intro units – easy to understand
Good points about eBooks:
• Audio files
• Speaking lounge activity homework.
• Content (Peace & Conflict) - Found out a lot I didn’t know
How much used?
Reading teacher used most of Peace & Conflict
E&V Reader
Good points:
• Quiz activity
• Difficult words in the margin
E&V Discussion – useful
Discussion eBooks:
Students liked tap and talk activity
•
•

Plenty of topics
Nice pictures

Popovers
Students liked popover group activities
Students liked news report activity
Students liked the fact that pop ups were used to provide information (reading etc.) that
they could easily access
Gallery activity
Students enjoyed it.
Highlight & Note
Students used highlight a lot in reading class
The highlight helped students understand about how to find information in news stories
Sent reports using note
Figure 2. Focus group results.
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The focus groups provided a variety of useful data concerning student impressions
of both the iPad and the eBooks they had been using. However, although we had originally
decided to include both eBooks and iPads in the survey, it was eventually decided that we
would focus the survey on iPads. There were a number of reasons for this. First, through
the focus groups we discovered that not all students had had the same amount of exposure
to the eBooks. For example, second year students had only started to use the eBooks from
the autumn term. On the other hand, all first year and second year students had had iPads
from the time they entered the school. In addition, including the use of eBooks in the
survey would necessitate a very long questionnaire that would be very time consuming
to construct, administer, and evaluate. Also, focusing only on iPads would help to narrow
down more specific areas for further research. Finally, perceptions of the eBooks were of
a qualitative nature (see Figure 2) whereas a survey would produce more quantitative data
such as the frequency of downloading apps, frequency of use in different classes, and type
of use while at school and at home. Responses from the focus group questions were used
as the basis of a 45-item survey on iPads, which was translated into Japanese and
administered to more than 350 students. The results of this survey are discussed in the
article, "Tablet Computers and eBooks: Student Feedback" (Bramley, 2015).

Conclusion
While the results of the survey showed some differences between first and second year
students in their use of iPads, these were not outstanding. The main information gained
was from the process of planning and holding of the focus group sessions and their
outcomes. From this process we gained more insight into how to plan and hold focus
group sessions, what questions to ask in order to gain more ideas about the research issues
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that we need to pursue and how to limit the scope of the research to a manageable size.
In this respect, focus groups are a valuable learning tool for researchers.
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Communicative Textbooks
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T

extbooks are one of the main tools of the trade in language teaching
(Littlejohn, 2011) and it follows that they may facilitate curriculum change
because they can provide visible frameworks for teachers and students to

follow (Rubdy, 2003). However, if teachers do not understand and take ownership of
innovative approaches, they stick to the status quo (Humphries & Burns, 2015). Last
November, in my presentation at the JALT Conference in Tsukuba, I outlined factors that
can promote or inhibit the appropriate use of an innovative textbook based on a study at
a rural technical college. Due to space limitations, this is a short report that summarizes
the main points. Please see Humphries (2014) for the complete original chapter that was
the source for the JALT presentation.

The Kosen: A context of change
The study took place in a rural kosen, which is an engineering college for students aged
15-20. The management decided to introduce a communicative curriculum for students
in Grades 11 and 12. (Grade 10 students continued to use the old curriculum.) Under the
new curriculum, students studied for the TOEIC Bridge test using a textbook from a
Western publisher in place of the textbook approved by the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). The two textbooks differed substantially (see
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Table 1). The MEXT-approved textbook supported the yakudoku approach. In general,
yakudoku is a teacher-centered, form-focused approach that is predominantly conducted
in Japanese, and focuses on translating a text from English to Japanese. In contrast, the
new textbook was designed to facilitate communicative language teaching (CLT). It was
learner-centered, meaning-focused, and written entirely in English (apart from a glossary
and a detachable phrase book that contained Japanese translations). Moreover, while the
MEXT-approved textbook contained long reading passages, the new textbook
emphasized listening and speaking.

Table 1
Textbook Comparisons
MEXT-approved textbook

New textbook

Teacher-centered

Learner-centered

Emphasis on reading comprehension

Emphasis on listening and speaking

Overt grammatical usage instruction

Focus on communicative situations

Japanese publisher, aimed at Japanese

British publisher, aimed at a variety of

high schools

institutions in East Asia

Instructions and explanations in Japanese Only glossary and ‘phrase book’ contain
Japanese
Low output, highly structured exercises

Meaning-focused exercises, designed to
encourage students to creatively share
information and opinions

The Study
As indicated above, the new textbook required a fundamental change in teaching
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approach compared to the standard MEXT-approved textbook used previously. However,
the teachers received no training for the new approach. The opportunity arose, therefore,
to explore, in the absence of training, the factors that can promote or inhibit the
appropriate use of an innovative textbook.
Four Japanese teachers of English (JTEs) at the kosen volunteered to participate.
They taught Grade 10 (old curriculum) and Grade 11 (new curriculum), which enabled a
comparison of the influence of the two different types of textbooks on their attitudes and
practices. The collected data consisted of classroom observations and semi-structured
interviews during a six-week period.

Factors influencing textbook use
The following factors influenced the teachers’ use of the new textbook: sociocultural
factors, uncertainty, limited training, negligible external influences, internal laissez-faire,
student issues, and unsuitable materials (see Table 2). As a result, rather than adopt the
CLT approach, they continued to use yakudoku (Humphries & Burns, 2015).
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Table 2
Factors That Arose during the Study

Category

Example

Sociocultural

All the teachers predominantly used yakudoku

evidence
Uncertainty

The teachers tended to externalize their feelings of
uncertainty

Limited training

Only one teacher valued his training but struggled to apply it

Negligible external

None of the teachers felt any pressure from external sources

influences
Internal laissez-faire

No pressure to conform but some teachers wanted guidance

Student issues

Even the highest proficiency learners seemed to prefer silent
deskwork

Unsuitable materials

The teachers struggled to explain sociocultural differences

(For a description of these factors, please see Humphries, 2014, pp. 260-264.)

Implications
Based on the issues that arose from the attempts at curricular change through the
introduction of innovative textbooks in the kosen, we can discuss the implications for
effective change from two perspectives: policymaking and relevant training.

Policymaking
Before introducing new policies, two initial factors should be considered. First, teachers
need appropriate working conditions (such as small classes and adequate contact hours).
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Second, policymakers must consider the suitability for local contexts. After considering
these initial factors, policies will be more successful if they are coordinated with three
supporting components: materials, assessment, and training. The change at the kosen
incorporated the first two components by introducing a new textbook and TOEIC Bridge,
but a lack of teacher confidence in and understanding of CLT led the teachers to fall back
on yakudoku.

Relevant training
Training needs to be relevant to classroom issues. The study revealed that teachers need
support in the areas of methodology, textbook selection, foreign sociocultural topics,
student issues, and instructional language proficiency (see Table 3).

Table 3
Recommendations for Teacher Training to Support Change
Category

Example

Methodology

Workshops focusing on the materials that facilitate
discussion of methodological problems

Textbook selection

Help teachers to analyze textbooks

Foreign sociocultural topics

Students themselves can research foreign cultures

Student issues

Help teachers develop strategies to develop students’
intrinsic motivation

Instructional language

Train teachers to effectively use the target language

proficiency

and/or vernacular

(These recommendations are described in detail in Humphries, 2014, pp. 265-267.)
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this case study provides insights into the complexity of curriculum
innovation. Curriculum planners should look beyond the simplicity of using the textbook
as a change agent. Instead, they should consider what ongoing teacher support should
accompany the gradual change to new practices.
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Wikis Revisited: A Single Software Tool for a
Variety of Courses
Harry Carley
Matsuyama University

T

his paper corresponds to a presentation that was given at Osaka Tech Day
2014 and rationalizes how wikis may be applied in foreign language courses.
A wiki is a free and secure software tool that has been available for over 10

years. Wikis offers versatility in teaching for lecturers while at the same time allowing
learners hands on experience with educational technology tools. They can allow for
project-based work, writing individually or by collaboration, or social communication in
a secure environment, such as blogging. For teachers, wikis can assist in class
organization and monitoring of student progress. The wiki team of administrators and
software engineers are constantly upgrading and adding new features too. Wikis can be
used for almost any subject and can be produced in any language. Additionally, they can
be utilized in small or large classes. Furthermore, a wiki is a suitable mode of instruction
for almost any EFL class, like a writing course that wants to promote a ‘green attitude’ by
having a paperless classroom or a presentation course that utilizes videos and research
gathering techniques.
Utilizing a wiki in course work is not a recent web tool for educators since the
software capabilities have been in existence for many years. From the time of their initial
introduction, wikis have been lauded by instructors as a viable teaching tool at all levels
of education. The use of wikis is best suited to learning environments that may include
information gathering activities, presentations, or writing on an individual or
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collaborative level. The implementation of wikis in the instructional process can benefit
learner and lecturer alike. From the standpoint of an instructor, the popularity of wikis
can be credited to their flexibility in usage. Students, meanwhile, are motivated to use
them due to their convenient and attractive features. Additionally, Internet connectivity
allows for access though any PC or mobile device in or outside a traditional classroom
environment.
Registration
Specific wikis such as Wikispaces.com offer free unlimited creation of wikis for teachers
and students upon joining. Thusly, there are no fees to be concerned about and the number
of students in a class or the number of classes an instructor wishes to implement wikis
into is of no concern.

Safety and Security
As teachers are ultimately in charge of the well-being and safety of their learners, control
and security of information displayed on the Internet should be of the utmost concern for
teachers. The nature of the Internet and the collaborative-based design of wikis allows
anyone utilizing a search engine to find and view wikis, which necessitates that teachers
take proactive steps to insure the safety of their students.
Upon signing up for a wiki account, an instructor is asked for a security preference.
The settings can later be adjusted by the wiki administrator (instructor) at any time. The
permission settings are as follows:
•

Public: Anyone can view and edit pages.

•

Protected: Anyone can view pages, but only members can edit.

•

Private: Only members can view or edit pages.
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For most educational environments either the second or third option would be most
appropriate. The first option, ‘Public,’ is probably the least desirable since it would allow
anyone to have access to the wikis. In addition to the abovementioned three settings, there
is also a Custom setting that allows administrators to customize their wikis by making
alterations to background themes or personalizing wiki names. New accounts are
automatically given a ‘YOURWIKINAME.wikispaces.com’ name, but this can be
changed to a simpler name like ‘YOURWIKINAME.com’. It should be noted that some
customizations of wikis may be subject to a nominal fee. A final note about wiki security.
To restrict any type of spam attack or postings from outside an intended group, most wikis,
and Wikispaces.com in particular, have put safe guards into place.

Data Storage
As far as the actual usage of the wikis, storage restrictions for downloading videos,
images, or other items from the Internet seem to be rather limitless. For instructors who
have numerous or large classes, there is no concern about students downloading too many
pictures or that the class may reach a certain gigabyte limit half way through a course.

Simplicity
Wikis are adaptable to most any course. Whether it is a class that involves writing,
presentations, or any kind of task or project-based assignments, the user friendliness of
the software makes it a ‘do all’ tool for educators. An extremely useful feature is its ability
to allow two users to be working on the same project at the same time. This is especially
beneficial in writing courses where collaborative undertakings may be desired.
The important factor in utilizing a wiki is that students are learning with the tech
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tools of today. Gone are the days of pencil and paper, today’s educational environment
involves computers and creativity. Wikis allow students to become actively involved in
the information gathering process by tying the Internet to tasks and projects. In addition,
wiki pages offer a variety of add-on features called widgets. Widgets allow students to
add video, calendars, spreadsheets, and other options. No one course is likely to utilize
all the widgets available, but there is much room for innovation and flexibility.
Wikis that are created through Wikispaces.com are automatically saved by the software
as learners construct their work. An icon will appear indicating ‘draft saved’. Additionally,
although users are requested to do so, all work is routinely saved, should students at the
end of a class fail to log out and just shut down the computer. The next time they return
to their wiki all of their previous tasks will have been saved so that they can continue
working from right where they left off.
Another especially useful feature for instructors is the ‘changes made’ icon. By
clicking this button teachers can effortlessly follow student progress in or out of the
classroom. The feature records every change made, along with the time and date the
change is made. This is useful when checking whether learners are completing homework
assignments or even accessing their wikis outside of regular class time. It is also helpful
to discern which members of a group are actually contributing to team work and which
are not.

Latest Feature
As wikis are constantly updated and improved with added components, one of the most
recent improvements is the ability to comment on work that has already been submitted.
Comments or questions can be posted by anyone registered to that wiki. This works
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exceptionally well in writing or discussion based courses; large or small. Postings can be
made by instructors to individual students to offer advice and comments on their writing
or from student to student; whichever the mode, all writings and comments can be made
and viewed by students and instructors in a timely manner. This online access can allow
real-time assessment and communication to flow freely.
Also, if desired, comments may be posted in a more blog-like fashion with
multiple replies and remarks that can be viewed effortlessly by all. This is a very practical
feature for generating dialogue between students, which adds to the multiplicity of wikis,
thereby demonstrating the value of wikis for use in education.

Detriments
The drawbacks to utilizing wikis within a learning environment seem negligible at best.
There are those who will always be apprehensive about Internet security. By utilizing
proper precautions, this can become a nonissue. This is especially true when students
always remember to apply safety protocol regarding personal and private information,
such as not posting their phone number or home address. Aside from Internet security,
there are three other areas where issues could arise:
1. With student access to the Internet granted, learners may get easily distracted or
engrossed in a certain item. For example, if students are required to describe in
English two Japanese festivals that they have downloaded video for, they may
become so engrossed in watching videos that they may lack the time to write any
English descriptions. Without proper monitoring by the instructor, classes could
easy dissolve into nothing the more than playtime on the Internet.
2. An issue of concern for conversation classes is the lack of actual discourse that
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might take place in this kind of environment. If tasks are geared only toward
information gathering by students, no tangible communication or language skill
training may be taking place. To alleviate this concern, the use of presentations
could be encompassed into a course. In this fashion, learners not only show what
they have accomplished, but they can utilize English to reflect on learning by
explain to their peers why and what they have accomplished.
3. Writing and commenting on posts may also become cause for concern if the
comments become too casual and lead to only short text type messaging between
users. In this case students should be encouraged to write longer posts utilizing
complete sentences.
As mentioned above, each of these possible disadvantages to wikis can be easily
eliminated with a little careful lesson planning, monitoring, and a thorough explanation
of what the instructor expects students to accomplish in classes where wikis are utilised.

Added benefits
With the implementation of a wiki or similar software, the need for physical paper can be
all but eliminated, paving the way for a more ecological and greener classroom. While
one class may not amount to a noticeable reduction of paper, spread over a number of
courses campus wide, the savings to a university or learning institution could become
immense. As many campuses now are also Wi-Fi enabled, being restricted to computer
rooms is no longer a deterrent. It provides freedom for students as well as instructors to
access their wikis at anytime and anywhere. In large writing courses, wikis can make the
management of an introductory writing course for non-English majors possible by
allowing instructors to simplify the workload and ease the burden of having to haul
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around students’ writings in countless notebooks.
Although this paper has attempted to justify the use of wikis in a primarily EFL
classroom there are no barriers to applying wikis in other languages Any language

can

be used as long as the necessary language fonts are installed on the computer. This is a
simple process that can be effortlessly implemented on any Windows seven computer by
going to the Start Menu and selecting Control Panel, and then Regional and Language
Options. From this box a user can go to Date, Time, Language, and Regional options.
Under Languages, additional languages may be added by checking the desired language
box.
If any confusion or uncertainty by the instructor does arise there are also wiki
pages that explain the ‘how to’ of wikis. As wikis have been in existence for a number of
years now, there are already many examples of wikis used in various classes posted by
teachers on the Internet. Additionally, over the years there have been many presentations
and scholarly articles written on their extended applications in various educational
environments. In fact, any project or task that any current instructor is considering
undertaking has most likely already been executed as a wiki in some shape or form.

Conclusion
As discussed in this article, wikis offer innumerable safe and secure opportunities for
learning. Used individually or in groups, wikis allows students to take ownership of their
learning tasks or projects. Under the guidance of an instructor, students can expand their
knowledge of a particular subject while at the same time utilizing modern technology,
which they may be called upon to implement after graduation and ascension into the
working world. This connection between class work and the practical learning of life
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skills can help stimulate learning and creativity amongst students. Wikis are an engaging
educational tool that are procurable at no cost with a wealth of learning benefits that are
not confined to any one style of instruction. The possibilities for educational enterprise in
or out of the classroom are immeasurable. All that is left is the imagination and
resourcefulness of the instructor.
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Choose Two, Pick One
Sean Gay
Ritsumeikan University

A

s an educator, one of the key aspects of our work is preparing a functional
and effective syllabus. As a teacher trainer, one issue which is extremely
difficult to handle is explaining how to organize and balance a syllabus in

an extremely short interval of time. Fortunately, a strong theoretical background can lead
to simple and effective answers to complex problems. As such, the author explained the
following simple but powerful tool for maintaining a balanced curriculum at the 2014
JALT Osaka Back to School event.

Language as Componential
In understanding language, one of the fundamental questions is the nature of language as
a unitary or componential construct. While some research supports connections between
the four skills: speaking, listening, writing, and reading; language is best seen as being
composed of the four skills rather than the four skills being aspects of a larger singular
construct (Sawaki, Stricker, & Oranje, 2008, p. 7). This is important for assessment, but
it is also essential in preparing lesson structure. As each of the skills needs to be seen as
separate, it is important that all of the skills are addressed through the course of the
syllabus.

Integration
These four skills, as addressed above, are separate and distinct constructs that are
connected and complement each other. The visual skills of writing and reading can be
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useful counterbalances and, when learned together, increase the effectiveness of both
skills (Grabe & Zhang, 2013, p. 10). In fact, any combination of the four skills can
increase learning (Movahed & Karkia, 2014, p. 60). What is important was not which
skills are utilized, but that there are a minimum of two skills used in each activity.

Cognitive engagement
The theory of cognitive engagement offers a framework for understanding the efficacy of
integration. Cognitive engagement may result in a state of flow, or optimal experience,
which results from activities centered between being too easy, thus boring, and too
difficult, thus stressful (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). This state of flow can increase
motivation and support a potent learning environment. This is consistent with pedagogical
literature, which asserts that engagement and processing are key components to learning;
this also ties back to the integration of the separate skills through a connectionist
framework (McLaughlin et al., 2005, p. 7). Utilizing multiple complementary skills
increases the cognitive load which promotes engagement. Without this engagement,
student interest in the content becomes irrelevant.

Fluency, Accuracy, and Complexity (FAC)
The four skills are not the only delineating factors for language. Language use and
competency can be divided into fluency, accuracy, and complexity (Skehan, 1998).
Fluency is the ability to utilize or comprehend language quickly and smoothly. Accuracy
is the utilization or comprehension of correct grammar and vocabulary. From a
pedagogical perspective, complexity can best be seen as the acquisition of new knowledge,
or the combination of old knowledge into larger constructs. Each of these competencies
is present in each skill. Unlike the four skills, however, these three competencies often
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interfere with each other (Nicholson, 2014, pp. 265-266). The combination of these
competencies, therefore, leads to an affective cognitive burden.

Choose two, pick one
The culmination of these theoretical underpinnings leads to a simple concept for the
formulation of activities and the balancing of syllabi. In order to promote connections
between the different language skills, it is important to integrate at least two of the four
skills in each activity. This increases the cognitive load in a manner which promotes
engagement. On the other hand, it is essential to focus on only one of the FAC
competencies. If the focus is not distinct, or if there are multiple competencies targeted,
then the cognitive burden will make the activity difficult and non-productive for the
students. A chart, which maps the skills and competencies used in each activity, can be
set up to promote adherence to the “choose two pick one” principle. Furthermore, that
chart can be used to visualize the balance of skills and competencies in the syllabus. There
is always difficulty in addressing how a syllabus will be balanced; difficulty demonstrates
reflection and consideration of the pedagogical principles involved in the composition of
a syllabus. The “choose two pick one” principle is useful in focusing teachers’ attentions
on the goals of activities on the syllabus. This focus can help teachers balance their syllabi
to support a strong and well-rounded learning environment.
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