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Introduction

Foreign language learning and teaching is such a vast and growing field that it 
would be impossible to address all the themes it involves in one volume, thus 
the present collection is devoted to the study of particular phenomena related 
to selected areas of second language study. The collection has been divided into 
three parts. Part One, Writing, contains essays on theory of and research into 
foreign language writing, from exam preparation to academic writing practice. 
The essays collected in Part Two, Culture and Media, explore the role of culture in 
foreign language learning and the role of new media in language teaching. Part 
Three, Classroom, is devoted to aspects of foreign language instruction. 

The first part explores foreign language writing. This is an important 
perspective since most English writing research and practices come from the 
ESL background, and applying them in the foreign language situation requires 
a thorough understanding of both contexts. It begins with a chapter by Melinda 
Reichelt, who compares writing instruction in second and foreign languages. In 
the second chapter, Mira Bekar explores the issue of writing curricula; and in the 
third one Iga Lehman examines the inevitable shift in the approach to foreign/
second language writing: from contrastive to intercultural rhetoric. Next two 
chapters report on research into teaching writing: Olga Trendak presents a study of 
writing strategies, and Łukasz Wodarczyk writes about a corpus based analysis of 
students’ academic texts. The final three chapters in this section are devoted to the 
practicalities of teaching writing. Melanie Rockenhaus comments on implementing 
communicative language teaching methodology in exam preparation, Natalia 
Samoylenko writes about using collaborative projects in teaching writing, and, 
finally, Larysa Sanotska discusses possibilities of personalizing academic writing 
instruction.

The second part concentrates on culture and media issues, critical to foreign 
language learning and teaching in today’s reality. Katarzyna Piątkowska studies 
foreign language learners’ perception of their intercultural competence and 
language performance on the basis of a small-scale study conducted among English 
students at a major Polish university. Agata Klimczak discusses the development 
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of intercultural competences through the use of a discourse completion task in 
a foreign language classroom. Jacek Waliński demonstrates an application of 
the linguistic landscape approach to exploration of objective cultural diversity 
implemented with Google Maps service. The last but one paper in this section by 
Mariusz Kruk presents the results of research into the impact of Internet resources 
and a browser-based virtual world on students’ motivation. Finally, Przemysław 
Krakowian explores what kind of information can be derived from digital media 
such as Learning Management Systems offered as an alternative to the traditional 
classroom research.

The final part of the volume comprises eight chapters devoted to classroom 
applications. The first paper presented by Jakub Bielak, Mirosław Pawlak and 
Anna Mystkowska-Wiertelak focuses on the use of grammar in the classroom 
and reviews challenges faced by researchers developing grammar tests. In the 
second chapter, Olga Trendak discusses the potential behind strategy-based 
instruction with a view to studying the way in which Polish L2 teachers perceive 
strategic intervention and its effectiveness. The following chapters concentrate 
on oral skills. Halina Majer explores the psychopedagogic considerations behind 
teaching and learning pronunciation in Polish EFL contexts. Patrycja Ostrogska 
studies the issue of phonological processing and its relation with developmental 
dyslexia, while Marek Molenda explores potential challenges connected with 
developing advanced students’ oral fluency. Grażyna Zarzycka answers a range 
of key questions relating to interactive discourse in Polish. The next chapter, co-
authored by Edward Gillian, Bogna Ferensztajn, Bożena Franków-Czerwonko, and 
Urszula Paradowska, concerns phonological awareness as tested on Polish and 
Australian students. The final contribution by Kamila Ciepiela addresses identity 
performance in a TESOL classroom.

It is hoped that the present selection of papers written by leading Polish and 
foreign specialists in language teaching and representing state-of-the-art research 
will contribute to raising awareness of a range of issues of importance to both 
theoreticians and practitioners.



PART ONE: WRITING

Melinda Reichelt
University of Toledo, Toledo, OH, USA

ESL and EFL Writing Instruction: 
Challenges and opportunities

1. Introduction

Within the field of L2 writing, much of the published literature has focused 
on ESL writing, that is, writing in English that takes place in contexts where 
English is the dominant surrounding language. This literature on ESL writing 
has addressed a range of topics, including writers’ texts (Connor and Kaplan 
1987, Panetta 2001), the interplay between reading and writing (Belcher and 
Hirvela 2001, Carson and Leki 1993, Grabe 2003), first language use in ESL 
writing (Uzawa 1996), and assessment (Cumming et al. 2003, Hamp-Lyons 1991, 
Hamp-Lyons and Condon 2000). Additionally, much of the ESL writing literature 
has explored various teaching practices in ESL writing classrooms, including 
teacher feedback (Ferris 2003, Hyland and Hyland 2001), error correction 
(Bitchener and Knoch 2010, Ferris 2002, 2004, Truscott 1996, 1999), the use 
of peer feedback (Carson and Nelson 1994, Leki 1990, Liu and Hansen 2002, 
Lundstrom and Baker 2009), the use of multiple drafts (Ferris and Hedgcock 
2005), instruction on integrating sources into writing (Wette 2010), and the use 
of technology (Pennington 2003).

While it is encouraging to see a plethora of research on a range of topics 
within the field of ESL writing, it is important to recognize that writing and writing 
instruction in EFL contexts can be quite different from that of ESL contexts. For 
example, unlike ESL writers, students writing in EFL are not surrounded by the 
target language and thus may have lower overall English-language proficiency 
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than ESL writers. Additionally, while ESL writers usually have immediate needs 
for writing in English because they are typically working or studying in an English-
speaking environment, EFL writers may not have clear immediate purposes for 
writing in English, nor may they be able to anticipate specific future needs for 
writing in English. These contrasting situations relate to motivation for writing, 
with ESL writers perhaps feeling more motivated than EFL writers to improve 
their English-language writing skills, given their more immediate needs. Another 
difference between ESL and EFL writing is that classroom instructional contexts 
may be quite distinct. In ESL settings, especially at the university level, ESL 
writing is typically taught as a separate course, one that may parallel similar 
courses in writing aimed at native English speakers. ( In some cases, ESL writers 
in university settings may take their writing classes with native English speakers.) 
In the ESL context, helping students develop writing skills is usually seen as 
a legitimate end in and of itself. In contrast, writing instruction in EFL settings 
may be integrated with instruction in other English-language skills or topics, such 
as reading, grammar, listening and speaking, and writing may be seen (perhaps 
appropriately) as a means of reinforcing grammar or vocabulary, or as a means of 
demonstrating one’s proficiency in these areas, as well as a means of demonstrating 
comprehension of an assigned reading passage. Additionally, since in EFL contexts, 
writing is often integrated with instruction in other skills, it may not be given much 
time or attention, especially if instructors have little training or experience in 
teaching writing, and if they are overburdened with a large number of students.

Given the significant differences between ESL and EFL writing, it is important 
that a theory of L2 writing take into account the instructional practices common in 
EFL writing contexts. Manchón (2009: xiii) notes that there are increasing number of 
L2 writers in foreign language (FL) contexts, and she argues that “failing to consider 
writing practices in FL settings badly distorts our understanding of L2 writing.” In 
fact, some authors do address writing and writing instruction in EFL contexts. For 
example, EFL writing researchers have analyzed EFL writers’ texts (Chiang 2003; de 
Haan & van Esch 2005; Hyland 2004) and have conducted research on EFL writers’ 
individual differences (Ferenz 2005; Kamimura 2000; Leibowitz 2005). Additionally, 
researchers have investigated writers’ processes and strategies in a range of contexts 
(Armengol-Castells 2001; Ellis & Yuan 2004; Stevenson et al. 2006; Wang & Wen 
2002). Researchers have also tested the effects of various pedagogical procedures 
in EFL writing instruction, including the effects of computer-based learning (Al-
Jarf 2004; Braine 2001), various types of written feedback (Duppenthaler 2002), 
journal writing (Duppenthaler 2004, Ghahremani-Ghajar & Mirhosseini 2005), 
collaborative writing (Kuiken & Vedder 2002); peer response (Min 2006); and 
grammar instruction (Manley & Calk 1997). In the EFL writing literature describing 
pedagogical practices, authors advocate a range of pedagogical practices, including 
integrating reading and writing (Abu Rass 2001), implementing cross-cultural 
exchanges (Daoud 1998), using authentic writing for specific purposes (Flowerdew 
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2001), extracurricular writing (Huang 1998), grammar instruction (Muncie 2002), 
and using exchange journals (Worthington 1998).

In this chapter, my purpose is to pull together information from these two 
strands, ESL writing and EFL writing, drawing on the EFL literature as well as 
my own experiences teaching and researching L2 writing. Citing examples from 
Poland, Germany, the U.S., China, Japan, and Spain, I argue that various L2 writing 
contexts provide L2 writing specialists with significant obstacles and challenges, 
but they also offer important opportunities. I especially emphasize that the 
distinct features of the EFL context provide opportunities and advantages for 
teaching writing that are not present in ESL contexts. I argue that EFL writing 
should continue to develop its own body of literature, which has potential to 
shape writing-related research and practice in both ESL and EFL contexts. In 
this discussion, I draw on my 20 years of experience teaching ESL writing, as 
well as experience researching EFL writing instruction in various contexts 
(Reichelt 1997, 1999, 2003, 2005, 2009a, 2009b). I also draw on my background 
in researching writing instruction in various other foreign languages (Cimasko 
and Reichelt 2011, Reichelt 2001, 2009a, 2009b, 2011), including German as 
a foreign language (Reichelt and Bryant 2001) and Turkish as a foreign language 
(Yigitoglu and Reichelt, forthcoming) in the U.S.

2. Challenges and opportunities: ESL writing  
instruction at the University of Toledo

First, I would like to describe the context I am most familiar with: the ESL writing 
program that I direct at the University of Toledo, which is located in the city of 
Toledo in the U.S. state of Ohio. Writing instruction at the University of Toledo is 
somewhat typical of writing instruction in many U.S. universities. Students enrolled 
in ESL writing courses come from a range of majors, with a heavy concentration 
in areas such as engineering and business. When international students arrive 
at the University of Toledo, they immediately take an ESL writing placement test 
in which they have two hours to write an essay of 250 words or more on a given 
topic. The placement tests are scored by the ESL writing staff, who have undergone 
extensive scorer training. 

Each essay is read by two to three scorers who ask themselves one simple 
question: Is the student ready for Composition I for ESL students? (Composition 
I is a writing course required of all students, both native English speakers and 
non-native English speakers. Special ESL sections of this course are taken by ESL 
students.) If so, the student is placed in an ESL section of Composition I. If the 
scorers determine that the student is not ready for Composition I-ESL, the student 
is placed into a course entitled English 1020, which is designed to help ESL students 
improve their writing and prepare for Composition I-ESL. 
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In the lower-level course, English 1020, students undertake in-class writing 
and also do five major assignments: a writing autobiography; an article summary; 
and three practice essay exams, designed to be similar in format to the placement 
exam and to the exit exam, which students in this course must pass at the end of 
the semester. The course focuses especially on helping students organize their 
writing and write clear sentences.

In the higher-level course, Composition I-ESL, students choose a topic in their 
major and write several papers on this topic, leading to a five-page documented 
research paper on the topic. (For example, a biology major might choose to explore 
the viability of artificial blood.) These papers include a report about an interview 
with an expert on their topic, usually a professor; a short research proposal; an 
extended response to one of the sources they will use for their research paper; 
a casebook in which they present summaries and responses to the sources they 
will use in their research paper; and, finally, the research paper itself. 

One of the positive opportunities that ESL instructors at the University of 
Toledo, and in many university ESL contexts, can take advantage of is the fact 
that many ESL students in the U.S. feel that English-language writing skills are 
necessary survival tools for their studies. In other words, unlike many EFL writing 
students, ESL writers have an immediate need for English-language writing skills. 
Additionally, since they are surrounded by the target language, it is possible that 
students’ exposure to the target language can enhance their writing skills. At the 
University of Toledo, class size is limited to 16 students, which allows instructors 
to provide students with individualized attention and feedback on their writing. 

These factors, then, enhance the teaching of ESL writing at the University of 
Toledo. However, significant challenges in teaching ESL writing are also present 
in this context. For one, students in the ESL writing program come from a range 
of majors (e.g, engineering, science, business) and may have very little interest 
in learning English for its own sake. Additionally, the university accepts students 
with relatively low levels of English-language proficiency. A large proportion of 
the ESL undergraduate students matriculate through an on-campus intensive 
English program, which allows them to bypass the regular TOEFL (Test of English 
as a Foreign Language), normally required for entry to the university. The intensive 
English program administers an in-house TOEFL—one which does not include 
writing—and students with a score of 450-500 can enter the university, even if 
they have done poorly in their writing classes. To their credit, the intensive English 
program at my institution has a very strong writing curriculum and good teachers. 
Nonetheless, many of the students who enter the university are still struggling 
with the basics of writing. 

Another challenge that is particular to this program is that the ESL students 
in the program come from a wide range of cultural, linguistic, and educational 
backgrounds. Of course, this makes for an interesting intercultural experience 
for teachers and students alike, but it also poses significant challenges. For 
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example, many of the students from Arabic-speaking backgrounds have very 
strong command of oral English but lack experience and proficiency in English-
language writing. In contrast, many of the students from Asia have lower levels of 
oral English proficiency—and are also reluctant to speak much in class for cultural 
reasons—but may have relatively strong writing skills as well as experience with 
writing both in English and their native language. This mix in the classroom can 
be challenging for teachers.

Additionally, there are a small but troublesome number of students who 
commit plagiarism in their ESL writing courses. Of course, students receive 
extensive instruction regarding how to summarize, paraphrase, and quote other 
authors’ works, and they are educated about the strict line taken against plagiarism 
by U.S. universities, including the University of Toledo. If a student’s plagiarism 
is inadvertent—for example, if a student relies a bit too heavily on an author’s 
phrasing without realizing that s/he is committing plagiarism—the instructor 
works with the student to educate him/her and then requires the student to revise 
the work. But we also have students who copy large blocks of texts from sources 
without citing them, and, occasionally, students who “borrow” an entire paper from 
another student. Part of the explanation for this, no doubt, is that students feel 
overwhelmed by the amount of work that goes into writing a research paper, and 
perhaps don’t feel up to the task. Students may struggle not only with improving 
their writing, but also with understanding the notion of plagiarism and learning 
to quote, summarize, paraphrase, and use proper documentation, all of which may 
be very new to them. Instructors are diligent about attending to plagiarism, but 
dealing with these cases and their complexities is, again, a significant distraction 
for the instructors, all of whom are inexperienced teaching assistants (TAs).

The fact that all of the instructors on the program are inexperienced TAs 
presents both a challenge and an opportunity in the program. These TAs are MA 
students in their first or second year of the University of Toledo’s MA program 
in teaching ESL, and they each teach one class in exchange for a tuition waiver 
and a very modest salary. (The use of TAs to teach writing, including ESL writing, 
is a common practice in U.S. universities.) When TAs begin the MA program 
in teaching ESL, they typically have no teaching experience although some 
international TAs have experience teaching English—but usually not writing—in 
their home countries. TAs begin teaching their own class on their very first day of 
their master’s program. They are provided with a detailed syllabus for their class 
and about six weeks’ worth of detailed lesson plans to follow.

During their first semester, TAs are required to take a course in teaching ESL 
writing and to attend regular staff meetings where TAs can bring up their concerns. 
Additionally, they meet one-on-one with the Director of ESL Writing (myself), 
who reviews their comments on drafts of their students’ first papers and reviews 
their grades on the final draft of that paper. The TAs in the program are typically 
devoted, intelligent teachers who work together; however, just as each one gains 
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confidence and expertise in teaching ESL writing, she or he graduates! Despite 
this challenge, the TAs bring many strengths to their teaching: They are open to 
new teaching ideas and to sharing their challenges and successes with me and 
their fellow teachers. Additionally, the returning TAs informally mentor the new 
TAs, providing support in ways that peers can do better than a supervisor. While 
there would be benefits to having a permanent staff of seasoned, veteran teachers, 
having TAs staff the ESL writing courses at the University of Toledo also provides 
important advantages.

Writing instruction in this particular ESL context, then, is enhanced by the fact 
that students study in small classes, benefit from being surrounded by the target 
language, and may be motivated by the fact that they have immediate needs for 
writing in English. However, although students have immediate needs for writing 
in English, they may not be terribly motivated to write in English, and in some 
cases, they may see their English writing course as more of an obstacle between 
themselves and their academic goals, rather than viewing it as it is intended, that is, 
as a means of helping them achieve these goals. Additionally, the fact that students 
may enter this university with relatively low English proficiency, including low 
levels of writing skill, also provides instructors with significant challenges. These 
factors, among others, can lead to cases of plagiarism, which place an additional 
burden on teachers. The heterogeneous nature of the ESL student body can also 
make it difficult for instructors to meet all students’ varying needs. Since the 
instructors in this program are quite inexperienced, coping with these challenges 
can be especially difficult for them.

3. Challenges of EFL writing contexts

What about EFL writing instruction? What challenges and opportunities do EFL 
writing instructors face? A review of the literature on EFL writing instruction 
provides, in many cases, a grim outlook: It tells of teacher shortages, overcrowded 
classrooms, and overworked teachers, which means that it may be impossible 
for instructors to provide individualized attention to students’ writing. Teachers 
with little preparation in teaching writing may minimize English-language writing 
instruction or focus primarily on grammatical form. In contrast, teachers who 
have learned about English-language writing approaches in English-dominant 
countries or programs may attempt to impose those approaches in other contexts, 
perhaps inappropriately, or, as Casanave (2009) describes, may struggle with 
whether doing so is realistic or desirable. I’m referring here to practice such as 
the use of process approaches to writing including the use of multiple drafts and 
peer review, commonly used in ESL writing contexts, for example. Besides these 
challenges, EFL students may lack not only L2 writing experience, but L1 (first 
language) writing experience as well; additionally, EFL students’ often low-levels 
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of English-language proficiency may make English-language writing seem like 
a daunting task, especially since, in EFL contexts (unlike ESL contexts), the English 
classroom may students only significant source of English-language input. In EFL 
contexts, writing curricula may focus on training students to pass standardized 
tests that call for formulaic types of essays. 

For example, You (2004, 2005) writes that in China, where English is the most-
studied foreign language, English classes are often focused on preparing students 
for standardized exams, which typically include a short essay. Large class sizes are 
common, and teachers’ low salaries, combined with a high demand for English 
and a shortage of English teachers, lead many teachers to seek additional teaching 
employment outside of their colleges, which means that teachers are often too 
overloaded to provide individual attention to students’ writing. 

Similarly, in Japan, large classes exist both at the secondary and university 
level. An emphasis on rote learning (especially at the secondary level), and, 
according to Hyde (2002: 16), little tolerance for error can foster a sense that 
English is “inert knowledge to be learnt and then forgotten.” Attitudes about English 
and English language in Japan apply, of course, to perceptions of English-language 
writing there. Many Japanese secondary school students do not perceive English-
language writing as important for their future study or careers, although in recent 
years, many public universities have added an English writing passage of 80-150 
words to the university entrance exam (Rinnert & Kobayashi 2009). According to 
Hirose (2001), at the university level, Japanese non-English majors often do not 
perceive a need for writing in English, perhaps because authentic purposes for 
EFL writing are sometimes difficult to identify. 

As is the case in some other EFL contexts, in Spain, writing has traditionally 
received little emphasis compared to other skills in EFL classes (Chaudron et 
al. 2005). Similarly, Spanish students receive little explicit instruction in L1 
composition (Victori 1999). According to Ordóñez de Celis (2005), English-
language writing in Spain is often reduced to a grammatical exercise involving 
manipulation of structures in support of the target language or oral practice; rarely 
is it viewed as a creative process in which students can communicate personal 
information in an independent fashion.

As I learned from a recent visit to the English Institute at the University 
of Lodz, Poland, teachers of English-language writing in this context also face 
significant challenges. One major challenge at the university level is to help students 
majoring in English to overcome dread or anxiety that they may feel about writing 
in English and to see writing as something that can be meaningful and enjoyable. 
Additionally, English-language writing instructors face the challenge of helping 
to prepare students to write their very demanding BA (Bachelor of Arts) and MA 
thesis projects. 

In EFL contexts, then, students and instructors alike face significant challenges. 
If students have little experience with writing and writing instruction in English (and 
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perhaps even in the L1), and if instructors have little training in teaching L2 writing 
in their very challenging contexts, it may be difficult to motivate students, especially 
if students dread writing in English and feel no immediate needs for doing so. Given 
such a daunting situation, overworked teachers may de-emphasize writing or focus 
on writing as primarily a grammatical exercise, simply in order to survive.

4. Opportunities in EFL writing contexts

On the one hand, a lack of a clear, immediate purpose for English-language writing 
in EFL contexts is a drawback, making curricular decisions challenging, and 
creating a situation in which students may not feel motivated to write in English 
without a clear purpose. However, this lack of a clear, immediate need for writing 
also provides unique opportunities that are not available in the ESL context.

For example, on the one hand, writing courses for students in ESL contexts often 
focus on academic writing tasks in order to prepare students for further academic 
writing in their university careers. Students might focus especially on writing from 
source texts, complete summaries, responses to texts, essay exams, and document 
research papers, for example. This type of instruction is very practical and fulfills 
an immediate need for students, but it is considered by some to be quite boring. 
The demanding nature of academic writing, coupled with the short time frame in 
which students have to attempt to master it, leaves little time for assignments that 
students might perceive as more interesting and enjoyable. In contrast, students 
in EFL settings, without the immediate demands of academic writing, may have 
more freedom. As Tarnopolsky (2000) describes in his article about writing 
instruction in Ukraine, they might use this freedom to engage in playful, creative 
writing. Tarnopolsky argues that, in order to be successful in the Ukrainian context, 
English-language writing instruction must be fun. He outlines several activities that 
he has used in teaching writing. These include absurd writing, in which students 
write zany descriptions of everyday items and absurd narratives; they might also 
transform “normal” texts into absurd ones. He also had students work as a group 
to write a single narrative, with each student writing one or two sentences and 
then passing the incomplete story to his/her neighbor. Additionally, Tarnopolsky 
incorporates writing stories with a moral; writing stories to illustrate proverbs; and 
writing fairy tales about the life and adventures of an object in the classroom. 

Another similar type of motivating writing assignments that students in EFL 
can undertake is known as the creative-productive approach, advocated by Beile 
(1996), Böttcher (1996), Holtwisch (1996), Nunning (1995), and Piepho (1998). 
The creative-productive approach involves students writing in response to a text, 
usually with the stipulation of a specific context and audience. For example, 
students might be asked to read a short story and then write a letter that one 
character might write to another, to fill a “gap” in a story by writing a scene that 
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is absent but could exist, to write one part of a dialogue when the other part is 
provided, or to write the end of a story after hearing only the beginning. Creative-
productive writing tasks may also require students to change the form of a given 
text, e.g., by narrating a story from a different character’s perspective, transforming 
a poem into prose or vice versa, re-writing a text for a younger audience, or turning 
a narrative into dialogue. Menzel (1984) describes these types of text-based 
creative writing assignments as linguistic play and asserts that such tasks enable 
students to identify with texts and to achieve both emotional and intellectual 
nearness to their content, thus understanding the texts better. 

In some cases, however, it is not practical in EFL contexts to focus entirely on 
purely “fun” assignments. This is especially true for students majoring in English or 
other fields that require them to do advanced academic writing, such as a thesis, in 
English. English majors in EFL contexts, who may undertake several years of writing 
instruction in English, can be led from more personal, fun, or reflective writing to 
writing that is more academically-oriented. For example, at the Institute of English 
in Lodz, English majors are required to write a BA thesis, a very demanding task that 
requires in-depth research and strong academic writing skills. However, students 
may need to work up to this task by doing more personal or reflective writing 
assignments, especially in cases where students dread writing in English. One 
class of second-year English majors that I met at the English Institute in Lodz was 
undertaking a variety of interesting and motivating EFL writing activities, designed 
to foster a positive attitude toward writing in English. Students wrote regularly in 
journals, and their instructor provided feedback that was encouraging rather than 
purely critical. One of the students in the class commented on how important and 
helpful she found this “positive reinforcement.” Students also read a selection about 
writing myths and then drafted letters of advice to incoming first-year English 
majors, describing their own experiences with writing, both positive and negative, 
and providing tips and insights about writing, intended to help first-year English 
majors with writing in English during their university careers. After participating in 
peer review, these students revised their letters and gave them to their instructor to 
pass on to the following year’s incoming students. The students seemed to find this 
task very engaging, no doubt at least in part because they were writing for a real 
audience who could benefit from their insights. 

Besides using the writing assignments and approaches described above, 
writing instruction in EFL contexts can be integrated with the teaching of other 
skills and can be used to support overall target language development and reading 
skills. While some might lament that this makes writing subordinate to other skills, 
this use of writing may be appropriate, at least sometimes, in EFL environments, 
given the fact that there are not always clear, immediate needs for students to write 
in the English. Writing can also be used in EFL contexts to explore the cultures of 
the English-speaking world as well as locally-relevant topics (Guilherme 2007). 
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5. Conclusion

While teaching EFL writing provides significant challenges, the distinct features of 
the EFL context also provide opportunities and advantages for teaching writing that 
are not present in ESL contexts. In order to support the teaching of English-language 
writing in EFL contexts, EFL writing should continue to develop its own body of 
literature, which has potential to shape writing-related research and practice not 
only in EFL contexts, but in all L2 writing contexts, including ESL contexts.
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Writing curricula design:  
Aims and practices

1. Introduction

In order to accomplish their professional goals and be compatible at the world job 
market L2 student writers need to acquire the sufficient tools to write effectively. 
Designing productive writing curricula is one of the major responsibilities of 
writing instructors.

Establishing a new curriculum at any educational institution is a cumbersome, 
very responsible, and challenging task, but the outcome is rewarding and 
beneficial for various target groups in the society. In this paper, I will describe an 
initiative for creating writing courses at the English Department at Ss Cyril and 
Methodius University, Macedonia, providing information about the required steps 
in introducing new curricula. I believe that the case presented here touches many 
valuable issues that are common with other universities, so this text may initiate 
future dialogue among writing instructors working on designing and developing 
writing courses in the region (the Balkans and South-East Europe). 

The reasons for establishing writing curricula can be of various natures: 
educational (e.g., improving the overall literacy), professional (e.g., training 
teachers to teach writing, establishing new undergraduate and graduate studies), 
national (e.g., strengthening the written communication skills of professionals in 
the areas of business and economy) and so on. 

If we look at foreign practices of implementing new writing curricula, 
specifically those in the US, we can see views similar to those in Eastern and 
South-Eastern; that is, while writing has been perceived to be an integral element 
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to academic success and effective participation in an educated society, many 
teachers and students believe writing should be more present at educational 
institutions because of its importance. Writing should not only be an integral 
but also an essential part of any foreign language teaching curricula, because 
it proves beneficial for the development of students’ cognitive, analytic and 
communication skills. In its report, The Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing 
Revolution, the National Commission on Writing revealed that “writing was one 
of the most neglected elements of teaching in American schools in today’s hard-
pressed society.” (Harrison 2006: 16). The National Commission on Writing report 
states,

If students are to make knowledge on their own, they must struggle with the 
details, wrestle with the facts, and rework raw information and dimly understood 
concepts into language they can communicate to someone else. In short, if 
students are to learn, they must write. (NCW 2003: 9)

This quote, similarly to many other calls for action coming from writing experts 
and educational boards, illustrates the importance of commitment to developing 
a curriculum to teach writing since writing, compared to other curricula, is an 
underdeveloped area in curriculum and instruction.

In the South-East European context, the underdevelopment of writing 
curricula compared to other curricula is noticeable. From my personal experience 
as a language and writing instructor at the English Department at Ss Cyril and 
Methodius University in Macedonia and from the informal discussions with my 
colleagues, the gap has been perceived between what English majors learn through 
the existing curriculum and what they need to know for their future career. The 
situation at the English department mirrors the situation at other language 
departments. The existing program educates students for elementary and high 
school teachers, translators and interpreters. However, they are not fully prepared 
for the real-world responsibilities when they graduate. They lack the appropriate 
training and expertise to teach a foreign language through writing and lack skills 
for effective written communication which is in a way standardized in various 
professional fields. As for the immediate context, students need to improve their 
writing skills since 35-40% of those students fail their literature exams. In order 
to fill the existing gap and solve these problems an effective writing curriculum 
is more than necessary; a curriculum that will be aiming at raising the quality of 
learners’ academic and professional writing skills. 

Another reason which urges design and implementation of writing curricula 
lies in the fact that in recent years, the mobility of students in Europe has increased 
due to new countries entering the EU, as well as the visa liberation processes 
have been introduced for certain countries which are potential candidates for 
the EU. Students have many opportunities to continue their graduate education 
abroad, where good writing skills to produce a term paper in a foreign language 
are a basic necessity for their academic success. The European credit transfer 
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system was introduced at Macedonian Universities in 2004. Still in a developing 
phase, it offers opportunity for further development of writing courses to reflect 
the overall study needs and also to prepare students for the possibility of studying 
at other European universities. The underdeveloped writing skills of students are 
seriously affected by the lack of opportunities to write in a foreign language outside 
the classroom; except maybe for using foreign languages for email correspondence 
or online chat. To conclude, students need and want to achieve better results on 
literature exams, be educated according to the world educational trends, and be 
prepared to meet the world job market requirements. All these factors imply that 
educational institutions should pay more attention to establishing and developing 
their writing curricula.

2. Profile of the situation

In this section, I will give a profile of a situation with the writing curricula at one 
institution of higher education and report on the changes in the existing writing 
curricula. Prior to 2004, at the Macedonian university where I studied and work 
now, there was only one British instructor teaching a small portion of writing in 
English to junior and senior students who were majoring in English language 
and literature. The other language departments did not offer any writing courses 
at that time. All foreign language courses put emphasis on error correction and 
grammar practice. Writing was considered to be just another tool to test student’s 
language competence in a narrow sense, and was not taught as a skill in its own 
right. Moreover, 

students lacked awareness of the formal conventions of writing between 
Macedonian and English which are different in many ways, for instance, 
differences in rhetorical standards, layout and punctuation. (Georgievska, Kirkova-
-Naskova & Oncevska 2007: 215) 

Furthermore, writing skills were always taught by native-English speaking 
lecturers, usually visiting scholars or Fulbright fellows. Macedonian lecturers at 
that time, since never having been trained, did not feel they had adequate skills to 
teach writing. In high school, students received only sporadic training in writing 
skills in English or in their L1 (Macedonian). The situation in high-schools has 
changed with the introduction of a new English Matura exam (a final high-school 
exam) which incorporates testing students’ writing skills. In this paper, I will not 
discuss further the current situation of writing courses in secondary education, 
since the emphasis in this work is on the writing curricula at the institution of 
higher education.

The lack of writing courses and observations on the needs of the students 
majoring in English language and literature, in regard to improving their overall 
literacy and specific writing skills in English, resulted in an initiative to start 
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a project on creating and implementing a 4-year curriculum. From May 2004–
March 2007, a Writing University Project was carried out at the Department 
of English Language and Literature, at Ss Cyril and Methodius University, in 
collaboration with the British Council in Macedonia. It aimed to show that by 
creating a 4-year writing syllabus, the participants in the project would improve 
their skills as teachers and to a certain extent this would change their beliefs 
about writing as an activity embedded in culture, while at the same time catering 
to the needs of the students. A visiting writing expert from the UK, Professor 
O’Brien, was in charge of the three seminars held in 2004-2005. The following 
objectives were identified: 
 1. raising awareness of different rhetorical traditions (intercultural); 
 2. raising awareness of the importance of “audience”; 
 3. raising awareness of the role of writing in study skills; 
 4. motivating students to develop accuracy;  
 5. developing students’ cognitive capacities through writing. 

The Writing University Project resulted in training eight Macedonian 
lecturers to teach writing and in preparation of original materials for a four-
year writing course. The focus in the first two semesters was put on paragraph 
writing of descriptive and narrative texts. What followed in the third and forth 
semester (year 2) was linking the paragraphs into an essay with special focus on 
editing and peer-review strategies covering various genres. The focus in the third 
year was put on writing formal letters and research articles, while the last year 
was devoted to creative writing. i.e., students were taught to write poems, short 
stories and a script. Currently, writing is just a small part of a big course called 
Contemporary English language, a required 4-year course, which is a melting pot 
of reading, listening, speaking, writing, and translation instruction. Only 1 hour 
and 30 minutes per week are spent on writing instruction. 

These newly established writing courses and the material were evaluated by 
freshmen and sophomores. The survey, conducted in 2005, showed that besides 
improving their writing skills, students developed cognitive and analytical skills, 
specifically, felt more confident in reading and understanding complex texts, and 
summarizing (Reid, Bekar & Kirkova-Naskova 2005). The writing courses are 
helping students to develop abilities to select and evaluate information, express 
opinions, hypothesize and persuade—all the skills relevant to make them highly 
competent for their future careers. The results supported the view of writing 
experts that if students want to learn a foreign language, they must learn to write 
in that language.

Since 2007, the trained teachers have developed their individual writing 
courses, and some new colleagues were engaged and instructed to teach writing at 
an academic level. In October 2012, a Workshop on Academic Writing was held at 
the English Department, Faculty of Philology, Sts Cyril and Methodius, R. Macedonia. 
It was organised in collaboration with the British Council, R. Macedonia. As Teresa 
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O’Brien said at the opening of the 2012 workshop, “Much has happened in all our 
lives since November 2006, but our 2012 Workshop is testament to the consistency 
of purpose in the English Department here.” The focus was put on assessment, 
teaching technical writing skills (graphs, reports) and argumentation. The team 
have undertaken to: 
 1.  discuss further the potential of using writing portfolios and standardising the 

portfolio assessment criteria for each separate academic year; 
 2.  reshuffle the genres and some of the units taught in different years; 
 3.  teach analysis of argumentation and focus on strategies of avoiding fallacious 

arguments; 
 4. change topics for homework assignments since students found them 

unchallenging; 
 5. include teaching a BA proposal in year 4;  
 6. revise the materials on an annual basis.

The importance of this workshop was that a network of writing teachers 
from different universities in Macedonia was established. The team from Sts 
Cyril and Methodius has begun to network with teachers from five Macedonian 
Universities, which offer writing courses (SEEU, FON, University of Goce Delchev-
Shtip, University American College, and State University of Tetovo). Workshops are 
eye-opening experiences since often it is hard to follow what other institutions do 
in a same country regarding certain curricula development.

3. Theoretical foundations

As a starting point in forming the theoretical foundations of a proposal for a writing 
curriculum, we can take Richards’ statement that 

in developing goals for educational programs, curriculum planners draw on 
their understanding both of the present and long-term needs of learners and 
society as well as the planners’ beliefs and ideologies about schools, learners 
and teachers. (2001: 113)

Teaching is challenging, since it is never the same. It depends on factors 
such as interests, motivation and proficiency of students, and current globally 
acknowledged educational issues. Educators should not only be interested in what 
students learn, but also in what they want to learn. The teaching philosophy when 
proposing new writing curricula may be rooted in the concepts of educational 
accountability, in some aspects of the socio-constructivist theory, and in the 
context-based and research-based instruction.

From all the theories of teaching writing that appeared in the 80s and 90s, 
a good writing curriculum synthesizes the focus-on-process, focus-on-purpose, 
focus-on-context and focus-on-research theories with the aim to ensure that 
students have a solid understanding of the processes of text creation, of the purposes 
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of writing and ways of expressing these effectively through various rhetorical 
choices, and finally, of the contexts in which the texts are composed and read, 
so that both the writer and the reader are given the opportunity to negotiate 
meaning.

Important to be mentioned here is that if writing instructors decide to apply 
the focus-on-process approach, they should be aware that there is no single writing 
process, but there exist various individual processes. They should also be careful 
not to place too much emphasis on single process writing, because that could easily 
become a routine way of teaching (Graves 1994, Murray 1982).

In regard to theories of language and theories of learning, a successful writing 
curriculum should have two premises: 
 1.  language is text- and discourse-based with focus of teaching how meaning and 

information are communicated and constructed via texts and discourse; 
 2. language is purposeful and students learn best when instruction addresses 

their needs (Richards & Rodgers 2001: 207-210). In connection to how 
instruction addresses students’ needs, what follows is a description of the 
concrete aims an educational institution or individual writing experts should 
have, along with the deeply rooted theoretical foundations when facing the 
challenge of establishing new writing curricula. 

4. Issues to be considered  
when designing L2 writing curricula

Designing a good L2 writing curriculum at Foreign Language departments at any 
university, aiming at raising the profile of writing in a foreign language among 
students can be achieved through three specific aims:
Aim 1 

Help students to learn how to read critically and write persuasively in various 
rhetorical contexts. To achieve this goal, the objectives will be for students to:
 1. read and write in a variety of genres for distinct purposes and for a variety 

of audiences;
 2. constantly practice the stages of the writing process: inventing, drafting, 

organizing, revising, and editing; 
 3. compose focused texts developed with details, examples, analogies, facts/

statistics, proper citations; 
 4. practice summarizing and paraphrasing material from existing texts; 
 5. master conventions of usage, spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure 

that affect clarity.
Aim 2 
Train students to apply methods of finding and using appropriate information 
to various rhetorical contexts. To achieve this goal, the objectives for students 
will be to: 
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 1. brainstorm information; 
 2. use primary research methods such as observation and interviewing and 

incorporate the results into their texts, and use print and electronic sources 
to gather secondary information; 

 3. combine materials drawn from primary and secondary sources with their 
own ideas and experiences.

Aim 3 
Help students to develop and demonstrate critical thinking abilities. To achieve 
this goal, the objectives for students will be to:
 1. read closely, analyze, annotate, and evaluate a variety of texts (written both 

by peer-students and professionals); 
 2. analyze and discuss their own work through writing reflection papers; 
 3. analyze their peers’ work through peer-editing; 
 4. design research questions, conduct primary and secondary research 

appropriate to answer the research questions and solve problems.
The expected outcomes of the proposed new curriculum are: 

 1. students will achieve better results in other courses that require good writing 
skills; 

 2. students will be able to write researched essays that are issue-oriented, focused, 
well-supported, appropriately organized, and properly documented;

 3. students will feel comfortable with conventions of academic and professional 
discourses; 

 4. students will demonstrate an ability to assess the strengths and weaknesses of 
their own texts and their peers’ texts which will help them prepare better for 
future language teachers, teachers of second language writing and translators 
or interpreters.
Another important issue to be taken in consideration when designing writing 

courses is that a high-quality writing course requires continuous evaluation and 
revision. Throughout the semester various types of evaluation should be carried 
out to assess the new curriculum design, the syllabus and the program content, as 
well as student and teacher progress. Student evaluation is usually based on their 
performance in class and the papers written. Self-assessment in a form of reflections 
can be combined with the other types of assessment. The formative evaluation is 
carried out by teachers who can monitor the course/curriculum as it develops and 
record what difficulties are encountered, as well as how efficient the materials are. 
As for the summative evaluation, students’ views and results, the time spent on units, 
the homework load and grades determine the effectiveness of the curriculum.

Professional development of instructors who need training to teach writing 
is inevitable. Other teachers, except for writing instructors, can easily discover 
the power of writing and how it improves student learning and intellectual 
abilities (Nagin 2003). It is necessary that educational institutions in a country 
develop training sessions for teachers to improve the teaching of writing, both 
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in L1 and L2. As research has pointed out, writing will not improve unless 
teachers are trained to teach it more efficiently. Training and development can 
be facilitated though engagement in international projects on improving literacy 
(e.g., Literacy Development in the Humanities). The LIDHUM project (2009-2012) 
is an institutional partnership project among Romania, Ukraine, Macedonia and 
Switzerland.

5. Conclusion

The purpose of this paper is to present the importance of initiatives for writing 
curricula design. By presenting an example of an initiative at a Macedonian 
university, I have offered suggestions what issues should be taken into consideration 
when proposing and designing new writing curricula. Experiences show that 
universities in the region (Balkan and South-East Europe) share some common 
features in regard to the writing programs and curricula. When teaching a foreign 
language at university to students who are majoring in that language, much more 
emphasis has been put on teaching vocabulary, grammar, and speaking, than on 
writing. Touching the theoretical foundations of teaching writing theories, I focused 
on the three major aims that should be followed when designing writing courses, 
and on the outcomes of existing writing curricula. I hope this paper will initiate 
research and a dialogue among writing instructors and educational institutions 
across the region in the areas of writing curriculum development and curriculum 
reform, effective research-based writing strategies, professional development 
of teachers to teach writing more productively. This is all with the aim to help 
students improve their writing skills in L1 and L2. This will make our students 
feel more confident and more compatible at foreign education institutions and 
the world job market. 
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From contrastive rhetoric  
to intercultural rhetoric:  
Why intercultural rhetoric needs  
to reframe the concept of culture

1. Introduction

As the academic world continues to become more racially and ethnically diverse, 
both students and faculty members can ill afford cultural illiteracy. Therefore, 
approximating the ideal of a successful communication in an academic setting 
must involve a culturally-sensitive outlook on variations in academic style across 
cultures. Academic discourse patterns should be analyzed in both monocultural 
and multicultural contexts since when it comes to writing, students draw on various 
social, cultural and historical factors which develop differently in different societies. 
The outcome of these influences manifests itself in interferences at the linguistic 
and rhetorical levels. Cross-cultural differences have been mainly observed in such 
aspects of discourse organization as: 

global and local structures in texts, levels of explicitness and metatextual cuing; 
degrees of redundancy and distribution of salience; and linearity and complexity 
in form and content development. (Duszak 1997: 2) 

In analyzing variations among writing styles, academic discourses have been found 
to address the issues of involvement and detachment, power and solidarity, face 
and politeness. Another important difference in organizational structure concerns 
languages that are writer-responsible versus those that are reader-responsible. 
Historically rooted intellectual styles also have a critical impact on the way 
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academic discourse is carried out by culturally diverse students and scholars. 
Consequently, all the differences in intellectual traditions and academic writing 
conventions must be considered and the awareness of these disparities should 
contribute to the decrease of the influences of Anglo-American monoculture and 
the creation of relative standards for what constitutes good academic writing1. 
Such changes will foster the process of socialization of international students into 
the writing/rhetorical/scholarly conventions of the academic world, give them the 
opportunity to learn about other socio-cultural systems, achieve awareness of the 
structure of their own system, and improve conditions for intellectual inquiry. 

Undoubtedly, a call for attention to make those cross-cultural differences 
in writing explicit and to help students navigate rhetorically the cultural divide 
has never been greater.  For successful academic communication and improved 
educational outcomes, it is critical to address the following questions: 
 – Is it possible at all to agree on the meaning of culture? 
 – How to describe cultures without stereotyping them?
 – How to articulate a framework for rhetorical conventions of any culture 

without over-generalization?
The intensification of global migrations and cross-cultural exchange sparkled 

off the ongoing debate over contextualized text analysis as well as a better 
conceptualization of culture and laid the basis for a new theory of intercultural 
rhetoric. Connor (2011) refers to her paper “Mapping multidimensional aspects of 
research: Reaching to intercultural rhetoric” to discuss three pertinent components 
of the new theory: 

(1) texts in contexts, (2) culture as a complex interaction of small and large 
cultures, and (3) texts in intercultural interactions 

and explains them in the following way:
(1) the study of writing is not limited to texts but needs to consider the 
surrounding social contexts and practices; (2) national cultures interact with 
disciplinary and other cultures in complex ways; and (3) intercultural discourse 
encounters—spoken and written—entail interaction among interlocutors and 
require negotiation and accommodation. (Connor 2011)

The theory of intercultural rhetoric focuses on both cross-cultural studies 
(analysis of the same concept or theme in two respectively different cultures) and 
studies of interactions (interactive communication situations in which writers of 
different race, ethnicity, nationality, and religion negotiate meaning and style in 
the writing and speaking process).

1   Good academic writing, according to Anglo-American standards, features a linear 
organizational pattern and holds the writer responsible for providing the structure and 
the meaning of the discourse. The key to good organization is to clearly state the thesis 
statement in the introduction, to outline the main points of the paper by subordinating 
supporting ideas to the main claims, and to restate the exposition in the concluding 
paragraph.
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2. Limitations and advances  
of contrastive rhetoric research

Contrastive rhetoric, which has been investigating cross-cultural differences and 
similarities in writing in the past 30 years, has failed to address these questions 
successfully. It has been criticized for insensitivity to cultural differences (Scollon 
1997, Spack 1997, Zamel 1997), supporting cultural dichotomy between East and 
West, and the alleged resulting promotion of the superiority of Western writing 
(Kubota 1999, 2001). Ryuko Kubota (1999, 2002) also made contrastive rhetoric 
responsible for essentializing writers—that is, suggesting that someone thinks, 
speaks or writes in a certain way because of his/her linguistic background. Thus, 
there has also been a call to study how writing across cultures is tied to the 
intellectual history of these cultures. According to Galtung (1985), intellectual 
history determines the writing style of a given culture. For example, varying 
levels of linearity in academic writing styles result from the differences between 
four major writing conventions: linear (Anglo-American, “Saxonic” style), 
digressive (German, “Teutonic” style extending to languages such as, Polish, 
Czech, and Russian), circular (Oriental, “Nipponic” style) and digressive-elegant 
(Romance languages, “Gallic” style). However, can the rhetorical conventions 
of any culture be described without an over-simplification leading to the 
homogenization and inferiority of other styles to the Anglo-American writing 
tradition? Description of academic writing in, for instance, Polish as “digressive” 
may seem judgmental. The same pertains to a term “circular” that, if applied 
to writing, usually produces negative connotation. It is evaluated as a blend of 
illogical, disorganized, awkward and confusing ideas. Duszak also points out that 
by comparing the digressive style to cooked spaghetti Clyne suggests “Teutonic” 
writing is of lesser quality.

These criticisms present contrastive rhetoric’s view of culture as being static 
and decreasing the importance of an individual in the writing process. Therefore, 
researchers of text and style have become vitally engaged in the discussion on 
the interplay of culture and communication. Enkvist wrote:

One of the hot subjects in today’s linguistics is the field variously known 
as contrastive (or cross-cultural or intercultural) rhetoric (or, with varying 
emphases, text linguistics, discourse analysis, or pragmalinguistics)… simply 
defined as the study of patterns of text and discourse in different languages that 
vary in structural and cultural background. (Enkvist 1997: 188)

Although Enkvist used such terms as contrastive rhetoric, cross-cultural 
rhetoric, and intercultural rhetoric interchangeably, he pointed at the crux of the 
argument that is the changing concept of culture and discourse analysis. Connor 
accepts the term intercultural rhetoric as the best-suited name for this area of 
study today and observes that 



From contrastive rhetoric to intercultural rhetoric...36

Intercultural provides a connotation of collaborative interaction between and 
among cultures and individuals, on one hand, and within cultures on the other. 
(Connor 2011: 1) 

Therefore, the major focus of intercultural rhetoric is on commonalities instead 
of differences in the written discourse analysis among writers of various cultural 
backgrounds. Current understanding of the discourse as defined by Shiffrin, Tannen, 
and Hamilton (2001) comprises an underlying paradigm for discourse that is 
broad enough to support a variety of approaches, methods, and even definitions 
regarding discourse. New approaches to contextualized text analysis and the 
changing understanding of culture viewed as a complex interaction of small and 
large cultures lay the foundations for a new theory of intercultural rhetoric.

Intercultural rhetoric assumes that (1) the study of writing is not limited to 
texts but needs to consider the surrounding social contexts and practices; 
(2) national cultures interact with disciplinary and other cultures in complex 
ways; and (3) intercultural discourse encounters—spoken and written—entail 
interaction among interlocutors and require negotiation and accommodation. 
(Connor 2011: 2)

The new field of intercultural rhetoric allows for reducing the confusion and 
complexity that cultural differences bring to the classroom by carrying out cross-
cultural studies of the same concepts or themes and studies of interactions in which 
individuals coming from multicultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
negotiate meanings through speaking and writing. Intercultural rhetoric makes 
room for various cultural orientations by drawing on the resources individual 
writers bring to the educational setting and hence, helps to achieve meaningful 
educational purposes. The main purpose of this paper, which is in line with the 
opinions of such researchers as Connor, Atkinson or Holliday, is to defend an 
interpersonal and interactive approach to academic writing that makes culture 
a fundamental part of intercultural rhetoric, and considers negotiation and 
accommodation among interlocutors. Therefore, after briefly presenting traditional 
theories of culture, I will focus on major views that shape the framework of culture 
for intercultural rhetoric. 

3. Theories of culture

The study of culture and written communication has been a diffuse enterprise 
in the past 30 years and particularly today, when we witness the evolution of 
contemporary societies into intercultural melting pots, it becomes a pressing need. 
Success in cross-cultural communication includes not only linguistic competence 
but cultural knowledge as well. Students are required to learn linguistic skills 
and just as importantly they must acquire the cultural standards for effective 
communication. The complexity of the phenomenon of culture and the variety of 
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explanations, however, make complete coverage of the “facts” about culture not only 
a difficult undertaking, but one likely to be incoherent and blurry. Nevertheless, 
if the new field of intercultural rhetoric is to continue, it is necessary to patch 
together evidence from an often-bewildering array of cultures and techniques in 
order to illuminate any specific aspect of language-thought-reality relation (as, 
for example, the relation between L1 thinking patterns and writing in L2). This 
makes both the writers’ job of exposition and the readers’ job of interpretation 
a challenging experience. 

3.1. Traditional views of culture

Culture is one of the most disputatious subjects in today’s academic world. Larson and 
Smalley view culture as a phenomenon directly affecting the manner in which people 
within a given community act and speak. They define it in the following way: 

(…) guides the behavior of people in a community and is incubated in family life. 
It governs our behavior in groups, makes us sensitive to matters of status, and 
helps us know what others expect of us and what will happen if we do not live up 
to their expectations. Culture helps us to know how far we can go as individuals 
and what our responsibility is to the group. Different cultures are the underlying 
structures which make Round community round and Square community square. 
(Larson and Smalley 1972: 39)

Similarly, Rosinski’s explanation of the term culture relates it to a group reality 
which involves human and linguistic behaviors as well as social consciousness 
characteristic for this group. He presents the following working definition: 

A group’s culture is the set of unique characteristics that distinguishes its 
members from another group. This definition encompasses both visible 
(behaviors, language, artifacts) and invisible manifestations (norms, values, and 
basic assumptions or beliefs). This definition goes to the essence of culture: it is 
a group phenomenon as opposed to an individual reality. (Rosinski 2010: 20)

The aforementioned authors present culture as mainly based on separate 
national entities which remain relatively homogeneous and static. 

3.1.1. Theories of culture that matter  
in intercultural rhetoric

Current views of culture emerge from postmodern perspectives and have evolved 
from critiques of the traditional understanding of this notion which emphasized 
homogeneity over heterogeneity as a culture shaping force. These changing 
perspectives of culture have made contrastive rhetoric, and its approach to the role 
of culture in a writing process, the target of criticism. In the past contrastive rhetoric 
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defined culture as “a set of patterns and rules shared by a particular community” 
(Connor 1996: 101). Zamel criticizes the tendency of contrastive rhetoric to present 
cultures as “discrete, discontinuous, and predictable” (Zamel 1997: 343), Spack 
disapproves of the practice of labeling students by their L1 backgrounds (Spack 
1997), and Scollon argues that contrastive rhetoric is too focused on texts and 
neglects oral influences on literacy, and thus is unable to interpret correctly all 
the aspects of second- language writing (Scollon 1997). These criticisms activated 
broader inquiry of the concept of culture among the scholars of text and style. For 
example, Atkinson in his article, “Culture in TESOL” (Atkinson 1999), discusses 
two competing approaches to culture which he divides into a received view and 
alternative, nonstandard views. The traditional approach perceives ESL students 
as members of separate, identifiable, cultural communities while an alternative 
perspective, influenced by a postmodern view of culture, introduces words such 
as: identity, hybridity, essentialism, and power to the discussion of the meaning of 
culture. Mathews (2000) calls the traditional view of culture “the way of life of the 
people” (Mathews 2000: 2) and argues that it makes it possible to group cultures 
according to their national backgrounds (e.g., American culture, Polish culture 
or Japanese culture). In light of current developments in cross-cultural research, 
such a monochronic approach to culture is open to criticism. Tannen observes 
that,” some people object to any research documenting cross-cultural differences, 
which they see as buttressing stereotypes and hence exacerbating discrimination” 
(Tannen 1985: 212). But later on in her paper she argues that if cross-cultural 
differences are not addressed, it leads to miscommunication and “discrimination 
of another sort” (Tannen 1985: 212). Keesing also views culture as the product 
of Western thought which formed the concept to provide “a framework for our 
creation and evocation of radical diversity” (Keesing 1994: 301). He observes that 
such essentialist interpretation of culture has affected academic discourse and has 
reduced our view of cultures to their division into two major groups, Western and 
non-Western, thus forcing us to define our identities by the use of parameters that 
point at what we are not. 

The British sociologist, John Tomlison, in his book Globalization and Culture 
(1999), proposes a definition of culture that is meaningful in a globalized 
world. He postulates an antireductionist approach to cross-cultural analysis 
that will make us sensitive to the points at which different cultural dimensions 
interconnect and interact. Tomlison poses the question that addresses the 
complexity of culture, “(…) since the concept of culture is so ‘encompassing’ 
that it can easily be taken as the ultimate level of analysis—isn’t everything in 
the end ‘cultural?” (Tomlison 1999: 17). He goes on to argue, however, that it 
gets us nowhere to think of culture in this way, as simply a description of a ‘total 
way of life’ as it leads us to “the throwing of anything and everything into the 
conceptual stew that is the ‘complex whole ‘ of human existence” (Tomlison 
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1999: 17). Therefore, he calls for making the dimension of culture more specific 
and defines it in the following way:

In the first place culture can be understood as the order of life in which human 
beings construct meaning through practices of symbolic representation. If 
this sounds a rather dry generalization, it nevertheless allows us to make 
some useful distinctions. Very broadly, if we are talking about the economic 
we are concerned with practices by which humans produce, exchange and 
consume material goods; if we are discussing the political we mean practices 
by which power is concentrated, distributed and deployed in societies; and if 
we are talking culture, we mean the ways in which people make their lives, 
individually and collectively, meaningful by communicating with each other. 
(Tomlison 1999: 18)

Postmodern culture theorists emphasize the complexity of culture. Hannerz 
in his book Cultural complexity: Studies in the social organization of meaning 
observes that the word complex is not intellectually attractive, but it has one major 
advantage—makes us think twice before “accepting any simple characterization of 
the cultures in question in the terms of some single existence” (Hannerz 1992: 6). 
He distinguishes three major cultural dimensions: metaphysical, aesthetic, 
and distributive that, although presented as separate categories, demonstrate 
significant correlations (Hannerz 1992). In light of current developments in 
cross-cultural research, such a monochronic approach to culture is open to 
criticism. Tannen observes that,” some people object to any research documenting 
cross-cultural differences, which they see as buttressing stereotypes and hence 
exacerbating discrimination” (Tannen 1985: 212). Hannerz, however, observes 
that because people tend to attach meaning to whatever they do, the complexity 
in the forms of externalization of meaning becomes greater. This means that the 
development of new technologies will continue to increase cultural complexity 
and “those media technologies, ranging from writing to television, which make 
the cultural flow less dependent on face-to-face interactions, and which—having 
communication as their primary function—allow flexible, elaborate statements 
of meaning” (Hannerz 1992:  9). ‘Distributive’ includes the social distribution of 
the cultural accumulation of meanings among populations and social relations. 
The least complex example of distribution would be total uniformity, when each 
individual involved with a culture would have the same ideas and articulate them 
in the same way. However, the phenomenon is more complex because not all the 
people with the same cultural background have the same ideas and express them 
by the same means. 

The voice of Neil Postman, one of the most militant cultural critics, who 
warns against the destructive force of new technologies in our lives cannot be 
ignored in the discussion of the role of culture in intercultural rhetoric. Postman 
talks about a technology’s intrusion into a culture of contemporary societies and 
asserts that: 
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(…) new technologies change what we mean by ‘knowing’ and ‘truth’; they alter 
those deeply embedded habits of thought which give to a culture its sense of 
what the world is like—a sense of what is the natural order of things, of what is 
reasonable, of what is necessary, of what is inevitable, of what is real. (Postman 
1993: 12) 

His description of the ways new technologies shape societies by depriving 
cultures of their uniqueness, intellect, religion, history, and even privacy and truth 
is both disturbing and thought-provoking. 

Appadurai (1996) describes a general pattern of the dissolution of links 
between cultural experience and territorial location in the current era of global 
modernity. A far-reaching analysis of the influence of electronic media and mass 
migration on evolving transnational cultural interactions lies at the heart of the 
book. Appadurai comes up with new frameworks to explain the complexity of new 
relationships, in which people have to make choices between the global and the 
local and frequently transform the global within their local practices.

Although there has been a lot of doubt about the ability to arrive at consensus 
about what the term culture means, for the sake of a successful development of 
intercultural rhetoric the concept of culture must be framed. Considering all the 
complexities of culture, Ulla Connor proposed the following explanation of this 
phenomenon, “This is how culture works in the framework of intercultural rhetoric: 
It recognizes large cultures but values small cultures; it acknowledges individual 
variation; and it focuses on the give-and- take in intercultural interactions” (Connor 
2011: 34).

3.1.1.1. Cultures interacting in an academic setting 

As universities continue to become more culturally diverse, a detailed insight into 
a variety of cultures interacting in an educational setting becomes imperative. 
University classrooms have their own academic culture consisting of many 
overlapping cultural components. Atkinson (2004) advocates an alternative view of 
culture, as opposed to a received (traditional) one, in an academic classroom in the 
face of the changing nature of global communication. A model depicting different 
cultures that operate in an educational setting has been proposed by Holliday 
(1994, 1999) and is in line with a new approach to culture. Holliday analyzed the 
influences of small and large cultures as major forces shaping academic culture. 
Large cultures feature ethnic, national, or international traits and tend to be 
normative and prescriptive. Conversely, small cultures are non-essentialist and rely 
on dynamic processes that relate to cohesive behaviors within social groupings. 
Small cultures do not accept any type of stereotyping, ”In cultural research, small 
cultures are thus a heuristic means in the process of interpreting group behavior” 
(Holliday 1999: 240). Small cultures are engaged in a variety of activities, and 
academic discourse is one of the outcomes of a small culture enterprise (Holliday 
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1999: 251). Holliday asserts that, ”In many ways, the discourse community is 
a small culture” (Holliday 1999: 252).

Holliday’s model describes some cultures, like national culture, professional-
academic culture, youth culture, student culture and classroom culture that can 
be found in any educational setting. These cultures interact and overlap with 
one another, but the primary importance has always been assigned to national 
culture that determines such aspects of academic life as code of conduct and 
discourse style. Therefore, today when academic classrooms tend to be more 
diverse in terms of ethnic, national, religious and socio-cultural backgrounds, it 
is critical to diminish the superiority of national norms and standards and draw 
on knowledge, and learning styles that individual students bring to the classroom. 
When it comes to academic discourse, both in speaking and writing, students 
draw on various cross-linguistic and cross-cultural influences. The U.S accepts 
the challenge that culturally diverse academic classrooms create and pioneers in 
culturally responsive teaching. A culturally responsive classroom, also referred 
to as an inclusive classroom, is a space where all the voices are sought out and 
welcome, participants feel free to challenge or support other people’s perspectives 
on course topics, and it is safe for participants to feel uncomfortable and take 
necessary risks for real dialogue to occur. 

4. The influences on intercultural rhetoric

The theory of contrastive rhetoric predominantly rests on the assumption that 
patterns of language and writing are culture specific and accepts the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis of linguistic relativity as a primary influence. The Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis is premised on the insight that language is not a neutral medium that 
does not influence the way people perceive and experience the world, and hence 
views language, in the initial, firmer version, as a determiner of thought, and in the 
later, softer version, as a shaper of thought. Therefore, to the degree that language 
and writing are cultural phenomena, different cultures have different rhetorical 
tendencies. Moreover, ESL learners transfer L1 writing conventions to L2 writing 
causing interference. Contrastive rhetoric examines the interference that reveals 
itself in the writer’s choice of rhetorical strategies and content, not with differences 
at the level of syntax and phonology.

Since the 1980s, contrastive rhetoricians have been devoting more attention 
to different ways of exploring connections between students’ culture and discourse 
style. Connor should be given the credit for her research on cross-cultural 
influences that have affected contrastive rhetoric theory. The final outcome of 
her work (Connor 2011) manifests itself in a comprehensive outline of six major 
factors that altered the approach to textual analyses and consequently contributed 
to the inception of a new field of intercultural rhetoric:
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 1. Relations between American composition and European text linguistics
  The co-related studies of American traditions of rhetoric/composition and 

European tradition of text analysis, reaching far beyond organizational 
patterns as a method of text analysis, are the primary focus of the field 
today.

 2.  Connections with Comparative Rhetoric
  Intercultural rhetoric draws on comparative rhetoric studies which analyze 

languages and cultures as separate entities and investigate in-depth histories 
of their rhetorical traditions. 

 3. Reframing the definition of rhetoric
  Contrastive rhetoric stems from the structural and content-based principles 

for writing laid down by Aristotle in Poetics, but reduces the term rhetoric 
to arrangement and organization, one of the three steps (the other two 
were invention and discovery) in Aristotle’s treatise of rhetoric as an act 
of persuasion. Aristotle himself shifted emphasis on the rhetorical canons 
from style to invention and a new field of intercultural rhetoric draws from 
his original concept of rhetoric (invention, style, and arrangement) as well 
as the three types of rhetorical proof (ethos, pathos and logos). In Ancient 
times, in order to make an argument, one had to consider three elements: 
the means or sources of persuasion, the language, the arrangement of the 
different parts of the treatment. The means of persuasion are strategies for 
making three appeals: ethos, pathos and logos. “The first kind depends on the 
personal character of the speaker, the second on putting the audience into 
a certain frame of mind, the third on the proof, or apparent proof, provided by 
the words of the speech itself”. (Aristotle 1984:2155). This initial definition 
of rhetoric formulated by Aristotle is in line with the current developments in 
intercultural rhetoric. Kennedy emphasizes a new dimension of contemporary 
rhetoric in Comparative Rhetoric: An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction 
by defining it as “a form of mental and emotional energy” (Kennedy 1998:3) 
and later on continues,” rhetoric is a natural phenomenon: the potential for 
it exists in all life forms that can give signals, it is practiced in limited forms 
by nonhuman animals” (Kennedy 1998:4).

 4.  New approach to research methods for studying writing
  Early contrastive rhetoric was primarily based on linguistic text analyses 

focusing on methods of analyzing cohesion, coherence, and the discourse 
superstructure of texts. However, the adequacy of exclusively text-based 
analyses was questioned and the process of extending the text analyses beyond 
the realm of textual features was initiated. Connor distinguishes the following 
periods in research methods for studying writing: 

Following the lead of L1 writing research and pedagogy, in which the 
1970s were said to be the decade of the composing process and the 
1980s the decade of social construction, empirical research on L2 
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writing in the 1990s became increasingly concerned with social and 
cultural processes in cross-cultural undergraduate writing groups and 
classes. (Connor 2002: 497)

 5. Intercultural communication viewed as the text-speech interplay
  Intercultural communication is not limited only to the written discourse. 

Therefore, one of the main objectives of intercultural rhetoric is to examine 
the text-speech interface by the means of new methods for rhetorical 
analysis. 

 6.  Dynamic developments in studies of culture 
  Since local diversity and global connectedness confront us on a daily basis, 

more than ever there is a pressing need to analyze languages in cultural 
context. “Culture, in all the complexities of that word, is seen as dynamic and 
not confined to a hegemonic national discourse. The complexity of large and 
small cultures necessarily exists in the classroom just as it does in day-to-day 
life in a range of situations and social groupings” (Holliday 1999).
Along with these aforementioned developments in intercultural rhetoric 

comes a need to investigate in-depth the impact of the variety of cultural influences 
on human identity and self-awareness today. 

4.1. Multicultural identities 

We find ourselves living in a world of increasing cultural mobility. However, 
a mutual cultural exposure does not necessarily imply the acquisition of similar 
cultural identities, mutual benefits, acceptance, or harmony. Academic discussions 
about global versus local, or about the homogenization and fragmentation of 
cultures, are moving away from a black-and-white view and toward a more diverse 
perspective as Skalli observes, ”cultural experience is both unified beyond localities 
and fragmented within them” (Skalli 2006:20). The construction of contemporary 
multicultural identities is not only affected by the presence of a global economy 
and mass cultural products, but also by local beliefs, values, and socio-cultural 
and linguistic norms. Therefore, at the same time as we recognize the far-reaching 
effects of technological, societal, and economic forces, we also need to recognize 
that all the messages we experience are interpreted through the meaning systems 
of culture (Lusting and Koester 2010). 

4.1.1. Multiculturalism

The increase of cultural diversity across the globe has resulted in the promotion 
of multiculturalism which holds that a multitude of ethnic cultures can coexist in 
the mainstream or host culture and retain their original ethnic cultural heritage 
(Tadmor and Tetlock). Multiculturalism, on one hand, supports a multicultural 
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coexistence, but, on the other, may lead to group distinctions and threaten social 
cohesion. Sidanius and Pratto (1999) propose the ideological asymmetry hypothesis 
which suggests that hierarchy-attenuating ideologies such as, multiculturalism 
appeal more to low-status groups than to high-status groups, because the existing 
status hierarchy tends to be more beneficial for members of high- rather than low-
status groups. Due to multiculturalism, low-status groups and minorities gain the 
opportunity to maintain their own culture as well as obtain a higher social status. 
Majority groups, however, may perceive a desire of ethnic minorities to maintain 
their own culture as a threat to mainstream cultural identity and their high social 
status. Thus, although all the people are ultimately multicultural beings those who 
draw strongest on cross-cultural influences in the construction of their identities 
are less powerful social groups. 

4.1.1.1. Understanding our multicultural selves

As the products of interweaving multicultural and multilinguistic influences, our 
identities and cognitive capacities extend beyond the reach of any one culture. Our 
self awareness, affected by a variety of cultural influences, is continually altered 
and our identities are always becoming. From the perspective of cross-cultural 
communication, including intercultural rhetoric, identity of an individual is 
described as a blend of ethnic, national, international and linguistic components. 
The question that arises is: “How can somebody understand his/her own cultural 
identi ty, and those of other people, when it is obvious there can never be a clear 
description of a culture?” Hofstede (1980) coined the term dimensions of culture 
and Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) cultural starting points that are 
meant to offer one way of starting to decode cultural ways of making meaning. Pillay 
(2006) suggests six cultural starting points, which  affect individual personality 
traits, to assist us in understanding the complexity of culture and affect individual 
personality traits. 
 –  High Context–Low Context 
 – Individualism–Communitarianism
 –  Universalism–Particularism
 – Specificity–Diffuseness
 – Sequential Time–Synchronous Time
 – Low Power Distance–High Power Distance (Pillay 2006: 32, 33)

Starting points demonstrate a high level of inner correlations. For example, 
high-context communication (meaning is communicated through context) and 
polychronic time perspective (synchronous, recurrent, episodic time) often 
correspond with communitarian orientation which features cooperation and 
interdependence, and values group harmony and cohesion. Just like low-context 
communication (meaning is explicitly conveyed in words) is intertwined with 
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a monochronic time perspective (sequential, linear and rigid time) and appears in 
rather individualistic societies that encourage competition, individual achievement, 
and self-reliance. When we explore the continuum of specificity and diffuseness, 
we observe the discrepancy between the specific orientation (values efficiency, 
clear focus, outcome and solutions), typical for low-context cultures, and the diffuse 
orientation (pays attention to process, relationships, and takes holistic perspective) 
that high-context cultures operate on. Hofstede’s (1984) idea of power distance 

Figure 1. Sample Identity Patterns
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refers to the differences in the distribution of power between communitarian, 
high-context cultures that rely on hierarchical civic structures where social status 
is ascribed, and individualistic, low-context cultures where status is earned by 
individual achievements and accomplishments.

Pillay asserts that the term starting points is the most accurate to describe 
different cultural perspectives as it allows to avoid a dichotomized, fixed-point 
interpretation of cultural traits. Particular cultural features may be applicable 
to all the members of one cultural group or only a certain combination may be 
relevant. Pillay’s point is that “there are no fixed answers to understanding the 
dynamics of culture, but there are guiding lights to draw upon along the way” 
(Pillay 2006: 33). Complexity is a leading term in the discussions about culture, 
but language, including academic discourse, also plays a key role in intercultural 
communication because it addresses such issues as cross-cultural negotiation and 
accommodation. As Wierzbicka observes, 

Languages differ from one another not just as linguistic systems but also as 
cultural universes, as vehicles of ethnic identities. (Wierzbicka 1985: 187)

Each culture produces its own ethnic-specific roadmap that consists of particular 
norms (what you consider right/wrong, proper/improper), values (that are 
important to you, the way you manifest these values), basic assumptions and 
beliefs (what you regard as true/false). It draws on the political, social and 
economic history as well as its intellectual tradition to form meaningful background 
information which allows its members to interpret correctly allegories, figures 
of speech, symbols and behavioral patterns that are relevant for this culture. 
For example, if one knows the story of Robinson Crusoe, one will comprehend 
better the idea of’ American Self-Made Man’. As for academic writing, Cooley 
and Lewkowicz (1997) in “Developing awareness of the rhetorical and linguistic 
conventions of writing a thesis in English: addressing the needs of EFL/ESL 
postgraduate students” argue that the most significant problems evolving from 
various cultural perspectives arise at the macro-level of discourse. In a parallel 
manner Duszak asserts that, 

There are the deficiencies that relate to the overall communicative success of 
a piece of writing, that involve the clarity of the text, its global organization, and 
the consistency and balance of argument, as well as the expression of thoughts 
in English. (Duszak 1997: 5)

It is not possible to define somebody’s identity without viewing him/her 
through the lenses of culture. Although there are no prescriptive patterns for 
understanding cultures, there are starting points that may serve as initial clues in 
the ongoing process of intercultural understanding. If we imagine our identities 
as a blend of various cultural influences, we may ponder about how to create 
cultural patterns of understanding in cross-cultural encounters. Depending on 
the context and relational dynamics, identity patterns may vary in components 
and their number. 
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In the process of analyzing various identity patterns, we discover more 
insights into other cultures and most importantly, into our own culture. Therefore, 
competence in intercultural communication involves commitment to a process of 
growing self-awareness, curious observation, and respectful dialogue. 

5. Conclusions

The complexity of diverse cultural behaviors can be observed in everyday human 
interactions including academic classroom situations. Therefore, culture must be 
seen as a dynamic phenomenon not limited to a hegemonic national discourse. 
Undoubtedly, culture needs to be included in any model of intercultural rhetoric. 
However, intercultural rhetoric must eliminate radical distinctions between 
polychronic, high-context thinking and monochronic, low-context thinking, linear 
and non-linear writing, and remember that as we embody multiple cultures, derive 
meaning from many cultural influences in a variety of contexts, we are ourselves 
the links between cultures. Today the undisputed example of the quality thinking 
is the Anglo-American academic discourse convention based on linear, coordinated 
and symmetrical principles for speaking and writing. Other cultural orientations 
demonstrating alternative standards for academic communication styles are 
disadvantaged. Since discrepancies in oral and written communication are vast 
across cultures, intercultural rhetoric must make the process of negotiation of 
meaning and the adjustment to each other’s styles a number one priority. In order 
to emphasize my point, I would like to quote Duszak’s assertion,

further insight into academic communication styles is both pressing and 
worthwhile. Ignorance of, or misconceptions about, the communication styles 
of others can hinder understanding among academics and ultimately obstruct 
co-operation and advancement of scholarship. (Duszak 1997: 3)
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1. Introduction

The last few decades experienced an upsurge of interest in the broad field of 
language learning strategies. In course of time, researchers started to perceive the 
learner as a valuable source of information that could reveal a great deal about 
the processes involved in learning a language and the different skills inextricably 
linked with it. Researchers started to take greater interest in the thoughts and 
actions learners engage in when they focus on, for instance, speaking, learning 
vocabulary, reading or writing in their L2. In this article the author would like to 
elaborate on the increasingly popular area of writing strategies and the notions 
closely related to it.

As Manchón et al. (2007) suggest, studies into writing strategies should be 
perceived as part of a greater movement called process writing whose aim was to 
learn more about the mental actions L1 writers engage in when they compose. 
At the very beginning, that is in the 1980s, composition was regarded as “a goal-
oriented, recursive, cognitively-demanding, problem-solving task” (Manchón et al. 
2007: 229). Since the 1990s stress has been placed on the social aspects of writing, 
which led many to believe that the process of composing is not only a cognitive 
but also communicative one and placed in a social context activity (Kent 1999). 
In course of time, researchers have taken interest in the actions taken by L2 
writers to produce their texts. As many report, studies conducted in the field of 
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L2 writing strategies have adopted a more socio-cognitive perspective as opposed 
to a cognitive perspective.

The purpose of the following paper is to address conceptual issues closely 
connected writing strategies. It will also discuss studies conducted into the 
use of L1 as a strategy employed by L2 learners, variables influencing writing 
strategy choice and the role of strategy training. In addition, the author will 
present the results of a study conducted among 100 advanced learners of 
English. The aim of the project was to examine the most and the least popular 
writing strategies employed by students at this particular level of foreign 
language advancement.

1.1. Conceptual issues

Although the term strategy very frequently appears in literature devoted to 
L2 writing, researchers still find it difficult to provide a conclusive definition 
of the notion. There are, however, numerous terms which appertain to actions 
identified as writing strategies. They include the following: writing behaviours, 
composing operations (Armengol-Castells 2001), writing techniques and 
procedures (Khaldieh 2000), composing processes (Zainuddin and Moore 2003), 
writing-process strategies (Sasaki 2004). In order to categorize these abundant 
terms referred to as writing strategies, Manchón (2001) introduced two types of 
characterization, a broad and narrow one, both of which will be briefly analyzed 
in further parts of the article.

1.1.1. Broad characterization

When discussing broad characterization one can distinguish two perspectives 
adopted in broad conceptualization: a learner-internal and a socio-cognitive one. 
The former deals with the actions L2 writers perform in order to compose a text. 
Studies conducted from this perspective have led to the categorization of writing 
strategies according to their level of generality. Therefore, planning, writing and 
revising, also known as macro-writing processes, are believed to represent a more 
general level. Writing strategies have also been categorized into subgroups. The 
first one includes steps taken when planning, for instance organizing; when writing, 
for example translating, rehearsing; revising, such as editing or evaluating to name 
a few. The second subgroup is associated with the task that is to be performed, 
in terms of planning and writing. In case of the former, the strategies mentioned 
include global and local planning or planning the content. As far as the latter is 
concerned, Manchón et al. (2007) provide examples of paying attention to the 
general organization or to linguistic aspects.
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When classifying writing strategies, researchers have adopted miscellaneous 
taxonomic approaches. In Victori’s (1995) and Riazi’s (1997) classification one may 
come across metacognitive strategies like planning, monitoring and evaluation. 
Wong (2005) differentiates between metacognitive, cognitive and affective 
writing strategies. Olivares-Cuhat (2002) mentions metacognitive, cognitive, 
compensation, social and affective writing strategies.

The socio-cognitive perspective, on the other hand, focuses on “the actions 
carried out by L2 writers to respond to the demands encountered in the discourse 
community where they write and learn to write” (Manchón et al. 2007: 232). Socio-
cognitive studies found a relationship between social and cognitive aspects which 
take part in the process of developing strategic competence of the L2 writer. 

A study that is worth mentioning within this perspectiveis the one by Leki 
(1995) who set out to investigate writing strategies employed by 5 ESL university 
students. The instruments included interviews, observations and journals. The 
writing strategies that were identified in course of the study formed ten most 
important categories. The first one was called clarifying strategies which entailed 
consulting the teacher or other students in order to better understand the task 
to be performed, also asking for feedback. The second category was focusing 
strategies comprising, among others, rereading the task many times. Relying on 
past writing experiences was the fourth category that emerged as a result of the 
study. Other categories included taking advantage of first language/culture, using 
current experience or feedback, looking for models, using current or past ESL writing 
training, accommodating teachers’ demands. As for the last category, the learner 
may adjust to the requirements or oppose them. The two remaining categories 
were resisting teachers’ demands and managing competing demands. The last 
category consisted of a set of 5 subgroups. If the learner was to complete all the 
tasks, he/she was forced to take into consideration issues like course load, work 
load, the amount of investment made in a specific assignment, cognitive load and, 
finally, the demands of life.

1.1.2. Narrow conceptualization

In narrow conceptualization, on the other hand, researchers place emphasis on 
examining composing strategies from a cognitive, intra-learner perspective. It has 
been influenced by cognitive theories concerning L2 writing and the problem-
solving paradigm in cognitive psychology. As Manchón et al. (2007) report, writing 
strategies function as two different phenomena that is control mechanisms and 
problem-solving devices (Roca de Larios 1999).

As for strategies perceived as control mechanisms, Cumming (1989) provides 
an example of a study conducted among Francophone Canadians enrolled in 
a bilingual course. The researcher noticed that more proficient writers used 



Writing strategies employed by advanced learners of English...54

control strategies for activities like goal setting and managing their goals online. 
Therefore, their writing could be described in terms of a self-regulated process 
which, to quote Manchón et al. “entailed more problem-solving behaviour and 
thus greater use of problem-solving mechanisms to resolve the problems posed” 
(2007: 235). Less advanced writers, on the other hand, failed do deploy the right 
self-regulation strategies. As a result, they failed to monitor their writing and 
frequently did not know how to move on with their writing.

When treating strategies as problem-solving devices, Sasaki refers to writing 
strategies as “a writer’s mental behaviour employed to achieve a goal in the ill 
structured problem solving (…) activity of writing” (2004: 541). Wong (2005) 
also adopts a similar definition of the notion of writing strategies. He describes 
them as the decisions made by the writer with a view to dealing with linguistic 
and rhetorical problems connected with the performed activity.

1.2. Research into writing strategies

Although the body of research into writing strategies has been abundant and has 
helped to learn more about L2 writers’ strategic behaviour, certain issues still 
have not been completely resolved, particularly in terms of L1 and L2. There are 
researchers (Hinkel 2004, Lee 2005, Martinez 2005) who believe that L1 writing 
processes do not bear any resemblance to L2 writing processes, whereas others 
(Matsumoto 1995) oppose such a stance. What is more, some researchers (Scollon 
1999) are convinced that differences in culture are the reason why L2 students 
encounter rhetorical organisation problems. Mu and Carrington (2007) state that 
culture exerts an impact on L2 writing, however, one should also bear in mind 
the genre of the task to be performed, L2 writers’ cognitive development and 
interlanguage development. Other contentious issues concern strategy transfer. 
Some researchers (Friedlander 1990, Woodall 2002) concur that L1 composing 
strategies can be positively transferred into L2 writing. Others, on the other hand, 
opt for negative transfer (Wu 1995).

In their review of writing strategies, Manchón et al. (2007: 238) address 
certain methodological issues they observed. As for the first one, the number 
of participants, it ranges from one (McDonough and McDonough 2001) to 126 
(Berman 1994). Among groups between 20 and 126 subjects, the most frequently 
applied instrument is a questionnaire, accompanied by text analysis. In smaller 
groups researchers adapted think-alouds, observations, interviews, self-reports 
or stimulated recalls. Another issue is the one of the subjects’ age. Most studies 
into writing strategies focused on participants in their late teens, twenties but also 
thirties. The subjects, in the majority of cases, were university undergraduates or 
postgraduates. There were, however, studies that also focused on children (Chamot 
and El-Dinary 1999), high school students (Sengupta 2000), academics (Sasaki 
2000) and professionals in the field (Levine and Reves 1998).
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Another area which Manchón et al. (2007) included in their review appertained 
to the subjects’ L1 and L2. The researchers found that although the majority of 
research projects focused on subjects learning English as their second or foreign 
language, there were also studies that concentrated on other languages, like 
French (Brooks-Carson and Cohen 2000), German (Chenoweth and Hayes 2001), 
Spanish (Woodall 2002), Japanese (Hatasa and Soeda 2000), Greek (McDonough 
and McDonough 2001), Hebrew (Levine and Reves 1998, Schwarzer 2004) or 
Arabic (Khaldieh 2000). The subjects’ level of linguistic advancement was assessed 
in different ways, according to their institutional status, which refers to the level 
necessary to enrol in a course; teachers’ evaluation but also standardized tests. 

Since it is not possible to address all these issues in this paper, the following 
sections will be devoted to a selected range of issues like the variables affecting 
writing strategy choice and use, the use of L1 in the process of L2 writing and the 
role of strategic intervention.

1.2.1. Factors influencing writing strategies

The studies conducted so far into the area of writing strategies have shown that 
there are several variables that exert an impact on learners’ use and choice of 
composing strategies. They fall within two main types, namely writer-internal 
variables and writer-external ones (Figure 1 below).

Figure 1. Variables affecting the use of writing strategies

As for the former, learners’ L2 proficiency (Cumming 1989, Sasaki 2000, 
Sasaki 2004) and their writing competence (Raimes 1987, Cumming 1989) are 
the two most often mentioned factors. Researchers also mention previous L1/
L2 literacy and educational experience (Cumming 1989, Porte 1995, Sasaki 2000, 
Sasaki 2004, Manchόn et al. 2007) as well as the writer’s mental model of writing, 
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a term which appertains to the beliefs that stand behind learners’ writing. Other 
research findings revealed that more advanced L2 writers are more likely to take 
risks when creating a more extensive and sophisticated piece of writing (Khaldieh 
2000), whereas less proficient writers place more emphasis on areas such as 
grammatical aspects of the text (Kasper 1997).

When discussing writer-external variables, researchers mention two most 
significant factors: task- and topic-related ones. Factors associated with the task 
include issues like the sort of the task to be performed or the time the learner 
has at his/her disposal. Some tasks constitute a greater cognitive challenge than 
others. Cumming (1989) states that writing an argumentative essay involves 
taking considerably more decisions than, for instance, writing a letter. Sasaki 
(2004) found that when students had less time for their writing, they more 
frequently resorted to local planning. The study also revealed that time affected 
the employment of translation. Manchón et al. (2007) agree that while L1 may 
appear very useful when writing, translating the produced content into the 
L2 may appear too time-consuming if the time is limited. Topic related factors 
(Friedlander 1990), on the other hand, are connected with, for instance, learner’s 
familiarity with the topic. 

1.2.2. The use of L1

Another area of interest is the use of L1. It is believed to be very frequently used 
in the process of L2 writing during activities such as planning, writing or revising 
(Manchón et al. 2007). Research has shown that when engaged in writing in the 
target language, learners very frequently resort to planning their ideas in their 
mother tongue (Sasaki and Hirose 1996, Hu 2003, Wolfersberger 2003). In fact, the 
use of L1 at the stage of planning is regarded as beneficial since learners produced 
much more sophisticated and longer plans. The texts generated are also better 
organized and more detailed. As far as writing is concerned, L1 is employed to 
produce the text, deal with stylistic as well as linguistic problems, and to organize 
the essay (Manchón et al. 2007). 

However, using L1 for text writing has triggered some deal of controversy. 
There are researchers, like for instance Whalen and Ménard (1995) who are of the 
opinion that L1 in L2 writing places too much strain on the learners. Translating 
a text generated in the mother tongue may appear extremely time-consuming 
and spark off additional problems language-wise. To make matters worse, text 
translation may, in some cases, hinder the creation of new ideas (Manchón et al. 
2007). However, this frequently characterizes less advanced writers. The more 
proficient ones translate their texts from L1 to L2 less often (Sasaki and Hirose 
1996). As far as the product perspective is concerned, Kobayashi and Rinnert 
(1992) found that the texts produced initially in the L1 and later on translated into 
the L2 were much better in terms of the content, organization and, surprisingly, 
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language. The texts abounded in sophisticated vocabulary and complex structures. 
What is more, L1 is frequently employed by advanced L2 writers for stylistic and 
linguistic purposes and also to organize and structure the text (Wang and Wen 
2002, Woodall 2002). According to some studies (Manchón and Roca de Larios 
2005), L2 writers back-translate the texts they generated into their L1 with 
a view to, among others, checking the solutions they came up with or the overall 
appropriateness of their ideas. More advanced L2 writers also engage in the process 
of evaluation in their L1.

Several studies into L2 writing strategies have revealed that learners employ 
their L1 for monitoring (Wang and Wen 2002, Woodall 2002). Some researchers are 
of the opinion that the use of L1 for monitoring does not decrease, even if learners’ 
L2 proficiency increases, which in Manchón et al.’s view may be connected with 
the “factors uncovered in studies of bilingualism, where it appears that the two 
languages of a bilingual individual can be used to play different social roles and 
also with Vygotskyan notions of private speech” (2007: 242).

Manchón et al. believe that the reason why even advanced L2 writers switch 
to their L1 for activities like conceptualization, planning, organizing, monitoring 
the writing process or task evaluation is the fact that “as fluency increases and 
the generation process becomes more automatic, more mental capacity is freed 
to attend to higher levels of processingplanning, organization, solving rhetorical, 
and discourse problems—which may continue to take place in the mother tongue 
because of the deeper processing involved, particularly if the task presents high 
cognitive demands” (2007: 242). The researchers do admit, however, that the 
strategy of deploying L1 may also be affected by the learner’s beliefs concerning 
high quality writing, their identity, previous experience, etc.

The use of L1 has appeared to be a significant tool for problem-solving which 
L2 writers intentionally employ for tasks such as planning, organizing, generating 
and revising the text produced, expressing the intended message, evaluating and 
improving the content and language and for monitoring (Manchón et al. 2007).

1.2.3. Strategy training

Researchers are of the opinion that one of the reasons why language learning 
strategies should be implemented into regular classes is that they play a significant 
role in the development of learners’ autonomy. Language learners should be 
cognizant of the existing strategies as it may trigger more effective learning. 
Dansereau states that “by not stressing learning strategies, educators in essence 
discourage students from developing and exploring new strategies, and, in 
so doing, limit students’ awareness of their cognitive capacities. This lack of 
awareness obviously limits an individuals’ ability in a situation requiring new 
learning strategies” (1978: 14, quoted in Droździał-Szelest 1997: 82). Rubin 
et al. (2007) add that promoting strategies increases learners’ motivation and 
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performance and provides them with the necessary knowledge to continue their 
autonomous learning. The best way to increase learners’ knowledge of language 
learning strategies is by means of strategy training. Although there have been 
many studies examining the efficacy of strategic intervention, many agree that in 
terms of writing strategies, this area is still an under-researched one and requires 
more comprehensive investigation.

In many studies the effectiveness of strategic intervention was operationalized 
as the impact it exerted in the learners’stratey use (Sasaki 2000), their mental 
model of writing (Cresswell 2000, Sengupta 2000, Ching 2002) and the quality 
of learners’ writing before and after receiving the treatment. As Manchón et al. 
(2007) report, the results of the studies prove that strategy training had a positive 
influence on the manner in which L2 writers performed a task. Their confidence 
and autonomy was also boosted as a result of the training they underwent. What 
is more, the quality of learners’ essays was affected by the training. Sasaki (2004), 
who investigated the impact of strategy training among university students, found 
that in course of time, the beneficial impact of the treatment disappeared if the 
subjects did not engage in any additional writing practice.

Manchón (2007) adds that for the training to be efficacious, certain 
requirements must be met. To start with, the teacher should be well qualified and 
possess the necessary knowledge to implement the treatment. Furthermore, the 
duration of the training should also be taken into account. The treatment should 
last at least ten weeks as only this way can it yield satisfying results. Lastly, the 
training should include a metacognitive component, so valued by many researchers. 
The knowledge of one’s thinking processes is perceived as very important as it 
provokes reflection and makes the learner think about the next steps that should 
be taken in the course of task performance. Learners who possess metacognitive 
awareness are able to perceive and comprehend the similarity between current 
and previous activities. Examples of studies conducted in this vein include those in 
which training was provided to learners who wanted to become more successful 
writers (Macaro 2001).

Oxford (1990: 204-208) believes that when conducting the training, the 
teacher should bear in mind a few issues. Firstly, the teacher should determine the 
learners’ needs and the time available. It is vital to take into consideration learners’ 
age, level of proficiency, social and cultural background as well as their strengths 
and weaknesses. It is also advisable to carefully observe the strategies learners use 
and which they may benefit from most. The questions Oxford (1990: 204) suggests 
when considering the implementation of strategy training include:
 –  Is there a wide gap between the strategies they have been using and those 

you think they need to learn?
  –  How do these students view their roles as language learners? 
 –  Do they take responsibility, or will you need to help them change their attitudes 

about learning?
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 –  Have you given the learners a chance to express their desires about strategies 
they might like to learn?
The next stage entails proper selection of the strategies to be taught. They 

ought to match learners’ needs like, among others, their age, level of linguistic 
advancement, their social and educational background. What is more, the teacher 
should consider integration of strategy training which entails making it a part of 
regular classes and not a separate component. Oxford argues that if the training is 
closely connected with the process of language learning, learners have a chance to 
observe and comprehend how strategies can be deployed in a meaningful context. 
Motivational issues also have to be borne in mind as the teacher should be able to 
motivate their students to actively participate in the classes. Oxford (1990) adds 
that encouraging students to select the strategies they want to learn about may 
prove effective as learners will feel they contributed to the development of the 
lesson and that not everything was imposed on them by the teacher. Preparing 
materials and activities is another issue to remember. At this stage the teacher 
should remember about stimulating and appealing handouts that would attract 
learners’ attention and spur them to active participation.

Oxford also places a great deal of emphasis on completely informed training 
as students should know why they are taking part in the treatment, how they can 
employ the new strategies they learnt in different situations and what benefits they 
will bring. Finally, in the last stage of the treatment, the teacher should evaluate 
the conducted training and assess its effectiveness. 

Rubin et al. (2007: 142) also mention vital steps which each strategy training 
should include to yield satisfying results. These are as follows:
 1. raising awareness of the strategies learners are already using;
 2. teacher presentation and modelling of strategies so that students become 

increasingly aware of their own thinking and learning processes;
 3. multiple practice opportunities to help students move towards autonomous 

use of the strategies through gradual withdrawal of the scaffolding;
 4. self-evaluation of the effectiveness of the strategies used and transfer of 

strategies to fresh tasks.
As can be seen, the metacognitive component plays a very important role in 

strategic intervention. Learners should be made aware of the notion of strategies 
and their function in the foreign language classroom. There are many ways of 
raising learners’ awareness. The quickest and easiest one is to encourage students 
to take part in a short discussion about strategies. Learners can exchange their 
ideas about the strategies they use and also share those they find most effective 
with other, sometimes less advanced learners. The teacher may also implement 
questionnaires, though their content should be adjusted to learners’ proficiency 
level and age, which may be time-consuming on the teacher’s part. Another way 
of increasing learners’ awareness of strategies is called focus groups. It is an 
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activity in which learners concentrate on a particular skill, for example writing 
and discuss the aims connected with this skill, like writing a CV, a personal letter, 
a review, etc. Then, the teacher divides the whole class into smaller groups which 
select one goal and try to address the difficulties associated with achieving it and 
the possible solutions. Journals or diaries can also be an effective tool for raising 
awareness of strategies, although it may appear time-consuming.  

2. The study

Learning more about the subjects’ strategic behaviour is extremely useful 
for teachers in general as it still need further classroom time. Thanks to such 
knowledge, the teacher. What is more, being more in control of their writing 
behaviour might boost L2 learners’ confidence and additionally spur them into 
action. Additionally, knowledge about strategies is to make learning easier, more 
enjoyable and, hopefully, more satisfying.

2.1. The aim of the study

The purpose of the undertaking was to gain greater insight into the writing 
strategies employed by advanced learners of English. The author wanted to 
examine the strategies the subjects deploy and the frequency of strategy use when 
they engage in the process of writing in their target language. In order to identify 
the strategies, the author adopted Oxford’s (1990) taxonomy of strategies which 
includes memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective and social 
strategies.

2.2. The subjects and the context

There were 100 subjects, aged 17-24, participating in the study. The number of 
subjects could have been higher but is still satisfying taking into account the fact 
that holidays were approaching and matura exams had already started That is why, 
many students were absent from classes during the time of the study. All of the 
subjects attended a CAE course at a private language school. Although the students 
were classified as C1 level, there were students who clearly lagged behind and those 
who did much better and outdid their classmates. The reason why this particular 
educational setting was chosen was the fact that the author was professionally 
bound with the school. Such a state made it fairly easy to gather the necessary 
data appertaining to writing strategies among a group that constituted as many 
as 100 students representing a C1 level of advancement.
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2.3. The instrument

The choice of the instrument and the whole procedure was influenced by the 
amount of time the author had at her disposal. Since the end of school year was 
looming and there was a risk that certain students would fail to attend the final 
lessons, steps had to be taken to collect the necessary data in a quick and efficient 
way among as many students as possible. Therefore, for the sake of the study, the 
author resolved to make use of a questionnaire which was a part of a larger one 
created by Cohen et al. (2002). The questionnaire the subjects were to complete 
contained ten questions referring strictly to writing strategies, whereas Cohen et 
al.’s questionnaire also entailed other types of learning strategies like, for instance, 
translation or listening strategies. The questions included the following:
 – I practise writing the alphabet in the new language.
 – I plan how I am going to write an essay, monitor to see how my writing is 

going and then check to see how well I wrote what I wanted to.
 – I make an effort to write different kinds of texts (e.g. letters, personal messages, 

etc.).
 –  I often take class notes in the target language.
 – When I cannot think of the correct expression to write, I usually find a different 

way to express the idea, for example I use a synonym or describe the idea.
 – I review what I have already written before continuing to write new material 

in an essay.
 – I use reference materials such as a glossary, a dictionary to help me find words 

in the target language.
 – I postpone writing until I have got my own ideas.
 – I revise the essay once or twice to improve the language and content.
 – I look for ways to get feedback from others (teachers, fellow students, etc.).

The subjects were to write how often they employed a certain strategy. The 
possible answers were as follows:
 – always or almost always,
 – quite often,
 – sometimes,
 – rather rarely,
 – never or almost never.

The reason why the author used this particular type of instrument, as was 
briefly mentioned above, was the fact that it can easily be distributed among a large 
group of subjects and data analysis in not time-consuming when compared with 
other methods of obtaining information. Additionally, since the questionnaire 
was anonymous, the subjects were not placed under any pressure which can 
frequently exert a negative impact on the outcome of the study. Finally, since there 
questionnaire lacked open-ended questions, the data obtained were subject to 
quantitative analysis.
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3. Results and discussion

As far as formal practice with the writing system is concerned, which was 
mentioned in the first question, the subjects were extremely reluctant to deploy 
this writing strategy. 45% of the students surveyed admitted they never or almost 
never practise the writing system and as many as 35% do it rarely. Out of the 
100 students questioned, only 2 practise the writing system always or almost 
always and 3 do so quite frequently. Of course, the disadvantage of this question is 
the fact that it is culture-based and the results are likely to be affected by learners’ 
surroundings. The English alphabet does not require as much practice and effort 
as, for instance, the Cyrilic or the Chinese alphabet, which might explain why so 
many students decline to practise it. The answers show that, in the majority of 
cases, the subjects do not perform any spelling activities on their own.

In the second question, the subjects were to say whether they plan, monitor 
and check their writing. The results obtained show that only 22% of the students 
questioned always or almost always deploy this metacognitive strategy, 37% plan, 
monitor and check their writing quite often. However, as many as 27 students only 
sometimes make use of this strategy. Such results are somewhat disturbing since, 
when focusing on writing in the TL, teachers frequently stress the importance of 
planning, monitoring and checking the essay to be submitted. Apart from teachers’ 
guidance, students are frequently offered tips how to write in coursebooks. Almost 
every coursebook is supplied with a section devoted to improving writing skills 
and one may frequently encounter information about careful planning, monitoring 
the essay and checking it.

At this point it is worth mentioning that the question is not straightforward 
as it addresses too many issues at the same time. In fact, it encompasses three 
different strategies: planning, monitoring and revising which do not always have 
to go together. While students may engage in planning, they do not necessarily 
have to make use of monitoring or checking. They might also revise their written 
work but that does not mean they planned or monitored their essay. Therefore, 
the question might lead to some degree of bafflement among the subjects and, to 
make matters worse, it may even distort the results of the study to some degree.

As for the third question, the subjects were to say how frequently they write 
different kinds of texts, like notes, letters or personal messages in English. The 
data obtained show that the subjects participating in the study are not too eager 
to practise naturalistically, outside the formal setting. 7% of the subjects admitted 
they always or almost always deploy this strategy and 31% do so quite often. 
Disappointingly, as many as 31 students only sometimes practise their writing 
naturalistically. Although the subjects were not asked about the reasons, one may 
only assume that the most obvious one is laziness and lack of motivation. With 
all the technologies they have at their disposal, it is a shame that many students 
do not even bother to use them to enhance their, among others, writing skills. An 
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additional reason why students do not use this strategy is the fact that they are 
simply not cognizant of the beneficial role of natural practice. Some of them are 
fully satisfied with the state and quality of their writing and, therefore, do not feel 
any need to improve it. Furthermore, some students may be convinced that there 
are more important skills than writing like, for instance, speaking and devote more 
time to boosting this particular area.

The next point in the questionnaire depicted that the overwhelming majority 
of the subjects, all together 77%, engage in the cognitive strategy of note-taking 
on a regular basis. This finding is definitely an optimistic one from the teacher’s 
perspective. 14% of the subjects surveyed sometimes take their notes, 5% do so 
rarely and only 4% never do so. One may assume that students take notes not to 
forget the most significant material from the lesson. Whatever the reasons are, the 
results are optimistic as thanks to note-taking students have an extra opportunity 
to practise the writing system of the target language.

In the fifth question the subjects were asked about their use of synonyms or 
circumlocution when they cannot think of the correct expression to write. Half 
of the respondents always or almost always employ this compensation strategy 
and 36% do it quite often. All together, there are 86 students who use synonyms 
or circumlocution on a regular basis. There was only one subject who never 
does so and 14 who rarely use this strategy. These results are rather satisfying 
as they show that when faced with an obstacle, such as a word missing in their 
mental dictionary, the subjects do not give up and try to continue the task they 
were involved in. Sadly enough, it is not always the case as, having encountered 
some sort of linguistic hindrance, many language learners frequently admit they 
abandon the message they wanted to convey, even if it is tantamount to producing 
an essay of lower quality.

The next point focused on a metacognitive strategy of reviewing. When giving 
useful tips to students, many teachers frequently remind them to, among others, 
review what they have already written in order to improve it. However, only 18% 
of the students questioned always review their essays, 33% do it quite often and 
34% sometimes. Again, the results might disappoint to some extent, as learners 
are often told analyze their writing and to devote more time and energy to it. The 
data obtained might however imply that students prefer to rely on what they have 
already written rather than go back to the beginning and read the text once or twice 
which they often find a waste of time on their part. On the other hand, though, out 
of the 100 subjects questioned, there was only one who openly admitted to never 
reviewing his/her written work, which, on the whole, is a good sign.

The cognitive strategy of using reference materials was referred to in the 
seventh question. The overwhelming majority of subjects, 75%, said they employ 
additional resources, such coursebooks, dictionaries, collocations or the Internet, 
when they wish to find a missing word in the target language. Only 8 students 
never or almost never opt for additional sources and 7 do so rarely. Although 



Writing strategies employed by advanced learners of English...64

jumping to conclusions should be avoided, it seems possible that these subjects 
might simply think that their range of vocabulary is so vast that there is no need 
to extend it through additional materials. Others might simply skip the words 
missing in their mental dictionary and rely on synonyms they know well. On the 
whole, these results show how determined students are when they want to find 
a missing element that would complete their writing.

The eighth question appertained to a metacognitive strategy of postponing 
writing until the student has his/her own ideas. The results show that 23% of 
students always or almost postpone their writing and 28% do so quite often. On the 
one hand, the results may be slightly disturbing, as bearing in mind the amount of 
time teachers dedicate to promoting careful analysis of the task, one would expect 
students to carefully analyze the task and the issues associated with it before actually 
completing it. Surprisingly, though, not many students are that eager to engage in, 
for instance, brainstorming prior to writing their essays. Such an attitude to writing 
might explain why some texts are written in a chaotic and slapdash manner. On the 
other hand, though, learners might simply believe that the ideas will eventually crop 
up during and not before the process of writing, which frequently is the case.

Another metacognitive strategy was referred to in the ninth point. They 
students were asked whether they revise their written work in order to improve 
it language- and content-wise. Surprisingly enough, 17% of respondents never or 
almost never do so and 20% rarely. Only 33% of the subjects questioned revise 
their essays on a regular basis and 30% only sometimes decide to do so. The results 
are far from satisfying, especially since students are very often told to go through 
what they have written before they hand it in to the teacher. The results in this 
particular point may be connected with a previous question addressing the issue 
of planning, monitoring and checking. If students fail to plan their writing, they 
may end up having not enough time at the end of their work for further revision. 
Hence, they do not manage to read their texts one more time and as a result fail to 
improve the content and the language, which frequently exerts a negative impact 
on the final grade and on the quality of the text produced.

The last question dealt with a social strategy. The subjects were asked whether 
they look for ways to get feedback from others, for instance their peers, teachers or 
native speakers. Surprisingly, the vast majority of students (33%) never or almost 
never cooperate with others. 34 people declared they do so but rather rarely. There 
was only one person who always looks for feedback from others and 12 who do it 
quite often. As in previous questions, there may be several reasons behind these 
results. Lack of knowledge about the beneficial role of cooperation maybe one of 
them. Some students may simply not know that exchanging ideas with others may 
positively affect their L2 writing. What is more, some students may want to rely 
solely on themselves and, therefore, reject the thought of working with peers, even 
if they represent a higher level of language advancement and could in fact prove 
very helpful. Others are simply too shy to ask for some tips and resort to different 
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sources of obtaining information like coursebooks, notes or the Internet which do 
not require any interaction whatsoever. Undeniably, more encouragement on the 
teachers’ part would also help students to seek help or advice form others.

4. Conclusion

When examining the most popular strategies the advanced learners of English 
participating in the study employ when they write in the target language, one may 
distinguish the following: using circumlocution or a synonym, note-taking and 
using resources, all of which are cognitive strategies (Figure 2 below).

Figure 2. The most popular writing strategies

By contrast, the strategies which students favour the least are formal practice 
with the writing system and cooperating with others (see Figure 3 below).

Figure 3. The least popular writing strategies
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In the light of the results obtained in the study, it might be profitable to 
encourage peer cooperation as obtaining help from others may enhance the quality 
of students’ writing and provide them with new ways of improving their writing 
skills. Moreover, teachers might also try and focus on the strategy of formal practice 
with the writing system of English, which might, hopefully, decrease the number 
of spelling errors, so frequent among even advanced students. To improve the 
quality of their essays, students should be regularly reminded to plan, monitor 
and evaluate their work. It should also be borne in mind that teachers should 
remember about the popular writing strategies and promote their employment 
on a regular basis.

However, teachers often encourage learners to make use of all of the above 
mentioned strategies and, unfortunately, the quality of students’ essays still leaves 
much to be desired. Some learners seem impervious to teachers’ comments and 
advice dismissing it as irrelevant. Therefore, introducing strategy training might 
yield satisfying results. There are certain requirements that should be met if the 
training is to be efficacious. Many researchers believe that strategic intervention 
should comprise two stages in order to be highly effective. In the first one, the 
teacher should focus on raising learners’ general awareness of the notion of 
a learning strategy by means of discussions, pair-work or group-work. Learners 
can exchange their ways of learning and also the ways in which they organize 
their writing in the target language. The second stage should be devoted to proper 
strategy training with emphasis placed on specific strategies of interest to the 
teacher and the students.

Summarizing the paper, the author admits that the data gathered in this 
study are by no means conclusive. There are many obstacles and limitations that 
need to be surpassed in order to gain greater insight into the writing strategies 
advanced learners of English employ. To start with, it would be advisable to include 
a wider range of strategies that students could choose from in the questionnaire. 
The strategies present in the survey were rather limited in their scope, which 
makes generalizations about the results obtained not feasible. Furthermore, 
introducing open-ended questions might prove to be very useful as they could 
reveal more about the subjects’ preferences for certain writing strategies. In fact, 
the questionnaire itself abounds in weaknesses, which affects the whole study. It 
should also be mentioned that this particular instrument is not always suitable 
for data collection. Since the questions should be presented in a straightforward 
manner, the information gathered may be simply superficial. In addition, the 
questionnaire does not always manage to examine an issue comprehensively 
enough (Dörnyei 2007). Therefore, employing other instruments like, for instance, 
learner diaries might contribute to greater data collection. This particular tool 
could in fact be an invaluable source of information for the teacher and, surprisingly 
for the students as well. Learners might be asked to share their reflections about 
the process of writing in the target language. They may focus on their strengths, 
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weaknesses, writing experience or attitude towards writing. In order to generate 
as much relevant information as possible, introducing additional questions, strictly 
connected with writing strategies, to the diary format could result in abundant 
and pertinent entries.

In conclusion, research in writing strategies has been affected by 
numerous theoretical frameworks, which has led to numerous taxonomies 
and conceptualizations of composing strategies. What is more, there have 
been many aattempts to examine and operationalize this construct. When 
analyzing the abundant studies conducted so far into writing strategies, one 
may notice the following:
 1. L2 writers implement a wide range of general and specific strategic actions 

in their attempt to learn to write and to express themselves in writing in 
and L2;

 2. given the socio-cognitive dimensions of composing, the L2 writer’s strategic 
behaviour is dependent on both learner-internal and learner-external 
variables;

 3. the writer’s strategic behaviour is mediated by the instruction received and can 
be modified through strategy instruction (...) (Manchόn et al. 2007: 248).
Although the existing body of research into composing strategies has been 

abundant, there are still several issues that need further investigation. To start 
with, the area of strategy training needs more attention. If future studies are to be 
a source of invaluable information, researchers need to be more consistent in terms 
of the choice of the theoretical framework present in their projects. Manchón et al. 
express their disapproval of studies which result in the creation of “theoretical and 
decontextualized taxonomies of strategies” (2007: 248). What is more, in order to 
make the results more generalizable, more emphasis should also be placed on younger 
and less advanced L2 writers as they constitute a large number of students learning to 
write in the target languages. Other issues that need to be taken into consideration are 
related to data analysis and include validity, reliability and categorization. Although 
still a lot needs to be improved, the research in the field of writing strategies has been 
extensive and has, most surely, helped researchers and theoreticians gain greater 
insight into the composing strategies their learners employ.
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A Quantitative Corpus-based 
Analysis of Linking Adverbials  
in Students’ Academic Writing

1. Introduction

This study is an attempt to analyze the use of linking adverbials by Polish 
students in their academic writing. To the best of my knowledge, the use of linking 
adverbials by students with Polish L1 background has not been yet examined. 
Scheffler (2008) has analyzed learner language of Polish students of English in 
opposition to native language, however, his work has a broader scope focusing 
on word clusters.

The underlying assumption is that specific linking adverbials are overused by 
Polish students. This assumption was investigated in the past by Scheffler (2008) 
who showed that Polish students’ essays are much more explicit than newspaper 
editorial texts in marking logical relations or meaning connections between clauses 
and sentences (2008: 174). This paper will, however, examine more heterogenic 
corpora of texts.

2. Procedures

A bottom-up procedure was applied in this study. The enquiry began with collecting 
a representative corpus of students’ writing in order to compare its quality with 
similar texts produced by native speakers. 

One of the requirements of a learner corpus is its representatives and 
balance. Not only does a corpus need to represent the same language but also 
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the same domain and genre. To meet this requirement the body of texts has to be 
similar. Different essays produced by non native English language students deal 
with different topics, therefore balance and representatives would be difficult 
to achieve. However, BA thesis written by third year students of English may be 
considered similar in many respects. The texts are of similar length and follow 
the same rules of composition writing. The students in their BA thesis must 
apply what is called ‘academic language,’ a variety of formal written English 
language that is different from register appropriate for conversation language 
or written fiction. 

My work began with collecting computer readable texts produced in 2009 
by third-year students of English at the University of Łódź. All files had to be 
converted into raw .txt files that do not contain pictures, figures, graphs, Polish 
summaries or lists of contents. Finally, 26 BA theses were selected: 4 literature 
texts, 7 dealing with phonetics, 7 on the subject of pragmatics, 8 focused on 
English language teaching methodology. The BA learner corpus (BALC) contains 
310 531 word tokens and 17 983 word types. The type/token ratio (TTR) that 
measures lexical diversity is: 5,79%. The rather small number confirms that 
the corpus contains similar texts that represent a certain type of language i.e. 
academic texts. 

Figure 1. Type/token ratio (TTR) 

Figure1 represents the TTR in BALC. Horizontal axis represents the number 
of texts in the corpus. The steady growing tokens (running words) are represented 
on the vertical axis in tens of thousands, while the word types (number of 
different words), which seem to have come to a standstill are represented in 
thousands. Looking at these figures we may assume that the corpus is balanced 
and representative.
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Secondly, following the contrastive interlanguage analysis (CIA) principals 
the data from the learner corpus had to be compared with a referential corpus 
of academic texts. In order to create such a corpus individual files were selected 
from the British National Corpus.

2.1. British National Corpus

The British National Corpus (BNC) is a 100-million-word collection of samples 
of written language from a wide range of sources, designed to represent a wide 
cross-section of British English from the later part of the 20th century, both spoken 
and written.

The written part of the BNC (90%) includes, for example, extracts from 
regional and national newspapers, specialist periodicals and journals for all ages 
and interests, academic books and popular fiction, published and unpublished 
letters and memoranda, school and university essays, among many other kinds of 
text. The spoken part (10%) consists of orthographic transcriptions of unscripted 
informal conversations (recorded by volunteers selected from different age, region 
and social classes in a demographically balanced way) and spoken language 
collected in different contexts, ranging from formal business or government 
meetings to radio shows and phone-ins.

The compilation of the corpus began in 1991, and was completed in 1994. 
No new texts have been added after the completion of the project but the corpus 
was slightly revised prior to the release of the second edition BNC World (2001) 
and the third edition BNC XML Edition (2007). 

To sum up, BNC is a monolingual corpus. It deals with modern British English, 
not other languages used in Britain. However non-British English and foreign 
language words do occur in the corpus. It is synchronic: it covers British English of 
the late twentieth century, rather than the historical development which produced 
it. Finally it is general: it includes many different styles and varieties, and is not 
limited to any particular subject field, genre or register. In particular, it contains 
examples of both spoken and written language1. 

Five hundred fifteen files were selected out of the BNC to create a referential 
academic corpus. The texts in the BNC are divided into genres. The following 
genres were selected: school essays, academic essays, written academic texts 
concerned with: 
 –  humanities,
 –  arts,
 –  medicine,
 –  natural science,
 –  politics,
1 http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/corpus/index.xml?ID=intro
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 –  law,
 –  education,
 –  social science,
 –  technology,
 –  engineering. 

The academic subcorpus of BNC has 10 711 531 word tokens and 201 924 
word types which gives the TTR 1,9%. This rather small number confirms that 
the corpus contains similar texts that represent a certain type of language i.e. 
academic texts. 

2.2. Academic language

Academic language is one of varieties of language that are referred to as language 
registers, used for a particular purpose or in a particular social setting. Language 
registers differ significantly from one register to another (Biber 2006: 6). 

Academic language refers to the ways of thinking and using language which exists 
in the academy. Textbooks, essays, conference presentations, dissertations lectures 
and research articles are central to the academic enterprise and are written in the 
academic register. Individuals use language to write, frame problems and understand 
issues in ways specific to particular social groups and in doing these things they form 
social realities, personal identities and professional institutions (Hyland 2009: 1). 

No new discovery, insight or invention has any significance until it is made 
available to others and no university or individual will receive credit for it until it 
has seen the light of day through publication (Hyland 2009: 2). Each academic text 
must comply to a certain set of rules. A view must be framed within a context of 
what is already accepted and using an argument carefully crafted for a particular 
audience. Ultimately a theory prevails because it is presented in a way which 
academics recognize as persuasive. 

What is more, academic discourse treats events as existing in cause and effect 
networks, disguises the source of modality of statements, foregrounds events 
rather than actors, and engages with meanings defined by the text rather than in 
the physical context (Hyland 2009: 7). 

To sum up, the complexity of academic discourse is not always recognized 
by tutors and administrators, which means that academic literacy tends to 
be misrepresented as a naturalized, self-evident and non-contestable way of 
participating in academic communities. The general assumption is that there is 
a single, overarching literacy which students have failed to master before they get 
to university, probably because of gaps in school curricula or faults in the learners 
themselves, and this deficit can be corrected by a few top-up English classes. More 
widely, the idea that university students cannot write is central to the official 
and public debate about literacy, and generic labels such as ‘academic English’ or 



Łukasz Wodarczyk 75

‘scientific English’ give the impression that literacy can be taught to students as 
a universal set of skills usable in any situation (Hyland 2009: 9). 

Another point made by Furneaux (1995) is that the students who are to produce 
writing that will satisfy academic standards need to develop an understanding 
of what such writing involves. Many students have never been thought how to 
write; their schooling has never given them a lot of writing practice, but the focus 
is usually on the product and not the process—how you produce it. Writing in 
a foreign language requires the transfer of skills from the mother tongue, where 
they exist, or acquisition of them in the foreign language. Because of the possible 
L1 transfer we may assume that L2 students’ academic writing may differ from 
the native writing. 

2.3. Genre comparability

Having established that the variety of language examined is academic language, 
we have to consider the comparability of texts in the corpora. Not only do the 
examined corpora comprise of texts written in the same register but also of the 
same or similar genre. 

The French word genre, meaning ‘type’ or ‘kind’, when applied to English 
literature, has been used to denote literary categories (such as types of novel, or 
short story) involving categorization of texts in terms of a range of structural and 
stylistic features (Bruce 2008: 6). Subsequently other non-print media, such as film, 
stage drama and graphic art have appropriated the term genre as a categorizer of 
creative outputs. In the last few decades, genre has also been applied to categories 
of non-literary written texts, sometimes for the purpose of characterizing the 
features of such texts for the teaching of writing. For example, newspaper editorials, 
letters, obituaries and different types of academic texts have also been identified 
as genres. These are often characterized in terms of similarities of content, the 
staging of the content, and the linguistic resources employed. 

The genre of the texts in the BNC referential corpus is academic research paper. 
The examined BA theses resemble academic research papers in their construction 
and syntax. The following subsection will expand on the research article as an 
academic genre.

2.4. Research articles

Hyland (2009:10) notices that the research article (RA) remains the pre-eminent 
genre of the academy. Beginning life in the form of the letters published in The 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society in the mid-seventeenth century, 
the RA is now the principal site of disciplinary knowledge-making. One reason 
for this pre-eminence is the value attached by the scholarly establishment to 
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the processes of peer review as a control mechanism for transforming beliefs 
into knowledge. Another is the prestige attached to a genre which restructures 
the processes of thought and research it describes to establish a discourse for 
scientific fact-creation. Language becomes a form of technology, which attempts 
to present interpretations and position participants in particular ways as a means 
of establishing knowledge. Consequently, the RA is a genre which has generated 
such a volume of research that it defies easy summary (Hyland 2009: 68-69). 

The BA thesis follows similar principals as research articles. It may be longer, 
with more emphasis put on the literature review. Still their aim is the same as that 
of research articles produced by academics. They are to review existing knowledge, 
and through following the cause and effect relation indicate ‘new knowledge’ so that 
it may be accepted by the reader. In that respect choosing academic texts from the 
BNC and comparing them with non-native academic texts seems to be reasonable.

However, working with entire texts of students’ BA theses may cause some 
valid objections. As it was mentioned, the BA theses include quite a lot of literature 
review, in other words, students apply paraphrase or direct quotations. Some 
paraphrases and all direct quotations cannot be treated as genuine students’ 
production; therefore, measures have been applied to localize and exclude all 
quotations and a number of paraphrases from the examined texts in the BALC. 

2.5. Software

As Anthony (2004) puts it, a corpus is virtually useless without some kind of 
computer software tool to process it and display results in an understandable way. 
Therefore, after gathering the text files and dealing with theoretical considerations 
concerned with the quality of the texts, time has come to choose a corpus software 
that will run specific queries. Despite the popularity of WordSmith Tools, I have 
decided to use more user-friendly, all-in-one, non-profit corpus analysis toolkit 
created by Laurence Anthony (2004). 

 AntConc hosts a comprehensive set of tools including a powerful 
concordancer, word and keyword frequency generators, tools for cluster and 
lexical bundle analysis, and a word distribution plot. For research purposes one 
may download the latest version of AntConc from the authors website http://
www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/

Figure 2 shows a screenshot of AntConc while a user is operating the 
Concordancer Tool. Concordance lines are displayed in the middle of the screen. 
Each result, text line, is associated with the particular text (see: right-hand side of 
the screen). On the left-hand side there are all text files that constitute the corpus. 
At the bottom of the screen the user may key in the query. In the top-right corner 
the computer displays total number of hits i.e. raw frequency of a given item. All 
other options invisible at the screenshot are easily accessible and user-friendly.
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Figure 2. AntConc interface

3. Methods

On the basis of previous research on linking adverbials, their use by native speakers 
in academic writing, described in the second Chapter a number o linking adverbials 
were chosen.

As Shaw (2009) notices different text types have different text profiles of 
linking adverbial use. In academic prose the most frequent types are: however, 
thus, therefore, for example, and then. Unfortunately, for example has different 
orthographical realizations i.e. for example or e.g. While both realizations should 
be accounted for, the software can only search for one, or the other which will 
compromise the results. 

Having chosen the types of linking adverbials, chi-square test was applied to 
determine whether word frequencies are significantly different from their general 
distribution reflected in the reference corpus (Pęzik 2010). The chi-square test is 
applied by preparing a contingency table (Table 1) where Corpus 1 and Corpus 2 
are the working corpus and the reference corpus respectively.
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Table 1.

Then, the following formula is calculated for each item:

According to the chi-square results table each value grater that 1 is statistically 
significant and may be taken under consideration. The computation of each item 
is presented in Appendix 2 in an exel spreadsheet. The chi-square values for the 
examined linking adverbials were as following.

Enumeration and addition linking adverbials:
 –  first 6,19
 –  firstly 54,23
 –  moreover 424,75
 –  furthermore 115,41
 –  then 94,11
 –  finally 83,64
 –  in addition 0.55
 –  secondly 1,58
 –  additionally 816,13.

Summation:
 –  in conclusion 0.04
 –  to sum up 44,22.

Apposition linking adverbials:
 –  in other words 27,25

Result /inference:
 –  therefore 5,10
 –  thus 0,96
 –  as a result 7,31
 –  so 36,77.

Contrast/concession:
 –  however 95,72

Corpus 1 Corpus 2

Frequency 
of word x

a b

All other  
words

c d
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 –  in contrast 5,19
 –  in spite 0,01
 –  despite 0,00
 –  on the other hand 161,75
 –  nevertheless 8,44
 –  nonetheless 1,16.

Unfortunately a few items had to be ignored because of the unsatisfactory chi-
square value, among them thus, which is quite frequent in academic language. 

In the following subsection I will present the overuse/underuse of linking 
adverbials which are statistically significant in the present study. Patterns of use 
will be provided, and a qualitative analysis conducted.

4. Results

Density of linking adverbials in BALC is 131 and in Academic BNC subcorpus 
151, which means that every 131 word in BALC and every 151 word in Academic 
corpus is one of the linking adverbials listed in the previous subsection. Overall 
the difference is not impressive. It seems that the frequency of usage of linking 
adverbials does not differ a lot. Only when we look at individual types of linking 
adverbials can we notice some interesting results.

4.1. Enumeration and addition linking adverbials

Table 2. Enumeration and addition linking adverbials per million words

BALC Acad BNC

First 1307 1153

Then 493 1064

Moreover 451 85

Finally 319 127

Furthermore 203 54

Additionally 203 8

Firstly 97 26

Secondly 71 54
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Figure 3. Enumeration and addition linking adverbials in BALC and Acad BNC subcorpus 

Figure 4. Enumeration and addition linking adverbials in BALC and Acad BNC subcorpus

Enumeration and addition linking adverbials are used for structuring 
information. It seems that the enumeration and addition liking adverbials are 
the group of adverbials that are most frequently overused by Polish students. 
The most significant and surprising result is the overuse of additionally. It occurs 
203 times per million words in Polish students’ written work, while in the BNC 
academic subcorpus it is used only 8 times per million words. Sometimes, however, 
a frequency list based on simple frequencies may not reflect the typicality of 
word distribution in a corpus (Pęzik 2010). To verify the results dispersion 
plots were generated using the AntConc software—figure 5. Dispersion plot is 
the distribution pattern of certain items within the texts in the corpus. It seems 
that while additionally is used from one to fourteen times in most of BA theses, 
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in one thesis it occurs 23 times, which is significantly more that in other texts. 
This number must have had an influence on the general results. Still, even if this 
‘unrepresentative’ text was to be excluded, the overuse would still be noticeable. 
Other addition linking adverbials like furthermore and moreover are overused as 
well. The results of furthermore are similar to additionally in this respect that one 
student overused this particular linking adverbial heavily. The other examined 
enumeration and addition linking adverbials are distributed equally among all 
texts. Thus the other results may be considered trustworthy.

Figure 5. Dispersion plot of the item additionally in BALC

The pattern of overuse is broken only by then. It seems that Polish students 
avoid using it. It may be justified by the idea that then is regarded as an informal 
linking device. While, on the contrary it is one of the most frequently used additive 
and enumerative linking adverbials in academic writing according to the examined 
Academic subcorpus of BNC and Bibers’s et al. (2007) data. 
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4.2. Summation linking adverbials

To sum up is used 23 times per million words by Polish students, while the 
frequency in academic language is only 2 times per million words. Summing up 
the most important ideas in the text is an essential part of any academic text. It 
seems that Polish students fail to notice the variety of options and choose the 
most common one, or, at least, the one that has been thought and applied by their 
English tutors. 

Figure 6. Summation linking adverbial

4.3. Apposition linking adverbials

Figure 7. Apposition linking adverbial
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In other words—an apposition linking adverbial is overused as well. One hundred 
times PMW compared to 39 times PMW in Academic subcorpus of BNC. Rephrasing 
a quotation in order to prove ones knowledge of the subject, or presenting the 
idea in a more comprehensive manner is a quite commonly used technique by 
students. This need may not exist on such a scale in native academic texts. What 
is more, native writers may use a wider range of apposition linking adverbials 
instead of in other words. 

4.4. Result/inference linking adverbials

Table 3. Result/inference linking adverbials—use per million words

 

Figure 8. Result/inference linking adverbials
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Among the examined result/inference linking adverbials the pattern of 
overuse is not recognizable; on the contrary, Polish students underestimate 
therefore and so. 

The difference in the frequency of usage of the latter in noticeable. Polish 
students may have ‘branded’ so as informal and thus avoid using it as long as it is 
possible. As a result is slightly overused but the difference is relatively small. For 
some reasons students prefer to use as a result instead of therefore. The difference 
may result from individual preferences and is not crucial for this study.

4.5. Contrast and concession linking adverbials

Table 4. Contrast/concession linking adverbials

Figure 9. Contrast/concession linking adverbials
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However 1336 822

In contrast 61 36

On the other hand 290 78

Nevertheless 167 111

Nonetheless 48 15
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Figure 10. Contrast/concession linking adverbials

A noticeable pattern of overuse is visible in this category. However seems 
to be one of the most frequently used linking adverbials by Polish students. It is 
worth to notice that but and however are close in meaning to each other (Shaw 
2009). It may be the case that but is underused, instead the more formal however 
is preferred. The fact that but occurs only 2302 times per million words in BALC, 
while in academic subcorpus of BNC 3848 times per million words may support 
this hypothesis. Other contrast/concession linking adverbials like in contrast and 
nonetheless follow the pattern of overuse. Contrast/concession linking adverbials 
are responsible for connection opposing ideas. Students who want to explicitly 
mark the logical relations between sentences, thoroughly present their topic and 
review existing literature will approach their subject from different angles and 
juxtapose different views. It may seem that native writers are more self-confident 
and they ‘get straight to the point’. Experienced native research writers can assume 
that readers will fill in the links. 

5. Discussion and limitations

Despite the best efforts the present paper did not exhaust the topic of non-native 
usage of linking adverbials. The presented results consistently follow the applied 
methodology, however the size of the learner corpus, despite its representativeness, 
is relatively small. A bigger corpus might provide more reliable results. What is 
more, one might argue that the texts in the learner corpus are characterized by 
a high degree of paraphrase. That is to say the learner language is not genuine 
students’ production as it is based on other academic works concerned with the 
given topic. Moreover, one has to agree that the tutors involvement in the process 
of writing in each text could have had some influence on the final result. However, 
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while the role of the tutor is invaluable, the final choice of words is made by the 
student.

The present work limits itself to a quantitative study of linking adverbials’ 
usage in academic texts produced by L2 students of English. However, it may be 
developed into qualitative study, where issues such as position of linking adverbials 
in a sentence or the concept of ‘dummy adverbials’ (Pęzik: unpublished), which 
might be connected with L1 transfer could be examined. 

6. Conclusions

The results of the study show that most of the examined linking adverbials are 
overused by Polish students of English in academic texts. The results correlate 
with other studies. For example Shaw (2009) points out that a number of studies 
have shown a higher density of linking adverbials for L2 students compared to 
L1 students and/or professional L1 writers (Bolton et al. 2002; Green et al. 2000; 
Milton & Tsang 1993). However, ‘informal’ linking adverbials: so and then are 
underused. Students who have been thought to use only formal language avoid 
using the result/inference linking adverbial so and enumeration/addition linking 
adverbial then for fear of breaking the ‘formal’ register rules. On the other hand, 
other ‘more sophisticated’ linking adverbials were overused in comparison to 
native writers.

Overuse of linking adverbials may by justified by various explanations. It is 
possible that a high density of linking adverbials in learner genres is a consequence 
of text purpose: the writers have to show the readers/graders explicitly that they 
understand relationships between arguments correctly. What is more, Gardezi 
and Nesi (2009) observe, that linking adverbials are simple concrete items, easily 
taught and useful in drawing learners’ attention to the importance of logical 
coherence. As a result, writers of learner genres, and particularly non-natives, 
are often encouraged to use linking adverbials to articulate the structure of their 
argument. Shaw (2009) claims that there is a sort of paradox here, in that within 
one learner genre, like the test essay, higher-rated products may have more linking 
devices, and development is associated with using more linking adverbials, but 
comparing learner genres with professional ones, fewer linking devices appear 
in the work of the presumably more skilled group. It, therefore, seems that the 
abilities acquired in the earlier stage of language teaching are used in the same 
way later in English education. 

To tackle this problem, Tankó (2004) suggests some teaching implications. 
It seems that the teacher should supply a reliable and thorough introduction to 
linking devices. Information on the variety of linking adverbials and their frequency 
in various spoken and written text types can be given on the basis of such sources 
(e.g. Biber et al. 2007) that rely on corpus evidence. The teacher can furthermore 
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give valuable feedback concerning the number of linking devices used in students’ 
texts as well as make explicit, relevant and therefore effective comments based on 
particular instances taken from students’ texts concerning the question of when 
to use and when not to use linking adverbials. Their work may be more efficient if 
students hand in their written assignments in a computer readable format, which 
will allow for the use of corpus tools. 

One should also bear in mind that, however, the presence, the frequency, and 
the distribution of linking devices in a particular text cannot be considered the 
ultimate indicator of text quality. A text that contains an acceptable number of 
stylistically appropriate linking adverbials applied in the right positions can still 
be devoid of either logic or content (Tankó 2004).

Although English is an international language, I believe that we should pursue 
the native norms, ways and forms in which native users of English express their 
ideas so that we may benefit more from our communication. 

References

Anthony, L. 2004. AntConc: A Learner and Classroom Friendly, Multi-Platform Corpus Analysis 
Toolkit In: IWLeL 2004: An Interactive Workshop on Language e-Learning, pp. 7-13.

Biber, D. 2006. University Language. A corpus based study of spoken and written registers. Am-
sterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing company. 

Biber, D. et al. 2007. Longman Grammar of Written and Spoken English. Edinburgh Gale: Pearson 
Education Limited.

Bolton, K., Nelson, G. and Hung, J. 2002. A corpus-based study of connectors in student writing: 
Research from the International Corpus of English in Hong-Kong (ICE-HK). International 
Journal of Corpus Linguistics, 7(2), 165-182.

British National Corpus, http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/corpus/index.xml?ID=intro, Accessed 
3 January 2011.

Bruce, I. 2008. Academic Writing and Genre : A Systematic Analysis. London: Continuum Inter-
national Publishing.

Furneaux, C. 1995. The Challenges of Teaching Academic Writing. In BBC English: Teachers 
Suplement. 

Gardezi, A. and Nesi, H. 2009. “Variation in the Writing of Economics Students in Britain and 
Pakistan: The Case of Conjunctive Ties” In: Charles, M., Hunston, S., Pecorari, D. (Eds.), 
Academic Writing: At the Interface of Corpus and Discourse. London: Continuum Interna-
tional Publishing.

Hyland, K. 2009. Academic Discourse. London: Continuum International Publishing Laurence 
Anthony’s Website, http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/, 3 January 2011.

Milton, J. & Tsang, E.S.C. 1993. A corpus-based study of logical connectors in: EFL students’ wri-
ting: Directions for future research. In R. Perbertom & E.S.C. Tsang (Eds.), Lexis in Studies. 
Hong Kong: Hong Kong University, pp. 215-246.

Pęzik P. 2010. Computational and Corpus Linguistics. In: New Ways to Language. Łódź: Wydaw-
nictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego.

Polish and English Language Corpora for Research and Applications, www.pelcra.pl, Accessed 
12 January 2011.



A Quantitative Corpus-based Analysis of Linking Adverbials...88

Scheffler P. 2008. Native English and learner corpora: linguistic comparison and pedagogical 
applications. Poznań: Wydawnictwo Naukowe.

Shaw, P. 2009. Linking Adverbials in Student and Professional Writing in Literary Studies: What 
Makes Writing Mature In: Charles, M., Hunston, S., Pecorari, D. (Eds.), Academic Writing:  
At the Interface of Corpus and Discourse. London: Continuum International Publishing.

Tankó, G. 2004. The use of adverbial connectors in Hungarian university students’ argumenta-
tive essays. In Sinclair, J.McH (Ed.) How to Use Corpora in Language Teaching Amsterdam/
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company.



Melanie Rockenhaus 
Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa, Italy

Teaching writing for high-stakes 
exams using communicative language 
teaching methods

1. Introduction

Writing is part of most standardized exams, and a necessary part of any gate- 
-keeping exam for university studies in English. Students must therefore learn to 
write, and write well, but they are often unenthusiastic about it, either because 
anxious and insecure due to past negative experiences or simply because they find 
writing less engaging and tiresome (Harmer 2004). Moreover, writing in the exam 
preparation classroom is necessarily focused on form and language precision. 
Students need to be informed about task formalities, trained to respond to the task 
types they will find on the specific exam they are preparing to sit and given a chance 
to practice the writing section(s) of the exam. These lessons can seem frustratingly 
limited in their scope, with both students and the teacher concerned exclusively 
with exam results. There may be few opportunities for students to interact among 
themselves, leading to a regrettable loss of class interaction and collaboration. In 
fact, students often report the exam preparation class to be helpful but tedious 
(Kim 2010). This can be frustrating for students and instructors alike.

The so-called ‘communicative classroom’, instead, aims to attain curriculum 
objectives through the use of activities such as information sharing and learning by 
doing, activities students often perceive as appealing, motivating and stimulating 
(Richards and Rodgers 2001, Savignon 2002). Moreover, Charge and Taylor (1997) 
remind us that one very common high-stakes exam, the IELTS (International  
English Language Testing System), sprang from the early CLT movements, indicating 
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the essential, possible connection between high-stakes exams and communicative 
teaching. Furthermore, although communicative language teaching (CLT) methods 
are generally perceived as being linked to speaking, Savignon (2002) makes it clear 
that CLT can be used to teach reading and writing as well. 

This paper reports on a research project aiming firstly to understand if 
instructors use communicative tasks while teaching writing for gate-keeping 
exams, and to what extent. The second part of the research aimed to demonstrate 
that the use of CLT methods while preparing students for the writing section 
of a standardized exam can enhance student satisfaction and motivation while 
training the learners to complete the writing portion of the exam successfully. 

2. Literature review

A great deal has been written about CLT and its applications in the classroom. 
A broad overview is offered by Richards and Rodgers (2001), who dedicate an entire 
chapter to CLT in their section on teaching approaches, exploring CLT historically 
from both theoretical and practical viewpoints. In looking at the practical classroom 
application of CLT, they list various types of activities which in their opinion fit 
into the communicative approach, claiming that the “range of exercise types and 
activities compatible with a communicative approach is unlimited” (Richards and 
Rodgers 2001:165). In his section on applications of writing research, Hyland 
(2002) considers a writing course which relies on problem solving and role playing, 
two typical CLT activities, pointing out that by integrating writing into students’ 
genuine communicative aims the course permits students to develop a sense of 
writing for the real world. Harmer (2004) advocates a classroom pedagogy which 
includes group project writing, collaborative writing and exchanging writing. He 
encourages this latter activity in particular for correcting writing completed as 
practice for external exams.

In addition to Harmer’s (2004) reference to using CLT methods while teaching 
writing for exams, only two studies were found specifically focusing on the use 
of CLT while preparing students for standardized exams. Kim (2010) reflects 
on an experience observing two exam preparation classes where CLT activities 
were used, including meaningful practice, problem solving and role playing, then 
recounts the use of similar activities in personal exam preparation classes. In 
a section titled “Rationale for using CLT in test-preparation classes” Kim (2010: 
41) lists three good reasons to use a CLT approach while preparing students for 
high-stakes exams: because students are more motivated and engage more with 
the language, because they thereby develop greater linguistic proficiency, and 
because, after all, it is feasible. Luxia (2007) instead, examines whether the writing 
task in a standardized college entrance exam in China had the positive washback 
on the pedagogical practices of English language teaching in Chinese schools it 
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had been designed to promote. The researcher concludes that high-stakes tests in 
themselves are not likely to be a positive agent for change, as both teachers and 
students preferred to concentrate on the testing results to be obtained rather than 
the communicative intent of the test itself. This interesting study will be discussed 
again in Section 5 below. 

Lastly, Nunan (1989:148) defines various communicative tasks which can 
be employed in the classroom, including meaningful practice, rehearsal, role play 
and problem solving; these categories were used during the observation phase of 
colleagues to identify communicative activities and distinguish them from other 
classroom tasks.

3. Methodology

This section looks at the methodology used for both parts of the study. It is 
divided into a description of the participants and timing and a description of the 
instruments and procedures used for data collection, and methods of analysis. 

3.1. Study participants and timing

For the first part of the study, I observed two colleagues preparing mostly fourth-
year Italian university students for two different standardized exams, the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and the First Certificate in English (FCE), 
for a total of ten classroom hours. The objective of these observations was to 
understand to what extent competent colleagues incorporated communicative 
activities in exam preparation classes. Classroom activities focused on writing 
were of particular interest and were logged accordingly, as will be explained 
below.

In the second part of the study, the objective was to reutilize these colleagues’ 
CLT practices alongside additional communicative activities during the writing 
training portion of an IELTS preparation course and then assess student 
satisfaction. Participants in this portion of the study were 32 first-year Italian 
university students. Total classroom time was forty hours, with ten of these hours 
being dedicated to preparing the students for the writing section of the IELTS.

Both the instructors and the students signed consent letters prior to the 
beginning of the research, and anonymity was guaranteed throughout.

3.2. Instruments, procedures and methods of analysis

The observation chart in Appendix A was used for the first part of the study. One chart 
was completed for every hour of teaching, for a total of ten charts. Nunan’s (1989) 



Teaching writing for high-stakes exams...92

categories were used exclusively for identifying communicative activities and 
distinguishing them from other classroom events. At the end of the ten classroom 
hours’ observation time, results were tallied to understand a) overall time spent 
on CLT activities and b) time spent in communicative activities while teaching 
towards the writing portion of the exam being taught. Both instructors also agreed 
to a brief, non-structured interview about their teaching, and these interview 
comments were recorded. 

For the second part of the study, CLT methods were utilized during the writing 
training portion of an IELTS preparation course with 32 first-year Italian university 
students. In an exam preparation class of forty hours overall, total classroom time 
dedicated to preparing the students for the writing section of the exam was ten 
hours. The instructor goal for this research project was to dedicate at least 40% of 
these ten hours to communicative activities. Examples of communicative activities 
used include jigsaw dictation, where students take turns dictating to each other, 
peer and group editing, creation of exam writing tasks and text comparison and 
auctioning. In this latter activity, students were given an unfinished text and then 
had to bid on sentences they needed to complete it. They then had to negotiate 
with their group to organize the sentences into a coherent short essay.

At the end of this high-stakes exam preparation class, students were requested 
to respond to a short survey containing three questions. These questions aimed to 
measure to what extent students felt their writing, textual control and vocabulary 
knowledge had improved, and why. This survey can be found in Appendix B. These 
results were tallied quantitatively and student comments were recorded. 

Results from this portion of the survey were also compared to results which 
had been obtained two years prior from a group of students similar in size, age and 
exam preparation type. The question types were the same with the exception of 
the final portion, the why question, added to the 2011 survey in order to broaden 
the measurement of student satisfaction.

The results from both portions of the research are reported in the next 
section.

4. Results

This section is divided into classroom observation results and classroom research 
project results. 

4.1. Classroom observation results

Ten classroom hours (600 minutes) of exam preparation were observed, five 
each for FCE and TOEFL preparation. During these classes, the instructors 
covered all four language skills, that is, listening, reading, writing and speaking, 
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to prepare students for these separate tasks on the exams. Activities deemed to 
be communicative based on the task classification suggested by Nunan (1989: 
148) were logged according to the beginning and ending time and the exam task 
they were designed to prepare for. There was also space for comments about the 
mechanics of the communicative tasks used so they could be more easily recycled 
if desired. The classroom observation chart can be found in Appendix A. 

The results show that over one third of all classroom time, specifically 
216 minutes, was devoted to communicative activities. Of these communicative 
activities, about 21% (45 minutes) were dedicated to preparing students for 
writing tasks. Table 1, below, shows this information graphically.

Figure 1. Time spent in communicative activities (CAs) in two exam-preparation classes

It should be noted that as neither of the instructors were aware of the 
exact purpose of the observations, interference of observer expectations on the 
classroom behavior of the teachers can be excluded. These encouraging results 
will be discussed in detail in Section 5 below.

The purpose of the observations was revealed to the instructors in the brief, 
unstructured interviews at the end of the observation periods, in order to better 
understand instructor choices as regards communicative activities while preparing 
for the writing task of each exam. The two instructors both commented that 
communicative activities for writing consumed more time in planning and seemed 
to require more time for classroom implementation than did activities for other 
exam tasks. For this reason the instructors tended to avoid using communicative 
activities while teaching writing for exams. These results will be commented on 
in Section 5 below.
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4.2. Classroom research project results

In the second part of the study, communicative activities were used during the 
writing portion of an IELTS preparation course with 32 first-year Italian university 
students. Ten hours overall were dedicated to preparing the learners for the writing 
section of the IELTS, and approximately four of these hours were dedicated to CLT 
activities. At the end of the course, student satisfaction was measured through 
a brief survey (Appendix B), where students were asked if their writing had 
improved, if they thought they had greater control over their writing, and if their 
vocabulary knowledge had improved. For all three of these questions, learners 
were also asked to reflect and comment about why they responded as they had. 
Results from this portion of the survey were also compared to results obtained 
two years prior from a group of students similar in size, age and exam preparation 
type, with the exception of the why questions, not listed on the 2009 survey. 

In response to the question regarding writing improvement, 25/32 students 
said it had, as compared to 18/34 in 2009. 27 of the 32 students in 2011 felt 
they had more control over their writing after the course, as compared to only 
20/34 in 2009. Vocabulary improvement was noticed by 22/32 students in 2011 
as compared to only 21/34 in 2009. These results are presented graphically in 
Table 2 below. 

Figure 2. Comparison 2011 and 2009 student survey results

As can be seen from these results, satisfaction was greatly enhanced in the 
2011 session, and student results on the actual IELTS exam was very good. No 
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student scored less than 7.5/9 on the writing section. Unfortunately, IELTS results 
for the 2009 session are not available. 

Student responses to the why portion of the survey were overall very positive 
as well, and point to the communicative nature of the teaching method. Three 
typical comments for each of these questions are listed below. 

In response to the question, Has your writing improved? why? students 
commented: “I practiced a lot in class with my friends”, “we wrote a lot and my 
friends helped me”, “I learned not to be afraid of writing because most of the time 
we worked together”. 

For the question, Do you think you control your writing more easily? 
why? learners mentioned, for example, “my partner explained how he makes 
a paragraph”, “I had to organize my ideas during group dictations”, “I learned from 
my classmate that in English there’s always an introduction and a conclusion”.

Lastly, students responded to the question Has your vocabulary knowledge 
improved? why? by pointing out that “creating writing tasks with the others made 
me use a lot of words,” I learned words while reading my friends’ texts”, “I didn’t 
want to seem stupid when we worked together, so I prepared a lot”. 

As mentioned above, no such responses to why questions are available for 
the 2009 course. It should however be noted that there was a significant drop in 
negative comments overall. In the 2009 survey, despite the lack of solicitation about 
why students were satisfied or not, fully 10 students (nearly 1/3 of the 34-member 
cohort) mentioned problems like the dullness of the IELTS tasks, the difficulty of 
concentrating on them and the lack of motivation. In contrast, only four students 
made negative comments in 2011. Two of these were about the limited vocabulary 
range taught for the IELTS, one was about the amount of time spent writing, and 
one concerned an annoying partner and so was extraneous to class content. 

Lastly, this study only partially corroborated instructor impressions gathered 
during the unstructured interviews after the classroom observation time. Both 
instructors had indicated that they tended to avoid introducing communicative 
activities while teaching writing because planning for these sorts of activities was 
more complicated. Moreover, both instructors felt that too much class time was 
needed to execute these activities as compared to other sorts of writing preparation 
tasks. During the second part of this study it became clear that these instructor 
impressions were only partially true, as will be discussed in Section 5 below.

5. Discussion 

In this section, the results obtained in the two portions of the study reported above 
are discussed, and some study limitations for each are reviewed. 

The first portion of the study, dedicated to classroom observation of colleagues 
involved in high-stakes exam preparation, revealed a surprisingly high CLT content 
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in the exam preparation class, with just over one third of class time dedicated to 
activities which could be considered communicative according to Nunan’s (1989) 
list. CLT activities utilized during writing instruction were far fewer, however. 
Roughly 2.5 hours of observed class time was dedicated to each exam task (reading, 
writing, listening, speaking), but only 45 minutes of the time spent teaching 
writing was spent in a communicative task. This compares to nearly 60 minutes 
of communicative activities dedicated to each of the other exam tasks. Instructors 
confirmed their reluctance to introduce CLT content during the writing portion of 
the exam training class because they deemed that these types of activities required 
more time both to plan and to execute in class.

With these results in mind, for the second part of the study I aimed to include 
at least four hours of communicative activities during the ten hours of writing 
task preparation time in class. These activities included jigsaw dictations, peer 
and group editing, creation of IELTS writing tasks, task comparison and sentence 
auctioning. Student satisfaction, as measured through a brief end-of-course 
survey, was very high, with an average of nearly 25/32 students (78%) reporting 
satisfaction with their improvement in 2011 as compared to an average of only 
20/34 (59%) in 2009. Negative comments were likewise fewer, with a drop from 
ten negative comments in 2009 to only four in 2011.

The two exam preparation sessions in 2009 and 2011 referred to in the previous 
paragraph were similar in cohort size and student type, and both were IELTS 
training classes. The only identifiable variable between the two is the introduction 
of a greater number of communicative activities. Student comments corroborate 
the hypothesis that the CLT method introduced in the 2011 class enhanced student 
satisfaction. Comments from learners showed that communication was important 
as students negotiated meaning and form with their classmates. Cooperation 
among learners was essential to complete activities such as jigsaw dictations 
or sentence auctioning. Peer and group editing forced them to concentrate on 
communicating about writing, thus enhancing their metalinguistic grasp of 
writing and its component parts. Learner comments revealed that vocabulary can 
be learned collaboratively. In short, the introduction of communicative activities 
seems to have led students to reflect on their writing, stay more focused and 
interested, become more autonomous writers and experience less frustration and 
boredom. Student results on the actual 2011 IELTS tests were very good as well, 
with no student receiving less than 7.5/9 on the writing section. 

Lastly, it is useful to compare these results to Luxia’s (2007) study, where the 
researcher considered whether a standardized exam had a positive washback 
on the pedagogical practices of English teaching writing in Chinese schools. The 
researcher does not find any evidence of a positive washback effect, and concludes 
that high-stakes exams are not likely to be a positive agent for classroom change. 
This interesting study takes the exact opposite approach to the study reported 
here; in the present study the instructor sought to change her own pedagogical 
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practices in teaching exam writing task preparation, incorporating additional 
CLT methods in order to have a positive impact on students and their results. The 
changes undertaken seem to have had the intended results.

As mentioned in the results section above, planning communicative activities 
for writing proved to be as time consuming as the observed instructors had 
mentioned. This was most especially true because there were so few ready-made 
tasks of this type available in exam preparation text books, which places the 
burden for task preparation entirely on the shoulders of the instructor. Each task 
had to be planned and materials created for each step of the activity. Although 
this is disheartening, it need not always be true, since an increase in CLT materials 
for exam preparation is only a matter of time and market request. A few books 
with ready-to-use, exam-oriented communicative activities are available, such as  
Brook-Hart’s Instant IELTS (2004), and more would soon follow if the need were 
felt. Finally, it should be mentioned that although completing communicative 
activities in class did require a certain amount of time, the time required was no 
more than that needed for any other sort of writing instruction. Preparing students 
for the writing portion of high-stakes exams is time consuming whatever approach 
is used; the CLT approach did not seem any more unwieldy or lengthy in execution 
than more traditional exam writing classes in the past. 

In terms of study limitations, two immediately come to mind. It is clearly 
almost impossible to divide classroom time into neat segments of separate skills. 
Thus an activity which aims to teach writing skills, such as a jigsaw dictation, 
naturally also develops speaking and listening skills, since students in this activity 
have to speak, listen and write. Likewise for sentence auctioning, students have 
to speak both to auction and to bid on the sentences they want, and then to speak 
again in their groups to organize the text into a final, acceptable written form. While 
not a limitation in terms of content or quality of classroom time or student output, 
it is a numeric limitation, since clearly the four hours dedicated to communicative 
tasks while teaching writing involve speaking, listening and reading skill work as 
well. This is of course likewise true of writing skills which are naturally exercised 
even while ostensibly working on other skills, such as note taking while listening 
or writing up summaries after reading. 

Another limitation is that the connection between CLT and satisfaction may 
only be inferred, it cannot be conclusively proven. Although the introduction of 
CLT activities is the most probable cause of the much greater levels of satisfaction 
in 2011 as compared to 2009, the link could only be demonstrated by successfully 
replicating the study. This is discussed briefly in Section 6 below.
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6. Conclusion

The study reported in this paper indicates that CLT practices are not uncommon 
in exam preparation classes, even while preparing for the writing task. The results 
also point to the probability that an increase in the quantity of communicative 
activities while working on exam writing preparation can have a positive effect 
on student participation and satisfaction, while student results on the high-
stakes exam can remain quite good. These activities require more time to plan 
and prepare than other types of exam writing preparation classes, but the time 
needed to execute the activities in class does not appear to be greater than other 
types of activities aimed at improving student writing. Moreover, preparation 
time would decrease if additional communicative materials were readily available 
on the market. 

Future research could usefully concentrate on validating the findings of this 
preliminary study by comparing the results of comparable cohorts of candidates 
prepared for the writing section of a high-stakes exam with or without a CLT 
approach in a single time period. This replication of the research would allow 
a comparison of results between studies. Two types of survey studies would also 
be helpful. Firstly, a further survey of the quantity, both in terms of numbers of 
activities and of time spent in the classroom, of communicative tasks used while 
preparing the writing task for a high-stakes exam would be a useful complement 
to the work undertaken here. Secondly, a survey of the types of communicative 
activities currently in use in preparing students for exam writing papers would be 
very helpful and a useful step towards building up a repertoire of readily-available 
tasks, thereby decreasing the amount of time needed to prepare communicative 
tasks for this purpose.
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Appendix B: Student post-instruction survey
Please take a moment to complete the following survey concerning the IELTS-
preparation course you just completed. 

As explained, all responses are anonymous and will have no influence on 
your course results. 

Please give as much information as you wish to the “why” portions of the 
questions. THANK YOU!

As a result of this course
1. Has your writing improved? Why?
2. Do you think you control your writing more easily? Why?
3. Has your vocabulary knowledge improved?Why?
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in teaching writing

Brinton, Snow, and Wesche (1989c: 2) state that in a content-based approach, the 
activities of the language class are specific to the subject matter being taught, and 
are geared to stimulate students to think and learn through the use of the target 
language. 

Since the 1980s, interest in project-based learning and its integration into 
second and foreign language instruction has been growing around the world 
(Alan & Stroller 2005, Fried-Booth 1982, 1986, Haines 1989, Legutke 1984, 1985, 
Papandreou 1994, Sheppard & Stoller 1995, Stoller 1997, Tessema 2005, Tomei at 
al. 1999). The term “project” used in EFL context was first proposed by Fried-Booth 
(1986c: 8). He indicated that language tasks arise naturally from the project itself, 
“developing cumulatively in response to a basic objective, namely, the project”. 
Haines (1989) defined project work as involving multiskill activities which focus 
on a theme of interest rather than specific language tasks.

Social demand, insufficient theoretical readiness and, undoubtedly, practical 
importance of Project Work (PW) in teaching foreign languages actualize a search 
for new pedagogical conditions which enable training of a future foreign language 
teacher to use PW in higher school. PW is the most progressive and perspective 
method of training. PW allows achieving any curriculum goals in real-life teaching 
and educational process. 

Project work is viewed by most of its advocates “not as a replacement for other 
teaching methods” but rather as “an approach to learning which complements 
mainstream methods and which can be used with almost all levels, ages and 
abilities of students” (Haines 1989c: 1). 
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The primary characteristics of project work summarized by Stroller (1997) 
are as follows: project work focuses on content learning through language 
learning; it is student-centered with the teacher playing a role in offering 
support and guidance throughout the process; it is cooperative rather than 
competitive; students can work on their own, in small groups, or as a class to 
complete a project; it leads to the authentic integration of skills and processing 
of information from varied sources, mirroring real-life tasks; it culminates in 
an end product that can be shared with others; it is potentially motivating, 
stimulating, empowering, and challenging; students can build up confidence, 
self-esteem, and autonomy as well as improve their language skills, content 
learning, and cognitive abilities.

The main aim of teaching foreign languages is the formation of 
communicative competence. PW in foreign language teaching allows the students 
to use a foreign language as means of learning, the way of expressing their own 
ideas, perception and comprehension of other peoples’ ideas and that is what 
develops students’ intellectual and creative abilities. The basis of PW is the 
development of cognitive skills of students, their critical and creative thinking, 
and the ability to build up their knowledge, skills to feel confident in the current 
volume of information. 

The contemporary teacher should focus on new pedagogical technology; 
remodel educational process and activity according to demands of the times; be 
able to work with modern information sources and information technologies; know 
how to include information and communication technologies (ICT) in students’ 
work with the purpose of their learner-centered education. 

It is very important to prepare students to compete in today’s global economy 
by developing student competencies in cross-cultural awareness. As the pace of 
change quickens in today’s world, the challenges of emerging technologies and 
a globally interdependent economy will demand much of students. They will need 
skills in technology, language and communication. To function effectively, they 
must understand and respect other cultures, be able to communicate with those 
who are culturally different, and understand events in other countries.

Due to profound changes in the modern education system, a lot of new 
techniques have appeared which present an adequate approach to language 
teaching in modern conditions. Peculiarity of specialized students’ studying 
concerns the real possibility of practical skills application as well as of direct 
communication with native speakers. Personal-oriented technologies may form 
the conceptual basis for content determination of teaching strategies and selection 
of means of foreign language teaching.

Haines S. (1989) states that project work is becoming an increasingly popular 
feature within the ELT classroom. Common projects are class magazines, group wall 
displays about students’ countries and designs for cities of the future. A project 
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involves students in deciding together what they want to do to complete a project 
whilst the teacher plays a more supporting role.

Some advantages of project work are:
 – Increased motivation—learners become personally involved in the project. 
 – All four skills, reading, writing, listening and speaking, are integrated. 
 – Autonomous learning is promoted as learners become more responsible for 

their own learning. 
 – There are learning outcomes—learners have an end product. 
 – Authentic tasks and therefore the language input are more authentic. 
 – Interpersonal relations are developed through working as a group. 
 – Content and methodology can be decided between the learners and the teacher 

and within the group themselves so it is more learner centred. 
 – Learners often get help from parents for project work thus involving the parent 

more in the child’s learning. If the project is also displayed parents can see it 
at open days or when they pick the child up from the school. 

 – A break from routine and the chance to do something different. 
 – A context is established which balances the need for fluency and accuracy.

Further exploration of this aspect may be found in many sources. Project 
work has been described by a number of language educators, including Carter 
and Thomas (1986), Ferragatti and Carminati (1984), Fried-Booth (1982, 1986), 
Haines (1989), Legutke (1984, 1985), Legutke and Thiel (1983), Papandreou 
(1994), Sheppard and Stoller (1995), and Ward (1988). 

Project work is potentially motivating, stimulating, empowering, and 
challenging. It usually results in building student confidence, self-esteem, and 
autonomy as well as improving students’ language skills, content learning, and 
cognitive abilities.

Project work is work which focuses on completing a task. Project work 
normally involves a lot of resources—time, people and materials—and learners 
practice a range of skills and language systems.

Projects allow students to use their imagination and the information they 
contain does not always have to be factual. The students introduce themselves 
and their favourite things.

One of the great benefits of project work is its adaptability. You can do projects 
on almost any topic. They can be factual or fantastic. Projects can, thus, help to 
develop the full range of the learners’ capabilities. Projects are often done in 
poster format, but students can also use their imagination to experiment with 
the form.

Project work, whether it is integrated into a content-based thematic unit or 
introduced as a special sequence of activities in a more traditional classroom, 
requires multiple stages of development to succeed. Fried- Booth (1986) proposes 
an easy-to-follow multiple-step process that can guide teachers in developing and 
sequencing project work for their classrooms. Similarly, Haines (1989) presents 
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a straightforward and useful description of project work and the steps needed for 
successful implementation. 

What are the common characteristics of the projects?
 – Hard work. Each project is the result of a lot of hard work. The authors of 

the projects have found information about their topic, collected or drawn 
pictures, written down their ideas, and then put all the parts together to form 
a coherent presentation. Project work is not a soft option.

 – Creative. The projects are very creative in terms of both content and language. 
Each project is a unique piece of communication, created by the project writers 
themselves.

  Personal. This element of creativity makes project work a very personal 
experience. The students are writing about aspects of their own lives, and so 
they invest a lot of themselves in their project.

 – Adaptable. Project work is a highly adaptable methodology. It can be used at 
every level of teaching.
In our university and Sevastopol schools all students have to write a research 

work and to participate in the research work conference. When the time came to 
choose the research work theme, we decided to explore the impact of Internet 
assisted collaborative projects. The reason was that I had participated in several 
such projects myself and had got valuable knowledge and useful experience. 
Besides, we knew that universities and schools in many countries included such 
projects as the learning circles in their curriculum and it was also obvious for me 
that their role in the future would considerably increase taking into consideration 
the processes of globalization and computerization.

That’s why we decided to find out more about the value of collaborative 
Internet assisted projects as an educational method in teaching writing.

The aim of our research work was to find out how Internet collaborative 
projects affect the study process and what kind of benefits, if any, they give their 
participants. In my research work we focused on Internet collaborative projects 
of I*EARN (International Education and Resource Network), particularly on 
the concept of the Learning Circles and analyzed their role and benefits in 
education.

IEARN is a non-profit global network that enables young people to use the 
Internet and other new technologies to engage in collaborative educational projects 
that both enhance learning and make a difference in the world.

We think the Learning Circle provides a structural approach to promoting 
cross-classroom collaboration with telecommunications. For teachers, it provides 
a way to team-teach with many different teachers in a virtual classroom. Developing 
working relationships with teachers all over the globe enables teachers to develop 
a very strong sense of the field of teaching. This professional development is more 
current and dynamic than more traditional avenues of education. For students, 
working in a collaborative setting with peers around the world gives them wider 
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perspectives on issues and a greater understanding of similarities and differences. 
The work with others can be a powerful mirror that will help them see who they 
are, where they live, and who they live with in new way. This project will help 
students to find richness in cultures developed in different areas and aware they 
are not to be replaced by anything else, to develop their writing and communication 
skills in English, ICT skills.

The objectives we settled for ourselves are:
 1.  getting information about different widely used Internet assisted collaborative 

projects, their history and implementation;
 2. describing the projects in which we took part;
 3. doing a research in order to compare the learning process and its results in 

the class that participated in My Hero project and in the class that studied 
using traditional methods;

 4. summarizing students` and teachers` answers to find out their attitude 
towards collaborative projects, particularly My Hero, and their opinions about 
its benefits and effectiveness;

 5. making a conclusion about the most important benefits of the project and its 
impact on the study process.
To achieve my aim and objectives, we used the following methods: searching 

and studying materials about collaborative projects on the Internet, making 
a questionnaire and conducting a survey, testing students’ progress in learning 
English in the project and control classes using the tests elaborated at different 
Universities, consultations with the My Hero project (my.hero.com) coordinator 
and the teachers using the project method in their work.

In the process of my research work we came to the following conclusions:
 1.  Collaborative Internet assisted projects, My Hero in particular, are a really 

useful, effective method that can be integrated in the learning process. It brings 
students and teachers valuable benefits and stimulates students` learning.

 2. The most valuable among the benefits are:
 a)  new knowledge and experience obtained while participating in the learning 

circles;
 b) improved ICT skills and wider knowledge of computers and the 

Internet;
 c) improved general language skills, especially reading and writing, and 

knowledge of the vocabulary of a specific topic;
 d)  experience and skills in teamwork;
 e)  getting acquainted with and learning about other world cultures;
 f)  contacts around the world.
 3.  Participating in My Hero and other projects develops young people’s personality, 

widens their outlook and makes the school life more interesting.
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1. Guidelines for writing project reports

The aim of the project report is to communicate the results of your project work 
to an audience. Your audience might already be well informed in the subject. Your 
trainers will not usually read your report in order to extract knowledge; instead, 
they will look for evidence that you understand the material and ideas your report 
presents. Therefore, your document should not only convey information clearly 
and coherently (such as numbers, facts or other data), but should also, where 
appropriate, detail the logical processes you relied upon (such as interpretation, 
analysis, or evaluation).

Typical Components:
 1.  Title Page
 2.  Summary
 3.  Introduction
 4.  Background
 5.  Discussion
 6.  Conclusion
 7.  Recommendations
 8.  Attachments.

 1. Title Page
  The essential information here is your name, the title of the project, and the 

date. Be aware of any other information your trainer requires. The title of 
a report can be a statement of the subject. An effective title is informative but 
reasonably short. Ornamental or misleading titles might annoy readers.

 2. Summary
  This section states the report in miniature. It summarises the whole report 

in one concise paragraph of about 100-200 words. It might be useful to think 
in terms of writing one sentence to summarise each of the traditional report 
divisions: objective, method, discussion and conclusions. Emphasise the 
objective (which states the problem) and the analysis of the results (including 
recommendations). Avoid the temptation to copy a whole paragraph from 
elsewhere in your report and make it do double duty. Since the summary 
condenses and emphasises the most important elements of the whole report, 
you cannot write it until after you have completed the report.

 3. Introduction
  The introduction of a project report identifies the subject, the purpose (or 

objective), and the plan of development of the report. The subject is the ‘what’, 
the purpose is the ‘why’, and the plan is the ‘how’. Together these acquaint the 
reader with the problem you are setting out to solve.

  State the subject and purpose as clearly and concisely as possible, usually in 
one sentence, called the thesis or purpose statement.
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  Use the introduction to provide any background information that the reader 
will need before you can launch into the body of your paper. You may have to 
define the terms use in stating the subject and provide background such as 
theory or history of the subject. Avoid the tendency to use the introduction 
merely to fill space with sweeping statements that are unrelated to the specific 
purpose of your report.

 4. Background
  If the introduction requires a large amount of supporting information, such 

as a review of literature or a description of a process, then the background 
material should form its own section. This section may include a review of 
previous research, or formulas the reader needs to understand the problem. 
In an academic project report, it is also the point at which you can show your 
comprehension of the problem.

 5. Discussion
  This section is the most important part of your report. It takes many forms and 

may have subheadings of its own. Its basic components are methods, findings 
(or results), and evaluation (or analysis). The final report should emphasize 
evaluation.

  Before you begin writing, ask the journalist’s questions: Who? When? Where? 
What? Why? How? The last three in particular will help you focus analysis. 
Beyond asking these simple questions, you also need to make decisions 
such as: How do you interpret the data? What is the significance of your 
findings?

 6. Conclusion
  What knowledge comes out of the report? As you draw a conclusion, you 

need to explain it in terms of the preceding discussion. Some repetition of the 
most important ideas you presented there is expected, but you should avoid 
copying.

 7. Recommendations
  What actions does the report call for? The recommendations should be clearly 

connected to the results of the rest of the report. You may need to make those 
connections explicit at this point—your reader should not have to guess at 
what you mean. This section may also include plans for how further research 
should proceed. In professional writing, this section often comes immediately 
after the introduction.

 8. Attachments
 – These will include references and may include appendices. Any research 

that you refer to in the report must also appear in a list of references 
at the end of the work so that an interested reader can follow up your 
work.

 – That were part of the research, but would be distracting to the report itself. 
Refer to each appendix at the appropriate point (or points) in your report.
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In the process of our research work we came to the following 
conclusions:
 1.  Collaborative Internet assisted projects, My Hero in particular, are a really 

useful, effective method that can be integrated in the learning process. It brings 
students and teachers valuable benefits and stimulates students` learning.

 2.  The most valuable among the benefits are:
 a)  new knowledge and experience obtained while participating in the learning 

circles;
 b) improved ICT skills and wider knowledge of computers and the 

Internet;
 c) improved general language skills, especially reading and writing, and 

knowledge of the vocabulary of a specific topic;
 d)  experience and skills in teamwork;
 e)  getting acquainted with and learning about other world cultures;
 f)  contacts around the world.
 3.  Participating in My Hero and other projects develops young people’s personality, 

widens their outlook and makes the school life more interesting.
These conclusions can be proved by the results of the survey and tests 

which are reflected in numerous diagrammes we made. Analysing responses to 
the questionnaire, we found out that teachers’ and students’ attitude towards 
the project they implemented was positive. It`s interesting that after its 
implementation students` evaluation of the project was much higher than before 
it, when I asked about their expectations. The survey we conducted showed that 
ICT skills and writing skills are better and progress in English language learning 
is faster in the class that participated in the project than in the control class. It can 
be explained by the longer time students spent working on the computers and by 
the challenging tasks they had to fulfill. As to the English learning, it was stimulated 
by the necessity to communicate with foreign partners and the intensive reading 
and writing assignments they had in the course of the project. Having written my 
research work, we had to present it at different research work conferences and 
later at the international conference in the USA as the national winner of Teaching 
Excellence and Achievement (TEA) Program in 2003.

Doing it, we also mentioned some of such projects’ problems the teams faced 
such as technical breakdowns or an irresponsible partner. But still we are strongly 
convinced that My Hero and other Internet assisted collaborative projects are 
a valuable and effective educational method which we hope will spread even wider 
in the nearest future.
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Implementing personalizing approach 
in teaching academic writing 

1. Introduction

It has long been recognized that personalization is an important aspect in learner-
centred teaching. Personal information is more meaningful to students as it relates 
to their immediate environment. Generally, personality factors are more significant 
for learning strategy preferences than socio-cultural variables or educational 
background. And the teacher should be flexible in the choice of methodology in 
order to respond to the needs of the students and foster learner involvement. This 
report is based on research, the purpose of which was to study students’ individual 
characteristics and preferred learning styles in the process of university Academic 
Writing Course in order to run it in a more effective way.

Individual students’ differences, language aptitude, role of motivation in 
foreign language acquisition have been in the focus of classroom-based research 
since 1950s (VanPatten & Benati. 2010: 42). Much has been written about preferred 
approaches to learning in different countries. Researchers state that in some 
cultures students follow ‘basic beliefs, values and consequent behaviour’, which 
factors ‘disincline’ them towards communicative approaches (Sampson 2010: 284). 
Active involvement of students in teaching-learning in-class process presupposes 
matching learning styles to teaching styles with a greater part of ‘learning’ 
constituent. According to Nunan, attitudes and expectations of the students are 
factors that influence effectiveness of a language program (Nunan 1989: 177). 
Richards suggests that several characteristics of the students be analysed in order 
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to ensure the learners’ increasing interest and involvement in the learning process 
(Richards 2001: 101). Although Richards writes mainly about learning languages in 
general, we suppose his findings can be applicable in narrower learning contexts. 
Investigating such factors as past learning experiences, learners’ expectations for 
the programme, learners’ views on teaching, students’ learning approaches, as well 
as expectations for teacher’s and learners’ roles can provide valuable material for 
choosing a more effective teaching approach. 

Long-lasting tradition of teacher-centered methods in Ukraine, which 
presuppose that students follow certain directives and are not intended to 
consciously participate in teaching-learning process, is still popular in tertiary 
EFL education. Students traditionally ‘feel more comfortable’ with a ‘domineering’ 
teacher, although it effectively discourages them from critically evaluating any 
educational information provided. In order to minimize the teacher’s domination 
in the classroom it is essential to learn students’ needs focusing on students’ 
learning styles and strategies. 

In terms of analysing mental processes which learners employ to use and learn, 
or procedural knowledge possible correlation have been hypothesized between 
learning preferences and biographical variables, such as: ethnic group, age group 
etc. But further research dismantled the hypothesis because within any biographical 
group the same spectrum of opinion on each learning issue was represented (Nunan 
1991: 167-188; Sanotska 2011). This leads to conclusion that personality factors are 
more significant for learning strategy preferences than socio-cultural variables or 
educational background. As far as teacher’s role is concerned, according to Tudor, 
the teacher should be flexible in the choice of methodology in order to respond to the 
needs of the students and foster learner involvement (Tudor 1996:197). Moreover, 
according to Wenden, students are meant to be self-sufficient problem-solvers, and 
learner training should be incorporated in the classroom and must be approached 
systematically (Wenden 1987: 159). Another important aspect in learner-centred 
teaching is personalizing the teaching-learning process. Personalization, which, 
according to Taylor means encouraging students to bring their own information into 
lesson activity, is important in terms of involving students in planning and building 
their own learning. Taylor asserts that the information which students deliver by 
themselves is more meaningful to them as it relates to the immediate environment 
(Taylor 2009: 26).

Although, according to Nunan, ‘it is premature to reject the notion that there 
is no correlation’ between learning strategy preferences and the ‘good learner’, we 
suppose there is a connection between certain ‘good learner’ characteristics and 
the ways learners prefer to work, because successful learners’ strategies evidently 
lead to more effective learning (Nunan 1991: 175). After Rubin and Thompson 
Nunan states that ‘good learners’ ‘find their own way’ in learning the language 
which implies organizing information about language, finding their own strategies 
for getting practice in using the language in and out of the classroom, making errors 
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work etc. Nunan claims that following the learner-centred approach the teacher 
can administer surveys and discussions, in which the learners can be encouraged 
to reflect on their attitudes and preferences (Nunan 1991: 176). Undoubtedly, the 
advantages of this approach include students’ awareness of their own preferred 
ways of learning, knowing that there are choices in ‘what to learn’ and ‘how to 
learn’. Moreover, learners become more flexible in their approaches to learning 
and avoid pitfalls, such as, plagiarizing.

2. Personalizing and context

Academic Writing Course is a new course for English Philology students. There were 
several reasons for its implementation: growing academic mobility, institutional 
stipulation that all sort of research papers, including diploma and master 
papers, have to be written and presented in English, as well as general academic 
requirements to include a summary in English in every research report or paper. 
The course aims for developing academic writing skills, which involves awareness 
of academic style, ability to build a paper, ability to write from sources, etc. The 
course was built based on students’ diagnostic testing, which allowed evaluating 
their proficiency at the beginning of the course. However, the designers understood 
that only personalized approach would assure the success of the outcome. Thus, 
in order to build the syllabus the survey alongside with a set of interviews had 
been administered. Those and ongoing observation made it possible to discover 
students’ preferences and priorities, and even more importantly, identify their 
learning styles, motivations and expectations. 

At the beginning of the course the students expected to learn how to structure 
academic paper, how to manage time, plan and edit their work and how to write 
from sources. We investigated the factors which the students find most valuable 
in their learning process. A survey was carried out in the group of BA English 
Philology students. The questionnaire included questions about the most and 
least helpful factors in acquiring writing skills (Table 1).

Table 1. Factors which the students find most helpful in acquiring writing skills

Activities or factors
Rating

1-3 4-6 7-10 Not sure
Awareness of grammar rules 52% 34% 10% 4%
Frequent grammar practice 0% 12% 83% 5%
Access to literature 18% 60% 20% 2%
In-class writing activities with 
a teacher 60% 12% 20% 8%

Autonomous writing at home 0% 16% 78% 6%
Motivation 0% 53% 40% 7%
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Table 1 shows that the students evaluated grammar training higher than rules. 
The learners also found important two factors: accessing literature and motivation. 
But motivation proved to be more helpful (40% of respondents gave it the highest 
rating: 7-10). Autonomous work at home is more preferable for the vast majority 
of the respondents (78%) than in-class activities with a teacher, which was rated 
1-3 by more than a half of the learners.

Among the least helpful things the students identified ‘poor teaching’ (80%), 
which means that the authority of the teacher is important, and they expect clearer 
instructions or more effective training. 60% of the students mentioned ‘fear 
of making mistakes’ and ‘being criticized/penalized, which is symptomatic for 
authoritarian teaching styles and may lead to overall language anxiety. Eventually, 
poor teaching, in the process of which the teacher dominates, tactlessly criticizes 
or even humiliates the student, leads to fear of making mistakes and, consequently, 
makes students disillusioned in this style of classroom teaching and encourage 
them to seek alternative ways of acquiring knowledge. Unfortunately, in this 
teaching environment learners who are not motivated do not seem to achieve 
much progress. Frequent use of L1 as the language of instruction in the English 
lesson was also regarded as discouraging and least helpful factor. 

3. Personalizing and modes of teaching

As much as students are traditionally critical of the standards of instruction they 
receive, it has been generally accepted that the teacher should stimulate their 
students, for example, by introducing variety in the lesson. Wallace (1991) states 
that introduction of varied learning modes is possible only if the teacher is clearly 
aware of the students’ learning styles. Hudson (1968) and Parlett (1970) define 
several types of students according to needs to study or their personal involvement 
in organizing their studies (cited in Wallace 1991: 20). They divide students into 
syllabus-bound /syllabus-free, cue-seekers, cue-conscious and cue-deaf learners. 
Wallace also provides criteria for categorizing learners as active and passive 
according to their deep or surface approaches to processing a reading text (Wallace 
1991: 21). Inevitably, focusing on individual learning styles and preferences will 
increase productivity of instruction.

 The study included an open-ended questionnaire, interviews and observations 
during the course. The questionnaire provided data about the preferable students’ 
ways of acquiring skills and learning to use systems of the TL. The results are 
presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Students’ Styles of Learning English

Skills and 
systems 
learning 

Best way of 
on 

their 
own 

with 
a teacher specifics not 

sure

Vocabulary 69% 8% 30% – on my own—use dictionary 
to fulfill the task 3%

Pronunciation 42% 54% 20% – on my own by reading aloud 4%

Reading 50% 46% 10 – on my own preparing for exams 4%

Writing 62% 36% 60 – on my own by reading
10 – on my own by listening 2%

Listening 72% 26% 50 – on my own talking to people 2%

Speaking 20% 76%
100 – talking to people in formal 

(classroom) and /or informal  
situations

4%

Analysis of the data allowed identifying two groups of learners: teacher-
oriented and independent. Teacher-oriented students expect the teacher to 
‘help with’ their vocabulary or correct misused patterns; to provide the perfect 
model, which they will follow. The teacher-oriented feel embarrassed if they 
make mistakes. On the contrary, independent learners appreciate informal 
situations, in which, they improve their speaking skills interacting with others. 
The ‘independents’ do not recognize the authority of the teacher as somebody who 
is always right because they believe that in many learning situations the role of 
teacher is optional. They acquire patterns from reading or listening texts and use 
them in their own writing. They understand that mistakes are a normal learning 
phenomenon and they can learn more ‘not by desperately trying to avoid them 
but by actually making them’. Strongly motivated independent learners tend to 
acquire writing skills autonomously, with very little help of the teacher. They learn 
lexis by constantly using the dictionary, enthusiastically memorizing ‘interesting 
and important words’. In the informal interviews some independent learners 
complained that “it’s too noisy in the classroom, I can’t keep words in mind”; ‘if I 
learn words on my own I can focus on the usage, spelling and pronunciation, and 
if I do it at home, I will remember better”. 

Besides those two major categories of students, the survey data also allowed 
to distinguish several kinesthetic learners, who prefer to learn words or acquire 
writing skills by fulfilling tasks; visual learners, who memorize spelling of words 
or writing patterns by reading, and auditory students, who claim that they can 
‘learn faster by listening’.
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4. Personalizing and collaborative techniques

Collaborative learning has long been very popular in international foreign 
language classroom and a central attribute of TEFL. However, this teaching and 
learning style, which makes use of learners working together in small groups, 
is hardly a feature of more traditional educational environments. This includes 
tertiary education in Ukraine, the teacher-centered predominant characteristic 
of which has been previously discussed. Since the last decades of the last century 
until now the majority of the internationally published EAP textbooks have been 
designed for teachers to follow approaches which imply students’ autonomy 
and cooperation in and out of the classroom. Western scholars give evidence of 
benefits of collaboration/cooperation in foreign language acquisition (Stanfield 
and Hansen 1983), positive effect of shifting the focus of the ‘classroom’ from the 
teacher to students by developing learner autonomy strategies in secondary and 
higher education. According to Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) teachers do 
not control their students’ learning, ‘learners make their own paths’, which does 
not mean that teaching does not influence learning, “teaching and teacher-learner 
interaction construct and constrain the learning affordances of the classroom. 
What a teacher can do is manage and serve the students’ learning in a way that is 
consonant with their learning processes” (Larsen-Freeman and Cameron: 199). 
That is why one of the research questions in this study was whether collaborative 
techniques are applicable for the students in the academic writing lesson.

As learners share knowledge bringing their previous experiences to the 
group and learning from the group existing practices, it seems obvious that such 
style of instruction encourages students’ creativity, motivation, enhances their 
language and study skills, at the same time developing their collaborative skills. 
Since Academic Writing textbooks involve collaborative activities, the undeniable 
values of which have been previously discussed, we used personalizing approach 
to analyse the effectiveness of applying of collaborative techniques in Academic 
Writing classroom in our context from the perspective of the learner. Customarily, 
the stages of generating ideas for compositions, brainstorming vocabulary on 
the topic of the composition, as well as, occasionally, planning writing texts were 
conducted in the mode of student-to-student interaction or in groups of 3-4. 
As a rule, the students participated in peer error correction and peer editing, 
collaborative in-class composition writing. Closely observing the students’ in-
class work we felt that generally learners feel comfortable when the teacher set 
tasks involving cooperation in pairs or groups. The statistic data also echo what 
observation has shown. Table 3 demonstrates that such aspects of academic 
writing as paraphrasing, summarizing, error correction, editing and proofreading 
were chosen for collaborative work by the vast majority of students. However, 
more than a half of respondents would rather generate ideas, build a paragraph, 
plan and write the essay individually. In other words, according to the statistics, 
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the students benefit from cooperation while developing writing skills, but enjoy 
applying them on their own.

Table 3. Students’ preferred modes of interaction in the AW lesson

Stages of the AW lesson
Modes of interaction

Cp Clg I E

Generating ideas 26% 20% 54% 8%

Building a paragraph 12% 12% 68% 8%

Planning the essay 21% 18% 57% 4%

Paraphrasing 30% 38% 26% 6%

Summarizing 49% 30% 13% 8%

Error correction 75% 10% 13% 2%

Editing and proofreading 55% 10% 27% 8%

Writing a text 12% 12% 74% 2%

AW—academic writing; Cp—collaboratively, in pairs; Clg—collaboratively, in larger groups; I—individually; E—either

If we compare the percentage of preferred ‘pair’ or ‘group’ type of in-class 
collaboration, we can notice occasionally prevailing tendency to cooperate in pairs 
(except for paraphrasing activities), especially, at the stage of error correction or 
editing and proofreading (75% – Cp versus 10% Clg and 55% Cp versus 10% Clg 
respectively).

In the interviews absolute majority of the respondents admitted that they 
enjoy collaborative activities on the whole. They feel more confident negotiating 
with their fellow-students than reporting directly to the teacher, and, even though 
they sometimes do not actively participate in discussions, they benefit from 
listening to others. About half of the group claimed that collaboration with their 
group-mates in the lesson is ‘also helpful’ in preparation for exam papers because 
‘immediate explanation of vague issues is provided on the spot by a peer or the 
teacher, who monitors group work’, and ‘energy and optimist’ in group discussions 
is highly motivating. Over 80% of the learners feel that negotiating with each other 
develops their self-esteem and self-confidence. About the third of the respondents 
also stated that cooperating in groups in the lesson helps overcome shyness and 
improve analytical, speaking and listening skills. However, about a quarter of the 
students were strongly against collaboration or group discussions in the academic 
writing lesson for several reasons:
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 – they do not feel ‘completely comfortable’; 
 – they ‘don’t want to sound stupid (when they) make mistakes, or feel 

embarrassed (when those are) corrected’;
 – they consider writing an essay collaboratively a ‘crazy idea’; 
 – they feel biased when stronger students dominate in groups;
 – they work at their our own pace, and weaker students can’t keep up with the 

stronger; 
 – they claim that ‘discussions in a writing lesson is s a waste of time, which can 

be more successfully spent writing’.

5. Conclusion 

The study reveals that personalizing approach proves to be an effective tool 
in teaching academic writing. From the results of the study we may draw the 
following general conclusions. Firstly, personalizing approach to analysing 
students’ preferences, priorities and learning styles allows modifying the Academic 
Writing Course in order to satisfy the needs of various students and increase its 
effectiveness. Secondly, in the process of running the course the teacher should use 
various activities, as well as apply various strategies suitable for different categories 
of learners. And thirdly, while managing the classroom and administering certain 
modes of classroom interaction the teacher has to take into account students’ 
preferences. 

As a result of implementing research data in classroom work the teacher 
should demonstrate flexibility by modifying his/her teaching methods and 
behaviour. This means that the teacher should: 
 – provide assistance whenever needed, not interfere when the students prefer 

to work independently;
 – apply collaborative techniques with caution, in other words, employ a ‘free 

will’ approach allowing students to work either in groups or individually;
 – while grouping students, allow them to form their own groups or pairs;
 – suggest collaboration as an alternative way of writing out-of-class compositions 

(group essays), which will allow students to experience cooperation as 
a beneficial approach and ‘alleviate the pressure’ of in-class collaborative 
activities;

 – combine the input with students’ own discoveries, which will satisfy both 
groups: teacher-oriented and independent learners. 
Consequently, the students will experience the advantages of the teacher’s 

flexible methods because those will allow them to grow into self-sufficient 
problem-solvers. And obviously, providing they participate in collaborative 
activities willingly, students will benefit from indisputable positive factors of 
cooperation. Moreover, learners will systematically develop as learners by:
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 – building their own learning strategies, which will evidently lead to more 
effective learning; 

 – substituting more effective learning styles for the ones they were used to.
Teacher’s awareness of students’ preferences contributes to increasing 

students’ responsibility for their own learning, which, on the one hand, helps 
building higher standards of professional competence, and on the other, prepares 
learners for survival in various academic and social environments. Successful 
learning strategies will eventually eliminate learning pitfalls and a constructive 
dialogue between the teacher and the learner will be established.
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PART TWO: CULTURE AND MEDIA

Katarzyna Piątkowska
Nicolaus Copernicus University, Torun, Poland

Foreign Language Learners’ Perception 
of their Intercultural Competence  
and their Language Performance

1. Introduction

Intercultural approach to language teaching stresses the interface between 
language and culture promoting learners’ ability to engage in cross-cultural 
communication where they may encounter not only linguistic, but above all, 
cultural obstacles (Byram 2006). The main purpose of this stance is therefore 
to prepare foreign language learners to communicate in a multicultural and 
multilingual world. Intercultural language learning and teaching defines a shift 
in the practice of foreign language teaching from focusing on only language skills 
and elements of language to emphasising the importance and interdependence 
of four components of linguistic competence, that is, language learning, language 
awareness, cultural awareness and cultural experience (Byram 1990). In this 
paradigm language learning is viewed as developing learners’ communicative skills 
as understood in terms of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) with some 
focus on building learners’ declarative knowledge about the structures of the target 
language. The aim of language teaching is to provide students with experience of 
language (i.e. is authentic materials) that will lead to the mastery of communicative 
skills and awareness of language as a social concept. However, it has to be clearly 
stated that despite its pragmatic focus, CLT promotes the development of social 
and cultural competence in the target language through the focus on language 
fluency and accuracy, the aspects which are necessary but not sufficient in order 
to become a competent foreign language user. Learners can benefit from language 
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awareness as it allows them to understand the interface between language and 
culture. Cultural awareness is similar in purpose to language awareness as it is 
associated with the relationship between language and culture but additionally 
cultural awareness focuses on non-linguistic aspects of culture and marks the 
change from monocultural to intercultural competence. Cultural experience, on the 
other hand, brings together the learning of the culture and language. However, this 
component is to be understood as direct experience of the culture through contact 
with native speakers rather than a tool for transforming declarative knowledge of 
the culture into linguistic skills (Byram 1990: 19-28). 

Traditionally five types of intercultural communicative competence are 
distinguished by Byram (2006: 11-12): 

1. knowledge (savoir): of social groups and their products and practices in one’s 
own and in one’s interlocutor’s country, and of the general processes of societal 
and individual interaction,
2. skills of interpreting and relating (savoir comprendre): ability to interpret 
a document or event from another culture, to explain it and relate it to documents 
or events from one’s own,
3. skills of discovery and interaction (savoir apprendre/fair): ability to acquire 
new knowledge of a culture and cultural practices and the ability to operate 
knowledge, attitudes and skills under the constraints of real-time communication 
and interaction,
4. critical cultural awareness (savoir s’engager): an ability to evaluate, critically 
and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices and products in one’s 
own and other cultures and countries,
5. linguistic competence.

Apart from the types of intercultural competence, 3 stages of intercultural 
learning have been distinguished (Meyer 1990, Kordes 1990): monocultural, 
intercultural and transcultural. At the monocultural level learners demonstrate 
behavioural and thinking patterns typical of their own culture when engaging in 
cross-cultural communication. Learners’ perception of other cultures is based on 
stereotypical thinking. At the intercultural stage learners are familiar with facts about 
the target language culture and are fully aware of the differences between their own 
and the target language culture. In Byram’s (2006) words at this level learners possess 
the ability to mediate between cultures. However, learners have not yet mastered the 
ability of problem-solving. At the transcultural level learners are able to evaluate their 
beliefs of their own culture and the target language culture and are able to adopt their 
behaviour and customs to intercultural standards (Meyer 1990: 142-143). 

2. The procedure of the study

In order to compare and contrast foreign language learners’ self-evaluation of 
their intercultural competence and their linguistic performance, a study was 
carried out among learners of English as a foreign language. The study consisted 
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of a questionnaire that the subjects were asked to fill in and a short writing task. 
The subjects were given 30 minutes to complete both the questionnaire and the 
writing task. The concept of the study (i.e. the procedure and the technique) was 
adopted from Meyer (1990) and the results were analysed taking into consideration 
Byram’s (2006) types of intercultural competence and Meyer’s and Kordes’ (1990) 
stages of intercultural learning. 

2.1. The questionnaire

The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) contained 18 statements which related to Byram’s 
(2006: 11-12) five types of intercultural competence in the following way: 
 – statements 1, 4, 8, and 11 related to the subjects’ perception of their knowledge 

of cultural facts about the target language culture; 
 – statements 2, 5, 9, and 10 pertained to the subjects’ perception of their skills 

of interpreting and relating; 
 – statements 13, 14, 15, and 16 concerned the subjects’ perception of their skills 

of discovery and interaction; 
 – statements 3, 12, 17, and 18 pertained to the subjects’ perception of their 

critical cultural awareness, and 
 – statements 6 and 7 referred to the subjects’ perception of their linguistic 

competence in English. 
The statements in the questionnaire were adopted from Byram, Gribkova 

and Starkey (2002: 30-32). The subjects’ task was to read the statements and 
indicate how true they were about them by putting a number between 1 and 5 
as follows:
 1 – never true of me, 
 2 – generally not true of me, 
 3 – somewhat true of me, 
 4 – generally true of me, and 
 5 – always true of me. 
The aim of this questionnaire was to gather information about the learners’ 
self-awareness and self-evaluation of their intercultural competence. The data 
collected in this way were further used to confront how the subjects perceive 
their intercultural competence against how in fact this competence is expressed 
in real language usage. 

2.2. The writing task

The subjects were asked to write a short dialogue between an American professor 
and a Polish student who is accused of plagiarism in his/her essay. The main purpose 
of this task was to examine if the learners would be able to express differences in the 
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approach to the problem of plagiarism in Poland and the United States, especially the 
changing attitude to the problem in the Polish culture. Whereas in the United States 
the attitude to cheating and plagiarism has always been very strict and students 
who commit it could even be expelled from a university, in Poland the attitude has 
been changing. Some years ago cheating was regarded by students as common sense 
and they were rarely punished for such a behaviour. However, the attitude now has 
changed and universities try to fight cheating severely. 

3. Data analysis 

The data obtained by means of the two tools presented above were subjected to 
a qualitative analysis in order to provide an in-depth interpretation of the findings 
of the study. The reason why a more detailed statistical analysis was not performed 
was a small number of students (41) who took part in the research. Therefore, 
the analysis of the findings took more of a form of a case study. The procedure for 
the analysis of the results was the following. First, the dialogues written by the 
students were analysed and on this basis the subjects were grouped according to 
three stages of the development of intercultural competence, that is, monocultural, 
intercultural, and transcultural (Meyer’s and Kordes’ 1990). Then, the results of 
the questionnaire in each group were examined by means of Byram’s (2006) five 
types of intercultural competence. 

4. The subjects 

The subjects of the study were 41 first-year students of English philology at the 
Department of English at Nicolaus Copernicus University in Poland. They were 
all native speakers of Polish. Their level of advancement in English as a foreign 
language could be classified as B1 according to the language levels of the Common 
European Framework of Reference. This judgment is based on the fact that the 
students passed their final exam (which represents that level) in English at the 
end of secondary school. However, the students’ level could be in fact higher as 
they had almost completed their first year of English philology at the university 
(which means they had completed their course in practical English that comprises 
four types of classes: conversation, writing, practical English grammar usage, and 
phonetics; each class lasts 60 hours per academic year), and were preparing to 
take their final exam in practical English which is at the advanced level and consists 
of three parts, that is, a grammar test, writing an essay and an oral exam. All the 
students had been learning English for at least 10 years. It should also be stressed 
that these students’ cultural awareness could be higher in comparison to other 
learners of English for two reasons. First of all, they chose to study English philology 
so it can be assumed that they are interested not only in English speaking countries’ 
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culture but also in cultural aspects in general. Second, they were required to take 
a course in British literature after their first year of study at the university, which 
additionally broadened their knowledge of British culture.

5. Results of the study and discussion 

Before discussing the relationship between the students’ perception of their 
intercultural competence and their actual language performance in the writing 
assignment, it is worth mentioning that all students (41) taking part in the research 
completed the questionnaire, however, only 32 of them wrote the dialogue, which 
is quite surprising. It could be concluded that the possible reason why some 
students failed to complete this assignment was inadequate language skills, but 
these students’ level of English as a foreign language was sufficient enough to do 
such a task. Therefore, the possible interpretation of this fact may be that these 
9 students were unwilling to participate. As a result, only the results obtained 
by those 32 students who completed the writing assignment were taken into 
consideration in the discussion section. Appendix 2 presents the results of the 
questionnaire with reference to five types of intercultural competence and three 
stages of development of intercultural competence.

5.1. Monocultural stage

16 students displayed in their writing assignment the monocultural stage. These 
students’ dialogues did not express either any cultural similarities or differences 
in the way the problem of plagiarism has been treated in American and Polish 
culture or changes that have taken place over years in the approach to the issue 
of plagiarism in Poland. Furthermore, the dialogues these students wrote were 
written only from one side, that is, usually the student who admits to copying other 
authors’ work but does not understand the seriousness of the act. 

5.1.1. Knowledge of facts  
 about the target language culture

With reference to the first type of intercultural competence the results have 
shown that although some students clearly represent the monocultural level, their 
perception of their knowledge of cultural facts about the target language culture is 
quite positive as all of them stated that they are either generally familiar or always 
familiar with such facts. The same results were obtained regarding the statement 
examining the students’ contact with the target language culture through various 
media. Most respondents (12) also declared that they are generally or always aware 
of the aspects of life of social minority groups existing in the target language culture. 
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The lowest number of positive responses received the statement evaluating the 
respondents’ perception of their awareness of the aspects of life of people from 
the target language culture usually not presented in the media as only 10 students 
claimed that they are interested in such aspects. To sum up, these students judged 
all four aspects of knowledge of facts about the target language culture in a very 
optimistic way, which may speak to the fact that they are too self-confident about 
their cultural awareness as their self-evaluation in this respect does not match 
their ability to write a dialogue. 

5.1.2. Skills of interpreting and relating

The respondents’ perception of their skills of relating and interpreting varies. 
All the students declared that they can find similarities and differences between 
their own and the target language culture and almost all of them (13 students) 
declared to be aware of the differences in the behaviour typical of their own and 
the target language culture. This might be interpreted as indicating that advanced 
students of English attach much importance to similarities and differences not only 
between their mother tongue and English but also in the two cultures representing 
these two languages. However, these findings are also surprising as the students 
did not manage to express such similarities or differences in the dialogues they 
wrote. Also noteworthy are the results obtained with reference to stereotypes 
since most subjects (15) think they are more aware of the stereotypes regarding 
cultures other than the target language culture than the stereotypes regarding 
the target language culture itself, which only half of the respondents declared 
to be aware of. It can therefore be assumed that these respondents are not so 
much interested in stereotypes regarding English speaking people as they are in 
stereotypes regarding other cultures or that they do not treat stereotypes as part 
of culture and consequently do not feel the need to be aware of them. 

5.1.3. Skills of discovery and interaction

What catches the eye when looking at the results of the study is that despite the 
fact that the students who displayed the monocultural level did not suggest any 
solution to the problem posed in the task, all of them described themselves as being 
generally able to find solutions to problems arising from lack of understanding of 
the target language culture. The learners also judged their ability to find solutions 
to the problems arising from lack of understanding of cultures other than the target 
language culture in a similar way. With reference to this ability only 2 students 
responded that they definitely do not possess such an ability. These students 
perceive their ability to adopt appropriate behaviour, conventions and customs 
when talking to people of the target language culture also in a very optimistic way; 
14 students declared that they are able to engage in interaction in this way. As the 
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results have revealed, the students were less certain about their ability to adopt 
appropriate behaviour, conventions and customs when talking to people of cultures 
other than the target language culture (4 of them described themselves as not 
being aware of this aspect of intercultural competence). A possible interpretation 
might be a suggestion that these students have had more experience in engaging in 
interaction with native speakers of English than with non-native speakers of that 
language. Still, there is a huge discrepancy between these students’ self-perception 
of their skills of interaction and discovery and their ability to express such skills 
in a communicative task, which may suggest that the students are not yet able to 
overcome cultural or linguistic barriers in communication. 

5.1.4. Critical cultural awareness

As regards critical cultural awareness, which is at heart of intercultural communicative 
competence, the students rated themselves very highly also in this respect. Although 
the results obtained for the query regarding the respondents’ attitude to the target 
language culture are not surprising, the findings relating to the students’ ability to 
think critically about both their own culture and the culture of English speaking 
countries are thought-provoking. The results have shown that all the subjects have 
a positive attitude to the target language culture, which the researcher could expect 
in case of students of English philology. Moreover, the majority of students (15) 
described themselves as being able to look at the target language culture through 
the perspective of their own culture and able to look at their own culture through the 
perspective of the target language culture. The same number of students perceive 
themselves as being able to evaluate their beliefs about the target language culture 
and the beliefs people of the target language culture have about their culture. The 
statement referring to the learners’ ability to evaluate their beliefs about cultures 
other than the target language culture and the beliefs people of cultures other than 
the target language culture have about the students’ culture received the lowest 
number of positive responses (only 8), which may suggest that these students have 
not yet developed the ability to think critically about their own and other cultures. 
Bearing in mind the fact that these students failed to display any critical thinking in 
their dialogues, the results may constitute a sole piece of evidence that these students 
have not yet mastered the ability to divorce themselves from their own culture and 
look at their own culture through what Kramsch (1993) calls the third place. 

5.1.5. Linguistic competence

The responses that the subjects gave to the statements that referred to the learners’ 
perception of their linguistic competence may appear quite surprising taking into 
consideration the fact that the dialogues these students wrote clearly have shown 
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that they are not able to overcome cultural differences between their own and the 
target language culture. Namely, the students’ responses for the query referring 
to their ability to interact with people of the target language culture indicate that 
they generally perceive themselves in a positive way with respect to this aspect of 
intercultural competence (15 students indicated that they possess such an ability). 
As far as the students’ ability to interact with people of cultures other than the 
target language culture is concerned almost everybody, except 3 respondents, 
believe that they are able to engage in such an interaction. Again, these findings 
show huge contrast between the respondents’ self-evaluation of their linguistic 
competence and their linguistic performance, which in turn may indicate that 
these learners are not able to judge their linguistic abilities in English as a foreign 
language in an objective way. 

5.2. Intercultural stage

To begin with, the results of the study have shown that only 7 students display 
the intercultural stage, which means that the dialogues written by them reflected 
cultural differences or rather nuances between Poland and the United States 
expressed in the professor’s threat to expel the student from the university. 
However, none of the students suggested any solution to the problem in their 
dialogues through negotiation or compromise that would stem from intercultural 
argumentation and allow the researcher to classify these students as representing 
the transcultural level of intercultural competence. 

5.2.1. Knowledge of facts about  
 the target language culture

The results for the statements examining three aspects of this competence 
(knowledge of cultural facts, awareness of both the aspects of life of social minority 
groups existing in the target language culture and aspects of the life of people of 
the target language culture not presented in the media) have indicated that all 
students thought that they possess such knowledge, which was predictable taking 
into consideration the fact that in the writing task these students managed to 
express changes in the approach to plagiarism in Polish culture and a very strict 
attitude to the problem in American culture.

5.2.2. Skills of interpreting and relating

The analysis of the results obtained in regards to three aspects (the ability to find 
similarities and differences between one’s own and the target language culture, 
awareness of the differences in the behaviour of people of the students’ culture 
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and the target language culture, knowledge of stereotypes regarding the target 
language culture and other cultures) of the learners’ skills of interpreting and 
relating has shown that the students judged their skills relating to all aspects of 
this type of competence highly as all of them put either the answer ‘always true of 
me’ or ‘generally true of me’ with reference to these skills. One may only wonder 
why these students are skillful with respect to this type of intercultural competence 
as opposed to the students who displayed the monocultural stage of intercultural 
competence. One of the plausible interpretations may be that these students have 
had more experience with the target language culture, which however was not 
examined in the present study.

5.2.3. Skills of discovery and interaction

As far as the students’ self-evaluation of their skills of discovery and interaction is 
concerned, the results have proved that the learners’ perception in this respect is 
also very optimistic in all aspects of this type of competence (the ability to adopt 
appropriate behaviour when talking to people of the target language culture or 
people of cultures other than the target language culture and the ability to find 
solutions to problems arising from lack of understanding of the target language 
culture or other cultures). The most frequently chosen answers to the statements 
were either ‘always true of me’ or ‘generally true of me’. One may thus conclude that 
with reference to this type of intercultural competence the students’ self-evaluation 
was appropriate to their linguistic performance in the writing task. 

5.2.4. Critical cultural awareness

As the results of the questionnaire in Appendix 2 show, the students perceived their 
critical cultural awareness in a positive way. All the respondents viewed highly their 
attitude to the target language culture. Moreover, all of them declared that they are 
able to look at the target language culture through the perspective of their own 
culture. These students also positively assessed their ability to evaluate beliefs about 
the target language culture and other cultures as all of them gave either the answer 
‘generally true of me’ or ‘always true of me’ with reference to this query. 

5.2.5. Linguistic competence

Analysing the findings of the questionnaire as regards the students’ self-perception 
of the fifth type of intercultural competence, one may conclude that the participants’ 
responses indicate that the learners assessed their linguistic competence very 
highly. All of them declared that they have the ability to interact with people of 
the target language culture and people of cultures other than the target language 
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culture. Consequently, the students’ self-perception with reference to these skills 
are in line with their linguistic abilities expressed in the writing task.

5.3. Transcultural stage

Moving on to the last stage of intercultural development, the results of the 
research show that 9 students are at the transcultural level, which means their 
dialogues reflected not only the changes in the attitude to cheating in Poland but 
also the differences in the attitude to the concept of plagiarism in Poland and the 
United States. They also suggested a solution to the problem in the task based on 
both analytic analysis from the point of view of two cultures under consideration 
and negotiation between two sides, that is the professor and the student. This 
argumentation is the result of the ability to mediate between cultural aspects relating 
to the problem. 

5.3.1. Knowledge of facts about  
 the target language culture

In relation to the first type of intercultural competence all the students (9) thought 
that they are familiar with facts about the target language culture. Knowledge about 
the aspects of life of minority groups of the target language culture was also one 
of the types of competence which was judged very highly by the respondents as 
none of them answered that the statement is not true of them. The results have 
indicated that most students (8) who represent the transcultural stage notice the 
importance of developing their linguistic competence by keeping contact with the 
target language through various media. However, the results have also revealed that 
the respondents recognise the importance of only mainstream aspects of culture as 
less than half of them (4) indicated that they are interested in those aspects of the 
target language culture not presented in the media. This may suggest that teaching 
cultural awareness cannot be limited to focusing only on mainstream aspects of 
the target language culture and that foreign language learners’ attention should 
also be brought to divergent issues relating to foreign language culture.

5.3.2. Skills of discovery and interaction

The results for the statements checking the learners’ skills of interpreting and 
relating have displayed that they see themselves as being able to find similarities 
and differences between their own and the target language culture as all of the 
students stated that this statement is either always true or generally true of them. 
The results are thus not surprising taking into consideration the fact that these 
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students displayed this ability in the dialogues they wrote. The respondents also 
assessed very highly their awareness of the differences in the behaviour of people 
of their own and the target language culture as only one student stated that he 
or she is not aware of such differences. However, the results for the statements 
examining the respondents’ awareness of stereotypes appear to be surprising. 
Whereas all the students view themselves as being aware of the stereotypes 
regarding cultures other than the target language culture, the statement referring 
to the learners’ awareness of the stereotypes regarding the target language culture 
received 6 positive responses. One may only wonder why only 9 students out of 32 
developed an ability to mediate between cultures (as expressed in the writing task) 
which goes beyond mere awareness of the similarities and differences between 
two cultures. Perhaps these students have had more experience of interaction 
with native speakers of English in comparison to other learners taking part in this 
study but that remains an empirical question which would have to be examined 
through another questionnaire. 

5.3.3. Skill of interpreting and relating 

The results obtained for the queries relating to skills of discovery and interaction 
indicate that the students have a good self-image with reference to this type of 
intercultural competence, which was also reflected in their dialogues as all of 
them suggested some solutions to the problem posed in the writing assignment. 
Namely, all the students declared that they are either generally able or always 
able to adopt appropriate behaviour, conventions and customs when talking to 
people of the target language culture and people of cultures other than the target 
language culture. The same number of students have a positive opinion about 
their ability to find solutions to problems arising from lack of understanding of the 
target language culture. Therefore, the learners’ positive self-image with reference 
to this skill was also in correspondence with their actual linguistic abilities since 
they were able both to mirror in their dialogues two different cultural perspectives 
of the problem of plagiarism and to find solutions to this problem. However, 
although these students have proved to be at the transcultural stage, two of them 
admitted that they are not able to find solutions to the problems arising from lack 
of understanding of cultures other than the target language culture, which may 
result from lack of either knowledge or direct experience of other cultures. 

5.3.4. Critical cultural awareness

The learners’ responses to the queries relating to their abilities of critical cultural 
awareness which are at the core of intercultural competence have revealed that 
the respondents judged themselves in this respect in a positive way. All students 
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declared that they have a positive attitude to the target language culture. This 
finding is not striking in the case of these students since the two groups, that 
is, monocultural and intercultural students also display a very positive attitude 
to the target language culture. The respondents also pointed that they are able 
to evaluate their own beliefs about the target language culture and the beliefs 
people of the target language culture have about their culture. The learners 
also displayed a positive view of their ability to evaluate their own beliefs about 
cultures other than the target language culture and the beliefs people of cultures 
other than the target language culture have about the students’ culture. Moreover, 
almost all students, except one, perceived themselves as being able to look at 
their own culture through the perspective of the target language culture and at 
the target language culture through the perspective of their own culture. These 
findings are clearly a sole piece of evidence that these students are able to mediate 
between cultures and consequently have developed intercultural communicative 
competence. It is, however, worth considering why only 9 students have mastered 
the ability to think critically, which the dialogues they wrote proved. This may 
speak to the fact that emphasising cultural awareness through either explicit, 
implicit or consciousness-raising teaching is not sufficient in order to foster critical 
evaluation of people or the products of the target language culture, which is further 
supported by the results obtained by the monocultural students, who failed to 
display critical cultural awareness in the writing assignment. Clearly, in the case 
of the transcultural students there must have been some other factors unrevealed 
in this research which determined their ability of critical thinking. However, that 
remains an empirical question which has to be further investigated. 

5.3.5. Linguistic competence

The answers to the statements focusing on the respondents’ self-evaluation of their 
linguistic competence appear to be quite surprising as the students assessed higher 
their skills of engaging in an interaction with people of cultures other than the 
target language culture (9 students responded that they possess necessary skills) 
than their skills of engaging in an interaction with people of the target language 
culture (7 students declared that they are able to engage in such an interaction). 
As difficult as they are to interpret, these findings somehow contradict the results 
obtained for the statements investigating the learners’ self-perception of their 
skills of interpreting and relating. Perhaps the explanation lies in these students’ 
greater experience with interaction with non-native speakers of English than 
native speakers, but this is only an assumption.
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6. Conclusions and implications for further research

The goal of the present research was to contribute to research in intercultural 
communicative competence, by providing empirical evidence with information 
obtained from students of English philology. The paper focused specifically on 
the link between students’ perception of their own intercultural competence and 
how this competence is expressed in language performance, the issue which has 
not been explored before in research. The results of the study may suggest that 
learners’ positive perception of their intercultural communicative competence 
is a result of foreign language teaching and teaching cultural awareness as the 
students who displayed the monocultural, intercultural and transcultural stages 
seem confident about all five aspects of intercultural competence. However, 
it can also be concluded that foreign language teaching and teaching cultural 
awareness do not necessarily lead to developing learners’ actual intercultural 
communicative competence since only 7 and 9 students displayed the intercultural 
and transcultural level respectively. Thus, it appears warranted to construct a study 
which would focus on the link between foreign language learners’ intercultural 
competence, foreign language teaching, teaching cultural awareness and students’ 
direct experience with the target language culture. It is surprising that 9 students 
failed to write any dialogue. The results have revealed that learners may perceive 
their intercultural competence in a positive way but still not be able to overcome 
cultural barriers in communication. The discrepancy between the monocultural 
and intercultural students’ self-evaluation of their intercultural competence and 
their performance in the communicative task is also striking. This may suggest that 
either linguistic and intercultural performance does not develop simultaneously 
or that the mere fact that a learner has achieved linguistic competence does not 
mean that his or her level of intercultural competence will also be high. The study, 
however, has not revealed why some students managed to reflect their intercultural 
competence in the writing task as the results of the questionnaire obtained by three 
groups of students representing three stages of intercultural learning are similar. 
Therefore, it may be concluded that intercultural communicative competence is 
not related to the perception of one’s own intercultural competence as only 9 
students taking part in the study managed to integrate their linguistic skills and 
their cultural awareness in the communicative task. Perhaps the explanation 
may be that some students understand cultural awareness as the acquisition of 
cultural facts about the target language culture, and not as a tool for achieving 
linguistic skills necessary to engage in cross-cultural communication, which is 
quite surprising as one could expect that these students’ cultural awareness is 
higher taking into consideration that fact that they are students of English philology 
and should display a higher degree of cultural sensitiveness. One can thus come 
to a tentative conclusion that there is a need for a change in a foreign language 
curriculum that will focus learners’ attention on both linguistic dimensions of 
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culture and cultural dimensions of language and will teach them how to apply 
this knowledge in cross-cultural communication. 

It remains a question whether the above interpretation is justified. The 
research reported in this paper was a small-scale study with a small number 
of students. Undoubtedly, more research is needed that would not only involve 
a larger number of subjects representing various levels of language proficiency 
or experience with the target language culture but also would address the link 
between foreign language learners’ perception of their intercultural competence 
and their actual level of this competence, the relationship between students’ 
intercultural competence and language skills other than writing. Another essential 
aspect is a qualitative method of data analysis which was adopted in this study. Even 
though it enabled a  deeper analysis of the issue investigated, a quantitative analysis 
would undoubtedly allow the researcher to provide more objective interpretation 
of the findings. The present study also did not reveal what exactly determines the 
development of critical cultural awareness in foreign language learners as only 
9 students have mastered skills relating to this ability despite the fact that all 
41 students who took part in this research were taught the target language and 
cultural awareness in the same way. Consequently, promising would be a study 
which would explore which methods, types of formal instruction, techniques and 
strategies employed in teaching cultural awareness are effective in this respect. 

One may also argue that the communicative task that the students were 
supposed to complete did not produce a real intercultural situation because, first of 
all, a dialogue is a speaking task rather than a writing one and, secondly, it did not 
take place in a real life situation but in a classroom environment. These arguments 
are sensible, however, these students were provided with a real cross-cultural 
problem which they can encounter when engaging in intercultural communication. 
Another argument defending the concept of the project is that the students, who 
were native speakers of Polish, were asked to act out as a Polish student, which 
means that they were supposed to play themselves in the dialogue. Secondly, the 
fact that at the same time they were asked to play the role of an American professor 
was to examine if they were able to divorce themselves from their mother tongue 
culture and look at it from the target language perspective, which is one of the 
skills essential in intercultural communicative competence. 

References

Byram, M. 1990. “Teaching Culture and Language: Towards an Integrated Model.” In D. Buttjes, M. 
Byram (Eds.), Mediating Languages and Cultures, 17-30. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Byram, M. 2006. Language teaching for intercultural citizenship: the European situation. Paper 
presented at the NZALT conference, University of Auckland, 1-13.

Byram, M. et al. 2002. Developing the Intercultural Dimension in Language Teaching. A Practical 
Introduction for Teachers. Strasbourg: Council of Europe. 

Kramsch, C. 1993. Context and culture in language teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 



Katarzyna Piątkowska 137

Kordes, H. 1990. “Intercultural Learning at School: Limits and Possibilities.” In D. Buttjes, M. By-
ram (Eds.), Mediating Languages and Cultures, 287-305. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Meyer, M. 1990. “Developing Transcultural Competence: Case Studies of Advanced Foreign 
Language Learners.” In: D. Buttjes, M. Byram (Eds.), Mediating Languages and Cultures, 
136-158. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 



Foreing language learners’ perception...138

Appendix 1

Below you will find statements about cultural awareness and learning cultural 
competence. Please read each statement and indicate how true these statements 
are about you by putting in the right column of the chart a number between 1 
and 5 as follows:
 1 – never true of me,
 2 – generally not true of me,
 3 – somewhat true of me,
 4 – generally true of me,
 5 – always true of me.

I am familiar with some facts about the target language culture (e.g. 
people’s everyday living, their values, beliefs, attitudes, and living 
conditions, history, geography, cuisine, literature of a country where the 
language is spoken, etc.). 
I am able to find similarities and differences between my own and the 
target language culture.
I have a positive attitude towards the people of the target language 
culture.
I am aware about the aspects of life of social minority groups existing 
within the target language culture.
I know the differences in the behaviour typical of both my own culture 
and the people of the target language culture.
I can interact (e.g. how to start, maintain and terminate a conversation) 
with people of the target language culture.
I can interact (e.g. how to start, maintain and terminate a conversation) 
with people of other cultures.
I am in contact with the target language culture and its people through 
watching TV, listening to the radio, reading newspapers and magazines 
in the target language, using the Internet and travelling to the target 
language countries.
I am aware of the stereotypes regarding the target language culture.
I am aware of the stereotypes regarding cultures other than the target 
language culture.
I am interested in those aspects of the life of people from the target 
language countries which are not usually presented in the media.
I can look at the target language culture through the perspective of my 
own culture and at my own culture through the perspective of the target 
language culture.
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I know how to adopt appropriate behaviour, conventions and customs 
when talking to people of the target language culture.
I know how to adopt appropriate behaviour, conventions and customs when 
talking to people of cultures other than the target language culture.
I can find solutions to problems arising from lack of understanding of 
the target language and its culture.
I can find solutions to problems arising from lack of understanding of 
aspects of cultures other than the target language culture.
I am able to evaluate both my beliefs about the target language culture 
and the beliefs the people of the target language culture have on my 
culture.
I am able to evaluate both my beliefs about cultures other than the target 
language culture and the beliefs other people have on my culture.
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1. Introduction

With the development of international cooperation among the European Union 
member states, with growing communications, flow of information, exchange of 
ideas, migration of people, with the slow creation of the EU culture and EU citizens 
comes responsibility—a responsibility of fostering intercultural competence, of 
preparing people of the EU to communicate, to function in and take advantage of 
the wealth the EU has to offer. A Union of 27 cultures, 23 languages and over 150 
minority languages (European Commission 2004) is a complex mirage of cultures 
and languages and a union in which intercultural dialogue faces many challenges. 
It is clear that extra efforts have got to be made in order to secure inclusion and 
a breakdown- and misunderstanding-limited communication among the EU’s 
citizens. One such safeguarding tool of inclusion, and indeed of democracy, is 
intercultural competence including cultural awareness and understanding. The 
present paper discusses the development of intercultural competences through 
the use of a discourse completion task (DCT) in a foreign language classroom.

Language learning supplies a perfect context for intercultural competence 
development and indeed, a development of an “’intercultural speaker’, someone 
who has an ability to interact with with ‘others’, to accept other perspectives 
and perceptions in the world, to mediate between different perspectives, to be 
conscious of their evaluations of difference” (Byram et al. 2001: 5). Language 
teachers are faced with the responsibility of helping learners develop necessary 



144 Discourse completion test as a tool for the development...

skills and competences which will allow them to enter the multicultural scene 
of the European Union. They are no longer just responsible for the language 
education but educating an intercultural speaker with the abilities and the 
knowledge necessary for them to function in the EU, to work, to travel and to 
support democratic citizenship.

Teaching a language one has to bear in mind the different skills and 
competences which need to be focused on—some can be perceived as being easier 
and some as more difficult. The present paper aims to address the development of 
intercultural competence. In the present paper discourse completion task (DCT) 
is claimed to be an ideal tool for teachers to stimulate its development. The paper 
consists of three parts. In the first part focus is on intercultural competence; in 
the second part discourse completion task as a tool both for data collection and 
for teaching is discussed and finally, the third and final part of the paper aims to 
present practical ideas of how DCTs can be used in teaching languages.

2. Intercultural Competence 

The importance of knowing foreign languages, or at least one foreign language, 
has been stressed for decades now. English has become the most widely learnt 
language across Europe, it is present in every European’s life, be it in music, TV, 
advertising, school, work, or shops. Indeed, even in Polish shops we now often see 
the word ‘sale’ instead of its Polish counterpart. Regardless of the official calls for 
multilingual Europe English is the language one cannot afford not to know, as lack 
of its mastery limits one’s possibilities quite substantially. Therefore, English is 
the most likely language to be learnt at some stage of an educated European, with 
some learners focusing on general English exams (like the ones offered by the 
Cambridge Syndicate), while others on English for special purposes. The number 
of language schools and the wealth of various courses available on the market 
is astounding and so one could easily make the assumption that if learners start 
learning English with one of the more renown schools and reach the advanced 
level, they will be able to communicate in this language with ease, especially since 
English seems to be omnipresent. How shocked they may be when faced with 
a situation in which they cannot communicate effectively in English despite years 
of learning vocabulary and grammar and practicing all the skills. 

Unfortunately, the brutal reality is that even being a proficient user of English, 
and having the highest proficiency Cambridge Syndicate exam (Cambridge 
Proficiency in English (CPE)) passed does not guarantee that we are going to be able 
to communicate effectively in English. How is it then, one may ask, that despite all 
this knowledge, some may perceive us as rude or unclear, unable to communicate 
clearly? On the basis of personal experience, we can ask the following, observation-
based questions: How is it possible that a Polish Member of Parliament with an 
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advanced level of English, with best intentions and a belief in their politeness, can 
be seen as being rude by their colleagues in the European Parliament? How is it 
that even after years of English language education a proficient Polish speaker 
with a C2 level of English cannot achieve her goal of persuading a Director of 
Studies at a language school that he should move her to a different course, despite 
having all the arguments needed, and knowing she is right? How is it that one 
can feel completely misunderstood and confused despite all the information 
being communicated? How is it that an elderly lady takes offence even though an 
apology has been offered? What is the missing element that can explain all of the 
above? The ability to be successful to use English for successful communication 
across cultures.

Knowledge of a language is not limited to the knowledge of the code. Apart 
from the code, one should know which code realizations are appropriate in 
specific situations. Depending on one’s mother tongue and culture, one might see 
a situation in which she broke a promise to a friend as requiring a long elaborate 
apology bound with explanations and self depreciation, while a person from 
a different culture might see the same situation as much less grave than the first 
person. People from different countries (languages and cultures) are different, 
they have varying beliefs and value systems. Naturally, some cultures are more 
similar than others and some are more different. We may see different things as 
important and different situations as requiring different reactions—both verbal 
and non-verbal. When we learn a foreign language then, it seems sensible that 
we also learn the target culture and those rules which tell us which linguistic 
elements are appropriate in different situations. Unfortunately, quite often what 
is taught and learnt is only the linguistic code and not those rules which manage 
communication in the target language community. Therefore, when we learn only 
the code of a foreign language, while using it, we tend to translate our utterances, 
transfer our linguistic behaviour, expectations and assumptions from our native 
language. When a group of people who have learnt English in such a way meet, then 
English serves as a common code which allows them to communicate, but it does 
not allow them to make common assumptions and expectations about their beliefs 
and behaviour. Consequently, misunderstandings can occur. If all the interlocutors 
have an advanced level of English and communicate with ease, they may assume 
they have more common ground than only the code, which is misleading, as they 
may assume more than they should. 

The fact that our native language and culture may affect our performance in 
a foreign language has been noticed a long time ago and it is nothing surprising, 
especially not on a linguistic level. When learning any new language we translate 
words, phrases and sentences from and to our native language. The more 
complicated issue arises when we transfer our native pragmatic behaviour into 
the target language, especially when we do not control it. 
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Intercultural experiences may be positive, but they also may be stressful, 
uncomfortable and as Sacru (2005) notes they may cause one’s revision of identity, 
beliefs, attitudes and values, their position in society. What is more intercultural 
experiences may evoke a range of emotions from anger to relief, from fear to 
excitement, from envy to appreciation and they may end in either an individual 
rethinking and reformulating the way they view themselves and their in-group, 
gaining the ability to look at it from the perspective of ‘the other’ or just the 
opposite—they may resist it and deepen their pre-intercultural experience beliefs. 
The question then arises what knowledge, what abilities, what characteristics 
one needs to posses in order to be able to cope in such intercultural situations. 
Intercultural competence is the answer. 

Intercultural competence is strongly tied to communicative competence, and 
that is why it is often referred to as intercultural communicative competence. 
Applying the concept of communicative competence to non-native language 
production, Kasper (2001) states that communicative competence is the speaker’s 
ability to determine how to employ different linguistic resources so that they 
are appropriate with regards to their context and form. Therefore in order for 
learners to reach full communicative competence in a target language, they need 
to master what Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983) called pragmalinguistics and 
sociopragmatics, the first referring to “the resources for conveying communicative 
acts and relational or interpersonal meanings” (Kasper and Rose 2001: 2) and 
the second being described by Leech (1983: 10) as “the sociological interface of 
pragmatics”. Intercultural competence, on the other hand, as conceptualised and 
described by Byram (1997) is composed of five intertwined and interconnected 
savoirs—savoirs, savoir-apprendre and savoir-comprendre, savoir-faire, savoir-être, 
savoir-s’engager. To these five savoirs Secru (2005) suggests adding the sixth: 
savoir communiquer (communicative competence). 

These five savoirs can be viewed as belonging to three dimensions: knowledge, 
skills/ behaviour, attitudes/traits. Savoirs belongs to the knowledge dimension 
and constitutes “knowledge about social groups and their cultures in one’s own 
country, and similar knowledge of the interlocutor’s country on the one hand, 
and similar knowledge of the processes and interaction at individual and social 
levels, on the other hand” (Byram 1997 in Sercu 2005: 4). Savoir-apprendre, savoir-
comprendre and savoir-faire fall into the skills dimension with the first referring 
to “the capacity to learn cultures and assign meaning to cultural phenomena in 
an independent way” (Byram and Zarate 1997 in Sercu 2005: 4), the second to 
“the capacity to interpret and relate cultures” (Sercu 2005: 4) and the third to “the 
overall ability to act in an interculturally competent way in intercultural contact 
situations, to take into account the specific cultural identity of one’s interlocutor 
and to act in a respectful and co-operative way” (ibid.). The two final savoirs, 
savoir-être and savoir-s’engager belong to the attitudes/traits dimension and are 
very much related to each other as the first refers to “the capacity and willingness 
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to abandon ethnocentric attitudes and perceptions and the ability to establish and 
maintain a relationship between one’s own and the foreign culture” (Byram 1997 
in Sercu 2005: 5) and the latter to “a critical engagement with the foreign culture 
under consideration and one’s own” (ibid.).

The development of intercultural competence is of paramount importance, 
however still not many resources or guidelines are available to teachers on how 
to actually do it. The tool advocated in this paper to be of great use in language 
education with the aim of the development of intercultural competence is 
presented in the following section. 

3. Discourse completion test—a data collection 
  method, a teaching tool, or both?

The most widely used instrument for data collection is speech act research has 
undoubtedly been discourse completion test. DCTs have first been developed as 
a written, non-interactive method but later modified versions have been tested for 
their reliability and validity. The non-interactive device consists of a description 
of a situation or situations to which participants of the study are asked to react. 
Some DCTs include a rejoinder after the prompt, while others do not. 

One of the first studies in interlanguage pragmatics to use a DCT was that 
of Blum-Kulka’s (1982). In this study a highly controlled method was employed, 
as situations were described by a conversation with one gap to be filled by 
participants. The first large scale study to employ DCTs, however, was CCSARP. 
In the DCT designed by Blum Kulka et al. (1989) each situation is firstly briefly 
described and then the prompt is followed by space for participants to write what 
they think they would say in a given situation, followed by a rejoinder. Additionally, 
the exchange could be initiated by the interlocutor. It is this model of a DCT which 
was most widely replicated. However, some modifications were introduced in later 
studies. Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1993), for example, also relied on a dialogue 
construction, but in their design the interlocutor initiated the exchange, and after 
the space for the participants to fill out, there was no rejoinder. Another study 
(Hudson, Detmer, and Brown 1995) introduced a DCT which consisted only of 
a description of a situation and space for a response. The main difference between 
this format and the previous is the lack of a rejoinder.

The significance of rejoinders has been debated as some (e.g. Blum-Kulka et al. 
1989) claimed that they are needed to complete the speech act. Others, however, 
(eg. Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford 1993, Felix-Brasdefer 2008) did not include 
a rejoinder as its significance to the results was not corroborated (Rose 1993). 

Another modification to the DCT has been introduced by Barron (2003) who 
chose a free discourse completion task (FDCT) as her instrument for data collection. 
In FDCT the participants were asked not to produce only one turn, but a short 
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dialogue. Another variation of a written DCT is an oral DCT which supposedly 
allows data elicitation similar to that rendered by natural conversations (Cohen 
and Olshtain 1981). The next two modifications came four years apart: first in 
2000 Rose designed a cartoon oral production task (COPT) and in 2004 Schauer 
employed a multimedia elicitation test (MET) completed by participants via 
computers. However, it was the DCT format proposed by Billmyer and Varghese 
(2000) that seems to have included most influential modifications. In their content-
enriched WDCT every situation was described in much greater detail with more 
contextual information (time and place). When compared to the regular WDCT 
they found the content-enriched version rendered more elaborate and externally 
modified responses than the traditional WDCT.

Overall, different versions of a DCT have been heavily employed firstly, due to 
the ease with which they allow data to be collected and secondly, because they allow 
for observing how people from different cultural and linguistic background respond 
to the same situations with different variables controlled. For the very same reason 
it is argued here that DCTs make perfect tools for classroom investigations onto 
speech acts. Despite the fact that none of the versions of a DCT allow investigation 
into the dynamics of interaction, negotiation and complex realizations of speech 
acts, they do allow the investigation of model, or prototype, response. Kwon (2004) 
points out that when the aim of the study is “pragmalinguistic knowledge of the 
strategies and linguistic forms by which communicative acts can be implemented, 
and about their sociopragmatic knowledge of the context factors under which 
particular strategies and linguistic choices are appropriate” (p. 342) then a DCT is 
an adequate instrument. It is undoubtedly not an adequate instrument, however, 
should one want to investigate the dynamics of a conversation, negotiations, turn-
taking, sequencing of action or pragmatic cues.

Since DCTs are such a popular tool in data collection it seems reasonable that 
they should also be used in language teaching. Indeed, the usefulness of DCTs in 
cross-cultural awareness raising has been noted among others by Kasper and 
Rose 2001, Kondo (2010), Klimczak (2011), Ishihara and Cohen (2012) and the 
following section aims to outline several practical ideas on how to employ DCTs 
in a language classroom.

4. Several practical ideas on how to use DCTs  
 for the development of intercultural competence

All of the ideas presented below are suitable for learners with intermediate 
language abilities, however undoubtedly the more advanced the learners are the 
more detailed the analysis of different situations is possible with a more in-depth 
linguistic analysis. The prerequisite for the realization of the following ideas is for 
a school to cooperate with schools from other EU countries. 
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4.1. Perceptions of politeness

The aim of ‘perception of politeness’ classes are raising Ss’ awareness that what 
may seem polite to some people may seem impolite to others. Firstly, it is important 
that learners realise that differences in perceptions of politeness may vary not only 
cross-culturally, but also within their own culture. Before one begins investigating 
cross-cultural differences it is good to be aware of the diversity present around 
us. Uncovering differences learners never before realized or noticed allows self-
reflection and a deeper understanding of the complexities surrounding cross-
cultural communication. The steps listed below are, as all ideas presented in this 
section, tentative and open to modification. 
 1. T prepares a set of situations (2-3), distributes them and asks Ss to provide 

what they believe they would say in given situations.
 2. Ss are asked to walk around the class, talk to their classmates and compare 

what they wrote noting down differences.
 3. T asks what differences they observed and a discussion regarding reasons for 

those differences/ similarities follows.
 4. T divides the class into groups and asks them to prepare their own situations/ 

DCT. T supervises the process and checks grammar and vocabulary.
 5. Ss are asked to collect as many responses to their DCTs as possible from 

students from the school.
 6. Once the Ss finish the collection process either T assists Ss in analysing the 

responses providing them with strategies etc. to focus on, or leaves the task 
of uncovering possible differences entirely to the Ss.

 7. Ss present their findings and a discussion follows.
Ideally the project described above would take place in FL within the school 

first and then a similar project in L1 would follow. Ss could be asked to create 
a DCT in their mother tongue and collect responses from their families, family 
friends etc. noting down the age of respondents. This could lead to an even better 
understanding of the complexities discussed.

4.2. The basic cross-cultural differences lesson(s)

Possibly the easiest and most straightforward version of an intercultural 
competence centred class with the use of a Discourse Completion Test is this ‘basic 
version’—it does not require any additional work from the learners and very little 
from the teacher. Firstly, the teacher has to make a decision on what situations 
would best suit his/her purposes and design a DCT. Since it is not a DCT meant 
for research purposes, but for teaching, the teacher does not need to think about 
even distribution, distractors etc. Before the class the teacher also needs to contact 
a teacher from their partner school and ask him/her to distribute the same DCT  
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s/he wants to use in their class, scan and send them to him/her. Once the teacher 
has those filled out DCTs he/she needs to print them out, as well as empty DCTs for 
his/her class to fill out. After an appropriate lead in, the teacher can distribute the 
DCT and ask the students to write what they believe is an appropriate answer/ or 
what they would say in such situations. Pair work could follow with the students 
being asked to compare and discuss what they wrote. Afterwards the teacher 
distributes DCTs filled out by learners from the partner school and students are 
asked to work in groups and note the differences between the responses provided 
by their peers from another country and those they provided themselves. Once the 
differences/ similarities are discussed and noted the learners are asked to write to 
their peers from abroad what surprised them/ what they liked/ what they found 
to be similar and to ask further questions with regards to culture-specific use of 
language and politeness norms.

The above can be summarized in the following points:
 1. Teacher (T) creates a DCT—composed of as many or as little situations s/he 

finds suitable and dealing with issues of his/her liking (e.g. refusals).
 2. T asks a T from a partner school to collect responses to this DCT among their 

students, scan and email them back.
 3. In class: T gives students (Ss) the DCT asking them to provide responses they 

see as being most suitable or responses they believe they would produce in 
given situations.

 4. Ss compare and discuss their responses.
 5. T distributes responses obtained from the partner school; Ss compare and 

discuss.
 6. Ss write to their peers from the partner school what they found to be similar/ 

different/ surprising when comparing their responses.
 7. Should there be such possibility this activity could and should lead to 

cooperation between the learners from both schools in future DCT comparison 
and communication/ exchange of observations etc. Best follow-up would 
include ‘communication’ sessions where Ss from both schools could talk 
directly learning about their differences and similarities.
The above plan can naturally be modified depending on the number of schools 

cooperating and available equipment (as presented in the next section).

4.3. The extended cross-cultural differences lesson(s)

In the extended version the steps 1-7 described above remain and the following 
are added:
 1. Ss are asked to think of situations which can render different reactions from 

people from different countries (predicting cross-cultural differences) and to 
present justifications for their choice of situations.
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 2. Ss are asked to work in groups and put together a DCT which they think could 
result in interesting responses.

 3. Each group is asked to contact learners from their partner schools and ask 
them to fill in their DCT. Student communication should be monitored by 
teachers from all partner schools involved.

 4. Once Ss collect the necessary data and analyse it, they are encouraged to 
contact one or more students who took part in their project and record an 
interview (via Skype for example).

 5. Ss are then asked to find out more about the culture of their participants and 
prepare a presentation for their classmates, during which they would present 
the information they collected on the culture of their participants, their DCT 
along with the interview.

 6. Once the presentations are over the teacher can turn these mini-projects into 
a more long-term project be it a website or a school intercultural centre where 
Ss could add new findings and facts throughout the year.

4.4. Rating politeness

Once learners are aware of the differences present in the realization of different 
speech acts in their L1 and L2 it might be a good idea to draw Ss’ attention to levels 
of politeness and this too can be done with the use of a DCT. 
 1. T either distributes a DCT with a few situations or describes situations and 

asks Ss to write what they believe they would say in such situations / what 
they believe is most appropriate to say in such situations.

 2. T asks Ss to share what they wrote—some responses may be the same, some 
may be different. Ss are asked to decide which response is the most polite 
and which is the least. A discussion follows with T drawing Ss’ attention to 
issues of social distance and power relations.

 3. T gives Ss a DCT with some responses filled in (preferably authentic) and 
after instructing Ss that they are to imagine they are from country X trying to 
abide by this country X’s norms they are asked to rate the provided responses 
according to their politeness level. A discussion follows with the comparison 
of the Ss’ ratings and the T’s commentary.

 4. Ss are then asked to create DCTs in groups and ask their classmates to fill 
them in. Afterwards they choose three responses provided by their peers 
and create a rating exercise similar to the one they were asked to do in step 
3. Then either Ss themselves send them to their peers from partner schools 
or T sends their rating exercises to partner school/s’ language teacher/s for 
them to conduct the exercise in class, collect, scan and email back.

 5. Discussion of results follows with each group presenting their findings 
first.
An extension to this idea is presented below.
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4.5. Challenging stereotypes

The final idea aimed at developing intercultural competence presented here is one 
which aims at checking Ss’ beliefs and views of people from different cultures. As in 
previous lesson ideas here too Ss are asked to fill out a DCT (either prepared by T 
or Ss). The only difference is that they are asked not to fill it in as themselves but as 
people from different countries (T might want to prepare pieces of paper on which 
names of different countries would be written down and allow Ss to draw one). 
A lesson centred around the beliefs of Ss on how people from different countries 
communicate may serve as ignition to an in-depth analysis of the stereotypes Ss 
have and beliefs they hold.

5. Conclusion

Language teachers nowadays are no longer only guides through linguistic 
intricacies of a given language/s helping their learners acquire communicative 
competence, they are now mediators of cultures, empathetic observers and 
facilitators leading their pupils through the web of intercultural communication 
preparing them to live, work and succeed in a diverse world. The activities 
described above certainly do not exhaust the potential of DCTs—a tool which 
is possibly the easiest and most accessible tool to teachers and pupils, but only 
hope to inspire teachers to take advantage of this tool and explore cross-cultural 
differences with their students. 
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Relevance of Linguistic Landscape 
to Intercultural Competence 
Development in the context of 
Situated Learning 

1. Introduction

The concept of Linguistic Landscape (LL) was introduced in sociolinguistics by 
Landry and Bourhis (1997: 25), who described it as follows: 

The language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place 
names, commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings 
combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban 
agglomeration. 

This description is nowadays regarded (e.g. Gorter, Marten & van Mensel 2012) as 
the reference point for many of current developments in this field. Moreover, Cenoz 
and Gorter (2008) explore the role of linguistic landscape as an additional source 
of input in the Second Language Acquisition (SLA). They observe that linguistic 
landscape is not only multimodal (by combining visual and printed texts), but 
also multilingual, because of the variety of observed languages. For that reason, 
it can be used as a particularly valuable context for the acquisition of pragmatic 
competence, which can be employed in different manners for raising multimodal 
and multicultural awareness in the SLA.

This paper demonstrates that language landscape approach can also be 
successfully employed for intercultural competence development, which has 
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been already perceived for some time (LACE 2006, CEDRPC 2006, RHLEFM 2008, 
CEDEFOP 2009) as a key qualification required of individuals to act effectively in the 
modern world. Application of the LL approach in the tertiary education contributes 
the crucial aspect of learning contextualization to the educational process (Biggs 
2003). Moreover, it enables putting intercultural competence development in the 
context of intended outcomes outlined in the curriculum, and motivates students 
to participate in learning.

Research discussed in this paper is based on practical implementations 
of the linguistic landscape methodology in teaching intercultural competence, 
which were conducted in the context of both foreign, i.e. unfamiliar to participants 
(Walinski 2013a), and local (Walinski 2013b) environments. While the legitimacy 
of cultural diversity exploration in foreign locations is obvious, conducting such 
activities in local environments is based on an observation that “people who live 
in a particular country do not know intuitively or otherwise the whole of the 
culture of that country because there are in fact many cultures within a country” 
(Byram, Gribkova & Starkey 2002: 17). This paper discusses results of pilot studies 
demonstrating that the language landscape methodology implemented in teaching 
with proper interaction, collaboration, and interpretation of results contributes 
to the development of intercultural competence in both such contexts. 

2. Linguistic Landscape

Multiculturalism is manifested with multilingualism. The mutual link between 
cultural and linguistic diversity is stated in the Universal Declaration of Cultural 
Diversity (UNESCO 2001) and the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of 
the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (UNESCO 2005). The linguistic, hence cultural, 
diversity can be studied efficiently with the linguistic landscape methodology, 
which is a rapidly growing area of research that has recently gained enormous 
popularity in a variety of disciplines. It can be essentially defined as systematic 
examination of written displays of minority languages in the public space (Shohamy 
& Gorter 2009). 

A central position in LL studies is occupied by investigations of multilingualism, 
which is often manifested through the presence of minority languages in the 
linguistic landscape of a given region (Gorter 2006: 81-82). Since the linguistic 
landscape is an entirely human-made phenomenon, it evidently pertains to 
cultural reality of a given location. For that reason, it can be used to investigate 
how a particular linguistic landscape reflects languages used at a given location 
to discover its underlying cultural diversity. This makes a valid starting point for 
the cycle of intercultural competence development.

The linguistic landscape approach to intercultural and crosslinguistic 
studies involves counting languages on written signs in the streets inside and 
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outside various types of buildings and subjecting them to different levels of 
linguistic analyses. Additionally, it can be augmented by qualitative data analysis 
in the form of background interviews, and thorough examination of collected 
language samples. Combined with other sources of data, such as information on 
spoken language traditions in a given region or language legislation, systematic 
examination becomes more comprehensive, as it takes into account ways in which 
the linguistic landscape reflects language demographics, attitudes and policies 
(Gorter, Marten & van Mensel 2012: 3-4). 

An important aspect in the linguistic landscape research is the notion of minority 
language in the focus of attention. It can be approached from different perspectives. 
One major distinction made by Gorter (2006: 5-6) distinguishes autochthonous (or 
traditional) and migrant (or new) minority languages, although as stressed in studies 
on multilingualism in Europe (Extra & Gorter 2008: 9) those groups have much more 
in common than is usually noticed. Another important distinction (Gorter, Marten & 
van Mensel 2012: 6) is the differentiation between unique minority languages, i.e. 
languages which exist only as minority languages (such as Basque or Welsh), and 
local-only minority languages, which are majority languages in another state (such 
as Polish in Lithuania). As emphasized in the above studies, such distinctions are 
not always easily applicable in real-life situations, therefore they remain arbitrary in 
certain contexts. By exploring reciprocal relations among ethnic groups the linguistic 
landscape investigation contributes to better understanding of the dynamics of 
cultural diversity changes in different regions.

Another fundamental point of discussion in the current linguistic landscape 
research concerns the unit of analysis. Although all linguistic landscape studies 
take into consideration language sings, there are different views on what should 
be considered a valid language sign. Backhaus (2007: 66) defines it quite broadly 
as “any piece of written text within a spatially definable frame”. Most linguistic 
landscape studies are based on static linguistic signs. However, as argued by 
Gorter, Marten & van Mensel (2012: 6), this perspective may be somehow 
outdated nowadays when, especially in urban regions, we are often surrounded 
by flat screen displays and other dynamic visual signs that have recently gained 
enormous popularity. 

Furthermore, Gorter (2006) points out another category of written language 
signs, which includes moving signs, such as texts on cars, buses, clothing, bags, and 
other items that people carry around in a particular area. They certainly contribute 
to the observable linguistic landscape, too. The discussion on the unit of analysis 
is still far from reaching a definitive conclusion. When confronting a particular 
situation, researchers and practitioners often face the necessity to take arbitrary 
decisions about what should, and what should not be taken into consideration. 
Fortunately, the linguistic landscape methodology provides plenty of flexibility 
in this respect, which enables practitioners to decide which elements should be 
included, depending on the particular context of study.
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Over the past decade, the linguistic landscape approach has gained prominence 
not only in sociolinguistics, but also in other disciplines, theoretical frameworks, 
and methodologies. For example, it was employed successfully in econometrics 
(e.g. Nunes, Onofri, Gorter & Cenoz 2008), political science (e.g. Sloboda 2009), 
tourism (e.g. Kallen 2009), as well as other fields of research. In linguistics, research 
employing linguistic landscape goes along different directions. Apart from the 
above mentioned applications in the SLA (Cenoz & Gorter 2008), other efforts 
focus on the situation of minority languages in different regions (Cenoz & Gorter 
2006), multilingualism (Shohamy, Ben-Rafael & Barni 2010), and comparative 
aspects (Coluzzi 2012). However, they are all based on two common foundations: 
(1) they use written language in the landscape as a primary source of data; (2) that 
they analyze the data with regard to the presence, status or functions of minority 
languages (Gorter, Marten & van Mensel 2012: 3). Such flexible, all-encompassing 
approach has certainly contributed to the enormous popularity of linguistic 
landscape in a variety of disciplines and practical applications. 

3. Intercultural Competence Development

A recent study (Spitzberg & Changnon 2010) demonstrates that terms such as 
intercultural competence, intercultural effectiveness, and intercultural adaptation 
trace back to the 1970s and 1980s. At that time various efforts were undertaken 
to develop a list of intercultural competence characteristics. In the 1990s a range 
of elaborate conceptual models of intercultural competence (e.g., Byram 1997, 
Byram, Nichols & Stevens 2001, Hajek & Giles 2003) started to emerge. They mainly 
included different theoretical perspectives and methodologies that were reflected 
both in simple models involving only one dimension, and more complex ones 
that incorporated multiple dynamic agents involved in intercultural competence. 
Due to the proliferation of such studies, a number of different definitions related 
to intercultural competence was proposed in literature of that time, frequently 
under different labels. 

For example, Heywood (2002: 10) defines intercultural literacy as 
“understanding, competencies, attitudes, language proficiencies, participation 
and identities necessary for successful cross-cultural engagement”, which focuses 
on gaining knowledge rather than skills. Another definition of intercultural 
effectiveness (Stone 2006: 338) views it as “the ability to interact with people 
from different cultures so as to optimize the probability of mutually successful 
outcomes”. Yet another definition (Hunter, White & Godbey 2006: 270) proposes 
conceptualization of global competence, i.e. “having an open mind while actively 
seeking to understand cultural norms and expectations of others, leveraging this 
gained knowledge to interact, communicate and work effectively outside one’s 
environment”. Those attempts demonstrated that any comprehensive measures 
applied in this context should be multidimensional in nature. 
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In 2004 Darla Deardorff observed that problems involved in defining 
intercultural competence stem from a multitude of components that play significant 
roles in this concept. This observation inspired her to conduct a comprehensive 
investigation (Deardorff 2004, 2006, 2010) in order to identify the components 
that should be incorporated in this notion. Her outcome-based definition 
defines intercultural competence as “the ability to communicate effectively and 
appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, 
skills and attitudes” (Deardorff 2006: 247). It has drawn international attention 
and achieved wide consensus among intercultural scholars.

Deardorff’s definition is accompanied by an extensive, multidimensional, 
cyclical model, presented in the Figure 1, which visualizes development of 
intercultural competence from the personal to interpersonal level of interactions as 
progress from individual internal outcomes, characterized by personal intercultural 
reflection and attitudes, to external outcomes, which result in effective interaction 
in intercultural contexts. Altogether Deardorff’s research identifies over twenty 
elements of intercultural competence, including knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
comprehension, tolerance, etc., which were agreed upon by international scholars 
and practitioners in the field. 

Figure 1. Deardorff’s Intercultural Competence Learning Spiral

The model presumes that the development of IC skills is an on-going learning 
process that involves curiosity and discovery, which are necessary to transform 
one’s attitude, knowledge, and skills to become sensitive to cultural differences in 
situations where language functions as a means of interaction and communication. 
This is congruent with Byram’s view, which puts the skill of discovery and interaction, 

�
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i.e. “the ability to acquire new knowledge of a culture and cultural practices and the 
ability to operate knowledge, attitudes and skills under the constraints of real-time 
communication and interaction” (Byram, Gribkova & Starkey 2002: 14), among 
basic skills involved in intercultural competence development.

Therefore, a fundamental element in intercultural competence development 
is an opportunity to discover and evaluate as well as to analyze and interpret 
various phenomena that are related to other cultures. The acquisition of 
intercultural competence, including knowledge, comprehension, and skills 
takes place through discovery, interaction, and interpretation of other cultures 
manifestations. They form a key component in the practice of intercultural 
competence development. 

4. Situated, authentic, connected learning 

This study discusses relevance of linguistic landscape approach to the intercultural 
competence development in the context of situated learning. As proposed by Lave 
and Wenger (1991), situated learning takes place in appropriate and meaningful 
contexts. Exploration of linguistic landscape enables students to act as apprentices 
in the process of hands-on exploration of cultural diversity, which results in their 
increased participation in the learning community. For that reason, the linguistic 
landscape methodology is perfectly suited to such activities, since it situates and 
connects learners in the educational process.

Furthermore, implementation of language landscape activities allows for 
informal learning which can be basically defined as “any activity involving the 
pursuit of understanding knowledge or skill that occurs without the presence of 
externally imposed curricular criteria” (Livingstone 1999: 4). It should be noted 
that learning activities discussed in this paper fall into the sub-category of informal 
education, as distinguished by Livingstone (Ibid.), because they are conducted 
under the guidance of institutionally-recognized instructor. This exemplifies 
a transition from the knowledge production paradigm to the knowledge navigation 
paradigm (Brown 2005), where formal and informal techniques are mixed and 
the traditional teacher’s role changes to that of a coach and mentor. 

Another attribute particularly relevant to linguistic landscape implementation 
in education is the aspect of authentic learning (Donovan, Bransford & Pellegrino 
1999). It implies that learning should be centered around authentic tasks that 
enable students “to explore, discuss, and meaningfully connect concepts and 
relationships that are relevant to the real-world and are meaningful to the 
students”. As discussed in this study, while investigating a linguistic landscape 
students are directly involved in exploration and inquiry of cultural diversity, hence 
they gain opportunities to pursue meaningful problems and become engaged in 
social discourse. 
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This aspect is closely related to the concept of connectivism (Siemens 2004). 
It views the learning process as focused on connecting specialized information 
sets collected by individuals involved in education. In the outcome, “connections 
that are created in this process enable learners to gain new knowledge, which 
is more than their current state of knowing.” (Ibid.) In this study the personal 
experience of individuals involved in an investigation of cultural diversity is fed 
back into a shared linguistic landscape to create a network of knowledge that 
provides further learning to all participants involved in the process. This cycle 
of knowledge development enables learners to gain new knowledge through the 
connections they have formed. 

5. In-the-field implementation

This paper discusses learning activities based on empirical discovery, analysis, 
and interpretation of linguistic landscape aimed at intercultural competence 
development. It is based on pilot studies conducted both in foreign and local 
contexts. In the context of foreign environment, testing was conducted during 
the second edition of SILCC Summer Institute hosted by the University of Savoy 
in Chambery (Walinski 2013a). In the context of local environment, testing was 
conducted at the Institute of English Studies of the University of Lodz (Walinski 
2013b). In both cases the object of study concerned only migrant minority 
languages whose visibility stems from mixing different cultures in the modern 
Europe. The unit of analysis for linguistic landscape examination was specified 
broadly as “any visible foreign language sign that could be spotted”, including 
both outdoor and indoor locations. Although the data collection in both cases was 
conducted with implementation of mobile learning (Ally 2009), similar activities 
can be conducted with note taking. Transfer of foreign language signs and their 
respective locations to a single, commonly shared map of linguistic landscape 
can be executed with the use of Google Maps—a higly popular web service, which 
enables marking locations on electronic maps, and allows for public sharing of 
such resources.

Implementation of such activities requires ca. 180 minutes (4 teaching 
hours), but it can be divided into 2-3 shorter sessions, according to the following 
scenario:
 1.  Initial tutoring and instruction
 a) Discussion on the cultural diversity in the selected region. Collection of 

students predictions about foreign languages manifested in the location 
of exploration (15 min.)

 b)  Explanation of the linguistic landscape methodology and the aim of 
activities. Assignment of exploration quadrants to individual students or 
pairs (15 min.)
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 2. Empirical exploration session (60 min.)
 3. Data collection and discussion
 a) Data collection and mapping of the linguistic landscape into a common 

shared map in Google Maps (45 min.)
 b)  Comparison of predictions to empirical data acquired through hands-on 

exploration, including the discussion on the differences between intuitive 
perception of cultural diversity and empirical findings. Summary of results 
(45 min.)

Such activities demonstrate that subjective awareness of cultural diversity depends 
on personal cognitive perspectives. The initial discussion is intended to identify 
students’ starting cultural awareness. The exploration stage involves authentic, 
situated, informal learning. A tangible outcome of such activities is a shared map 
that included linguistic sign locations, which reflects the linguistic landscape. The 
final discussion is based on comparing the emergent linguistic landscape with 
earlier predictions. It typically evidences, through connected learning experience, 
a discrepancy between the subjective predictions and the objective reality revealed 
via hands-on empirical examination of the linguistic landscape. Moreover, it 
enables to identify popular beliefs and stereotypes that play a major role in our 
subjective perception of cultural diversity. In the outcome, such activities show 
that curiosity and openness towards other cultures result in a change of cultural 
diversity cognition, which elevates intercultural competence of students. 

6. Observations

A fundamental observation that emerges from the conducted pilot studies is that 
languages observed in the location of exploration, both in foreign and local contexts, 
differ from students’ predictions as to their occurrence and prevalence. Generally, 
top positions in students’ predictions are occupied by popular European languages, 
i.e. English, French, German, Italian, and Spanish. The linguistic landscape reveals 
that not all of those languages are as strongly visible as it is expected. Moreover, 
it exposes elements that are less noticeable, for example a wide variety of Asian 
cultures (see Waliński 2013a). Such differences indicate that our perception of 
the cultural diversity is significantly influenced by socio-cultural frames (Goffman 
1974). What we identify as important in the surroundings is what we recognize, 
and what is not recognized escapes our perception. It indicates that our personal 
attitudes exert a significant influence on the sensitivity of perception and resulting 
cognition of cultural diversity. The objective cultural diversity reflected in a map of 
linguistic landscape usually does not overlap with predictions, which are influenced 
by intuitive cognitive biases (Gilovich, Griffin & Kahneman 2002). 

It leads to a conclusion that the subjective cultural diversity depends to some 
extent on cultural stereotypes and personal perspectives. For that reason, cultures 
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subjectively recognized as important not only tend to occupy higher positions in 
cognitive representations of cultural diversity, but are also more easily discernable 
for us in the surrounding linguistic reality. Cultures subjectively recognized as less 
prominent not only tend to occupy lower positions in cognitive representations of 
cultural diversity, but are also less discernable for us in the surrounding linguistic 
reality. This observation goes along the lines of Piaget’s theory of schemata (Piaget 
& Inhelder 1958), Papert’s theory of constructionism (Harel & Papert 1991), 
constructivistic assertions that learning is based both upon experience of external 
objects and former knowledge (Jonassen 1991). It is also congruent with recent 
developments of cognitive science on the level of mental construal of distant and 
near phenomena (Trope & Liberman 2010).

Pointing out and summarizing these observations, especially when they 
are supported by a map of objective linguistic landscape created by students 
themselves through connected learning, results in the change of students’ 
stance to other cultures and raises their cultural awareness. As pointed out by 
Deardorff (2006:  255) attitudes of openness, respect, curiosity and discovery for 
acquiring and processing knowledge about other cultures are fundamental to the 
development of the much desired internal outcomes of intercultural competence. 
Consequently, broadening of cultural diversity horizons is a sound staring point 
for further intercultural competence development.

7. Conclusion

Empirical exploration of cultural diversity based on the linguistic landscape 
methodology provides authentic environmental cues for better understanding of 
the cultural diversity phenomenon, which results in a much grater contextualization 
of learning than would ever be achievable in the traditional teaching process. 
Moreover, application of the linguistic landscape methodology provides tangible 
empirical evidence about the variety of languages that are relevant in the increasing 
cultural diversity of the globalizing world, which can be used in fruitful discussions 
on this topic. 

This study signals a ready made scenario for authentic, informal, situated 
learning activities implemented in the framework of connectionism, which can 
be employed for intercultural competence development. They can additionally be 
augmented with the use of m-learning (Walinski 2013b) which results in additional 
benefits observed in education conducted in such manner (JISC 2011). This paper 
points to the potential for linguistic landscape applications in foreign language 
teaching, especially in the context of intercultural competence development 
practice. 

The aspect of intercultural competence in the SLA is of utmost importance, 
since the ability to deal with cultural diversity is no longer required only of 
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business professionals working in international settings, but has become a basic 
qualification required of individuals to act productively in the modern world. 
This has already been confirmed in research (Deardorff and Hunter 2006, 
Hulstrand 2008) pointing out that the ability to handle interaction in culturally 
diverse environments is a major skill employers seek. In more general terms, as 
emphasized by Biggs (2003), contextualized teaching of intercultural competence 
is among key components of the contemporary tertiary education.
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1. Introduction 

For decades, motivation has been a central area for empirical research and 
theoretical work within the context of foreign language learning. Moreover, there 
is a broad consensus among applied linguists and educators as to the fundamental 
role motivation plays in foreign language learning, since “motivation is often seen 
as the key learner variable because without it, nothing much happens” (Cohen 
and Dörnyei 2002: 172). In addition, identification of students’ motivational 
predilection is crucial in foreign language classes in view of the fact that it plays 
a significant role in selecting “the choice of language to be learned, the kinds of 
activities that learners are more inclined to engage in, the types and extent of 
proficiency that learners expect to attain, the degree of external intervention 
needed to regulate learning and the extent of engagement in the long run” (Baker, 
Sulaiman and Rafaai 2010: 72). Beyond doubt, studying a foreign language requires 
a lot of effort and commitment on the part of language learners because it is a long 
process which can take years and can last the entire life. 

It has to be remembered that computer technology is an important source 
of motivation for language learners. 2D/3D virtual environments, including 
browser-based virtual worlds, are of the most interesting and potentially useful 
of the new technologies for learners who can “engage in a series of purposeful 
educational inquiries without losing interest or sidestepping intended learning 
goals” (Cooke-Plagwitz 2008: 547). Thus, Cyberspace is now playing vital role in 
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general education and also it is of great relevance to foreign language teaching 
and learning. More and more language departments, institutes as well as public 
and private language schools are now using virtual environments to promote and 
support language learning (Dalgaro and Lee 2010; Henderson, Huang, Grand and 
Henderson 2009; Sobkowiak 2011).

2. Motivation in language learning

During the past decades motivation has been considered by researchers and 
practitioners alike to be an important part of foreign language instruction. According 
to Gardner and MacIntyre (1993), motivation comprises three components: “desire 
to achieve a goal, effort extended in this direction, and satisfaction with the task” 
(Gardner and MacIntyre 1993: 3). Similarly Ellis (2008) defines motivation as 
“the effort learners put into learning an L2 as a result of their desire or need to 
learn it” (Ellis 2008: 972). In another definition of motivation Dörnyei and Ottó 
(1998) distinguish the dynamic part of the construct and describe it as a function 
of learners thinking process: “In a general sense, motivation can be defined as 
the dynamically changing cumulative arousal in a person that initiates, directs, 
coordinates, amplifies, terminates, and evaluates the cognitive and motor processes 
whereby initial wishes and desires are selected, prioritised, operationalised and 
(successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out” (Dörnyei and Ottó 1998: 65). For space 
limitations, it is not possible to provide all definitions of motivation in the literature 
(for a more comprehensive review, see Dörnyei and Ushioda 2010). 

Recent studies involving L2 motivation have continued to emphasize the 
significance of the classroom or micro-level motivation. Instead of considering 
various factors related to language courses which might affect motivation, such 
as the teacher’s influence, researchers direct their attention to task-specific issues 
(Dörnyei 2003: 14). In addition, task-specific motivation is one of the areas of 
particular interest to researchers due to the practical classroom implications 
of such research. Despite the fact that certain motivational characteristics are 
universal across learning situations and rather fixed, thus difficult to alter, L2 
motivation differs substantially in relation to various learning tasks (Dörnyei 
2001). In this connection, Dörnyei (2003) proposes a dynamic task processing 
system in order to demonstrate how task motivation is negotiated and finalized in 
the student. According to the researcher, the model comprises three interconnected 
components: (1) task execution, (2) appraisal, and (3) action control (Dörnyei 2003: 
15). The first element is related to the student’s commitment to task supportive 
learning behaviors according to the action plan previously delivered by the teacher 
or prepared in advance by the learner. When it comes to appraisal, it consists of 
students’ ongoing processing of the stimuli present in the learning environment 
that affects their further engagement with learning outcomes. As far action control, 
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it refers to an internal mechanism that supports self-regulation toward further 
action. In other words, task processing can be regarded as the relationship of 
three components: 

While learners are engaged in executing a task, they continuously appraise the 
process, and when the ongoing monitoring reveals that progress is slowing, 
halting, or backsliding, they activate the action control system to ‘save’ or enhance 
the action. (Dörnyei 2003: 16)

In addition, one of the recent trends in motivation research focuses on the 
temporary dimension of learner motivation in the foreign language classroom. 
According to Dörnyei (2001; 2003), the temporal nature of motivation is of 
particular significance in a domain such as language learning. In view of the 
fact that students are inclined to manifest a changing level of engagement even 
during a single class as well as they demonstrate fluctuations in motivation over 
a longer period of time, the researcher developed a process-oriented model of L2 
motivation which categorizes the various motivational influences along a sequence 
of events in initiating, enacting, and sustaining motivation (Dörnyei 2003: 17-20). 
This model stresses the influence of a wide variety of both classroom and societal 
issues, such as goal setting, anticipation of success, influence of parents, teachers 
and peers as well as evaluation of the learning experience and attitudes toward 
the target language community. More specifically, the approach comprises three 
discrete phases: (1) preactional stage, (2) actional stage and (3) postactional stage. 
As for the first stage, it refers to generating motivation or choice motivation, since 
here learners select their goals or tasks to be followed. With regard to the second 
stage, it relates to executive motivation in which the generated motivation has to 
be actively sustained and protected. When it comes to the last stage, it is termed 
motivational retrospection and involves students’ retrospective evaluation of how 
they studied. Accordingly, what learners do in this phase will determine the type 
of activities they might be motivated to perform. At the same time, however, the 
researcher cautions that the stages are linked with other motives, since learners 

will be influenced, while they are still contemplating an action, by factors 
different from those that influence them once they have embarked on the 
activity. And similarly, when they look back at what they have achieved and 
evaluate it, again a new set of motivational components will become relevant. 
(Dörnyei 2003: 20) 

3. Internet resources in language learning

The Internet offers a great deal of information, authentic or specifically prepared 
for ESL/EFL purposes, which can be used in foreign language classrooms for 
developing language skill and subsystems. 3D or 2D virtual environments, 
such as Active Worlds, Second Life or browser-based ones, have also become an 
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important dimension of the language classroom as they offer unique, interactive 
and multidimensional content on the Internet. In such settings language learners 
can take part in games, puzzles or challenges which include 3D role playing and 
animated interactive environments. What is more, students in such 

3-D environments often have opportunities to experience life-like social 
interaction while at the same time engaging in meaningful learning activities. 
(Cooke-Plagwitz 2008: 547)

Virtual worlds can be defined as “a synchronous, persistent network of people, 
represented as avatars, facilitated by networked computers” (Bell 2008: 2) or as 
“immersive and social environments where learners can visit relevant locations 
online and meet with others for real-time (voice or text) conversations” (Vickers 
2010: 75). In addition, Schroeder (2008: 2) claims that virtual worlds constitute 
“persistent virtual environments in which people experience others as being 
there with them—and where they can interact with them”. Thus, virtual worlds 
can be described as an online milieu, which lets its student-inhabitants to meet 
and converse with other student-inhabitants in the Cyberspace. 

It should be noted, however, that the notion of a virtual world is not a new one. 
First virtual worlds were created in the 1970s and were connected with simulations 
or adventure games. They were followed by MUDs (Multi-user domains) and 
MOOs (Multi-user domains object-oriented) and used by language teachers to 
teach foreign languages and intercultural understanding (Shield 2003). However, 
such text-based environments soon became obsolete and were replaced by more 
attractive and interactive worlds, as, for instance, Active Worlds. Here, a virtual 
reality was populated by users who could communicate with each other by text, 
interact with various objects and build the world around them. What is more, such 
virtual worlds as Active Worlds can be viewed as 

the extension of chat and MOO into a non-purely-text-based environment, but 
one with lifelike pictures, objects, the world and special characters (avatars), 
which are to be chosen to impersonate the user. (Krajka 2007: 125)

According to Can (2009: 69), the implementation of virtual learning 
environments in the context of foreign language learning could benefit students with 
enriched resources and possibilities for language use as well as construction and 
practice. In addition, Chittaro and Ranon (2007) claim that 3D virtual environments 
offer a great number of benefits for language learning which involve: 
 1.  three dimensional graphics which offer more realistic and detailed 

demonstration of topics; 
 2.  the possibility of analyzing the same issues or phenomena from different 

perspectives; 
 3. easier and more motivating interaction with another student when compared 

with interaction with a coursebook or a computer; 
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 4. the presence of virtual teachers or other animated lifelike characters, 
which may have a positive impact on learners’ perception of the learning 
experience;  

 5.  the opportunity of collaborating with one or more virtual companions (or 
avatars). 
On the other hand, however, virtual worlds have some drawbacks which may 

include: 
 1.  difficulties in navigation and in the use of 3D interfaces; 
 2.  teachers’ lack of experience or difficulties in classroom use; 
 3.  students’ disappointment with the lack of realism of some virtual worlds; 
 4.  cost of hardware (Chittaro and Ranon 2007). 

4. The study

4.1. Background to the study

The data was collected over a three-week period. It involved four English lessons. 
The classes were based on Internet and traditional materials. The overall aim 
of the study was to investigate the impact of Internet resources and a browser-
based virtual world on the subjects’ motivation. For the purpose of this study, 
motivation was defined in the terms suggested by Crookes and Schmidt (1991: 
98-502), Peacock (1997: 145-146) and Pawlak (2012: 254-255): interest in and 
enthusiasm for the resources used in the classroom, perseverance in learning as 
well as levels of concentration and enjoyment. 

4.2. Research questions

The present study was guided by the following research questions:
 1. Were Internet resources and the virtual world more motivating for students 

than traditional coursebook materials?
 2. Did levels of the students’ motivation change in the course of a single class? 

If yes, how?
 3. Did levels of the students’ motivation change in the course of a series of 

lessons? If yes, how?
 4. How were different types of resources responsible for these fluctuations? 

4.3. Participants

Thirteen third grade students of Polish senior high school participated in the 
study. The analysis of the data obtained by means of the background questionnaire 
revealed that the subjects had been learning English for 8.46 years. The grade 
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point average in English at the end of the second grade amounted to 2.38 on a 0-6 
scale, which shows that the class consisted of rather weak students. What is more, 
only 38% students admitted to attending some additional courses or tutorials; 
however they were mainly limited to extra school lessons the purpose of which 
was to prepare the learners for their final English exam. In addition, the students 
reported some out-of-class exposure to the target language, however it was mainly 
limited to watching English movies (dubbed or with Polish subtitles—69%) and 
listening to English music (62%). Only 4 students (31%) said that they read in 
English (e.g. books, articles, Internets pages, etc). All subjects stated that they had 
access to the Internet at home; however, they used it occasionally to study English. 
It is also interesting to note that the majority of the subjects (84.6%) regarded 
grammar to be to be the most difficult for them to study. 

4.4. Instructional treatment

The first lesson started with the multimedia presentation of the English second 
conditional. The teacher explained its use and form as well as provided relevant 
examples. This was followed by a series of online activities created by the teacher 
by means of the computer program Hot Potatoes and an interactive exercise on 
the Internet. The activities were of the following type: matching, translation and 
multiple choice exercise (e.g. http://www.anglik.neostrada.pl/virtual.worlds/
second.conditional.match.1.htm, http://web2.uvcs.uvic.ca/elc/studyzone/410/
grammar/2cond1.htm). Next, the students were given handouts which contained 
several sentences with gaps to be completed with provided verbs. The activity 
was checked by the teacher who asked at random several students to read their 
answers. Finally, the subjects were given a homework assignment which required 
the learners to complete several sentences by typing the correct form of given 
verbs (http://web2.uvcs.uvic.ca/elc/studyzone/410/grammar/2cond2.htm). 
During the second lesson the students were asked to perform a sequence of 
online activities. These were multiple choice exercises created by the teacher (e.g. 
http://www.anglik.neostrada.pl/virtual.worlds/second.conditional.quiz.1.htm) 
and a gap completion exercise (http://testyourenglish.pl/test-76). After that, the 
learners were given handouts which contained five situations and words in order 
to write sentences in the second conditional (e.g. Paul has asked you to go to a jazz 
concert. You don’t like jazz so you’re not going with him. (I go / with you / if I / like 
jazz)). Next the activity was checked by the teacher who asked at random several 
students to read the answers. When it comes to the third lesson, the subjects were 
first requested to do one multiple-choice activity and two fill-in-the-gaps exercises 
(e.g. http://www.anglik.neostrada.pl/virtual.worlds/second.conditional.quiz.3.htm, 
http://www.anglik.neostrada.pl/virtual.worlds/second.conditional.cloze.2.htm) and then 
the learners were asked to log on to the virtual world Yoowalk (http://www.yoowalk.
com/). The students were provided with a handful of example questions in the second 
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conditional and encouraged to use them in order to talk to the residents of this virtual 
world. During the last lesson the students completed three online activities. These 
were one multiple choice and two gap-fill exercises (http://www.englisch-hilfen.de/
en/exercises/if_clauses/type_2_mix3.htm, http://www.englisch-hilfen.de/en/exercises/
if_clauses/type_2_statements.htm and http://www.englisch-hilfen.de/en/exercises/if_
clauses/type_2_negation.htm). Next, the students logged on to Yoowalk and conducted 
a questionnaire among its residents. In order to accomplish the task they were requested 
to use the questions from the previous class or invent their own ones as well as to 
answer them paying attention to the form and meaning. It should be noted that specific 
amount of time was allocated to each of the exercises and the detailed description of 
the lessons is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Lessons, procedures and times

Lessons Procedure
Time/minutes

(approximately)

1

Organization / Checking homework assignment
Second conditional (multimedia presentation)
Online activities (chosen and/or created by the teacher) 
Traditional activity (chosen and/or created by the teacher)
Conclusion

1-10
11-20
21-30
31-40
41-45

2

Organization / Revision and checking homework  
assignment
Online activities (chosen and/or created by the teacher)
Traditional activity (chosen and/or created by the teacher)
Conclusion 

1-10

11-30
31-40
41-45

3

Organization / Revision and checking homework  
assignment
Online activities (chosen and/or created by the teacher)
Virtual world activities (talking with the residents of the 
virtual world)
Conclusion 

1-10

11-25
26-40

41-45

4

Organization / Revision and checking homework  
assignment
Online activities (chosen and/or created by the teacher)
Virtual world activities (conducting a questionnaire in the 
virtual world) 
Conclusion

1-10

11-20
21-40

41-45
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It has to be added that the second, third and the fourth lesson commenced with 
revisions of the previously acquired information related to the second conditional 
and checking homework assignments. In addition, each class finished with giving 
the students relevant homework assignments.

4.5. Data collection instruments and analysis

The following data collection instruments were used in the course of the present 
study: the background questionnaire, interest grids, overall assessment of lessons 
questionnaire, the evaluation sheet and learners’ logs. The decision to ask the 
learners to fill in the background questionnaire stemmed from the conviction that 
such information concerning the students’ attitudes, their learning history and 
type of exposure might prove useful while interpreting the results of the research 
project. With regard to the students’ interest grid, its purpose was to measure 
the subjects’ level of engagement and interest in classes every five minutes (i.e. 
seven times). They were provided with a scale ranging from 1 (‘I am not engaged 
and interested in activities at all’) to 7 (‘I am engaged and interested in activities 
completely’). The instrument was a modified version of a grid used by Pawlak 
(2012). The internal consistency reliability of the tool was established on the 
basis of the results obtained for the first class by calculating Cronbach’s alpha 
which turned out to be high (α = .88). When it comes to the overall assessment of 
the lesson questionnaire, the purpose of this instrument was to assess the value 
of the activities used in each lesson. At the end of each lesson the students were 
asked to indicate their impressions on a semantic differential scale (a 1-7 scale) 
containing seven items such as exciting/dull, unsatisfying/satisfying or absorbing/
monotonous. The instrument was a modified version of a survey used by Peacock 
(1997) and Pawlak (2012). The value of Cronbach’s alpha for the first class was 
high (α = .90), which indicates the tool’s appropriate internal consistency reliability. 
As for the qualitative data they were collected by means of the learners’ logs. The 
main purpose of the logs was to obtain information on the students’ perceptions 
and impressions of the activities and classes as diaries can provide the researcher 
information about the process of learning that might be otherwise difficult to obtain 
(Gass-Mackey 2007). The logs were produced by the students electronically in 
the form of text documents and sent to the teacher by email after each lesson. Yet 
another data collection tool was the evaluation sheet that aimed at obtaining the 
learners’ opinions on the lessons and the activities. It was filled out anonymously 
by the subjects after the four classes. 

It should be noted that the instruments of the data collection were piloted 
before the study went under way on a comparable class of senior high school 
students. In addition, the research instruments were written and presented to the 
subjects in Polish so as to avoid any potential misunderstandings. The collected 
data were subjected to quantitative and qualitative analyses. The former involved 
computing the mean score, the percentages of the mean score and the standard 
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deviation. Furthermore, the statistical significance of the differences in the means 
was established by means of repeated measures ANOVA. As for the qualitative data 
they were obtained by means of the students’ logs. The analysis involved reading 
the documents several times and looking for ‘recurring regularities’ (Patton 2002: 
465). It should be noted that a criterion was used that the same word, expression 
or a theme should be mentioned by the learners at least twice.

5. Results 

Figure 1 demonstrates the changes in the students’ motivation manifested over 
the course of the four classes and every five minutes. The patterns show that at the 
beginning of each lesson the level of the subjects’ motivation never amounted to 
less than 4.80, but at the same time, it never exceeded 5 on a 1-7 scale. The reported 
levels of motivation always rose from minute 10 to minute 15 of each lesson. What 
is more, in the middle of each class, the learners’ motivation concentrated above 
5.50, and not once surpassed the six-point-threshold. In addition, in the second half 
of most of the classes the degree of the students’ motivation continued to rise up 
(Lessons 3 and 4) or to fall down (Lesson 1) for some time. It is interesting to note 
that the learners’ motivation decreased in the final minutes of the first, second and 
fourth classes, the only exception being Lesson 2. Here the subjects’ motivation 
increased quite dramatically at the end of the class. Generally speaking, the results 
demonstrate that the students’ motivation was in a constant state of flux. It has to 
be noted, however, that the differences in the mean scores between different time 
points of the four lessons were not statistically significant (p > 0.05).

Figure 1. Changes in interest and engagement in the four lessons
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When it comes to the changes in motivation during the first lesson, it was 
quite stable in the first several minutes of the class (see Figure 1). Then it kept 
increasing for about 15 minutes during which the students were requested to 
do some online activities. However, in the final minutes of the lesson, in which 
the learners were asked to perform a traditional exercise, the students’ level of 
motivation returned to its initial levels. As for the second lesson, the reported level 
of motivation was relatively stable, although an increase at the beginning and the 
end of this class was observed. It has to be noted that the increased in motivation 
coincided with the parts of the lesson dedicated to some Internet activates (minute 
10-30) and a coursebook one (minute 31-40). Thus, it is interesting to note that 
both online and traditional activities were of great interest to the subjects. As for 
the third lesson, two increases in the students’ motivation were observed; one 
in the first part of the class and the other in the second one. It has to be noted, 
however, that the second half of this class was reported to be the most motivating 
of all, since the students’ motivation level reached the value of 6.23. One way to 
account for the finding is that the second half of the lesson was conducted in the 
virtual world Yoowalk which constituted a new and perhaps more stimulating 
learning environment for the students. As regards the fourth class, the beginning 
of it showed a sudden increase in motivation by 1.09 from minute 10 to 15. Then 
the students manifested various levels of motivation at different points in time, 
although it was rather stable until the end of the lesson. Such pattern might be 
explained by the fact that this lesson in its entirety was dedicated to practicing the 
structure in question by means of Internet activities and the virtual world. The 
gradual drop in the students’ motivation, its fluctuations and the final decrease in 
it might be related to the difficulty of the activities, their attractiveness or the fact 
that the novelty of the instruction might have worn off and some students might 
have become simply bored with the lesson. 

Table 2. Total mean scores, percentages and standard deviations of the four classes

Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4
Mean 5.40 5.43 5.75 5.70
% 77.14 77.57 82.14 81.43
Standard deviation .46 .36 .40 .36 

 
Finally, a few words are in order on how the students’ interest and engagement 

manifested itself in the total mean scores over the course of the four classes. As 
can be seen from Table 2, the reported motivation increased slowly from Lesson 1 
to Lesson 2 and then increased sharply in Lesson 3 by the value of 0.32 when 
compared with Lesson 2. A small drop in the level of motivation by a minute 0.05 
was detected in Lesson 4 when compared with Lesson 3. In addition, the third 
and the fourth classes were the most interesting and engaging for the learners. 
It should be noted, however, that the differences in the total mean scores did not 
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prove to be statistically significant (p > 0.05). As stated earlier in this paper, during 
these lessons the learners had the opportunity to perform online activities and use 
one of the available online virtual worlds. Thus, this finding could be interpreted 
as testifying to the appealing nature of such digital activities and browser-based 
virtual worlds, which also provide the possibility to exist and communicate with 
other people in this digital dimension. In addition, as the data included in Table 2 
demonstrate, the standard deviations were quite similar in the second, third and 
the fourth lessons which can be taken as evidence that the treatment lessened the 
degree of individual variation between the subjects. 

When it comes to the students’ overall assessment of the four classes, they 
were high with the mean scores surpassing or approaching 6.00 points on a 1-7 
scale (see Figure 2 and Table 3). However, a closer investigation of Figure 2 reveals 
that the first lesson was perceived by the students to be the most enjoyable, 
meaningful and appealing with the mean scores in each case exceeding 6.50 on 
a 1-7 scale. On the other hand, the learners considered Lesson 4 to be the least 
interesting, enjoyable, meaningful, exiting and absorbing of all the classes, although 
even in this case the mean scores for each item were pretty high with the lowest 
equaling 5.30. What also stands out from Figure 2 is that the attractiveness was 
the only item of all to reach the lowest mean scores (the average equaled 5.49). 

Figure 2. Students’ overall evaluation of the lessons

Table 3. Total mean scores, percentages and standard deviations for the overall evaluation  
of the four lessons 

Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4
Mean 6.14 5.69 5.82 5.87
% 87.71 81.29 83.14 83.86
Standard deviation .43 .30 .20 .23
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As can be seen from Table 3, the first lesson was assessed by the subjects as 
the best one while the second class received the lowest mean score. Such results 
are difficult to explain when the students’ evaluation of the lessons is juxtaposed 
with the reported motivation of the four classes. This is because Lesson 1 was 
the least motivating for the participants of the study. It is also interesting to note 
that Lesson 3 and Lesson 4 were both almost equally evaluated by the students as 
well as they turned out to be equally motivating for them. A possible explanation 
for these findings might be related to the nature of the lessons; the first two were 
conducted by a combination of online and traditional materials, the third and the 
fourth classes were entirely based on Internet resources and the virtual world. 

The qualitative analysis of the data gathered by means of the learners’ logs and 
the evaluation sheet showed that the students enjoyed the classes and the Internet 
activities. They also liked the virtual world they inhabited and the opportunity 
to practice the structure there. The students also felt they were making progress 
in using the second conditional. Some learners claimed that this was due to the 
fact that they could work independently of the teacher. This is evidenced by the 
following comments gleaned from the learner’s logs:
 – I think that the lessons helped me a lot. I was able to understand and memorize 

the basics of the second conditional. I did the exercises without any problems 
and now I can proudly say that I did them all correctly. 

 – Thanks to this virtual world I learned how to use the second conditional in 
practice. 

 – I like very much the fact that there is a variety of exercises and that several 
lessons are devoted to the same topic. 

 – I liked the lessons a lot and I enjoyed the computer activities in particular. I did 
them on my own and I could check them myself. Thanks to it I learned a lot. 
Despite the fact that some activities the students were required to perform 

constituted quite a challenge for at least several learners, they found a way of 
dealing with the problems they encountered by using information available on the 
Internet or by collaborating with other students. In addition, the subjects claimed 
that they were able to learn a lot by means of feedback they received while doing 
online activities. The following three excerpts exemplify the findings:
 – The most difficult thing to me is the past participle of irregular verbs. But I used 

irregular verb tables available on some Internet pages. 
 – I think that the most difficult was the activity in which I had to answer some 

questions, because I had to answer them in full sentences and also add some 
other information. But I have to say that I didn’t have many problems with that 
(…) In case of problems I could always ask a friend or the teacher. 

 – (…) I learned a lot during the lessons. I could check the answers while doing the 
exercises at the computer and thus I knew what I did wrong. 
A further interesting and useful finding was related to the fact that both online 

activities and the exercises performed in the virtual world were considered by the 
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subjects to be almost equally motivating for them. In addition, the subjects were 
quite unanimous in claiming that they enjoyed both the use of online exercises 
and the virtual world. This is visible in the following comments: 
 – Generally all of them but those from the Internet most (…) because we could 

correct our own mistakes. I didn’t like the paper exercises very much (…)
 – (…) quizzes and gap filling exercises because I always managed to do them 

correctly. There were different types of exercises and they weren’t difficult for 
me. 

 – (…) when we asked and answered each other questions [in the virtual world] 
but it wasn’t always easy. This exercise allowed me to understand the second 
conditional (…). 

6. Discussions and conclusions

The analysis of the data revealed that, overall, the subjects reported high levels of 
motivation over the course of the four lessons and also during each lesson. It has to 
be noted, however, that the students showed more interest and engagement when 
online activities and the virtual world were applied. This is not to say, of course, 
that traditional coursebook activities were not at all motivating for the learners, 
but, rather, that they were always part and parcel of English lessons. It should be 
noted, however, that the paper-based exercises proved to be more susceptible 
to changes in motivational intensity. Conversely, when the students performed 
online activities fluctuations in the level of motivation were less pronounced. In 
addition, the motivational nature of online tasks is also visible in the students 
comments obtained by means of the questionnaires and the learners’ logs. The 
subjects claimed that they enjoyed working in the digital environment and using 
the item in question in practice while being in the virtual world. The students liked 
the idea of being able to solve grammar activities on their own without waiting 
for the teacher to check the answers and provide explanations. Also, the learners 
appreciated the fact that they felt they were making progress from one lesson to 
another. 

In addition, the results of the study provided some empirical evidence that 
the degree of motivation changed not only from longer periods of time (i.e. from 
lesson to lesson) but also within a single class (i.e. from one activity to another). 
It should be noted that such fluctuations could be the direct outcome of the 
treatment and the tasks the subjects were requested to perform. As has already 
been mentioned, the use of the virtual world resulted in increased motivation 
in the second half of the third and fourth lessons. Moreover, a variety of online 
activates the students did on their own in the first half of the second, third and the 
fourth lessons might have also contributed to increased motivation. Conversely, 
when the students performed analog (i.e. traditional) activities their interest in 
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lessons was weaker, the only exception being the last five minutes of the second 
lesson. A possible explanation of this finding might be related to the fact that 
after a series of Internet activities the students’ finally began to understand the 
structure better and when they were asked to do a coursebook activity they 
were motivated to perform it. This was observed by the teacher who asked at 
random several students to read the answers which turned out to be correct 
in most cases. What also merits a few words of explanation at this point is the 
sharp growth in the subjects’ motivation observed in the middle of the first class 
and then a sudden drop in it. In all likelihood, this increase can be ascribed to 
the fact that the learners started to work at the computer which required them 
to perform two interactive exercises on the Internet and then they were asked 
to solve a traditional activity. This, again, may testify to the appealing nature of 
digital resources over traditional ones. 

In the light of such findings, a possible conclusion can be drawn that Internet-
based tasks may be motivating, at least when administered in the form and context 
characteristic of the present study. Thus, it has to be remembered that there is 
no guarantee that all learners can benefit from such activities and the fact that 
they might be useful primarily in the case of senior high school students. It seems 
that these results should not discourage researchers from embarking on further 
investigation of the value of Internet-based tasks, and, in particular, virtual world 
ones. Quite to the contrary, since the study offers some evidence that online-
driven tasks may have a positive impact on motivation; further research seems 
to be necessary to achieve a more comprehensive picture of theirs strengths and 
liabilities.

There are a few weaknesses of this study that should be considered. A major 
limitation dictated by the school policy and curriculum considerations was 
the relative shortness of the treatment. This was also responsible for some 
other limitations. First, the relatively small number of participants reduces the 
generalizability of the findings. Second, a control group should be involved in 
the study. Another important limitation is related to the fact that the present 
author was also the subjects’ regular English teacher. This could have resulted 
in motivating the students to a greater extent to study the structure in question. 
What is more, it cannot be ruled out that the overall high levels of the reported 
motivation might have resulted from the fact that some subjects tried to please the 
teacher with their answers rather than provide a true account of the conducted 
classes and activities. Finally, subsequent research should be conducted with other 
types of learners and in different instructional settings. All of these limitations 
should be eliminated in future studies to achieve a better picture of the efficacy 
of such instruction. 

Since one of the aims of this kind of research is to offer practical implications 
for language teachers, a list of such guidelines can be summarized as follows:
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 1. Teachers should employ modern technology in their lessons, and, in particular, 
virtual worlds for the reason that they introduce an element of novelty and 
thus make students more interested in learning the target language. 

 2. When it comes to planning and implementing grammar-based lessons, there is 
a place for a combination of both analog (traditional) and digital (innovative) 
ways to motivate students.

 3. Lessons should be conducted in such a way that students are provided with 
opportunities to work on their own in less controlled conditions. 

 4. An inevitable corollary of the preceding point is that teachers should also try 
to foster learner autonomy in view of the fact that motivation and autonomy 
seem to be interrelated (Benson 2007; Murray, Gao and Lamb 2011). 

 5. It is necessary to realize that motivation is not a one-shot affair and, thus, 
teachers should devote a lot of time and effort to interest and engage students 
in learning the target language. 
In addition, taking into account the unique characteristics of each local 

teaching-learning setting, these recommendations can only be provisional and 
tentative, and, therefore, viewed as proposals to facilitate classroom practices 
rather than prescriptions to be obeyed at any price. 
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Classroom Research  
and the Digital Learning Media

1. Introduction

It is commonly accepted that classroom research consists of some form of study 
of teaching and learning in an attempt to answer one or both of the following 
questions—how well students are learning and how effective teachers are in what 
they are doing. It often involves observation, occasionally gathering feedback from 
students concerning their learning and sometimes even experiments through 
which teachers can discover how students learn and how they respond to teaching 
approaches in terms of progress they make and the affect that accompanies 
different forms of classroom work. With the availability of the digital media, 
learning today may happen at least to a certain extent outside the class. Numerous 
educational institutions are opting for electronic learning environments as part of 
blended learning, with the driving idea behind such an approach that this additional 
exposure to learning opportunities is beneficial to students (Hollins and Robbins-
Bell 2008). E-learning in various forms from programmed to collaborative learning, 
with the use of virtual learning environments, blogging and content management 
platforms, digital learning portfolios and even in its entirety in virtual environments 
such as Second Life® or New Victoria®, focuses on the accumulation, organization, 
and delivery of content (Gilroy 2001: para 5), as well as on creating substitute 
experiences for the real thing (Linser and Ip 2002: 606). Following the constructivist 
perspective, however, the significance of the digital media in learning is not so much 
that they provide better, faster and more pervasive access to learning resources, 
but rather that they create opportunities for interaction, communication and 
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joint thinking, and in this way foster the construction of meaning and knowledge 
(Garrison and Anderson 2003). One fundamental utility of the digital media, often 
neglected in debates on their effectiveness in teaching and learning, is the fact 
that students engaged in digitally mediated processes, leave a digital footprint 
every time they take any action. This article explores what kind of information can 
be derived from the digital media as an alternative to the traditional classroom 
research and how this information provides insight into student learning.

2. Virtual Learning Spaces

Joint, shared and asynchronous access to resources via the Internet provides 
opportunities to dispense learning assets, materials and guidelines that have been 
seized from the very moment networking became available to the academia. While 
the early instances of creating learning spaces in the virtual environment of the 
Internet were, to say the least, cumbersome, they permitted access if only to those 
who knew what they were looking for, and most importantly, where to look for 
it. The cumbersome nature of access was mainly determined by the technology 
itself, which in the early stages of the development of the Internet consisted 
merely of the TCP/IP protocol, where lists of resources in the form of ftp archives 
resided in the root ftp directories and were available by e-mail requests. Unless 
the interested parties were given the exact location of the resource, identification 
of such assets involved trial and error process of locating materials that potentially 
could be of use. 

The situation was somewhat improved with the advent of the Gopher protocol 
consisting of TCP/IP application layer meant for the distribution, searching, 
document retrieval over the Internet. The Gopher arrangement, the predecessor 
of the World Wide Web, automated the resources search process and presented 
the end user with summary lists of distributed assets, though still in a largely user 
unfriendly fashion of lengthy printouts with resource listings of sometimes very 
ambiguous names. 

Gopher was eventually replaced by the Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) 
designed for distributed hypermedia information systems, which essentially consist 
of text rendered on a computer screen, or for that matter any other networked 
device, structured via references known as hyperlinks to other text in the same 
or a different location, which the user can access instantly, by a click of a mouse 
or, more commonly now, by touching the screen (Berners-Lee and Cailliau 1990). 
This arrangement, still very much in operation today, essentially permitted access 
to resources on a dispersed basis, with the traffic directed towards the resource, 
however; with no possibility to reciprocate (Attwell 2007). 

With hypermedia, e-mail and the WWW pages, opportunities opened for the 
educators to create Learning Spaces, in essence arrangements of easily accessible 
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materials, instructions and user managed product oriented activities that lead to 
feedback information in the form of performed tasks available to the teaches at 
the completion of the process. One such arrangement was postulated by Dodge 
(1995), and in fact it is still used today. 

Following Dodge (1995), a WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented, constructivist activity 
format where the learners retrieve the necessary information for the completion of 
their tasks from the Internet. WebQuests can be created with the use of commonly 
available programs, starting with word processors, to more complex and demanding 
software for authoring content. A WebQuest lesson consists of several distinct parts: 
introduction, the core task, processes involved, web resources, evaluation, and 
a conclusion stage concerning language reflection. While arrangements of this sort 
provide certain structure to the learning experience, apart from the final product 
there is no account, insight or monitoring of what and if anything the learners do in 
the virtual learning space. A natural development, therefore, of the virtual spaces was 
in the form of Content Management Systems (CMS) and more specifically learning 
oriented Learning Management Systems (LMS).

3. Learning Management Systems

A Learning Management System is a scheme, an application or an application 
bundle for delivering, administrating, tracking, reporting, and records management 
of educational content, training and/or courses (Bailey 1993). Such schemes range 
from simple arrangements for user management and content delivery to complex 
course and training management provisions, with educational record-keeping 
and staff editing privilege registration, student and staff activity monitoring 
and course fee and payroll accounting. While individual configurations and 
components vary, most such systems will include a central administration module 
for user management, a content or course management module, activities module, 
internal communication and tracking system. What distinguishes a LMS form 
a Virtual Learning Environment is that it relies on the mechanisms of content 
deployment that are essentially those of virtual learning spaces, though augmented 
by management functions, while a VLE goes several steps further to ensure user 
interaction and collaborative learning experiences.

4. Virtual Learning Environments

Virtual Learning Environments (VLE’s) are a natural extension of the idea behind 
educational content management into the management of learner interaction, 
both with the learning materials and with each other that utilises Web 2.0 
concepts resulting in creating reciprocal learning interaction (O’Reilly 2007). 
The concept of Web 2.0 was conceived in the late 1990’s to denote not so much 
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a specific change in technology, as it as meant to denote web content that extends 
beyond the static web pages through the use of various mechanisms allowing the 
Internet users to interact with the content by selecting, probing and searching 
as well as collaborating with each other in a discourse that exhibits a social 
dimension, whose participants perform different roles and functions and act as 
architects of user-made content. This process is embedded in a community, which 
is primarily virtual in nature, though its participants may know each other from 
face-to-face meetings in actual classes in the real world of the school classroom. 
This virtual interaction remains a stark contrast to the earlier arrangement of 
learning spaces where the participants restrict their interactions with the content 
viewing and task completion. Activities of Web 2.0 nature implemented in VLE’s 
incorporate social networking facilities and systems, user and learning blogs and 
videoblogs (vlogs), collaborative knowledge-sharing databases and wikis as well 
as Electronic Performance Support Systems (EPSS), various user-oriented web 
applications (webapps) including ePortfolios, mashups integrating webapps of 
differing provenience and folksonomies aiming at collaborative annotation and 
categorisation of user generated content (Peters 2009).

McAfee (2006) additionally categorises the various features and processes 
in Web 2.0 using the acronym SLATES, where he refers to information retrieval 
through keyword search from meaningful information ecosystems with the use 
social tools that permit the creation of links to authored user content that is user 
augmented and updated through collaborative work of numerous individuals 
working together and extending beyond individual isolated web authors, where 
tags are created to manage and categorise content and extensions used to simplify 
and enable delivery of materials, of which the parties are informed through signals 
deployed via syndication technology such as RSS, mailing lists, timelines and 
noticeboards.

5. The Structure of the VLE’s

Every CMS, LMS or VLE is built around the same core technology that includes four 
principal components comprising a web page server, a database programming and 
query language and an operating system, most commonly implemented in an Open 
Source architecture and referred to as LAMP, MAMP, WAMP or generically XAMP, 
where the first letter of the acronyms denotes the operating system implemented 
on the server—Linux, Mac OS X, or Windows respectively. The second Open Source 
component is responsible for displaying content in the form of web pages, and the 
letter A refers to the Apache wen server. The M refers to the MySQL database with 
PhP, the P in the acronym, being the language for communicating between the web 
page server and the database. It is possible to use different, non-open proprietary 
software such as the Windows Web Server or MS Access, but most server 
administrators opt for more secure Open Source and Unix based systems. 
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Whatever the actual configuration of the core components may be, it is the 
database that permits operations revealing insights about the actions of the learner, 
no matter how trivial they may be. With every click of the mouse, with every stroke 
of the key on the keyboards, the database accumulates information that may be 
used in classroom research. What needs to be done is for the data to be displayed 
in a configuration that contains the information sought after.

6. Harvesting Data from the VLE Database

A lot of the data present in the database is there for reasons that are determined 
by its structure which reflects the structure of the CMS/LMS/VLE system and the 
way in which information is stored in relational databases. Some of this information 
is displayed for the purpose of tracking student activity and progress in the form 
gradebooks, participation reports, summary reports and cumulative results on 
individual activities or groups of activities as well as for the individual student and 
clusters and groups of students. Most of the data that is displayed by the system as 
part of the VLE’s grading and progress tracking functionalities can be harvested 
on a mass scale using the export facility or manually, when smaller student groups 
are concerned, through the cut and paste approach. It is conceivable that under 
certain circumstances, especially when particular information that is not available 
as a standard feature of the VLE is concerned, the researcher may be interested in 
creating additional code, in the form of independent queries, or as a plugin or an 
extension to an existing functionality that will extract the information in question. 
Krakowian (2013) describes how she tracks the emergence of vocabulary items 
in the writing done by students over the course of the semester making claims 
how they become part of their competence using a functionality that was created 
solely for that purpose, and which involves identifying and chronicling individual 
writing entries that were made by students on different occasions and in different 
tasks, activities and assignments. She also investigates interaction arrangements 
and networking links between the students and discovers that in activities 
involving collaborative work and a social format of tasks, help, assistance and 
collaboration is more likely to be sought from students who provide information 
on themselves, including a picture, a list of interest, blog entries, even if they are 
otherwise unknown to them and come from a different, group, class or even school. 
This conclusion is again possible owing to a tracking functionality written from 
scratch and not present in the original VLE.

A relatively straightforward modification of the structure of the database 
allows the system to store additional information regarding the choices made 
by the learners when reaching decisions in various tests that may be part of the 
assignments and assessment activities. While the system stores the information 
on the scores obtained in the activities, it disregards information that may be of 
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use in item performance analysis. With a straightforward modification to the code 
behind the activity displayed to the students, the VLE may be rendered to store 
that information, to later be used in item vetting, improvement and re-writing 
(Bachaman and Palmer 2002, Brown 1998, Krakowian 2010).

7. Volume of Interaction vs. Attainment Levels  
 and Predictive Utility of Student Placement 

While some information the researcher may be seeking requires additional 
functionalities to be created, there is a substantial amount of information readily 
available in the form of logs of activity for individual students. IA Viability Report 
(2012) shows that there is a link between the volume of activity performed by 
students and attainment levels, which can be used in predictive validation of 
the internal placement test deployed for new students entering the language 
programme, which is conducted in a blended arrangement using a Moodle 
environment. The volume of activity is estimated using the information produced 
by Moodle in the form of activity logs with the VLE displaying actions undertaken by 
the participant in the form of hits on particular activity. A single hit may be anything 
from a simple click to view a resource to engaging in an activity that may altogether 
require complex actions. While this information is hardly a complete reflection 
of the whole commitment the participant is making, a simple correlation of the 
hits with the end of term achievement tests indicates that there is pronounced 
link between the two. This link additionally explains why in predictive validation 
of the entry placement test, which associates student placement results with 
attainment, the predictive utility goes beyond a simple correlation (Bachaman 
and Palmer 2002, Brown 1998).

8. WordSmith Tools in investigating student writing 
 in VLE’s

Since a substantial portion of the information stored in the databases of various 
VLE’s are various snippets of writing performed by the learners on different 
occasions and when participating in different activities, the collective texts 
produced by individuals over a selected period of time may be analysed looking 
for information. WordSmith Tools (WST) is a suite of corpus processing and 
analysis tools that are commonly used in researching language, mainly, though not 
exclusively, in lexical analysis. The suite comprises 3 main tools and collectively 
11 functionalities for investigating concordances, wordlists and keywords in 
texts, both written and spoken. It has a long and well-documented track record of 
performance and has been used abundantly in research on language and learner 
language alike (McEnery and Wilson 2001, Botley, McEnery and Wilson 2000). 



189Przemysław Krakowian

The standard features of WTS provide statistical indices concerning average word, 
sentence and paragraph length, all of which can be used as very rough estimates 
of language quality, with the assumption that with increased complexity of 
learner language, those indices rise as well. Apart from straightforward statistical 
information provided by WST, an avenue worth investigating concerns the Type 
to Token ratios (TTR) in student writing, which may be used to ascertain the 
complexity and richness of vocabulary and how varied student expression may be. 
Tokens in a text are defined as individual words, and in WTS they can be equated 
with the number of running words in the text after numerical entries have been 
omitted (McEnery and Wilson 2001). Types, on the other hand refer to classes of 
words, where a class comprises any variant of the word or the word itself that is 
repeated in the text. 

Tagging the text collections with information concerning their structure can 
reveal additional information on how learner language evolves over time. One 
common indicator pointed out by Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad and Finegan 
(1999) is how coordination and subordination are used to express meaning in 
texts. Indices involving the total number of coordinate and subordinate phrases 
in student writing can be easily computed by WTS, with the assumption that more 
advanced learner language will be characterised by a larger subordination index 
and lower coordination index.

9. Using the CPIDR: Propositional Density  
 and Propositional Idea Density

WST statistical information is not an absolute measure of language quality, and 
conclusions drawn based solely in such indices may sometimes oversimplify the 
issue (Botley, McEnery and Wilson 2000). The notions of propositional density 
and idea density are an attractive premise in investigating language progress and 
language quality of both written and spoken texts and may be used alongside WST 
indices. The CPIDR (Computerized Propositional Idea Density Rater, pronounced 
“spider”) is a computer program that allows the researcher to establish the 
propositional idea density of a written or transcribed spoken text without human 
intervention (Brown, Snodgrass, Kemper, Herman and Covington 2008). The 
authors of the program claim that it has been validated against human raters and 
the convergence is sufficiently high to lead to further applications in machine 
aided assessment (MAA). 

Propositional density, also known as proposition density, or P-density, but 
sometimes referred to as propositional idea density, and understood as in Kintsch 
(1974) and Turner and Greene (1977), can be determined by the total number of 
content words such as verbs (but not auxiliaries), adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, 
and conjunctions against by the total number of words (Snowdon et al. 1996). In 
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a research study by Brown, Snodgrass, Covington, Herman, and Kemper (2008), 
a computer algorithm was conceived and perfected allowing the researchers to 
obtain accurate idea density measures. The implementation of this algorithm, 
the CPIDR was vetted against human raters and markers, and according to its 
creators, it agrees with them better than they agree with each other, r = 0.97 vs. 
0.82 respectively (Brown, Snodgrass, Kemper, Herman and Covington 2008:2).

Started by Kintsch and Keenan (1973) and Kintsch (1974), research into 
propositional density and idea density posits that propositions are the elements 
of the utterance involved in the process comprehending and recall of texts, both 
spoken and written. Following the Kintsch’s paradigm (Kintsch and Keenan 1973; 
Kintsch 1974), with subsequent revisions of Turner and Greene (1977), the verb 
of the main clause alongside the subject, object, indirect object, and any other 
elements present form a single proposition. Additional descriptive elements such 
as modifiers in the form adjectives, adverbs which qualify the main verb, and 
qualifier phrases need to be seen as additional propositions.

The authors of the CPIDR program somewhat depart from Kintsch’s ideas, as 
those differ from propositions in logic or logical semantics. The first, and probably 
most quantitatively important, point of departure concerns the fact that most 
of the information about the main verb in the main clause such as verb tense, 
aspect, and its modality is reduced in Kintsch’s model of propositional density 
(Turner and Greene 1977). The second reason being that common nouns are 
not propositions in Kintsch’s understanding of propositional density. As a result 
the model produces deflated measures of propositions, where paradoxically, the 
sentence expressing a more complex meaning would sometimes score lower on 
the measure of propositional density as it could expresses the same number of 
propositions in more words.

The measures in CPIDR are obtained based on the notion of idea density, 
which the authors of the program tend to use over the term propositional density, 
which is understood as the number of expressed propositions divided by the 
number of words. In terms of semantics, idea density constitutes a gauge of the 
extent to which the speaker is making claims or for that matter making requests 
rather than just referring to entities. Propositions here include the notions of verb 
tense, aspect, and its modality, as well as account for the common nouns. If the 
CPIDR algorithm could be integrated with any mainstream VLE, this would give 
the course administrator instantaneous access to information on the quality of 
the learner writing, making grading a less tedious process.

10. Conclusions

The information that can be derived from the digital media such as any arrangement 
of the Virtual Learning Environments or Learning Management Systems can 
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definitely be considered a viable alternative to traditional classroom research. As 
an added benefit, they offer data that are longitudinal in their nature without any 
added effort on the part of the researcher. While some of the data can be obtained 
relatively easily, without the need to construct procedures, applications or writing 
even a single line of code, investigating some aspects of learning in VLE’s may 
require considerable forethought and the involvement of database management 
specialists. This second type of research, however, may offer insights that would 
not be possible to gain, or for which procuring data under normal circumstances 
would be at least problematic.
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Researching grammar learning strategies: 
Combining the macro- and micro-
perspective

1. Introduction

The last almost four decades that have passed since the publication of the first 
seminal papers on the characteristics of good language learners (e.g. Rubin 1975; 
Stern 1975) have seen a flurry of research activity directed at different aspects of 
language learning strategies (LLS) (e.g. Anderson 2005; Macaro 2006; Cohen and 
Macaro 2007; Griffiths 2008; Cohen 2011; Oxford 2011; Pawlak 2011a). Interest in 
this area has not abated despite the reservations that have been expressed about 
the concept itself and proposals that it should be replaced with a more inclusive 
and more process-oriented construct of self-regulation (cf. Dörnyei and Skehan 
2003; Dörnyei 2005), with the effect that major advances have been made when 
it comes to the identification and classification of LLS, variables affecting their 
use, the intricate relationship between LLS and target language proficiency, or 
the efficacy of training programs. What may come as a surprise, however, is the 
fact that some areas have been rather blatantly neglected by researchers, one of 
them undoubtedly being the actions and thoughts in which language learners 
engage when studying grammar rules and trying to gain greater control over them, 
or what can be referred to as grammar learning strategies (GLS), a gap that has 
been acknowledged by leading experts on LLS. Anderson (2005: 766) writes, for 
example, that “[w]hat is greatly lacking in the research are studies that specifically 
target the identification of the learning strategies that L2 learners use to learn 
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grammar and to understand the elements of grammar”. Oxford and Lee (2007: 
117), in turn, comment that “[u]nfortunately, most researchers who have become 
well known in the L2 learner strategy area (…) have either ignored grammar 
strategies or slid them into the more general ‘cognitive strategy’ category, thereby 
unwittingly hiding these strategies from view”. Such opinions have recently been 
echoed by Oxford (2011: 256), who remarks that “(…) grammar strategies have 
had very little attention. In fact they have garnered the least interest and concern 
of any area of L2 learning strategies”. 

In view of the fact that empirical evidence in the domain of grammar learning 
strategies is still extremely scare, there is an urgent need for more studies, such 
that would, on the one hand, allow us to come up with a viable classification of 
GLS and enable appraisal of their application, and, on the other, shed light on 
the factors impacting their application as well as providing us with insights into 
how this use is tied to attainment in learning not only grammar but the target 
language (TL) as a whole. This challenge brings with it, however, a number of 
methodological issues, some of which have to be tackled in the more general field 
of LLS research, and others which are specifically related to the study of GLS. The 
former are connected, among other things, with the choice of a quantitative or 
qualitative approach, both of which can be more general or situation-specific. The 
latter mainly stem from the fact that, since relevant research is still in its infancy, 
there is no one generally accepted classification of strategies employed for learning 
grammar, with the effect that data collection instruments vary from one research 
project to the next, some of them being hardly adequate for the task. The present 
paper aims to address these crucial issues by highlighting the decisions that have 
to be made when investigating GLS, and it emphasizes the need to combine for 
this purpose what can be referred to as the macro-perspective, involving reliance 
on questionnaires based on Likert-scale items that offer insights into general use 
of GLS, and what can be labeled the micro-perspective, entailing the employment 
of tools tapping the application of GLS during the performance of specific tasks. It 
starts with elaborating a definition of grammar learning strategies and elucidating 
their importance for the development of explicit and implicit second language 
knowledge, which is followed by a brief overview of studies of this area that have 
been conducted to date. Emphasis is then shifted to methodological issues, in 
particular the challenges involved in the classification of GLS and the measurement 
of their use, the place of the macro-perspective and micro-perspective in research 
into GLS, and the description of two studies each exemplifying one of these 
approaches. The paper closes with guidelines regarding the methodology and foci 
of future research projects into grammar learning strategies. 
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2. Definition and scope  
 of grammar learning strategies

Given the difficulties in defining second language learning strategies which are 
evident in Dörnyei’s (2005: 166) conviction about “(…) the lack of an unambiguous 
theoretical definition of the learning strategy construct”, providing a precise 
definition of GLS poses a formidable challenge, as any such attempt is bound to 
suffer from flaws, the most important of which is perhaps drawing a clear-cut 
distinction between activities that are part and parcel of any learning process 
and such that are strategic in nature (cf. Dörnyei 2005). While these concerns 
are salutary and it is indeed necessary to tease out such differences and to 
confront a number of other issues related to the concept, as Griffiths (2008) quite 
successfully manages to do, for example, in the opinion of the present author, it 
would be much too premature to get rid of the construct of learning strategies, 
with the effect that definitions of LLS can serve as a point of departure for defining 
GLS. One such characterization, which is in fact an extension of a much earlier 
definition of LLS proposed by Oxford (1990) comes from Oxford and Lee (2007: 
117), who posit that “(…) grammar strategies are actions and thoughts that learners 
consciously employ to make language learning and/or language use easier, more 
effective, more efficient, and more enjoyable”. A similar definition, which has been 
adopted as a point of reference in the present paper, is offered by Cohen and Pinilla-
Herrera (2009: 64), who describe grammar learning strategies as “deliberate 
thoughts and actions that students consciously employed for learning and getting 
better control over the use of grammar structures”. Despite subtle differences, 
what these two definitions have in common is that they share the assumption that 
the learning of grammar cannot be confined to understanding and remembering 
grammar rules, but must also involve trying to apply these rules in spontaneous, 
real-time communication. In other words, they both recognize that the aim of 
GLS is the development of both explicit knowledge, which is conscious and can 
be accessed only when the learner has sufficient time to reflect upon his or her 
language use, and implicit knowledge, which is subconscious and automatic and is 
therefore available under any circumstances, including real operating conditions 
and time pressure (Ellis 2005, 2009). Even if we were to concur with DeKeyser 
(cf. DeKeyser 2003, DeKeyser and Juffs 2005, DeKeyser 2007) that, owing to scant 
exposure and age-related constraints, implicit knowledge is hard to come by for 
foreign language learners, we can still assume that the use of GLS should lead not 
only to the growth of declarative (i.e. explicit) knowledge, but also automatization 
of this knowledge to the extent that it can be successfully, effortlessly and rapidly 
employed to convey genuine messages under time pressure. Obviously, as will 
become evident later in this paper, such a position has crucial implications for 
research into grammar learning strategies, since, in order to obtain a complete 
picture of the whole repertoire of such strategic devices, it is necessary to use 
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data collection tools that tap both GLS used for formal study of grammar, and such 
that aid the employment of grammar structures in spontaneous communication 
(cf. Pawlak 2012a).

What should also be clarified at this point is that not all groups of LLS 
distinguished in the  leading taxonomies, such as those proposed by O’Malley and 
Chamot (1990) and Oxford (1990), will be equally helpful in learning grammar 
structures, and the utility of different GLS is bound to hinge upon the specific 
aspect of the TL grammar being learnt as well as the nature of the task performed. 
For example, if we take Oxford’s (1990) classification as a point of reference, we 
can assume that while indirect strategies (i.e. metacognitive, social, affective) will 
play in this case a role similar to that performed in learning any other TL skill 
or subsystem, the LLS falling within the category of direct strategies will not be 
beneficial to the same extent, with cognitive strategies playing the most important 
part, followed by memory strategies and, only on some occasions, compensation 
strategies. It also seems logical to make the assumption that successful retention of 
irregular verb forms will in the main call for the application of memory strategies, 
while attempts at the use of such verbs in different contexts will best be served by 
reliance on cognitive strategies, in particular some kind of formal and naturalistic 
practice. Finally, it stands to reason as well that different GLS will be required 
in the performance of controlled exercises, such as paraphrasing, translation or 
filling out gaps, and communicative tasks, both focused ones, which necessitate 
the use of a specific linguistic feature for successful completion (i.e. a description 
of a scene in a park that calls for the use of the present progressive) and unfocused 
ones, where a whole gamut of grammar structures must be used (e.g. a discussion 
about the advantages and disadvantages of taking part in an Erasmus exchange 
program ) (Ellis 2003). The main reason for this is that in the process of completing 
a traditional exercise, there is typically ample time to fall back on requisite rules, 
consciously held as explicit knowledge, a luxury that can hardly be afforded in 
the course of ongoing communication. Consequently, while it is clearly feasible to 
engage in analyzing and reasoning when translating or paraphrasing sentences, it 
is difficult to envisage this subset of GLS being applied during spontaneous, online 
language production. 

3. Previous research into  
 grammar learning strategies

As mentioned in the introduction to the present paper, research into grammar 
learning strategies is still in its infancy, particularly when it comes to studies 
that would go beyond the identification and classification of GLS, attempting in 
particular to offer insights into factors affecting their use, examine the relationship 
with attainment or gauge the value of strategies-based instruction in this area. 
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The available studies can be divided into those, usually carried out in the 1990s, 
where GLS were investigated alongside other language learning strategies, and 
those that have focused specifically on the strategic devices employed for the 
learning of grammar, typically conducted over the last few years, which speaks 
to increasing realization that attempts to master grammar are an integral part of 
the language learning process. 

As regards research in which grammar learning strategies were just one of 
many types of LLS to be examined and they may not have even been labeled in 
this way, some interesting insights come from studies of good language learners, 
mentioned in the introduction to this paper. Rubin (1975), for example, emphasized 
that success in language learning requires not only a focus on meaning and message 
communication, but also attention to form and attempts to identify patterns in 
the target language. Similarly, Naiman et al. (1978), included in their discussion 
of strategies used by good language learners those that involve the realization of 
language as a means of communication and interaction, and as a system, while 
Stern (1983) stressed the need for such learners to rely both on a social learning 
strategy (i.e. seeking out opportunities for authentic communication) and an 
explicit learning strategy (i.e. the ability to pay attention to the TL as a formal 
system that needs to be constantly updated and willingness to engage in study 
and practice). It is interesting to note that the findings of these early studies have 
been corroborated in more recent empirical investigation into the characteristics 
of good language learners, such as the research project undertaken by Griffiths 
(2008) which showed that higher levels of proficiency are related, among 
other things, to frequent use of strategies aimed at enhancing the knowledge of 
grammar. Quite obviously, some strategies for learning grammar were identified 
in a number of studies undertaken in the 1980s (e.g. O’Malley et al. 1985; Chamot 
1987; O’Malley 1987) which provided the necessary data for the development 
of the influential taxonomies of language learning strategies by O’Malley and 
Chamot (1990) or Oxford (1990). However, as Oxford and Lee (2007: 117) point 
out, under the influence of communicative methodology which downplayed the 
status of grammar, most researchers have been reluctant to investigate them as 
a category of LLS in its own right. In Poland a landmark study was carried out by 
Droździał-Szelest (1997), who explored the whole repertoire of LLS employed 
by secondary school learners, including those used for studying and practicing 
grammar. The analysis of the participants’ responses to an open-ended question 
dealing with this language subsystem, which drew on the categorization of LLS 
by O’Malley and Chamot (1990), revealed a marked preference for reliance on 
traditional cognitive strategies such as deduction, much less frequent use of 
metacognitive strategies, usually in the form of selective attention, and no instances 
of socioaffective strategies.

When it comes to research projects that focused only on grammar learning 
strategies, it is fitting to start with research into the assignment of grammatical 
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gender to nouns in first and additional languages, a line of inquiry that has been 
by and large ignored by second language acquisition specialists (e.g. Karmiloff-
Smith 1977; Tucker, Lambert and Rigault 1977; Cain, Weber-Olsen and Smith 
1987; Stevens 1984; Oliphant 1997). These studies revealed that, depending on 
learners’ sensitivity to different types of cues, grammar strategies could fall into 
three categories, namely: morphological (e.g. word endings), semantic (e.g. natural 
gender of the referent) and syntactic (e.g. derivational suffixes), and that their use 
is moderated by such factors as age, the stage of second language development, 
the nature of the mother tongue and the additional language, as well as the 
discrepancies between the two (Oxford and Lee 2007; Oxford 2011). In the domain 
of SLA, in one of the earliest studies focusing on GLS, Fortune (1992) examined 
learners’ preferences towards different types of self-study grammar practice 
activities and found that although the participants initially favored tasks based on 
deduction, they came to appreciate more those based on induction after having 
been supplied with ample opportunities to engage in discovery learning. 

Interestingly, research aimed at the identification of grammar learning 
strategies has in recent years been particularly robust in Poland, although it 
should be emphasized that these studies have relied on different data collection 
instruments, which makes direct comparisons difficult. Mystkowska-Wiertelak 
(2008a), for example, employed a modified version of Oxford’s (1990) Strategy 
Inventory for Language Learning (SILL) with senior high school students and 
found, contrary to Droździał-Szelest (1997), that metacognitive GLS were the most 
frequently used, followed by compensation, social, memory and affective strategies. 
In another study (Mystkowska-Wiertelak 2008b), she collected data on grammar 
strategy use with the help of a checklist included in the European Language 
Portfolio for Senior High School Students and Language Learners in Institutions 
of Higher Education (Bartczak et al. 2006) from students majoring in English. It 
turned out that these advanced learners tended to favor such GLS as discovering 
rules, highlighting new structures, remembering example sentences or falling back 
upon reference grammars over understanding and memorizing rules, engaging in 
different forms of practice or conducting regular reviews of the structures covered 
during grammar classes. The use of grammar learning strategies has also been 
investigated in a series of studies undertaken by Pawlak (2008, 2009a, 2010a, 
2011b, 2012b), which, again, have drawn on different data collection tools, but 
have also taken into account the impact of specific contexts of application of GLS. 
The first of them (Pawlak 2008) used qualitative data collected over two months 
from diary entries made by English majors and demonstrated that although they 
reported applying a variety of strategic devices, there was a marked preference 
for reliance on traditional cognitive strategies such as formal practice, an outcome 
that was accounted for in terms of the predominant instructional practices used in 
grammar classes as well as the format of end-of-the-year examinations. Another 
two (Pawlak 2009a, 2012b) were questionnaire studies, one using a survey 
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designed on the basis of the framework developed by Oxford and Lee (2007), 
and the other employing a tool based on a classification of GLS proposed by the 
present author (Pawlak 2010a), described at greater length later in this paper. 
Since detailed discussion of the findings is not possible due to space constraints, 
suffice it to say at this juncture that there was a striking discrepancy in responses 
to Likert-scale items, which suggested heavy reliance on GLS involved in implicit 
learning with focus on form (e.g. trying to use specific grammar structures in 
communication), and those to open-ended items, which provided evidence for 
the predominance of formal practice (e.g. doing various types of exercises). Of 
particular interest are also two research projects seeking to explore the use of 
GLS in the course of performing communicative tasks (Pawlak 2012c) and highly 
controlled exercises (Pawlak 2012d), which showed that the demands of the 
activity at hand determine to a large extent the choice of strategic devices. Being 
embedded in specific contexts, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches 
to data collection and analysis, and taking into account the characteristics of the 
participants as well as the nature of the interactions between them, the two studies 
represent a micro-perspective on the study of GLS and thus the first of them will 
be described in more detail below.

There is paucity of research that has addressed the relationship between 
GLS use and second language attainment, factors impacting the choice of these 
strategies or the efficacy of strategies-based instruction in this area, with the 
findings being sometimes inconsistent and even contradictory. Tilfarlioğlu (2005), 
for example, failed to find a relationship between the frequency of use of GLS and 
Turkish learners’ achievement, whereas a positive relationship in this respect 
was identified by Mystkowska-Wiertelak (2008a, 2008b) in the two research 
projects mentioned earlier, with the caveat that this outcome was not verified by 
the requisite statistical procedures. More complex are the findings reported by 
Pawlak (2009b, 2011c), as although, on the whole, the relationship between the 
use of grammar learning strategies and attainment was weak, it was stronger and 
statistically significant in the case of GLS used for explicit deductive learning in 
one study, and for metacognitive, cognitive and feedback-based GLS in the other. 
When it comes to the impact of mediating variables, empirical evidence is extremely 
scant, but some studies have revealed that reliance on GLS may increase with 
age (Mystkowska-Wiertelak 2008a), and that females tend to employ strategic 
devices of this kind more often than males as do learners with less experience 
in learning English (Tilfarlioğlu 2005). Even less is known about the effects of 
training students in the application of different types of GLS, notable exceptions 
being studies undertaken by Morales and Smith (2008) and Trendak (2012). In 
the former, American university students of Spanish who were trained in making 
mental image associations with a view to assisting them in differentiating the uses 
of two verbs (i.e. ‘ser’ and ‘estar’) outperformed those who did not receive such 
training in their ability to distinguish between the correct and incorrect uses of 
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the instructional targets. In the latter, the participants received instruction in the 
use of memory and cognitive strategies with a view to enhancing their mastery of 
English emphasis, with the intervention resulting in more frequent reliance on GLS 
in general and the memory group outdoing the cognitive group, both immediately 
after the treatment and in the long run. 

4. Issues in the classification and measurement  
 of grammar learning strategies 

Apart from the obvious fact that the research findings overviewed in the previous 
section are still fragmentary and sketchy, which clearly points to the urgent need 
for more empirical investigations in this area, there are also problems with the 
ways in which GLS were classified and measured in particular studies. It is clear, for 
example, that most research conducted to date has relied on general taxonomies of 
language learning strategies, most often the one developed by Oxford (1990) and 
the data collection tools designed to tap their application, typically the SILL, with 
only minor adjustments being introduced to better accommodate grammar learning 
(e.g. Tilfarlioğlu 2005; Mystkowska-Wiertelak 2008a; Trendak 2012). Although 
this approach is to some extent warranted in light of the fact that the work on 
comprehensive taxonomies of GLS and related data collection instruments is very 
much in its initial stages, it is obvious that adopting as a point of reference a general 
categorization of LLS is not free from shortcomings as some of the techniques 
may be difficult to extrapolate to the learning of grammar structures while some 
strategic devices specifically employed for this purpose may simply be left out. It 
is also difficult to draw comparisons between the results of different studies or to 
synthesize these findings in a meaningful way if the data are gathered by means 
of rather disparate research tools, ranging from open-ended questions, through 
diaries and interviews, to various Likert-scale surveys, which, however, differ as 
well as a consequence of being developed on the basis of competing classifications. 
Obviously, as is the case with research into LLS in its entirety (cf. Pawlak 2011a), 
there are also serious doubts as to whether even a perfectly-designed survey based 
on a comprehensive and empirically-validated categorization of GLS can ever tell us 
the whole story with respect to how these strategic devices are used, the variables 
that affect their application as well as the consequences of their employment for 
the mastery of grammar, which implies that such a macro-perspective should be 
augmented with a micro-perspective that would be more context-sensitive and 
nuanced.

Attempts to come up with a taxonomy of grammar learning strategies have 
been made by Oxford and Lee (2007), Cohen and Pinilla-Herrera (2009), and 
Pawlak (2009c, 2010a, 2012a). As for the first of these, Oxford (2011: 257) explains 
that the two scholars “(…) offered an overview of four modes for L2 grammar 
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instruction (two implicit modes: focus on meaning and focus on form, and two 
explicit modes, inductive and deductive), which are allied with different learning 
strategies. These modes differ according to whether meaning or form is primary, 
whether the grammatical form is enhanced or otherwise made noticeable, whether 
the grammar rule is supplied for the learner to apply, and whether the learner is 
expected to induce a rule or ignore structure entirely”. Since a focus on meaning is 
unlikely to induce any attempts to learn or gain greater control over grammar, their 
theoretical framework includes three categories of GLS, that is: 
 1.  strategies for implicit learning which includes a focus on form (e.g. noticing 

structures which cause problems with communication, paying attention to 
how more proficient people say things and then imitating); 

 2.  strategies for explicit inductive learning (e.g. taking part in rule-discovery 
discussions, creating and testing hypotheses about how structures work; 

 3. strategies for explicit deductive learning (e.g. previewing a lesson to identify 
the structures to be covered, paying attention to the rule provided by the 
teacher or coursebook). 

Cohen and Pinilla-Herrera (2009), in turn, did not develop a taxonomy of grammar 
learning strategies per se but designed a website intended to help learners improve 
their knowledge of Spanish grammar, drawing upon the information about the most 
problematic areas indentified through online questionnaires and interviews for 
teachers and students. Such data provided a basis for the website which, on the 
one hand, raises the users’ awareness with respect to their current strategy use 
and, on the other, offers examples of a number of strategies which have proved 
to be useful in studying Spanish grammar, both those helpful in learning specific 
grammatical features, and those that can be beneficial in learning a variety of 
target language forms. Apart from details concerning the grouping of specific GLS 
or the sources from which they were derived, the main difference between the 
perspectives adopted by Oxford and Lee (2007), and Cohen and Pinilla-Herrera 
(2009) is that while the former offers a framework that can be utilized to describe 
grammar learning strategies in any language, the latter is language-specific in the 
sense that many of the proposed techniques aim at facilitating the learning of the 
peculiarities of Spanish grammar only.

While the approach embraced by Cohen and Pinilla-Herrera (2009) is 
commendable and it may in fact indicate the direction that research into GLS 
should go in the future, it is the belief of the present author, that at this still very 
much initial stage of empirical investigations, it is necessary to propose taxonomies 
that would be applicable to a range of languages, which is the perspective adopted 
by Oxford and Lee (2007). Still, their taxonomy also suffers from a number of 
shortfalls, the most serious of which being the exclusion of learners’ viewpoint, 
the omission of different forms of practice which constitute part and parcel of 
grammar teaching and learning in most foreign language contexts, or the failure 
to incorporate the categories of LLS included in the leading classifications (cf. 
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Pawlak 2009b, 2012a). For this reason, there was a need to develop an alternative 
categorization of grammar learning strategies, such that would be much more 
comprehensive and thus truly reflective of the actions and thoughts that learners 
engage in when trying to understand and gain control over grammar structures. 
Such an attempt was made by Pawlak (2009c, 2010a, 2012a), who set off with the 
premise that a taxonomy of this kind should: 
 1.  build upon existing classifications of LLS; 
 2.  draw upon a current classification of methodological options in teaching TL 

forms; 
 3.  be informed by research findings, however scant and partial these might be. 
Thus, the point of reference in the construction of the taxonomy was the division 
of language learning strategies proposed by Cohen and Dörnyei (2002), which 
is a compromise between the classifications developed by O’Malley and Chamot 
(1990) and Oxford (1990), modified items from Oxford’s (1990) SILL, and 
the inventory of techniques and procedures that can be used in form-focused 
instruction introduced by Ellis (1997) and later modified by Pawlak (2006). 

In accordance with these tenets, the taxonomy comprises four broad group 
of strategies, namely: 
 1.  metacognitive strategies, which are applied to consciously supervise and 

manage the learning of grammar by planning, organizing, monitoring and 
evaluating this process, and include such GLS as seeking opportunities to 
practice grammar structures in different ways, having specific goals and 
objectives, or scheduling reviews of the structures covered in class; 

 2. affective strategies, aimed at regulating emotions and motivations involved in 
the study of grammar, such as trying to relax when experiencing difficulties 
in understanding or using this subsystem, encouraging oneself to practice 
structures that pose serious problems, or keeping a diary including comments 
on learning grammar; 

 3. social strategies, which entail interaction with other learners or target language 
users with the purpose of improving the knowledge of grammar and might 
take the form of asking the teacher to repeat or explain a grammar point that 
has not been fully understood, practicing grammar structures with peers, or 
helping those who experience problems when trying to understand or use 
specific linguistic features; 

 4. cognitive strategies, which represent the mental operations and processes 
taking place when learning and using grammar structures. 
Constituting the core of the classification, cognitive strategies are the most 

numerous and they are further subdivided into four groups, following the division 
of techniques and procedures in teaching grammar mentioned above (Ellis 1997; 
Pawlak 2006), namely: 
 1.  strategies aiding the production and comprehension of grammar in 

communication tasks, which include, for example, reading for pleasure or 
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watching television to enhance the knowledge of grammar, or comparing 
one’s output with that of more proficient language users to see how it can 
be improved; 

 2. strategies employed in developing explicit knowledge of grammar, which can be 
based on deduction, such as paying attention to rules provided by the teacher 
or the coursebook or highlighting new grammar structures graphically (e.g. 
coloring, underlining), and induction, such as trying to discover grammar 
rules through analyzing examples or drawing upon electronic resources (e.g. 
websites, corpora) to figure out how rules work;

 3.  strategies employed in developing implicit knowledge of grammar, which can 
involve both production, such as doing exercises to practice grammar (e.g. 
paraphrasing, completion) or trying to use grammar rules in a meaningful 
context, and reception, such as reading or listening to texts containing many 
instances of a specific structure, or comparing the way grammar is used in 
speech and writing with one’s own output; 

 4. strategies employed in dealing with corrective feedback on erroneous use of 
grammar, such as listening for any feedback that the teacher provides about 
the structures used, or attempting to notice and self-correct mistakes when 
practicing grammar. 

This taxonomy served as a basis for the development of a research tool intended 
to collect data about the frequency of use of GLS that will be briefly described in 
the following section when outlining the design of the first of the research projects 
discussed here for illustrative purposes. 

However well-designed, theory- and research-driven and carefully validated 
taxonomies of this kind as well as data collection instruments based on them may 
be, their main weakness is that they represent a macro-perspective on grammar 
learning strategies, which is predicated on the assumption that it is possible to 
obtain an accurate picture of the use of GLS in a given population by means of 
Likert-scale statements that are responded to on a single occasion. Although this 
approach undoubtedly has its merits, not least because it allows us to employ 
statistical procedures with an eye to uncovering relationships between different 
variables, it is also flawed the sense that it largely ignores the qualitative, con- 
textual, situated and individual character of the use of grammar learning strategies 
(cf. Macaro 2006) in the course of specific language learning tasks. In other words, 
leaving aside all the other drawbacks of questionnaires as data collection tools, 
both in general and in research on learning strategies (Chamot 2004; McKay 
2006; Dörnyei 2007; Pawlak 2009d), a response to a Likert-scale items such as  
I try to use grammar rules as soon as possible in a meaningful context (e.g. use them 
in my speech and writing) only provides information about frequency of use of 
this technique or the extent to which it applies to a particular learner, but tells us 
little about how exactly it is done, what is meant by “a meaningful context”, what 
type of target language production is involved, or factors that might determine 
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whether a learner in fact engages in such an activity or the degree of his or her 
involvement. This indicates that there is a need to adopt a finer-grained approach 
to the study of GLS that would consider the nature of the learning task, contextual 
demands, learner characteristics and the degree of clustering (McDonough 1999; 
Ehrman, Leaver and Oxford 2003), thus embracing what has been referred to above 
as the micro-perspective on the use of strategies for learning and using grammar 
structures. This would involve tapping the application of these strategic devices 
in the course of the performance of different types of activities and tasks (e.g. 
controlled and communicative), taking into consideration the impact of context 
(e.g. planning) as well as considering individual variables. Clearly, obtaining 
such data calls for the employment of a variety of data collection tools, such as 
immediate reports or think aloud protocols used during or after tasks, as well as 
interviews or transcript analysis. Since it is the belief of the present author that 
neither the macro- nor the micro-perspective is sufficient in and of itself and they 
should therefore be viewed as complementary rather than mutually exclusive, the 
following section includes brief descriptions of two research projects that drew on 
those two approaches with the purpose of highlighting key issues in their design 
and the methodological choices and challenges involved. 

5. Examples of studies employing the macro-  
 and micro-perspective on GLS

The two studies described below, both of which have been carried out by the 
present author (Pawlak 2010b, 2012c), are aimed to demonstrate how adopting 
a macro- and micro-perspective on the study of grammar learning strategies can 
be achieved in practice. Since in both cases the main emphasis is laid on issues 
involved in the design of the research project, the methodology employed as well 
as the procedures of data collection and analysis used, no attempt is made to 
present and discuss the findings, all the more so that the results of research into 
GLS have already been overviewed in section 3 above. 

5.1. Description of study one (Pawlak 2010b)

The study sought to explore the use of GLS by advanced learners of English, it 
involved reliance on questionnaires and interviews, and it set out to investigate 
the following research questions: 
The participants were 200 advanced learners of English, who were students in the 
Department of English Studies, enrolled in year 1 (56), year 2 (48) and year 3 (96) 
of a three-year BA program. 
Their proficiency oscillated between B1 to C1 according to the Common European 
framework, with their own average self-assessment equaling 4.24 on a six-point 
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scale, they attended extensive English classes as well as a number of content classes 
(e.g. literature, linguistics) and had some degree of training in foreign language 
methodology. The data were collected by means of a questionnaire, constructed on 
the basis of the taxonomy of GLS discussed in the previous section (Pawlak 2010a, 
2012a) and interviews with twenty participants who expressed their willingness 
to take part in additional one-on-one sessions. The questionnaire was intended 
to provide quantitative and qualitative data and consisted of the following parts: 
(1) closed and open-ended items providing background info (level, length of study, 
final grade in a grammar course, importance of grammar, etc.), 70 five-point Likert-
scale items subdivided into the categories in the taxonomy together with additional 
spaces for comments, with the subjects being requested to indicate their responses 
on a five-point scale (1 – it does not apply to me at all, 5–it perfectly describes what 
I do), and open-ended items about frequently used ways of learning and practicing 
grammar structures, favorite strategies for learning grammar, ways of using the 
structures taught in communication, as well as the encountered problems and ways 
of solving them. The instrument was used in a pilot study (Pawlak 2009c), which 
resulted in introducing some modifications in the wording of several items, steps 
were taken to ensure its validity, and its reliability was established by calculating 
Cronbach alpha, which stood at 0.82, a value that was satisfactory. The interviews 
were of the semi-structured type, they took approximately fifteen minutes, and 
the queries about the use of GLS were posed alongside others issues involved 
in the learning and teaching of grammar. The data collected were subjected to 
quantitative and qualitative analyses, depending on the research instrument and 
the nature of particular items. The former involved calculating means and standard 
deviations for each Likert-scale item, each category and the whole inventory, with 
two-tailed independent samples t-tests being applied to establish the significance 
of the differences observed. The interpretation of numerical results followed 
the guidelines proposed by Oxford (1990), whereby the averages falling within 
the range of 5.0-3.5 indicate high strategy use, those between 3.4-2.5 medium 
strategy use, and those in the range of 2.4-1.0 low strategy use. Qualitative analysis 
consisted in identifying recurring themes in responses to the open-ended items 
and comments included in the questionnaire as well as the interview data, and it 
provided a basis for gaining insights into various influences on GLS use. 

5.2. Description of study two (Pawlak 2012c) 

The study was conducted in order to shed light on the application of grammar 
learning strategies by advanced learners of English as they were engaged in the 
performance of a communicative task, or such where the primary concern is with 
message conveyance rather than a focus on the use of a particular TL feature. More 
specifically, the research project addressed the following issues: 
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 1.  the frequency of GLS use; 
 2. the categories of GLS used most and least frequently; 
 3.  the effects of the employment of GLS on linguistic accuracy; 
 4.  differences in these areas between more and less advanced students. 
The participants were 40 advanced learners of English in an institution of higher 
education who, similarly to the previous study, were majoring in English, the 
difference lying in the fact that all of them were students in the third year of a BA 
program. Their proficiency level fluctuated around C1, with their self-assessment 
amounting to 4.44 on a six-point scale, they attended intensive English classes, 
most of their curriculum was taught in English, and they had received the necessary 
training in foreign language methodology. The students were asked to perform 
a communicative task within the timeframe of 15 minutes, which entailed talking 
about two universities on the basis of a set of prompts and reaching a consensus 
as to which one was a better place to study. Since the participants did not see 
each other’s worksheets, the activity included a requirement for an exchange of 
information, and the prompts were constructed in such a way that the attainment 
of the objectives set required the use of the passive voice, which made the activity 
what Ellis (2003) labels a focused communication task. 

Figure 1. Graphical representation of the data collection procedure

As illustrated in Figure 1, the data were collected by means of four instruments, 
namely: 
 1.  audio-recordings of 15-minute interactions between the participants as they 

were working in pairs on the task; 
 2.  a survey, administered immediately after the task, which consisted of such 

questions as: What strategies did you use to prepare for the task?, What 
strategies did you use when performing the task?, What strategies did you use 
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to solve problems in the use of grammar?, What did you pay attention to when 
you were speaking?, What did you try to do when you were listening to your 
friend?, and What helped you the most when communicating with others?; 

 3. a questionnaire containing Likert-scale items, also administered after the task; 
the statements were selected from the questionnaire used in the previous study 
on the basis of their potential relevance to the completion of communication-
based activities and the learners were told that they should indicate their 
responses with respect to the task performed; some of them were as follows: 
I try to use specific grammar structures in communication (e.g. telling a story), 
I notice structures that cause me problems with meaning or communication, 
I try to notice and self-correct my mistakes when practicing grammar, I ask 
more proficient learners to help me with grammar structures; 

 4. post-task interviews with five high- and five low-level learners, with the 
assignment to either group being made on the basis of performance in the 
end-of-the-year examination in English. 

The instruments were piloted and amended prior to the study, the order in which 
were administered was intended to avoid a situation in which the participants 
would simply copy the Likert-scale items in response to the open-ended ones, 
and the learners were allowed to use both English and Polish so that they could 
express their thoughts more precisely. Quantitative analysis involved tabulating 
the means for the Likert-scale items, computing two-tailed independent samples 
t-tests in order to establish statistical significance, as well as counting the instances 
of language-related episodes (i.e. segments of interaction featuring an explicit 
focus on linguistic items) in the transcripts of the recordings. Qualitative analysis 
consisted in identifying recurring themes in the responses to open-ended items and 
interview data, as well as looking at the nature of the language-related episodes and 
their outcomes. This approach enabled the researcher to examine the use of GLS 
in a specific context and to relate this use to variables that could not be detected 
through the administration of generalized Likert-scale statements.

6. Conclusions and implications

The present paper has focused on methodological issues which are involved in the 
study of grammar learning strategies, stressing the need to combine what has been 
referred to as the macro- and micro-perspective, or research based on data obtained 
through carefully designed questionnaires administered to large populations and 
empirical investigations which are much more context-sensitive, tap the use of GLS 
in specific tasks and seek to account for this use in terms of different variables. Such 
an approach appears to be indispensable because the micro-perspective can offer 
insights into the employment of strategies for understanding and using grammar 
that could not be obtained through sole reliance on a more general approach, which, 
however, also supplies valuable data and should by no means be abandoned. This 
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integration can be accomplished either by conducting separate studies embodying 
the two approaches and later synthesizing their findings, or by designing research 
projects that would simultaneously enable a more general and more task-specific 
outlook on the application of GLS. Obviously, adopting a micro-perspective on its 
own or combining it with a macro-perspective within a single study is bound to 
pose a considerable challenge, as it calls for reliance upon different sources of 
data and this information is likely to be much richer and varied, and therefore 
more difficult to analyze. Despite these difficulties, such empirical investigations 
are a necessity as they will allow us to better understand when and how grammar 
learning strategies are used, gauge their value in learning and gaining greater 
control over grammar structures, explore the factors that might impinge on the 
employment of such strategic devices in different contexts, as well as investigating 
the ways in which they can most beneficially be combined to form strategy clusters 
or chains facilitating the attainment of the learning goals set. Such insights, in 
turn, will serve as a basis for the development of training programs that can be 
better tailored to the needs of particular groups of learners, thus resulting in more 
effective learning of grammar and, hopefully, greater mastery of this subsystem 
both with respect to understanding specific rules and the ability to employ them 
in more or less demanding situations.
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Testing the use of grammar:  
Beyond grammatical accuracy

1. Introduction

If one happens to be a learner of something these days in a context that is not 
totally informal, one is very likely to be tested, and is virtually bound to be tested 
if the context of learning is at least slightly institutionalized. Even if the learning 
is neither required by nor taking place within a formal environment of a school, 
training program or work arrangement, and is instead conceived, instigated and 
conducted in the privacy of one’s home or other informal setting, self-testing 
is very likely to be part of the experience. The omnipresence of testing is also 
a conspicuous feature of language education at all levels and in most institutional 
and geographical settings. Language testing may tap learners’ knowledge of a given 
language as a whole, as in language proficiency tests, the ability to learn a language, 
as in language learning aptitude tests, or the command of all the basic subsystems 
of language, such as vocabulary or pronunciation, among other things. The present 
paper is restricted to discussing selected issues in testing grammar. 

The aim of the paper is to stress the importance of testing the meaning-and- 
-use dimension of grammar, which is unfortunately all too often neglected by 
teachers, researchers and other language testers. Teaching and subsequently 
testing grammatical meaning should be regarded as a priority now that most, or 
at least a steadily growing number of language teachers and researchers view 
language primarily as a tool for communication, and it is highly surprising that still 
all too often they are not. As the meaningful use of grammar for communication 



Testing the use of grammar: Beyond grammatical accuracy214

often takes the form of spontaneous, usually oral exchanges, in the present paper 
we also highlight the need to test grammatical knowledge of the implicit sort 
(Ellis 2005). In this contribution we thus set ourselves the task of illuminating 
selected challenges encountered in the design of grammar tests tapping not only 
grammatical form but also grammatical meaning in both more controlled and 
more spontaneous use. For this purpose, we provide an illustrative discussion of 
the design and scoring of the data collection tools used in a pilot study we recently 
conducted. 

To provide some background to this discussion, we first present the most 
conspicuous general problems of contemporary grammar testing, which also 
includes the exposition of the considerable complexity of language testing in 
general. Subsequently, the slow shift of emphasis among language professionals 
and researchers from testing solely or mostly grammatical form/accuracy to 
measuring grammatical meaning/use as well is discussed. This is followed by 
a brief presentation of the importance of and techniques of testing both explicit 
and implicit grammatical knowledge. Next, we provide an extended illustrative 
discussion of the measures designed for and used in a pilot study focusing on 
a selected aspect of English grammar, with special emphasis on construct definition, 
testing both explicit and implicit knowledge and scoring. As is customary, several 
concluding remarks are offered towards the end of the paper. 

2. General grammar testing problems

According to Purpura (2004: 4), despite the large amount of research since the 
mid-1980s on the teaching and learning of grammar, there is still “a surprising lack 
of consensus” as to what type of assessment tasks to use and how to design tasks 
for specific assessment purposes, which will at the same time constitute reliable 
and valid measures of performance. As Purpura (2004: 4) goes on to say: 

[i]n other words, there is a glaring lack of information available on how the 
assessment of grammatical ability might be carried out, and how the choices we 
make in the assessment of grammatical ability might influence the inferences 
we make about our students’ knowledge of grammar, the decisions we make on 
their behalf and their ultimate development.

This fundamental problem of grammar testing stems in large measure from the 
existence of considerable uncertainty, or at least a lack of precise wording, as to 
what exactly constitutes grammatical knowledge. What testifies to this is what 
was found by Norris and Ortega (2000) in their meta-analysis of research on 
form-focused instruction, namely that there is often a mismatch between what 
is claimed by researchers about grammar acquisition [which should be strongly 
linked to implicit/automatized knowledge (Ellis 2008b)] and what has really been 
tapped by tests (which is often just explicit knowledge). There is therefore an 
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acute need to always clearly define the constructs relating to the components of 
grammatical knowledge one is trying to measure, a point which is also highlighted 
in the discussion of the stages of test design included later in the paper. 

Another problem, or perhaps just difficulty, of language testing and assessment, 
and therefore grammar testing, is that they are extremely complex processes, 
especially in the case of large scale high-stakes standardized testing, but also in the 
case of classroom assessment and testing for research purposes. What gives one 
an idea of the complexity of language and grammar assessment is the following 
non-exhaustive summary of steps which may be part of language test design and 
development, compiled predominantly on the basis of Fulcher (2010) and also 
Bachman and Palmer (1996) and Mislevy, Almond and Lukas (2004). 

At least three critical steps that need to be made right at the outset of test 
design may be distinguished, namely the establishment of test purpose, criterion 
and construct. First of all, at the test conception stage, the purpose of a test has 
to be stated such as motivating the learners, providing feedback on progress to 
the teacher or making some high-stakes decision such as admission to a program 
of study. Also early in the process of test design, it is customary to settle on test 
criterion, which is usually some real-life performance the mastery of which is 
attempted to be tapped by a test, such as ordering food in a restaurant, or, if it is 
not possible to match what is intended to be tested with an easily-defined real-life 
activity, a more instruction-based performance such as using active and passive 
voice to package information on the sentence and discourse level. Essential 
to designing a good language test and validating it is the next move, construct 
definition, which consists in spelling out the underlying abstract concept that 
the test measures; good examples of language constructs are such notions as 
grammatical ability, the mastery of some grammatical form or the ability to use 
a given form in a meaningful manner. Following the establishment of test purpose 
and test criterion, as well as defining the construct, a series of more practical 
activities are undertaken in the process of test design. 

The first of these more pragmatically oriented steps is task/item design, which 
is normally in the form of specification writing for a range of test features. They 
include task/item specifications, evidence (test taker response) specifications 
(including specifications for scoring), test assembly specifications (e.g. how 
many items of different types are to be included), presentation specifications (e.g. 
margin, font type and size, use of color, amount of text on a single page/screen), 
and delivery specifications (e.g. the number of invigilators/proctors, timing). All 
of these specifications relate more or less directly to the most specific and detailed 
level of test architecture, that is test tasks, items and format.

The next series of procedures in the process of test design and development 
have to do with ensuring that the specifications, and, especially, sample tasks 
and items work the way they had been envisaged to work. The first one is the 
evaluation of the specifications and sample items by external experts such as 
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language teachers or applied linguists. The next stage is prototyping, which 
involves trying out a small number of tasks/items with small groups of learners. 
What follows is piloting, that is, trying out the samples with a larger group of 
learners and calculating the relevant statistics. Field testing, which may follow 
and complement piloting proper, is a name that is sometimes given to large scale 
piloting involving a complex test which has received its final shape in terms of 
the number of items in different tasks. The steps of evaluation, prototyping and 
piloting are normally wrapped up by assembling the items into the final test 
format.

Finally, the actual writing of tasks and items is carried out, and several 
additional decisions are usually made. Once written, the pool of items for test 
tasks must be thoroughly checked so that any of the following are eliminated: 
item-specification incongruences, problems with the key (the correct answers), 
bias against some subpopulations of test takers, and language mistakes. One kind 
of decisions that might be made concern the possible inferences following the 
administration of the test, e.g. decisions concerning the pass/fail threshold, the 
possibility to retake the test or lack thereof, the time lap before test retake, and 
the like. The complexity of the whole enterprise of test design and development 
which has just been sketched is exacerbated by the fact that in reality it is usually 
not a linear process undertaken by a single actor, but rather a constant back-
and-forth affair instigated by a team of collaborators (Davidson and Lynch 2002: 
57-59; Fulcher 2010: 154). 

What contributes to the complexity of language testing is the fact that test 
administration is a highly complicated affair, too. It involves a lot of complex planning 
having to do with booking classrooms, arranging tables, preparing equipment 
and making sure that it works properly (e.g. beamers, heating), and so on. Test 
administrators also need to make efforts to minimize the impact of extraneous 
variables such as noise and fatigue. In addition, sometimes accommodations 
for the sake of disabled test takers must be made. What is more, particularly in 
situations in which the test is to be scored by individuals not directly involved in 
its design and development, rater training may be necessary. Thus, although it is 
not part of test design, test administration contributes to the general complexity 
of language and grammar testing.

A related problem afflicting language testing has to do with an unrealistic 
view of the activity as relatively simple, which was succinctly expressed by Fulcher 
(2010: 93):

[w]hen asked to produce a test, many teachers start with writing test items. 
Managers frequently encourage this because they expect a teacher to produce 
the test in an afternoon, or over the weekend at best. It is something that is 
perceived to be the easiest part of the role of a teacher.

This kind of an approach to testing is likely to result in highly imperfect tests, 
although fortunately one may reasonably expect this attitude to be less widespread 
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among researchers and teacher-researchers, compared to language professionals 
not undertaking research. 

The most significant deficiency of contemporary grammar testing noted by 
many researchers concerns the lack of balance in grammar tests with respect to 
the two major facets of language, namely linguistic form and meaning. As Purpura 
(2004) noted, despite the large scale embracement of communicative language 
teaching, grammar testing has been surprisingly resistant to change and has been 
in far too many cases focused on traditional testing of grammatical form in the 
guise of such mainstays of testing as multiple-choice and gap-filling tasks, to the 
neglect of testing grammatical meaning. According to Larsen-Freeman (2009), 
in this conservative approach grammatical knowledge is defined in terms of 
accurate comprehension and production and testing is done with the help of 
decontextualized, discrete point items. What is more, (explicit) knowledge of 
grammar is usually tested, but not the ability to employ grammar in real-life 
communication. Thus, it seems that there is a need to raise the awareness of 
teachers as well as researchers of the problem identified here as well as the 
possible ways of overcoming it and the necessity of doing so in at least some 
situations. If grammar testing is to reflect the emphasis of contemporary language 
teaching on the semantics of grammar and meaningful language use at all levels 
of advancement, it must adopt a more balanced approach towards the formal and 
semantic facets of grammar.

3. Towards testing grammatical meaning/use

In a more recent approach informed by communicative language teaching the 
ability to use grammar in writing and real-time communication is emphasized and 
tested (McNamara and Roever 2006) in a more holistic manner. Here, rating scales 
assessing accuracy, complexity, the range of structures used, and meaning/use are 
deployed (Larsen-Freeman 2009). However, there are serious disadvantages of 
this kind of assessment. As Larsen-Freeman (2009: 533) noted, “[t]he judgments 
are subjective, and because the assessment formats are more open-ended, they 
are subject to possible inconsistencies”. Another problem associated with this 
kind of testing that Larsen-Freeman (2009) mentioned is that it is difficult to 
distinguish between grammar and other factors such as textual organization. Also, 
on the basis of such testing it may be difficult to diagnose grammar difficulties and 
provide appropriate feedback to learners (Purpura 2004). Larsen-Freeman (2009) 
concluded that both the integrative approach to testing grammar just described as 
well as the traditional form oriented approach have a contribution to make.

In the present day of heavy emphasis on language instruction with 
a communicative bent and increased focus on meaning, which have been around for 
quite a while, it may be surprising that according to Larsen-Freeman (2009: 534) 
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redefining the construct of grammar for assessment purposes so that it includes 
grammatical meaning/use is an innovation in grammar testing. Purpura’s (2004: 
89) view of grammatical ability as involving “the capacity to realize grammatical 
knowledge accurately and meaningfully in test-taking or other language-use 
contexts [emphasis ours, JB, MP, AMW]” is a notable incarnation of this (relatively) 
novel trend. Examples of what is covered by Purpura’s grammar constructs for 
grammatical assessment, that is grammatical form and grammatical meaning, 
as well as what he views as essentially the extra-grammatical area of pragmatic 
meaning, are given in Figure 1. Other researchers (e.g. Larsen-Freeman 2002, 
2003) view grammatical ability as involving, in addition to form and meaning, 
also use, which seems to partially overlap Purpura’s grammatical meaning and 
pragmatic meaning. This use dimension is in fact closely related to meaningful 
and (pragmatically) appropriate choices language users constantly make in their 
linguistic performance from among different grammatical structures. It should 
be signaled at this point that we attempted to focus on the meaningful use of 
grammar defined along these lines in the tests of our design which are discussed 
in Section 5. In addition to giving the meaning/use dimension of grammatical 
competence its due, of late grammar testing experts and language acquisition 
researchers have also called for testing yet another hitherto neglected facet of 
this core linguistic ability.

Dependence on context

Figure 1. Examples of Purpura’s (2004: 91) grammar constructs for assessment purposes

Grammatical form  
(accuracy) 

Grammatical meaning 

Pragmatic meaning  
(appropriateness/ 
/conventionality/ 

/naturalness/acceptability) 

Prosodic forms 

Inflections 

Voice 

Cohesive forms  
(demonstratives) 

Interrogation 

Time

Passivization (focal  
meaning, foregrounding)

Informational links to 
avoid redundancy 

Social identity 

Power

Sarcasm 

 



Jakub Bielak, Mirosław Pawlak, Anna Mystkowska-Wiertelak 219

4. The importance and means of testing both implicit 
  and explicit grammatical knowledge/ability

Because of the previous neglect or even exclusion of spontaneous and automatic 
employment of grammar, that is, its implicit knowledge, from language tests, 
a relatively vocal support of its inclusion has been recently heard in applied 
linguistics and second language acquisition. What transpires from Norris and 
Ortega’s (2000) meta-analysis and is at the same time lamented or at least 
admitted by many (e.g. Doughty 2003; Erlam 2006; Ellis 2008a; Reindeers and 
Ellis 2009) is that often a particular instructional option is claimed to favorably 
affect acquisition, but the testing instrument used taps mostly explicit knowledge. 
However, in his monograph on grammar testing, Purpura (2004: 45) emphasized 
that “comprehensive assessments of grammatical ability should attempt to test 
students on both their explicit and their implicit knowledge of grammar”. What 
may be seen as legitimizing this view is that according to Ellis (2008a: 5) second 
language acquisition theories and „current approaches to language testing” 
view implicit knowledge as primary because it enables fluent communication. 
In a similar vein, Doughty (2003) said that a true test of an instructional method 
is whether it results in implicit knowledge. Not only have authors called for the 
testing of implicit knowledge in addition to explicit knowledge, but they have also 
suggested practical means of doing so.

Generally, two well known ways of measuring implicit grammatical ability 
may be distinguished. There seems to be agreement that probably the best way to 
tap the command of implicit grammatical knowledge is to deploy tests involving 
fluent and spontaneous language use tasks, which have been variously referred 
to as, for instance, extended-production tasks (Purpura 2004) or free constructed 
response tasks (Norris and Ortega 2000). The second general option in measuring 
highly automated command of grammar are a few other options endorsed by Ellis 
(2005) and collaborators (Ellis et al. 2009). They include such “surgical” tests as 
the oral elicited imitation test or the timed grammaticality judgment test, which 
are characterized by relatively crisp and uncomplicated form/design, elicit short 
responses targeting the relevant forms in a precise manner, and are seemingly 
easy to implement. Both spontaneous production tests and tests eliciting only 
short responses involve a number of disadvantages. 

Reflecting their contrasting natures, the problems associated with the two 
broad types of measuring implicit grammatical knowledge are also quite distinct. 
The most important problem with the extended production tests is that their 
design, administration and scoring are highly time-consuming if task essentialness 
(Loschky and Bley-Vroman 1993) of particular grammatical features, that is, their 
actual elicitation from test takers, is to be achieved. The major inconvenience with 
the short response tests, on the other hand, is that they are considerably divorced 
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from spontaneous performance, which may compromise their ecological validity. 
Also, serious problems concerning their implementation and not insignificant 
questions concerning their reliability and usefulness have been reported by the 
present authors (Bielak 2011; Bielak and Pawlak 2013; Mystkowska and Pawlak 
2012). Because the use of either of the general types of tests tapping learners’ 
implicit grammatical knowledge involves significant problems, if one intends to 
gauge this kind of grammatical ability, one either has to use one of them and admit 
the disadvantages which are involved, or one may attempt to circumnavigate the 
difficulties by designing a test which tries to combine the advantages of both of 
these options and simultaneously tries to steer clear of the problems. The former 
latter was done in the case of the tests whose illustrative discussion is provided 
in Section 5. 

5. Illustrative discussion of the measures designed  
 for and used in a pilot study 

Before the details of the tests which are used here to exemplify the incorporation 
of the semantic dimension into grammar testing are offered, the pilot study of 
which they were a part should be briefly introduced. The study involved a quasi-
experiment with a pretest-posttest design exploring the effects of teaching the 
meanings/use and additionally the form of the English passive and active voice 
based on their description offered by the framework of Cognitive Grammar 
(Langacker 1987, 1991). The participants were 27 year two university students 
of elementary education with English at a Polish university. There were two 
experimental mixed-level groups; while one of them, the cognitive group (COG; 
n = 14), received treatment based on Cognitive Grammar, the treatment offered 
to the other one, the traditional group (TRAD; n = 13), was based on traditional 
ELT materials. This pilot study did not involve a control group. As already stated, 
the target forms were the English passive and active voice. Importantly, however, 
not only the form, but also the meaning/use of these structures were the focus of 
instruction. In particular, the treatment in the two groups focused on what might be 
described as the meaningful use of passive and active voice in (extended) discourse 
depending on thematic structure (topic, focus) and foregrounding/backgrounding 
of information. In other words, the treatment taught the participants to make 
meaningful choices from among the options of active and passive voice in their 
language performance. Additionally, in a somewhat incidental manner, the form 
of active and passive voice in the simple present, present progressive, simple past 
and present perfect tenses was also taught. Importantly, the tests used in the study 
were designed with an express aim of measuring the above mentioned constructs, 
namely the meaningful use of passive and active voice in discourse as well as the 
form of these structures, which will be explicitly demonstrated in Section 5.2. The 
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treatment used in the study was feature-focused, took approximately 100 minutes, 
and involved explicit instruction of both inductive and deductive sorts followed 
by input- and output-oriented practice and feedback.

5.1. Data elicitation

The fist data collection tool used in the study was a written limited production 
response test, which was at the same time a written narrative test. It included 
a series of prompts, several of which are given here for illustrative purposes: 
 1.  The house I want to describe is very interesting. 
 2.  locate / somebody / the house / in the suburbs / near a beautiful lake and 

park, 
 3.  protect / a high fence / the house / and / surround / an oriental garden / the 

house 
 4.  design / Japanese gardeners / this garden, 
 5.  later / learn / these gardeners / a new job, 
 6.  attend / these gardeners / many golf courses taught by the best golfers. 
The participants were required to write a narrative including sentences based on 
the prompts. The sentences were expected to be either passive or active depending 
on the surrounding discourse determining topic/focus relations. The underlined 
sentences such as the first one on the list above were to be reproduced in an 
unchanged form and were included in the test because they were necessary to 
make the narrative realistic and cohesive. The test created 16 obligatory contexts 
for passive voice and the same number for active voice. This measure was intended 
as an explicit knowledge test as it was in the written mode, which allows ample 
reflection and multiple reediting of responses, especially if it is not strictly timed. 
This was not the case with the test under discussion, with most participants 
completing the test within approximately 30 minutes, but some taking as long 
as 45 minutes.

The second test used in the study was an oral limited production response test, 
which was, just as the written test, an oral narrative test. However, it was intended 
as a measure of mostly implicit knowledge, or, given the controversial nature of the 
concept of implicit knowledge (cf. Bielak and Pawlak 2013: 166; DeKeyser 2003; 
Purpura 2004: 117), highly automatized explicit knowledge. Its form was very 
similar to the form of the written test (that is why no sample items/prompts are 
provided), but it was expected to tap the participants implicit rather than explicit 
knowledge because it was in the oral mode, meaning that there was no time for 
pondering or reediting the responses, which were recorded. The relatively strong 
focus on implicit knowledge was achieved not only by the employment of the oral 
mode, but also by the fact that the time limits of 90 seconds for getting acquainted 
with the vocabulary in the prompts and 6 minutes for completing the narrative, 
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despite not being as strict as to necessitate highly rushed responses and induce 
undue levels of stress in the participants, were rigorously respected.

At this point, the first major dilemma or difficulty we encountered in the 
design of our testing instruments needs to be mentioned. While there was no 
doubt that the written test tapping mostly explicit knowledge should not be 
strictly timed, the question whether the oral test should be speeded or not was 
a serious consideration and in fact something of a query. This was because one 
finds conflicting views concerning this issue in the literature. On the one hand 
Ellis (2001, 2005) and the like-minded researchers who worked on the Marsden 
Project (Ellis et al. 2009) were of the opinion that time pressure is necessary to 
ensure that implicit knowledge does get tested. On the other hand, other authors 
have voiced important caveats and doubts concerning this feature of measuring 
implicit linguistic knowledge, which should not be ignored. Purpura (2004: 45) 
for instance said that caution should be exercised with respect to speededness 
in tests

since it is often difficult to determine the impact of speed on the test taker. In 
effect, speed may simply produce a heightened sense of test anxiety, thereby 
introducing irrelevant variability in the test scores. If this were the case, 
speed would not necessarily provide an effective means of eliciting automatic 
grammatical ability.

In a similar vein, Bachman (1990) claimed that speeded tasks gauge not only 
grammatical knowledge but also the ability to respond quickly. Purpura (2004) 
also reported that it is extremely difficult to judge whether and for whom a test 
is speeded. The perception of speededness is individualistic and even if testees 
have enough time to complete tasks, there may still be a subjective feeling of 
speededness, which might result in anxiety and poor performance, which, in turn, 
confounds scores. These considerations, as well as the disadvantages of the two 
major types of measures of implicit knowledge discussed in Section 4 had to be 
taken into account when we were finding a way out of the speeded-unspeeded 
dilemma and settling for a tool to be used in our study.

The rationale behind the decision to use a timed oral limited production 
response test, rather than any other test, was as follows. Because of the practical 
requirement we encountered in the setting where the pilot study was conducted 
that the implicit knowledge test not be exceedingly time-consuming in its 
administration and scoring, it was decided not to use an extended constructed 
response real-time communication test. This decision was also prompted by the 
fact that such tests do not easily succeed in eliciting target structures. Instead, 
the decision was made to use a moderately speeded oral limited production 
response test, which combined the advantages of a short response speeded test and 
a constructed response spontaneous communication test. As already mentioned, 
the test was reasonably timed, which put a moderate amount of pressure on 
the participants, which may be believed to have resulted in their reliance on the 
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implicit system to a large extent and not have made them overly stressed and 
anxious. Simultaneously, although it elicited a series of short constrained responses 
rather than free responses, being a narrative-formation test it resembled a real-
life communication free constructed response test to a certain degree. In sum, 
the oral test intended as a measure of mostly implicit knowledge was speeded to 
a certain, arguably reasonable extent, and it also elicited responses which bore 
some features of spontaneous communication. 

5.2. Scoring: tapping the form and meaning  
 of grammar

Lado (1961) viewed scorability, defined as the ease with which test tasks and items 
may be scored, as a desirable feature of language tests. However, scorability is not 
easy to achieve, and, as Fulcher (2010: 197) notes, 

[p]roblems with the measurement component are much more common than we 
might think, but they are not usually documented and published because they 
are part of the test development process. This is to be regretted, as research 
on scoring particular item types is part of the nitty gritty of practical test 
development.

To fill the gap in the research and reporting of test making, as well as to shed 
further light on the intricate business of testing the meaning and use of grammar, 
an extended discussion of the scoring decisions we made with respect to our tests 
seems to be in order. Importantly, in this account, the constructs we defined for 
our tests receive a detailed exposition.

First of all, test makers face the decision whether to use right/wrong scoring 
or partial credit scoring, which involves granting credit on a scale from no credit 
to full credit, with one or more intermediate levels. For two major reasons, partial 
credit scoring is recommended by most researchers (e.g. Bachman and Palmer 
1996; Purpura 2004) even with respect to selected response tasks, and definitely in 
the case of constrained and free production tasks. First of all, partial credit scoring 
enables testers to make inferences concerning interlanguage development. Also, it 
results in a more fine-grained picture of testees’ abilities. Unfortunately, in addition 
to these important advantages, partial credit scoring has the disadvantage of being 
less simple than right/wrong scoring, which compromises test scorability.

As these test were essentially the same (except for the mode and timing), for 
both the written and the oral tests we used partial credit scoring of the same kind. 
The design of the tests allowed us to use them to tap at least three combinations 
of two basic constructs, which were the meaning/use of the English passive and 
active voice and the form of the same structures. For the measurement of each 
of the three combinations of the two basic constructs, which may themselves be 
regarded as higher level constructs and might be termed passive/active voice form 
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and meaning/use, passive/active voice meaning/use and form, and passive/active 
voice thematic structure, a different scoring scheme was devised. The adoption of 
the three scoring schemes effectively resulted in the creation in both the written 
and oral mode of three distinct tests measuring both the form and meaning/use 
of the target structures with varying relative importance of these two essential 
constructs in different tests. Thus, what may be called a passive/active voice form 
and meaning/use test gave much more weight to the form dimension than to the 
meaning/use dimension of the English passive and active voice so that it might be 
considered as a measure focusing predominantly on form; the passive/active voice 
meaning/use and form test increased the importance of the meaning/use construct 
so that it was on a more or less equal footing with the form dimension, while the 
passive/active voice thematic structure test placed much more emphasis on the 
meaning/use dimension than on the form dimension, so it should be viewed as 
a test tapping predominantly grammatical meaning/use. The way in which these 
varying weights attached to the two basic constructs were achieved, as well as 
the general nature of the constructs, will become clearer once we have discussed 
the details of the scoring schemes we adopted for each of the three tests in either 
mode, which will now be done. 

The form and meaning/use test, tapping mostly grammatical form but also 
meaning/use to a certain, and a much smaller degree, was scored as follows:
 –  3 pts if obligatory occasion was created1 and passive form (the correct form 

in the correct tense) and meaning/use (the correct voice) were supplied; 
 –  2 pts if obligatory occasion was created and a single inaccuracy with respect 

to form, tense, or meaning/use was present, e.g. The garden was designed Ø 
Japanese gardeners (form), The house was rebuilded … (form), The house was 
built by builders in 1989 (meaning/use);2

 –  1 pt if obligatory occasion was created and two inaccuracies of the above 
sort were present, e.g. The house was rebuilded by builders in 1989 (form and 
meaning/use);

 –  0 pt if no obligatory occasion was created or if more than two inaccuracies of 
the above sort were present.
The meaning/use and form test, which attempted to tap grammatical form 

and meaning/use in approximately equal measure, was scored as follows, with 
the assumption that, in contrast to the previous scoring scheme, neither the use 
of a wrong tense (e.g. the simple past instead of the present perfect) nor any 
other problems with form, as long as it was clear which voice was used, was 
penalized:
 – 2 pts if obligatory occasion was created and meaning/use was supplied, e.g. 

The house was already rebuilded twice;
1  The term obligatory occasion is not intended to mean that obligatory occasion analysis of 

the sort used and described by Brown (1973) was employed.
2   Here and in the remaining examples of erroneous responses the errors are underlined. 
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 – 1 pt if obligatory occasion was created and a single inaccuracy with respect 
to meaning/use was present, e.g. The garden was designed Ø, Was built the 
house 25 years ago;

 – 0 pt if no obligatory occasion was created, or, if obligatory occasion was created 
but two or more inaccuracies with respect to meaning/use were present, 
e.g. The house was building 25 years ago, Was built the house 25 years ago by 
builders.
The thematic structure test, which put grammatical meaning and use at 

a premium but also measured form to a much smaller degree, was scored as follows, 
again with the assumption that tense was not assessed, and also that form was to 
a large extent not assessed either, except for the presence or otherwise and the 
order of noun phrases and the verb: 
 – 2 pts if obligatory occasion was created, which was tantamount to the presence 

of a verb, and if the order of noun phrases and the verb was correct, e.g. A few 
builders killed during construction;

 – 1 pt if obligatory occasion was created and a single inaccuracy with respect 
to thematic structure was present, or if a lexical verb was absent, e.g. During 
construction a few builders killed something (thematic structure), Saw the house 
20 people (thematic structure), The house was in 1989 (lexical verb absent);

 – 0 pt if no obligatory occasion was created, or if obligatory occasion was created 
but two or more inaccuracies with respect to thematic structure were present, 
e.g. Two months ago a young couple from Boston bought the house. 

5.3. Correction for guessing

Another issue that testers may sometimes have to consider with respect to scoring 
is whether to correct for guessing or not. It turned out to be quite an important 
consideration in the case of the example tests discussed here and for this reason 
it will now be covered in considerable detail, although the mainstream approach 
in language testing literature is that in most cases correction for guessing is 
superfluous.

 Correction for guessing is generally discouraged for a number of theoretical 
and, especially, practical reasons. In a general statement, Fulcher (2010: 218) 
said that “there is no theoretical or empirical basis in test-taker behavior” for the 
application of the existing methods of calculating guessing and corrections for 
guessing. Fulcher (2010: 219) went on to say that “[i]n reality, guessing [in the 
case of closed response items] only occurs if the test is so speeded that test takers 
do not have time to complete the test within the time set”. Also with reference to 
selected response measurement instruments, Bachman and Palmer (1996: 205) 
said that correcting for guessing “is virtually never useful in language tests”. Some of 
their arguments were that we cannot normally be sure if guessing took place or not 
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and that “there is a difference between random guessing and informed guessing, 
in which test takers are able to narrow down the number of possible correct 
responses on the basis of partial knowledge” (Bachman and Palmer 1996: 205), 
which should be rewarded. Given the lack of evidence for the need for correcting, 
the lack of certainty that guessing really occurs, and the possible usefulness of 
guessing, and also assuming that testees are normally allocated a reasonable 
amount of time, it might seem that correcting for guessing is unnecessary. 

What is more, Bachman and Palmer (1996) recommend steps aimed at 
eliminating or reducing guessing in selected response tests, which are not difficult 
to make. First, as already hinted at, ample time should be allowed, so that the 
majority of test takers are able to provide responses without resorting to guessing. 
Second, the difficulty of the test should be matched with test taker ability levels. 
Finally, testees should be encouraged to make informed guesses on the basis of 
partial knowledge. Although the three strategies related to the adoption of the 
appropriate tame frame, difficulty level and informed guessing are thought to apply 
to selected response tests such as multiple choice, it will soon become apparent 
why they might also possibly pertain to the kind of tests we are discussing here 
for illustrative purposes. 

It has to be admitted that what would seem to reinforce the view that in the 
case of our tests correction for guessing should be forgone are Bachman and 
Palmer’s (1996: 208) words concerning limited production tests such as ours that 
“the probability of guessing the correct answer is essentially nil”. 

However, our tests were also grammatical/pragmatic choice tests in the 
sense that the participants of the pilot study taking them were required to use 
either passive or active voice in a manner appropriate to a given context/situation 
(cf.  Bielak 2012; Larsen-Freeman 2003). It is useful to consider in this connection 
Purpura’s (2004: 59) remarks concerning the idea of pragmatic choice in grammar 
testing:

(…) from an assessment perspective, the notion of pragmatic choice presents 
an interesting challenge. When a student produces a correct sentence on 
a test, we might assume that she is choosing from several possible alternatives 
that she knows and has chosen the one that she feels is accurate, meaningful 
and appropriate for the context. Unfortunately, we often have no data to 
examine the alternatives that she has not chosen to produce. In fact, it may 
be that the student knows only one way of expressing the message.

In our case, it seems that we can assume that test takers were aware of two 
alternatives because test instructions asked them to use either active or passive 
voice. However, on the posttests (the study involved two posttests) quite a few 
of the participants, probably under the influence of the treatment, which focused 
more heavily on passive voice rather than on active voice because the latter may be 
considered as a default option, attempted to use in their responses only or mostly 
the passive. This guessing-like strategy hypothesized to have been induced by the 
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treatment serving a kind of a priming function resulted in inflated scores for these 
participants on the posttests. Their scores were unduly inflated especially in the case 
of the meaning/use and form test and scoring scheme and the thematic structure 
ones, where just the plain decision to use one voice rather than another, without 
necessarily demonstrating the mastery of grammatical form, was sufficient to earn 
one a lot of points for a given test item, and consequently for the whole test if these 
decisions were repeated. This was obviously undesirable, as it might not have 
reflected the state of these participants’ knowledge following the treatment. 

It should be noted that all testing instruments which involve a binary choice 
of this sort run the risk of test takers employing this kind of guessing strategy. 
Obviously, even if a given participant does not attempt to employ exactly this 
strategy of using the passive (or any other of two possible options) all or most 
of the time, more randomized guessing is still possible, that is, which voice (or 
some other option) should be used might be guessed rather than worked out with 
resort to the participant’s knowledge with respect to every single item. Similarly to 
the guessing strategy we noticed in the pilot study, which, if followed throughout 
the test, may result in 50% of correct choices, this one also gives one a chance of 
getting 50% of one’s choices right. However, while this kind of guessing is probably 
impossible to be detected, given the arguments against correcting for guessing 
presented earlier, its occurrence is much less likely. In contrast, the all-out priming-
induced guessing strategy discussed here is easy to discern, and probably quite 
likely to appear given that quite a few of the participants indulged in it.

Therefore, the question whether to correct for this (guessing) strategy or not 
turned out to be a valid one for our tests, even though we have also showed that 
usually correction for guessing will be a non-issue. As we have also showed, the 
case of our tests is different from the majority of tests in that the tests we have 
designed were simultaneously constructed response tests and selected response 
tests. One possible way of correcting for guessing in this particular case would be 
using a rather special scoring system. In this scheme, the number of points awarded 
for the items whose keys are, say, the passive, must not exceed the number of points 
scored for the items whose keys are the active. Obviously, we could have worded 
it differently by placing the active in the subject noun phrase and the passive in 
the object noun phrase of the previous sentence; the alternative sentence would 
indicate basically the same scoring system. In still other words, under this scheme 
the number of points scored for the items whose keys include the passive will 
always be the same as the number of points scored for the items whose keys include 
the active. A possible disadvantage of this scoring method aimed at correcting 
for the above mentioned guessing strategy is that it compromises the ecological 
validity of the test to a certain extent, as some responses which are essentially 
correct—when considered in isolation—will not be awarded any points. For his 
reason we are still uncertain whether this scoring scheme should be employed in 
the research in the pilot of which the tests under discussion were tried.
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Alternatively, rather than correct for the kind of guessing we are discussing 
here, it is possible to introduce some changes to the design of the tests, each of 
which, unfortunately, also brings with itself certain not insignificant disadvantages. 
One possibility is not mentioning the two options (passive/active voice) in the 
test instruction. The downside here is that some test takers might include in their 
responses forms other than active and passive voice such as, for instance, noun 
phrases, as in The construction of the house happened in 1989 used instead of the 
expected The house was constructed in 1989. Another strategy that might be used, 
possibly along with the one just discussed, is the inclusion in the test of a large 
number of diverse distarctors, namely items apparently testing and eliciting other 
grammatical structures, so that testers’ attention is drawn away from the two 
target structures (especially the passive). An obvious disadvantage of this is an 
inflated test length, as well as the possible underuse of the target forms already 
mentioned with reference to the first strategy. Because neither the change of 
test instructions nor the inclusion of diverse distractors is not without serious 
disadvantages and does not guarantee the disappearance of guessing, some other 
steps aimed at reducing the likelihood of guessing which are not directly related 
to the tests themselves might be made.

It has to be admitted that in addition to decisions having to do strictly with 
the tests discussed here, certain changes to the design of the whole study and the 
way it was conducted might also be considered in order to prevent guessing. First 
of all, the introduction of more balance into the study’s treatment with respect to 
the relative attention paid to passive and active voice might significantly reduce 
the priming effect mentioned earlier and therefore prevent the participants from 
indiscriminate employment of the passive in all or most of the responses. Secondly, 
a simple act of excluding these participants who did this from the sample might be 
employed. This would obviously negatively affect the generalizability of the study, 
especially if the sample size is not impressive in the first place, but may be necessary 
anyway since it is not certain whether the strategies aimed at preventing guessing 
considered above bring a bout the desired effect or not. This may also be a solution 
of choice for those who do not want to run the risk of compromising the ecological 
validity of the test, which may accompany the scoring scheme aimed at correcting 
for guessing described above. It appears then that in addition to attending to the 
design and scoring of the test, modifying the design of the entire study and the way 
it was carried out may also go some way toward reducing or eliminating guessing.

6. Conclusions

Although grammar has always been tested as part of language teaching and 
research, what has gradually changed over the years are the specific aspects of 
grammatical ability which have been subject to measuring. In this paper we have 
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tried to stress the importance of testing the semantic-pragmatic dimension of 
grammar, or, in other words, grammatical meaning and use, which does not in 
reality complement gauging the formal aspects of grammar as often as it should 
despite the slowly growing awareness among testers of the need to do so. We 
have also emphasized the importance of clearly defining the constructs subject 
to testing, which normally relate to grammatical accuracy and form, as well as 
grammatical meaning and use. What has also been stressed is the necessity to 
gauge the explicit and implicit dimensions of grammatical knowledge. In addition, 
we have also tried to present selected problems often encountered when engaging 
in the highly complex process of designing and developing language tests, with 
special emphasis on those intended to tap grammatical meaning and use. 

Following Fulcher and Davidson (2007: xix), it is interesting to note that 
the field of language testing is different from other areas of applied linguistics in 
that it involves a highly practical activity of creating something very palpable and 
serviceable, that is, language tests. In this paper we have discussed the practicalities 
of the design of two major tests we have used in a recent pilot study concerning 
grammar teaching and learning. This discussion served as an opportunity to focus 
in more detail on selected problems of designing grammar tests which tap not only 
grammatical form but also the meaning/use dimension and to demonstrate how 
they might be solved. In particular, it was showed how the explicit and implicit 
dimensions of both formal and semantic grammatical knowledge may be tested by 
two similar tests. Their close similarity might in fact be considered an advantage, 
as it may facilitate making comparisons between learners’ explicit and implicit 
knowledge of grammatical features. The tests we created also demonstrated 
how relatively good scorability might be achieved in a grammar test measuring 
both form and meaning even if one uses partial credit scoring, which is generally 
desirable but which nonetheless tends to compromise scorability. In addition, 
some general arguments against correcting for guessing were presented, as well 
some tentative ways of doing so if a need arises.

 At the very end, it should be restated that the frequently encountered 
absence from grammar testing of a focus on meaning and use is particularly 
surprising given the contemporary omnipresence of language tests and in most 
cases should not be condoned. We hope to have demonstrated here that tapping 
grammatical meaning/use does not constitute an impossible challenge but is 
instead doable, and that it may be done without compromising other important 
requirements such as setting oneself a clear goal for testing, creating a precise 
scoring scheme or unambiguously defining test constructs. Importantly, although 
we have designed our test for research purposes, there is no reason why most if 
not all of our considerations, examples, tips, etc. should not apply to grammar 
testing in the classroom or testing performed for some other purposes.
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Implementing SBI  
in the foreign language classroom— 
mission (im)possible?

1. Introduction

Language learning strategies (LLS) have attracted researchers’ attention for 
a few decades and, although there are still many issues that arouse controversy 
like whether LLS should be perceived as general or specific, behavioural or 
mental, researchers concur in that strategies should play an important part in 
the process of foreign language learning. It is also believed that one of the ways 
to make learners more cognizant of the value and effectiveness of LLS is by 
implementing strategy training, also referred to as learning strategy instruction or 
strategy-based instruction (SBI). In fact, it is frequently stressed that teaching the 
target language (TL) may be simply not enough to guarantee students’ linguistic 
development and that more emphasis should be placed on promoting autonomous 
learning thanks to strategies, especially since, to quote Rubin: “often poor learners 
don’t have a clue as to how good learners arrive at their answers and feel they 
can never perform as good learners do. By revealing the process, the myth can be 
exposed” (1990: 282). Therefore, thanks to broadening their knowledge about 
LLS, learners have a chance to become more independent and, equally important, 
more responsible for their process of learning the target language. Oxford also 
believes it is vital to provide students with knowledge concerning LLS because 
“L2 learners, no matter how autonomous they wish to be, are not born knowing 
all the strategies and tactics they need. They must learn about these strategies 
(…)” (2008: 54). Another researcher who stresses the value of and the need for 
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strategy-based instruction is Michońska-Stadnik. In one of her articles devoted to 
strategy training she states that teaching strategies is a vital component of every 
language course (2008).

The following article will focus on the notion of strategy training and the 
conceptual issues connected with it. The author will also present the results of 
a research project aimed at examining Polish L2 teachers’ views on strategies and 
their implementation in the foreign language classroom. The study was conducted 
among 121 teachers working at primary schools, junior high and high schools, as 
well as at private language centres.

2. Strategy training

The reason why strategy training has received a considerable amount of attention 
from researchers is the fact that it is helps language learners become more effective 
and linguistically resourceful. By learning about the application of different 
strategies learners are highly encouraged to take the initiative and look for possible 
solutions on their own rather than to rely solely on the teacher as the counsellor, 
guide or the main source of information. This way responsibility is shifted onto 
the learners (Cook 2008).

What is more, Tseng et al. (2006) are of the opinion that students equipped 
with the necessary tools, i.e. strategies, are in fact more efficient and creative. 
Additionally, they adjust to new situations much easier and are better at acquiring 
the target language. Michońska-Stadnik (2008) adds that students who are able to 
personalize and make use of a wide range of strategies will have a better command 
of the target language than students who did not undergo strategy training.

It is also worth mentioning that thanks to the training language learners 
more often monitor their linguistic performance and the progress that they make 
throughout their language course. They notice their mistakes more often and take 
steps in order to avoid them. As a result, they are more aware of their learning 
processes. Furthermore, by showing the right strategies to their students, teachers 
also strengthen the cooperation in the classroom, which is essential if effective 
learning is to take place. 

When talking about strategic intervention it should be stated that it may 
take on different forms. It may be, for instance, direct or embedded. As far as the 
former is concerned, learners are cognizant of the aim and the frequency of the 
intervention, while in the latter they do not know anything about the purpose of 
the training. Although some researchers opt for the embedded training, the vast 
majority regard direct training as the most beneficial one. One of them is Chamot 
(2008) who says that explicit strategy instruction is more helpful than instruction 
embedded in classroom activities deprived of the necessary explanations. Oxford 
states that “strategy [instruction] that fully informs the learner (by indicating why 
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the strategy is useful, how it can be transferred to different tasks, and how learners 
can evaluate the success of the strategy) is more successful” (1990: 207). 

The training may also be separate or integrated into regular L2 classes. 
Opinions concerning the superiority of one of the two types of training differ 
greatly. There are many researchers who succeeded in preparing and conducting 
separate training programmes (Ellis and Sinclair 1989, Flaitz and Feyten 1996, 
Rubin 1996, Paige et al. 2006, Cohen and Weaver 2006). Separate strategy training, 
also known as “learning to learn” courses (Oxford 2011) may be in some cases 
advantageous. First of all, not many teachers have the necessary time or knowledge 
to implement strategic intervention and integrate it with the regular classroom 
materials (Chamot 2004). What is more, there are students, particularly adult and 
highly motivated ones, who might favour this type of training (Wenden 1986). They 
are usually pressed for time and want to achieve their linguistic goals as quickly 
as possible. Thus, many of them would value a short term and separate training. 
It is also believed that focusing only on the improvement of strategic processing 
skills may be more effectual for students. However, to quote Oxford, 

even with these potential advantages, if the learner is taking an L2 course at the 
same times as a separate “learning to learn” course, it would be helpful if the two 
teachers communicate and provide scaffolding across courses for the necessary 
application to take place. (2011: 179) 

On the other hand, opponents of separate training argue that it does not give 
students the opportunity to apply strategies in authentic learning tasks (Grenfell 
and Harris 1999, Chamot 2004). Furthermore, if students are not fully cognizant 
of their L2 learning processes, “they might not be able to transfer what they learn 
in a separate “learning to learn” course. In such cases learners benefit from having 
direct strategy instruction woven into their regular L2 course” (Oxford 2011: 180). 
O’Malley and Chamot claim that 

learning in context is more effective than learning separate skills whose 
immediate applicability may not be evident to the learner and that practising 
strategies on authentic academic language tasks facilitates the transfer of 
strategies to similar tasks encountered on other classes. (1990: 152)

Another contentious issue appertains to the language in which the training 
should be conducted. Chamot (2005) believes that L2 students presenting 
an elementary level of advancement will fail to comprehend instructions and 
explanations in the target language. On the other hand, postponing the training 
until such students reach more advanced levels might simply be too late. Therefore, 
in such cases the researcher implies using the learners’ L1. The only requirement 
that needs to be met is that the teacher as well as all the students share the same 
mother tongue. Empirical studies conducted in this area failed to provide a clear 
answer to the question which language, L1 or L2, should be the main language 
during the training (Ozeki 2000, Chamot and Keatley 2003). Hence, as Chamot 
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(2005) suggests, adjusting the language to the specific context and the students’ 
needs would seems the most beneficial solution. The teacher may start the 
intervention by employing the learners’ L1 and then gradually, as students feel 
more confident and more linguistically advanced, resort to their L2.

Whatever the form of the training is, its effectiveness in promoting more 
autonomous behaviour among language learners has been empirically proven. 
However, despite such results and the numerous advantages associated with the 
training, not many L2 teachers decide to implement it during their lessons. Oxford 
(1990) argues that one of the greatest obstacles hampering progress in this area 
is teachers’ beliefs connected with SBI. Teachers are used to playing the leading 
role in the classroom. Therefore, many of them are rather reluctant to be perceived 
as guides and not as managers because this might imply losing their authority in 
their students’ eyes . Lack of necessary knowledge about strategic intervention is 
also to blame. Unfortunately, many practitioners simply do not have the necessary 
time or the opportunity to expand their knowledge concerning strategy training 
and its beneficial effects on learners’ linguistic development. These issues will be 
addressed in further parts of the article.

3. Research into strategy training

There have been numerous studies investigating the efficiency of strategic 
intervention in the foreign language classroom. Due to space limitations, the author 
will briefly present only a selected number of these research projects. One of them 
includes a study conducted by Cohen and Aphek (1980) who provided their L2 
Hebrew learners with training concentrating on learning new vocabulary through 
associations. The results revealed that creating associations was immensely 
helpful in vocabulary recall tasks. Lack of association, on the other hand, often 
led to incorrect recall. In a different project, Tang and Moore (1992) examined 
the impact of cognitive and metacognitive strategies on reading comprehension. 
The study revealed that that the training produced satisfactory effects in terms 
of comprehension. The results of a study conducted by Carrier (2003), who 
implemented listening comprehension strategies among high school ESL students, 
also revealed that the subjects made considerable progress as far as listening 
comprehension was concerned. In a different study, Trendak (2012) investigated 
the impact of direct and integrated training in cognitive and metacognitive 
strategies on the acquisition of a grammatical feature among a group of 40 Polish 
students at an advanced level. The results demonstrated that the training proved 
effective. The experimental groups managed to maintain high results on the 
immediate and delayed pos-test, even six weeks after the end of the treatment.

Another researcher examining the value of strategic intervention was Kitajima 
(1997). In one of his projects he wanted to see whether strategy training drawing 
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students’ attention to referential processes would enhance their comprehension of 
a Japanese narrative. There were 28 American college students learning Japanese 
who took part in the project. The experimental group received strategy training that 
addressed dealing with referential difficulties and using discourse and syntactic 
cues. The control group focused on comprehension activities and translation tasks. 
The study demonstrated that the experimental group scored higher on the post-test 
as far as comprehension and the rate of referent identification were concerned. 

Another study worth mentioning is the one conducted by Kusiak (2001). She 
focused on metacognitive SBI among Polish secondary school ESL learners. The 
author wanted to investigate the relation between increased metacognition and 
reading comprehension and the influence of metacognition and comprehension on 
competence in L2. The training was also aimed at raising the subjects’ metacognitive 
awareness. The results demonstrated an upsurge in reading comprehension. 
Moreover, the subjects’ evaluation strategies also improved. 

As can be seen from the examples mentioned, there have been a few attempts 
to examine the effectiveness of strategy-based instruction and its impact on 
learners’ progress. Although in the majority of cases researchers agree as to the 
beneficial role of the training, there are certain misgivings concerning the reliability 
of some studies (McDonough 1999). Rubin et al. (2007) state that there are not 
many purely experimental studies that is studies that would include at least one 
experimental and control group. Furthermore, there is a preponderance of studies 
that focus on older rather than younger learners. When commenting on the studies 
into SBI, Rubin et al. believe that what is required is “additional and rigorous 
intervention studies with a variety of language students, including children in 
foreign language immersion and non-immersion programs, school-aged students in 
bilingual and second language programs, older students with differing educational 
levels in their native language, and students in different learning contexts around 
the world” (2007: 155). Additionally, there is a need for studies that would focus 
on the long-lasting effects of the training.

Rubin et al. (2007) are of the opinion that more emphasis should be placed 
on thorough descriptions of strategy training and the methodology used. The 
information about the strategies employed, the way in which they were introduced, 
the type of intervention, its intensity or data analysis is what needs to be presented 
in a more comprehensive way. It would also be advisable for researchers to explicate 
how the strategies introduced were adjusted to the subjects’ characteristics like, 
among others, age, linguistic proficiency, previous experience, etc.

4. The study

When examining the research projects conducted into the area of language 
learning strategies one can see that they focus predominantly on the subjects’ 
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application of LLS in relation with certain L2 skills. However, there are still too 
few studies that would take into consideration L2 teachers’, rather than students’, 
view on the implementation of language learning strategies in the foreign language 
classroom. It is for this reason that the author decided to conduct a study that 
would include L2 teachers’ opinions pertaining to LLS and SBI. Another aim was 
to see whether Polish L2 teachers have sufficient time throughout the school year 
that they could devote to introducing and practising language learning strategies 
with their students. 

4.1. The instrument

In order to garner the pertinent data the author made use of a questionnaire 
that she designed herself. The reason why this particular type of instrument was 
selected was the fact that the author could obtain qualitative data on L2 teachers’ 
attitude towards strategy training in a relatively quick way. The questionnaire was 
sent electronically to over 2000 schools across Poland. It was forwarded to primary 
schools, junior high schools, high schools and to private language schools.

Since the questionnaire was aimed at teachers of various languages, the 
author resolved to administer it in Polish. The instrument comprised two basic 
parts. In the former the author wanted to learn more about issues such as the 
teachers’ sex, age or their title: probation teacher, contract teacher, nominated 
teacher or certified teacher. Additionally, the teachers were to provide information 
appertaining to their degree, job seniority, workplace and the language that they 
were teaching. The latter part of the questionnaire included twelve questions that 
addressed the notion of language learning strategies and strategic intervention. 
The author wanted to gain insight into the subjects’ experience connected with 
strategy-based instruction and their attitude towards it. In order to shun any 
possible misunderstanding, the author supplied the subjects with rudimentary 
information about LLS and SBI at the very beginning of the questionnaire.

The questions required the following answers: yes, definitely yes, rather, 
hard to say, not really, definitely not. There were also a few that needed a yes/
no answer. There were no open-ended questions, however, the teachers were 
free to express their own opinions concerning strategy training at the end of 
the questionnaire. 

4.2. Subjects

Altogether there were 121 subjects participating in the project, 14 men and 107 
women. Within this group one could distinguish 10 probation teachers, 38 contract 
teachers, 25 nominated teachers, 22 certified teachers, 11 teachers employed at 
a private language school and 4 academic teachers. 102 (84%) teachers had an 
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M.A., 15 (12%) held a B.A. degree; there were also 4 (4%) teachers with a PhD 
degree.

As far as the subjects’ workplace was concerned, the majority of them (41) 
were employed in high schools, private language schools (38), primary schools 
(37), junior high schools (27), university (10), private primary schools (6), private 
high schools and middle schools (5), private colleges (3). Additionally there were 
3 teachers working in vocational schools and 2 in comprehensive schools. Many 
teachers worked in more than one school.

Another issue that the questionnaire addressed was job seniority. The average 
duration of language teaching was 10.18 years. The average age was 33.74 years. 
The findings (Fig 1) also revealed that as many as 102 practitioners were teachers 
of English, 11 were German teachers, 4 Russian teachers and 2 French, Spanish 
and Russian teachers. At this point it is seems essential to add that it was not the 
author’s intention to focus exclusively on English teachers. The questionnaire 

was sent to foreign language teachers with no preference given to any specific 
language.

Figure 1. Languages taught by the subjects

4.3. The results

The study has demonstrated that 84% of the subjects were acquainted with the 
notion of a language learning strategy. The majority of them encountered this 
term during their studies, but also during workshops and various conferences. 
Surprisingly, 62% of the teachers questioned never heard about strategic 
intervention. This result may seem somewhat befuddling, especially if we bear in 
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mind how many subjects declared their knowledge about LLS. In the next question 
the subjects were asked whether they conducted strategy training during their 
foreign language classes. It appeared that only 46 practitioners implemented SBI. 
Within this group there were predominantly contract (20) and certified teachers 
(12). There were 6 nominated teachers, 4 working at a private language school, 
2 academic and 2 probation teachers. The training implemented by these teachers 
was mostly one-time training and focused on a selected learning strategy and its 
application. It lasted between 15 and 30 minutes, although there were six cases 
where the intervention was a long-term one. The training was typically separate 
and indirect. The teachers who conducted the training confessed that it entailed 
a discussion about the most and least frequently applied LLS. 

The subjects were also asked whether they found the training advantageous. 
Out of those who introduced the intervention, 34 practitioners reported that the 
training produced satisfying results. 11 teachers found it difficult to say and only 
one person failed to perceive any positive results of the training.

The subjects were also asked to say whether, in their opinion, foreign language 
learners can benefit from strategy instruction. As many as 98 teachers said yes 
and 23 found it difficult to answer the question. Optimistic as they are, the results 
also raise certain misgivings since, as the previous question demonstrates, 62% 
of subjects were not acquainted with SBI and still they believed that it could exert 
a positive impact on foreign language learners’ performance. 

Another issue addressed in the questionnaire was the students’ attitude 
towards participating in the training. The findings revealed that 74 practitioners 
were of the opinion that their students would be fond of participating in the 
intervention. Only 4 believed their students would be reluctant to join in, while 
as many as 43 found it difficult to answer the question.

Slightly more than half of the teachers questioned were thinking about 
implementing strategy-based instruction in their L2 classes and 29 teachers 
rejected such an idea. These results might seem disturbing and point to a certain 
lack of consistency on the subjects’ part. It is confusing to learn that 98 teachers find 
the training beneficial, 74 think their students would gladly take part in the training 
but only 62 are considering its introduction. The factors that could have affected 
the teachers’ choices will be elaborated on in further parts of the article.

In the questionnaire the author also wanted to know whether the syllabus 
allowed the subjects to introduce any additional forms of practice like, for instance, 
strategy training. Only 66 (54%) teachers admitted that it was possible to introduce 
SBI and 52 (43%) found it unfeasible. On the one hand, such results might seem 
optimistic as they demonstrate that the preconception about incessant dearth of 
time in the L2 classroom is invalid. On the other hand, though, we can talk about 
cautious optimism only, as there are still a great many teachers who are pressed for 
time and who unremittingly struggle to cover the required material. In fact, some 
of the teachers questioned admitted that the very limited, in their opinion, amount 
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of time they had during the school year precluded them from implementing SBI, 
which shows that, although possible, introducing strategy training in the foreign 
language classroom is still a difficult undertaking. 

Another issue that seems worth mentioning is the fact that numerous 
subjects claimed that they were compelled by their directors of studies to follow 
the imposed programme. Such a situation was connected with the appraisal of 
teachers’ success at the end of every year. This evaluation was based on, in this 
case, the results achieved by students on their junior high school exams. That 
is why, many teachers struggled to cover the required material throughout the 
school year. Obviously, there was no time that could be devoted to extra tasks. 
Another problem mentioned by some teachers was the dearth of strategy-oriented 
workshops organized by schools. One of the practitioners admitted she felt she did 
not have the essential tools thanks to which she could implement SBI.

The next question was also related to the introduction of SBI. The author 
wanted to investigate the subjects’ readiness to focus on the training during 
extra and unpaid language lessons. The reason why this particular question was 
included in the study was the author’s interest in whether, in the face of limited 
time during the school year, the subjects were willing to engage in extra practice 
with their students. The results are sanguine as almost 58% of the respondents 
were keen to implement strategic intervention. Such a situation is a sign of 
commitment and great interest in students’ linguistic development. There were 
29 subjects who, sometimes even strongly, objected to the idea and 22 who found 
it difficult to provide an answer. A few practitioners were indignant at being asked 
this question, saying that correcting tests, checking essays and preparing classes 
occupied a sufficient amount of their free time and that there was no need for 
further commitment on their part.

The study also disclosed that nearly 90% of the subjects talked to their students 
about language learning strategies and their value. Engaging in discussions about 
the role and application of learning strategies may encourage students to employ 
them more frequently and, hopefully, in a more effective manner. In order to make 
such discussions even more natural, some subjects shared with their students 
the strategies that they themselves employed when they were learning different 
foreign languages. In addition, almost 80% of the subjects talk to other language 
teachers about how to make it easier for their students to learn the target language. 
Not only do such results show the teachers’ eagerness to cooperate with others 
and exchange their ideas but they also point to the subjects’ great interest in their 
students’ linguistic progress.

The last question also yielded optimistic results. The subjects were asked 
whether they would like to improve their knowledge of strategies and strategy 
training by means of, for instance, participating in conferences, workshops or 
by reading professional journals. As many as 116 practitioners expressed their 
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willingness to learn more about this field. In fact, some teachers even asked the 
author for more information about LLS (book titles, upcoming conferences, etc). 
Surprisingly, there was one teacher, with thirty-four years of practice, who openly 
expressed her disregard for strategies and perceived them as utterly irrelevant in 
the foreign language classroom. 

In the light of the obtained results, it may be concluded that the questionnaire 
helped to learn more about L2 teachers’ attitude towards strategic intervention. 
However, the obtained findings are far from flawless. Firstly, the number of subjects 
was insufficient to yield conclusive results. Secondly, some questions were in fact 
too general. As a result, certain answers lacked precision. The questions should 
have also focused on issues such as the type of training, its intensity, the language 
chosen, etc. What is more, some answers lacked consistency, which could have 
resulted from incorrectly formulated questions. 

5. Conclusions

Despite the numerous limitations of the study, it managed to provide insight into 
Polish L2 teachers’ attitudes towards strategic intervention. The questionnaire 
demonstrates that teachers are cognizant of the positive role that language learning 
strategies can play in the foreign language classroom. They are also ready to 
broaden their horizons in this particular area, which is a highly reassuring finding. 
Although only slightly more than half of the respondents declared their willingness 
to introduce the training, it shows L2 teachers’ interest in making their students 
more autonomous and responsible learners, cognizant of their linguistic strengths 
and weaknesses. When conducting the training, it would be advisable to make it 
direct and long-term, which may lead to better and long-lasting effects.

Many teachers expressed their keen interest in reading scientific journals 
and in attending conferences devoted to strategies. Such findings prove that 
there is a need to conduct more studies into strategies and strategic intervention. 
Organizing a greater number of workshops could also help teachers to expand 
their knowledge pertaining to the effective application of LLS. 

The study also reveals another, probably more disturbing issue, namely 
lack of time during the school year. Forced to follow the imposed curriculum, 
many teachers simply cannot commit more time to additional forms of practice. 
However, it should be also borne in mind that devoting extra time to strategy 
training can in fact save more time in the future, as students who are equipped 
with the necessary tools, i.e. LLS, tend to, among others, be more self-confident, 
solve linguistic problems more effectively and, generally, fare better in the foreign 
language classroom than students who were deprived of strategic intervention. 
That is why, it is the author’s firm belief that thanks to SBI, however time- and 
energy-consuming at the beginning it may be, teachers can shift, at least some, 
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responsibility onto their students and this way make them more cognizant of their 
learning processes and more effective.
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Learning English pronunciation 
in and outside the classroom: 
Psychopedagogic considerations

1. Introduction

The claim that pronunciation teaching has—for a long time now—been seriously 
neglected in foreign language classrooms is common to researchers (e.g. Harmer 2007, 
Henderson et al. 2012, Szpyra-Kozłowska 2008, Underhill 2010, Vernon 2009) and 
language learners. Strangely enough, it is not necessarily seen as a problem by language 
teachers, who seem to believe either that foreign pronunciation is ‘unteachable’, or, 
on the contrary, that it will ‘take care of itself’ through learners’ exposure to spoken 
language. In any case, regardless of textbook writers’ efforts to include pronunciation 
practice activities into the teaching syllabus, learners are often left alone with their 
attempts to master this aspect of language proficiency. This issue will be discussed in 
the present paper, with EFL classrooms in Poland serving as an example of teachers’ 
limited role in the learners’ ultimate attainment in the area of English pronunciation. 
The present qualitative study was an attempt to analyse the attitudes of adolescent 
learners of English to the status of pronunciation practice in their classrooms.

2. Changing approaches to pronunciation  
 in the EFL classroom 

If Adrian Underhill refers to pronunciation teaching today as ‘the Cinderella of 
language teaching’ (Underhill 2010), it has certainly been through tougher times 
in the years of EFL history. As Jones (2002) states,
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the fortunes of pronunciation teaching have waxed and waned. Irrelevant in the 
Grammar Translation approach, pronunciation grew in prominence with the 
rise of the Direct Method and Audiolingualism, only to be pushed again to the 
sidelines with the ascendency of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and 
the Natural Approach (…) Today, pronunciation teaching is experiencing a new 
resurgence, fuelled largely by the increasing awareness of the communicative 
function of suprasegmental features in spoken discourse. (Jones 2002: 178)

Michael Vaughan-Rees, in an article marking the 20th anniversary of the 
IATEFL PronSIG (Vaughan-Rees 2006), presented a comprehensive account of 
what happened in the field of pronunciation teaching during that time and how the 
attitudes of all those concerned were changing. The following significant changes 
have taken place in the last two decades:
 – Our knowledge of ‘what actually happens when people speak’ improved, 

following the publication of Cauldwell’s (1992) ‘Of streams and bricks: new 
ways of presenting the spoken language to learners’, where he demonstrated 
that although speech elements are typically described in terms of discrete 
units, learners perceive spoken language outside the classroom more like 
a ‘stream’; he also pointed to the possibilities of implementing computer 
technology into research of authentic speech.

 – Jennifer Jenkins published her influential paper (Jenkins 1997), in which she 
offered a new perspective of what used to be known as the ‘common core’ in 
pronunciation teaching, attempting to adapt it ‘for a world in which English 
was no longer the private domain of native speakers’ (Vaughan-Rees 2006: 
26). Jenkins (1997) claimed that for the majority of learners the acquisition 
of a native-like accent can no longer be treated as the ultimate goal, due to the 
fact that their primary motivation for learning English is not communication 
with native speakers, but rather the ability to interact with non-native speakers 
of English, with a variety of L1 backgrounds.1

 – The notion of intelligibility (Kenworthy 1987)—which had been perceived as 
an aim in pronunciation teaching for a long time, however with an implication 
that the pursued model was a standard version of native-speaker English 
and the person to judge the degree of intelligibility was a native speaker— 
acquired a new dimension, in view of the fact that ‘an estimated 80 per cent 
of conversations in English worldwide (…) don’t involve a native speaker (…) 
and natural native speaker strategies can make conversation more difficult’ 
(Vaughan-Rees 2006: 27). 

 – The concepts of ELF (English as a Lingua Franca), as well as related terms EIL 
(English as an International Language), World English and Global English began 

1  In Jenkins’ definition of the ‘common core’ little importance is attached to vowel quality 
(except where vowel length is involved), certain features of connected speech (e.g. 
assimilation, weak forms), word stress, pitch movement, the production of the ‘th’ sounds 
(Jenkins 2011).
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to be widely discussed in relation to all aspects of teaching and assessing English 
as a foreign or second language (e.g. House 2003; Hülmbauer 2007; Jenkins 
2007; Seidlhofer 2004, 2006), which naturally further influenced the attitudes 
to non-native pronunciation, including voices questioning the use of native 
speaker pronunciation models in the teaching of English, as ‘not necessarily 
the most intelligible or appropriate accents when a non-native speaker is 
communicating with another non-native speaker’ (Jenkins 2011). This could 
further lead to claims that for a learner of English sounding native-like might, 
paradoxically, turn out to be a disadvantage in the international context. 

 – Following the arguments quoted above, the role of non-native teachers of 
English (NNS teachers) was reassessed (Majer 2012), from the position that 
they should not be treated as ‘models’ of pronunciation towards the claim 
that they might in fact be better instructors, having greater empathy and 
understanding of the learners’ pronunciation problems, and—having been 
through the process themselves—being more aware of ‘what is or is not 
intelligible to other users of English, be these L1 or L2 users’ (Vaughan-Rees 
2006: 27). 

 – Psychological considerations were raised, connected with learners’ attitude 
to ‘perfect’ pronunciation, along with suggestions that sometimes students 
simply do not want to sound like ‘inner circle’ (Kachru and Nelson 1996: 78) 
speakers, or they may wish to retain their ‘foreign’ accent, which they consider 
part of their identity (Harmer 2007: 249).

 – As observed—among others—by Szpyra-Kozłowska (2008: 212) and Pawlak 
(2010: 169), there has been an upsurge of interest in pronunciation among 
both researchers and teacher trainers.
In addition to the described developments—partially as their result and 

partially we should probably say in spite of them—the last two decades have brought 
successful attempts to integrate pronunciation teaching into ‘mainstream’ teaching, 
followed by the appearance of numerous course books featuring pronunciation 
tasks and exercises on a regular basis, on par with grammar and vocabulary based 
activities. It can be safely stated that in contemporary English course books, on 
all levels of proficiency, pronunciation focus has become an obvious component, 
although the typical exercises are often criticized as insufficient. Underhill (2010) 
talks about ‘an essentially behaviourist paradigm of listen, identify, discriminate 
and repeat’; Jones (2002: 178) goes further along the lines of criticism, claiming 
that ‘most commercially produced course books on pronunciation today present 
activities remarkably similar to the audiolingual texts of the 1950s, relying heavily 
on mechanical drilling of decontextualized words and sentences’. The general 
agreement, however, is that teachers can find incomparably more guidance in 
pronunciation teaching today than it was possible to find 20 years ago, even if the 
suggested activities are far from ideal.
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3. Teacher attitudes

There seems to be a consensus today among ELT methodologists concerning 
remarkable progress achieved in the field of teaching English as a foreign language 
during the last few decades. This is particularly noticeable in the techniques of 
teaching grammar and vocabulary in context, productive skills and functional 
dialogues, as well as in the creative use of modern language teaching materials. 
Teachers are well trained in implementing attractive activities in teaching different 
age groups at different levels. However, as Jeremy Harmer notes, 

some of these same teachers make little attempt to teach pronunciation in 
any overt way and only give attention to it in passing. It is possible that they 
are nervous of dealing with sounds and intonation; perhaps they feel they 
have too much to do already and pronunciation teaching will only make 
things worse. They may claim that even without a formal pronunciation 
syllabus, and without specific pronunciation teaching, many students seem 
to acquire serviceable pronunciation in the course of their studies anyway. 
(Harmer 2007: 248)

Shelley Vernon suggests a different reason for teachers’ reluctance to become 
more involved in pronunciation instruction:

Many English teachers avoid teaching pronunciation, not because it is not 
necessary, but because they have little or no information on the subject. (Vernon 
2009: TEFL.net)

This argument is supported by the claim made by Underhill (2010) that 
pronunciation teaching constitutes ‘a mysterious zone’ for most teachers. He 
further states that pronunciation can be seen as 

the poor relation of language teaching, poorly related to the rest of what happens 
in the language classroom. Teachers do their best to integrate pronunciation but 
for many it remains a supplement to the main diet of most lessons, often relegated 
in lessons and course books to ‘pron slots’. (Underhill 2010: teachingenglish.
org.uk)

In many Polish schools the situation reflects the above diagnoses. One may 
assume that several learners do not get sufficient explicit commentary and 
adequate pronunciation practice. Teachers—especially at lower levels—very rarely 
use phonemic charts or phonemic script, although the symbols appear in textbook 
exercises. Pronunciation errors are notoriously perceived as less important than 
structural or lexical errors and very often remain uncorrected. As observed by 
Szpyra-Kozłowska (2008), 

pronunciation […] is largely neglected, with emphasis put on grammar and 
vocabulary. Thus, only a few selected features of English phonetics are occasionally 
practiced, with the use of a small repertoire of traditional techniques, mostly of 
the ‘listen and repeat’ type, based on limited teaching resources. (p. 213)
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4. The study

If the above assumptions concerning teachers are true, it is interesting to examine 
the learners’ attitudes to English pronunciation in the situation where it is generally 
not considered to be a major issue in the classroom. The study described further 
in this paper was conducted in March 2012 and it involved adolescent learners of 
English in the Polish educational context.2

4.1. Aims, research questions and hypothesis

The purpose of the study was to examine the sources of English pronunciation 
accuracy in a group of Polish teenage learners, in view of the previously discussed 
assumed inadequacies of classroom instruction. The following research questions 
were put forward:
 – Do English teachers actually neglect pronunciation in their teaching procedures 

and error correction routines?
 – Is good pronunciation perceived by learners as a valid indicator of foreign 

language competence?
 – What are the sources the learners use outside the classroom that influence 

their English pronunciation?
It was hypothesized that the widely manifested superiority of grammar and 

vocabulary in language instruction would have affected the learners’ opinions 
about the relatively lower importance of pronunciation. Considering the age of 
the learners (14-15- year-olds), it was supposed that their English language skills 
would be largely influenced by computer games, the internet and pop music, with 
travelling abroad and contacts with native speakers of English having less visible 
impact. 

4.2. Participants and procedure

A questionnaire prepared in Polish (Nowak 2012) was administered to 100 middle 
school learners during their English classes. The study involved five groups of 
second- and third-grade students—48 boys and 52 girls. Their level of proficiency 
could be described as ranging from pre-intermediate to intermediate; it is worth 
pointing out that 40 of those students participated in the extended English 
programme, with 6 hours of English per week, the regular curriculum providing 
3 hours of English instruction per week. The more advanced learners used ‘Going 
for Gold’ and ‘FCE Gold Plus’ (Pearson-Longman) as their main textbooks in the 

2  The data referred to in this study were collected by Małgorzata Nowak and partially used 
in her BA dissertation (Nowak 2012).
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second and third grade, respectively; the lower level students—following the regular 
curriculum—used the ‘New Challenges’ series (Pearson-Longman). The factor worth 
noting is that neither of those textbooks contains specially designed pronunciation 
exercises, which is surprising and unusual, because such exercises—sometimes 
constituting separate pronunciation sections—regularly appear in most English 
textbooks available on the market which have been published in the last 10 years.

The original questionnaire analysed by Nowak (2012) consisted of 
13 questions addressed to the learners, following initial demographic information 
about the participants’ gender, age, number of years of studying English and travels 
to English speaking countries. As our purpose in this paper is to illustrate certain 
general assumptions about teaching English pronunciation and not to provide 
a detailed analysis of one school learning context, which may not be typical or fully 
representative, in the present discussion only some aspects of the respondents’ 
answers will be described—the ones which include controversial or in a way 
surprising opinions. For the same reason, no attempts have been made to apply 
any statistical instruments to the obtained data. 

4.3. Discussion of the results

The background information questions provide us with the information that most 
of the 14-16-year-old students participating in the study have been studying English 
for 8 or 9 years (65 students), which means that they started English classes at the 
very beginning of primary school. For 28 participants English instruction must have 
begun in kindergarten, as they marked 10, 11 or even 12 (10 students) or 13 years 
(3 students) in their answers. Such a long period of uninterrupted language study 
should theoretically result in a high level of proficiency, not necessarily confirmed 
by the observed level of their language abilities.

When asked about the experiences of travelling abroad, only 22 learners out 
of a hundred admitted having been to any English speaking country.

Five questions in the questionnaire referred to the learners’ perceptions of 
the relative importance of the pronunciation component in the process of foreign 
language learning. The answers showed very high ratings of ‘good pronunciation’, 
which comes as a surprise in a situation when teachers seem to favour grammar 
in their teaching attempts, and in the era of communicative approach, treating 
‘intelligibility’ and not native-like mastery as a realistic goal in pronunciation 
teaching. Learners were asked to choose ‘the most important—for them—aspect 
of studying English’; while ‘vocabulary’, as it might be expected, was rated the 
highest, ‘pronunciation’ came second, with only 26 points assigned to ‘grammar’. 
At the same time, interestingly, when asked to point to the most difficult area in 
studying English, they unanimously chose grammar, with only one student(!) 
selecting pronunciation. When asked to decide—on a scale from 1 to 5—to what 



251Halina Majer

extent correct pronunciation matters in attaining foreign language skills, the vast 
majority (83 students) chose 4 or 5 points. Additionally, 85 students claimed 
that they ‘pay attention to correct pronunciation while speaking English’, which 
is a very encouraging result. The last question in this area asked the learners 
whether they pay attention to how other people speak English and whether they 
notice their pronunciation mistakes, which 32 learners answered positively, while 
54 responded with ‘sometimes’; only 14 respondents do not seem to pay attention 
to others’ way of speaking English. 

From what several ELT methodologists have claimed it can be concluded 
that pronunciation gets most attention from both teachers and learners when 
new vocabulary items are introduced; this assumption was confirmed by the 
respondents of the study, 81 of whom acknowledged that they concentrate 
on pronunciation and stress when learning a new English word. Particularly 
their concern with word stress is a very good sign; however, during classroom 
observations it could be seen that word stress is the source of several errors in the 
learners’ production, thus it may be suspected that the learners’ answers reflected 
their beliefs in what should be done in the classroom rather than actual classroom 
practice. This conclusion is supported by the learners’ reactions to a related 
question, concerning their making use of phonetic transcription when checking 
a word in a dictionary: only 29 students pay attention to the transcription, 71 never 
do that. It is difficult not to conclude that they are not encouraged by teachers to 
do so; perhaps not even acquainted with the phonetic symbols.

When asked a predictable question about teachers’ reactions to pronunciation 
errors in the classroom, the learners gave their teachers credit for being reasonably 
concerned with pronunciation standards: 89 learners say that they are corrected 
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’. 

Questions seeking the common sources of the students’ contact with authentic, 
spoken language elicited answers which were far from unexpected, with ‘music’ and 
‘the internet’ clearly being rated the highest—78 and 61 students, respectively—it 
was possible to select several options. Films came next, followed by ‘contacts with 
friends and family abroad’ (18 students), playing games, and ‘additional English 
lessons’—surprisingly low in the ranking (only 14 students). 

5. Conclusions

Although it would be difficult to claim that the above presented findings are 
fully representative and truly reflect Polish middle school learners’ attitudes to 
pronunciation study, certain interesting tendencies can be noticed. The following 
tentative observations seem to be worth pointing out:
 – Contrary to the initial predictions, learners appear to be convinced that correct 

pronunciation is a significant indicator of perceived foreign language proficiency 
and they attach considerable importance to mastering this subsystem.
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 – As it was hypothesized, teachers do not give priority to pronunciation: 
although errors are corrected with reasonable frequency, no pronunciation 
exercises are introduced, little attention is paid to word stress, learners are 
not familiarized with phonetic transcription or informed about its possible 
benefits, neither are learners encouraged to check pronunciation when they 
consult dictionaries about unknown words.

 – It is common for teenage learners to rely on additional—outside the 
classroom—sources for native-like pronunciation models; while this fact is 
in accordance with the initial assumptions, it seems strange, however, that 
additional English lessons (private lessons, afternoon language courses), 
although frequently part of learners’ language education, are rarely mentioned 
in the context of extended pronunciation practice.

 – Conclusions from learners’ answers and comments fully support Jeremy 
Harmer’s claim that ‘the fact that some students are able to acquire reasonable 
pronunciation without overt pronunciation teaching should not blind us to the 
benefits of a focus on pronunciation in our lessons’ (Harmer 2007: 248).
Learners’ comments referring to English pronunciation revealed that in spite 

of the teachers’ neglect and in spite of the general tendency to concentrate on 
‘comfortable intelligibility’ (Kenworthy 1987: 3), without pursuing pronunciation 
goals beyond basic communicative success, for a great majority of learners native-
like pronunciation remains a desirable—if not entirely realistic—objective. This 
attitude corresponds with what Wells (2005) stated, commenting on students’ 
personal aspirations in the era of English as an International Language:

Different students in the same class of school or university may well have rather 
different aims.

Some just want enough English to communicate at a basic level, or indeed just 
enough to pass some examination. Others aim to achieve the best they possibly 
can. We must cater for both types and for those who fall somewhere between. 
Speaking personally, I must say that my own aspiration in learning languages 
is NS-like proficiency. I acknowledge that I may be unlikely to attain it. But that 
doesn’t stop me aiming for it. I try to inspire my students with the same high 
ideal. If it were suggested that I should not even aim so high, I should feel short-
changed. (Wells 2005: 402)

It is impossible not to fully agree with the above claims, although—as Vaughan-
Rees rightly observes—only a minority of our students will really want to sound as 
close to native speakers as possible, yet there are several learners who ‘absolutely 
want to understand native speakers’ (Vaughan-Rees 2006: 27), and they should 
be granted the opportunities to be exposed to native-speaker accents, both RP or 
General American, but also regional native accents. The further suggestion that 
learners might also benefit from materials using ‘the speech of educated non-native 
speakers: scientists, politicians, artists, business people’ (Vaughan-Rees 2006: 27) 
looks very interesting and falls in line with the earlier mentioned undisputable 
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fact that numerous learners are more likely to use English in the ELF context—in 
communication with other non-native speakers.

Finally, it ought to be said that even if English teachers perceive the importance 
of pronunciation, they still tend not to concentrate on goals which are considered 
strategic. As advocated by Szpyra-Kozłowska and Stasiak (2010), “phonetic 
instruction should, first and foremost, focus not on segments and suprasegments, 
but on the pronunciation of whole words, particularly those ones whose distortion 
might lead to communicative problems” (p. 12). On the other hand, while this 
general recommendation for teachers of English concerning pronunciation 
instruction, as well as the suggestion by Wells quoted above, namely ‘to concentrate 
on the matters that most impede intelligibility and to exploit the findings of 
contrastive analysis to help pinpoint likely areas of difficulty’ (Wells 2005: 407), 
remain perfectly valid in the Polish school context, Polish teachers should also be 
made more aware of the potential of pronunciation-focused activities included in 
modern textbooks. Ignoring them, which seems to be often the case, acts against 
the expectations of those numerous learners whose ambitions concerning English 
pronunciation are high. Moreover, teacher training programmes in Poland would 
certainly benefit from increasing the amount of attention devoted to the area of 
pronunciation, including the ability to use phonemic symbols effectively in the 
classroom, because the teachers’ general reluctance to refer to them may indeed 
result from lack of knowledge, as the earlier (cf. Section 3) quotations from Vernon 
and Underhill would suggest. As Jeremy Harmer points out,

Despite what we have said about identity and the global nature of English (and 
the use of ELF), some students do indeed wish to sound exactly like a native 
speaker. In such circumstances it would be absurd to try to deny them such an 
objective. (Harmer 2007: 249)

However, as noted by Tavakoli (2011: 71), the question whether learners of 
English should conform to native-speaker norms is a much broader educational 
issue. This topic, both pedagogical and sociolinguistic, would clearly go beyond 
the confines of the present paper.
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Appendix  

Questions included in the questionnaire (Nowak 2012), selected for discussion: 
 1.  Which is—for you—the most essential aspect of studying English? Choose 

between ‘vocabulary’, ‘grammar’, ‘pronunciation’, ‘spelling’, ‘reading’. 
 2.  Which aspect of English is the most difficult for you to master?
 3.  On a scale of 1 to 5, decide to what extent correct English pronunciation is 

important for you.
 4.  Do you pay attention to pronunciation accuracy while speaking English? (Yes, 

definitely; yes, sometimes; no, definitely not)
 5.  When you listen to other people speaking English, do you notice their 

pronunciation mistakes?
 6.  When you are introduced to a new word in English, do you pay attention to 

its pronunciation and word stress?
 7.  When you look up a word in a dictionary, do you notice the phonetic 

transcription and make use of it?
 8.  Do your English teachers correct errors in pronunciation?
 9.  Which sources outside the classroom help you to improve English pronun- 

ciation? (You may name as many as you wish).
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Phonological processing deficit—  
a culprit behind developmental dyslexia?

1. Introduction

This article endeavours to discuss the issue of phonological processing and its relation 
with developmental dyslexia from several angles. It attempts to define it, analyzes 
its complex relationship with other manifestations of cognitive functions, such as 
memory and processing speed, and investigates its contribution to reading in reading-
disabled and unimpaired reading cases. Additionally, it offers a wide spectrum of 
data from behavioural, cognitive and neurobiological studies. Developmental dyslexia 
has been a focal point of cross-disciplinary research, and for a good reason, as for 
the last decades, depending on the criteria and statistical data, it has been estimated 
to range from 6 to 15 per cent within the school population (Bogdanowicz 2004, 
Habib 2004). However, in order to proceed to discussing the matter and its various 
implications in terms of reading-writing acquisition, it is essential to create the 
context which begins with the utmost refinement of the cognitive development of 
the human capacity to think and express those thoughts—speech.

2. Speech and writing

The idea that spoken language arises spontaneously, even in extremely adverse 
conditions, is comforting (Petitto and Marentete 1991). And it arose, from the 21st 
century’s perspective, in somewhat adverse conditions approximately 30,000 years 
BC (Coulmas 1999). From then on speech has capitalized on the neurocognitive 
modules placed at the junction of the frontal and parietal lobes, and the temporal 
lobe in the left hemisphere in right-handed people. It is entertaining to think that 
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somewhere around the year 2000 BC there was a moment, technically the last in 
history, when people who carried a particular gene predisposing them for dyslexia 
never had to be burdened by its consequences. They might have felt a little forgetful or 
distracted, or in some cases particularly expressive in artistic domains, but they were 
not necessitated to confront their genes with print. That came later, with the arrival 
of writing to Northern Syria (Schoolcraft 1851 in McDougall 2010), more precisely 
the first consonantal scripts, or perhaps just a tiny bit later when the transition to 
alphabetic writing occurred with these scripts having been adopted for use in Greek 
(McDougal et al. 2010). It is of course a great generalization, as literacy had not been 
regulated, promoted, nor made use of on a larger scale until around a hundred years 
back. Had it been more popular, life would have been more difficult for the dyslexics 
much sooner. However, it marked a “psychological and epistemological revolution” in 
the development of Western culture (Havelock 1976: 49). On the other hand, writing 
has never been imposed on people. It has spread quickly and through many cultures 
(Paulesu, Brunshwick and Paganelli 2010). Ever since, it has granted us access to 
educational and cultural resources and its consequences can never be overvalued. 
Humankind began a tradition of storing and passing on knowledge which has 
diversified amongst others, into Science, religion, and the internet.

3. Reading versus speech

An attentive observer may notice that, although writing is secondary to speech, and 
although there is no other way to acquire it but through instruction, almost everyone 
is granted a disposition that compels them to read anything they see, and do it fluently 
(Havelock 1976, Paulesu et al. 2010). Almost everyone. But we shall return to this 
point later. Firstly, it is worth examining reading fluency and its relation to speech. 
Meyer and Felton (1999: 284) characterize reading fluency as “the ability to read 
connected text rapidly, smoothly, effortlessly and automatically with little attention 
to the mechanisms of reading such as decoding”. This mechanism that allows for 
fluent decoding of written symbols into meaningful messages is based on the brain’s 
ability to segment speech and map the segmented units onto corresponding graphic 
symbols (Goswami 2010). Usha Goswami (2010: 23) points out that we cannot 
forget that the brain is evolutionarily wired to comprehend speech, not the written 
word, which is of an arbitrary nature. Thus, in her words, the orthographic lexicon 
is “parasitic on the speech processing system”. It is now absurdly easy to confirm 
this statement as data from behavioural studies are verifiable by neuroimaging 
studies and the results reveal that, in reading, a mandatory phonological activation 
occurs both in apprentice readers and efficient, skilled readers (Cohen and Dehaene 
2004). The activation of Broca’s area in all types of readers is the sign of the brain’s 
adaptation to understand communicative messages, even though it might have 
seemed that skilled readers absorb information straight from the graphic form of 
words. (Zeigler and Goswami 2005). Interestingly, the reading system in a mature 
brain is relatively independent of other brain systems. In 2010 Paulesu and 
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colleagues carried out a study involving neuroimaging techniques and proved that 
reading and writing have capitalized on already existing neurocognitive modules, 
other than those used for oral language, leaving reading with a quasi-autonomous 
space within the cognitive system. 

4. Where reading takes place

At this point it seems valuable to revise the reading areas, their location in the brain, 
their purpose and also briefly mention some possible results of brain damage to these 
areas. Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), neuroscientists have been 
able to identify and localize several interrelated left hemisphere neural networks in 
reading (Anderson and Gore 1997; Frackowiak et al. 2004, Jezzard et al. 2001), namely, 
Wernicke’s area, Broca’s area (BA 44), the Angular gyrus and Area BA 37. Although 
a brain activates around seventeen regions to a diversified extent during the reading 
process, these four areas have been acclaimed the reading areas (see Table 1). Typically, 
all are placed in the left hemisphere in the majority of right-handed people.

Table 1. The revision of the four main reading areas and their functions

Area Function Damage 
1. Wernicke’s area Highly specialized for the detection of 

language signals
Holds the records of phonemes and 
the phoneme sequences that make up 
words
Recognizes language from background 
noise

Language input 
cannot be properly 
classified and 
recognized, and 
thereby meaning 
cannot be ascribed 
(Lishman 2010) 

2. Broca’s area Responsible for producing fluent speech 
(articulation)
Assembling words according to syntax in 
order to transmit meaning
Important in silent reading and naming 
(Fiez and Peterson 1998; Frackowiak  
et al. 2004)

Speech becomes 
slow and hesitant 
with faulty 
grammar

3. Angular gyrus Has special relevance to written 
language—critical to skilled, fluent 
reading
Acts with Wernicke’s area to give 
meaning to language which is visually 
perceived
It maps visual images of printed words 
onto the phonological structure of 
language

Results in the 
loss of the 
ability to read 
and write/speak 
and understand 
speech

4. BA 37 Gives access to our ‘word dictionaries’ 
and allows us to select the appropriate 
word to match a given perceived object

Reduced RAN 
capacity
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With regard to reading-disabled cases, functional imaging studies indicate 
failure in the left hemisphere anterior systems, mainly the inferior frontal gyrus 
(Benson 1994, Brunswick et al. 1999, Corina et al. 2001, Georgiewa et al. 2002, 
Paulesu et al. 1996, Rumsey et al. 1997, Shaywitz et al. 1998), as well as the 
posterior systems while reading (Brunswick et al. 1999, Helenius et al.1999, 
Horwitz et al. 1998, Salmelin et al. 1996). Additionally, Shaywitz and her colleagues 
(2002: 459) argue that 

although dyslexic readers exhibit dysfunction in posterior reading systems, they 
appear to develop compensatory systems involving areas around the inferior 
frontal gyrus in both hemispheres, as well as the right hemisphere homologue 
of the left occipito-temporal word form area. 

5. The impact of reading on the brain

One of the fascinating aspects of reading acquisition is that once it has been learnt, 
it changes the neural organization of the brain. It is symptomatic that literate 
individuals become aware of the sounds of language and the way they can be 
manipulated (Castro-Caldas et al. 1998). It clearly points to the bilateral relationship 
between phonemic awareness and reading. The relationship is further supported 
by the reverse cases of illiterate individuals who lack this awareness, which proves 
that phonemic awareness cannot develop without reading. Furthermore, reading 
cannot occur without a fully developed awareness of phonemes (1998). 

6. The building blocks of fluent reading 

The most general prerequisites for reading to become automatized and fluent 
are, according to Ellis (1993) phonological awareness, age-appropriate oral 
language skills a well-developed vocabulary and the ability to name objects 
rapidly and effortlessly (see RAN later on in the article), as well as early print 
awareness and letter recognition. The above factors are essential for the proper 
formation of phonological representations in the mental lexicon but in order 
for them to become refined, language production is mandatory (Scarborough 
1998). To be more specific, for the mental representations of language sounds 
to sit comfortably in the mental lexicon, actual speech production, preferably as 
immaculate as possible, is essential. As a matter of fact, the key factor in reading 
acquisition is the development of mental representations of the alphabetic code. 
One more aspect is unveiling from the discussion, namely the fact that in reading 
and writing attention must be paid to phonological representations of sounds and 
not their co-articulated versions (Jule 1996). Speech sounds are incorporated in 
both the surrounding neighbours but to encode speech in the processes of writing, 
an entirely different set of sounds must be incorporated. The complexity of the 
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phenomenon that literacy represents is probably underestimated. Its complexity, 
and frankly, the sheer fact of its existence is the very reason dyslexia is noticed in 
the first place.

7. Orthographic depth and reading  
 acquisition pathways

Another aspect, strongly echoed in the process of reading acquisition in normally-
reading and reading-disabled individuals, is the type of orthographic regularity of 
a given language. Behavioural studies point to significant differences in the reading 
acquisition routes taken in languages with different spelling models. Most recent 
studies involving brain scans reveal that there are different patterns of brain 
activation depending on the type of regularity with which sounds correspond to 
letters, the divergence is noted both in normal and dyslexic readers (Frith et al. 
1998, Seymour et al. 2003). An excellent example of the abovementioned link 
between a spelling pattern and reading acquisition is highlighted by Paulesu and 
his colleagues (2000). The Italian researchers compared two languages, Italian 
and English, which differ significantly in their grapheme-phoneme designs. The 
readers of the two languages were tested on reading three groups of words in their 
native languages, where one group consisted of high frequency words from their 
mother tongue, the other of non-words derived from these words, and the last one 
of international words that have the same meaning and spelling in both languages. 
For clear-cut results, half the words conformed to Italian orthography and the other 
half to the English one with regular spelling. The behavioural results converged in 
that the Italian group read their words faster than the English group, for reasons 
other than the spelling complexity of English words, as the word choice excluded 
that option. Neuropsychological studies confirmed differences in brain activation 
pointing to the variance in the emphasis on the subcomponents of the same 
reading system, which may be attributed to the specific demands of the particular 
orthographic code, in this case either Italian or English. More precisely, the Italian 
readers showed greater activation in the region associated with phonological 
processing (Demonet et al. 1994), whereas the English readers also activated 
areas linked with word retrieval, word naming and semantic processing (Poldrack 
1999). This is to be expected as words like island, yacht, women, bough, dough do 
not allow one to retrieve the word sounds simply by phonological decoding. 

8. The alphabetic principle

In the Foreword to an excellent review of the latest research on reading and 
dyslexia, Uta Frith (2010) claims the alphabet to be “one of the most elegant 
and simple solutions to turn spoken language into written language”. It is clearly 
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a perspective of a non-dyslexic as ‘dyslexia is evident when accurate and fluent 
reading and/or spelling is learnt very incompetently or with great difficulty’, as 
Pumfrey and Reason state (1999: 18). It is evident that the alphabetic principle, 
which makes the world a literate place, is the reason why some 15 per cent of 
readers do not progress in reading (Habib 2004). Had it not been for the alphabetic 
principle, this article would have never come to life. A curious thought. Had all 
instruction and communication been performed orally, a vast potion of the problem 
would disappear. In the first official report following the first diagnosis of dyslexia, 
Pringle Morgan (1896) states that: 

The boy is of average intelligence in conversation. His eyes are normal and his 
eyesight good. The schoolmaster who has taught him for some years says that he 
would be the smartest lad in the school if the instruction were given in oral.

However, even though reading problems are at the heart of dyslexia, there 
is a whole set of symptoms that reflect disorders of various psychological 
processes:
 –  delayed speech acquisition and problems in early speech production 

(Scarborough 1990);
 –  object naming and word retrieval (Wolf 1991);
 –  poor verbal short-term memory (Shankweiller and Cain 1986);
 –  difficulty in segmenting phonemes (Khami and Catts 1986);
 –  poor non-word repetition (1987).

The common ground is still reading and writing. Nevertheless, in 1985, 
Ellis stated provocatively that “whatever dyslexia may turn out to be, it is not 
a reading disorder” (1985: 237). From the 1980s onwards there has been an 
incredible push in the search for the causes of dyslexia. Scientists in different 
centres across the world have taken different approaches from the biological 
to the cognitive, forming hypothesis such as the Magnocellular Theory (Stein 
2001), Phonological Awareness Hypothesis (Goswami, Snowling 2004, Swan 
and Goswami 1997), Temporal Processing Hypothesis (De Martino et al. 2001; 
Tallal 1996), Cerebellum Theory (Fawcett and Nicolson 2001, 2004) and finally, 
Phonological Processing Deficit Theory (Stanovich 2001). And it is there where 
the story next takes us.

9. Phonological processing and reading

Phonological processing refers to ‘the use of the sound structure of oral language 
in processing written and oral information’(Anthony et al. 2006: 239). It is broadly 
defined as ‘the ability to process sounds of spoken language’ (Johnson et al. 2001: 
240). More precise phonological processing “entails the segmental analysis of 
words during ordinary speaking and listening” (van der Leij et al. 2001: 161). It 
is a construct covering three components: phonological awareness, phonological 
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memory and phonological access to lexical storage, also referred to as RAN, and 
it has emerged as a result of almost four decades of research on the reading and 
writing skills in pre-school and school children. 

10. The components of phonological processing 

Phonological awareness is the state of being conscious of the sounds of language 
and how they can be manipulated (Liberman and Shankweiler 1985). 
Phonological awareness involves knowledge about the sounds that constitute 
words. It is a metalinguistic skill with the awareness of rhymes at one end of 
the continuum and the ability to perform operations on phonemes on the other. 
Its existence has been verified, as the ability to count phonemes, divide words 
into phonemes, delete them or substitute them requires the most attention and 
proficiency in working with linguistic material (Adams 1990). Interestingly, on 
top of the developmental pathways for phonological skills, where rhymes come 
first, onset-rimes fall midway, and phonemes arrive last, particular points in 
a child’s development have been pinpointed. Between the ages of three to four, 
syllable awareness develops. Only later, at the age of six, when the foundation 
for acquiring higher levels of metaphonological skills is ready, is the awareness 
of phonemes attained (Goswami and Bryant 1999). So by the late 1990s, 
a causal link between phonological deficit and reading difficulties in dyslexia 
was established (Bruck 1993; Elbro et al. 1994; Fawcett and Nicolson 1995a; 
Nicolson and Fawcett 1995; Shankweiler et al 1995; Snowling 1995; Wagner and 
Torgensen 1987 D and the Brain p. 2) (For a contrasting viewpoint see Savage, 
Blair and Rvachev 2006)

Phonological memory “refers to the coding of information in a sound-based 
representation system for temporary storage” (2006: 240). Phonological short-
term memory involves storing distinct phonological features for short periods of 
time to be “read off” in the process of applying the alphabetic principle to word 
identification. 

RAN is a measure of “retrieving phonological codes from memory” (2006: 
240). Rapid naming of verbal material is a measure of the fluid access to verbal 
names, in isolation or as part of a series, and efficiency in activating name codes 
from memory (Wagner, Torgensen, & Rashotte 1999). 

Data accumulating from research has been instrumental in pinpointing the 
three components and linking phonological deficit with poor reading performance, 
irrespective of IQ and language background (Elbro 1998). In order to store 
phonological information in memory (PM), there has to be a clear-cut mental 
representation of each of the sounds of spoken language (PA). By the same token, 
access to these representations can be granted on two conditions: the sound 
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representations are distinct and clear, and they are comfortably sitting in the 
memory, available for retrieval at any time (RAN). However, there is still vagueness 
that pertains to the extent of correlation of PA, PM and RAN and their exact role in 
the advancement of literacy in learners wit and without dyslexia. Anthony (2006) 
accentuates the significance of the search for the answers to these questions, as 
they will delineate the efficiency of test batteries aimed at assessing children 
potentially at risk for reading difficulties and enable researchers and practitioners 
to mark the “potential loci of intervention” (Anthony 2006: 240).

11. Phonological distinctness

To accentuate the importance of phonological awareness, it is worth zooming in 
on the concept of quality of phonological representations (Elbro et al. 1998: 40), 
which is defined as “the degree of separation—that is the relative distance between 
a phonological representation and its neighbours”. It has been hypothesized that 
the difficulty in conversing grapheme to phoneme, and the reverse, lies in the 
insufficient distinctions between the representations of particular sounds, which 
hinders segmentation and other phonological tasks on such blurry forms (1998). 
These insufficiently distinct representations may serve their purpose for everyday 
communication but they fail to establish the basis for phonological operations. 
Snowling (2006) advocates the position that poorly specified phonological 
representations are the underlying reason of reading problems. She proposes 
that when phonological representations are blurry, the processing of auditory 
material is less efficient. The consequences are surprisingly grave, as manifested 
by converging data (Lyon 1995; Manis et al. 1993; Perfetti 1992; Rack et al. 1992; 
Share 1995; Stanovich and Siegel 1994; Vellutino and Scanon 1991):
 –  reduced verbal short term memory (phonological memory);
 –  poorer long-term verbal learning, sequential memory;
 –  reduced accurate and fluent word identification;
 –  insufficient application of a letter-sound knowledge to decode unfamiliar 

words. 
Nonetheless, even though the evidence proclaiming phonological awareness 

to be the marker of developmental dyslexia is both extensive and convincing, 
Zeigler and Goswami (2005, 2006) undermined these results by their research 
in transparent orthographies. They demonstrated that in orthographies such as 
Greek, Italian, Spanish and German, unlike English, French or Danish, factors such 
as RAN and phonological memory proved to be more sensitive diagnostic measures 
of dyslexia. However, between Elbro’s research and that of Goswami and Zeigler’s, 
there resides a story of how the thought on phonological processing evolved in 
the context of reading acquisition and dyslexia. This brings us closer to a review 
of cognitive deficits in dyslexia.
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12. Cognitive level

The cognitive level, according to Nicolson (2008) “provides a valuable descriptive 
level between brain and behaviour”, and in a way bridges the neurobiological 
level we are unaware of with its daily, behavioural manifestations. Below is an 
outline of Cognitive Psychology’s approach to the causes of dyslexia within this 
framework.

13. Phonological Deficit Hypothesis

The 1980s brought a then-leading theory to an abrupt halt. For a decade, dyslexic 
problems had been attributed to visual problems, also including motor skill problems. 
It was Vellutino who, in 1979, argued that the problem lay in language rather than 
vision, and that the visual difficulties experienced by some readers are symptomatic 
of a deficit of a linguistic nature. From then on, the phonological deficit hypothesis 
received much attention and has dominated research on developmental dyslexia 
(Snowling 1987; Stanovich 1988a; Vellutino 1979). Bradley and Bryant (1978) in 
the UK, and Lundberg, Olofsson and Wall (1980) in Scandinavia established that 
phonological awareness was the most powerful predictor of later reading and writing 
success. Later intervention studies (Bradley and Bryant 1983; Kundberg, Frost and 
Peterson 1988) validated the assumption in a study of a group of preschoolers with 
low phonological skills who received training in that very aspect, and achieved better 
results in tests of reading performance, when compared with a group who received 
nonphonological training, and at the onset was equally deficient in phonological 
skills. Throughout the 1980s and 90s converging evidence accumulated, continuously 
confirming phonological type difficulties in children and adult readers with dyslexia 
(Bruck 1993; Elbro, Nielsen and Petersen 1994; Fawcett and Nicolson 1995a, 
1995b; Shankweiler et al.1995; Snowling 1995, Wagner and Torgensen 1987). 
Further studies have elaborated on the earlier findings and demonstrated that the 
facilitation of phonological awareness and letter-sound mappings exerted a positive 
influence on word identification, spelling and reading ability in general (Foorman 
et al. 1991, 1998; Lundberg, Frost and Peterson 1988; Rack 1985; Torgesen et al. 
1999; Vellutino and Scanlon 1987). 

14. Phonological-core variable-difference

Another step forward was made by Stanovich (1988) who proposed the first 
cognitive model of developmental dyslexia, which he termed phonological-core 
variable difference. Phonological deficit had been a central focal point in dyslexia 
research (Morris and Manis 1983) but it was in the late 1980s when an exhaustive 
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model was formulated. Stanovich elaborated on the “assumption of specificity” 
of the phonological deficiency in dyslexic readers, and he concluded that it 
was a contained deficit. Consequently, when moving away from a dyslexic area 
and down the IQ continuum, the deficit, Stanovich construed, would spread 
into wider areas of cognitive domains. According to this model, moving along 
the continuum, the deficit in phonological skills remained, but further down it 
was accompanied by an increasing number of other deficits, notwithstanding 
reading, to arrive at ’garden variety poor readers’. The explanation attracted 
much attention but it also raised doubts, as some researchers claimed it failed 
to encompass the vastness of the dyslexic landscape (Gathercole 1995). The 
phonological deficit, despite extensive research, as Uta Frith once put it, “remains 
tantalizingly elusive” (1997: 11).

15. Double deficit

A broader perspective was drawn when the speed of processing was also taken into 
account. The earliest studies include those by Dencla and Rudel (1976) on the Rapid 
Automatized Naming technique. They demonstrated that dyslexic children reacted 
significantly slower when their choice reaction to any kind of stimuli was measured, 
be it auditory tone, visual flash or either of the two in a linguistic format (Nicolson 
and Fawcett 1994). Further analysis came from van der Leij and van Daal (1993) 
who demonstrated that dyslexic readers require longer exposure to recognize 
known words in comparison to their normally-reading counterparts, matched for 
reading age not chronological age. They hypothesized that the speed processing 
limitations are the core impediment of automatization of word recognition skills. 
Wolf (2001: 125) recognized that some children may have “fundamental difficulties 
in developing sufficiently rapid processing rates in the components necessary 
for fluent reading and writing”. Serial naming speed embraced the problems 
with a deficient processing rate. The first RAN (rapid automatized naming) tests 
allowed Denckla and Rudel (1976) to establish that it is the speed of naming that 
distinguishes children with dyslexia from the normally-reading peers, as well as 
other LD students. The finding, coupled with the phonological awareness data, 
has proved to account for a vast majority of cases. 

16. Double-deficit—alternative viewpoints

At the turn of the 21st century, Wolf and Bowers (1999) proposed a variation of the 
double-deficit hypothesis, which holds that phonological awareness and naming-
speed (RAN) are both independent sources of reading difficulties. However, they 
hypothesized the complexity of the characteristics of different dyslexic readers 
comes from the fact that they struggle with one of the three types, or variations, 
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of the above components. For the purpose of clarification, Wolf and Bowers 
(1999) created three separate subtypes that cause reading problems: one with 
a phonological deficit only, the other with just the naming speed and the last one 
with a combination of the above. The last group proved to be the most severely 
impaired and the most treatment resistant (Torgensen, Wagner and Rashotte 
1994). When it comes to their distribution across the dyslexic population, it is 
worth noting that it differs according to the language under examination. A study 
by Lovett et al. (2000) in a group of severely impaired English-speaking dyslexic 
readers allotted the double deficit to a whole 50 per cent of participants, with 
the other half equally divided between the RAN deficit and phonological deficit 
as separate subtypes. The same study carried out in a group of Hebrew speakers 
revealed that 96 per cent of cases fell within the double deficit, and the remaining 
4 per cent within the phonological deficit. Recent research, however, has provided 
data pointing to the fact that the phonological deficit and speed-naming deficit 
tend to co-occur and it has been inferred that the phonological deficit may not be 
independent (Pennington et al. 2001; Schatschneider et al. 2002). Proponents of 
this theory (Waber, Forbes, Wolf and Weiller 2004) promote a notion that both 
phonological and naming-speed deficit are incorporated within a single reading 
difficulty. This line of thought is justified by the outcome of their study, in which 
all of the reading disabled participants who displayed a phonological deficit also 
showed a naming-speed deficit, but there was no case with a reversed pattern. 
Vellutino et al. (2004) claims that the assumption that there is a pure naming 
speed deficit causing reading problems in dyslexia is wrong. Rasmus (2003) 
agrees that at least two factors exist which cause reading problems in dyslexia, 
apart from phonological awareness deficit, and they are deficient speed-naming 
skills and faulty working-memory. He concludes that “phonology does not reduce 
to awareness, naming and memory; consequently many aspects of dyslexic 
phonology remain to be investigated”. The double deficit theory recognized that 
it is a combination of the phonological awareness and verbal working memory, as 
well as the ability to name objects rapidly, that contributes to the specific nature 
of the dyslexic reading problems. All in all, studies have led to the three-fold 
categorization of the reading difficulties, with the last category being the most 
frequent:
 –  Phonologial deficit alone,
 –  RAN deficit alone,
 –  Phonological and RAN.

Interestingly enough, both the speed of processing and working memory “are 
normally considered as fundamental cognitive attributes rather than derivatives 
of phonology” (Nicolson 2010: 28).
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17. Neurobiological research

The recognition of dyslexia as a neurobiological disorder is fairly recent (Frith 
1999; Habib 2000). Nonetheless, it marks a watershed in the history of research 
in developmental dyslexia. First and foremost, within just over a decade, for the 
first time in history, researchers have been able to carry out experiments on live 
brains as opposed to the post mortem examinations (Galaburda et al. 1985). And 
even Galaburda examined only four dyslexic brains. What that entails is a staggering 
number of opportunities which include examinations of the brain structure and brain 
activity of dyslexic readers of all ages (Eden et al. 1996; Shaywitz et al. 1998; Shaywitz 
and Shaywitz 2001; Pugh et al. 2000a, b, 2001; Simons et al. 2000a, b; Temple 2002; 
Temple et al. 2001; Habib and Demonet 2000; Paulesu et al. 2001). It is at last possible 
to perform longitudinal studies with behavioural data shifted to the background. The 
availability of PET scans and MRI scans has transformed the type of studies in the way 
that it is possible to diagnose, measure and compare how different brains respond 
to different tasks. Last but not the least, they provide an insight which shows beyond 
a doubt what is actually happening in the reading brain. 

18. Structural brain investigation

In 2000 Eliez et al. performed a MRI study on a group of 16 dyslexic readers, aged 
18-40, and on 14 controls, all right handed. Not only was the study of enormous 
scientific consequence, but it was one that struck a nostalgic note within the 
scientific community. It compared the measurements and structure of both 
brain types—a task first attempted some 20 years earlier without the elaborate 
equipment. The study also centered on planum temporale, an area situated in the 
temporal lobe, which is of utmost significance with regard to language. Galaburda 
et al. (1985) discovered that in the brain of dyslexic readers, the typical asymmetry 
of the planum temporale was absent. It is worth noting that in normally-reading 
brains this region is more pronounced, even as much as five times more so than its 
right-hemisphere counterpart (Galaburda 1985). What became evident from the 
study by Eliez et al. was that in dyslexic brains both temporal lobes were reduced 
in size with an additional 12 per cent reduction of the left. The study validated 
Galaburda’s earlier finding and concluded that the impaired activation noted in the 
left temporal lobe of dyslexic readers may be linked to the structural difference.

19. Functional brain imaging

Another interesting finding was carried out by a group of Italian researchers 
(Paulesau et al. 1996). The PET scans of dyslexic brains revealed the severely 
restricted activation of their relevant functional areas on performing phonological 
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tasks. In the rhyming task, dyslexic readers activated Broca’s but not Wernicke’s 
area. Interestingly, in the memory task, their brains assumed a reversed pattern of 
activation. Additionally, Paulesau and colleagues observed a significantly reduced 
harmony in the activation of all reading areas. Finally, a surprising lack of activation 
of the insula, the region that lies between the anterior and posterior areas, was 
noted. This data was then compared with the well-known behavioural level of 
the disorder. The authors believe that brain’s failure to connect different reading 
areas in the process of reading mirrors their failure to read fluently. Dyslexic 
readers experience difficulty associating between the different codes required 
for reading such as the sounds of a heard word with the sight of a written word 
and the articulation of the word. This may all be accounted for by lack of harmony 
in brain activation. Shaywitz (1998) designed an experiment measuring brain 
function on performing phonological processing tasks of increasing difficulty. The 
study revealed differences in the type of regions activated in the cognitively varying 
tasks. In controls, an increasing activation of Wernicke’s area and the angular gyrus 
was observed, whereas the dyslexic group showed an overactivation of the Broca’s 
areas in response to the phonological demands. It has been concluded that the 
functional differences between the brains of the dyslexic and skilled readers reflect 
an imperfectly functioning system for segmenting words into their phonological 
constituents in disabled readers, which is verified by the overactivation of the 
Broca’s area. The disrupted system also includes the angular gyrus, which is 
pivotal in mapping the visual images of print on to the phonological structures of 
language. The finding supports the critical role of impaired phonological analysis 
in developmental dyslexia. Yet another study in word recognition points to the 
discrepancies in brain activation between dyslexic readers and the controls. 
In 1998, Brunshwick et al. observed both groups of readers. In the normally 
reading participants, activation in their visual cortex, the left tempoparietal 
receptive language areas and the articulatory Broca’s area occurs. Although both 
groups showed activation in Broca’s area, it was greater in the dyslexic group in 
comparison to the control group. The rest of the regions in the dyslexic brains 
showed a decreased activation.

20. The final note on the orthographic depth

Let us return to the issue of the effects of language depth and manifestation of 
dyslexia in the framework of neurobiological studies. Paulesau et al. (2001) compared 
English, French and Italian adults with dyslexia with controls from these countries. 
PET scans revealed that in the brain of the dyslexic readers from all countries, 
activation in the key brain regions was significantly reduced when compared with 
the normally-reading counterparts. Paulesau et al. came to the conclusion that all 
dyslexics, irrespective of their language experience and the severity with which 
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dyslexia is manifested in a particular language, were equivalently impaired on 
phonological tasks. It has been inferred that phonological processing deficit, not 
phonological awareness deficit, appears to be a universal basis for dyslexia in all 
three languages. In shallow orthographies, though, the impact is less. 

21. Conclusion

On the basis of behavioural and neuroimaging studies, it can be inferred that, at the 
cognitive level, it is the phonological domain of language that is critically affected. 
Despite differences in manifestation, namely the less opaque the language, the 
less severe the dyslexia, as confirmed by Oren and Breznitz (2005), phonological 
processing seems to be the culprit behind developmental dyslexia. Lundberg 
and Hoien (2001) reviewed the most characteristic symptoms accompanying an 
individual with phonological deficits across their lifespan and they are:
 – problems in segmenting words into phonemes;
 – problems in keeping linguistic material (strings of sounds or letters) in short-

term memory;
 – problems on repeating back long non-words;
 – slow naming of colours, numbers, letters and objects in the pictures;
 – problems in playing word games. 

It would be an appropriate way to end this article with the words of Sinali et 
al. (2005: 2459) who pinpointed the very reason all the above mentioned studies 
are carried out:

The coexistence of local cortical changes together with abnormality of cortico-
cortical connectivity within the language network offers a more realistic 
description of the neurology of dyslexia (...) and may explain why (...) reading (...), 
which requires the integration of multiple visual, phonological and articulatory 
codes, is sensitive in revealing a dyslexic brain to teachers and parents.
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Advanced Students’ Oral Fluency: 
The Neglected Component  
in the CLT Classroom?

1. Oral fluency—definitions  
 and some theoretical considerations

The very notion of fluency seems to be relatively problematic. On the one hand, 
most native speakers of any language, even without much formal education, are 
able to voice their opinions on whether or not somebody they hear talking is fluent. 
This intuitive understanding, however, is not homogeneous across social and age 
groups. It can be easily observed in the results of oral fluency judgement tests, 
such as the one conducted by Rossiter (2009), where various groups of judges, 
despite some observable consistency, were, in certain cases, found to pay attention 
to very different features of subjects’ speech production.

Moreover there seems to be a disagreement as regards the very nature of this 
phenomenon. As it was mentioned by Lennon (1990), the term fluency can stand for 
overall oral proficiency, as well as one of its components, namely temporal features 
of speech production (number of pruned syllables per minute, distribution and 
duration of pauses, etc.). In such a case, the remaining components of proficient 
speech production are referred to as accuracy (Brumfit 1984). 

The binary opposition between the two (or, rather, as Harmer explains it—two 
ends of “the communication continuum”—1993: 50) proves useful in teaching 
terms, since it provides a clear-cut division between two different types of exercises 
or classroom activities. Essentially, the difference between these two terms seems 
highly correlated with providing students with feedback. In fluency-oriented tasks, 
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attention is paid to the “content of what they are saying, rather than the way they 
are saying it” (Thornbury 2009: 91). In contrast, accuracy-oriented activities 
entail extensive error correction: “focus on form—that is, on formal accuracy” 
(Thornbury 2009: 92). The implication of such a model is that ESL/EFL teachers 
face the problem of balancing the two extremes or “blending” them together in 
the right proportions (discussed, for instance, in: El-Koumy 2002; Harmer 1993; 
Thornbury 2009 and many other ESL/EFL books).

This “narrow” definition, however, poses some problems, especially as 
regards advanced students of English. This is because it suggests that two groups 
of phenomena connected with oral production (namely, its temporal features and 
“correctness”) are not interrelated. Though this distinction may be useful in purely 
practical terms, there exist researchers who claim that, especially in the case of 
advanced students, it is relatively “difficult to maintain” (Nation and Newton 2009). 
For instance, Brumfit (1984; in: McCarthy 2005: 2) stresses the fact that “fluent 
language does not necessarily mean inaccurate language”. Nation and Newton 
(2009: 152) report on the results of a study where an activity “designed to bring 
about an increase in fluency, also resulted in a reduction of errors and an increase 
in grammatical complexity” (after: Arevart and Nation 1993; Nation 1989). Thus, 
they claim that “developments in fluency are related to developments in accuracy” 
and that, in fact, “it is not possible to account for developments in fluency simply 
through an increase in speed of processing” (after: Schmidt: 1992), but, instead, 
it is connected with a whole range of factors (ibid.: 152).

Therefore, in this article the former, “broad” definition of fluency was used. 
As Lennon aptly put it, oral fluency is “the highest point on a scale that measures 
spoken command of a foreign language” (1990: 389; quoted in: Rossiter 2009: 
397). Such an interpretation of this concept entails the existence of various fluency 
markers, connected with a number of aspects of speech production. These were 
enumerated by certain authors, for instance: McCarthy (2005: 1-6); Rossiter (2009: 
395-412) Rossiter et al. (2010: 583-606), and presented in the Table 1. 

Certainly, the notion of fluency is not restricted to the terms and definitions 
in the table. As it was explained by Thornbury (2009: 11-40), speakers who are 
successful at conveying their message need to possess extensive knowledge 
of pragmatic, linguistic, extralinguistic, grammatical, lexical and phonological 
phenomena. 

However, such a broad definition poses the problem of how to distinguish 
between fluency development and language teaching as such. This is the main reason 
for which advanced students were chosen as a target group in this article—in their 
case it is easier to distinguish between the two phenomena. Advanced1 students
already possess some declarative knowledge that might be transformed into 
procedural knowledge by means of fluency-oriented exercises. It needs to be 

1  For the sake of this article it was assumed that advanced students are the ones whose 
proficiency level, as described in the CEFR, is C1/C2 or C2.
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stressed that the former notion should not be treated as synonymous with accuracy. 
In other words, students’ extensive linguistic knowledge does not have to result 
in truly accurate speech production.

Table 1. Fluency constituents

Name of the constituent Sources
Appropriate speech rate  
(Rossiter et al.: 584)

Derwing et al. 2004; Freed 1995; Kormos 
and De´nes 2004; Lennon 1990;  
Riggenbach 1991; Rossiter 2009;  
Towell et al. 1996

Length, frequency and distribution of silent 
pauses and non lexical fillers such as um 
and uh (Rossiter et al.: 585)

Derwing et al. 2004; Foster and Skehan 
1999; Freed 1995; Lennon 1990; 
Riggenbach 1991; Rossiter 2009

Mean length of run, i.e. average number of 
syllables between pauses  
(Rossiter et al.: 585)

Ejzenberg 2000; Lennon 1990;  
Riggenbach 1991; Towell et al. 1996

Discourse markers (Rossiter et al.: 585) Guillot 1999; Nattinger and DeCarrico 
1992; Tyler 1992

Semantic density of the utterances Fillmore 1979
Automaticity Schmidt 1992
Phonological fluency Pennington 1989
Natural use of language Brumfit 1984

2. Ways of teaching oral fluency

One of the tendencies in the fluency-oriented ESL/ELF literature is connected 
with the criticism of the weak version2 of the communicative language teaching, 
or the way in is used in the foreign language classroom. For instance, Gatbonton 
and Segalowitz (2005: 327) claim that:

Although one component of fluency is automatic, smooth and rapid language 
use, there are no provisions in current CLT methodologies to promote 
language use to a high level of mastery through repetitive practice. In fact, 
focused practice continues to be seen as inimical to the inherently open 
and unpredictable nature of communicative activities. Thus, when teachers 
believe that learning has reached the point where reinforcement of new forms 
through practice is necessary, they tend to revert to non-communicative 
means for attaining this end (such as pattern practice).

2  The weak version is often described as learning to use, as opposed to using to learn (Richards 
& Rodgers 1995: 66). 
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Similar concerns were expressed by a number of other researchers, for 
example, Rossiter et al. (2010), or El-Koumy (2002). All of them criticise the CLT (or 
the way it is used by teachers) for the insufficient focus on oral fluency. Gatbonton 
and Segalowitz claim that very few CLT teachers are actually able to create 
“genuinely communicative classrooms” (2005: 325). These authors also propose 
a solution—further referred to as ACCESS (Automatisation in Communicative 
Contexts of Essential Speech Segments)—whose main premise is that students 
should be taught certain phrases and expressions in a truly communicative context 
(ibid: 325-328). They divide this process into three stages (ibid: 325-334):
 – The Creative Automatisation Phase where the teacher tests whether students 

are able to perform a task in terms of their linguistic abilities and skills 
(in the form of a communicative activity). In case of problems, the teacher 
provides ready-made phrases as well as necessary explanations and ensures 
that students have the same basic set of expressions at their disposal. What 
follows it is the Main Task that allows students to “strengthen the control of the 
problematic utterances” elicited in the previous phase. This task is supposed 
to be genuinely communicative, since the learners are expected to gather and, 
then, present data obtained from their friends by means of conversations 
(hence, there exists both an information gap and a communicative need). In 
addition, the authors stress that such an approach is inherently repetitive, 
since in order to achieve a communicative goal, the learners should use the 
presented structures a number of times; moreover it is also perceived as 
functionally formulaic, as the utterances, used as chunks, have very clearly 
defined pragmatic functions.

 – The Language Consolidation Phase whose main purpose is to allow the teacher 
to focus on the most problematic utterances and draw students’ attention 
to fluency (understood in the“narrow” sense), and accuracy, also by means 
of “traditional” methods that are not normally associated with the CLT, i.e. 
exercises that do not have an explicit communicative purpose.

 – The Free Communication Phase—using essential speech segments in a “more 
open context”, students are able to express their views, which usually entails 
the use of less predictable language.
The view that (formulaic) expressions and phrases are the CLT’s “missing 

ingredient” as regards fluency development was also shared by Rossiter et al. 
(2010). Their approach can be called a more traditional one—they do not insist 
on the communicative nature of the presentation exercises, but, instead, they 
suggest repetitions (e.g. a disappearing text where students keep repeating 
the text while more and more words—especially formulaic expressions—are 
deleted from it; ibid: 589, adapted from Nation and Newton: 2009), explicit 
presentation (a list of expressions found in a given reading passage, followed by 
controlled practice—students are to use these structures while they “engage in 
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a series of role-plays”—ibid: 590, adapted from Keller and Warner: 2005), pre-
task planning (students prepare a presentation and they are asked to include 
discourse markers—ibid: 592, adapted from Matthews: 1994), and manipulating 
the utterances in non-communicative settings (students are presented with short 
dialogues and their task is to write “extended” versions, containing more formulaic 
expressions—ibid: 593, from Nattinger and DeCarrico: 1992). Moreover, they 
advocate the use of meta-discussions (i.e. discussions where students can comment 
on their strategies, difficulties with speaking etc.), linguistic data analysis (e.g. 
“identifying factors that affect fluency”—ibid: 595) and, finally, speaking exercises: 
repetitions (“tracking and shadowing”; ibid: 597-598), poster presentations (ibid: 
597) and the 4/3/23 technique. 

Unlike Gatbonton and Segalowitz, Rossiter et al. stress that their approach 
is not intended to significantly modify the CLT but, rather, to add a new, 
missing component which might be broadly summarised as paying conscious 
attention to certain aspects of fluency development. The authors also remark 
that there exists the need for more practical activities (free communicative 
production; 2010: 599). This was also proposed by El-Koumy (2002) who adopted 
the traditional Presentation-Practice-Production approach and divided fluency-
oriented lessons into three corresponding stages, namely: Presentation of speaking 
skills, Guided conversation and Free conversation. The first phase is devoted to 
the presentation of new vocabulary items, along with the ways of using them in 
speaking—“a speaking rule and a phonics rule” (ibid: 69).

The three works mentioned are further referred to as examples of vocabulary-
based solutions, since their main focus is on target phrases and expressions. 
According to these authors, fluent, i.e. smooth and accurate speech production 
is attained as a result of a high degree of automatisation of essential formulaic 
phrases. However, this approach seems to fail to fully represent other aspects of 
attaining oral fluency. Some examples of such aspects can be found in the following 
section, devoted to alternative approaches to oral fluency development.

2.1. Other ways of attaining fluency

Though perfecting one’s automaticity in speech production by learning/revising 
vocabulary items seems to contribute to development in oral fluency, there exist 
other techniques of improving spoken proficiency that need to be taken into 
account while teaching advanced students. Though the list below is by no means 
complete, it provides an insight into these aspects of spoken fluency that are 
under-represented in the vocabulary-based solutions:

3  4/3/2 refers to an exercise where students are asked to convey the same message in, 
respectively, 4,3 and 2 minutes.
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 – Improving students’ stress management skills in order to minimise 
the effect of communication apprehension (Piechucka-Kuciel 2011: 203-
204). Since stress can significantly impede one’s communicative abilities, 
(debilitating anxiety, as described by Nerlicki 2011: 105), it seems advisable to 
prepare students to face it. While in the case of intermediate learners this can 
be achieved by means of supportive listening and peer correction (Nation and 
Newton: 119), these methods do not have to be the most effective ones in the 
case of advanced learners (ibid.: 22). One of the ways of preparing this group of 
students to cope with stress might be immunising them to debilitating anxiety 
by means of exposure to fine and controlled “doses” of stress (Molenda 2012: 
26-32).

 – Focusing on temporal fluency. Nation and Newton (2009) remark that in 
the case of advanced students it seems important to focus on the pace of oral 
production. One should also remember that there exist other skills connected 
with the notion of temporal fluency, for instance impromptu speaking 
(Thornbury 2009) or natural distribution of pauses. In order to focus on 
these features, teachers are advised to utilise form-oriented exercises, where 
the focus is shifted from meaning to form (Molenda 2012: 32-34; Nation and 
Newton 2009: 153-155).

 – Raising students’ awareness. Conscious attention paid to fluency 
development seems be a threefold phenomenon (Molenda 2012: 41-44). 
Firstly, students who are aware of their linguistic/extralinguistic goals 
connected with oral proficiency (goal awareness) are more likely to find 
the form-oriented exercisers purposeful. Secondly, one should be aware of 
their own level of proficiency in order to be able to focus on problematic 
areas (proficiency awareness). Finally, it seems advisable for students to 
develop strategic competence (Droździał-Szlest 2011: 131) which is a way 
of compensating for any potential deficiencies in the remaining three 
competences (linguistic, sociolinguistic and discourse competence). 
As it was stated by Nation and Newton (2009), one of the most important tasks 

for the teacher who wants to develop their students’ fluency is to make speaking 
challenging. Be it temporal constrains, difficult topics, or dealing with stressful 
situations, students need to perform at “a higher than normal level” in order to 
improve their oral proficiency (ibid: 153). It appears that this end was not given 
enough attention in the vocabulary-based solutions.4

4  Though Rossiter et al. (2010) mention temporal factors (1 exercise) as well as learners’ 
consciousness (one exercise that does not concern awareness of vocabulary items), they seem 
to pay more attention to introducing new phrases and expressions (at least 8 exercises).
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2.2. Shortcomings of the CLT in the case  
 of advanced students’ fluency

Nevertheless, let us assume for the sake of this discussion that only vocabulary- 
-based aspects of oral fluency development are key to the emergence of this skill. 
Therefore, target language phrases and expressions (formulaic phrases, gambits, 
discourse markers etc.; Rossiter et al. 2010) are the most important constituents of 
fluency. Then, there invariably arises the question of how teaching these lexical items 
is approached in the vocabulary-based solutions. Let us first explore the strengths 
and weaknesses of the ACCESS methodology, which provides a good example of how 
“vocabulary-based CLT” is used in the foreign language classrooms.

Gatbonton and Segalowitz (2005: 341) stress that the ACCESS methodology 
is aimed mostly at the less advanced students, however, they also claim that it can 
be used even “with the ESL teachers (in the CLT workshops)”. In their opinion the 
more difficult tasks, e.g. arguing a case, gathering and synthesizing information 
etc. “would elicit the more sophisticated language” (e.g., “Okay, I seem to be the 
oldest here so I suppose I should take on the role of grandfather instead of simply 
I am the grandfather”), (ibid: 341). 

While it is possible that the responsible and mature students would use such 
utterances, there is no guarantee that they will actually do so. They might as well 
utilise the former sentence, which is by all means easier for them to produce, and 
its being curt might as well prove more effective as regards gaining and maintaining 
attention during a group conversation (as suggested by Thornbury 2009: 8, where 
he mentions “working hard to gain the floor”). 

The question that invariably arises is: should a teacher intervene in such 
a situation and correct a well-formed sentence? How to convince students to 
use lexically dense (and, at times, somewhat artificial) language during the 
communicative task whose very nature promotes simplicity and effectiveness by 
placing emphasis on meaning and assigning “some priority” to the completion of the 
task (Brown 2001: 50, after: Skehan 1998)? In other words, is it possible to “punish” 
the students for the fact that they do what the very nature of communicative 
tasks requires them to do, i.e. seek simple, effective, easy-to-use-and-comprehend 
solutions to ensure that the core message is conveyed?

These doubts lead one to the conclusion that students need to have a reason 
to use target vocabulary in a communicative context. This reason is more likely to 
exist if both the form and the meaning of the lexical items are new to the students. 
Let us examine two examples when these conditions are met:
 – Pre-intermediate students are assigned a communicative task where they have 

to disagree with their friends’ opinion. Since they do not know how to disagree 
in English, the vocabulary items provided by the teacher are more than likely 
to be used extensively; otherwise the task might not be completed.

 – Advanced students of Business English were asked to discuss an issue 
connected with marketing, e.g. the phenomenon of branding. Using new items 
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of target vocabulary, as opposed to providing descriptive definitions of given 
phenomena (e.g. brand aware), makes it much easier for them to effectively 
convey their message. 
In both examples the communicative need necessitates the use of new 

vocabulary items. However, formulaic phrases that are supposed to be helpful 
in fluency development are not new to the students as regards their meaning, 
especially if they are arranged according to their pragmatic functions (e.g. 
apologising, agreeing, negotiating, etc.), as described by the mentioned proponents 
of the vocabulary-based solutions. Certainly, students whose linguistic repository 
of formulaic phrases which are used to express disagreement is limited to simple 
vocabulary items, e.g. I  disagree, you are wrong, and this is not true, would benefit 
from learning some new expressions, e.g. I am not fully convinced that... However, 
in the case of truly communicative activities, where one chooses between a new 
phrase and a phrase that can be retrieved effortlessly as a whole from one’s memory 
(McCarthy 2005: 4), given that both phrases have similar meaning, students might 
decide to use an easier solution, as it gives them better chances of completing the 
task as such.

Thus, it appears that the satisfaction of one’s communicative needs might lead 
to the cessation of progress as regards the acquisition of formulaic phrases which 
constitute one of the key aspects of oral fluency. In fact, Han and Selinker (2005: 495) 
mention it as one of the key factors that can contribute to fossilisation. 

2.3. Some solutions to the problems described

Certainly, there exist some ways of tackling both potential problems posed by the 
attempts to apply the vocabulary-based methods in the case of advanced students. 
In order to create a consistent approach to teaching oral fluency to this particular 
target group, the author of this article coined an ad-hoc notion of form-oriented 
speaking. It serves as a cover-all term for a number of solutions that were described 
in the ESL/EFL literature, as well as devised by the author himself. For the sake of 
brevity, the list of practical solutions was not included in this article. Instead, let us 
explore some general principles of the form-oriented speaking. It needs stressing 
that these principles are by no means the only way of tackling the aforementioned 
problems. It is hoped, however, that they will contribute to the ongoing discussion 
on this topic.

The most effective way of tackling the first problem (cf. 2.1) seems to be 
connected with the notion of challenging speaking and the readiness to perform at 
a higher-than-normal level (Nation and Newton 2009). By controlling the level of 
difficulty/stressfulness of a given task, as well as imposing certain time limits on 
the students’ oral production, the teacher might make speaking more challenging. 
The authors’ observation is that students commented particularly favourably on 
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the tasks that involved some elements of humour or were similar to a challenging 
game. It is possible that the tasks which are not devoid of humour, might be 
perceived as less face-threatening. 

Moreover, it seems advisable to raise students’ awareness, not only by means 
of discussions devoted to the perception of fluency (Rossiter, et al. 2011: 595), 
but, also, by making learners understand their goals, monitor their progress and 
develop their strategic competence. Practical methods and tools that might be used 
to attain this end, they can be found in: Carrarelo 2010; Lee 2005; Molenda 2012. 
Other exercises, devoted to the remaining aspects of fluency development, were 
described by: Harmer 2009; Molenda 2012; Nation and Newton 2009.

The second problem (cf. 2.2) appears to be more difficult to solve. One might 
assume that in order to enhance students’ knowledge and command of formulaic 
phrases, there should exist a reason that would necessitate the use of new (possibly 
longer and more complicated), non-automatised lexical items. There are, most 
likely, many ways of achieving this goal. The one proposed by the author of this 
article will be referred to as performance need, as opposed to the communicative 
need. In short, the concept of the performance need was based on the assumption 
that one of the reasons for using new formulaic phrases is the need to achieve 
certain performance effects. 

This point of view is based on a classification of the formulaic phrases created 
by Alison Wray (in Białas 2011: 42). She proposed a two-fold way of classifying 
formulaic expressions: according to the criteria of social interaction (commands, 
storytelling, institutionalised forms; also described in the vocabulary-based 
solutions) and according to the reduction of processing effort (Wróbel 2011: 58). 
The main categories in the latter division (processing shortcuts, time-buyers and 
mnemonics) provide a valuable insight into the nature of formulaic phrases from 
the perspective of fluency development, but they might also be helpful while 
devising fluency-oriented exercises.

For instance, learners who are asked to keep talking for a given period of 
time (the aforementioned time limits) might be compelled to use time-buyers in 
order to complete the task. Then, the meaning of the phrase will be secondary to 
its form—the longer and more sophisticated it is, the more time it “buys”.

Finally, it should also be stressed that making speaking challenging is a way of 
creating the performance need. Though such a context might be perceived as somewhat 
artificial, if introduced in the form of a game, it might create another incentive to perform 
at a higher-than-normal level. Moreover, in order to understand the performance 
functions of formulaic phrases, students should develop their strategic competence— 
another constituent of the form-oriented speaking mentioned before.
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3. Advanced students’ oral fluency in practice—  
 materials survey

3.1. Research question

The aim of the research was to verify how the theoretical considerations connected 
with the development of oral fluency are realised in practice. In order to attain this 
goal, 3 CPE (C2 level according to the Common European Reference Framework) 
general English coursebooks were examined. The materials were scanned for 
speaking exercises (both the main tasks and pre-task warm-up exercises) and, 
then each speaking exercise was examined for the following elements:
 – performance (interactive/monologic);
 – elements that would make it challenging for the students:
 - temporal constrains,
 - other formal constrains/rules (e.g. impromptu speaking);
 – focus on formulaic phrases:
 - ways of presenting them,
 - classification,
 - reasons for which they should be used by students (e.g. both form and 

meaning are new to the students; performance need),
 - comments on the use and nature of formulaic phrases;
 – raising students’ awareness (strategic competence, goal awareness, ways of 

monitoring one’s proficiency).

3.2. Objects

The books surveyed differ as regards the format of target speaking tasks. The 
oldest one, Proficiency Gold (2000) aims at preparing students for the exam before 
the revisions introduced in 2002; Upstream Proficiency (2002) complies with the 
2002-2012 format of the exam, while Cambridge English: Proficiency Masterclass 
(2012) is intended for the students who want to take the recently revised version 
of the CPE (introduced in 2013). In the case of other speaking tasks, e.g. lead-in or 
follow-up discussions, no substantial differences were identified.

It was hoped that by comparing three books representing three different 
variants of the exam it would be possible to find indications of certain changes 
in the perception of oral fluency development. However, one needs to remember 
that the results of this study were mostly indicative and that, in order to fully 
represent the change in teaching materials, many more publications would have 
to be described and assessed. Therefore, the most crucial question that was to be 
answered in this article is the one of the general attitude of the authors of the EFL 
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books to teaching oral fluency. This is why the books used represent different time 
periods and were created by different authors/publishing houses.

3.3. Research procedure

The aforementioned books were analysed for speaking tasks/exercises. Features 
of each task and exercise were described in an assessment form. Templates of 
these forms were based on similar documents used by Rossiter et al. (2010) in 
their fluency-oriented materials survey. Finally, all the results were compiled in 
one table and the percentage values were calculated for selected features.

3.4. Results

Table 2. Aspects of fluency development in selected C2 student’s books

Gold Upstream Masterclass

Exercises: 55 73 39

Interactive 18 16 15

Monologic 37 57 24

Challenges: 4 7 1

Temporal constrains 2 6 1

Other constrains 2 1 0

Formulaic phrases: 9 26 7

Lists 3 26 1

Listening 5 0 4

Vocabulary exercises 0 0 2

Reading exercises 1 0 0

Classification of formulaic phrases:

Social interaction 9 26 7

Processing effort 0 0 0

Performance need: 0 0 0

Awareness: 1 7 6

Strategic 1 7 2

Goal 0 0 0
Proficiency 0 7 4
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Figures in the table represent the number exercises of a given kind/type 
present in a book. For instance, one can observe that in each case, monologic speech 
production occurs more frequently that the interactive tasks. There are 71% of 
monologic tasks in Gold5, 78% in Upstream and 65% in Masterclass.

As regards the proposition that challenging speaking should be included 
in speaking materials, one might say that it is realised, to a certain extent, in 
every book analysed. In Gold, it accounts for about 7% of the speaking exercises 
(with 3.6% for both temporal constrains and other constrains); it constitutes 
approximately 10% (respectively: 8% and 2%) in Upstream and 3% in Masterclass 
(with no non-temporal constrains observed).

Upstream is the book where formulaic phrases were introduced, as a list, as 
many as many as 26 times. In Gold and Masterclass there are fewer sections devoted 
to this topic, (respectively 9 and 7), but it seems that their way of presenting 
formulaic chunks is more varied. For instance, in the former book, this end is 
achieved by means of 3 lists, 5 listening tasks and one reading exercise, while in 
the latter there is one list, 4 listening and 2 vocabulary exercises. In all the cases 
formulaic phrases were arranged according to their functions connected with social 
interaction; there were also no attempts to utilise the performance need.

The topic of students’ awareness seems to be under-represented in Gold (only 
one comment), while in Upstream there are 7 exercises where students focus on 
both strategic and proficiency awareness (since these exercises combine analysing 
2 aspects of students’ awareness, number “7” was assigned to both categories in 
the table). Finally, in Masterclass there are 2 comments about the development 
of strategic competence and 4 exercises devoted to the analysis of (dys)fluency 
markers.

3.5. Discussion

The results of the materials survey indicate that some CPE student books meet, 
to a certain extent, the requirements for a successful fluency-oriented language 
course for advanced students proposed by Nation and Newton (2009). On the other 
hand, in all the cases the proportion of the exercises that encourage learners to 
perform at a higher-than-normal level to the overall number of speaking exercises 
does not exceed 10%. According to Nation and Newton (2009: 156), in most cases 
it is advisable to introduce more such tasks:

Where the second language is not used outside the classroom, it is very 
important that about a quarter of class time is given to fluency activities. (…)

If fluency activities are included in each lesson and make use of new 
language items taught in that lesson, then these items should occur at a low 

5  Short names of the books were used in this section of the article for the sake of brevity.
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density in the fluency material. (…) A second alternative is to include fluency 
activities in each lesson that make use of items learned several days or weeks 
before. A third alternative is periodically to give large blocks of time to fluency 
activities. This suggestion corresponds to Brumfit’s (1985) “syllabus” with 
holes in it”. These holes or gaps are times when no new material is presented 
and there are fluency directed activities.

As regards formulaic phrases, the contents of all the books seems to be in 
accordance with the principles of the vocabulary-based solutions. Although in the 
case of Gold and Masterclass some attempts were made to facilitate vocabulary 
acquisition (i.e. formulaic phrases are not always presented in the form of a list— 
sometimes students are requested to find them in a recording or text), there were 
no instances of another classification being utilised. Moreover, though in all three 
books there exist certain exercises that make speaking more challenging, none of 
them was directly connected with the use of formulaic phrases.

Certain elements of the vocabulary-based solutions are, however, not present 
in the books analysed. For instance, their authors seem to prefer not to include the 
non-speaking ways of practising vocabulary items, such as: gap-filling/matching 
exercises (apart from Masterclass), disappearing text activities, expanding phrases 
by adding new elements to them, etc. (Rossiter et al. 2010). They also avoid the non-
communicative speaking activities, for instance: repetitions and drills, tracking, 
shadowing, etc. (ibid.). Thus, the elements of vocabulary-based solutions that prevail 
in the student books are: lists, communicative activities and data analysis tasks.

Gold, Upstream and Masterclass differ in terms of tasks and explanations 
devoted to students’ awareness of certain aspects of oral fluency development. 
In the former book, the author was able to identify only one comment concerning 
strategic competence, while in the remaining two this topic was given more 
systematic attention. For instance, in Upstream students are asked several times 
to listen to exam recordings and assess the speakers in terms of their proficiency, 
as well as strategies used. In every case, one speaker handles the task more 
effectively, while the other is not always able to speak fluently. This solution not only 
provides students with examples of a successful performance, but also sensitises 
them to possible shortcomings of their own oral production. In Masterclass both 
aforementioned approaches seem to be combined—a few of the tips provided in 
special text boxes refer to strategic competence (though the majority of them refer 
to the format of the CPE exam), and there exist some listening tasks where students 
are asked to comment on the speakers’ proficiency (but not strategies!) 

4. Conclusions

It appears that, in general, the elements of the form-oriented speaking seem to 
be missing from the materials surveyed. Although these books contain certain 
challenging activities, as well as awareness-raising tasks, in none of them were 
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all of these features adequately represented. It might be the case that there does 
not exist a universal fluency-oriented guideline to be followed, and the mentioned 
activities are regarded as optional, depending on the author’s decision.

Also, very little attention is devoted to making students use selected formulaic 
phrases and expressions. As it was mentioned before, lists accompanying speaking 
tasks are one of the most frequently used devices. These lists might be created by 
means of the aforementioned listening/reading/vocabulary activities, or presented 
to the students as such, but their purpose remains unchanged—to provide chunks 
of the language that learners are asked to use in the communicative context. If 
similar phrases are already known to the students, the only reason to use those 
form the list would be the requirements of the task or teacher’s request. However, 
the learners might be reluctant to use the target phrases if they find them too simple 
or complicated (in both cases, using such phrases in a communicative situation 
might be perceived as face-threatening). Unfortunately, unlike in the case of writing 
exercises, teachers usually do not have the means to control students’ language 
and to provide negative feedback, should the learners fail to use target phrases. 
Thus, it seems that the learners need a more tangible reason to use formulaic 
phrases and expressions. 

The performance need is by no means the ultimate solution to the problem 
described, and, by the same token, the form-oriented speaking is not the only way 
of shaping advanced students’ fluency. However, the author hopes that his findings 
will contribute to the discussion on the oral fluency and that more attention will be 
drawn to teaching advanced students and answering the question of how, because 
of the satisfaction of their communicative needs, teaching this group is different 
from teaching other learners.
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Managing discourse in conversation during 
lessons of Polish as a foreign language

1. Introduction

In this paper I report on a study of interactive discourse in Polish as a foreign language 
(PAFL). I begin by outlining the achievements of Polish glottodidactic philologists, 
who became interested in the issues of conversation in PAFL and discuss the necessity 
of their cooperation with discourse researchers of other languages. However, the 
main focus of this paper is on the processes taking place in communication in Polish 
as foreign language during the Polska a Unia Europejska (Poland and the European 
Union) conversational session. This event is an example of fulfilling the assumptions 
developed by the author and a group of dialogue pedagogy. Those assumptions, as 
well as the scientific and philosophical inspirations which form the basis of this 
pedagogy, will be presented in part three of this article.

In the theoretical-analytical part of the paper the notion of discourse 
management will be defined and the discourse management strategies related to 
particular phases of a conversational session will be discussed. In the following 
sections of this part a quantitative and qualitative analysis of conversation will be 
conducted. Conclusions about discourse dynamics will be based on quantitative 
research, consisting in establishing the percentage of participation in conversation 
by each of the interlocutors. Qualitative analysis of discourse management means 
will be limited to two key interlocutors. The analytical part will be supported by 
examples of interactions involving the aforementioned speakers. On the account of 
limiting the analysis to just one conversation, I see this research as a case study.
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Does a conversation taking place during a PAFL class have to be managed 
by the teacher? Can a person still studying a foreign language—one using 
interlanguage—manage a conversation in the target language as well? What 
conditions must arise to grant a student the role of a discourse co-manager? 
When does classroom discourse taking place in a foreign language class have 
the characteristics of natural discourse? In what situations is it merely didactic 
discourse? How to manage a conversation in a foreign language for it to become 
a tool for effective acquisition of new syntactic structures or lexical units, without 
it losing the characteristics of natural behavior? Research focused on defining the 
roles of key interlocutors manages to answer, also indirectly, the aforementioned 
questions, posed by many researchers of interactive discourse in a foreign language 
classroom. The answers to these questions will be offered in part five which serves 
as a summary of the present paper.

2. Polish glottodidactic philologists’ output  
 regarding the interactive discourse research

2.1. Own research
I have been conducting research on the interactive processes in PAFL, with short 
breaks, since the early 90s. It is when I took up research on the socio-linguistic 
behavior among foreigners studying the Polish language in The School of Polish for 
Foreigners at the University of Łódź (SJPdC UŁ) in a multinational student group 
(Podsiadły and Zarzycka-Suliga 1991). I kept a journal of socio-linguistic behaviors 
of the students in my group: after each class I would take notes of any spontaneous 
acts of communication that students undertook among each other or with the 
teacher, taking into consideration the changes in the students’ interlanguage in 
connection with the development of social and cultural competence of foreigners. 
Thus, I was using typical ethnographic methodology.

The effect of this research (conducted in Poland, but largely supported by the 
literature I had the opportunity to familiarize myself with during a scholarship in 
the USA) was my doctoral dissertation on intercultural dialogue occurring between 
the members of a multinational students’ group studying Polish language in SJPdC 
UŁ and at the same time being subject to the adaptation process (Zarzycka 2000a). 
The application of ethnographic methods allowed me to analyze many interesting 
communication occurrences and discuss the means of forming a communicative 
and intercultural competence (Zarzycka 2000b, 2001a, 2002, 2006) of those 
studying PAFL in various student groups. The use of Sinclair and Coulthard’s 
(1975) classroom discourse research methodology allowed for better analysis of 
the form that their communication assumed. In my research, I also frequently made 
use of conversation analysis, basing my approach on methodological guidelines 
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given by Deborah Tannen (e.g. 1994). Among the subjects of my works was the 
negotiation of meaning in oral communication in PAFL (Zarzycka 1998), types 
of interference in intercultural communication (Zarzycka 2001b), culturally 
conditioned conversational styles in oral communication in PAFL (Zarzycka 2003) 
and methodology of research on communication during foreign language lesson 
(Zarzycka 2001a, 2003, 2006). The subject of one of the papers was written 
interaction analysis of letters addressed by the SJPdC UŁ students from North 
Korea to their teacher; it allowed to show how the interlanguage of those students 
had been marked with propaganda.

Summarizing this part of my paper, I can only say that since the very first 
days of my work as a teacher of PAFL I was aware of the great power of dialogue 
(see Zarzycka 20061) and the need to study what happens during a conversation, 
especially one taking place in the course of learning/acquiring a foreign language 
(more on this topic in the next part of this article).

2.2. Works by other researchers

Unfortunately, I regret to say (as an advocate of dialogue methods in foreign 
language teaching) that Polish language glottodidactics, which has been evolving 
so vigorously over the last twenty years, does not have many achievements in the 
field of research on the interactive process to its name. Reviewing the collections 
of works which are the result of international conferences organized under the 
sponsorship of the ‘Bristol’ association and the glottodidactic chairs/university 
centers teaching PAFL only confirms that this topic has rarely been investigated. 
Research on the natural language in the process of communication (see: the best 
examples of such research in: Majer 2003 and Pawlak 2004) remains scarce in 
Polish language glottodidactics (see Ostromęcka 1996). The result of this overview 
surprised me, especially since the last two decades in foreign languages teaching 
(including PAFL) have been a period of solidification of the communicative 
approach, in which speaking- interaction-language communication is a priority.

This does not mean that there has been no change in this regard. At the 
University of Wrocław, Anna Żurek’s (2008) work is an interesting monograph in 
which she examined selected aspects of language etiquette of foreigners studying 
Polish with the use of a large-scale poll research. The research is pragmatic in 
character—the respondents were asked to finish dialogues simulating certain 
diversified social situations: requests, greetings, thanks/compliments/apologies, 
farewells and more. Their task was to impersonate people of various status. In 
fact, the author managed to obtain samples of behaviors of interactive character, 
namely, made up dialogues in written form.

1  This work contains further discussion of research described in this article, see footnote 10.
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A very interesting work by Karolina Kowalcze (2009) proves that examining 
interactive processes connected with learning, acquisition or multilingualism is 
starting to be an important field of research. The researcher proposed to look 
into the specifics of monologue and dialogue of bilingual siblings, using—among 
others—Bakhtin’s speech genres theory, the studies on bilingualism by Anna 
Wierzbicka, and concepts recognized by discourse and conversation analysis. The 
study involves both oral and written language, as letters and fragments of polls 
are also analyzed.

The Polish glottodidactics community, actively connected with certificate 
exams in Polish as foreign language, came up with the idea of recording extracts 
of oral examinations, comprised of interactive tasks (B1 level), monologues, 
utterances based on stimulating material, or forming opinions about the read text, 
in addition to a conversation with the examiner. The recordings and transcripts 
could become the origin of student text corpus; see Majer’s postulates (2003: 440) 
on the need of establishing student corpora and his assumptions described in the 
work by B. Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk (2005: 201-239). We are also considering 
creating such a corpus at the University of Łódź in which foreigners’ Polish spoken 
during or in-between classes could be included.

Another opportunity is given by MA seminars, focused on the analysis of the 
language spoken by foreigners learning Polish. The origin of this type of research 
are the topics undertaken by two of my graduate students. One of them (Anna 
Gołosz) is examining students’ of Polish as a foreign language communicative 
ability in the area of spoken code on the B1 level. The other student has taken 
up research on the ways the teachers communicate with the foreigners learning 
Polish as foreign language and this research has already led her to interesting 
conclusions about feedback as the basic text in the teachers’ discourse with 
foreigners (Sokołowska 2011).

2.3. Postulates

The analysis of interactive process, exciting as it is, is at the same time hard—it 
demands a large amount of work: firstly to acquire the recording of a conversation, 
then to create a transcript and finally the analysis itself. Examining spoken 
discourse—including foreign language—demands researchers to familiarize 
themselves with rich literature on foreign language learning. Polish researchers 
relying only on works in Polish by other Polish researchers will never have 
a chance (unless they reach for the voluminous foreign literature, especially in 
English) to fortify their knowledge about examining interactive discourse. This is 
why they should be stepping out of their closed scientific community and using 
the opportunity to exchange thoughts with neophilologists as often as possible, 
in order to not discover what has already been discovered by researchers in other 
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countries—here, I agree with Anna Niżegorodcew (2009: 11-19). In my opinion 
there is also an extensive need for popularizing some of the foreign language 
works in the Polish language, to begin with works by professor Jan Majer (2003) 
and Mirosław Pawlak (2004).

3. Dialogue pedagogy assumptions

Such pedagogy supports the development of students’ competence in PAFL 
as spoken language and had been formed during my work with a group of 
intermediate-level foreign students learning PAFL at SJPdC UŁ in the academic 
year 2004-2005. It is based on conversations that took place during the so-called 
conversation sessions. This method is to some extent the effect of a glottodidactic 
conversion of the dialogue idea presented by the British physicist and philosopher 
David Bohm (1996), and also to some extent the effect of an idea conceived 
spontaneously in the student group.

3.1. Summary of David Bohm’s2 philosophy  
 of dialogue

David Bohm is the advocate of the group dialogue technique. In his opinion 
dialogue groups should meet systematically and carry out conversations 
without a moderator or specific goals. During group conversations interlocutors 
establish common meanings—this takes place when they become influenced by 
the dialogue’s rhythm and open up to different points of view—what follows is 
a new, profound understanding of themselves and others as well as changes in the 
interlocutors’ identity. A dialogue group should consist of 20-40 people3, only then 
can it be an image of ‘social microcosm’ in terms of interlocutors’ diversity (mental 
and awareness differences etc.). When such group establishes a common point 
of view on a particular issue, the process of social bonding starts—the dialogue 
group transforms into a closely knit ‘cultural group’ (Bohm: 1996: 9-15)4.

According to Bohm (1996:6),
[a] dialogue can be among any number of people, not just two. Even one person 
can have a sense of dialogue within himself, if the spirit of the dialogue is present. 
The picture or image that this derivation5 suggest is of a stream of meaning 

2  In Bohm’s dialogue philosophy there are trails of Bachtin’s dialogue theory as well as 
Krishnamurty’s philosophy , who was a friend of Bohm’s.

3   Everyone should be sitting in a circle, which according to Bohm is impossible in a larger 
group of people.

4   Does this view not correspond with the concept of ‘the third culture’, which emerges during 
foreign language teachingwith the use of dialogue methods (see Kramsch 1993)?

5   Bohm derived the meaning of the word ‘dialogue’ from Greek dialogos, where logos means 
‘word/meaning of the word’ and dia means ‘through’, not ‘two’ (ibid)
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flowing among and through us and between us. This will make possible a flow 
of meaning in the whole group, out of which emerges some new understanding. 
It’s something new, which may not have been in the starting point at all. It’s 
something creative. And this shared meaning is the ‘glue’ or ‘cement’ that holds 
people and societies together. 

3.2. Dialogue pedagogy in the glottodidactic practice

–  Because of the fact that conversation without a purpose is in glottodidactics 
often treated as a didactically useless tool (see Lipińska and Seretny 
2005:1766)—though, as a glottodidactics practitioner and a dialogue 
theoretician the same time, I find it hard to agree with7—the student group 
together with the teacher decided to talk about topics interesting for the whole 
group. 

 – An interesting topic was meant to incentivize students to speak. This 
assumption stays in agreement with various methodologies of teaching 
speaking skills in foreign languages (see Lipińska and Seretny 2005:176-177, 
Komorowska 2005: 196-205, Byram 2005: 563-566).

 – To prevent the teacher from dominating the conversation, for every session 
a moderator was chosen (except for the first and the last one—here, the 
teacher was also the moderator).

 – The topics of conversations were chosen during joint negotiations. These were 
as following: Session 1: Foreigners and their lives in Poland (the teacher served as 
moderator, with substantial spontaneous participation by a Tunisian student); 
Session 2: Abortion (a French student was the moderator); Session 3: Poland  
and the European Union (a German student as moderator); Session 4: 
Marriage or open relationship (moderated by an Egyptian student), Session 5: 
Conversation about conversation (the concluding conversation, led by the 
teacher, making use of a prepared questionnaire). During conversations, the 
group resigned from the session entitled: Is it worth listening to the Pope? as 
it was decided that the problem had been covered during Session 2.

6   This is the comment from a famous methodology guide for Polish foreign language 
teachers in the chapter on practicing speaking skills: “One shouldn’t learn »speaking as 
such«; one shouldn’t also practice communicational situations which are unnecessary for a 
particular group. (The statement was put in a frame to emphasize its value: G.Z ) The basis 
of teaching speaking skills are vocabulary and syntax structures, provided and acquired 
in advance.”

7   See the discussion presented in Jan Majer’s monograph on the didactic role of interaction 
during the lesson of a foreign language, particularly its conclusions (Majer 2003: 431-440). 
I am entirely convinced about the accuracy of the statement: interactive discourse should be 
used as a tool for creating learning opportunities in the language classroom (ibid: 431). That 
is why a spontaneous conversation during a foreign language lesson, even if not included 
in the lesson schedule, is in my opinion always of positive value- a tool that serves gaining 
language competence.
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 – The manners of carrying out conversations were not imposed on moderators 
and they did not have to make any written schedules, though in practice it 
appeared that each of them had their participation in the discourse prepared 
(by reading appropriate books, browsing the Internet, conducting interviews 
and conversations, asking their families and Polish friends for their opinion 
and also for help in their preparation—like in the case of the Egyptian student, 
married to a Polish woman).

 – A few days before a session the teacher gave the moderator press articles 
which could be the source of knowledge and inspiration for him or her.

 – Before one of the more difficult sessions (Abortion) the teacher decided to talk over 
the vocabulary related to what was to be the topic of the discussion the following 
day. The basis for the preparation was an article from an encyclopedia.

 – The sessions took place in 10-14 days’ intervals as a part of five-hour lesson 
blocks (specifically, at the beginning of the block). Even though the length of 
a single conversation lesson had not been specified, in practice they lasted 
from 45 to 60 minutes; after this time the conversations naturally ran out.

 – The ensuing social-discursive happenings were to be the holiday of 
conversation. The holiday during which the conversation was ‘celebrated’ in 
a similar way to how poetry is celebrated in Claire Kramsch’s (1993) ‘readers 
theatre’ method, one of the techniques she elaborated for the use in foreign 
language dialogue teaching (compare also: Zarzycka 2010).

 – Celebration of conversation assumes its essential role in the development of 
personal, social and language skills—significant influence of conversation 
on the growth of consciousness, empathy, language skills. Furthermore, 
when the conversation is carried out by a multinational student group, it 
favors—more than any other tool—the formation of intercultural8 sensitivity 
and competence. 

 – Participants of the conversation sessions claimed that their participation 
in the sessions let them form bonds, helped them develop their receptive 
and productive language skills, and also had cognitive and even therapeutic 
functions.9
All conversational sessions were recorded on an audio tape, which allowed 

for the analysis of different communication aspects; for the teacher himself it gave 
an opportunity for self-evaluation.

8   As intercultural sensitivity I mean readiness to be open-minded towards the issues of the 
Others, in other words- a positive approach towards the others and otherness in generis, 
whereas the intercultural communicational competence I see as an ability to manage the 
process of exchanging meanings in a situation, when there are barriers resulting from 
cultural differences between the receiver and the sender of the message. I develop this 
issue further in: Zarzycka 2008.

9   I demonstrated the effects of the first conversation session in detail (Foreigners and their 
lives in Poland) and of the last one (Conversation about conversation), with participants’ 
evaluation included in the article Moc dialogu (Zarzycka 2006).
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4. Methods of discourse management  
 during the conversation session Poland  
 and European Union—a case study

4.1. Discourse management—term definition

For the purpose of shaping the definition of the term discourse management 
I would like to call on the dictionary definitions of the word management, 
understood as controlling something or somebody. Furthermore, the activity of 
controlling something is compared in dictionary entries to steering a ship/vehicle. 
The metaphor of discourse management as steering, being a helmsman, being at 
the helm seems accurate to me—conversation (similar to a ship voyage) is an act of 
spontaneity, thus unpredictable to some extent. Although when we are looking at 
a ship, sailing on the sea we have an impression that it moves itself. This happens 
only when it loses its steerability, when the helm gets damaged or when there is 
nobody at the helm. It is a similar case with a conversation- somebody (in different 
stages it could be a different person) has to give the direction of a discussion so 
that it is meaningful and logical.

Compare the definitions and contexts presented in Inny słownik jezyka 
polskiego (Bańko 2000 volume P...Ż), illustrating those associations:
 – ‘To manage’—‘If a person or institution manages a company, household, assets 

etc it means that they control it’ (ibid. 1268).
 – ‘Helmsman’—‘Helmsman is a person who steers a ship or a boat’.
 – ‘To steer’:
 1. ‘If someone steers a vehicle, most often a car or a plane, they give direction 

of its movement with a tool, for ex. a helm or an oar. I can steer a boat... The 
captain ordered to steer towards the land... Children were sledging along 
the middle of a sloping street, most often lying on their stomachs, steering 
with their legs.’

 2. ‘If a person or a mechanism is steering a device, they have influence on 
it and determine its direction. It is a multipurpose machine that works in 
an automatic cycle(?) which may be steered or programmed manually... An 
instrument that steers the switches’ activity... Remotely steered toy car.’

 3. We say that ‘someone steers some actions, processes or people if they 
influence and control them. Since 1932 Józef Beck had been steering Polish 
foreign policy... switching from centrally planned economy to market economy... 
It happened that colonist authority appointed tribal leaders, selecting people 
skillfully so that it would be easy to steer them’ (ibid. 688).

 – Steering. ‘Steering is something that is used to control... steering wheel... 
steering lever (ibid.).

 – Driver. ‘Driver is an electronic mechanism, which is used by the operating 
system to control the work of a peripheral device, for example printer or an 
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automatically controlled machine tool’ (ibid). (I’d consider dropping that 
entry entirely).

 – Steerable. ‘Steerable vehicle is that which can be steered or controlled easily. 
The more stable is the bicycle, the less steerable it is’(ibid.).

 – Steerability. ‘The plane lost its steerability’ (ibid).
I assume the following definition of discourse management:
I understand discourse management10 as controlling, which could be compared 

to steering a ship, voyaging through the sea. Discourse management is steering 
it, being a helmsman/being at the helm, understood as assigning the direction of 
the discourse (ex. conversation or a discussion), influencing its course. Discourse 
management is neither about taking an absolute control over it nor about steering 
understood as programming the actions of people engaged in its creation11. (Would 
such a programmed conversation actually still be a conversation?!)

4.2. Discourse management strategies

Continuing these considerations and relating the above definitions taken from 
Inny Słownik Języka Polskiego, it is possible to define competences of a person who 
conducts classroom discourse managing:

A person managing a classroom discourse-steering it on a macro level- should 
be able to activate and make use of the steering mechanism: a helm, a steering. 
During the foreign language lesson there is usually a teacher at the helm, and the 
steering mechanism are his/her language skills , status in the group—his/her 
attributed managerial position. 

Classroom discourse analysis enables us to come up with the following theses 
on discourse management strategies:
 – Usually, a language teacher controls the discourse during the lesson in 

a traditional way: asking someone for an answer, encouraging someone to 
voice their opinion in the conversation etc.

 – Teacher can hand the helm over (usually only for a limited period of time) 
to another interlocutor. This happens only when the teacher asks someone 
who learns language to direct conversation on one’s own (only at this point 
are we dealing with real helm surrender).

 – When conversation proceeds without the signs of breaking down, the teacher 
standing at the back expresses his/her support for the actions undertaken 
by the learners spontaneously he/she uses signals of support (verbal and 
non-verbal), reacts to the students’ utterances in an affirmative way.

10   I take discourse as every communication exchange.
11   Therefore, in my discourse management definition I appropriate the, dictionary definition 

of ‘steering’ as meaning 1. and 2. while rejecting the definition of steering as meaning 3. 
(as in total control over somebody or something)
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 – Foreign language teacher, however, is always close to the helm and if he/
she has an impression that the ship (discourse) loses its direction, he/she 
undertakes remedial actions (putting something under negotiations or 
correction, commenting on a discourse fragment, paraphrasing its meaning, 
asking another interlocutor to join the conversation, repeating a discourse 
fragment etc.) to steer it back on course.

 – Sometimes the students as conversation participants try to take over the helm 
on their own (they join the conversation independently, ask inquiring questions, 
form interesting statements—moving the discourse forward and causing it to 
develop). One could say that these are the key speakers, essential to the discourse 
run—they co- manage it (control fragments of the discourse).
Numerous works by foreign researchers (compare Majer 2003), in addition to 

the results of my own research, enable us to come up with another thesis, determining 
the uniqueness of classroom discourse carried out in the target language:

During a foreign language lesson the teacher almost always manages the entirety 
of the discourse, even if the moderator of the discussion/ conversation was previously 
appointed. But to call the discourse spontaneous, THERE HAS TO BE ROOM LEFT 
for co-operation in the discussion, exchanging points of view, or switching roles.12  

4.3. The phases of discourse management process 

During a conversation on a particular topic, as in the instance of the Poland and 
European Union conversation session, discourse management was divided into 
distinct segments. In each phase one could distinguish specific ways of discourse 
management:
 – during preparations for a conversation session—session planning: 

specifying the topic, appointing the moderator, setting the conversation time 
etc.; in our case study management in this phase had a collective character;

 – during its course—managing the conversation while it took place; during 
the analyzed conversation session usually the teacher was at the helm, but 
in many cases that responsibility was handed over to the moderator; joining 
the conversation on one’s own was the Tunisian girl, and also (rarely) the 
Egyptian;

 – during the post-conversation discussion—in this phase the conversation 
often takes the form of metadiscourse—feedback and evaluation of a particular 
communication event. The most important effect of discourse management 
in this phase is (from the teacher’s point of view) enriching the competence 
in discourse management in the future; compare conclusions from the 
conversation session number five: Let’s talk about talking in Zarzycka (2006).

12   Discussion on the conditions for a spontaneous conversation during foreign language 
lessons was presented in an interesting way in: Majer ( 2003: 14-16 and further)
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4.4. Controlling discourse throughout its duration

In this part of the article, by using quantitative and qualitative analyses we will 
examine a few important aspects of the interactive discourse management during 
a lesson of Polish as a foreign language. The analyses will be illustrated with 
fragments of transcripts from the Poland and the European Union session. 

***

Date and place of the conversation: 13 December 200413, SJPdCUŁ
Length of the recording: 55 minutes.
Participants of the conversation session:
intermediate level group B1+ (3rd month of language learning)
the teacher (W) (Polish), Sameh (M) (Egypt), Anna (Georgia), Guneł (W) from 
Azerbaijan, Khasan (M) from Uzbekistan, Peter from USA, Sonia from Tunisia, 
(Polish descent), Thomas (Germany, Polish descent.) ; M—man, W—woman.

Marks used in the transcription:
 – (?)—hesitation in speech.
 – ...—continuing the utterance. 
 – CAPITAL LETTERS—words emphasized by the interlocutors. 
 – If an utterance is only a confirmation signal it is put in a square bracket within 

the given interlocutor’s utterance.
 – Underlining was used for the so called movements14—important elements of 

discourse, where the topic or plot of the conversation changes: creating an 
impression of conversation development.

 – Dark grey color was used to mark the words important for the topic 
development, phrases given in an inappropriate or approximate form, 
negotiation during conversation. 

 – Pale gray was used to mark the words important for conversation development, 
phrases given in an inappropriate or approximate form, but not negotiated 
during conversation; the teacher and other conversation participants made 
a decision not to correct them. 

13   The session was carried out after Poland became a member of the European Union.
14   According to the terminology by Sinclair and Coilthard (1975) the smallest unit in discourse 

is an utterance—everything that one interlocutor said before another one—it is where 
Sacks and Schegloo (Sacks 1992) introduce the concept of turn; another level of discourse 
is an exchange, which consists of at least two utterances. Moves are those elements of 
utterance, which make the conversation develop, since they contain the so called boundary 
elements, e.g. questions.
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4.4.1. Who stands at the helm?

4.4.1.1. Quantitative data

The quantitative analysis showed great dynamics of this conversational session, 
in which 320 turns were noticed. Linguistic corrections were also included here. 
Signals of agreement (Aha, yhm, exactly) which did not interrupt the utterance of 
one of the interlocutors were not counted as turns. Thirty-seven of those signals 
were noted, half of them with the teacher’s participation.

The percentage of participation of particular interlocutors, counted by the 
number of their turns (utterances), or ‘entries’ into the conversation, was as 
follows: Teacher—148 turns (circa 47%15); including 38 turns (25,7% of her 
utterances) consisting only of linguistic corrections; Thomas (moderator of the 
conversation)—98 turns (ca. 30,6%). Other participants: Sonia—the participant 
who joined independently the most often—40 turns (12,5%), including linguistic 
corrections; Sameh: 11 turns (ca. 3,6%) + participation in the ‘choruses’—co-
utterances of several people; Peter: 7 turns (ca. 2,2%) + participation in the 
‘choruses’; Guneł: 6 turns (1,9%); Khasan: 1 turn (0,3%), being a refusal to take 
part in the conversation. Everyone (choral utterances)—4 (ca. 1,25%). Anna’s 
active participation was not recorded.

The length of particular turns: from one word or utterance (linguistic 
corrections would often take this form) to a multipart utterance16. The longest 
utterances were produced by the key interlocutors.

4.4.1.2. Conclusions

After deducting language corrections carried out by the teacher, which considerably 
solidified her image of the dominant side in the dialogue, we can acknowledge 
Thomas as the co-manager of this conversation—together with the teacher and 
Sonia. The principal role of the teacher may appear to be macrodiscourse control. 
Thus, she becomes the supermoderator.

Below, I will talk over the means of managing discourse during this 
conversational session, focusing my attention on the roles and communicative 
actions of the two key interlocutors—the teacher and Thomas.

15  Interestingly, the same percentage of turns by the teacher and Thomas was achieved during 
quantitative analysis of the first, much less dynamic (consisting of 170 turns while the 
duration was similar) conversational session, which was moderated only by the teacher; 
compare Zarzycka 2006.

16  Particular elements/ segments of utterance in discourse are separated by pauses or 
interruptions: yyy, eee, hmm etc.
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4.4.2. Controlling the macrodiscourse—  
 the teacher’s role

The teacher assumes the responsibility in this field, ensuring the fluency of 
conversation; below is the initial fragment of the discourse (its initiation):

(1)
L: All right then. can we start the conversation? Poland and the European Union. 
Unfortunately ---, among the countries of the old European Union, we only 
have a representative of Germany. Is that right? And I am a representative of 
a country, the new country of the EU. Mister Sameh from Egypt, Miss Ania from 
Georgia, Miss Guneł, from Azerbaijan, Mister Khasan from Uzbekistan, Piotr 
from the USA, Sonia from Tunisia and Tomasz from Germany. Tomasz is leading 
the discussion today.

The teacher also dominates the final phase of the conversational session. 
She ensures it concludes properly, and at the same time she takes up the actions 
meant to protect Thomas’ status, because it is the moderator who should sum up 
the conversation:

(2)
L: [...] Będzie musiała robić .... jako CZŁONEK Unii Europejskiej. Panie Tomaszu, 
jeszcze trzy minutki, może jakieś zakończenie, proszę bardzo?
Th: Chcę zapytać, czy wy macie jakieś yyy yyy ------ [10 sek. pauza]. Aha, czy 
wy macie w ogóle, myślicie może, jakieś zalety, (1) abo [aber?], a nie, korzyści, 
korzyści, że wy (2)macie jakieś korzyści oso osobiste przez to(3), że yyy Polska 
weszła do Unii? 
L: Jako cudzoziemcy, którzy są w Polsce, tak?

 (1) Grammatical error.
 (2) Redundant use of a personal pronoun.
 (3) Lexical error.

L: [...] It will have to do... as a MEMBER of the European Union. Tomasz, three 
more minutes please, maybe some ending, please?
Th: I wanted to ask do you have any yyy yyy------ [10 sec. pause]. Ah, do you have 
any at all, any advantages, ar [aber?], oh no, advantages, advantages, that you 
have any pers personal advantages from yyy Poland entering the Union?
S: As foreigners living in Poland, right?

(3)
L: Prestiż Polski wzrósł i wzrósł prestiż polskiego dyplomu, prawda? [So: Tak.] 
Jakie zakończenie, Tomasz, jedno dwa zdania?
Th: Aha, no to, nie, ale widzę, że że grupa z moją opinią i może takie, że zgadzam 
się najwięcej z tymi. (4)
L: Dziękuję serdecznie i brawo Tomaszowi za przygotowanie a Państwu za 
udział! 

 (4) Sentence consisting of unfinished clauses.
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L: Poland’s prestige grew and Polish diploma’s prestige grew, right? [So: Yes.] 
What would the ending be, Tomasz, in one-two sentences?
Th. Ah, so no, but I can see, that that the group with my opinion and maybe such, 
that I agree the largest with those.

Being the supermoderator is expressed through paying attention to the 
authenticity of the discourse as well; compare the teacher’s reaction to Thomas’ 
excuse, which in fact is a metadiscursive comment—a reprimand, presented in 
fragment (4):

(4)
Thomas (Th): I’m sorry, I have a problem, that I’ve forgotten this text that I wrote. 
But yes, I think that I remember well.
L: But text is to be read, and this is supposed to be a conversation, discussion. 
Maybe it’s better that You don’t have it. Please!

The underlined fragments of the teacher’s utterance (movements) play the 
causative role—they are meant to motivate Thomas to take the role of the one 
leading the conversation—the role which he accepted earlier. Thomas, however, 
is not moderating this conversation in its entirety, as it is still the teacher who 
oversees the correctness and relevance of his moderator statements—she takes 
care of their precision, looking for his confirmation that she understood his 
intentions correctly. The teacher at the same time controls the process of acquiring 
new content by the dialogue group—hence her notes from the discussion on the 
blackboard—ta ken on the spot during particular interlocutors’ turns.

Though Thomas asks the key questions, allowing the conversation in this 
phase to develop, it is the teacher who assigns the roles to specific interlocutors, 
making them think and speak (using characteristic expressions for her individual 
conversational style: So I (kindly) ask (you to speak) / So please think about the 
answers / After all everyone can have their say.../ So how would you solve this 
situation? etc.).

Below there is a longer fragment, illustrating this multidirectional discourse 
control by the teacher:

(5)
Th: No, może ja dla grupy, żeby startować taką dyskusję, (1) może yym yym 
zaczynam: jak myślicie, na przykład yym jak w ogóle yym Polacy stoją (2), można 
powiedzieć, do roboty, (3) jak, jak oni
L: Jaki jest stosunek Polaków do pracy, tak?
Th: ...czy myślicie, że Polacy są, że większość Polaków jest bardzo pilny (4), i czy 
w ogóle mają ten interes wykorzystać (5) tych (6) nowych możliwości, które się 
teraz (7) [dały?; fragment mało czytelny] przez to...
L: Czyli Pan stawia tutaj dwa pytania, prawda. Czyli pierwsze pytanie Pan stawia 
grupie takie: co myślicie o Polakach, tak?Th: Nie.
L: No to, proszę, jeszcze raz.
Th: Nie, czy Polacy są yym, jak (8) oni mają relacje (9) do roboty (10). Czy oni są
[Włączają się studenci, poprawiając frazę.]
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L: Jaki mają stosunek do pracy.
Th: Jaki mają stosunek do pracy.
L: Ja zapiszę to pytanie, dobrze?
Th: …bardzo pilny, czy bardzo, według was: bardzo pilny(11) czy bardzo leniwy 
(11), czy większość Polaków—jak (12) oni są? I czy myślicie, że mają też w ogóle 
interes wykorzystać (13) te możliwości, które mają przez przez to (14), że Polska 
jest teraz w Unii Europejskiej?
L: Czy są pracowici, czy są obowiązkowi. No to nie wiem, czy każdy z Was może 
się wypowiedzieć, musicie się zastanowić, czy wiecie dużo na ten temat. A jak to 
drugie pytanie zapisać: czy Polacy chcą wykorzystać szanse, które daje im Unia 
Europejska? Związane z pracą, tak?
Th: Tak.
L: No to proszę myśleć nad odpowiedziami.
[Pauza 6-sekundowa; w tym czasie lektorka zapisuje pytania na tablicy.]
L: [kontynuując pisanie, zwraca się do Thomasa] związane z pracą za granicą, 
o to Panu chodzi?
Th: Tak.
L: No to bardzo proszę się wypowiedzieć. Kto z Państwa chciałby na któryś z tych 
tematów się wypowiedzieć?

 (1)  Lexical error—word used in wrong context.
 (2)  As above, probably result of linguistic calque.
 (3)  Stylistic error—use of a colloquialism.
 (4)  Grammatical error—wrong adjective declension.
 (5)  Grammatical error—words not in syntactic relationship (?).
 (6)  Grammatical error—wrong pronoun declension.
 (7)  Unfinished clause.
 (8)  Grammatical error—wrong pronoun declension.
 (9)  Lexical error.
 (10) See (3).
 (11) Words “pilny” I “leniwy” cannot be used to describe “stosunek” (?).
 (12) Grammatical error—see (8).
 (13) See (5).
 (14) Lexical error—word used in wrong context (“przez to” implies a negative 

outcome).
Th: So, maybe me for the group, To begin such discussion, maybe yym yym I 
begin: what do you think, for example yym so anyway how do Poles stay let’s 
say towards job, how, how do they
L: You wanted to say what is Poles’ attitude towards work, right?
Th: ...do you think that Poles are, that most Poles is very diligent, and do they at 
all have this interest to use those new opportunities, which now made themselves 
[available?; unreadable fragment] because of this...
L: So You are asking two questions here, right. So You ask the group about the 
first question: what do you think about Poles, right?
Th: No.
L: So one more time, please.
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Th: No, are Poles yym, what relation do they have to work. Are they
[Other students join in, correcting the phrase.]
L: What is their attitude towards work.
Th: What is their attitude towards work.
L: I will write this question down, okay?
Th: ...very diligent, or, in your opinion, very diligent or very lazy, are most Poles—
how are they? And do you think, do they have interest at all to use those possibilities, 
which they were handed because Poland is in the European Union now?
L: Are they hard-working, are they conscientious. So I don’t know if every one of 
you can express their opinion, you have to think about it, if you know much about 
this. And how to write down this second question: do Poles use the opportunities 
that the European Union gives them? Connected to work, right?
Th: Yes.
L: So please think about the answers.
[six-second-long pause, in the meantime the teacher writes the questions on 
the blackboard]
L: [Still writing, speaking to Thomas] connected to working abroad, is that what 
you had in mind?
Th: Yes.
L: So please speak. Which one of you would like to speak on any of those 
topics?

Even when Thomas asks his interlocutors a question himself, the teacher 
repeats his utterances, models them, focusing on the precise transfer of 
content. And as the result, she is normally the person who picks out the next 
interlocutor.

Interestingly, regular corrections, as well as digressions—comments of 
metalingual character—do not interfere with the process of the topic’s progression 
in this discourse; Thomas copes really well with this task despite all the language 
limitations. One explanation of this may be that the interlocutors are already used 
to a specific role of the teacher. Another one may be that linguistic corrections 
are connected to the negotiation of meaning. If the speaker was not making the 
corrections on the spot, would it be possible to speak about collective emerging 
of common meanings in this dialogue?

Below are a couple of excerpts from this dialogue, where the control of 
language correctness is strongly connected to modeling the content of the 
statement. In a dialogue on a ‘specific topic’ it seems to be essential:

(6)
Th: ...tych wartości. I może właśnie powiem najpierw, kto jest obywatel w tej Unii 
Europejskiej. Do dwutysiącnego czwartego roku piętnaście, Unia Europejska 
miała piętnaście yym, eem, państwowych obyw, państwowych obywatel (1ab), 
czy (?)
L: Do Unii Europejskiej należało 15 państw, tak?

 (1a) Lexical error—no such collocation + “obywatel” can’t refer to a country.
 (1b) Grammatical error “obywatel” is in singular instead of plural form.
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TH: ... of those values. And maybe I will first say, who is citizen of this European 
Union. Until 2004 fifteen, the European Union had fifteen yym, eem, national 
citi, national citizen, or (?)
L: 15 countries belonged to the European Union, right?

(7)
Th: To przez to na przykład, że jest ORWO i te, te, wszystkie kraje w Unii mają, 
są łączone razem, praktycznie wojna w Europie już nie jest, już nie można sobie 
wyobrażać, prawie niemożliwa. Eee, poza tym, cel Unii Europejskiej jest eee, 
eee, nie wiem, jak to mam powiedzieć, yym, dokonać (1), może, dobryt (2ab) 
we wszystkich państw, wszystkich państw, yyy, yyy
L: Może: zapewnić DOBROBYT [akcentuje słowo]. [Th: No.]
Sonia [So; staje w obronie kompetencji językowej Thomasa]: − On dobrze 
napisał...
L: No to dlaczego tak przeczytał? Może jakby Pan nie czytał, byłoby lepiej.
Th: Nie, nie, ja nie czytam, ja tylko parę [słowo niezrozumiałe] notes, notatki 
(3), szybko, szybko...
L: No to jaki zapiszemy drugi punkt?
Th: No, że wszystkich kłol, yyy, eee, że członkowych (4) państwów (5)
L: Państwa członkowskie, uwaga! [...]

 (1) Lexical error.
 (2a) Formative error. 
 (2b) Grammatical error—word not inflected.
 (3)  Inserting an English word and wrong noun declension.
 (4)  Lexical error.
 (5) Formative error. 

Th: It is because for example, that there is ORWO and those, those, all countries in 
the Union have, are connected together, war in Europe is practically no longer, You 
can’t imagine, almost impossible. Eee, besides, the aim of the European Union is 
eee, eee, I don’t know how to say it, yym make, maybe, welling (should be indicated 
that some sounds were missing) in all countries, all countries, yyy, yyy
L: It can assure the WELL-BEING [emphasizes the word]. [Th: No.]
Sonia [So; defends Thomas’ linguistic competence]: He wrote correctly...
L: So why did he read it like that? Maybe if you didn’t read it would be better.
Th: No, no, I don’t read, I just a few [unintelligible word] notepad (?), notes, 
quickly, quickly...
L: So how shall we write down the second point?
Th: Well, that all mem, yyy, eee, that all membered states
L: Member states, attention! [...]

(8)
Th: No tak. Yym. No inny aspekt jest ten, że w Unii Europejskiej jest bardzo ważny 
(1) to, że członki (2) spoczywe (3) państw są...
L: PAŃSTWA CZŁONKOWSKIE, tak to się nazywa, tak? [pisze na tablicy]
Th: ...że są, żeby były tolerancyjne, nieotwarte(4), bo jednak są (5) dużo różnych, 
różne kultury, które muszą poradzić (5ab) ze sobą i dlatego moje następne 
pytanie: czy myślicie, że Polska jest takim otwartym i tolerancyjnym krajem?
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L: Czyli można powiedzieć, że otwartość, tolerancja to są główne wartości, tak?, 
[Th: właśnie] propagowane przez Unię Europejską?
Th: To są ideały Unii Europejskiej
L: No dobrze, niech tak będzie: ideały Unii Europejskiej [zapisuje kolejne pytanie 
na tablicy]
Th: i, czy oni znajdują się też w Polsce, czy większość Polaków myśli, czy są 
otwarci do (6) innych yyy yyy
L: Otwarci na innych, tak? Otwarci w stosunku do innych, tak?
Th: Do innych yym --------- [pauza 10 sek.; tym czasie lektorka pisze na tablicy] 
i bardzo ważne też do [z wahaniem w głosie] do (7) mniejszości? Tak?
L: Otwarci na innych, tak?, otwarci na innych, tolerancyjni wobec mniejszości 
[powtarza w trakcie zapisywania na tablicy]
Th: Mniejszości, no tak. Jak wy o tym myślicie? 

 (1)  Grammatical error—adjective used instead of an adverb.
 (2)  Lexical error.
 (3)  Formative error (?).
 (4)  Lexical error.
 (5)  Grammatical error—wrong conjugation.
 (6a)  Lexical error—“poradzić” implies conflict, solving a problem, where (in 

 this case) one culture is a problem to another which must be solved.
 (6b) Grammatical error—omission of the reflexive pronoun.
 (7) Grammatical error—wrong preposition.
 (8) See above.

Th: So yes. Yym. So another aspect is this, that in the European Union is very 
important, that members restive states are...
L: MEMBER STATES, that’s the name, right? [writes on the blackboard]
Th: ...that they are, they should be tolerant, unopened, because however are 
many different, different cultures, which must cope each other and that is why 
my next question is: do you think that Poland is such open-minded and tolerant 
country?
L: So you could say that open-mindedness, tolerance are the main values, right?, 
[Th: exactly] advocated by the European Union?
Th: Those are the European Union’s ideals.
L: All right, let it be this way: the European Union’s ideals [writes down the next 
question on the blackboard]
Th: and, are they in Poland as well, do most of the Poles think, are they open at 
others yyy yyy
L: Open towards others, yes? Open in relation to others, right?
Th: Towards others yym --------- [10 sec. pause; in the meantime the teacher 
writes on the blackboard] and it is very important at [with hesitation] at 
minorities? Right?
L: Open towards others, right?, open towards others, tolerant of minorities 
[repeats while writing on the blackboard]
Th: Minorities, oh yes. How do you think about this?

Moderating the dialogue on the European Union proved to be a challenge 
for Thomas, due to his lexical limitations and deficiency in the field of operating 
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advanced syntax schemes17. Because of that, the actions undertaken by the teacher 
were focused on negotiating the meaning and extracting (as well as preserving 
in the form of a note on the blackboard) the correct forms of terms, expressions 
and phrases (member states, assuring the well-being, maintaining peace, defense 
of values, structural funds, secularization, delocalization, attitude towards 
minorities, play a role, pay attention to adhering to standards, western companies, 
join the European Union, see benefits of Poland joining the Union) appearing in 
his utterances, which play a major role in this dialogue. Thus the teacher may be 
considered the architect of this discourse.

4.4.3. An exponent and animator of the discourse— 
 Thomas’ role

While the teacher manages the dialogue in many ways, maintaining its proper 
shape, having an influence on the participation of particular interlocutors in the 
dialogue, modeling of the meaning, and on linguistic correctness of particular 
utterances, Thomas’ role is different.

First of all, he is the speaker who develops the conversation in terms of 
ideology. Despite him lacking in vocabulary, he seems (as a citizen of a country 
present in the European Union for very long) to be an expert on Union issues. He 
is capable of expressing the aims of the European Union (raising the standards of 
living, maintaining peace, providing well-being etc.) and directing ideologically 
interesting questions to other participants of the dialogue. His utterances contain 
the most moves—questions, addressing the interlocutors directly; see the 
underlined fragments in Thomas’ previous utterances as well as in the fragment 
below:

(9)
Th: Mam pytanie jeszcze. Co wy myślicie o tym problem (1).., albo zapytam 
inaczej jeszcze, o tym, o tych (2), że stare kraje Unii Europejskiej się boją trochę, 
że Polska weszła, że te wszystkie te robotniki (3) przy, pójdą teraz do Niemczech, 
do Francji, do Anglii i yyy pracują (4) za małe pieniądze i eee pieniędzy i yyy 
wezmą (5)... 
L: Zabiorą miejsca pracy. 
Th: ...zabiorą pracy właśnie im. To co o tym myślicie? Czy...
L: A może Pan Khasan by nam chociaż słówko powiedział?
Khasan: Nie mam nic do powiedzenia.
L [śmiejąc się]: Nie chce Pan nam nic powiedzieć? Hyy! No to [lektorka zwraca 
się ponownie do Thomasa] stawia Pan pytanie, czy mają powody, tak [Th: Mają 

17   Compare Thomas’ problems with saying member states of the European Union illustrated 
in the examples (6), (7), and (8), and the compensation strategies he uses (linguistic 
innovations—lexical and syntactical *national citizen, *steteses member, *member 
stateses)
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powody, tak], mieszkańcy zachodnich krajów Europy, żeby się bać. Mają powody, 
czy nie mają, proszę!

 (1)  Grammatical error—wrong noun declension.
 (2)  Grammatical error—wrong pronoun declension.
 (3)  Formative error (?).
 (4)  Grammatical error—wrong conjugation (present instead of future
     tense).
 (5)  Unfinished clause.

Th: I have a question still. What do you think about this problem... or I will ask 
differently, about this, about those that the old countries of the European Union 
are afraid a bit, that Poland entered, that all those workies will co, will go now 
to Germany, to France, to England and yyy they work for little money and eee 
money and yyyy they take...
L: They will take away the jobs.
Th: ...they will take the job from them. So what do you think about it? Are...
S: Maybe Khasan would say at least a word?
Khasan: I have nothing to say.
L [laughing]: You don’t want to tell us anything? Huh! So [the speaker turns 
to Thomas again] you are asking us if they have reasons, yes [Th: They have 
reasons, yes], the citizens of Western countries, to be afraid. Do they have any 
reasons or not, please!

Thomas is then in the same way the ideologist of this discourse, as he is its 
animator. In this second category he, of course, competes with the speaker, who 
being more fluent in using Polish, often knocks Thomas off stride, introducing 
digression to the dialogue or asking out other interlocutors for answers (because 
as the manager of the discourse at all of its levels, she fulfills goals overriding 
those of Thomas).

The transcript allowed to record the instances where Thomas copes with 
communicative tasks which require interpretation of statistical data, making an 
argument, and those where he skillfully imposes his own strategies of leading 
a discourse. Compare the fragment of the final discussion, where Thomas takes the 
floor away from the teacher, demanding to acknowledge his previously appointed 
role of the conversation’s moderator:

(10)
Th: ...to ja jeszcze może bym chciał dokończyć. Ja mam podobne zdanie i myślę po 
prostu, że yyy, jakby ktoś robił tutaj, parę lat temu skończył studia, to by może w 
Polsce coś z tym zrobił, ale w innych krajach w Europie trudno mu było tam. No 
dobrze, w Polsce skończył studia, okej, nic takiego. A teraz właśnie, jak mówili 
(1) już tutaj osoby, że yyym...
L: Kiedyś trzeba było nostryfikować te dyplomy, jeszcze się jakieś dodatkowe 
egzaminy przechodziło, prawda? [Th: No.] No mam nadzieję, że teraz nie będzie 
tego.
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Th: No. I właśnie też to jest bardzo dobry przykład dla cudzoziemców poza 
Europą, że w Polsce mogą yym na przykład te wszystkie studia i te (2) życie jest 
taniej (3) niż w innych krajach i mogą właśnie zrobić: tutaj skończyć studia i są 
tak samo zaliczone jak w innych krajach.

 (1)  Grammatical error—wrong conjugation (masculine instead of non- 
 masculine gender).

 (2) Grammatical error—wrong pronoun inflection.
 (3) Grammatical error—use of adverb instead of an adjective.

Th: ...so maybe I would like to finish. I have a similar opinion and I simply think 
that yyy if someone was doing here, a few years ago finished studies, then maybe 
they would do something with it in Poland, but in other European countries it was 
hard for him there. Very well, finished studies in Poland, okay, nothing special. 
And now, as persons were here speaking already, that yyy...
L: Once you had to recognize those diplomas abroad, you had to pass some 
additional exams, right? [Th: Yup]. So I hope that now it won’t happen.
Th: Yup. And this exactly is a very good example for the foreigners outside Europe, 
that in Poland they can yym for example all those degrees and this life is more 
cheaply than in other countries and they can do here: finish the studies here and 
they are recognized the same as in other countries.

Concluding, it can be said that Thomas fulfilled the role of the co-manager of 
the discourse very well, contributing a lot to the merits of its content. He also played 
a big role in giving this dialogue a natural rhythm, presented in frequent utterances, 
changes of topic and redirecting the conversation to other interlocutors.

5. Conclusion

The analysis of two key interlocutors’ participation in the conversation: the 
teacher and Thomas, showed that it is possible to co-manage conversation even 
when the language competence of the student is insufficient. The teacher, while 
the student manages the fragments of the discourse, assumes the role of the 
discourse’s architect—she controls the integrity and correctness of utterances, 
watches over the course of the whole conversation. In short, she ensures that the 
‘structure’ built by their joint effort does not collapse, but instead becomes more 
beautiful. ‘Being at the helm’ of the conversation, ‘being its architect’ does not mean 
transferring it to the level of didactics, but rather steering it in such a way that the 
meanings—ideas—are conveyed or negotiated in the best possible way.

In a conversation on a specific topic, the ideology of the discourse is very 
important—Thomas co-manages this discourse, as he is a skilled ideologist—he 
can initiate and develop individual threads of the conversation in an interesting 
way. He is aware of not yet being fit for the role of the discourse’s architect—the 
supermoderator, which is why he has no objection to leaving this to the teacher.
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The conversation develops well because its co-managers, as well as the other 
participants, do not compete, but cooperate, making it diverse and dynamic. The 
resulting impression is that, despite the characteristics of classroom discourse, in 
terms of spontaneity and authenticity, it measures up to the conversations outside 
the Polish as foreign language class.

The important characteristic of this conversational session is that it took 
55 minutes straight only in Polish, with no insertions in any other language. It would 
not be possible without the emotional commitment of most of the interlocutors 
into co-managing the dialogue.
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Emergent literacy and numeracy— 
preparation for reading, writing  
and mathematics

1. Introduction

Little research has been carried out in the area of the relationship between the early 
language concepts and possible literacy difficulties among students in later school 
years in Poland. However, this correlation has been researched and documented 
in English speaking countries and developing early literacy skills seems to be one 
of the most important developmental stages for pre-school children.

The Polish children, especially those coming from the Lubuskie region in 
Poland, seem to be lacking in their literacy and mathematics skills, as proved 
by the data published by the Central Statistics Office and the Poznań Regional 
Examination Board, which concerns the average student scores in external exams 
for primary, middle, and secondary education. The results the Polish students 
in the Lubuskie region achieve are below the country’s average, especially in 
the rural areas. 

It is possible that the lack of these skills might be due to the need for the 
explicit teaching of early language concepts, since it was proved by the research 
undertaken in some Australian schools by the author, Gillian, that introducing 
children to emergent literacy and numeracy concepts is a beneficial preparation 
for their reading, writing, and mathematics skills. 

The article presents the Australian research and a Polish pilot study, as well 
as the presently running research conducted in the Bogdaniec commune in the 
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Lubuskie region, whose objective is to develop professional skills of the pre-
school teachers so they can explicitly teach their students these early language 
concepts. 

The authors’ intention is that this research and explicit teaching of early 
language concepts will improve significantly the literacy and numeracy skills 
among the Polish students in the Bogdaniec commune. 

2. Theoretical background

The importance of emergent literacy, or the concepts, skills, and knowledge that 
are acquired before the achievement of beginning reading, spelling, and writing 
in English, has been well documented (Bishop & Adams 1990, Catts 1993, Catts, 
Fey, Tomblin & Zhang 2002). In particular, a component of emergent literacy, 
phonological awareness (PA), has been extensively researched as a foundation skill 
for English speaking students developing their early literacy skills (Gillon 2005, 
Hogan, Catts, & Little 2005, Torgesen, Wagner & Raschotte 1994). 

Many basic oral language concepts are important literacy concepts (Justice, 
Kaderavek, Fan, Sofka & Hunt 2009, Justice, Invernizzi & Meier 2002) and also 
numeracy concepts (Fleer, Ridgway, Clarke, Kennedy, Robbins, May, & Surman 
2006; Pasnak, MacCubbin, & Ferral-Like 2007). These concepts include: beginning/
end, top/bottom, big/little, same/different, and left/right (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, 
Franków-Czerwonko & Paradowska, in press, for a more detailed review of these 
concepts). 

There is a gap in the research literature about the development of emergent 
literacy and numeracy in Polish children. The Polish developmental norms for 
early language concepts crucial for literacy such as beginning/end, top/bottom, 
left/right, and same/different are approximately known and are reported to be 
similar to English developmental norms (Gruszczyk-Kolczyńska & Zielińska 1997, 
Janiszewska 2008, Matczak 2003), the relationship between difficulties with 
emergent literacy and later literacy difficulties in Polish has not been directly 
established. 

3. Project description and background

The goals of the project are provide more information on the development of basic 
language concepts in Polish for young students and investigate if emergent literacy 
difficulties exist for young Polish students, and whether there is a relationship 
between these difficulties and literacy difficulties in later school years. The 
information on basic language concepts in Polish is being researched by comparing 
and contrasting the known developmental norms for Polish with those of English. 
More specifically, the data for Polish emergent literacy norms collected by current 
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authors is being compared to research undertaken by one of the authors (Gillian 
& Williamson 2009) through translating the English oral language screener 
developed by one of the authors (Gillian) into Polish (see Figure 1 for some details 
about the English language screener). 

3.1. Australian research

The research undertaken in Australia occurred at a school where the five year old 
students had many difficulties with oral language. The majority of the students of 
this school (92%) were reported to have a first language other than English and 
were reported to come from lower socio-economic status backgrounds (see Gillian, 
Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko & Paradowska, in press, for more details). The 
students entering the first year of school were reported to have not mastered the 
emergent literacy concepts required at the start of the school year (see Gillian, 
Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, in press, for more details). The 
students were given explicit teaching in these concepts and did improve in their 
mastery of these concepts when reassessed at the end of the academic year; 
however, these concepts should have been established earlier. Therefore, these 
students were behind in their development of these skills and thus, at risk of 
developing later literacy difficulties. 

3.2. Education in the rural areas  
  of the Lubuskie region of Poland

Although the quality of education in the Lubuskie Region has gradually been 
improving since the Ministry of Education launched the structural and program 
reforms in 1999 and 2009 respectively, the results the students achieve in the 
external exams stay below the country’s average, especially so in the rural areas. 
Socio-economic indicators are unfavorable for Lubuskie region as well. For 
instance, data published by GUS (Central Statistical Office) show that people in 
Lubuskie are slightly poorer than the country’s average. Also, in 2010, the average 
household expenditure on education in rural areas was only 7.10 zloty a month 
while in towns it was 16.26 zloty (Central Statistical Office 2011: 68).

Secondly, people inhabiting the rural areas have lower education—in 2010 
only 9.3% of villagers had higher education, as compared to 23.6% of people living 
in towns and cities, similarly, 36.6% of rural and 61.4% of urban inhabitants had 
secondary education (Central Statistical Office 2011, 68). The phenomenon called 
‘education inheritance’ makes the situation worse; 72% of children whose parents 
had only primary education stop at that very level (Cichomski 2003). Moreover, 
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in 2011, only 42.7% of children in rural areas attended kindergarten in Lubuskie 
(Central Statistical Office 2011: 68).

The Poznań Regional Examination Board (OKE) published average student 
scores in external exams for primary, middle, and secondary education. They all 
have shown lower scores in schools in rural areas. In 2012, the average result of 
the primary school exam in Bogdaniec commune was 1.44 below the country’s 
average, and in 2011, it was 2.04 below, in 2010, it was 0.7 below, and in 2009, 
it was 1.74 below the country’s average (Poznań Regional Examination Board 
2012). Likewise, in rural middle schools the results were lower. In 2011, the 
Bogdaniec commune had results below the country’s average in humanities (by 
2.85) and in mathematics and sciences (by 2.63) (Poznań Regional Examination 
Board 2012).

Additionally, the Examination Board reports show that average results of boys 
are lower than those of girls (Poznań Regional Examination Board 2012). These 
data are confirmed by research into school readiness of Polish six-year-olds, which 
revealed a considerable difference in scores to the disadvantage of boys (Kopik 
2007). The 2011 President’s Report “Educational chances in rural areas” states 
that the generally lower results in rural areas result from pre-school education 
insufficiency in those districts as well as from lower quality programs serving to 
prepare those children for schooling, especially with reference to their readiness 
to receive instruction developing early literacy and numeracy skills. The research 
cited in the report suggests that the level of early education correlates with the 
quality of human resources. High quality programs in pre-school are said to 
increase the opportunities to succeed both in education and in adult life and one 
of the key factors accounting for the quality of those programs is the teaching staff 
systematically raising their skills (The President’s Report 2011: 35).

3.3. Polish research

The ongoing research commenced with a pilot study at two state preschools in the 
city of Gorzow Wielkopolski, Lubuskie Region in 2011. Twenty seven Polish speaking 
students participated in the pilot study. The students were reported to come from 
higher socio-economic status (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & 
Paradowska, in press, for more details). The students’ emergent literacy skills 
were assessed by the authors at the end of the academic year using a translation 
completed by the authors. The translation was done by all the authors under the 
supervision of the author who is a sworn translator (Franków-Czerwonko).

The next step of the Polish research is currently occurring in the Bogdaniec 
commune, Lubuskie Region, near the city of Gorzow Wielkopolski in five 
preschool classes at four primary schools. The research group from Państwowa 
Wyższa Szkoła Zawodowa (PWSZ) was hired by the head of the commune to 
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develop the professional skills of the preschool teachers in the explicit teaching 
of emergent literacy and numeracy skills. The reason for the employment of 
the research group was that the head was reported to be concerned with the 
declining literacy and numeracy results in later primary school education in 
the commune. Ninety-seven Polish speaking students and eighteen preschool 
teachers and preschool directors are participating in this study and professional 
development programme. 

The first step of this project was to explain the goals of the project to the 
parents and teachers and gain consent from the parents for their children to 
participate in the study. All the parents of the children attending the preschools 
consented to have their children participate in the project.

The first stage of the project was to provide professional development to the 
teachers in the use of the second version of Polish emergent language screener 
(see Figure 1 for some details about this screener). This professional development 
took the form of a two and half hour workshop conducted by the authors where 
the rationales of the screener, the English and Polish developmental norms for the 
concepts and the practical use of the screener were explained through lectures, 
visual aids, and group discussion.

The next stage was for the teachers to assess their students using the screener 
at the start of the academic year (see the results section for more details of the 
pre-assessment) and collect information on the backgrounds of the students. This 
information is currently collected, but many of the students were reported to come 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Jeż, Góralczyk, Mierzwa, Demczyszyn, 
personal communications).

The subsequent stage is to provide professional development on explicit 
teaching of the emergent language skills on the screener and the development 
of a teaching programme targeting the language concepts in the screener. The 
programme is taking the form of lesson plans developed jointly by the teachers 
and the researchers at the workshops. The lesson plans on particular concepts 
were collated by researchers after a workshop on a particular set of concepts; 
for example, spatial locational terms, and then emailed to the teachers the 
following week for use in the class room. The lesson plans are intended to cover 
the major areas of the curriculum: literacy, numeracy, physical education, foreign 
languages (English and German), and religion. The lesson plans also provide brief 
descriptions of the activities and resources needed to teach the concepts. The 
emergent language skills first focussed on were those the teachers identified as 
most important through the assessment by the screener (see results section for 
details on the concepts the students had most difficulties with). The teaching of 
each set of concepts in the lesson plans is meant to be focussed on by the teachers 
in all major areas of the curriculum for a minimum of two weeks or for as long 
as deemed necessary by the teachers to ensure that the students have mastered 
the concepts.
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The next stage will be to reassess the students’ emergent language skills at 
the end of the academic year to gauge the students’ progress with mastering these 
skills and assess the effectiveness of the teaching programme.

The final stage will be a follow-up step where the literacy and numeracy 
results of this cohort of students will be tracked in the later years of primary 
school to see if the emergent literacy and numeracy program has had any long 
term effects.

4. Method

4.1. Australian checklist

The English language emergent language screener was developed by the 
researcher, Gillian, at a number of Australian schools together with teachers (see 
Figure 1 for some details of the English screener). The English developmental 
norms for these basic language concepts were drawn from the Owens Jr. textbook 
Language Development: An Introduction (7th Edition) (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, 
Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, in press, for more details). 

4.2. Translation of the checklist into Polish

In 2011, the authors translated the English language screener of basic language 
skills into Polish for the purposes of the pilot study. The procedure mainly involved 
adapting some of the concepts to meet the semantic and syntactic rules of the 
Polish language. For example, ‘on’ as in ‘Put the crayon on the pencil case’ was 
replaced with ‘na’ as in ‘Połóż kredkę na piórniku’, ‘in’ was rendered as ‘do’ as in 
‘Włóż kredkę do piórnika’ (Put the crayon in the pencil case), and ‘z’ as in ‘Zabierz 
kredkę z piórnika’ was translated as ‘out of’ (‘Take the crayon out of the pencil 
case’). However, while administering the screener, the authors realised that to 
understand Polish instructions used for testing spatial locational terms children 
did not need to understand the prepositions; the verbs used, like ‘połóż’, ‘włóż’, 
‘zabierz’, ‘przesuń’, implied the meaning of each concept. As they were all dynamic 
verbs the prepositions were actually redundant (see Figure 1 for more details).

In September 2012, when the screener was refined before commencing the 
Bogdaniec project, the authors decided to replace dynamic verbs with static ones. 
Now, children were asked either to illustrate the sentences read by the examiner, 
e.g. ‘Miś jest w piórniku’ (The teddy is in the bag’) or ‘Miś jest pod piórnikiem’ 
(The teddy is under the bag), or follow her instruction: ‘Połóż misia na górze/ 
na dole kartki’ (Put the teddy at the top/bottom of the sheet of paper). Also, 
the authors rendered the English verbs ‘put in’ and ‘take out of’ as ‘włóż’ and 
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‘wyjmij’ respectively, even though they are dynamic verbs that imply the meaning 
of the concepts of ‘do’ and ‘z’. These renditions were included as no other suitable 
renditions could be found.

Table 1. Comparison of the English screener and its Polish adaptations—spatial locational concepts

English Screener Polish Screener v.1 
(2011) 

Polish Screener v.2 
(2012) 

Put the pen on the bag. Połóż kredkę na piórniku. Miś jest na piórniku. 

Put the pen in the bag. Włóż kredkę do piórnika. Włóż misia do piórnika. 

Take the pen out of the bag. Zabierz kredkę  
z piórnika. Wyjmij misia z piórnika. 

– – Miś jest w piórniku. 

– – Miś jest nad piórnikiem. 

Put the pen up/down. Przesuń kredkę do góry/ 
na dół. Połóż misia na górze/na 

dole kartki. Where is top/bottom of the 
bag? 

Gdzie jest góra/dół 
piórnika?

Put the pen under the bag. Połóż kredkę pod 
piórnikiem. Miś jest pod piórnikiem. 

Put the pen over the bag. Niech miś przeskoczy 
przez piórnik. –

Where is your front/back? Gdzie jest twój przód/ 
/tył? 

Gdzie jest przód/tył 
misia? 

Put the pen on the left/right. Połóż kredkę po lewej/po 
prawej stronie piórnika.

Połóż misia po lewej/ 
/prawej stronie kartki.

Another pair of commands that needed improvement was ‘góra and ‘dół’. The 
authors agreed that both ‘up/down’ and ‘top/bottom’ may be rendered in Polish 
as ‘góra/dół’, the four English concepts were replaced with two Polish ones: The 
sentences: ‘Put the pen up/down’ (translated in 2011 as ‘Przesuń kredkę do góry/
na dół’) and ‘Where is top/bottom of the bag?’(translated in 2011 as ‘Gdzie jest 
góra/dół piórnika?’ became one: ‘Połóż misia na górze/na dole kartki’. Also, the 
authors added two more concepts of ‘w’ and ‘nad’, which, they concluded, were 
important for developing literacy and numeracy in the Polish language. At the 
same time, the English concept of ‘over’ was removed from the Polish version of 
the test because (1) the Polish sentence: ‘Niech miś przeskoczy przez piórnik’ 
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sounded unnatural and (2) the knowledge of ‘przez’ does not seem to be necessary 
for developing literacy and numeracy. Similarly, the unnatural instruction: ‘Gdzie 
jest twój przód/tył?’ (Where is your front/back?) was replaced with: ‘Gdzie jest 
przód/tył misia?’ (Where is the teddy’s front/back?).

Another amendment made while refining the screener was the choice of Polish 
words to test children’s mastery of beginning and end sounds in words. The 2011 
version used ‘kot’, ‘pies’, ‘miś’ for identifying sounds at the beginning of words; 
whereas, the 2012 version included ‘gol’, ‘park’, and ‘nos’. The authors decided to 
replace the words because children in the pilot study would identify the first sounds 
as [pie] and [mi] rather than [p] and [m]. As for the final sounds, the words ‘hop’, 
‘płot’, and ‘dom’ were replaced with ‘sklep’, ‘kot’, and ‘dom’. The selected words had 
to be one-syllable words with clear pronunciation of beginning and end sounds.

5. Data Analysis

5.1. Pilot study overall results—Comparison  
 of Polish preschools’ performance  
 to Australian school’s performance

For the pilot study, the data indicated that the Polish five year old students 
achieved a similar performance to the students in the Australian school. The 
pilot study data indicated that 90% percent of the students in Polish preschool 
1 and 75% of the students in Polish preschool 2 achieved the criterion score 
employed in the English emergent language screener. This was slightly higher 
than the percentages of students who achieved the criterion score in the two 
Australian classes (86% and 85% respectively). The differences between the 
groups were not statistically significant (Welch’s t-test, t(68) = 0.9697, P < .05). 
(see Gillian, Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, in press, for more 
details). However, when examining these statistics, two important factors need 
to considered: the Australian students received year-long explicit intervention to 
develop these concepts; whereas, the Polish students did not, and the majority of 
the Australian students received the literacy instruction in English which was not 
their first language (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, 
in press, for more details).

5.2. Sound Identification 

There was one interesting trend from the pilot study in the area of identification of 
sounds. In this area, the Polish students in preschools 1 and 2 achieved significantly 
lower scores than the scores of the two Australian classes (see Figure 2 for more 
details). This difference in the scores was found to be extremely statistically 
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significant (Welch’s t-test, t(67) = 4.5575, P <.05) with the Polish students scoring 
lower than the Australian students (Mpol = 2.11, SD = 0.85, N = 27; Maus = 3.36, 
SD = 1.25, N = 42) (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, 
in press, for more details).

5.3. Comparison of Bogdaniec preschools’  
 overall performance to Australian schools

The overall pre-assessment results of the Bogdaniec preschools were better 
than the Australian schools at the start of the academic year. The students at the 
Australian schools achieved criterion scores of 4% and 5% respectively (see Figure 
2 for more details). Eighty-eight percent of the Bogdaniec A group achieved the 
criterion score. When comparing Bogdaniec A to Australian groups, this difference 
was statistically significant (Welch’s t-test, t(52) = 7.4854, P <.05). For the other 
groups in the Bogdaniec commune, they achieved respectively criterion scores 
of 18%, 36%, 38%, and 41%. When comparing Bogdaniec A to the other Polish 
groups, the difference was also statistically significant (Welch’s t-test, t(25) = 
4.5058, P <.05). Finally, when comparing the Polish groups excluding Bogdaniec 
A to the Australian groups, the difference was statistically significant (Welch’s t-test, 
t(53) = 5.0471, P <.05). However, it should be remembered that the majority of the 
Australian students were not receiving their literacy and numeracy instruction in 
their first language; whereas, the Polish students were.

Figure 1. Comparison of the English and Polish emergent literacy scores—start of the year
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5.4. Comparison of selected areas—  
 Bogdaniec commune and Australian schools

When comparing the pre-assessment results for the Bogdaniec commune to the 
Australian schools, the Polish students and Australian students achieved similar 
results for the concept groups of body parts, gender, and colour. 

The Polish students were better at identifying spatial/locational terms, 
texture, and beginning/end than the Australian students. The Australian students 
varied greatly in the identification of spatial/locational concepts, with 28% of 
group 1 achieving criterion and 94% of group 2 achieving criterion in this area 
(see Figure 3 for more details). The Bogdaniec groups achieved between 63% and 
94% in this area (see Figure 2 for more details). The teachers reported that many 
students across all the groups had difficulties with identifying ‘góra’ and ‘dól’ in 
both horizontal and vertical directions. The Polish teachers also reported that 
some students had difficulties with identifying ‘na’—‘on’ and ‘nad’—‘over/above’. 
For texture, the Bogdaniec groups achieved between 81% and 88% in this area; 
whereas, the Australian groups achieved 14% and 22%, respectively (see Figure 
3 for more details). For physical sequencing (i.e. identifying beginning/end), the 
Bogdaniec groups achieved between 70% and 100% in this area; whereas, the 
Australian groups achieved 45% and 44%, respectively (see Figure 3 for more 
details).

For the concept areas of sounds, the Australian groups achieved better results 
than the Bogdaniec A group. While there was a difference in the means for this 
concept group (Australian groups mean was 7.53 while the Bogdaniec A mean 
was 6.13), this difference was not statistically significant. The Australian groups 
achieved the criterion 45% and 22% respectively; whereas, 6% of Bogdaniec 
B, 13% of Jeniniec, 29%, and 30% of Lubczyno students achieved the criterion 
score in this area. When comparing the Polish groups excluding Bogdaniec A to 
the Australian groups in the concept are of sounds, the difference was statistically 
significant (Welch’s t-test, t(98) = 3.2640, P <.05), with the Boganiec groups 
excluding Bogdaniec A scoring lower than the Australian students (Mbog = 5.70, 
SD = 3.28, N = 79; Maus = 7.53, SD = 2.79, N = 42). Interestingly, the Bogdaniec B 
teachers reported that the students had good skills with identifying beginning 
sounds in one syllable words, but had difficulties in identifying end sounds in 
words, which was a similar result to the results of the pilot study. 
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Figure 2. Comparison of the English and Polish emergent literacy section scores—start of the year

6. Conclusion

 1.  The importance of early language concepts has been proved to have 
a significant influence on later educational skills of students in English.

 2.  The research from English speaking countries, and the specific Australian 
research conducted by the author, Gillian, show that students who are given 
explicit teaching in the early language concepts have a chance to improve in 
their mastery of these concepts.

 3.  The students from the Lubuskie region in Poland have been performing poorly 
on their external exams, as proved by the average student scores included 
in the data published by Central Statistical Office and the Poznań Regional 
Examination Board. 

 4.  The majority of the concepts were translated from English to Polish with 
appropriate equivalence. However, the translators had difficulties finding 
appropriate equivalents for some spatial/locational terms. The main difference 
is that these concepts/relationships are expressed with prepositions in 
English; whereas, in Polish, they are expressed through a combination of 
dynamic verbs and prepositions. 

 5.  The Polish students in the pilot study and the Bogdaniec commune achieved 
similar results to the Australian students in the concept areas of body 
parts, gender, and colour. The Polish students achieved better results than 
the Australian students for the concept areas of spatial/locational terms, 

�
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texture, and beginning/end. However, the Polish students had difficulties 
with identifying the concepts ‘góra/dół’ in both the horizontal and vertical 
directions. The Polish students achieved worse results than the Australian 
students in the concept areas of identifying sounds, particularly end sounds 
in words (see Gillian, Ferensztajn, Franków-Czerwonko, & Paradowska, in 
press, for possible hypotheses).

 6.  One objective of the authors is to assess the Polish students in terms of their 
emergent literacy and numeracy concepts and provide them with explicit 
teaching of these concepts through training their teachers during workshops 
conducted by the authors. The research is presently continuing and the post 
assessment will be completed in June 2013.

 7.  The authors’ intention is that this teaching intervention will increase skills 
and knowledge of the pre-school students and teachers in the Bogdaniec 
commune and that the students will have a chance to improve their average 
literacy and numeracy test scores in the future. 
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Identity performance  
in a TESOL classroom

Teachers and pedagogues display the tendency to attribute L2 use in formal and 
informal interactions alike to willingness of the learners to use the language (Mac- 
-Intyre, Noels, Clément and Dörnyei 1998) or to differences in their personality (Ely 
1986, MacIntyre and Charos 1996, Rubin 1975), thus labelling learners as good 
and motivated language learners or bad and unmotivated language learners. 

In this paper it will be argued that such understanding of willingness implies 
a general disposition to employ the L2, but doesn’t necessarily consider what 
makes learners willing or unwilling to speak, either generally or during specific 
interactions. Therefore, following identity theorists (Norton B., Pavlenko A., 
McKinney C.), I will question the view that learners can be defined in binary 
terms as motivated or unmotivated, introverted or extroverted, inhibited or 
uninhibited, without considering that such affective factors are frequently socially 
constructed in inequitable relations of power, changing over time and space, and 
possibly coexisting in contradictory ways within a single individual. In other 
words, an attempt will be made to show that every time learners speak, they are 
negotiating and renegotiating a sense of self in relation to the larger social world, 
and reorganizing that relationship in multiple dimensions of their lives. 

In this regard, social processes marked by inequities of cultural capital 
(Bourdieu 1986), topical knowledge, language knowledge, gender, and class may 
serve to position learners in ways that silence and exclude. Drawing on recordings 
from TESOL classroom discussions I will try to explicate that “An investment 
in the target language is also an investment in a learner’s own social identity, 
which changes across time and space” (Norton 1997: 411). In other words I will 
strive to show the relationship between identity enhancement and classroom 
performance. 
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1. FLL motivation reconsidered

Recently, traditional theories of L2 learning motivation have reconceptualised 
the concept of motivation in relation to self and identity. For example, Gardner & 
Lambert’s (1959, 1972; Gardner 1985), socio-educational model of instrumental 
and integrative motivation, building on Freudian psychoanalytic theory, explores 
the ways in which learners position themselves in relation to target language (TL) 
community. Other approaches that built on the critique of socio-educational models 
of motivation challenged the assumption that L2 language learning is best served 
by a strong integrative motivation. For example, Dörnyei (1994) suggested that, 
in many EFL settings, an instrumental orientation could actually have a greater 
positive influence. More recently Lamb (2004: 15) has refuted any clear binary 
distinction between the two forms of motivation, and suggested motivation to be 
a much more unstable process.

Contemporary discourses about English as global language and further 
research into both external and internal processes of identification (Dörnyei 
2005, 2009), reflect the growing move towards considering identity as a key issue 
in many areas of applied linguistics. Bonny Norton, theorizing identity (Norton 
Peirce 1995, Norton 1997, Norton 2000), has posited a construct of investment that 
complements constructs of motivation in SLA. She argues that a learner may be 
a highly motivated language learner, but may nevertheless have little investment in 
the language practices of a given classroom or community, which may, for example, 
be racist, sexist, elitist, or homophobic. Thus, while motivation can be seen as 
a primarily psychological construct, investment is framed within a sociological 
framework, and seeks to make a meaningful connection between a learner’s desire 
and commitment to learn a language, and their complex identity. 

2. FLL identity reconsidered 

For the last decade or so, poststructuralists in the field of SLA have been trying to 
understand what identity is, how it relates to a larger society, and most importantly 
how it affects one’s language learning process. Studies so far have confirmed that 
language use is a form of self representation which is deeply connected to one’s 
social identities and values (Miller 2003). There is growing recognition that identity 
formation must become an important focus in education. Particularly in the 21st 
century, when modes of knowledge construction and accessibility to different types 
of knowledge are rapidly diversifying, academic learning cannot be divorced from 
students’ development of values, goals, social roles, and positions.

The studies have made a claim that identity is a site of struggle in a way that 
subjectivity is produced in a variety of social sites, all of which are structured by 
relations of power in which the person takes up different subject positions which 
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may be in conflict with each other (Norton 1995, 2000). McKay and Wong (1996) 
put forth the idea of identity enhancement as the process that drives, to a large 
extent, second language learning, which markedly differs from the traditional 
view of motivation thought of as an internal process that activates, guides and 
maintains behaviour overtime. 

Identity enhancement affords learners a sense of power over their environment 
and thereby their learning. Hence language learning is no longer understood as 
a function of cognitive and affective factors and language is more than a system of 
arbitrary and conventional signs (De Saussure 1994[1972]); it is more than a social 
product of the faculty of speech; rather it is social practice in which experiences 
are organized and identities are negotiated. At the same time, the objectives of 
learning a foreign language have changed. Becoming a member of the target 
language community is no longer an aim of FLL (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 
1985). Rather, the issue is to become a member of a community of practice (Lave 
and Wenger 1991, Wenger 1998).

Norton uses the term identity 
to reference how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, 
how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person 
understands possibilities for the future. (Norton 2000: 5)

Drawing on poststructuralist theory, identity theorists (Schiffrin 1996, 
Bamberg 1997, 2005, Davies and Harré 1990, Harré and Langehove 1992, Norton, 
de Fina 2003, Georgakopoulou 2006, 2007) argue that identity is multiple, non-
unitary in nature, changing over time. Benwell and Stokoe (2006) note that 
identity is now recognised as non-fixed, non-rigid but unstable, fluid, fragmentary 
and always being (co)constructed by individuals of themselves (or ascribed by 
others), or by people who share certain core values or perceive another group as 
having such values. Identity categories are no longer regarded as psychometric 
variables, sets of stable personality traits but rather as sets of relationships that are 
socially and historically constructed within particular relations of power Identity 
is a process, not an entity, something that does not belong to an individual but 
emerges in interaction and is achieved through social practices. 

Since language is at the centre of most of social practices, it has an 
extraordinarily important role in identity constitution. Language, however, 
cannot be understood as an identity marker that speakers have no control of. In 
interactional contexts, language users maintain a quasi-agentive function because 
they can actively select language resources that are available to them in a given 
context. In other words, referring to positioning theory (Davies and Harré 1990; 
Harré and Langenhove 1992; Bamberg 1997) positions as grounded in discourses 
(also variably called ‘master narratives’, ‘plot lines’, ‘master plots’, ‘dominant 
discourses’, or simply ‘cultural texts’) which are viewed as providing the meanings 
and values within which subjects are ‘positioned’ (Hollway 1984, Davies & Harré 
1990, Harré & van Langenhove 1999). 
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Discourses, however are often contradictive and in competition with one 
another, so that subjects are forced to choose. By doing this subjects are guided not 
only by a cognitive economy principle to communicate maximum with a minimum 
effort but also by their desire to project a positive social image of themselves. Hence 
using language, people do not only communicate but also do their identity work. As 
Goffman (1959/1969) put it, people in interactional contexts manage themselves 
to positively self-present, that is they continuously define and redefine their roles 
in order to maintain control over the situation and their self-presentation. Hence 
identity is an entirely social process that is managed and negotiated in varying 
contexts; it is “not pre-existing social interaction but constituted through it” (de 
Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 158). 

Such characteristics of identity as a site of struggle is particularly relevant to 
SLA because learners who struggle to speak from one identity position can reframe 
their relationship with their interlocutors and reclaim alternative, more powerful 
identities from which to speak. Poststructural theorist of SLA (i.e. McKay and Wong 
1996; Miller 2009; Norton 1995: 2000) emphasize that learners’ subjectivities 
are witnessed to be sites of contestations as learners constantly conduct delicate 
social negotiations. In contrast, labeling learners as “risk-takers” or “good language 
learners” suggests that varied performance of learners in L2 interactions results 
from relatively immutable and consistent features of their nature as learners. 
Voluntary participation in interaction, however, may occur due to the presence of 
social or personal conditions that may be more appropriate to learners’ preferences 
or needs for L2 use. 

Identity theory of SLA, favouring social contexts of identity construction, 
does not refute the significance of personality traits in L2 learning. McCroskey 
and Richmond (1998), for instance, found that the communication skills of self 
identified reticent speakers did not differ from those of non-reticent speakers. 
They suggest that 

the reason for this lack of support may well be that it is not a person’s actual 
communication competence or skill that determines one’s willingness to 
communicate, but rather it may be the individual’s self-perception of that 
competence or skill. (McCroskey and Richmond 1998: 126) 

It seems that students make decisions about whether or not to initiate or sustain 
communication on the basis of how competent they think they are. Thus, the actual 
skill of the learner cannot be considered a trait characteristic alone, given that 
willingness to communicate is variable at the situational level as well.

The growing awareness of the role of interaction as a fundamental site for 
the constitution of identities has posed challenges to essentialist conceptions 
of the self and of language as an identity marker and inspired development of 
a comprehensive theory of identity that integrates the individual language user/
learner and the larger social world. With regard to SLA, identity theory makes 
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use of two basic concepts, namely (i) a learner’s investment in the target language 
(Norton 2000, Norton Peirce 1995), and (ii) their identification with target 
communities of practice (Anderson 1991; Kanno & Norton 2003; Norton 2001; 
Pavlenko & Norton 2007). 

2.1. Identity investment in FLL 

The notion of investment derives from discourses of finance and economics where 
it means (i) in finance: putting money into something with the expectation of gain, 
that upon thorough analysis, has a high degree of security for the principal amount, 
as well as security of return, within an expected period of time (ii) in economic 
theory: the amount purchased per unit time of goods which are not consumed but 
are to be used for future production (i.e. capital). In SLA discourse, investment was 
first introduced by Norton (Norton Peirce 1995) and understood with reference 
to the economic metaphors used by Bourdieu, in particular the notion of cultural 
capital. Like investors at the Stock Exchange, language learners invest in a second 
language with a view of gain, that is “with the understanding that they will acquire 
a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which will in turn increase the 
value of their cultural capital” (Norton and M McKinney 2011: 75). Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1977) used the term cultural capital to refer to forms of knowledge, 
skills, education, and advantages that a person has, which give them a higher 
status in society. Barker (2004) notes that cultural capital acts as a social relation 
within a system of exchange that includes the accumulated cultural knowledge that 
confers power and status. In SLA the notion of cultural capital “signals the socially 
and historically constructed relationship of learners to the target language, and 
their often ambivalent desire to learn and practice it” (Norton and M McKinney 
2011: 75). Drawing on Bourdieu’s ideas, de Mejia explains that 

language may be seen as a symbolic resource which can receive different values 
depending on the market. The possession of symbolic resources, such as certain 
highly valued type of linguistic skills, cultural knowledge and specialized skills, 
help to gain access to valuable social, educational and material resources. These 
resources, which constitute symbolic capital, in turn acquire a value of their own 
and become sources of power and prestige in their own right. (2002: 36) 

McKay and Wong (1996) emphasize that a learners’ needs, desires, and 
negotiation must be understood as a constitution of learners’ lives and their 
investment in learning the target language. The notion of identity presupposes 
that when language learners speak, they are not only exchanging information 
with target language speakers, but also organizing and reorganizing a sense of 
who they are and how they relate to the social world. An investment in the target 
language is also an investment in a learner’s own identity, which is constantly 
changing across time and space. Learning a second language learners invest in 
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their cultural capital, in fact, in themselves, and they hope to have a good return 
on that investment. By broadening access to symbolic resources (second language 
and culture) and accumulating knowledge they are constantly organizing and 
reorganizing a sense of their identity. 

2.2. Communities of practice and language learning

The notion of identification with communities of practice has its roots in the work 
of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991), who, drawing on the ideas of social 
constructivism (Vygotsky 1930/1978), argued that social practice is a natural site 
for learning. Participation in interactional practices increases learners’ competence 
of them and gradually they move toward fuller participation. Yet, they would not 
become legitimate members if opportunities of practice were not created by core 
members. Therefore, as Wenger (1998) claims, mutual engagement is what defines 
a community of practice (CoP) which, in this sense, is neither an aggregate of people 
defined by some characteristic nor a synonym to a group, a team or a network. A CoP 
exists because people are engaged in actions whose meanings they negotiate with one 
another. Doing things together is one of the underlying assumptions in the CoP theory, 
that is a sense of community arises from active engagement. Doing things together 
and mutual engagement result in a development of community relationships. 
These relations define a mutual viewpoint on the matters of the enterprise—what 
is important, what is not, what to do and not to do and so on. That these become 
shared in a CoP is what allows participants to negotiate the appropriateness of 
what they do. Engagement in practice is a powerful source of identification in that 
it involves investing ourselves in what we do as well as in our relations with other 
members of the community. It is through relating ourselves to other people that we 
get a sense of who we are; it is through engaging in practice that we find out how 
we can participate in activities and the competence required. Through participation 
in community practices, its members develop their community competences and 
therefore the degree of their identification with the community increases. 

Wenger (1998) notes that non-participation can also be advantageous. He 
distinguishes between peripherality and marginality. By peripherality, Wenger 
refers to the fact that some degree of non-participation can be an enabling factor 
of participation, while marginality is a form of non-participation that prevents 
full participation or even leads to alienation of those who, despite producing 
original meanings accepted in the community, find themselves unable to reclaim 
the meanings they produced. For instance immigrants in a multilingual classroom 
can be mariginalised in that setting because of racial or ethnic prejudice but 
simultaneously, because of their increasing L2 competence, that is through 
a process of peripheral participation, they can move toward a fuller participation 
in the target speech community.



Kamila Ciepiela 335

The notions of engagement, peripherality and mariginality point to the 
significance of other individuals in the process of identification. One’s identity does 
not lie only in the way one talks or thinks about oneself but also in the way others 
talk or think about one. Wenger (1998: 188) proposes that identities are formed 
through the “tension between our investment in the various forms of belonging and 
our ability to negotiate the meanings that matter in those contexts”. Identification, 
then is “the investment of self in building associations and differentiations” (Tsui 
2007: 660). It is a relational activity that occurs between specific individuals 
situated in specific sociocultural contexts. As Norton and McKinney observe

language learners need to struggle to appropriate the voices of others; they 
need to learn to command the attention of their listeners; and they need to 
negotiate language as a system and as a social practice. (Norton and McKinney 
2011: 81) 

Speaking in a foreign language involves the risk that the speaker will be 
misunderstood and his or her self-image will be misperceived. Learners are often 
unable to express their thoughts fully, and an incomplete knowledge of the language 
can confound messages conveyed from speaker to listener. Socially, learners may 
find themselves feeling uncomfortable in establishing relationships with others. 
Since they are less proficient than others in the foreign language, speakers may 
feel that their audience perceives them to be unintelligent or immature. If the 
learner lacks sociolinguistic competence, she may inadvertently use culturally 
or situationally inappropriate language and, thus, be thought of as ignorant or 
rude. Therefore by interacting in the foreign language, learners are continually 
creating, evaluating, and revising their self-image and protecting that image 
when necessary by opting not to talk. Language performance, as a behavioural 
activity involves personal risk, therefore, students must make decisions about 
the reasons why they will speak in the language. This decision is very important 
to the learners since they must independently create and maintain opportunities 
to use and practice the L2.

Furthermore, Pellegrino-Aveni (2005: 20) argues 
the very processes of classroom education and research may create “poor 
language learners and risk-takers” by the nature of the classroom interaction 
alone, making categorical labelling of learners unjustified and potentially 
harmful, preventing opportunities for becoming better users of the L2.

Such view of identity implies a shift from seeing learners as individual 
language producers to seeing them as members of social and historical groups, 
which calls for an examination of the conditions for learning, or the appropriation 
of practices, in any particular community.
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3. The study 

The theoretical assumptions of an identity approach to SLA, reviewed above and 
expanded to TESOL, suggest that learning to be a foreign language teacher is not 
a gradual process of internalizing of a neutral set of rules, structures, and vocabulary 
of a target language nor a process of acquiring of pedagogical practical knowledge 
or principles of L2 instruction. Rather, the implication made is that members’ 
investments in the practices of their communities of practice are of significant 
value in TESOL. Being a member of a community of TESOL assumes an identity and 
investment in both the target language and teaching practices that can be understood 
within specific local contexts and transported to capital D discourses.

3.1. Rationale

The TESOL students are highly motivated learners of English, yet there are 
particular social conditions under which they are most uncomfortable and 
unlikely to speak. The data suggest that a TESOL learner’s motivation is mediated 
by investments that may conflict with the desire to speak, or, paradoxically, may 
make it possible for the student to claim the right to speak.

3.2. Methodology 

Since an identity approach to SLA characterizes learner identity as multiple and 
changing, a quantitative research paradigm relying on static and measurable 
variables will generally not be appropriate. The focus on issues of power also 
necessitates that qualitative research designs are framed by critical research. For 
these reasons, the method that will be used in this study is qualitative and draws 
on Sociolinguistics, namely CA (Sacks 1972; 1992) as well as Positioning Analysis 
(Bamberg 1997, 2005, 2007; Davies and Harré 1990; 1999; Harré and Langenhove 
1992), and Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967).

As for the methodology of data collection adopted in the study, the aim was 
to collect naturally occurring data with the use of audio recordings, which were 
supplemented by field notes. The challenge for such an approach is that the data 
collected is “messy” in that it is difficult to represent and account for data that do 
not fit neatly into the theoretical framework adopted for the analysis. 

3.3. Data and subjects

The data collected embrace two samples of discussions that took place in two groups 
of TESOL students. Sample 1 is a record of the discussion among undergraduate 
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students, who are at the beginning of their professional career and rely exclusively 
on their experiences as students. Sample 2 is a record of the debate in which 
TESOL postgraduate second year students took part. Some of these participants 
had already been in the teaching profession for many years while two of them 
were novices. The talks were carried out in English, a language foreign to all the 
participants but, at the same time, the language they had chosen as a subject they 
wanted to teach. Such an organisation enables one to observe both how students’ 
pedagogical content knowledge and attitudes develop, in other words, how they 
progress from being a student to being a teacher of a foreign language, that is, how 
they act out becoming a member of the teacher community of practice. 

In the discussions, the overarching theme was whether teachers had a long-
lasting impact on the lives of their students. They began with a question posed by 
a moderator “Do you believe you have a long lasting impact on the lives of your 
students?”. The discussions developed freely, in the sense that the participants were 
not nominated for speaking, rather the moderator waited for the participants to 
engage when they felt like contributing. Their contributions were used to trace the 
trajectory of the participants’ identity formation from their experiences as students to 
their full engagement in teaching practices and becoming experienced teachers. 

3.4. Analysis 

Excerpt 1 comes from a longer classroom discussion among ten undergraduate 
students of TESOL. At the beginning, the moderator poses the question of the 
debate and waits for the students to make contributions. The students do not 
respond so the moderator resorts to a traditional classroom discourse and calls 
each student to present their views individually. 

(1)
64. M. miss XXX?
65. S.1. I don’t want to be a teacher (.) I I: chose this school because I like English 
 and I
66. think that I will: I will erm seek for a job connected with English but not 
 teaching (.) I’m not patient enough (.) (laughter) my mother is a teacher 
 and she: erm and I know that it’s hard work and (laughter) maybe 
 private lessons when a child can focus on one thing and is not distur- 
 bed by other children but erm I erm I don’t want to teach the whole class
67. M. mhm
68. (…)
69. S.2. it’s my turn now so=
70. Ss.       [ (laughter) 
71. S.2. [=so my father was a teacher my sister is a teacher her husband is 
 a teacher [so= 
72.  Ss.       [(laughter)   
73. S.2.      [=so you see=]
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74. M. [family business yeah? 
75. Ss. (laughter)
76. S.2. =no to be honest I don’t want to be a teacher but I would like to learn 
 English
77. good and find a job then connected with it and (.) that’s it
78.  M. mhm
79.  S.2. erm two years ago I studied biology but I didn’t like those studies at all 
 so I
80. decided to change something an:d because I always liked English erm I 
 decided to
81. follow (.) that direction=
82.  M. mhm
83.  S.2. =and I think this decision gives me better job opportunities so I’m 
 here
84.  Ss. (whispers in L1)

Turns 64-67 are an example of a standard Initiation-Response-Follow-up (IRF) 
classroom exchange as delineated by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975). The moderator 
nominates the student for the next turn and she (S1) responds producing a short 
explanation for why she has decided to study English. From her contribution we 
find out that she does not want to be a classroom teacher because it is too hard 
but she does not exclude the possibility of becoming a TESOL teacher in smaller 
contexts such as private tutoring. She admits that she turned to studying English 
hoping for better career opportunities. She has invested in learning English but 
has not invested in her career of a FL teacher yet. This might explain why she is not 
willing to speak. She sees her participation in the discussion as a language practice 
task so she positions herself as a student of ESOL. Therefore, her participation in 
the discussion is, in her view, an obligation rather than a right, which is evident 
in her interactional behaviour. She does not engage willingly and does not make 
a generic elaboration of the topic. She refers to her own personal experiences, from 
which we may conclude that she has not invested in her teacher identity yet and 
cannot bring any form of reification to the community of teachers. Moreover, her 
contribution ends fairly abruptly and is not even recognized as a turn relevance 
place (TRP) by others. Despite the moderator signalling her that other interactants 
are anticipating a continuation, she does not carry on, though, which is another 
manifestation of her investment in EFL learning along with a lack of identification 
with the community of TESOL teachers. 

In turn 68 another participant takes the turn. S2 has not been nominated by 
the moderator, which might indicate that he is more involved in the discussion 
and ready to share the views than the previous student. Yet, he is not very willing 
to speak either, but engages only because he recognizes (by referring to the 
classroom layout) his obligation to do so. The phrase it’s my turn now so points to 
the significance of the non-verbal context in the interaction. In this case the sitting 
arrangement serves as a clue for the recognition of who should do what at what 
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time. This time the identification of the speaker is not enabled by the sequential 
organization of classroom exchange but rather based on its spatial-temporal 
organization. S2 knows that he should self-select for the next turn without an explicit 
call from the teacher because he has high competence in the community of classroom 
students and can draw upon the context clues efficiently. Moreover, he can efficiently 
interpret behaviour of others in positioning himself. He perseveres in his talk despite 
background laughter and whispers, which might be recognized as ridicule and thus 
inhibit student’s performance. Drawing on his acquaintance of other students in the 
classroom as well as participative knowledge of community of learners’ rules, he can 
position himself as a motivated student and an active participant in the discussion. 
Of course he could resort to the strategy of not contributing, employed by other 
students. S2, however, has invested in himself and knows that his cultural capital is 
higher than the ones of the other students and performs his identity of a proficient 
core member of the community of language learners. Wenger (1998) notes, the 
recognition of one’s competence as valued by the community is an important source 
of identity formation. S2’s competence of a language learner encompasses knowing 
how to engage with other students in the classroom, understanding the tasks in 
which they are engaged, and sharing the mediating resources, that is language. Also 
his previous experiences of a student of biology had contributed to the accumulation 
of the capital that other students have not possessed, which entitles him to speak 
from the position of an authority in the community. 

From the analysis of the classroom behaviour of these two students we can 
infer that their multiple membership in differing communities (school, family, 
university) allowed for an accretion of the cultural capitals that differ quantitatively 
and qualitatively. These capitals have been further invested in L2 learning and have 
led to a variable performance of identities in the classroom setting. 

Another example of how investments in oneself help enhance situated 
identities comes from a TESOL classroom debate in which teachers with a varied 
teaching experience discuss the topic of a teacher’s impact on a student’s life. 
This time the focus of analysis is on how the concept of competence as a source 
of identity formation relates to the concept of legitimate access to practice. 
As mentioned above, Wenger (1998) distinguishes between peripherality and 
marginality according to the trajectory of participation: Peripherality leads to 
full participation whereas marginality does not. Excerpt 2 presents how the lack 
of access to community practices leads to the denial of the right to speak and 
depreciation of the situated identity. 

(2)
11. M. Any other examples of the influence of teachers on the lives of stu- 
 dents?
12.  P8. The influence that my teachers had on me is that I don’t like school,  
 I have very bad memories about my teachers, really, so that’s why I’m here 
13.  laughter (.)
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14.  (…)
15.  P1. because you will understand your pupils
16.  P8. Yes, I will understand, I have to be::
17.  P8. (.) have to be a (.) teacher (.)
18.  P6. (.) it’s my turn
19. M. So what are these bad memories you have
20.  P8. I didn’t like my teachers because they tried to stop my individuality and 
 my passions just to make me study but not make me interested in the subject, 
 of course not all of them but most of them, some of them
21.  P8. Maybe because every teacher thinks that his or her subject is the most 
 important
22.  M. Any other contributions
23.  P6. My English teacher from my middle school she had influence on me 
 because, she taught me only one year but when I went on (...) I learned 
 English with pleasure. I liked English but after her lessons I liked it even 
 more. First I thought about studying History after this one year I completely 
 changed my mind and decided to study English. She had a big influence on 
 me
24. M. So in most cases you mentioned here teachers had influence on your 
 academic career, I’d say. So most of you agree that teachers have influence 
 when the career you choose is concerned. How about the socio-social  
 development, do teachers have long lasting impact on students or not

Excerpt 2 illustrates a varied positioning of the participants 6 and 8 despite 
their similar educational background and experiences. Barnes (2004: 13) claims 
that “the accessibility of positions to any individual can depend on how their 
interests and capabilities are perceived by others in the group” whereas Jones 
(1999) emphasises an individual dimension of positioning alongside the normative 
one. P8, in contrast to P6, is actively seeking to adopt a position of an equal party 
in the interaction and, despite her different life history and a lack of a professional 
teaching experience, her self-positioning is accepted by other interactants. It 
appears that P6 cannot accomplish the goal of positioning herself as a partner 
in the discussion whereas P8 succeeds in such self positioning, despite her life 
experiences similar to P6. By making a straightforward claim that’s why I’m here 
(turn 12) in the very first turn she could take, she positions herself as an actor who 
not only knows the screenplay and her part but also is aware that she has a degree 
of freedom in fashioning her image, which she uses skilfully. Tajfel (1982) suggests 
that, when individuals see their present social identity as less than satisfactory, 
they may attempt to change their group membership in order to view themselves 
more positively. That is what P8 is targeting at in the interaction. She is much more 
assertive and less conciliatory than P6 therefore she is more difficult to ignore 
than P6, which is illustrated in turns 16-23, when the two students compete for 
turn taking and P8 wins. P8’s conversational behaviour and acts enable her to 
successfully perform and get ratified an identity of an informed partner or even 
an expert in the discussion. 
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The options for her future teacher identity rely primarily on her reflection as 
a student but such a reflection, as claimed by Cummins (2000; 2003), may become 
central for consistent identity choices and performances in her future professional 
life. P8 is opting for a teacher who plays an agentive role in the educational space. 
She has invested in a language teacher education, with the expectation that her 
teacher training will yield returns for herself. She is planning to make good use of 
the knowledge and skills she has acquired when she starts her teacher work. She 
wants to agentively accommodate to teaching practice situations. Accommodation 
means that she is consciously aiming at changing the schema of the teacher she 
has been familiarised with in her “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie 1975). 
Drawing on these experiences as a student and the theoretical knowledge she 
obtained in the college, she feels confident in taking on major reshaping of the 
teacher’s role in the classroom. In seeking to redress what she considers to be 
fundamental flaws that characterized the teaching practice she had observed as 
a learner, she wants to derive insights from the participants of this debate in an 
attempt to incorporate them in her own language teaching practice. Such situated 
learning is advocated for by anthropologists (cf. Lave and Wenger 1991) who see 
it as an integral and inseparable part of social practice.

A contrastive identity of an active observer is performed by P6 in the interaction 
under scrutiny. She initiates her conversational contribution in turn 18 saying it’s 
my turn now, which shows that she is positioning herself as a student in a classroom 
following a typical initiation-response-follow-up (IRF) classroom discourse structure 
(Sinclair and Coulthard 1975). This unsuccessful attempt to self select as the next 
party in the conversation indicates that she is lively interested in the topic and wants 
to present her view, yet, it also demonstrates that the competitive nature of the 
debate increases situational anxiety, as it happens in the classroom where students 
compete to take part in the activity, which, in turn, leads to failure in turn upholding. 
P6’s behaviour, then, is characteristic of a student rather than a teacher. 

Moreover, other participants in the interaction position her as a pupil. This is 
evident in the behaviour of the moderator, who appears not to notice P6’s attempt 
to take floor and continues talking with P8 (turn 19). Having finished the talk 
with P8, the moderator poses a general question, Any other contributions which is 
taken up by P6 to present her story. The moderator’s follow-up (turn 24) serves as 
a kind of wrapping up of a phase in a discussion or, to refer to classroom situation, 
as a feedback on what has been said in the discussion so far, which further bears 
witness to P6 being positioned as a learner. 

The exemplary performance of the students in the two classrooms appears 
to support the view that their motivation is not a stable unique characteristic of 
each individual. The students are highly motivated, yet there are particular social 
conditions under which they are most uncomfortable to speak and their varied 
positioning is a function of the value of their cultural capital, investments they 
made in becoming L2 teachers as well as the perceptions and evaluations of other 
members of the community of practice. 
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4. Conclusions

The study, being limited in scope, suggests that learning to become a language 
teacher transcends mere linguistic competence. At a deeper personal level, to 
become a language teacher is to extend one’s identity and to construct a new 
narrative about the self. TESOL classrooms can prepare students for life outside, 
but teaching and learning may need to be redesigned, based on an understanding 
of how cultural identities shape language learning and teaching. Both inside and 
outside the classroom, engagement with local communities of practice can help 
in achieving successful transitions to new identities, which integrate a globally- 
-oriented English speaking self with a local L2 speaking self and L1 in situ speaking 
self and lead to increase of a cultural capital. 

The identity approach to TESOL, as presented above, does not in any way 
claim to be able to answer all the questions pertaining to TESOL, nor does it claim 
to invalidate other approaches. What it does argue is that failing to consider the 
centrality of learners’ identities, as well as issues of power and inequality in the 
language learning process, will produce an inadequate understanding of students’ 
behaviourr in TESOL classrooms. Access and participation are key components 
of successful performance in the formal educational settings, particularly within 
a community of practice perspective (Lave & Wenger 1991). The meanings 
conveyed by the linguistic and nonlinguistic forms that students encounter in SLA, 
the prevailing ideologies of learning and using language, plus the identities made 
available to learners and whether they are taken up or contested are all important 
aspects of L2 performance. Students’ willingness to communicate in L2 depends 
on how much they have invested in learning practices of the community of practice 
and to what extent they identify with its members and how they are identified by 
the members. The varied performance of the students in L2 interactions results not 
only from relatively immutable and consistent features of their nature as learners. 
Social conditions have impact on learners’ preferences or needs for L2 use. The 
legitimate access to practice and the competence so developed constitute crucial 
dimensions of identity formation. 
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