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Contact is published three times 
a year by Teachers of English 

as a Second Language of Ontario. 

W ith this issue we present the refereed proceedings of the 
10th Annual Research Symposium, part of the 36th Annual 
TESL Ontario Conference held in Toronto in December 

2009. The themes that provided the focus of the Research Symposium 
were:  

 

• Communicative Competence Revisited 

• Technology: Trends and Issues 

• Teachers in a Changing Classroom: Needs and Trends 

  

 As in previous years, the three themes covered topical issues 
that affect the classrooms and practice of ESL professionals in varied 
ways. Teachers who encounter problems and challenges related to 
these themes on a daily basis in their classrooms look for background 
information and practical ideas that will help them meet their learn-
ers’ needs and the needs of their own professional development. In 
organizing the Research Symposium around topical themes and pub-
lishing the proceedings, TESL Ontario offers ESL professionals rele-
vant information on recent research and new initiatives to inform 
classroom practice and the development of the profession. 

 Following past practice, the different themes were selected 
in consultation with the TESL Ontario membership and in conjunction 
with the Ontario Regional Advisory Committee (ORLAC), the Ministry 
of Culture and Immigration and Citizenship Canada. Presenters were 
invited to submit a written version of their oral presentation after the 
Research Symposium. Readers reviewed the manuscripts; those in-
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cluded offer readers a focus on pedagogical 
challenges that classroom teachers, administra-
tors, and other ESL professionals deal with on an 
ongoing basis in trying to provide learners with 
optimal learning conditions. We are confident 
that readers will find the selected papers inter-
esting and relevant to their teaching and profes-
sional development. We hope that they will feel 
inspired by the ideas presented, launch their 
own inquiries into an aspect of their teaching 
context and then report their insights at future 
TESL Ontario conferences. 

 On behalf of TESL Ontario, we express 
our thanks to the Ministry of Citizenship and Im-
migration (Canada) and the Ministry of Culture 
and Immigration (Ontario) for supporting the re-
search symposium and the publication of this 
special issue of Contact. Their commitment to 
this important event for ESL professionals has 
been a source of encouragement and strength 
for our association and its members over the 
past decade. We look forward to continued co-

(Continued from page 1) 

 

Contact  us 
 Contact  welcomes articles of general 
interest to association members, including an-
nouncements, reports, articles, calls for papers 
and news items. 

 Contributors should include their full 
name, title and affiliation. Text should be e-
mailed to: teslontario@telus.net or mailed on 
CD to: 

 

Editor, TESL Association of Ontario, 
27 Carlton Street, Suite 405,  
Toronto, Ontario, M5B 1L2 
 

Deadlines are Jan. 30, Apr.30 and June 30.  

 TESL Ontario’s phone numbers are: 
(416) 593-4243, Fax (416) 593-0164. The website 

is at:  www.teslontario.org. 

 Inquiries regarding membership or 
change of address should be addressed to the 
TESL Ontario Membership Coordinator at tesl-
membership@telus.net. 

 Inquiries regarding advertising rates 
and reservation of advertising space should be 
addressed to the Office Coordinator via email:  
teslontario@telus.net. 
 
 The statements made and opinions ex-
pressed in articles are those of the authors and 
do not necessarily reflect the policies of TESL 
Ontario. 

 Acceptance of advertising does not 
constitute endorsement by TESL Ontario nor 
guarantee accuracy of information therein.   

operation and support from the different minis-
tries involved in language, immigration, settle-
ment and training issues. We also wish to thank 
all the presenters who participated in the differ-
ent topics of the symposium for sharing their ex-
pertise and insights. Without them, we could not 
have organized the symposium and compiled 
these proceedings. 

 Finally, we thank the many individuals 
who contributed in one way or another to the 
success of the Research Symposium. We par-
ticularly wish to thank Gary Graves — his skills 
and commitment made this web edition possible  
— and TESL Ontario administrative and office 
staff for supporting us in organizing and prepar-
ing the Research Symposium and the opportu-
nity to compile this refereed Research Sympo-
sium issue of Contact. Without their continuing 
support, our work would have been more diffi-
cult and considerably less pleasant.  � 

 

Hedy McGarrell 

Robert Courchêne 

Co-editors 
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Introduction 

T his special, refereed issue of Contact 
presents contributions from the Re-
search Symposium organized for TESL 

Ontario, December 2010. The symposium 
brought together a number of important ex-
perts from across Canada and the USA who 
shared their research findings on a number of 

themes and, where possible, considered po-
tential implications and applications to class-
room teaching at all levels. Contributions 
from all three themes of the 2010 Research 

Symposium are addressed in these proceed-
ings: 

 The papers selected for inclusion ex-
amine a range of complex and often interre-
lated issues that are explored through differ-

ent methodologies.  

 

Theme 1 – Communicative Competence 
Revisited 

 

 Two papers from the Communicative 

Competence Revisited theme are included in 
these proceedings.  The first paper, Keith 
Folse’s “Communicative Competence and 
Grammar Classes Revisited: 1980 and 2010”, 

discusses major changes that occurred over 
the past 30 years in the teaching of grammar 
in ESL classrooms.  Folse compares some of 
his experiences in teaching grammar classes 

in 1980 and in 2010. In his discussion, he re-
flects on how Canale and Swain’s work 
helped foster a growing emphasis on commu-

nicative competence rather than knowledge 
of rules in the teaching of grammar. Folse 
highlights six key differences that illustrate 
these changes. 

 The second paper on this theme, From 
Communicative to Action-Oriented: New Per-

spectives for a New Millennium by Enrica Pic-

cardo, examines whether the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for languages 
(CEFR), used by 44 different countries, has 

been successful in achieving the goals of its 
developers. It discusses whether the an-
nounced aims have been attained, at least 
partially, and whether attitudes towards lan-

guage learning and teaching, both among 
practitioners and researchers, have changed. 
Based on her involvement in the project 
“Encouraging the Culture of Evaluation 

among Practitioners (ECEP)” sponsored by 
the European Centre for Modern Languages 
of the Council of Europe, Piccardo examines 
how the original notion of communication that 

formed the basis of the CEFR has evolved 
over the last decade to encompass a more 
inclusive view of communication including its 
linguistic, cognitive, emotional, cultural and 

social nature.  Piccardo also examines how 
changes to the framework facilitate a more 
objective assessment of L2 ability (can-do 
statements) for students and support in devel-

oping more transparent rubrics for teachers’ 
classroom observations. Feedback gathered 
from both students and researchers in mem-
ber countries has contributed considerably to 

the widespread success and use of the CEFR.  

  

Theme 2 – Technology: Trends and Issues 

 

 Two papers have been included un-

der this theme. The first, Clickers in the ESL 
Classroom: The Students’ Perspective by Wal-
cir Cardoso, presents an exploratory study on 
the use of clickers, a commonly used technol-

ogy in other subject-matter classrooms, in an 
English language learning context. Cardoso 
describes a case study he conducted in Brazil 

(Continued on page 4) 
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with adult learners who were introduced to 

the clicker technology.  Student reactions in-
dicate that, in their views, the use of clickers 
provided more immediate feedback, in-
creased their participation in the classroom, 

and resulted in a more direct focus on course 
content. On the other hand, students were 
concerned that the course instructor had the 
ability to identify individual student re-

sponses (influencing the teacher’s attitudes 
towards students) and that their responses 
might not be recorded. Overall, Cardoso con-
cludes, clickers have a valuable role to play 

in L2 classroom.   

 In the second paper on this theme, 
Carol Chapelle in her paper Evaluating Com-
puter Technology for Language Learning ad-
dresses the challenging question of whether 

computer technology leads to improved lan-
guage learning compared to non-computer 
supported ways of language teaching and 
learning. While recognizing the inherent at-

traction technology has for many teachers, 
educators, publishers and the current genera-
tion of technology-savvy students, she ques-
tions the basis upon which claims are made 

for the technology advantage. Chapelle ex-
amines the question by describing some of 
the ways in which the effectiveness of technol-
ogy has been investigated in second lan-

guage studies. Examples of research include 
comparisons between classes that use recent 
technology and with classes that do not use 
such technology; surveys of teachers’ and 

learners’ opinions about computer-assisted 
language learning (CALL) materials; dis-
course analyses of learners’ performance in 
computer-assisted learning tasks and inter-

views with learners about how they use tech-
nology inside and outside the classroom.  

(Continued from page 3) Chapelle suggests that issues beyond 
“traditional” or “computer-based” compari-
sons need to be considered as outcomes 

likely vary depending on the nature of par-
ticipants but concludes that this initial re-
search shows the way to accurate assess-
ments of the quality of technology-based 

learning and teaching materials.  

 

Theme 3 – Teachers in a Changing Class-
room: Needs and Trends 

 

 Eve Haque and Ellen Cray in Between 

Policy and Practice: Teachers in the LINC 
Classroom explore how teachers in Language 
for Immigrants and Newcomers to Canada 

(LINC) programs perceive the Canadian im-
migrant language training policy and the 
place this policy plays in their approach to 
teaching and assessing the learners in their 

classes. For their exploratory study, Haque 
and Cray draw on interview data they col-
lected from LINC teachers to cover issues 
such as the extent to which teachers use the 

Benchmarks for assessing learners’ progress 
in LINC programs and for selecting settle-
ment themes in lesson planning; how teach-
ers teach “Canadian values, rights and re-

sponsibilities” and how some of the con-
straints in teaching conditions affect the trans-
lation of LINC policy into teaching practice. 
Their work suggests that a gap exists for 

these teachers’ classroom practice when 
translating the immigrant language training 
policy level into a curriculum that responds to 
the learner’s needs in the three areas  out-

lined in the CLB’s. 

 Susan Parks in her paper Using a 
WebCT Discussion Forum during the TESL 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Practicum: Reflection as Social Practice, exam-

ines the role a web-based technology 
(WebCT) might play in promoting student-
teacher reflection and, as a consequence fos-
tering change, during teacher practicum seg-

ments. She proposes using online discussion 
groups as opposed to one-on-one teacher – 
student journaling commonly used in the past. 
Online discussion groups enable more par-

ticipants (student teachers and their practi-
cum supervisor) to post comments and to re-
spond to those posted by other members of 
the group. In her study, Parks, using the social 

and cognitive components of framework 
(Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2001) modi-
fied for her research, describes the type and 
content of student posts to fellow aspiring 

teachers during their fourth-year practicum. 
The author concludes her study by identifying 
the posts students used most frequently in 
their online discussions. 

 We have enjoyed preparing this Spe-

cial Research Symposium Issue for readers of 
Contact. To grow, members of the TESL pro-
fession need to continue to investigate re-
search and teaching practice, while striving 

for more sophisticated research questions 
and teaching techniques that allow them to 
meet the challenges encountered in their 
classrooms. We hope that the articles con-

tained in this issue will inspire readers to ex-
periment with a new methodology or new 
techniques in their classrooms.  � 

 

Hedy McGarrell 

Robert Courchêne 

Co-editors 
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I n 1980, Canale and Swain published Theo-
retical Bases of Communicative Approaches 
to Second Language Teaching and Testing in 

Applied Linguistics, a then new journal.  This 
influential article reflected a major shift that 
was developing in English language teaching 
(ELT).  To be certain, ELT is subject to the same 
predictable pendulum swings that often impact 
any educational field, but it was impossible in 
1980 to predict that the growing emphasis on 
communicative competence, which stressed 

being able to use a language rather than just 
learn about it, would actually take hold and 
have such a huge impact on ELT.  Thirty years 
later, communicative language teaching has 
changed the way English is taught, including 
what textbooks look like, what teachers and 
learners do in class, and how language learn-
ing is measured.  This article chronicles these 
important changes within the context of one 
specific area of ELT, namely, the teaching of 
grammar, by comparing grammar classes of 
1980 with those of 2010. 
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COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE REVISITED 

Communicative Competence and Grammar 
Classes Revisited: 1980 and 2010 
By Keith Folse, University of Central Florida  

Abstract 

 

 Thirty years have passed since Canale 
and Swain published their influential article 
Theoretical Bases of Communicative Ap-
proaches to Second Language Teaching and 
Testing in 1980.  Audiolingualism had just 
about faded away, and teachers were starting 
to talk about a more natural, less mechanical 
way to learn a language.  As a result, English 
language classes changed, reflecting a shift in 
emphasis from learning language for the sake 
of learning knowledge to learning English to 
improve English Language Learners’ (ELLs) 
ability to express themselves in English.  In 
discussing the changes that occurred in the 
teaching of grammar, the author compares his 
experiences in teaching grammar classes in 
1980 and in 2010. This discussion highlights six 
key differences in the teaching of grammar 
due to the growing emphasis on communica-
tive competence that Canale and Swain’s work 
helped foster. 



What is communicative competence? 

 Dell Hymes (1966) first used communi-
cative competence in a broad sense to refer to 
the ways in which native speakers of any lan-
guage know how to use not just words but also 
intonation, gestures, and other linguistic and 
non-linguistic communication features to com-
municate a message in an intended way, e.g., 
politely, sarcastically, or pleadingly.  This em-
phasis on sociocultural aspects of communica-
tive competence was in contrast to the then 
prevailing language theories by Chomsky 
(1965), in which emphasis was placed on gram-
matical ability. 

 For teachers involved in either English 
as a Second Language (ESL) or English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL), communicative com-
petence has a much more practical meaning.  
For English language teachers, communicative 
competence refers to a learner’s ability to use 
the target language to communicate (Savignon, 
1976).  In 2010, this does not seem at all like a 
new or revolutionary idea, but thirty years ago 
there was a much stronger emphasis on learn-
ing information about English than being able 
to use English for actual communication.  For 
example, in my second teaching position as an 
ESL instructor in an intensive English program 
at a small private college in the U.S. from 1980 
to 1984, my grammar tests routinely featured 
questions such as “Name five verbs that are not 
usually used in the present progressive tense” 
or “Can you name seven single-word modals?”  
Today, in contrast, tests would require applica-
tion and usage more than rote information re-
call.   

 In their 1980 article, Canale and Swain 
discuss four areas that they consider to be key 
components of communicative competence:  
grammatical competence, sociolinguistic com-
petence, discourse competence, and strategic 

(Continued from page 7) competence.  For Canale and Swain, grammati-
cal competence means knowledge of the lan-
guage itself, including grammatical rules, vo-
cabulary, pronunciation, spelling, and all types 
of linguistic information. Sociolinguistic com-
petence refers to the learner’s ability to master 
the appropriate language devices to indicate 
register, politeness, and style while accom-
plishing functions such as turn taking in a con-
versation or leave taking afterward. Discourse 
competence, simply put, involves mastery of 
cohesion and coherence in constructing a mes-
sage involving multiple utterances or sen-
tences.  Finally, strategic competence includes 
appropriate application of verbal and non-
verbal strategies that enable people to over-
come communication breakdowns.  Clearly, 
Canale and Swain’s message was that being 
able to use a language was multi-faceted and 
involved more than just knowing language 
rules or memorizing dialogues. 

 

Historical Context of Communicative 
Competence  

 New ESL or EFL teachers walk into 
classrooms today where curricula, textbooks, 
and assessments emphasize communication 
involving English, not just rote knowledge of 
English.  Learners are expected to be able to 
use English for a certain purpose, whether it be 
to speak to a co-worker, apply for a job, pass a 
university entrance exam, or write a report.  As 
a result, ESL and EFL courses are now geared 
around the communicative needs of the stu-
dents, and teacher development programs 
now train teachers in communicative language 
teaching.  What seems such an obvious goal for 
ELLs, that is, to be able to use the language for 
real communication purposes, was not the 
norm when Canale and Swain published their 

(Continued on page 9) 
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1980 article.  In fact, emphasis on communica-
tion is a relatively new aspect in ELT, and its 
implementation is a direct result of work by 
early pioneers such as Paulston (1974), Savi-
gnon (1976), and Terrell (1977).  These ideas 
were further popularized and 
taken to a worldwide audience 
by Krashen and Terrell (1983) 
and Krashen (1985, 1987, 1988).   

 

ELT in 1980:  A Historical 
Context 

 A n y  de ve lo pmen t 
should be examined within its 
historical context.  The field of 
ELT has undergone enormous 
changes in the three decades 
since Canale and Swain (1980) 
wrote about the lack of correla-
tion between learners’ knowl-
edge of English grammar pat-
terns and their actual communi-
cation ability.  That is, knowing 
a lot of information about Eng-
lish did not correlate with 
higher levels of actual profi-
ciency in using the language to communicate.  
 To understand more clearly what ELT 
was like when Canale and Swain as well as 
Krashen and Terrell wrote their articles, I will 
compare features typical of the ESL program 
where I taught in 1980 with features common to 
more recent ESL and EFL positions where I 
have taught.  Thirty years ago, I taught ESL in 
an intensive English program at the University 
of Southern Mississippi.  The English Language 
Institute (ELI) was founded in 1947 and as such 
is one of the oldest English language programs 
in the US.  A language course at this ELI con-
sisted of five classes daily of one hour each.  

(Continued from page 8) The ELI was in its last year of using the audio-
lingual method for teaching, and students had 
a class each in grammar, vocabulary, pronun-
ciation, pattern practices, and lab.  These 
classes contained numerous drills (teacher-
class, teacher-student, teacher-student-
student) and dialogues (teacher-class and stu-

dent-student).  All classes 
practiced patterns, used very 
limited vocabulary, and ma-
nipulated linguistic features.  In 
class exercises, there was usu-
ally only one desired, accept-
able answer.  Errors had no 
place, were not tolerated, and 
needed to be eliminated in 
speaking and writing.  Very 
little original language use oc-
curred in class, either by the 
students in speech or in writ-
ing.  Spoken tasks and written 
worksheets focused on perfect-
ing linguistic patterns from the 
drills.   

 The book that we used 
in the ELI grammar classes in 

1980 was English Sentence 
Structure (Krohn, 1971), which 
was a very popular book at that 

time.  English Sentence Structure was part of the 
Lado series of audiolingual-based books pub-
lished by the University of Michigan and men-
tioned several times in Canale and Swain’s arti-
cle.  It is worth noting that the University of 
Michigan is the home of perhaps the first inten-
sive English program in the US (1941) and is 
where many of the original audiolingual teach-
ing publications were developed, including 
English Sentence Patterns (Fries, 1958), English 
Pattern Practices (Lado, Fries, and Staff, 1958), 
Vocabulary in Context (Franklin, Meikle, Strain 

(Continued on page 10) 
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and Staff, 1964), and English Conversation Prac-
tices (Phinney, Hok, Minkewitz, and Nilsen, 
1968). 

 How different were 
grammar lessons in text-
books then?  The passive 
voice, a very common up-
per intermediate ELT gram-
mar point, serves as an ex-
ample.  In a textbook today, 
the lesson on the passive 
voice would most likely 
begin with a sample of real 
writing or a real dialogue – 
probably selected from a 
large corpus of specific lan-
guage usage such as uni-
versity lectures, history 
textbooks, or friend-to-
friend conversations, in 
which several examples of 
the passive voice occur.  
Students might be asked to 
notice the passive voice 
forms (which may be un-
derlined or in bold).  In 
some grammar books to-
day, students may be asked 
to read the examples and 
then figure out how this lan-
guage point is different 
from the English they had previously studied, 
i.e., they learn the grammar inductively.  
Learners would also be asked to consider the 
sociolinguistic context of the language, that is, 
who is saying what to whom and in what par-
ticular context.  Is the grammar point (passive 
voice) used in every sentence?  Is it used pri-
marily for a certain topic?  In the book’s sam-
ple, is this grammar point used by one kind of 
person (e.g., a teacher) more than another 

(Continued from page 9) (e.g., a student)?  This presentation and initial 
interaction would be followed by several kinds 
of practice tasks, including both written and 
spoken practices, with some work in pairs or 
small groups to allow learners to use the pas-
sive voice in actual communication.  The lesson 

would probably conclude with 
one or two consolidation exer-
cises as review.  Finally, many 
books would also include ad-
ditional exercises on a CD or a 
website. 

 The 1980 lesson on the 
same grammar point offers an 
example of sharp contrast.  
The entire lesson on passive 
voice in English Sentence 
Structure (Krohn, 1971) con-
sisted of just three pages.  The 
first page and a half intro-
duced the passive voice, in-
cluding a listing of six sen-
tences in six verb tenses in 
both active and passive voices.  
The second and third pages 
contained one long mechani-
cal transformation drill.  In this 
drill, students were given an 
active voice sentence and 
asked to make it passive.  For 
example, given “They write 
letters every day,” students 
should produce “Letters are 

written every day.”  Finally, the last page con-
tained a note that passive sentences are used 
in place of the corresponding active sentences 
when the subject of the active sentence is un-
important or unknown. Today’s teacher would 
likely be shocked to find that there are no fill-
in-the-blank exercises, no extended discourse, 
no free speaking opportunities, and no pair 
work or group work interaction.  In audiolin-

(Continued on page 11) 
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gual texts, there was practically no discussion 
of actual usage of the passive voice, and there 
were no real examples at either the sentence or 
extended discourse level (Celce-Murcia, 2007). 

 Reflecting the audiolingual method still 
in vogue in the early 1980s, students focused 
on grammatical competency to the exclusion of 
all other communicative competencies.  Learn-
ing passive voice in 1980 was all about a 
learner’s ability to manipulate the passive and 
active forms of any given verb.  It was not at all 
about anyone’s ability to use passive voice (or 
active voice) at the appropriate time in a man-
ner suitable to accomplish a desired form of 
communication.  It would be fair to say that the 
main difference is that grammatical compe-
tence prior to 1980 meant knowing about pas-
sive voice form, while today learners are ex-
pected to know passive voice so well that they 
can actually use it. This change in purpose of 
learning a language did not happen immedi-
ately as a result of Canale and Swain’s work.  In 
fact, the audiolingual method is still used in 
some schools. 

 

Developments in Grammar Teaching 

 Many changes have occurred in vari-
ous aspects of ELT, but perhaps the most nota-
ble area to have changed involves the role of 
grammar in English language classes in Eng-
lish language courses.  In this section, I will 
enumerate six changes that have occurred in 
grammar teaching over the past three decades, 
focusing on how ELT is different now from how 
it was in my first ESL class in 1980. 

 

1.  The purpose of grammar in ELT 

 In the 1970s, grammar still equalled 
sentence patterns and  was based around pat-

(Continued from page 10) terns.  Titles of popular textbooks even fea-
tured the word patterns, as in English Sentence 
Patterns (Fries, 1958), English Pattern Practices 
(Lado et al., 1958), Vocabulary in Context 
(Franklin et al., 1964), and English Conversation 
Practices (Phinney et al., 1968).  The audiolin-
gual method may have been waning, but teach-
ers were trained to base their classes around 
pattern practices, pattern production, and 
rapid language drills involving these patterns. 

 Classroom practice of language to ex-
press a communicative purpose was rare or 
non-existent.  ELLs repeated “I would like 
some coffee, but I don’t want any sugar” not to 
express information about the beverage they 
wanted but rather to practice the linguistic dis-
tinction between using some for positive and 
any for negative meaning.  When students 
wrote a short paragraph about the daily life of a 
good friend, the purpose was not to communi-
cate what that person actually did every day 
but rather to practice the use of third person –s 
on all of the verbs in the paragraph.  In parallel 
fashion, language tests consisted of discrete-
items that tested a single grammar point, as in 
the following example:   

 

No one ________ the piano as well 
as Susan.   

A. Play.  

B. Doesn’t play.  

C. Can play.  

D. Is playing.   

 

2.  The significance of learner errors 

 In audiolingualism, any error was 
viewed as a serious deviation that had to be 
eradicated.  Errors were a sign of lack of learn-

(Continued on page 12) 
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ing, of some kind of problem.  In 1967, Corder 
wrote of the real significance of learner errors; 
his work encouraged teachers to view learner 
errors as indicators of a transition in the 
learner’s mind and not as errors that needed 
teacher intervention.  Per-
haps due to the grip that 
audiolingualism had on the  
field, teachers’ and learners’ 
negative view of learner er-
rors persisted for many years 
to come.   

 The work of Corder 
and others, however, was in 
the end instrumental in the 
creation of the new field of 
Second Language Acquisi-
tion, where researchers be-
gan to study how learners 
actually acquire a language, 
focusing not just on the final 
product but the process 
along the way.  Because of 
their work, learner errors 
came to be seen as a neces-
sary part of the learning 
process and accepted as actual information 
about the development of a given part of a lan-
guage in the learners’ minds.   

 In the textbooks and curriculum that I 
used in 1980, the goal was eradicating lan-
guage errors so that learners would produce 
perfect or nearly perfect utterances, not com-
municating real ideas.  It is now recognized 
that errors in certain areas of grammar, such as 
prepositions and articles, are predictable and 
persistent despite any attempt by teachers to 
eradicate them; this knowledge should inform 
teaching. 

 

(Continued from page 11) 3.  The teaching of composition 

 In 1980, any writing that was done in an 
intensive English course was viewed as a wel-
come opportunity to practice grammar.  In 
other words, there was no emphasis on stu-
dents’ ability to compose well enough to com-
municate their ideas through writing.  Writing 

was not composing; instead, 
writing was an opportunity to 
practice and demonstrate mas-
tery of grammar.  ELT writing 
courses and assignments em-
phasized the learners’ final 
product, not the writing process 
through which ELLs arrived at 
their final written product.  As 
the emphasis on communicating 
ideas in a language took hold, 
there was a growing trend to 
focus more on the process of 
composing instead of merely the 
end product (Zamel, 1985; 
Raimes, 1991; Cumming, 2001).  

 In an influential article 
on teaching ESL writing, Zamel 
(1985) noted the new trend to-
ward process-oriented ESL writ-
ing courses.  These days most 

ESL programs, especially those in which stu-
dents’ overarching goal is to gain entrance to 
an academic institution, feature a composition 
course in which students learn about the proc-
ess and product of good composing in English. 
To be certain, grammar still plays an impor-
tant, albeit controversial role, in any ESL com-
position course today (Ferris, 1999, 2004; Trus-
cott 1996, 2004), but the curriculum is now 
more likely guided by student needs, that is, 
the types of compositions that ELLs need to 
master, not just the grammatical features asso-
ciated with those compositions. 

(Continued on page 13) 
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“These days most 
ESL programs…  

feature a  
composition 

course in which 
students learn 

about the process 
and product of 

good composing in  
English.” 



 

4.  Knowledge about ESL grammar 

 In 1980, teachers and their students 
adhered for the most part to the grammar in 
their textbooks.  Little thought was given to 
whether ELLs actually needed this grammar for 
any communicative purpose whatsoever.  Do-
ing well in an intensive English program often 
meant passing a high stakes test such as the 
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) 
or the Michigan Test of English Language Profi-
ciency (MTELP), both of which included many 
question items on discrete grammar and vo-
cabulary items.  Grammar points were taught 
because they might supposedly appear on 
these exit exams, but I don’t recall any debate 
as to which came first, the grammar points in 
the books or the grammar points in the tests.  In 
other words, an unquestioned and self-
perpetuating cycle of teaching to the test only 
reinforced the notion that these particular 
grammar points were indeed important. 

 For example, I remember that when I 
taught a lesson on modals, I taught that have to 
equals must and that must has two meanings: 
obligation (You must do that) and conclusion 
(You must be from Sweden).  However, when 
the students  then produced utterances such as 
“I must study tonight” in routine conversation, 
a statement which few speakers of North 
American English would use in conversation, 
no one corrected them.  The grammar book 
indicated that this was a potential utterance, so 
it was tolerated. 

 As teachers began to recognize the 
importance of communicative competence and,  
therefore, students’ actual communication 
needs, consideration was given to which gram-
matical structures ELLs actually needed to in-
troduce themselves, to talk about their families, 
to apply for a job, or to pass a written essay for 
college entrance.  Gradually, textbooks began 

(Continued from page 12) to consider when and how certain structures 
were used instead of just how to form them.  
The example of the present perfect tense, one 
of the most difficult grammar points for ELLs 
(Folse, 2009a) serves to illustrate the point.  In 
addition to ELLs’ questions about the form of 
this verb tense (e.g., Why do you use have?  
Why is the negative have not lived instead of 
don’t have lived?), there is the important ques-
tion of when native speakers actually use this 
tense.  While most tenses have a relatively 
small set of purposes, the present perfect tense 
can be used for three seemingly mutually ex-
clusive purposes—to express the present, to 
express the past, and to express the future 
(Folse, 2009b).  In English, this   tense is typi-
cally used to talk about a present situation, as in 
“I have lived in Florida since 1995,” a past 
situation, as in “I have also lived in Japan,” and 
a future situation, as in “After I have lived here 
for twenty years, I might retire.” This verb 
tense must seem bizarre to ELLs whose lan-
guages have a very different way of expressing 
time or aspect, especially when they find that 
this one verb form can be used for the present, 
the past, and the future. 

 Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman 
(1999) show how the use of the present perfect 
tense is often used to gain the floor in a group 
conversation.  An example of this would be two 
people talking about vacation destinations 
when a third person speaks up to say, “I’ve 
been to France three times.” At this point, one 
of the other interlocutors will likely add “Oh, 
really?” or some other filler to elicit further in-
formation.  

 Under the audiolingual framework, 
ELLs would produce ten sentences with the 
present perfect tense, but the sole purpose was 
to practice the correct form.  Textbook authors 
now typically include an array of written and 

(Continued on page 14) 
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spoken tasks to practice grammar not for gram-
mar’s sake, but rather for some communicative 
purpose, such as the one Celce-Murcia and 
Larsen-Freeman discuss for present perfect 
tense.  

 Ellis (2006) writes of an “understood” 
sort of grammar syllabus that 
many ELT textbook writers 
use in organizing their books.  
This hidden syllabus often 
includes the following gram-
mar points in the following 
order: simple present tense 
of verb to be, simple present 
tense of other verbs, simple 
past of to be, simple past of 
regular verbs, simple past of 
irregular verbs, etc.  As Ellis 
points out, there is often no 
rhyme or reason as to why 
one grammar feature is se-
quenced after another—
except that is the way it has 
always been done.   

 Grammar textbooks 
sometimes omit important 
grammar points.  Biber and 
Reppen (2002) use detailed 
analysis of hundreds of 
pieces of actual English lan-
guage use to show how cer-
tain common grammatical features are still not 
covered in many popular grammar textbooks 
even though there is ample evidence that these 
grammatical features are commonly used and 
not easily grasped by ELLs.  One interesting 
example from Biber and Reppen (2002) in-
volves nouns used as adjectives to modify an-
other noun, as in a plastic dish, where plastic as 
N1 is used to modify dish as N2.  This seem-
ingly easy grammar point would lead ELLs to 

(Continued from page 13) surmise that the meaning of this structure of N1 
+ N2 is that N2 is made of N1, i.e., the dish (N2) 
is made of plastic (N1).  However, upon consid-
ering common noun phrases such as winter 
day, history test, traffic problem, and population 
control, it quickly becomes apparent that the 
relationship between the two nouns is semanti-
cally complex though grammatically simple, 

i.e., one noun goes in front of the 
other without any change in 
form of either noun, but the 
meaning of one noun in relation 
to the other is not clear, espe-
cially to a non-native speaker of 
English. 

 Computer technology 
now allows researchers to col-
lect vast corpora of language 
samples and analyze them accu-
rately and quickly to reveal the 
grammar that is actually used in 
English.  Furthermore, separate 
analyses of written and spoken 
English show that spoken Eng-
lish has a greater number of dif-
ferent rules for syntax than writ-
ten English (McCarthy and 
Carter, 1995).  For instance, spo-
ken English allows grammatical 
patterns such as incomplete sen-
tences and interruptions that 
written English does not allow. 

 Comparisons  of this 
information about corpus-based grammar us-
age with the little information available in 1980 
reveals the marked differences in the informa-
tion available to researchers and teachers  in 
the two periods. With the availability today of 
multimillion-word corpora, including special-
ized databases of spoken language, academic 
language, or even university lectures, it is pos-
sible to identify the grammatical patterns most 

(Continued on page 15) 
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grammatical  
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commonly used.” 



 

useful for ELLs’ specific communication needs 
when exiting their English classes. 

 

5.  Types of activities in class – who talks 
to whom in class? 

 I would venture to say that almost all 
ESL teachers today include at least some pair 
work, small group work, or both in their daily 
lesson plans.  However, when grammar was 
viewed as something to be learned almost for 
the sake of knowing it rather than as a tool for 
achieving communicative competence, most 
interaction in the grammar classroom was 
teacher-centred.  Teachers presented gram-
mar, students did some oral drills, and then 
students answered completion (i.e., fill in the 
blank) questions in student workbooks or 
teacher-generated worksheets.  Today’s gram-
mar classes may feature some of these activi-
ties, but most classes also aim to have students 
actually use the grammatical structures for 
some communicative activities, very often in 
the form of pair or group work. 

 Canale and Swain (1980, p. 36) were 
prescient when they concluded that the field of 
ESL needed to work on the “development of 
classroom activities that encourage meaningful 
communication in the second language and are 
administratively feasible.”  Could they have 
imagined today’s classes in which interactive 
tasks are the norm? 

 In the late 1980s, I attended a teacher 
workshop on using strip stories, a kind of jig-
saw activity promoting meaningful communica-
tion along the lines proposed by Canale and 
Swain (1980).  In this activity, each participant 
uses a unique part of a short joke or anecdote 
as part of a communicative activity in which all 
the students are to stand up, say their piece as 
many times as necessary, and then put them-
selves and, therefore the story, in the correct 
sequential order.   ELLs practice grammar, vo-

(Continued from page 14) cabulary, and pronunciation in this type of ac-
tivity.  In the workshop, all participants took 
part in a demonstration of this activity that  I 
enjoyed very much.  When it came time for 
questions, I distinctly remember asking, “But 
what does the teacher do?  Won’t the students 
all be talking and carrying on?”  The answer to 
this question is “Well, yes, but that is the goal 
of the class – to get students speaking in Eng-
lish, right?”  I was actually afraid of the possible 
“chaos” that might ensue! 

 I cringe now as I think back on my lim-
ited teacher mindset at the time, but I think I 
was typical of most ESL teachers then.  In my 
original training from the 1970s and initial 
teaching job in 1980, teachers were not in-
structed to encourage students to talk to each 
other in grammar class unless they were doing 
a drill or checking homework.  Though it is dif-
ficult for me to believe it now, I do not think I 
ever did pair work in my early classes.  To be 
certain, I occasionally initiated  a game as a 
whole class activity or in small teams, but in 
class, teachers taught and students studied.  
Teachers new to language teaching today may 
have a difficult time believing that teachers at 
one time wanted ELLs to be quiet, not talk, and 
to learn rules, not worry about applying them. 

 

6.  The integral role of vocabulary as part 
of grammatical competence 

 As someone very interested in the role 
of vocabulary in second language communica-
tive competence, I have been especially happy 
to see the growing emphasis on vocabulary in 
ELT today.  For decades, grammar was under-
stood to be the main building block of any lan-
guage.  Now it is widely accepted that vocabu-
lary is crucial to being able to function in a lan-
guage and that grammar is not nearly as impor-
tant as vocabulary when it comes to getting 
one’s message across in a foreign language 
(Folse, 2004). Wilkins (1972) summarizes the 

(Continued on page 16) 
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situation best with his often quoted "While with-
out grammar very little can be conveyed, with-
out vocabulary nothing can be conveyed" (p. 
111).  Adult L2 learners are painfully aware of 
their plight.  They see acquisition of vocabulary 
as their greatest source of problems (Green & 
Meara, 1995; Meara, 1980). 

 In the conclusion of their 1980 article, 
Canale and Swain’s most important recommen-
dation for further research was that a descrip-
tion of the communication needs of a given 
group of second language learners, including 
the speech community in which the second lan-
guage is most likely to be used, be completed.  
They also recommended focusing on what 
peers talk about and what language forms are 
most frequently used.   Thirty years later, with 
computer technology and large corpora of real 
language use, it is possible to analyze and then 
describe with accuracy the language needs for 
many groups of learners, including students 
who need academic language. 

 Data and analyses gained through cor-
pus linguistics can inform of many important 
facts about actual language use.  For example, 
such data can inform what vocabulary is used 
in history (or any subject) books, thus permit-
ting teachers to plan lessons accordingly.  
Similarly, they provide information on the 
words and phrases that are used in formal aca-
demic papers and those used in informal con-
versations.  They facilitate the identification of 
the most useful collocations for a given word 
and then help ELLs learn these common combi-
nations.  When teachers teach a certain gram-
mar point, such as the present progressive 
tense, they can also teach students which verbs 
are most commonly used in this particular 
tense (Folse, forthcoming).   

 A concrete example of how corpus lin-
guistics can inform teachers, curriculum writ-
ers, and textbook writers involves the lan-
guage used in grammar books.  When illustrat-

(Continued from page 15) ing a verb tense, articles, or prepositions, for 
example, most grammar book authors strive to 
limit vocabulary in their work to allow ELLs to 
focus on the grammar point being introduced 
and not be distracted by new vocabulary.  One 
of the most widely known ESL grammar book 
authors, Betty Azar (2007, p.10) confirms that in 
grammar-based teaching 

  

New vocabulary is not introduced at 
the same time a new structure is intro-
duced. Unfamiliar vocabulary can in-
terfere with students' understanding 
the meaning of a grammar form. After 
the structure is well understood and 
practiced, new vocabulary is brought 
in, especially in contextualized exer-
cises. When structures have common 
collocations (such as the passive with 
get, e.g., get tired or get excited), stu-
dents are made aware of these collo-
cations and practice them in typical 
contexts.   

  

Though laudable, the intentional limit-
ing of textbook vocabulary to words that the 
author thinks are common produces unnatural 
English.  For example, Biber and Reppen 
(2002) found that the twelve most common lexi-
cal verbs are not covered extensively in gram-
mar books.  Instead, authors use vocabulary 
that illustrates the grammar point, e.g., using 
the verb revolve as in The earth revolves around 
the sun to illustrate the use of simple present 
tense for an action that is always true.  While 
this usage is accurate, the textbook is dedicat-

ing space to teaching the verb revolve while 
giving disproportionately less attention (and in 
some cases no attention) to the top twelve lexi-
cal verbs, namely (in order of frequency) get, 
go, say, know, think, see, want, come, mean, 
take, make, and give (Biber & Reppen, 2002). 

 

(Continued on page 17) 
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  In recent years, outstanding volumes 
on English grammar usage have been written 
based on large corpora.  Two of the most nota-
ble works include Longman Grammar of Spoken 
and Written English (1999) and Cambridge 
Grammar of English:  A Comprehensive Guide 
Spoken and Written English (2006).  These texts 
are based on large corpus samples of real lan-
guage. That is, these texts are based on what 
language users actually say and write, not what 
a teacher or researcher thinks they say.  Teach-
ers’ intuitions will not suffice.  For teachers and 
learners who want to investigate the usage of a 
certain word or phrase in a large corpus, two 
valuable sites are Compleat Lexical Tutor 
(Cobb, 2010 and Corpus of Contemporary 
American English (COCA) (Davies, 2010).  The 
Compleat Lexical Tutor is a website with con-
cordancer, vocabulary profiler, exercise 
maker, interactive exercises, and much more.  
COCA, which makes use of over 400 million 
words from American English from 1900 to the 
present, allows searches for an extensive num-
ber of possible pieces of information about dif-
ferent words or phrases. 

 In sum, a tremendous amount more is 
known about vocabulary than previously, and a 
major impetus that has pushed the field in this 
direction has been communicative compe-
tence.  It is now widely  recognized that with 
any grammatical structure, there is probably a 
set of words and phrases that tends to co-occur 
with that grammatical structure.  In other 
words, there is a much stronger connection 
between a grammar point and vocabulary than 
was previously imagined.  ESL teachers’ top 
priority in a grammar class is to help students 
communicate more effectively; emphasizing 
both fluency and accuracy, and information 
from corpus linguistics is helping them identify 
the key vocabulary that accompanies the spe-
cific syntactic structures being taught. 

 

(Continued from page 16) Conclusion 

 The teaching of ESL has most certainly 
experienced major changes in the thirty years 
since the publication of Canale and Swain’s 
(1980) Theoretical Bases of Communicative Ap-
proaches to Second Language Teaching and 
Testing.  Grammar is no longer viewed as mere 
pattern practice, teachers include pair work in 
daily lessons, and computer technology and 
specialized corpora now inform educators of 
the most common syntactic structures as well as 
the key vocabulary used that ELLs should learn 
in conjunction with a given grammatical struc-
ture.   

 Thirty years from now, what will our 
ESL grammar classrooms look like?  Given all 
the changes that have occurred in these past 
three decades, it is difficult to imagine class-
rooms in 2040.  In their article, Canale and 
Swain aimed to “question some of the existing 
principles and in turn to develop a somewhat 
modified set of principles … for the considera-
tion of communicative competence” (1).  As 
teachers and researchers work on the age-old 
question of how best to teach a second lan-
guage, language teachers will continue to 
question existing principles and only time will 

tell what new developments will emerge.  � 
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Abstract 

 

Nearly a decade after the publication of 
the Common European Framework of Reference 
for languages (CEFR), when looking at the Euro-
pean reality, it is important to explore the follow-
ing questions: Have the announced aims been at-
tained, at least partially? Have attitudes towards 
language learning and teaching, both among 
practitioners and researchers, changed? Based 
on my involvement in the project “Encouraging 
the Culture of Evaluation among Practitioners 
(ECEP)” sponsored by the European Centre for 
Modern Languages of the Council of Europe,  I 
focus this article on major concepts of the new 
philosophy that the CEFR has introduced in 
Europe, considering their impact both at the in-
stitutional level and in everyday teaching prac-
tices. In particular, I discuss the shift towards a 
more complex vision of language teaching and 
learning, which still considers communication as 
a major factor but which includes several other 
aspects of a linguistic, cognitive, emotional, cul-
tural and social nature as well as general ideas of 
transparency, coherence and quality assurance in 
curricula for language programs. 

The CEFR ten years after: Where are 
we now? 

In less than a year, the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) will celebrate its first ten years of exis-
tence. This is its “real” life, the one following 
paper publication, but as is the case for all the 
Council of Europe documents, a previous, vir-
tual life existed. Back in the late 1990s a draft 
version of the CEFR was made available on the 
website produced by an international working 
party active from 1993 to 1996. This, in turn, 
was the result of a process which had been initi-
ated at the beginning of the decade, in 1991, in 

(Continued on page 21) 
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COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE REVISITED 

From Communicative to Action-Oriented: 
New Perspectives For a New Millennium1  
By Enrica Piccardo, University of Toronto 

1. I was working at the University of Grenoble 
(France) until July 2009, before assuming my pre-
sent position in Toronto, so the perspective 
adopted is internal to Europe, as are the refer-
ences to the research leading to the ECEP project 
of the European Centre for Modern Languages in 
Graz,  http://ecep.ecml.at/.  I would like to 
thank professor Alister Cumming for his com-
ments on an earlier draft of this paper as well as 
Merlin Charles for her help with linguistic revi-
sion and editing.  

http://ecep.ecml.at/


 

Switzerland, when a Council of Europe sympo-
sium "Transparency and Coherence in Lan-
guage Learning in Europe: objectives, evalua-
tion, certification" took place in Rüschlikon, near 
Zurich, organized by several Swiss institutions. 

As North (2007, p. 22) 
pointed out, “the main aim of 
the Symposium had been to 
investigate the feasibility of 
relating language courses and 
assessments in Europe to each 
other through some kind of 
common framework.” In fact, 
the landscape  of school cer-
tificates and language bench-
marking across Europe had 
developed along diverse 
lines, thus often resulting in a 
rather blurred picture, where 
different institutions referred 
to such diverse proficiency 
levels as “beginners/
intermediate/advanced” or to 
grades (be it in letters or all 
sorts of numeric scales, or a 
coded series of synthetic 
judgments).  The idea was to 
develop an extensive, coher-
ent and transparent reference tool to describe 
communicative language competences and lan-
guage proficiency in order to overcome the on-
going vague professional discourse. In addi-
tion, another working group was set up to es-
tablish possible forms and functions of a Euro-
pean Language Portfolio, in which individuals 
could enter all their experiences and qualifica-
tions in the area of language learning, and to 
devise some Portfolio prototypes. 

(Continued from page 20) The initial aims of the project were far 
less ambitious than the actual results might indi-
cate. Indeed, the CEFR has no doubt had—and 
is still having—a major impact on language 
teaching practices throughout Europe and in 
many parts of the world beyond.  It was John 
Trim who had a real “vision” and who was able 

to transform “a project which 
was, in a sense, technical to 
start with, into something 
vastly more ambitious and 
far-reaching” (Coste, 2007, p. 
38). What was meant to be a 
reference instrument for the 
comparability of language 
certificates now covers not 
just assessment, but also 
teaching and learning—and 
does so with no methodologi-
cal dogmatism, but rather as 
an instrument for dialogue 
and co-operation among dif-
ferent countries, with differ-
ent educational and teaching 
traditions (Coste, 2007). 

In considering the initial aim 
of the project, that of provid-
ing a tool for systematizing 
descriptions and for compar-
ing exams and, above all, 

certifications provided by different agencies in 
different countries, it can be affirmed that the 
stated aims of the CEFR have been fully at-
tained. From Moscow to Lisbon, from Reykjavik 
to Cyprus, every language teacher in Europe 
now speaks in terms of A1, B2 or C1. In turn, 
expressions like false beginner, beginner or 
intermediate have simply lost their significance.  

(Continued on page 22) 
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2.  The term “practitioners” is used in this article as opposed to “researcher.” In this sense it overlaps with the 
term “teacher.” Here the two are thus to be considered as synonyms.   



Of course, at a deeper level, practitioners2 are 
still struggling with the inevitable question, “Is 
your B1 the same as my B1?”  But considering 
how different educational traditions are in 
Europe, sharing a common basis for under-
standing is already a remarkable result. At this 
point several projects are being conducted, 
aimed at fine-tuning the perceptions and there-
fore the coherent definitions of the levels.3 

Moving to a higher taxonomic level, 
however, there is the core question of if and 
how the CEFR has changed both attitudes and 
practices in the field of language teaching and 
learning. Here there is a far more complex and 
diverse scenario. This situation relates to the 
extent to which teachers have been exposed to 
targeted professional development as well as to 
the quality of professional development itself. 
But this is not the whole picture; it is a simplified 
vision of the problem. The main issue is the atti-
tude towards the CEFR, which links to both the 
nature of the document itself and to the educa-
tional as well as pedagogical culture of each 
country. While the implementation of the CEFR 
as a reference tool is spreading all over Europe 
and beyond, too often teachers are rather puz-
zled when they are faced with the conceptual 
density of this document. In fact, they usually 
tend to limit themselves to using the assessment 
grids just the way they are. In the process, they 
forget—or are unable—to see that the tool is 
really what they themselves will decide to make 
out of it.  Indeed, the CEFR’s assessment grids 
are often used as a series of juxtaposed de-

(Continued from page 21) scriptors, without  considering (and adapting) 
them in  light of different contexts, representa-
tions and teaching/learning cultures. 

The principal deficiency that has been 
identified in the CEFR concerns the nature of 
the Framework as a tool for reference:  

 

The CEFR is a descriptive not 
pre-scriptive framework. It does not 
tell practitioners what to do, or how 
to do it. It raises questions for reflec-
tion and offers options compatible 
with the vision and goals of the 
[Council of Europe] CoE. The stan-
dard introductory phrase to the dif-
ferent set of questions in the frame-
work is: “Users of the Framework 
may wish to consider and where 
appropriate state.” 

As it is not the function of the 
CEFR to lay down the objectives that 
users should pursue or the methods 
they should employ, it has to pro-
vide decision makers with options 
and reference points to stimulate 
reflec-tion and facilitate the formula-
tion of coherent objectives for their 
specific educational context. 
(Schärer, 2007, p.8). 

 

The descriptive nature of the CEFR allows it to 
be considered as a meta-system able to pro-
vide reference points, to establish a metalan-

(Continued on page 23) 
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3.  Among the several projects, the most complete and specific one is the project which has produced a Manual for 
relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Manuel1_FR.asp, together with several related documents. Other projects 
are to be found at the Language Policy Division of the Council of Europe website, http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/
linguistic/default_EN.asp?  

http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Manuel1_FR.asp
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/default_EN.asp?


 

guage common across educational sectors as 
well as national and linguistic boundaries, 
rather than as a tool to be implemented without 
further elaboration and adaptation to local cir-
cumstances (North, 2007, as cited in Schärer, 
2007, p. 9).  Moving from this tool — and in 
alignment with it — teachers are expected to 
reconsider their own teaching approaches in 
order to develop their own tools for assessment 
within their specific contexts, instead of adopt-
ing the tool itself wholesale and,  worse,  reduc-
ing it to a scale of proficiency.  

Coste has recently explained this odd use 
of the CEFR by means of an enlightening figura-
tive device. He talks of “a kind of reverse me-
tonymy: instead of a part denoting the whole 
(like the old use of “a sail” to mean “a ship”), 
the whole designates a part: “the ship” means 
”the sail,” and “the framework” means “the 
levels of proficiency” (Coste, 2007, p. 41). He 
adds:  

 

If people say “sail” when they 
mean “ship”, the reason may be that 
the sail is the thing they see first 
from a distance, and the thing which 
propels the whole by responding to 
the wind. In the Framework’s case, 
the six levels are clearly the most 
eye-catching feature, and the part 
most responsive to the trends of the 
moment. At the same time (in keep-
ing with this simple metaphor), the 
sail, though it may provide propul-
sion, is nothing without the hull and 
its contents: the people it carries, 
who regulate the course. 

 

 

(Continued from page 22) I would like to go one step further with 
this image. No doubt the people who regulate 
the course are very important, but the type of 
ship itself makes a big difference. How different 
it is to steer a yacht compared to a cabin 
cruiser? How much more skill the former re-
quires is widely known.  In a sailing ship all dif-
ferent devices need to be taken into considera-
tion as well as their interaction and interde-
pendence:  the inclination angle, the length of 
each rope, the extension of the sails, when it is 
better to increase or to reduce them, the act of 
operating the sails and being on the helm at the 
same time, on power and direction, and so on 
and so forth, until you arrive at the moment you 
need to cut down all sail power and to start the 
engine because no other solution is possible.  
This type of scenario is exactly what was envis-
aged for the CEFR: coping with a large quantity 
of diverse elements, which all play a role in the 
process. As in a sailing ship, none of them is 
meaningless and their synergy can be ex-
tremely powerful as well as “environmentally 
friendly.” This synergy is indeed what can help   
to move from communicative language teaching 
to an action-oriented approach. 

 

Practitioners facing change: Threads 
observed and reasons for a project  

Changes in pedagogy are not only the 
result of progress in research: They have al-
ways been connected to societal factors. Among 
these, dealing with change has never been an 
easy task.  Europe has undergone a profound 
process of change since the fall of the Berlin 
wall in 1989, and that process is still ongoing. 
The need for more extended communication to 
create a common space for dialogue and coop-
eration has been one of the key conditions un-
derpinning the development of a shared refer-
ence tool. The CEFR has shown itself to be a 

(Continued on page 24) 
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powerful tool to introduce change, exerting 
considerable impact on language pedagogy 
and, generally, on education at different levels. 
As Schärer (2007, p. 10) observed,  

 

Evidence is emerging that the vi-
sions and concepts at the heart of the 
CEFR do have a predominately posi-
tive effect on learning and teaching, 
but also that a sustained effort over a 
long period of time will be needed to 
implement the visions and concepts 
into the daily school routine. Europe 
and the “state-of-the-art” in language 
education have changed profoundly 
since 1991 and 2001. Certainly not all 
credit can be attributed to the CoE 
and the CEFR. There is evidence, 
however, that their contributions have 
been considerable. 

 

Collective reflection on what researchers and 
experts have pointed out in various contexts, 
together with personal, hands-on experience in 
different areas of the diverse realities charac-
terizing Europe, have been at the origin of the 
ECEP project, which is being conducted within 
the present program of the European Centre for 
Modern Languages (ECML). ECEP stands for 
“Encouraging the Culture of Evaluation among 
Professionals: The case of language teachers.” 
It is, as mentioned above, a project of the 
ECML, which, in turn, has been established 
through an enlarged mandate of the Council of 
Europe. The aim of the ECML is to support lan-
guage policies set by the Council of Europe at 
different levels and to foster teacher develop-
ment and applied research in language educa-
tion.   

 

(Continued from page 23) ECEP is a four-year project, which is 
now at the half-way point. The publication of the 
final product will be in 2011. The project is inte-
grated into the thematic strand “Evaluation” of 
the 2008-2011 program “Empowering language 
professionals. Competences, networks, impact, 
quality.” The ECEP international project team 
includes members who are actively involved in 
both research and teacher development in four 
different countries (France, Germany, Italy and 
Poland) plus additional consultants from 
Finland and Canada. The exploratory and pilot-
ing phases (November 2007 to May 2008) 
showed results which were quite homogeneous 
in the various countries and contexts despite 
differences in their cultures of teaching and 
learning, consistent with the problem pointed 
out by Coste above.  

The data collected for this initial phase of 
the project included the exploration of the cul-
ture of evaluation in four different national con-
texts. This exploratory phase was conducted 
through: 

 

• Exchanges with teachers (through 
interviews and questionnaires); 

• Recordings from focus groups in 
secondary schools; 

• Analyses of assessment formats and 
grids; and 

• Analyses of French masters’ theses 
on assessment. 

 

The results showed a rather ambivalent 
relationship to the CEFR: Teachers were all 
faced with an institutional injunction (which was 
more or less coercive according to each or-
ganization and national context), but this institu-
tional demand resulted in different reactions 

(Continued on page 25) 
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among practitioners (sometimes even opposite 
ones).  Some teachers resisted it, or at least 
were extremely critical, as they considered this 
document another burden on their already busy 
professional lives. Others, on the contrary, were 
extremely pleased to find their teaching and 
assessing practices valued and encouraged at 
last, finding a space for free-
dom of growth and progress. 
In between these two ex-
tremes, there were two main 
positions: “the spectators”, 
observing how things were 
going to develop, somehow 
attracted but still very cau-
tious, and “the good stu-
dents”, trying to study and 
understand such a complex 
document in order to exploit 
it for their own practices.  

For nearly all of them, 
including the enthusiastic 
ones, the most visible part of 
the CECR  (i.e., the global 
scale and, to a greater or 
lesser extent, the other scales 
of descriptors) was also the 
most important one. Only a 
small minority proceeded to explore the differ-
ent key-concepts of the CEFR, often doing so 
out of personal interest, not because they had 
received any specific professional develop-
ment, which inspired them to follow that path. A 
possible explanation for this trend is the paucity 
of reflective learning theory in ordinary teacher 
education, especially during in-service educa-
tion, a common scenario also confirmed by 
other projects of the ECML (Fenner & Newby, 
2006). Teachers’ tendency to ignore theories 
behind the various pedagogical principles is a 
very risky attitude indeed, one that can leave 
them at the mercy of pedagogical dogma.  Most 

(Continued from page 24) of the teachers encountered felt rather hesitant, 
asking themselves if what they were doing—
and had been doing—suited the CEFR. This sce-
nario, with some minor variations, was ob-
served in all the countries involved in the initial 
phase of the project. According to the literature, 
there seemed to be a similar pattern in other 
countries as well. 

Despite the differing reception, and 
consideration, of the CEFR 
itself as a change-fostering 
reference, several of its ma-
jor threads are to be seen in 
language classes, imple-
mented by different practitio-
ners, be it at a conscious or 
unconscious level. The pro-
ject team was therefore en-
couraged in pursuing the 
main aim of the ECEP project, 
that of building self-
confidence among language 
teachers, whose image and 
mission too often suffer from 
social, technological and po-
litical changes. The idea was 
to enable them to develop a 
free and autonomous attitude 
towards the Common Euro-
pean Framework, beyond the 

"for or against" debates, to make them aware of 
the character of openness and flexibility that the 
philosophy of the CEFR intends to provide, and 
to support them by confirming the relevance of 
some of their most innovative pedagogical 
choices.  The "for or against" debates have 
been observed at all levels, and they too often 
have ended up by hiding the very nature of the 
CEFR as just a framework, not at all prescriptive 
material. But above all, they hide the fact that 
the CEFR is not some kind of strange and dis-
turbing ministerial construction, but rather the 

(Continued on page 26) 
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product of a rich pedagogical development 
achieved through diverse and multidisciplinary 
research as well as through numerous contribu-
tions from different cultures. 

The ECEP project will produce a theo-
retical and practical reference tool for teacher 
educators, and therefore for teachers too. This 
tool will consist of two parts: (a) a guide to the 
CEFR, getting to the nitty-gritty of the key-
concepts and to their links with (and impact on) 
assessment, and (b) a training kit, aimed at fos-
tering reflection on these same concepts as well 
as at supporting  practical implementation in 
teacher development sessions. The Guide is 
already in final draft form and has undergone a 
thorough process of sharing and revision by 
language professionals from all over the Coun-
cil of Europe. The kit is presently under con-
struction and will undergo the same large-scale 
revision before publication. 

 

The CEFR: Non-dogmatic but chal-
lenging?  

The sense of insecurity towards the 
CEFR, as discussed above, is not just the conse-
quence of poor or lacking teacher develop-
ment, even if this factor certainly plays a major 
role. There is another aspect that deserves 

greater attention. I am referring to the “horror 
vacui” or “horror of empty spaces” that seizes 
some practitioners when faced with the consid-
erable freedom the CECR allows them. This can 
be viewed as a consequence of the well-known 
attitude to search for “the” method, for some 
readymade or guaranteed solutions to be ap-
plied in language classes.  Well, the CEFR 
claims exactly the opposite. Not only does it 
declare itself as open and non-dogmatic but 
above all, it is introducing in Europe a new 
“philosophy” with regards to language teach-

(Continued from page 25) ing and learning.  This new vision is having a 
noticeable impact on classroom reality and on 
language learning in general, inside and out-
side institutions, even though it requires a great 
commitment from practitioners, who are called 
to choose options and be decision-makers at all 
levels of the process, and from learners, who 
are made responsible for their own learning 
processes. By declaring itself as non-dogmatic, 
the CEFR does not intend to leave language 
educators unequipped for their profession and 
daily practices; on the contrary, teachers are 
faced with a very rewarding, though demand-
ing role.    

A closer look at the concepts underpin-
ning this new vision of language teaching and 
learning is appropriate at this point. Probably 
the major parameter shift fostered by the CEFR 
concerns the role of learners and teachers in 
the process of language learning, the teachers 
being professionals, decision-makers, mentors 
and mediators, the learners bearing responsi-
bility for the learning process in and out of the 
institution. In accepting the term “post-
communicative foreign language learning/
teaching” (Byram, 1988), there has been a 
move from Communicative Language Teaching 
(CLT) to the Action-oriented Approach pro-
posed by the CEFR. This move is strongly 
linked to the view of language and the theories 
of acquisition proposed by applied linguistics 
in recent years, urging that language education 
“need[s] to be expanded to take on board 
more general learning theories emanating in 
particular from the direction of cognitive psy-
chology” (Newby, 2006, p.113).  This Action-
oriented Approach—in line with so-called post-
communicative language teaching—is visibly 
linked to constructivism and this “in its various 
forms is at the core of principles relating to ap-
parently diverse areas such as learner auton-
omy, intercultural awareness and grammar.”  

(Continued on page 27) 
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Practitioners should be aware that there 
is no such thing as theoretically neutral method-
ology (Newby, 2006, p.116) and that all differ-
ent teaching methodologies are linked to a 
foundation theory. What characterizes the Ac-
tion-oriented Approach and the threads indi-
cated by the CEFR, however, is emphasis on the 
wealth and complexity of the underpinning the-
ory. Constructivism can be viewed as the core 
reference theory, but many other theories have 
contributed to it. As the product of shared ex-
pertise and collective contributions, which 
brought together different pedagogical tradi-
tions in Europe, the CEFR was nurtured by di-
verse research and ended up incorporating 
different threads and forcibly providing coher-
ence. 

 

Drawing from diverse theories and 
research to move a step forward 

In considering the development of lan-
guage pedagogy research over the past few 
decades, methodologists have enriched their 
theoretical frameworks with several new areas 
of study. This tendency may be perceived by 
practitioners as another burden on their teach-
ing load (Newby, 2006, p.113).  In reality, this 
development does not have to be viewed as 
incremental, but rather as cyclical. With the 
introduction of CLT in the 1970s, grammatical 
competence was not to be seen as juxtaposed to 
communicative competence, although this was 
unfortunately the result of some misinterpreta-

(Continued from page 26) tions of CLT (Fenner, 2006, p.11). Rather, gram-
matical competence is embedded within the 
more comprehensive concept of communicative 
competence (Canale & Swain, 1980; Brown, 
2001, p. 43). Language learning aims were to be 
considered “as redefined in terms of skills and 
performance” (Newby, 2006, p.113). In a similar 
way, the CEFR’s Action-oriented Approach has 
embedded the idea of communicative compe-
tence in a broader and deeper three-folded 
general competence scheme. This is rooted in 

the concept of “existential competence” (savoir 
être), in which learners are able not only to dis-
play declarative knowledge (savoir) by means 
of targeted skills and know-how (savoir-faire), 
but to increase and self-develop through the 

ability to learn how to learn (savoir apprendre). 

This complex vision of general compe-
tence is paralleled by a complex vision of com-
municative language competence, which in-
cludes linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic 
competences.  Bearing in mind the classical 
difference between competence and perfor-
mance4, the CEFR includes what were previ-
ously called “the four skills,” now renamed 
“communicative activities,” as a component of 
overall language proficiency, but supple-
mented with two new communicative activities, 
“interaction” and “mediation.”  The former, 
especially, is having a considerable impact on 
teaching practice.  The idea of interaction helps 
practitioners move from a somewhat conven-
tional, unilateral vision of communication, to a 
new dynamic view, where exchange and co-
construction of texts—be they oral or written—

(Continued on page 28) 
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4.  In stressing this dichotomy I am referring both to notion of performance proposed by Chomsky and to the term 
communicative competence proposed by Hymes  (which eventually describes language in terms of acts of com-
munication), as they both, beyond all contrasts, focus on the description of the language in terms of use.  



are vital. With reference to underlying re-
search, this is the concept that is directly linked 
to studies in discourse analysis, but not exclu-
sively, as discussed below. The impact of so-
ciocultural theory has 
also proved very strong, 
especially in some cul-
tures, to the point that 
even the construction of 
learner autonomy is seen 
as a collaborative, social 
and interactive process 
(Fenner, 2006).  

Furthermore, an 
Action-oriented Ap-
proach implies a real shift 
in paradigm from one of 
knowledge and disjunc-
tion to one of competence 
and complexity. Object 
and subject, reflection 
and action, learner and 
user are not separated, 
but united with the aim of 
using the language in 
more or less complex 
situations, e.g., from reading a leaflet to read-
ing a play by William Shakespeare 
(Bourguignon, 2006, p. 63).  But because action 
is unpredictable, teachers need to prepare 
learners to deal with unforeseen situations 
(Bourguignon, 2006; Markee, 1996; Tudor, 
2001). This can be achieved by developing dif-
ferent strategies that are both language- and 
action-oriented. The notion of competence 
needs to be supplemented by the notion of dy-
namics—by constructing, modifying, adapting 
knowledge (savoir) as well as skills and know-
how (savoir-faire) within actions (Tudor, 2001, p. 
65).  

 

(Continued from page 27) This change in paradigm is in line with 
societal changes and with changes in the roles 
of teachers and learners (Piccardo, 2006).  
There is a move from communication to action 
or—to use a better term—to “communic-
action,” as Bourguignon (2006) suggests, be-

cause the latter is not opposite 
to, but rather inclusive of,  the 
former.  At the European level, 
the notion of key competences 
for citizens is becoming a cen-
tral policy issue (Parlément Eu-
ropéen, 2006; Cignatta, 2006). 
As opposed to simply transmit-
ting knowledge, the purpose of 
school is to prepare students for 
social and professional life. The 
notion of professionalism as the 
ability to deal with uncertainty is 
emerging (Le Boterf, 2000) to-
gether with related profession-
ally-oriented concepts such as 
situated action, specific action, 
complex action, differentiated 
competences, existential com-
petence, ability to “put into ac-
tion,” reflective dimension, and 
autonomy (Richer, 2009). 

 

The notion of task to provide coher-
ence 

The language learner’s ability to com-
municate is realized through complex, collec-
tive tasks, where speaking and doing are inter-
mingled, thus putting into practice an Action-
oriented perspective on language. This ability 
to communicate linguistically sets in motion a 
strategic component that requires from the 
speaker reflexivity as well as autonomy (Richer, 
2009, pp. 203-204).  The notion of task is central 
in the CEFR, which devotes an entire chapter to 
the topic. Tasks bring together and organize 

(Continued on page 29) 
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the complexity of language learning and teach-
ing. Nevertheless, tasks are described naturally 
as a feature of everyday life in the personal, 
public, educational or occupational domains 
(CEFR 2001, p. 157). 

A task is defined as any purposeful ac-
tion considered by an individual as necessary 
in order to achieve a given result in the context 
of a problem to be solved, an obligation to be 
fulfilled or an objective to be achieved. This 
definition would cover a wide range of actions 
such as moving a wardrobe, writing a book, 
obtaining certain conditions in the negotiation 
of a contract, playing a game of cards, ordering 
a meal in a restaurant, translating a foreign lan-
guage text, or preparing a class newspaper 
through group work (CEFR, 2001, p.10).  The 
term “task” refers to concrete experiences: 
“Task accomplishment by an individual in-
volves the strategic activation of specific com-
petences in order to carry out a set of purpose-
ful actions in a particular domain with a clearly 
defined goal and a specific outcome” (CEFR, p. 
157). 

To accomplish a task, several elements are 
activated and play a vital role: 

 

• General competence; 

• Communicative language compe-
tences with their different compo-
nents; 

• Cognitive factors; 

• Affective factors; 

• General strategies; 

• Communicative strategies; and 

• Conditions and constraints.  

 

(Continued from page 28) Chapter 4 of the CEFR, which contains its de-
scriptive scheme, is appropriately titled: 
“Language use and the language user/
learner” (p.43). The dual perspective on learn-
ing and using the language emphasizes the in-
dividual and the social in combination.  As a 
matter of fact, the importance given by the 
CEFR to the social nature of tasks shows the in-
fluence of socio-constructivism and sociocul-
tural theory as underpinning concepts. The dual 
nature of the learning process as well as of lan-
guage use is fundamental to the CEFR.  The 
same duality is to be found in the expression 
“social actor” that the CEFR proposes. A meta-
phor to explain this might involve some kind of 
play where the script would be a sketch, an out-
line, aiming at scaffolding an actor able to in-
volve the audience in an interactive perform-
ance, thereby constructing the play with them, 
in a constant balance between personal contri-
bution and social adaptation. Interestingly, 
along similar lines, Ian Tudor chooses the meta-
phor of a “jam session” for the language class 
(Tudor, 2001).  In the same way as in theatre the 
use of different codes is considered natural and 
inevitable, in task accomplishment one can rely 
on a greater or smaller amount of “language”, 
as other codes for communication—not to men-
tion other “languages”— inevitably appear to a 
greater or smaller extent.  As Fenner and 
Newby (2006, p. 114) explain, 

 

 Whereas the communicative ap-
proach saw the learner essentially as a 
user of language, post-communicative 
teaching has restated the fact that lan-
guage learning is not merely a ques-
tion of simulating the contexts and 
processing of the outside world, but…
acknowledging that the classroom 
represents a very real world for the 

(Continued on page 30) 
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learner. Authenticity is no longer a 
vicarious state but one which can be 
embedded within classroom learning 
situations. 

 

Or, the perspective could be reversed, and say, 
according to Shakespeare, that individuals are 
eventually aware that “all life is a stage.” 

This open vision of language use and 
learning helps avoid the risk of reductionism as 
far as the notion of competence is concerned. 
Developing competences should not end up by 
producing utilitarian teaching in the sense of 
aiming only at short-term, training types of 
goals. Instead it should provide long-term core 
knowledge and intellectual tools, so that learn-
ers can cope with a variety of tasks and situa-
tions (Roegiers, 2000, p. 286). 

 

The learner: A social actor between 
affect and cognition 

As colleagues and I have stated,  

 

the student, on whom the CEFR fo-
cuses, thus stands in between two di-
mensions, the individual, on the one 
hand, and the social, on the other. The 
former focuses on a more personal 
construction that requires the learner’s 
personal knowledge and skill; the sec-
ond simply presents an exchange and 
mutual sharing process. Amid this du-
ality, strategic roles become essential. 
(Piccardo, Berchoud, Cignatta, Mentz, 
Pamula, 2009).   

 

The individual dimension includes two comple-
mentary components: affect and cognition. Any 

(Continued from page 29) task needs to make sense to the learner, and to 
be embedded in a realistic and familiar con-
text. It needs to provide a scenario for the reali-
zation of a project with clearly established and 
culturally appropriate goals in order for the 
learner to engage in a strategically effective 
way. (CEFR, 2001, pp. 157-167; Nunan, 1988, 
1993). Both components need to be triggered, 
the affective one through the nature of the sce-
nario and goals, the cognitive one through the 
logical and targeted manipulation of language 
structures.  As a result, the dichotomy between 
affect and cognition is overcome on an individ-
ual level. This disjuncture was one of the rea-
sons for some misinterpretations of the commu-
nicative approach.  On a social level the new 
focus on intercultural awareness—, which in-
cludes sociocultural knowledge and compe-
tence, but is by no means limited to these fac-
tors—opens a new perspective for language 
learning and teaching.  An effective learner is 
somebody who can use appropriate and effi-
cient strategies to accomplish diverse tasks 
successfully. The CEFR (2001) attaches consid-
erable importance to learning strategies, which  
feature in several passages and skill evaluation 
charts (Chapters 2.1.5, 4 and 6). “A strategy is 
any organised, purposeful and regulated line of 
action chosen by an individual to carry out a 
task which he or she sets for himself or herself 
or with which he or she is confronted” (CEFR, 
p.10). Furthermore, the CEFR defines strategies 
as  

...a means the language user ex-
ploits to mobilise and balance her or 
his resources, to activate skills and 
procedures, in order to fulfill the de-
mands of communication in context 
and successfully complete the task in 
question in the most comprehensive or 
most economical way feasible (p. 57).  

 

(Continued on page 31) 
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This concept is the political base of edu-
cation in Europe. (Parlément Européen, 2006; 
North, 2007; Schärer, 2007; European Parlia-
ment, 2008). In the present economic market, 
business requires good qualifications, flexibil-
ity, and knowing how to operate with unknown 
factors as well as how to progress and improve 
oneself over the lifespan.  Learners who get 
good results know how to use efficient learning 
strategies. Strategies and knowledge aware-
ness are also crucial to learners becoming 
autonomous (Holec, 1981; Wolff, 2003). These 
skills are useful for education and throughout 
life (Parlément Européen, 2006). 

The dynamic notion that links all these 
aspects in the CEFR is the educational aim of 
“learning to learn” which is directly related to 
theories of learner autonomy (Holec, 1981; 
Kelly, 1953; Little, 1991). What the CEFR de-

scribes as “ability to learn” (savoir apprendre) 
goes beyond the traditional vision of autonomy 
as an exclusively individual capacity, embed-
ding it instead in a more social and interactive 
perspective. Social exchange and interaction, 
together with a reflective individual attitude, 
allow learners to improve their language com-
petence and to increase their cultural aware-
ness.  The CEFR stresses the link between lan-
guage and culture (pp. 4-6, 43, 133-138, 168), 
nevertheless, not in the sense of piling up dif-
ferent competences, but rather by highlighting 
the notion of “awareness”: awareness of other 
cultures and consequently awareness of one’s 
own culture as well.  This backwash effect—

(Continued from page 30) which potentially happens whenever there is 
contact with “others”—is asserted throughout 
the CEFR. It is directly connected with the no-
tion of dynamic construction of competence and 
with the notion of profiles, which are different 
linguistic and cultural landscapes. 

 

Learning a new language: An unbal-
anced process within a changing sys-
tem. 

Linguistic competence is not con-
structed in a vacuum. Adopting a systemic the-
ory5, the CEFR (2001) stresses that each new 
acquisition changes the previous situation, the 
previous landscape, and the previous system. 
The CEFR insists on flexible notions with re-
spect to unbalanced and changing competen-
cies. These are discussed in terms of 
“plurilingual” and “pluricultural” dimensions 
(p.133). For this reason, the CEFR introduces 
the notions of “profile” and “partial compe-
tences” (p. 135).   

Individuals learn a language through a 
series of filters and mental procedures. The 
CEFR insists on this basic fact: Learning another 
language and the knowledge of another culture 
is not made to the detriment – or even inde-
pendently – of a student’s own language. There 
is no such thing as two separate languages and 
cultures. On the contrary, each language modi-
fies the other (or several others) and this proc-
ess contributes to developing multilingual abili-
ties and intercultural capacities for understand-
ing (Hufeiser & Neuner, 2004).  

(Continued on page 32) 
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5.  The term goes back to the title of a book written by Bertalanffy (1968) "General System theory: Foundations, 
Development, Applications," who wanted to bring together under one heading the organismic science that he 
had observed in his work as a biologist. The systems theory is an interdisciplinary theory about the nature 
of complex systems in nature, society, and science, and is a framework by which one can investigate and/or 
describe any group of objects that work together to produce some result.  



The notion of plurilingualism is a dy-
namic one (Stratilaki, 2005; Beacco & Byram, 

2007). Plurilingualism is an individual's ability 
to develop “a communicative competence to 
which all knowledge and experience of lan-
guage contributes and in 
which languages interrelate 
and interact.”(CEFR, 2001, 
p. 4) According to the type 
of communication required 
in a variety of situations, the 
individual can “call flexibly 
upon different parts of this 
competence to achieve ef-
fective communication with 
a particular interlocutor.” In 

contrast, multilingualism 
refers more specifically to 
the condition of a social 
group in which more than 
two languages co-exist. 
From its outset, the CEFR 
promotes a plurilingual ap-
proach, that is, a seamless 
approach to the acquisition 
or learning of a number of 
languages throughout the 
lifespan of the learner. This 
process involves constantly 
relating these languages to 
each other so as to build up 
a plurilingual competence, which includes a 
plurilingual repertoire. Knowledge of the 
shared values and beliefs held by social groups 
in other countries and regions, such as religious 
beliefs, taboos, assumed common history is 
seen as essential to intercultural communication 
in the CEFR (2001, p.11). 

These multiple areas of knowledge 
vary from individual to individual. They may be 
culture-specific, but nevertheless also relate to 
more universal parameters and constants. Any 

(Continued from page 31) new knowledge is not simply added to the 
knowledge one had before but is conditioned 
by the nature, richness and structure of one’s 
previous knowledge and, furthermore, serves 
to modify and restructure the latter, at least par-
tially. Clearly, the knowledge that an individual 
has already acquired is directly relevant to lan-

guage learning (CEFR, p. 11). 
This conceptualization is con-
sistent with my initial point 
about the overarching compe-
tence fostered by the CEFR, 
the existential competence 

(savoir être), which draws on 
what Van Eck (1986) referred 
to as “optimal personal abil-
ity”, embracing culture, lan-
guage and learning, and 
therefore learner autonomy, 
language competence and 
intercultural awareness.  Such 
a dynamic vision has a consid-
erable impact on assessment 
too. 

 

Completing the circle: 
Assessment according 
to the CEFR 

The framework of the CEFR 
provides for a systematic, co-
herent, and meaningful ap-

proach to evaluation. The way in which learners 
fulfil tasks allows teachers to determine their 
level of competence: “Different communicative 
activities will be assessed in an integrated man-
ner within a global assessment, which takes into 
consideration not only the linguistic, but also 
the pragmatic dimension” (Bourguignon, 2006, 
p. 68, my translation). Teachers need to assess 
the way in which learners reach an action-
oriented goal by using the language appropri-
ately. 

(Continued on page 33) 
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“The CEFR insists 
on this basic fact: 
Learning another 
language and the 

knowledge of  
another culture is 
not made to the 

detriment – or even 
independently – of 

a student’s own  
language.” 



 

The perspective adopted in the CEFR 
for devising assessment criteria—the well-
known “can-do statements”—are consistent 
with the dynamic vision of language acquisition 
as well as with autonomous learning. The Euro-
pean language portfolio is the tool whereby 
reflexive attitudes and strategy acquisition in 
the process of language 
learning are most evident. 
The question of assessment 
is thoroughly addressed in 
the CEFR prompting teach-
ers to adopt different and 
complementary perspec-
tives and to consciously se-
lect the most suitable ap-
proach to each particular 
situation. 

Above all, assess-
ment is integrated with 
learning from the very be-
ginning. The CEFR was 
originally meant to be a tool 
aiming at systematizing as-
sessment, thereby fostering 
transparency and allowing 
comparability. Hence, if the 
different dimensions highlighted above are in-
terrelated in all forms of language use and 
learning, then any act of language learning or 
teaching is in some way concerned with each of 
these dimensions: strategies, tasks, texts, indi-
vidual general competences, communicative 
language competence, language activities, lan-
guage processes, contexts and domains. At the 
same time, it is also possible in learning and 
teaching that the objective, and therefore as-
sessment, may be focused on a particular com-
ponent or sub-component. Other components 
can then be considered as means to an end or 
as aspects to be given more emphasis at other 
times, or as not being relevant to the circum-

(Continued from page 32) stances. Learners, teachers, course designers, 
authors of teaching material and test designers 
are inevitably involved in this process of focus-
ing on a particular dimension and deciding on 
the extent to which other dimensions should be 
considered and the various ways of taking them 
into account. (CEFR, p.10). 

 This view of assessment as integrated to 
the whole process of language learning and 

teaching is having the greatest 
impact on educational prac-
tices in Europe. Institutions 
have started with assessment 
and require new perspective s 
from practitioners. Practitio-
ners in turn are becoming 
aware of the profound link 
between the new vision of as-
sessment and the philosophy 
of the CEFR. This is the main 
reason why the CEFR is having 
such a strong impact on lan-
guage education practices at 
all levels. It is also the main 
reason why certain practitio-
ners still feel hesitant. They 
need to build and develop 
confidence based on the 
whole CEFR, on its key-

concepts and not just on the evaluation scale or 
the assessment grids. This is also the main ra-
tionale for our ECEP project.  Teachers need to 
feel fully equipped in order to face the new mil-

lennium.  � 
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“The CEFR was 
originally meant to 
be a tool aiming at 

systematizing 
assessment… 

fostering  
transparency and 

allowing  
comparability.” 
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Abstract 

 

 Clickers (or Classroom Response Sys-
tems) are becoming increasingly common-
place in educational settings, especially in sci-
ence classrooms and academic lecture set-
tings (e.g., Fies & Marshall, 2006). Surpris-
ingly, the use of clickers is not as widespread 
in foreign and second language (L2) education 
(Tabak & Cardoso, 2009) and the number of 
studies that address the pedagogical potential 
of the technology in L2 settings is still scarce 
(Cutrim Schmid, 2007). One of the goals of this 
study is to address this gap in the literature by 
investigating English as a foreign language 
learners' perception of clickers and the appar-
ent effect that this technology can have on 
learning outcomes. Overall, the results are 
consistent with the consensus that students 
perceive these devices as a positive addition 
to their classes, as their use increases partici-
pation and the general enjoyment of classes 
(Caldwell, 2007), contributes to learning 
(Bruff, 2009), fosters interaction (Mazur, 1997), 
and allows learners to self-asses and compare 
their performance with that of their peers 
(Bruff, 2009). 

A lthough classroom response systems 
(clickers) have existed for more than 
four decades (Judson and Sawada, 

2002), they have only recently received careful 
consideration as a tool to promote learning, 
particularly in large classrooms such as those 
found in introductory undergraduate courses 
(e.g., Caldwell, 2007). However, clickers are 
rarely used in the L2 classroom (Tabak & Car-
doso, 2009), resulting in the scarcity of studies 
that investigate the use of these devices in L2 
teaching (Cutrim Schmid, 2008) and the poten-
tial benefits that they could bring to learning 
outcomes.  

 Previous research findings suggest 
perceived pedagogical benefits resulting from 
the adoption of clickers in general lecture set-
tings. More specifically, they indicate that click-
ers increase students' motivation (Blodgett, 
2006; Caldwell, 2007) and participation 
(Blodgett, 2006; Kaleta & Joosten, 2007, Poulis, 
Massen, Robens, & Gilbert, 1998); foster self-
assessment (Barnett, 2006; Blodgett, 2006; Bruff, 
2009; Hoekstra, 2008) and interaction (Blodgett, 
2006; Hall, Collier, Thomas, & Hilgers, 2005; 
Mazur, 1997); and contribute to learning 
(Abrahamson, 1999; Bruff, 2009). In an L2 envi-

(Continued on page 37) 
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TECHNOLOGY: TRENDS AND ISSUES 

Clickers in Foreign Language Teaching:  
A Case Study 
Walcir Cardoso, Concordia University  



Figure 1. Clickers: method of operation. 

ronment, the work of Cutrim Schmid suggests 
relatively similar patterns in which clickers (in 
this case, the voting component of Promethean 
Interactive Whiteboard) assist in the learning 
process by allowing students to self-assess and 
compare their standing amongst peers (2007), 
and by increasing the scope of interactivity in 
the language classroom (2008).  

 One of the goals of this paper is to con-
tribute to this evolving area of research by ad-
dressing one of the aspects of a more general 
research project on the use of response systems 
in L2 education: the learners' perceptions of the 
use of clickers. Through the use of a survey 
questionnaire and open-ended oral interviews, 
the study investigates how language learners 
view the use of the technology and its putative 
effects on motivation, involvement and partici-
pation in the course, assessment (including self-
assessment), classroom interaction and poten-
tial learning gains.   

 

Clickers: Definition and Method of 
Operation 

Clickers are hand-held devices that 
resemble portable calculators in shape and size 
(see B in Figure 1). They operate in conjunction 

(Continued from page 36) with a receiver (C) and associated software. The 
teacher creates a multiple-choice question us-
ing the appropriate software (in the study being 
described, TurningPoint® by Turning Technolo-
gies, a Microsoft PowerPoint® plug-in), as illus-
trated in (A) in Figure 1 (clicker images used 
with permission from Turning Technologies). 
Students are then asked to select an answer by 
pressing the corresponding button on the key-
pad (B). During the period in which the polling 
is open, students’ responses are sent wirelessly 
to a receiver (C) connected to a computer 
which, with the assistance of the associated soft-
ware, conducts descriptive statistics (e.g., per-
centage distribution, mean, standard deviation, 
variance). Once the voting period is closed, the 
results are automatically projected on a screen 
(D), illustrating the correct answer, the percent-
age distribution of the responses across the 
choices, and other statistics deemed relevant or 
appropriate. Based on these responses and 
what they represent regarding the material be-
ing tested, the teacher decides how to proceed 
with the class: either go forward with the con-
tent material (in case the majority of the stu-
dents selects the correct answer), or engage the 
students in general discussions and/or peer 
instruction activities, as recommended by 
Mazur (1997). 

(Continued on page 38) 
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Clickers have been used in classrooms for 
a variety of reasons and objectives: to promote 
and monitor attendance, to increase students’ 
participation, to engage students in oral discus-
sions, to stimulate the learning environment 
with periodic breaks, to test students’ perform-
ance (including summative and formative as-
sessment), to create a fun and enjoyable atmos-
phere, to check students’ preparedness for 
what is to come, to survey students’ opinions 
about specific topics or general demographic 
information, to increase interaction in the class-
room (e.g., through “convince-your-neighbour” 
activities – peer teaching), to provide rapid 
feedback to students and instructors, to custom-
ize classes based on the students’ knowledge 
and interests and, last but not least, to improve 
teaching and consequently learning. With the 
exception of a small number of studies that 
show clickers’ potential to improve learning 
(Bruff, 2009; Judson & Sawada, 2002; Hall et al., 
2005; see forthcoming discussion), the consen-
sus in the clicker literature is that some of the 
objectives described above result in a positive 
effect on students’ learning experience (Banks, 
2006; Bruff, 2009; Caldwell, 2007; Fies & Mar-
shall, 2006). Some of this literature will be re-
viewed in the discussion that follows. 

 

Review of the Literature 

Clickers in academic lecture settings 

The vast majority of studies on the 
pedagogical use of clickers has been con-
ducted in academic lecture settings (Cutrim 
Schmid, 2007; Tabak & Cardoso, 2009), involv-
ing a diversity of disciplines such as algebra 
(Blodgett, 2006), physics (Crouch & Mazur, 
2001; Poulis et al., 1998), nursing (Halloran, 
1995), psychology (Draper, 2002), law (Easton, 
2009), general education (Johnson & Meckel-

(Continued from page 37) borg, 2008), and English literature (Jenkins, 
2007). For an overview of clickers as a peda-
gogical resource and a comprehensive list of 
more than 200 clicker-based studies in aca-
demic settings, see Bruff (2010). These studies 
reflect a prevalent pattern of clicker use as a 
pedagogical tool in education in that students 
and teachers consistently perceived them as 
positive additions to a course.  

 Blodgett (2006), for instance, investi-
gated the implementation of a clicker-based 
system (Quizdom's Interactive Learning Sys-
tem) in five sections of a college algebra course 
at The University of Maine (United States), in-
volving approximately 200 students. Using  tri-
angulation including attitude surveys and Scho-
lastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, the study 
aimed to determine the students' and instruc-
tors' attitudes towards the pedagogical use of 
clickers, and whether the use of these devices 
led to an increase in academic achievement. 
Focusing exclusively on the perception aspect 
of her study, the results of survey analyses and 
open-ended interviews (n=23) indicated that, 
overall, the students viewed the technology as a 
positive addition to their learning experience. 
The clicker users believed that the use of the 
device : 

 

1. Helped them stay attentive and attend 
more classes (increased motivation). 

2. Encouraged them to be more active 
class participants (increased involve-
ment). 

3. Allowed them to obtain immediate 
feedback for their responses (self-
assessment). 

4. Enabled them to compare their per-
formance with that of the their peers 
(performance comparison). 

5. Fostered interaction among the students 

(Continued on page 39) 
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and their peers and instructor 
(increased interaction). 

6. Led participants to believe that they had 
learned more algebra content (learning 
gain). 

  

 A larger scale study with comparable 
results is that of Draper and Brown (2004), con-
ducted at the University of Glasgow (United 
Kingdom) between 2001 and 2003. The study 
included a large selection of undergraduate 
disciplines in eight different departments 
(computing science, psychology, medicine, bi-
ology, philosophy, veterinary medicine, dental 
school, statistics), with group sizes ranging from 
20 to 300 students for a total of more than 4,000 
participants over the three-year period. The 
main goal of the study was to provide an over-
view of the experience of using a voting system 
in lectures, with a focus on how students and 
instructors perceived the technology. Employ-
ing a variety of qualitative and quantitative 
methods for data collection (i.e., observation of 
lectures, informal discussions, open-ended writ-
ten and oral interviews, surveys), the results of 
the study showed an overall positive response 
to the use of clickers as pedagogical tools. More 
specifically, clicker users felt that the handsets: 

 

1. Made classes fun and rewarding 
(motivation). 

2. Made lectures more interactive and en-
gaging (increased involvement). 

3. Made students feel more at ease be-
cause of the (optional) anonymity of the 
system.  

4. Gave students an idea of their ability to 
understand the discussion (self-
assessment). 

(Continued from page 38) 5. Gave students an idea of how they per-
formed in relation to the rest of the class 
(performance comparison). 

6. Allowed problem areas to be identified 
(self-assessment). 

7. Resulted in a modest but valuable per-
ceived increase in the quality of learn-
ing and teaching (learning gain).  

Interestingly, the relative importance of the 
problems identified in the survey and inter-
views (e.g., teachers asking a clicker-based 
question merely for the sake of using the tech-
nology) considerably changed and improved 
over time while the benefits stayed fairly stable.  

 The literature on the use of clickers in 
academic lecture settings is replete with studies 
that substantiate the perceived benefits ob-
served in these two studies. Accordingly, a com-
mon denominator among the majority of the 
available studies is the “ample converging evi-
dence” that clickers are tools perceived as pro-
viding the following pedagogical benefits. 
They:  

 

1. Increase students’ (and even teachers’) 
motivation and general interest in the 
class (Blodgett, 2006; Caldwell, 2007; 
Draper & Brown, 2009; Gauci, Dantas, 
Williams, & Kemm, 2009; Graham, 
Tripp, Seawright, & Joeckel, 2007; Hall 
et al., 2005; Hoffman & Goodwin, 2006; 
Johnson & Meckelborg, 2008; Penuel; 
Boscardin, Masyn, & Crawford, 2007; 
Poirier & Feldman, 2007; Preszler, Dawe, 
Shuster, & Shuster, 2007).  

2. Are believed to increase involvement 
and participation inside and outside of 
the classroom (Barnett, 2006; Blodgett, 
2006; Caldwell, 2007; Carnaghan & 
Webb, 2007; Draper & Brown, 2009; 

(Continued on page 40) 
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Gauci et al., 2009; Graham et al., 2007; 
Hall et al., 2005; Hoffman & Goodwin, 
2006; Johnson & Meckelborg, 2008; 
Kaleta & Joosten, 2007; Nagy-Shadman & 
Desrochers, 2008; Penuel et al., 2007; 
Poirier & Feldman, 2007; Poulis et al., 
1998; Preszler et al., 2007; Suchman, 
Uchiyama, Smith, Bender, 2006; Trees & 
Jackson, 2007).  

3. Allow learners to self-assess (Barnett, 
2006; Blodgett, 2006; Caldwell, 2007; 
Carnaghan & Webb, 2007; Draper & 
Brown, 2009; Graham et al., 2007; Hall 
et al., 2005; Hoekstra, 2008; Johnson & 
Meckelborg, 2008; Kaleta & Joosten, 
2007; Nagy-Shadman & Desrochers, 
2008). 

4. Allow learners to compare their per-
formance in relation to that of their 
peers in the same class (Barnett, 2006; 
Blodgett, 2006; Draper & Brown, 2009; 
Graham et al., 2007; Hall et al., 2005; 
Hoekstra, 2008; Johnson & Meckelborg, 
2008).  

5. Foster interaction (Barnett, 2006; 
Blodgett, 2006; Caldwell, 2007; Carna-
ghan & Webb, 2007; Draper & Brown, 
2009; Gauci et al., 2009; Graham et al., 
2007; Hall et al., 2005; Hoffman & Good-
win, 2006; Johnson & Meckelborg, 2008; 
Kaleta & Joosten, 2007; Mazur, 1997; 
Nagy-Shadman & Desrochers, 2008; Pe-
nuel et al., 2007; Poirier & Feldman, 
2007; Poulis et al., 1998; Suchman et al., 
2006). 

6. Are believed to contribute to learning 
(Abrahamson, 1999; Barnett, 2006; Bruff, 
2009; Carnaghan & Webb, 2007; Gauci 
et al., 2009; Hake, 1998; Hall et al., 2005; 
Kaleta & Joosten, 2007; Nagy-Shadman & 

(Continued from page 39) Desrochers, 2008; Poirier & Feldman, 
2007; Poulis et al., 1998; Preszler et al., 
2007; Suchman et al., 2006; Trees & Jack-
son, 2007). 

In sum, the aforementioned studies identify six 
recurrent themes that permeate the majority of 
the current publications. These themes guided 
the elaboration of the methodology employed 
in this study. 

 

Clickers in second or foreign language  
settings 

An inspection of the literature on the 
use of clickers reveals that studies involving the 
use of clickers in a foreign or second language 
classroom are almost non-existent. Most refer-
ences to clickers in the field relate to pedagogi-
cal demonstrations and presentations of their 
classroom applications (e.g., Corder, 2008; Ta-
bak and Cardoso, 2009; Yoder-Kreger, 2009), 
and general reports stating that clickers have 
widespread educational applications in areas 
as specific as foreign language teaching (Bruff, 
2009).  

 As indicated earlier, the vast majority 
of the studies available concentrate on large 
introductory courses (Cutrim Schmid, 2007) in 
which interactions among students and contact 
with the teacher are logistically difficult, a fact 
that is believed to reduce students’ motivation 
and participation (Bruff, 2009). A possible ex-
planation for this deficit might be the very na-
ture of second language teaching, where 
classes are considerably smaller, thus allowing 
higher levels of interaction among students and 
the teacher. Moreover, most foreign language 
courses follow a communicative approach to 
language teaching (e.g., Savignon & Berns, 
1984), an approach that emphasizes interaction 
as both the means and the ultimate goal of 
learning a language. As such, it assigns the stu-

(Continued on page 41) 
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dent an active role in the learning process, one 
of discovering, processing and applying knowl-
edge–“active learning” (Meyers & Jones, 1993). 
Coincidentally, interaction among students and 
the encouragement of active learning are some 
of the factors that are believed 
to contribute to increased aca-
demic achievement and the 
success of response systems in 
a clicker-assisted learning envi-
ronment (Bruff, 2009; Mazur, 
1997). 

 Among the few studies 
conducted in a L2 learning envi-
ronment, two investigated the 
perceived pedagogical benefits 
of clickers using the ACTIVote, 
a component of Promethean 
Interactive Whiteboard, a vari-
ant of the response system illus-
trated in Figure 1 (for the sake 
of consistency, the term 
"clicker/s" will be used). In one 
of these studies, Cutrim Schmid (2007) set out to 
investigate the potential of clicker-based tech-
nology for assisting students in verifying their 
own progress and making comparisons with 
their peers. Using qualitative ethnographic 
methodology (including classroom observation, 
questionnaires, and oral interviews with stu-
dents), the researcher intended to determine 
what types of interaction are produced when 
clickers are implemented, and how learners (as 
well as teachers and researchers) perceive the 
introduction of the technology in the classroom. 
Approximately 30 English for Academic Pur-
poses (EAP) students from a variety of language 
backgrounds participated in the study, which 
was conducted at a British university. Focusing 
on the learners' perception of clickers, the re-
sults of the qualitative analysis confirmed find-
ings from the general clicker literature that 

(Continued from page 40) show that the technology has the potential to 
boost the learner's self-esteem (motivation), to 
promote increased student engagement in the 
course (increased involvement), to provide im-
mediate feedback (self-assessment), to allow 
students to compare their progress in relation 
to the other students (performance compari-

son), and to encourage collabo-
ration (increased interaction). 
The study results were unclear 
about one of the "six recurring 
themes" observed in the clicker 
literature, namely the students' 
perception of learning gains.  

 The second study 
(Cutrim Schmid, 2008) was con-
ducted under the same condi-
tions and using the same meth-
odology adopted in the previ-
ous (2007) study. It also in-
cluded approximately 30 stu-
dents from different language 
backgrounds enrolled in an 
EAP program at a British uni-
versity. The second study, how-

ever, focused on only one of the six themes 
identified as recurring in the clicker literature: 
the impact of clickers on interactivity 
(increased interaction). Based on analyses of 
classroom interaction data and learners' per-
ceptions of clickers through questionnaires, the 
study presents data that suggest that the use of 
clickers increased the scope of interactivity in 
the language classroom, in which students par-
ticipated more actively. Cutrim Schmid con-
cludes that this is possibly due to the anonymity 
that characterizes the technology and the en-
gaging nature of clickers. As was the case in her 
earlier study, Cutrim Schmid does not draw any 
conclusions about the effects of clickers on 
learning gains. 

 

(Continued on page 42) 
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 In sum, studies on the use of classroom 
response systems in L2 settings seem to con-
verge into at least five of the themes that char-
acterize the general clicker literature. Overall, 
clickers are generally perceived as tools that 
increase learners' motivation, encourage more 
active participation in the class, allow learners 
to self-assess, assist students in verifying their 
standing amongst peers, and foster interac-
tions.  

 

Conclusion: Clickers in L2 teaching and 
learning gains 

The literature on the use of clickers in L2 set-
tings is still in its infancy. Despite the encourag-
ing results presented in Cutrim Schmid (2007, 
2008), whether they are generalizable to other 
communities of L2 learners remains an empiri-
cal question. One limitation of these studies is 
that they rely exclusively on qualitative meth-
ods of research (i.e., classroom observations, 
questionnaires, field notes, feedback from criti-
cal colleagues, semi-structured interviews). 
This limitation is further complicated by the fact 
that the researcher plays multiple roles as the 
teacher, the researcher, and a participant (i.e., 
the person who provides the teacher's perspec-
tive on clickers, based on field notes). Despite 
the convincing and positive results obtained in 
these preliminary studies, one could nonethe-
less still question the validity of using clickers 
(e.g., to foster interactivity) in the modern sec-
ond or foreign language classroom, an environ-
ment that is intrinsically communicative and 
interactive, as discussed earlier. 

 The current body of research on click-
ers is also unclear about the extent to which the 
students’ perceptions of learning gains can be 
quantitatively and/or qualitatively attested. 
Even the studies that show evidence of an in-
crease in academic achievement, such as im-

(Continued from page 41) proved grades in a course or higher scores in a 
test, are cautious about attributing the gain un-
equivocally to the use of the response system 
(Judson & Sawada, 2002). Some researchers 
attribute the positive effects observed to the 
more student-centred and active learning envi-
ronment created through clickers, i.e., a conse-
quence of the new method adopted and not 
necessarily the new tool (e.g., Bruff, 2009; see 
also Clark, 1983 for similar claims regarding 
new technology in education). Others, how-
ever, conceive the possibility that the results 
reflect a “Hawthorne Effect” because the stu-
dents (and teachers) improve an aspect of their 
behaviour simply in response to the fact that 
they are being investigated (e.g., Caldwell, 
2007). 

The current study is part of a larger 
research project designed to address the gaps 
in the literature discussed in the above. The 
aims of the larger project are to:  

 

1. Examine the students’ perception of the 
use of clickers in foreign language 
learning, using a combination of quanti-
tative and qualitative research instru-
ments. 

2. Determine quantitatively whether the 
students’ perception of a potential 
learning gain is attested in a specific 
skill in L2 acquisition, namely the learn-
ing of infrequent or academic vocabu-
lary. The goal of the current study, how-
ever, is to address the first general 
question: What are the students’ per-
ceptions of the use of clickers?  

 

Research Questions  and Hypotheses 

 Based on the discussions in the preced-
ing sections and the fact that there are currently 
very few studies that address students’ percep-

(Continued on page 43) 
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tions of and attitudes towards clickers in a L2 
environment, this study attempts to contribute 
to the existing body of literature with new data 
and diversified quantitative and qualitative re-
search instruments. Accordingly, the research 
questions that guided this study 
were: 

1. What are the students’ 
perceptions of the use of 
clickers in a communica-
tive L2 English environ-
ment? More specifically, 
following the six themes 
discussed earlier, do they 
believe that clickers: (a) 
increased their motiva-
tion and interest in the 
course? (b) increased 
their involvement and 
participation in the 
course? (c) allowed them 
to self-assess? (d) al-
lowed them to compare 
their performance with that of their 
peers? (e) encouraged them to interact 
with their peers? (f) contributed to 
learning in general? 

2. What are the strengths and weak-
nesses of using clickers in an L2 class-
room? 

 

Answers to the first set of questions result from a 
survey that was analyzed quantitatively using 
descriptive statistics. The second question was 
addressed through an analysis of open-ended 
oral interviews with the participants. It was hy-
pothesized that the results would reflect those 
found in previous studies, thus confirming the 
six recurring themes observed in the general 
clicker literature. 

(Continued from page 42) Method 

Target of Instruction 

For this particular study on perception, the tar-
get of instruction can be considered any of the 
language skills taught in an advanced English 
L2 course: speaking, reading, listening, writing, 

and the subcomponents vo-
cabulary, pronunciation, and 
grammar, combined with 
higher-level stylistics and prag-
matics. However, although 
classes were designed with the 
practice of these skills in mind, 
there was an emphasis on the 
acquisition of “advanced” vo-
cabulary, defined by the 
teacher as “the type of word 
that we don’t often use, hear or 
read in our daily lives.”  

 A typical clicker-
based activity, using Turning 
Technologies’ Turning-
Point®, followed the follow-
ing format:  

 

1. A PowerPoint® slide was presented to 
the students with a question and a set 
of choices (for an illustration, see A in 
Figure 1). 

2. Students analyzed the question and 
alternatives and selected what they 
believed was the correct answer within 
a specified amount of time as the com-
plexity of the question required (a 
timer was sometimes displayed next to 
the question). 

3. Results of the voting process were then 
displayed on the slide via a chart indi-
cating the distribution of the results 
(see D in Figure 1). 

(Continued on page 44) 
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4. The teacher decided how the activity 
would proceed. If most students se-
lected the correct answer, the teacher 
completed the activity by engaging 
the students in some pre-established 
follow-up tasks (e.g., choral repetition, 
questions for details), and then pro-
ceeded to the next activity. If many 
wrong answers occurred, the teacher 
engaged students in a variety of peda-
gogical activities that included 
“convince-your-neighbour activities” 
and group voting (one voting right per 
group of students). Clickers were not 
assigned to specific individuals in this 
study to ensure the anonymity of the 
participants. 

 

Research Design 

 Table 1 illustrates the relevant compo-
nent of a larger quasi-experimental study on 
the use of clickers, as mentioned earlier. The 
study took place during a three-month period, 
with eight weeks dedicated to the treatment 
(i.e., teaching with clickers). During the first 
week, the teachers and students were trained 
on the use of the technology, with a focus on 
how to use the system. From week two through 
nine, students were engaged in clicker-assisted 
classes. As shown in Table 1, the perception 
survey took place in week 10. 

 

Participants 

 Thirty L2 English students participated 
in this study. The participants were recruited 
from two intact English classrooms in a private 
middle class language school in the city of 
Belem (Brazil), a community where English is 
rarely used outside of the classroom. They were 
native speakers of Brazilian Portuguese with an 

(Continued from page 43) 

advanced level of proficiency in English. Profi-
ciency was controlled merely to ensure that all 
participants were at a relatively similar level. 
They were enrolled in an "advanced" English 
class, as determined by the school, with ap-
proximately 500 hours of instruction at level 9 of 
a 10-level program. One semester remained for 
the completion of a certificate intended to en-
able students to function at an advanced level of 
English proficiency (e.g., they could teach in 
private language schools, work as tourist 
guides, and be credited in post-secondary edu-
cation for foreign language requirements). The 
average age of the participants was 20.4 
(standard deviation: 5.05), with a relatively bal-
anced distribution of participants by gender (17 
female, 13 male). 

 Although the focus of these "advanced" 
classes was on English morphosyntax, aca-
demic vocabulary, and the practice of higher-
level oral communication skills, classes were 
often conducted in a communicative way in 
which participants were regularly involved in 
group activities and interactions with their 
peers and the teacher. None of the participants 
had used (or heard of) clickers before, thus had 
no prior experience with the technology when 
being introduced to it at the outset of the study. 

(Continued on page 45) 
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Week 1 Training: Teachers, students 

Weeks  
2-9 

Treatment: Clicker-assisted classes 

Week 10 
Data Collection: Perception survey 
+ Oral interview 

Table 1. Design of the perception study on the 
use of clickers  



 

As is typical in research of this nature, standard 
research ethics protocols were observed, i.e., 
participants were given the option to decline to 
participate without any negative consequences; 
they were guaranteed that their participation 
was confidential and that only 
the researcher would have ac-
cess to the interview materials. 

 

Materials 

 A questionnaire survey 
and an open-ended oral inter-
view were designed to collect 
data on students’ perceptions of 
the use of the clickers. The sur-
vey consisted of multiple-
choice items using a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 
“strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree,” measuring the de-
gree to which they agreed or 
disagreed with a statement:  

 

1. Strongly agree. 

2. Agree. 

3. Neutral. 

4. Disagree. 

5. Strongly disagree.  

 

To guarantee confidentiality and avoid factors 
that could affect data collection or interpretation 
of the statements (e.g., the presence of the 
teacher, clicker malfunction, ignorance of a 
pertinent English word), the survey was admin-
istered without the presence of the teacher, on 
paper, and using the participants’ native lan-
guage, Portuguese. There were 20 items ad-
dressing specific questions about the students’ 

(Continued from page 44) perceptions of the use of clickers in their Eng-
lish course. Based on the research questions 
addressed in this study, the relevant statements 
(in Portuguese) used were:  

 

1. The use of clickers increased my moti-
vation and interest in the 
course. 

2. The use of clickers in-
creased my involvement and 
participation in the course. 

3. The use of clickers al-
lowed me to see how I was 
doing in the course. 

4. The use of clickers al-
lowed me to see how I com-
pared to other students in 
the course. 

5. The use of clickers al-
lowed me to interact with my 
classmates in the course.  

6. The use of clickers made 
me learn a great deal.  

 

To maximize the effectiveness 
of the survey and to establish its reliability and 
validity, the questionnaire was piloted with 6 
ESL students and later reviewed by another re-
searcher not involved in the study. 

 For the open-ended oral interview, 
each participant engaged in a conversation in 
Portuguese with a research assistant about the 
following question: “In your experience, what 
are the strengths and weaknesses of using 
clickers in an L2 English classroom?” Whenever 
necessary, the answers were accompanied by 
associated follow-up questions. The responses 
were audio recorded using the built-in micro-
phone of a desktop recorder, the Marantz 

(Continued on page 46) 
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PMD660 Portable Compact Flash Digital Re-
corder. The audio samples (recorded in WAV 
format, 16bit 44.1KHz mono, "CD quality") were 
then transferred to a computer for transcription 
and analysis. 

 

Procedure 

 In week 1, as indicated in Table 1, the 
participants attended a workshop on how to use 
the clickers and associated technology. They 
learned how to answer the different types of 
questions available in the system (e.g., multiple 
choice, true or false, degrees of agreement 
through a Likert scale), and how to interpret the 
different types of visual feedback provided. The 
latter included  flashing signs and graphic dis-
play of the results in bar charts. During the 
same week, the participants were asked to fill 
out a questionnaire consisting of general demo-
graphic questions such as age, gender, educa-
tion. To assist in the resolution of potential 
problems in the analysis of the results, the 
questionnaire also included questions about the 
participants' previous experiences with English 
and clickers (if any), and their views on the use 
of technology in teaching. At the end of the 
study (Week 10), participants were invited to 
respond to a survey questionnaire involving a 
set of twenty statements regarding their per-
ceptions of the use of clickers in their English 
classes. As described earlier, the questionnaire 
was administered on paper by a research assis-
tant. This activity lasted approximately 15 min-
utes. After the survey, the participants were 
scheduled for an oral interview with the re-
search assistant on a topic they had been in-
formed of previously, i.e., their views on the 
strengths and weaknesses of using clickers in 
their English classes. The interviews, which 
lasted approximately 20 minutes, were audio-
recorded and transcribed into standard Portu-

(Continued from page 45) guese orthography using Transcriber (version 
1.5), a tool for the transcription and annotation 
of speech. The transcribed responses were 
later categorized for the qualitative analysis 
into two main categories based on their per-
ception of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
technology. Responses related to the strengths 
were further categorized according to the six 
pertinent themes discussed earlier (i.e., click-
ers increased motivation and interest in class, 
increased participation and involvement, pro-
moted self-assessment, allowed learners to 
know how they compared to others, fostered 
interaction with classmates, and contributed to 
learning). The responses relating to weak-
nesses were categorized into themes depend-
ing on the nature of the response (e.g., uncer-
tainty about the anonymity of the system, 
whether the clicker-based answers had been 
properly registered by the system). The analy-
sis and categorization of the responses were 
carried out independently by two research as-
sistants, and the researcher further compared 
and verified the results for inter-rater reliabil-
ity. Only responses with similar evaluations 
from the two assistants were included in the 
study. 

 

 

Results 

Quantitative Survey Analysis 

 The data from the survey questionnaire 
were analyzed through a simple mean calcula-
tion with associated standard deviation 
(descriptive statistics). Accordingly, to answer 
the first research question, means were used to 
measure the participants’ ratings of the state-
ments utilized in the study. Table 2 illustrates 
the results for each of the six items selected. It 
also includes two additional related statements 
that addressed whether the participants be-

(Continued on page 47) 
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Table 2. Survey results: Learners’ perception of clickers 

lieved that clickers contributed to better 
grades, and whether they would like clickers to 
be used in other courses. As established ear-
lier, results closer to “1” correspond to “I 
strongly agree” with the statement presented.  

 The results in Table 2 show that the ESL 
learners who participated in this study view the 
use of clickers positively, with a unanimous 
“strongly agree” for wanting to extend the use 
of clickers to other courses. The participants 
believe that clickers increased their motivation 
and interest in the class (1.3), increased their 
participation and involvement (1.30), promoted 
self-assessment of the content that they were 
learning (1.60), allowed them to compare their 
performance with that of their peers in the same 
learning environment (1.13), and contributed to 
learning (1.40). The only items that had neutral 
responses were the ones related to fostering 
interaction with classmates (2.96), and to con-
tributing to better grades in the course (2.53). 

 

(Continued from page 46) Qualitative Survey Analysis 

 The answers to the set of open-ended 
questions related to “In your experience, what 
are the strengths and weaknesses of using 
clickers in an L2 English classroom?” were 
compiled into canonical quotes, each repre-
senting the general concepts conveyed in their 
responses. As described earlier, the partici-
pants’ answers were initially compiled into two 
main categories reflecting their perceptions of 
the strengths and weaknesses of the system 
(translated from Portuguese; answers related to 
the teacher’s performance or pedagogical is-
sues were ignored). To ensure consistency and 
suitable comparison, answers were further cate-
gorized, where possible, to reflect the six 
themes included in the research questions. No 
responses suggesting that the use of clickers 
promoted or increased interactions in the class-
room occurred. In addition, the two items re-
lated to assessment (self-assessment and com-
parison with others) were combined into one 
theme (3) because, in most responses, one 
could not be dissociated from the other. 

(Continued on page 49) 
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Question (theme) Mean Standard deviation 

1. Increased motivation, interest in class 1.30 0.59 

2. Increased participation, involvement in class 1.30 0.59 

3. Promoted self-assessment 1.60 0.61 

4. Allowed learners to know how they compared to others 1.13 0.34 

5. Fostered interaction with classmates 2.96 0.60 

6. Contributed to learning 1.40 0.49 

7. Contributed to better grades 2.53 0.99 

8. Would like other courses to use clickers 1.00 0.00 
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Table 3. Perceived strengths of clickers  

1. Increased motivation, interest in the class (n = 26) 

a. “I think I became more interested in the class because I knew when I could be helpful and help others, 

and I also knew when I needed help.” 

b. “I like that we do things that we don’t usually do in other classes. I like it. It’s cool and my friends in the 

other classes are all jealous.” 

2. Increased participation and involvement in and outside of class (n = 24) 

a. “I’m very shy in public, so I never say anything in class […] I felt like I was being part of the discus-

sions”. 

b. “I started reading the book more carefully because I knew that we were going to be checked for com-

prehension and words from the book in class.” 

3. Assessment: self-assessment and ability to compare with peers (n = 21) 

a. “I found out right away how much I knew and how much I didn’t know; and then I could see how the 

others answered the same question”. 

b. “If I didn’t get an answer right, I was happy to know that the others didn’t get it right either. I was not 

the only stupid person in class.” 

4. Contributed to learning (n = 19) 

a. “I think I learned more, especially about those difficult words from the novel. They’ll make me sound 

smart when I talk to native speakers”. 

b. “I’m not sure if I’m going to get a better grade in this course, but I feel like I’ve learned a lot more than 

in previous classes.” 

5. Other strengths 

a. Immediate feedback (n = 7): “You usually know the correct answer right away. I think that helps you 

memorize the subject […] better than tests”. 

b. Committed teacher (n = 3): “The teacher worked so hard to make sure we all understood the subject, 

and there was often another test to make sure we got what she meant”. 

c. Content coverage (n = 4): “It feels like we cover more concrete materials in class instead of just talking 

and talking.” 



 

 The following interview extracts in Ta-
ble 3 illustrate the participants' views on the 
pedagogical benefits and strengths of clickers. 
With regards to increased motivation and inter-
est in the class, the vast majority of the partici-
pants (n=26/30) contributed 
with statements such as "I think 
I became more interested in 
the class because I knew when 
I could be helpful and help oth-
ers" (1a). Similar positive com-
ments were also observed for 
the other themes considered; 
for example, most participants 
felt that their participation and 
involvement in the class in-
creased (n=24/30), as one of 
the participants indicated: "I'm 
very shy in public, so I never 
say anything in class [...] I felt 
like I was being part of the dis-
cussions" (2a). In other inter-
view passages, the majority of 
the participants agreed that clickers allowed 
them to self-assess and see how they compared 
with their peers (n=21/30), as exemplified by 
one of the participants' assertion that "[she] 
found out right away how much [she] knew and 
how much [she] didn't know [...], and then [she] 
could see how the others answered the same 
question" (3a). Interestingly, more than half of 
the participants suggested that the system con-
tributed to learning (n=19/30), especially the 
learning of academic and infrequent vocabu-
lary, or "those difficult words from the novel 
[Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye]" (4a). Finally, 
some of the responses stressed other benefits of 
the use of clickers, which were often perceived 
as tools that provide immediate feedback ("You 
usually know the correct answer right away" – 
5a), make the teacher seem more committed to 
teaching ("The teacher worked so hard to make 

(Continued from page 47) sure we all understood the subject" – 5b), and 
increase content coverage in the classroom ("It 
feels like we cover more concrete materials in 
class" – 5c).  

 Table 4 illustrates some of the per-
ceived weaknesses of the response system. In 

general, the most cited short-
coming had to do with the in-
ability of clickers to provide an 
indication that responses (new 
and modified ones) had been 
properly registered by the sys-
tem (n = 9): “I would sometimes 
click an option and then change 
my mind and pick another an-
swer, but I wasn’t sure if my new 
answer had really been regis-
tered” (1a). Another less com-
mon perceived limitation re-
lated to confidentiality (n = 4): 
“The teacher said that there was 
no way of finding out who an-
swered what, but I’m not sure… 
What if she decides to deduct 
points from those who got most 

answers wrong?” (2a). In this statement, the 
participant shared her concerns about the ano-
nymity of the system and the possible negative 
consequences of the response. 

 To summarize, the results of the inter-
view analysis corroborate in most aspects what 
was observed in the quantitative analysis: Stu-
dents’ attitudes towards clickers are favourable, 
despite the fact that there was no indication that 
clickers promoted in-class interactions. The 
reported weaknesses include the inability of the 
hardware or software to display whether the 
responses were properly recorded, and 
whether users of the system remained anony-
mous during and after the voting process.  

(Continued on page 50) 

“Interestingly, 
more than half of 
the participants 
suggested that  

the system  
contributed to 

learning...” 
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Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

The purpose of this study was to examine 
students’ perceptions of the use of a classroom 
response system in an L2 English classroom. 
Two general research questions guided this 
investigation: By means of a survey question-
naire, the first involved the participants’ ratings 
of a set of statements addressing key factors 
around their experience using clickers (i.e., 
motivation, involvement, ability to self-asses 
and compare with others, interaction and learn-
ing outcome). The second question investigated 
the participants’ assessment of their experience 
using clickers, with a focus on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the system through an open-
ended oral interview. Based on current litera-
ture on students’ perceptions of clickers, it was 
hypothesized that the effects found in an L2 
learning environment would reflect those en-
countered in the investigation of the same tech-

(Continued from page 49) nology being used in other disciplines. The 
results of the study demonstrate that the hy-
pothesis was supported for most of the state-
ments. 

With regards to the first question, the 
overall results suggest that the participants 
view the use of clickers positively or at least 
with a degree of neutrality in all of the factors 
considered in the study: Students’ ratings of the 
statements indicate that they believed the use 
of a response system in their classes increased 
motivation (1.30) and their participation in class 
(1.30), promoted self-assessment (1.60), al-
lowed them to compare with their peers (1.13) 
and, more importantly, contributed to learning 
(1.4). The only relevant statement that was not 
rated as positively was the one asserting that 
clickers encouraged interaction with their 
peers (2.96).  

 

(Continued on page 51) 
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Table 4. Perceived weaknesses of clickers 

1. Unsure whether answers were recorded properly (n=9) 

a. “I would sometimes click an option and then change my mind and pick another answer, but I wasn’t 

sure if my new answer had really been registered.” 

b. “I always wondered if my answer had really been picked up by the computer.” 

2. Unsure about the anonymity of the system (n=4) 

a. “The teacher said that there was no way of finding out who answered what, but I’m not sure… What if 

she decides to deduct points from those who got most answers wrong?” 

b. “Are the answers really anonymous? Or is it like a cell phone: there’s always a way of finding out who 

called.” 



 

In general, the findings reported here 
are in line with previous research on the peda-
gogical use of clickers. For instance, Blodgett 
(2006) reported similar patterns in which the six 
themes listed above were rated positively by 
most algebra students who par-
ticipated in her study. Compa-
rable results were also ob-
tained in Draper and Brown 
(2004), who analyzed and re-
ported the perception of more 
than 4,000 students on the use 
of clickers, and in the majority 
of the studies found in the 
clicker literature (e.g., Barnett, 
2006; Carnaghan et al., 2007; 
Gauci et al., 2009; Johnson et 
al., 2006; Penuel et al. 2007; 
Preszler, 2007). With regards to 
the literature on the use of 
clickers specifically in L2 set-
tings, even though the results 
reflect the patterns reported in 
the studies by Cutrim Schmid 
(2007, 2008), these results are 
not easily comparable with the ones presented 
as the researchers’ conclusions are from a 
qualitative analysis of semi-structured inter-
views and questionnaire responses. Based on 
the overwhelming evidence that these studies 
provide on the perceived benefits of clickers, it 
is not surprising that similar beliefs and atti-
tudes also hold for the L2 learning community 
under consideration. 

As the nature and scope of this investi-
gation focused on perceptions and beliefs, it 
would be difficult to explain why clickers are 
perceived so positively in the standard L2 con-
text. The literature, however, is replete with 
plausible and pedagogically sound explana-
tions to show why clickers and their associated 
instructional methods have a positive effect on 

(Continued from page 50) students’ attitudes towards the technology and 
learning in general; these include the effects of 
the frequent use of structured questions fol-
lowed by immediate feedback (Boyd, 1973), 
peer teaching or learning to teach (Mazur, 
1997), novelty effect (Clark, 1983), sense of 
community within an integrationist approach 

(Tinto, 1993), the segmentation 
of lecture time into more man-
a g e a b l e  s m a l l e r  u n i t s 
(MacManaway, 1970), as well as 
the notion of active learning, 
which suggests that students 
w h o  a c t i v e l y  e n g a g e 
(behaviourally and cognitively) 
with the material are more 
likely to recall information and 
consequently learn (Bonwell & 
Eison, 1991; Bruner, 1961; 
Mayer, 2004). Chapelle (2001) 
offers an overview of how these 
concepts are explored in com-
puter-assisted language teach-
ing. 

The second research question 
addressed the students’ per-
ception of the strengths and 

weaknesses of using a response system in their 
classes. Similar to the quantitative survey, stu-
dents responded positively to the use of click-
ers in most of the themes identified and com-
piled for the analysis of the oral interview, as 
indicated in the selection of quotes transcribed 
in the results section. In addition, three students 
reported that even though they were unsure 
about whether their alleged achievements 
would be reflected in higher grades, they still 
felt they had learned more in the clicker-
assisted classes than in other L2 English classes: 
“I’m not sure if I’m going to get a better grade 
in this course, but I feel like I’ve learned a lot 
more than in previous classes.” Similar failures 

(Continued on page 52) 

“In general, the 
findings  

reported here 
are in line with 

previous  
research on the 

pedagogical use 
of clickers.” 
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in transferring the perception of learning gains 
to actual improvement in test scores have been 
reported in Bunce, van den Plas, and Havanki 
(2006). Interestingly, the students also rated as 
strengths three themes that were not directly 
addressed in the survey:  

 

1. The clickers’ ability to provide 
immediate feedback. 

2. The perception of a more com-
mitted teacher. 

3. The increased quantity (and pos-
sibly quality) of the content cov-
ered in the class.  

 

The first perceived strength is a consequence of 
the adoption of clickers, an automated response 
system that was purposely designed to provide 
immediate feedback (Bruff, 2009). The second 
strength, the perception of a committed 
teacher, is one that has parallels in the literature 
(Knight and Wood, 2005) and which might also 
have an effect on the general perception of the 
technology. The last identified strength, content 
coverage, is another theme that distinguishes 
the L2 environment from the standard lecture 
halls that are mostly discussed in the clicker 
literature, as previously mentioned. Although 
the L2 students’ responses give the impression 
that the quality and quantity of the material cov-
ered improved (“It feels like we cover more 
concrete materials in class instead of just talk-
ing and talking”), most available studies admit 
that administering clicker activities and then 
having students think about and discuss their 
answers jeopardizes their planning by monopo-
lizing some of their limited class time (e.g., 
Blodgett, 2006; Bruff, 2009, Easton, 2009). Leav-
ing aside the quantity versus quality dilemma 
(see Bruff, 2009 and Caldwell, 2007), the L2 stu-

(Continued from page 51) dents’ positive attitudes towards the way con-
tent is covered in a clicker-based class may be 
directly related to how they perceive the stan-
dard communicative language classroom, i.e., 
an environment in which oral activities are sim-
ply “just talking and talking,” without any obvi-
ous evidence to the student of a structured, pur-
poseful interaction. 

The qualitative analysis also revealed 
some weaknesses of the response system. A 
usability issue was raised by nine students. De-
spite the fact that a green light flashes when-
ever a key is pressed on the clicker, there was 
no way of finding out whether the response had 
in fact been transmitted and properly recorded 
in the computation of the results (“I would 
sometimes click an option and then change my 
mind and pick another answer, but I wasn’t sure 
if my new answer had really been registered”). 
Another issue involved the confidentiality of the 
responses and the repercussions of their ac-
tions (“The teacher said that there was no way 
of finding out who answered what, but I’m not 
sure… What if she decides to deduct points 
from those who got most answers wrong?”) 
While these are certainly legitimate limitations 
of the system, the positive attitude of students 
(and teachers) towards clickers and the unani-
mous willingness to have the use of the clickers 
extended to other classes (mean: 1.00–see Ta-
ble 2) indicate that they are prepared to toler-
ate the use of not-so-perfect clickers in ex-
change for the possibility that the technology 
and its associated methods may eventually lead 
to an improvement in learning. Whether the use 
of clickers has an effect on learning outcomes in 
an L2 environment will be addressed in a future 
study, as indicated earlier. 

The computer-assisted learning litera-
ture (e.g., Nikolova, 2002; Warschauer, 1996) 
acknowledges the possibility that the optimistic 
perceptions of clicker-based technology and 

(Continued on page 53) 
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the evidence for higher academic achievement 
in test scores are ephemeral, merely a reflec-
tion of what Clark (1983: 453) defines as the 
novelty effect: “media do not directly influence 
learning,” but the instructional methods associ-
ated with the technology do. Only an extensive 
longitudinal study that extends beyond the 
point where the novelty factor wears off will be 

able to address the issue.  � 

(Continued from page 52) 
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Abstract 

 

 Many teachers, educators, and pub-
lishers are excited about the potentials for 
technology use in ESL, but how do they know 
whether technology can really help?  Rigorous 
evaluation of any language learning materials 
and activities is difficult.  Students learn Eng-
lish from a number of different sources, and 
therefore isolating the effects of any one factor 
is a challenge.   This paper describes some of 
the ways in which the effectiveness of technol-
ogy has been investigated in second language 
studies by drawing upon examples from re-
search.  Research includes comparisons be-
tween classes using technology and those that 
do not, surveys of teachers’ and learners’ opin-
ions about computer-assisted language learn-
ing (CALL) materials, discourse analysis of 
learners’ performance in computer-assisted 
learning tasks, and interviews with learners 
about how they use technology inside and out-
side the classroom. 

“The Fastest Way to Learn a  

Language. Guaranteed.™” 
 

T his is the claim that is prominently dis-
played in advertisements for Rosetta 
Stone CD-ROM materials.  It is perhaps a 

bit bolder but not altogether different from 
claims made on other language textbooks, CD-
ROMs, and learning materials, all of which con-
tain an evaluative statement or endorsement of 
the product, such as that the product will make 
language learning fast, easy or fun.  The claim is 
typically that the material will help the language 
learner, will interest and engage the learner, or 
will make good use of learner’s time. Such 
claims are an important part of the discourse of 
marketing in the context of publishing. They are 
one way of informing prospective buyers about 
the intended strengths of materials and courses, 
but because they are produced by publishers 
for the purpose of selling learning materials, it 
is unlikely that they hold any credibility.  

Another example comes from Pimsleur 
courses: 

 
(Continued on page 57) 
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For Your Ears Only: 

Learn like a spy! Pass for a native. 

Pimsleur courses help people 
who need to speak another language 
quickly. Our courses took 40 years to 
develop and are now used by the FBI, 
CIA, and business professionals every-
where. They're so effective, you have 
nothing to lose!   

Start speaking any language 
within 10 days or receive a full and 
courteous refund. 

(Pimisleur Approach, n.d.) 

 

The claim in the Pimisleur CDs that a learner will 
“pass for a native” speaker is unlikely to be 
taken as an important piece of data in the pro-
fessional discourse about the critical period for 
language acquisition and ultimate attainment.  
Rather it is seen by most professionals as an in-
credible claim with no scientific basis generated 
by marketing specialists.  Sheldon (1988) sees 
such excessive claims made by language course 
book publishers as an “attempt to make the vol-
umes in question seem suitable for all learners 
in all situations” (p. 238), in other words, to 
make claims that any professional in applied 
linguistics would recognize as hyperbole at 
best.   

If research in applied linguistics is to 
offer more meaningful and credible perspec-
tives on the value of particular materials and 
classroom activities, applied linguists need to 
be able to pose useful questions and engage 
appropriate methodologies for discovering an-
swers.  In other words, if marketing specialists 
produce information that is not credible, applied 
linguists need methodologies for producing 
credible information. Such research should offer 
support for credible claims about what students 
learn, about the quality of materials, and the way 

(Continued from page 56) that students choose and learn through technol-
ogy.  

This need has been underscored where 
computer technology for language learning is 
concerned because, unlike the selection of 
course books, the selection of computer-
assisted language learning can entail consider-
able change in the culture of the classroom.  
Moreover, the choice to use computer technol-
ogy for language learning can mean that funding 
is needed to purchase and maintain equipment, 
materials and new pedagogies.  It is not surpris-
ing then that many educators have asked the 
question about whether or not computer tech-
nology makes a difference in language learning.  
One way of posing the question is to ask 
whether students studying language online do 
as well as those who meet in face-to-face classes 
with teachers with respect to their language 
learning.  Indeed,  several such comparison 
studies have been conducted between how well 
students learn through computer-assisted lan-
guage learning (CALL) compared to classroom 
instruction with a teacher.   In such research, 
CALL can be defined as any language learning 
activity that draws upon computer technology 
such as interactive CD ROMS, websites for lan-
guage learning, and tasks requiring communi-
cation on the Internet. 

 

Comparison Studies 

Comparing the effects of classroom in-
struction vs. computer-assisted language learn-
ing (CALL) may be more complex than it first 
appears in view of the many types of activities 
that learners might engage in under both condi-
tions.  Moreover, language learning is typically 
the result of participation in many types of learn-
ing activities.  Nevertheless, a number of re-
searchers have taken the challenge and con-
ducted comparative research between class-

(Continued on page 58) 
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room learning without technology and CALL.  
Enough of these studies have been done that 
professionals should be able to summarize what 
the research says about this issue.  In the past, 
however, such summaries did not provide a 
clear, defensible consensus about what the re-
search had found.  According to Zhao (2003, p. 
19) “it is reasonable to conclude that technology 
has been shown by the published empirical 
studies to be very effective in improving student 
language learning” based on a meta-analysis of 
nine CALL studies.  In the same journal later that 
year, Burston (2003) offered a different interpre-
tation:  “comparative studies reveal no conclu-
sive evidence of any positive advantages associ-
ated with the use of media in general or of com-
puters in particular” (p. 221) in the articles on IT 
effectiveness.   Apparently, the answer depends 
upon which body of work is being analyzed 
from a quantitative, comparative perspective! 

What is needed is a methodology for 
gathering and analyzing all the comparison 
studies that have been carried out since the 
1970s, when computers began to be used for 
language learning.   If this process is under-
taken systematically, anyone who searches and 
reviews this body of work should obtain the 
same answer to the question.   Meta-analysis is 
such a methodology for quantitative research.  
The use of meta-analysis in second language 
studies is demonstrated and discussed in an 
edited volume by Norris and Ortega (2006), and 
this proved useful for designing a meta-analysis 
of research comparing second language learn-
ing in traditional classrooms with that in CALL.  
Although meta-analysis as an analytic approach 
to synthesis of quantitative research results has 
been used for some time, it had not been used 
extensively in second language studies.  The 
description of the process and the results have 
not yet been published (Grgurovic, Chapelle, & 

(Continued from page 57) Shelley, 2010; also see Grgurovic, 2007), but the 
principle facts about the process and the sample 
of studies that it yielded are the following: 

 

• Time frame: 1970-2006. 

• Computer search: 3 electronic data-
bases (LLBA, ERIC, and DA). 

• Manual search: 6 journals (CALL, 
System, CALICO, ReCALL, LLT and 
TESOL Quarterly). 

• Research comparing language in-
struction with computer technology 
and instruction without technology. 

• Contains unpublished literature. 

• More than 200 studies were identi-
fied. 

• 42 studies met the criteria for inclu-
sion in the quantitative meta-
analysis. 

• 144 effect sizes were obtained be-
cause multiple tests were used in 
most studies. 

 

A sample of forty-two studies is not very 
large; however, it is sufficient to ask about the 
consistency of performance of one group over 
the other.  Moreover, most of the studies in-
cluded more than one test of learner outcomes, 
for example, both reading and vocabulary 
might have been tested.  Therefore, more than 
one statistical test of difference between the two 
groups was possible in many of the studies, al-
lowing for a greater number of comparisons to 
be made.  Unfortunately, however, the method-
ology of each of the 42 studies was not identical, 
and therefore the sample of studies had to be 
subdivided to reflect the methodologies that 
had been used.  Each of the studies fits within 

(Continued on page 59) 
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Table 1.  Four groups of studies that qualify for the meta-analysis 

one of four groups as shown in Table 1. The four 
groupings of the studies resulted in a considera-
bly smaller number of studies that could be 
pooled to find a single answer to the question 
about effectiveness.  Instead, an effect size, the 
statistical procedure used to estimate the magni-
tude of difference between the mean scores 
when groups are compared, had to be calcu-
lated for each group, giving four answers to the 
question rather than a single answer.  It also 
meant that the original goal of finding one an-
swer by summarizing across all of the studies 
could not be met.  We had to look for four an-
swers, each one depending on how the research 
had been conducted and reported because of 
the requirements of the meta-analysis. 

The research design used in studies in 
the first (Group 1) probably reflects the way that 
most teachers, students, and researchers as-

(Continued from page 58) sume the question should be addressed.  Stu-
dents were divided into two groups: an experi-
mental and a control group.  Both groups were 
tested on the abilities that were to be taught dur-
ing the instructional treatment, and the pre-test 
scores of the two groups were compared with a 
finding that there was no significant difference 
between the two groups.  In this design, the re-
sults are based on the contrast made between 
the groups’ post-test performance, and the sta-
tistic calculated to do this is the standardized 
mean difference.  In our sample, 14 studies used 
this design, many of which included more than 
one pre-test and post-test. As a result, the num-
ber of effect size statistics was larger at 32, as 
shown in Table 1. 

The second group consisted of studies 
that compared a control and treatment group on 
their post-test scores as well, but in these stud-

(Continued on page 60) 
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Group Criteria Contrast 
Effect size  
statistics 

N of Studies/ 
N of Effect 

Sizes 
Effect Size 

1. 
Equivalence of 
groups found at 
pre-test 

Experimental-control 
at post-test 

Standardized 
mean difference 

14/32 0.2572* 

2. 
Equivalence of 
groups not tested 
(without pre-tests) 

Experimental-control 
at post-test 

Standardized 
mean difference 

14/81 0.0207 

3. 
Equivalence of 
groups not found at 
pre-test 

Pre- and post-test for 
experimental group 

Standardized 
mean gain 

9/15 0.3291* 

4. 
Equivalence of 
groups not tested 
(with pre-tests) 

Pre- and post-test for 
experimental group 

Standardized 
mean gain 

5/16 0.4232* 

*Statistically significant effect size at p<.05    
 



ies the equivalence of groups was not tested 
because pre-tests were not administered. In 
some studies, the groups were assumed to be 
equivalent because of the random assignment of 
participants to the two groups.  In other cases, 
when the assignment of participants to groups 
was non-random, as was the case when intact 
classes were used, some researchers used 
measures of other variables in order to demon-
strate the group equivalence. These differences 
in research design prompted the placement of 
these fourteen studies in the second group, even 
though the effect size statistics were calculated 
in the same way that they were for group one. 

For the studies in the third and fourth 
groups, there was no reason to believe that the 
groups were equivalent at the beginning of the 
treatment period.  In the studies in group 3, the 
researcher tested for equivalence of groups, but 
found that one group scored higher than the 
other did.  In group four, even though pre-tests 
were given, the tests were not used to test 
equivalence.  Without any reason to assume 
equivalence at pre-test, a comparison of post-
test scores would not be meaningful, and there-
fore, we looked at the improvement made by 
the experimental group from pre- to post-test, 
using the standardized mean gain effect size. 

The challenge is to understand the 
meaning of these statistics of standardized mean 
difference, effect size (groups 1 and 2) and stan-
dardized mean gain effect size (groups 3 and 4).   
According to Cohen (1988), small effect sizes 
are less than or equal to 0.2, medium effect sizes 
are around 0.5, and large effect sizes are equal 
to or higher than 0.8. From this perspective, 
there was a small positive effect size for the 
studies in group one. The technology-using stu-
dents outperformed those in the teacher-led 
classrooms, and the effect was statistically sig-
nificant, although small.  There was no differ-
ence between the control and treatment groups 
in the second group of studies. 

(Continued from page 59) A different perspective is needed to 
interpret the magnitude of standardized mean 
gain effect size in groups 3 and 4 because pre- 
to post-test contrasts tend to be larger than ex-
perimental-control contrasts.  We interpreted 
the results in view of previous research that 
used the same mean gain statistic.  The effect 
size of 0.3291 is an indicator of some improve-
ments made by CALL groups from pre- to post-
tests. This result is also statistically significant at 
the 0.05 level.  The fourth group has a larger 
effect size of 0.4232, indicating gains from pre- 
to post-tests for CALL groups. 

This meta-analysis provides a quantita-
tive answer to one question about language 
learning through technology.  All of these steps, 
grouping, testing, and data analysis, are to sup-
port a claim about whether or not language 
learning through technology results in better, 
the same, or worse linguistic outcomes com-
pared to classroom study.  We found that when 
research was conducted using appropriate 
equivalence testing for the pre-test scores, 
small positive effect sizes were found in favour 
of the technology group.  Moreover, when gain 
scores from pre-tests to post-tests are evalu-
ated, statistically significant positive gains are 
found for the groups of students using technol-
ogy.  These findings justify a claim that the use 
of technology has been found to be positively 
associated with language learning. 

However, this type of quantitative sum-
mary lacks the detail needed to use research 
results to improve instruction by developing 
better learning materials and tasks (Pederson, 
1987).  Many teachers and researchers in ap-
plied linguistics want to learn whether students 
and teachers like working on language learning 
through technology, and if so, why.  An under-
standing of e.g., what aspects of the tasks help 
them to engage with the language, become 
more interested in language learning, gain in-
sight into language learning strategies, is 

(Continued on page 61) 
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needed.   In the terms used above, the claims 
we would like to be able to make about the ma-
terials concern a range of factors rather than 
simply claims about how learning outcomes 
from CALL compare to those obtained in class-
room instruction.   For example, 
one might like to be able to un-
derstand more clearly how the 
use of technology intersects with 
the planning of instruction, 
teachers’ enthusiasm or other 
factors. 

 

Applied Linguistics  

Research 

To address the need for 
more detailed evaluation felt by 
English language teachers and 
researchers, many studies of 
CALL over the past decade have 
drawn upon theory and methods 
from other second language 
studies.   The theoretical and 
methodological contributions 
have helped to expand the re-
search methods from primarily 
relying on comparisons with classroom learning 
to a more complex understanding of learners’ 
technology use.  Research methods include fo-
cused interaction and discourse analysis as well 
as case studies relying on categories developed 
from perspectives in applied linguistics.  Such 
research represents a range of perspectives on 
what should be studied and what counts as evi-
dence in the field (Bachman, 2006; Duff, 2006). 

 

Stakeholders’ Judgments 

One way of obtaining specific data 
about learners’ technology use is to systemati-
cally gather stakeholders’ judgments about im-
portant aspects of the learning activities.   

(Continued from page 60) 
“Stakeholders,” in this case, refers to the teach-
ers and students who use the materials, as well 
as evaluators and researchers who could add 
additional perspectives to the analysis.   
Jamieson and Chapelle (forthcoming) conducted 
a study aiming to gather such information about 
Longman English Interactive (Rost & Fuchs, 2004), 

which had undergone an elabo-
rate process of development in 
order to incorporate best prac-
tices in CALL materials.  Long-
man English Interactive (LEI) is a 
video-based multimedia pro-
gram aimed at developing inte-
grated language skills of begin-
ning to intermediate learners, 
offering four levels of increas-
ing difficulty. Each LEI level has 
12-15 units, and each unit in-
cludes two video-clips that are 
accompanied by comprehen-
sion exercises. In addition to 
the video-based listening, each 
unit provides explanations and 
practice in listening, vocabu-
lary, grammar, pronunciation, 
speaking, and reading.  

Jamieson and Chapelle 
(forthcoming) were interested in investigating 
the appropriateness of these materials, which 
had been produced in New York, for learners in 
many different ESL and EFL contexts.  They ex-
amined the opinions of stakeholders in a num-
ber of different contexts and compared the ex-
tent to which appropriateness evaluations were 
constant across settings. Appropriateness of 
CALL materials was defined in terms of the six 
criteria from theory and research in instructed 
SLA (language learning potential, meaning fo-
cus, learner fit, authenticity, impact, and practi-
cality), as outlined by Chapelle (2001).  In par-
ticular, the research sought to answer the follow-

(Continued on page 62) 
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ing question: What is the evaluation of the CALL 
materials given by English language learners 
and their teachers in different institutional con-
texts for each of six criteria?  

Opinions about these criteria were so-
licited by means of a survey designed specifi-
cally for this purpose from the teachers who 
chose the materials, and the language learners 
who used them.  Teachers administered the sur-
veys and the data gathered were interpreted to 
respond to the questions for the group as a 
whole and for different sites including those in 
and out of the United States.  Two hundred and 
twenty-one students and ten teachers from six 
schools participated in the study. Three US 
schools had intensive English programs 
(Arizona, New Jersey, and New York). The ma-
jority of these students were immigrants or in-
ternational students wanting to improve their 
English to attend an American college.  Three 
non-US schools, in Chile, Japan, and Thailand 
had different kinds of programs.  Students in 
Chile signed up for this special course; those in 
Japan were required to take the course as part 
of their college curriculum; those in Thailand 
were in an English teacher preparation pro-
gram. 

Based on the results of students’ re-
sponses on surveys, descriptive statistics for 
each of the six criteria (language learning po-
tential, meaning focus, learner fit, authenticity, 
impact, and practicality) indicated that overall 
the multimedia CALL materials were judged to 
have a moderately good level of appropriate-
ness.  However, descriptive statistics revealed 
differences among individual classes. Results of 
statistical testing of differences showed that the 
mean scores for classes in Japan were signifi-
cantly lower on many criteria.   

Through both surveys and interviews, 
teachers were asked how much they thought 

(Continued from page 61) that their students had improved as a result of 
their use of LEI in listening, vocabulary, speak-
ing, grammar, pronunciation, and reading.  
Findings suggested that except for two of the 
three teachers in Japan, LEI had “good” lan-
guage learning potential. All of the teachers felt 
that the learners were at least a little engaged in 
the story, although both survey and interview 
responses indicated teachers’ in the United 
States perceived a more favourable and positive 
engagement on the part of their students than 
those outside the United States.  Results indi-
cated at least “good” learner fit based on re-
sponses to two questions “Do you think that the 
LEI level was appropriate for the students?” and 
“Would you like to use LEI again for a similar 
group of students?” Teachers’ perspectives on 
authenticity were divided between positive in 
the United States to more negative outside the 
United States. All of the teachers indicated that 
they integrated LEI at least a little with their 
classroom instruction, and many of the teachers 
reported that the students liked LEI a lot or 
some, with only two of the teachers, in Japan, 
saying that the students only liked LEI a little. 
Finally, teachers varied widely in their levels of 
reported technical and logistical problems, 
which reflected differing levels of practicality of 
the materials by the teachers. 

Overall, the findings that LEI’s appropri-
ateness was good held for all classes except for 
those in Japan, where results were mixed to 
negative.  This finding in addition to the positive 
findings from other classes outside the US sug-
gests that these state-of-the-art multimedia ma-
terials created in an English-speaking context 
were appropriate more broadly, but that this 
claim needs to be supported empirically rather 
than assumed to be true.  It was not the case in 
all contexts. 

This approach to evaluating CALL mate-
rials in a classroom setting also raised some 
important methodological issues.  For example, 

(Continued on page 63) 
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should authenticity, i.e., the fidelity of the lan-
guage in the materials compared to that which 
the students will use beyond the classroom, be 
valued in an EFL setting, and if so, how should it 
be operationalized?   Second, an interesting 
problem for data analysis is how to reconcile 
conflicting findings from 
different data sources (e.g., 
surveys and interview data).  
Whereas a meta-analysis 
synthesizes data from differ-
ent studies using specified 
statistical procedures, in this 
context, it was necessary to 
have a conceptual means of 
integrating any divergent 
findings from the different 
sources in an argument.  
Third, the goal of the project 
was to look at CALL use 
within classrooms, but be-
cause the majority of the 
teachers were using the soft-
ware for the first time, the 
project in fact investigated a 
new practice rather than 
ongoing classroom events. 
Finally, it is unclear how 
these learners’ and teachers’ responses to the 
systematic surveys reflect what they really did 
and thought while they were actually working 
with the CALL materials.   These questions are 
useful in helping to improve the current under-
standing of the process of evaluating learning 
activities for language learners. The question 
about learners’ performance is addressed regu-
larly in research examining learners’ behaviour 
as they work on CALL activities. 

 

Analyzing Learners’ Performance  

Applied linguists have a long tradition 
and well-developed methodologies for examin-

(Continued from page 62) 

ing classroom language—i.e., the language 
teachers and students engage in during class-
room activities (Chaudron, 1988).  The basic 
idea behind such research is that it is necessary 
to see in great detail the amount and type of lan-
guage that learners are exposed to as well as 
what kind of opportunities they have for produc-

tion.  The same perspective and 
method has been applied to the 
study of language learning through 
technology, whether students are 
working individually on the com-
puter or whether they are commu-
nicating with each other over the 
Internet.  The latter has been a very 
active area of research recently 
(e.g., Magnan, 2008).  In such re-
search, the data can be straightfor-
ward to collect because the com-
puter can be set to record students’ 
communication with one another.  
The challenge is in finding an ap-
propriate means of analyzing the 
data (Chapelle, 2003). 

 Various forms of focused 
discourse analysis have been used 
in studies to examine features such 
as negotiation of meaning as it ap-
pears in the learners’ online con-

versations.  The following example was re-
corded among learners who were engaged in a 
conversation in response to an information gap 
communication task that had been set by the 
researcher.  The two students, communicating 
on voice chat via the Internet were in different 
locations. They were instructed to pool the infor-
mation each one had about a graduate program 
at a university and to make a joint recommenda-
tion to their friend about graduate school.   

 

1.  Sumiko: Alright.  So about our friend 
Harry. 

(Continued on page 64) 
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2.  Andy: Yeah, I’m a little concerned 
about him.  I don’t know, I’m a little 
concerned about him. I think he 
should take some leadership 
courses so he can gain some confi-
dence. It looks like he’s got a 
choice. He’s interested in either 
Stanford or MIT. 

3.  Sumiko:   Pardon? 

4. Andy: It looks like Harry is inter-
ested in Stanford and MIT. 

5.  Sumiko: Yeah. 

6. Andy: I don’t know exactly how 
much you know about Harry, but I 
do know some things about Harry.  
And ah, I think he’s got a great per-
sonality… 

 (Sauro, 2001) 

 

The negotiation of meaning is evident 
beginning in line three, when Sumiko indicates 
a misunderstanding of what Andy has said.  
These types of negotiation of meaning episodes 
provide opportunities for second language ac-
quisition according to an interactionist perspec-
tive (Pica, 1994) and, therefore, in looking for 
these episodes, the researchers can get an idea 
of the quality of the task.  The interesting finding 
in this and other such studies is that the learners 
use the written language as one way of provid-
ing help when communication breakdowns oc-
cur with the oral language.  In other words, 
meaning is negotiated differently online. 

  Another interesting finding from re-
search looking at computer-mediated communi-
cation in second language learning is that inter-
active written communication affords students 
time to stop, think, and self-correct during con-
versation (Pellettieri, 2000).  Students’ pauses 

(Continued from page 63) and corrections are observable behaviour that 
would be expected to be beneficial for lan-
guage learners because they provide evidence 
that students are noticing particular linguistic 
features, such as morphosyntax and vocabulary, 
that cause the difficulties. 

 A second approach to discourse analy-
sis of learner language focuses on specific lin-
guistic features that learners appear to acquire 
through interactions.  For example, in research 
on learners of French and German, Belz and 
Kininger (2003) followed the conversations that 
their American learners had with their peers in 
Germany and France, respectively, as they col-
laborated on projects for their classes.  By re-
cording and examining their students’ choice of 
familiar vs. formal second person pronouns, 
they were able to see one aspect of their learn-
ers’ pragmatic development.  The learners 
started out using the formal form with their 
peers (e.g., in French, the student might ask her 
peer, “Qu’est ce-que vous pensez?”).  Their 
peers’ genuine reactions of annoyance to being 
addressed formally by peers helped to move 
the French learners gradually to the pragmati-
cally appropriate choice. 

 Other aspects of learning that appear in 
such cross cultural interactions are relevant for 
learning about the intercultural competence of 
learners.  Work in this area has tended to focus 
on miscommunication, but unlike linguistic com-
munication breakdowns, analysis of these se-
quences suggests that once a culturally-based 
misunderstanding has occurred, recovery is not 
a given (Belz, 2003; Ware & Kramsch, 2005).  
Moreover, unlike linguistic communication 
breakdowns, culturally-based ones seem to be 
very difficult to repair, and more seriously, it is 
not evident what learners gain from engaging in 
such breakdowns.  Because cross-cultural col-
laborative projects among students are made 
possible through the use of the Internet, the de-

(Continued on page 65) 
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velopment of intercultural competence through 
such activities is an important area of study to-
day. For example, research in this area finds that 
students attempting to complete an assignment 
such as discussing and writing about a film that 
both groups have watched can 
be difficult because of stu-
dents’ inability to engage in 
cross-culturally sensitive dis-
cussion (Thorne, 2003). 

 

Getting the Big Picture 

 Some technology re-
searchers have pointed out 
that these types of micro-level 
data from learners’ interac-
tions take place when, where 
and how they do because of 
factors that come prior to the 
activities that researchers 
might be studying.  Moreover, 
the success of such interac-
tions needs to be examined in 
view of broader goals for lan-
guage learning such as the 
development of strategies for 
using information and commu-
nication technology as well as intercultural com-
petence.  Warschauer’s (1999) research raises 
the issue that any learning that takes place 
through technology depends on learners’ ac-
cess to technology and choice of particular tech-
nologies for particular purposes.  Individual and 
historical factors affect students’ perceptions of 
technology possibilities, and these perceptions 
have implications for their learning (Thorne, 
2003).  If the claims researchers are interested 
in making about technology use for language 
learning are about learners’ background, moti-
vation, interests, knowledge, and access to tech-

(Continued from page 64) nology, then what are the methods that can be 
used to study learners’ technology use?   

The main objective of the study was to 
discover the connection between the technolo-
gies that the teacher prompted the students to 
use and what they reported actually using.  An-

other objective was to learn 
about the other technologies 
that they chose for communica-
tion in French and learning 
about French language and 
culture.  Finally, we hoped to 
identify any indication that the 
students felt their French lan-
guage or cultural knowledge 
increased as a result of using 
technology as well as how their 
motivation and reasons for 
learning French were related 
to technology use. 

 Overall results indi-
cated that the students used the 
technologies that were sug-
gested and assigned in class 
by the French teacher, but 
their feelings toward the tech-
nology use varied depending 
on their interest in and back-
grounds with technology as 
well as on their goals for the 

class.  Students who stated they wanted to prac-
tice their speaking expressed the view that the 
technology use precluded opportunities for en-
gaging in speaking practice.  Overall, the initial 
analysis revealed that in the technology rich 
higher education environment, there was actu-
ally a large variation in personal reported use of 
a range of technology.  The data suggest that it 
would be difficult to support categorical claims 
about such students as technology users for lan-
guage learning.  Moreover, technology use for 
language learning was connected to the stu-

(Continued on page 66) 
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dents’ past experiences and motivations for 
learning French.  

 

Conclusion 

 It should be evident from the examples 
of research described here that there are many 
ways of studying whether or not—as well as 
how, when and why—technology might be use-
ful for language learning.  The approaches to 
research are probably as numerous as the types 
of claims that one might want to be able to make 
about technology.  Whereas the first approach 
to research I discussed above aimed to summa-
rize comparative technology effects across 
many studies, the case study approach to re-
search demonstrates some of what is missed in 
attempting to do so.  The methodology for inves-
tigating CALL depends upon the claims that one 
wishes to make. 

Claims to be made about language 
learning materials extend beyond comparisons 
of CALL to teacher-led, face-to-face classes.  
Such claims differ depending upon the audience 
for the research results (Chapelle, 2007).  Those 
not closely affiliated with language teaching 
tend to think of CALL in view of how it compares 
to “traditional” instruction.  However, for teach-
ers, materials developers and applied linguists, 
findings about comparisons are too general to 
be useful for the types of understanding de-
sired.  What all this research has in common, 
however, is that it provides a means of moving 
beyond the claims made by marketing depart-
ments in publishing companies to providing 
credible claims about the quality of language 
learning materials and activities.  Such research 
is based on some systematic observation of stu-
dents’ use of technology for language learning 
or the reports from students and teachers about 

technology use.  � 

 

(Continued from page 65) 
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Abstract 

 

In this paper, we examine the question 
of how teachers in Language for Immigrants 
and Newcomers to Canada (LINC) programs 
perceive the Canadian immigrant language 
training policy and the place this policy plays 
in the ways they teach and assess the learners 
in their classes. Drawing on interview data with 
LINC teachers, this exploratory study examines 
what emerges for LINC teachers as the gap be-
tween the immigrant language training policy 
level and the more specific “curricular” level 
in the process of translating LINC policy into 
classroom practice. Issues explored include 
the extent to which teachers use the Bench-
marks for assessing learners’ progress in LINC 
programs and for selecting settlement themes 
in lesson planning.  We also examine how 
teachers teach “Canadian values, rights and 
responsibilities” and how some of the con-
straints in teaching conditions affect the trans-
lation of LINC policy into teaching practice.
  

L anguage policies, like other types of poli-
cies, establish “categories, rules and 
regulations that influence everyday ac-

tivities” (Gibb, 2008, p. 318).  In this paper we 
investigate how the current Canadian immi-
grant language training policy establishes rules 
and regulations about language teaching that 
influence the everyday teaching practices of 
English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers in 
the immigrant language training context. That 
is, we will examine how this language policy is 
understood and implemented by classroom 
teachers and how policies have influenced the 
conditions of teachers’ working lives.  The focus 
in this paper is on Language Instruction for 
Newcomers to Canada (LINC), a policy in place 
since 1992, which provides survival level lan-
guage instruction for newcomers who lack pro-
ficiency in one of Canada’s official languages.  
In 1991 the federal government announced the 
need for improved settlement services to “help 
immigrants and refugees adapt to the new 
country and participate fully…”  (Immigrant 
Policy and Program Development Branch 
(NILTP), 1991, p. 1) with policy announcements 
asserting that in order to integrate, newcomers 
needed to acquire survival level competence in 

(Continued on page 69) 
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an official language and knowledge of “shared 
Canadian values, rights and responsibili-
ties” (NILTP, 1991, p. 2).   

A full review of LINC is not within the 
scope of this paper.  A num-
ber of researchers, including 
Burnaby (1996), Fleming 
(2007) Fox and Courchêne 
(2005), Haque and Cray 
(2006) and others, have ex-
plored various aspects of the 
LINC policy and programs. 
In the following we focus on 
the ways in which teachers 
have understood the re-
quirement that LINC classes 
provide learners with first, a 
basic level of language in-
struction and, second, infor-
mation about settlement 
along with an understanding 
of Canadian values.  As LINC 
policy announcements and a 
number of official and quasi-
official documents make 
clear, teachers are to ad-
dress these dual requirements of successful 
integration in their classrooms.   

To facilitate the implementation of LINC 
policy goals in language classes for newcomers 
to Canada, the federal government enlisted 
“experts in second language teaching and 
training, testing and measurement” (Pawl-
ikowska-Smith, 2000, p. VI) to produce a set of 
benchmarks that teachers are required to use to 
structure their teaching and guide assessment 
of English proficiency.  The result of this proc-

(Continued from page 68) ess was the publication in 2000 of Canadian Lan-
guage Benchmarks 2000 (CLB 2000), described 
in the introduction as “a descriptive scale of 
communicative proficiency,” and “a framework 
of reference for learning, teaching, program-
ming and assessing adults’ English as a Second 
Language in Canada” (Pawlikowska-Smith, p. 

VIII).  CLB 2000 details twelve 
levels of competence with 
each level divided into four 
skills — speaking, listening, 
reading and writing.   

Although CLB 2000 provides 
teachers with an explicit set of 
benchmarks designed to help 
learners achieve “basic lan-
guage competency”, there is 
little in the document and the 
attendant implementation 
documents, curriculum guide-
lines and related instructional 
resources that explicitly lays 
out what “Canadian values, 
rights and responsibilities 
are” or how to teach them.1 
Although settlement themes 
are provided in many of the 
related teaching materials 

based on CLB 2000, there is a gap between the 
immigrant language training policy level and 
the more specific “curricular” level for LINC 
teachers, even though the LINC classroom is the 
site where teachers must concretize the federal 
government’s integrative policy goals as they 
are laid out in the immigration plan. This proc-
ess of translating LINC policy into classroom 
practice is explored below. Specifically, the 
questions explored are: 

 

(Continued on page 70) 
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1.  The LINC Guidelines 1-6 and curriculum produced by the Toronto District Catholic School Board offers only a 
few suggestions of what Canadian values might be.  



a) How, in bridging this policy gap, do 
teachers use the CLB 2000 to guide 
their teaching, if they do use it? 

b)  To what extent do teachers use the 
Benchmarks for assessing learners’ 
progress in LINC programs and for 
selecting settlement themes in les-
son planning? 

c) How do teachers teach “Canadian 
values, rights and responsibilities” 
and what are some of the constraints 
in teaching conditions which affect 
the realization of LINC policy into 
teaching practice? 

 

Teachers and the policy to practice 
connection 

 Although the government’s immigra-
tion plan outlines the policy goals for the LINC 
program, teachers must concretize the goals of 
the policy within the context of the CLB 2000 in 
their classrooms.  Stritikus (2003) has termed 
this the “policy to practice connection” (p. 30); 
that is, “Teachers must learn about the changes 
called forth by the policy, and process this new 
information in ways consistent with adopting 
elements of the policy into practice” (p. 34). 
The process involved is not straightforward as 
teachers cannot simply channel policy goals 
and directives into the classroom.  Teachers’ 
beliefs and ideologies as well as the local 
schooling context and teacher experience im-
pinge on how teachers make the policy to prac-
tice connection; as well, teacher attitudes to-
wards policy may shift over time (Stritikus, 
2003, p. 48).  Jennings (1996) underscores Striti-
kus’ point that policy is not simply translated via 
the teacher into the classroom but that external 
factors such as the structure of schooling, condi-
tions and circumstances of the teachers’ work 

(Continued from page 69) and practitioners’ existing beliefs and capaci-
ties affect their interpretation of policy, which in 
turn influences their practice (p. 15). In other 
words, policy is “largely what practitioners 
[teachers] perceive it to be rather than some 
external document or legislation” (Jennings, 
1996, p.15), since what teachers bring to their 
encounters with policies influences how they 
perceive them.  This introduces the specific 
question of how teachers in LINC programs 
perceive the Canadian immigrant language 
training policy and the place that policy plays 
in the ways they teach and assess the learners 
in their classes.   

 

Methodology 

As a preliminary study, this policy-to-
practice path was traced by interviewing 25 
LINC teachers2 in a moderate-sized Ontario city 
that receives a large number of newcomers 
annually.  All but one of the teachers were 
women, all  those interviewed had university 
degrees and had completed TESL teacher edu-
cation programs that qualified them for certifi-
cation by the provincial professional organiza-
tion, TESL Ontario.  Several had graduate de-
grees in TESL or applied linguistics.  Some of 
the teachers had as many as 20 years of class-
room teaching experience while others were 
new to the profession.  All but four were native 
speakers of English.   

We located interviewees by speaking 
with program supervisors and asking if we 
could contact teachers to ask them if they were 
willing to let us observe a class and then talk to 
them.   Interviewees were identified through 
snowball sampling techniques and we were 
able to visit a wide range of programs including 
those organized by school boards, community 
organizations and private schools.  All inter-
views we conducted were individual, open-
ended and lasted for a minimum of an hour.   

(Continued on page 71) 
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Teachers were encouraged to explore a wide 
range of issues related to teaching in LINC pro-
grams (see Appendix).  In most cases, we were 
able to observe part or all of the LINC class on 
the day of the interview. All interviews were 
transcribed and the interviewers/researchers 
then located recurring themes.  As a contained 
qualitative study, the findings in 
this paper can be considered as 
preliminary research for a fu-
ture larger scale multi-method 
project.  

 

What teachers said about 
CLB 2000 

We first explored the 
place of the Benchmarks in the 
teachers’ practice.  The require-
ment to use the Benchmarks 
was made explicit by directives 
from Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Canada (CIC), the Centre 
for Canadian Language Bench-
marks (CCLB) and by the teach-
ers’ supervisors.  The teachers interviewed 

were well aware of the requirement that CLB 
2000 should inform what they taught and how 
they assessed learners.   In answer to the ques-
tion “Do you use the Benchmarks?” Helen said, 
“You have to use Benchmarks.”  Similarly Paul 
replied, “We have all fallen into line,” a per-
ception shared by Donna, who said, “We have 
the Benchmarks we have to work with.”  As 
these quotations indicate, teachers were aware 
that they were required to use the Benchmarks 
as a basis for teaching and assessment, but 
ideas about how the Benchmarks were to be 
used were less consistent. 

 As the teachers interviewed indicated 
that they used the Benchmarks, we then tried to 

(Continued from page 70) determine how they used them or more aptly, 
“What does it mean to ‘use’ the Benchmarks?”   
Teachers identified three ways in which the 
Benchmarks were to be used.   First, teachers 
recognized that they were to use them as the 
basis for assessing learners’ proficiency and 
achievement.  While initial assessment of new-
comers is carried out by assessors who admin-
ister the Canadian Language Benchmark As-

sessment (CLBA) — a standard-
ized test based on the Bench-
marks — or the Canadian Lan-
guage Benchmarks Placement 
Test (CLBPT) — a shorter ver-
sion of the CLBA - to determine 
the LINC level at which learners 
are placed, teachers are re-
sponsible for assessment pro-
cedures that chart learners’ 
progress through LINC levels.  
Two teachers viewed the 

Benchmarks as a de facto  test.  
Paul’s opinion was that “The 
Benchmarks themselves are 
outcome-based tests.”  Anna 
expressed a similar view; 
“Benchmarks are only the skills 
that you can test.”  These teach-

ers, among others, saw CLB 2000 as providing 
lists of discrete objectives in each of the four 
skill areas that could be readily translated into 
assessment tasks.   

When determining whether or not an 
individual learner should be moved to the next 
level of LINC classes, teachers were required to 
find ways to translate what they knew of leaner 
proficiency into a Benchmark-based report.  
There were some resources for teachers to use, 

most notably On Target (Mirta, 1998), a text-
book with suggestions on assessment tasks de-
signed for LINC teachers.  Ida, who taught in a 
small off-site program, explained how she met 
this requirement,   

(Continued on page 72) 
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I am using the Benchmarks. I am using 

On Target now to do some more testing 
because at the end of June I will have to 

move some students up… so I use it [On 
Target] to justify placements. 

 

However, not all the teachers believed that the 
Benchmarks allowed them to make accurate 
assessments of student proficiency. Vicky’s 
view was that the Benchmarks were not 
“working the way they should” because stu-
dents in a particular level did not necessarily fit 
the learner profile implicit in the level descrip-
tors.  For example, she said that for her LINC 4 
students, the Benchmarks assigned to that class 
level, were too easy; she had to reinterpret the 
objectives to fit the class.  Gina’s view was the 
most extreme because she did not believe the 
Benchmarks were relevant to learners in her 
class. She  stated that she managed assessment 
by “… doing it backwards,” that is, she decided 
at what level learners should be placed and 
then she would “just plug in the Benchmarks 
that is [sic] going to get them into the class 
where I think they fit.”  The Benchmarks served 
to regulate the dimensions along which learn-
ers were assessed and the measures that 
marked their progression through the language 
training program.  With the establishment and 
placement of these discrete learning objectives 
against which learners were judged, the Bench-
marks had a clear curricular function as the 
bases for teaching and assessment; inevitably 
and naturally teachers “taught to” the Bench-
marks.  

Teachers identified the Benchmarks as 
the document that structured what and how they 
taught.  The introduction to the Benchmarks 
indicates that they are “learned-centred,” 
“task-based,” “competency based” and that 

(Continued from page 71) they stress “community, study and work-

related tasks (Pawlikowska-Smith, p. VII).  
Teachers often described the Benchmarks as 
providing a number of themes or topics, such 
as transportation, housing, medical care, bank-
ing and schooling that were to be taught in 
LINC classes.   Much of the discussion about 
how the Benchmarks figured in their teaching 
focussed on how they planned their classes 
around these themes, which in fact are not in 
CLB 2000 but in implementation documents 
such as LINC Curriculum Guidelines (Hajer, 
Robinson & Wild, 2002).  Teachers discussed 
how they went about integrating various as-
pects of instruction into a particular theme.  For 
example, Helen said she taught thematically in 
her class and when, for example, using housing 
as a theme, she  

 

would bring in things like how to fill in 
an application for housing, how to fight 
an eviction, and I would bring someone 
[in].  And if you had fire in the house, if 
you had a security issue and we would 
talk about safety inside the house.  
Many things you can talk about.   

 

Teachers were free to develop a theme in any 
number of ways and to include whatever lan-
guage skills they might see as appropriate.  
Vicky expressed a common position:  “We try 
to use the LINC themes as a foundation and 
work from there.”  Terry said that when she was 
working on a particular theme, she had to 
“throw in some structure, some grammar, some 
pronunciation.”   One teacher reported that she 
worked “within themes,” which served, as an-
other noted, as “guidelines… the basics.”   
Some teachers used the Benchmarks to guide 
the teaching of skills.  As Petra stated: 

 

(Continued on page 73) 
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I try to be sure that Benchmarks are 
covered in the reading, writing, and-
speaking part of it.  It may not happen 
on a daily basis, it may not happen on a 
monthly basis, but I do make sure that I 
do stay within those guidelines. 

 

She then added the following caveat: 
“Depending on the needs [of your students], 
you might have to fudge around with Bench-
marks a little bit.” 

Rose saw the Benchmarks as providing a 
“good foundation,” but one that she never 
“depended on.” Laura, the most absolute in her 
allegiance to the Benchmarks, followed them 

 

very closely...I set my outcomes ac-
cording to the outcomes in the guide-
lines and that is what I am working to-
ward when I am making my lesson 
plans...I use the resources listed in the 
LINC curriculum guide. 

 

Whether it was themes, skills or grammar 
points, teachers viewed the Benchmarks as pro-
viding explicit guidance on what was to be 
taught in the LINC classroom. When asked to 

discuss the requirement that they use the CLB  
2000, teachers made it clear that they were 
aware that the Benchmarks regulated what they 
must teach and what newcomers are supposed 
to learn. 

There was a third required use of Bench-
marks. Most of the teachers in the sample had to 
submit monthly reports on what they had 
planned and taught. These reports were based 
on the Benchmarks: indexing skills and activi-
ties to the CLB 2000 descriptors.  These reports 
were the means by which their institutions — 

(Continued from page 72) school boards, community organizations, or 
private schools — reported to CIC, which in 
turn monitored programs based on these 
monthly reports and attendance records. Gina 
summarized the reporting activity by saying, 

 

So we fill out this monthly thing of what 
we have been working on and relate it 
to the themes.  I don’t know if mine is all 
that helpful, but I realize that the bosses 
have to account for what they are do-
ing.” 

 

 Petra provided a more elaborated account: 

 

Monthly they ask us to do a report 
about what happened in the class in 
terms of our performance outcomes and 
our teaching objectives for the month... 
That shows whatever we have done in 
class for that month. I do the usual read-
ing and writing for the month. 

 

Vicky felt that the monthly reports served not 
only as a way for CIC to monitor the LINC pro-
grams, but also ensured that teachers used the 
Benchmarks.  She said that “there is a certain 
pressure you feel to conform to the LINC 
themes” because of the mandatory reporting.  
“You want,” she said, “to be adaptable, but you 
tend to stick fairly closely to the LINC themes.”  
This curtailment of flexibility related to her be-
lief that the Benchmark themes were not rele-
vant to many learners; she noted that “the 
higher the level (of LINC class), the less the 
themes are useful.”  Tina concurred, stating that 
she referred to CLB 2000 only when writing the 
reports and believed the Benchmark objectives 
would have been more appropriate for earlier 
immigrant groups, but not for the more edu-
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cated and motivated newcomers she had in her 
class. 

The teachers identified three uses for the 
Benchmarks — as the basis for assessment, for 
teaching and for reporting; 
however, teachers found 
that the Benchmarks were 
not totally appropriate for 
any of these uses.  First 
teachers reported that the 
Benchmarks did not fit the 
profile of the learners in 
their classes.  Some learners 
already possessed some of 
the skills or knowledge that 
should be taught at that 
level.  Others were in need 
of instruction in areas that 
are not identified in the 
Benchmarks.  Assessment is 
equally problematic as 
teachers are not provided 
with a means of standard-
ized assessment and must 
create their own tasks to 
measure achievement.  The 
relevance of the Bench-
marks is again an issue if 
teachers are assessing 
achievement and perform-
ance based on descriptors 
they do not believe reflect 
what learners need to learn 
or have learned.  In both cases, when planning 
teaching and managing assessment, teachers 
used the Benchmarks; in the first case for ideas 
about what to teach and, as an occasional refer-
ence to ensure that they are on track and, in the 
case of assessment, as a means to report on 
what they have taught and what their students 
have achieved.       

(Continued from page 73) As LINC teachers prepared and taught 
their classes and assessed students, they were 
clearly aware of the Benchmarks, but as the 
interview data show, there were various under-
standings of how the Benchmarks were to be 
used.  Teachers knew the Benchmarks were to 

be used as the basis for reporting 
student achievement and for plan-
ning their teaching, and they 
managed in light of these two re-
quirements to find ways to ‘use’ 
Benchmarks.  However, it became 
evident that even if teachers rec-
ognized the requirement, some 
did not believe that the Bench-
marks were valid or useful.  Bon-
nie’s evaluation of the Bench-
marks was “what a pain…” while 
Wendy’s comment was that “the 
Benchmarks still need some 
work.  You have to read an enor-
mous amount of claptrap in order 
to understand what you need.”  
Although the federal government 
initiated the development of the 
CLB in tandem with the imple-
mentation of its newcomer settle-
ment and language training pol-
icy, as a set of guidelines to help 
realize the government’s policy 

goals, the CLB 2000 is interpreted 
and used in many ways by the 
LINC teachers, even as they re-
main aware of the important role 
the Benchmarks have for the 

regulation and structuring of their teaching and 
assessment.  

 

What teachers taught 

 While the Benchmarks framed what 
teachers planned for their classrooms, they 

(Continued on page 75) 
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were not the only factor that influenced content 
and activities.  Teachers related their teaching 
to settlement themes such as housing, transpor-
tation, and medical care but reported that they 
had to elaborate and supplement these topics.  
As Elaine explained, “So I looked at the LINC 
themes, the reading textbook, and the grammar 
textbook and tried to come up with a weekly 
theme.”  She went on to say that the theme 
structured the teaching for the week but that 
she had to plan the full range of activities:  

 

This week is home and family, so I gave 
them teepees, igloos, solar homes, un-
derground homes, foster homes, and 
blended families... We just try and the 
vocabulary and the grammar... they will 
be looking for an apartment so that fits in 
with the theme. 

 

Joan engaged in a similar process, trying  

 

to make it [the class] worth their while 
with the different themes whether it be 
health or transportation or community…
and you know I try to work with them.  

 

Similarly, Vicky selected “a theme and then 
[drew] material from wherever” to develop ap-
propriate and relevant activities. For some 
teachers, themes were selected based on what 
they determined learners needed or wanted to 
learn in their LINC classes. In some cases, there 
was congruence between the descriptors and 
objectives in CLB 2000 and teachers’ percep-
tions of learners’ needs.  For example Ida ex-
plains her rationale for choosing food as a 
theme:   

(Continued from page 74)  

The things that these people are really 
interested in are things like food for  
their family.  So we are doing Canada’s 
food guide and healthy eating. They are 
quite concerned about what their chil-
dren are eating and if it is healthy. 

 

This is a view shared by Marie, who stated,  

 

Often I will follow a LINC theme and 
find an article related to that. I teach 
some grammar and then we do a lot of 
conversation applying that grammar. 
That generally seems to be the sort of 
thing they are looking for. 

 

Teachers often assumed that they understood 
what learners needed and that their teaching 
experience and professional training enabled 
them to make judgments about what was appro-
priate or useful for learners.  Marie, for exam-
ple, stated that her students failed to understand 
how important it was to develop their written 
English, and that her students’ lack of interest 
was “a miscalculation on their part.”  Wendy, 
the teacher who relied most on her understand-
ing of students’ needs, reported that she ig-
nored the Benchmarks and assessment results 
instead trusting her “gut feeling” about what 
students needed and should be able to do.  As 
she said, “I have been here for 15 years and I 
know what I’m doing.”  Many teachers relied on 
their experience and on their intuition to deter-
mine what they taught, feeling that a document 

such as CLB 2000 could not address the needs of 
a specific group of students whose needs, ex-
pectations, and preferences were understood 
by the teacher. 

(Continued on page 76) 
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  Teachers varied in the importance they 
assigned to the teaching of grammar. Most 
teachers in the sample accepted that explicit 
grammar instruction was a central part of LINC 
instruction; particularly as it was laid out in such 

CLB 2000 descriptors as, 
“Uses correct past tense 
w i t h  m a n y  c o m m o n 
verbs” (CLB 2000, p. 12).  
However, several teachers 
were emphatic about the 
need for grammar instruc-
tion that was not integrated 
with a theme.  Bev said that 
she taught a lot of grammar 
because students at the 
LINC 2 level needed explicit 
instruction on points such as 
past tense verbs, preposi-
tions, and basic sentence 
structure, while Anna was 
convinced that learners 
“need it [grammar].  If they 
don’t have good grammar, 
they don’t speak well or 
write well and so we tend to 
emphasize grammar.”   

 Teachers differed in how they carried 
out grammar instruction.  Several of the teach-
ers attempted to integrate content and gram-
mar. Elaine, when teaching about housing, 
found that when her class began an activity that 
focused on looking for an apartment, she was 
able to work on modals because “that fits in 
with the theme.”  Connie used the Benchmarks 
to determine what grammar points learners 
should be learning:  “…I will refer back to the 
curriculum to see where they are supposed to 
be.  Is it reported speech at this point or is it just 
asking questions?”   

(Continued from page 75)  Both Gina and Nate separated grammar 
instruction from thematic teaching.  Gina said, 
“I try to ignore the (themes) and try to apply my 
themes afterwards” while Nate maintained that 
if he integrated explicit instruction with the 
themes, he feared that “the grammar might get 
lost in the themes.  I like to keep them sepa-

rate.”  He summarized his view on 
the grammar by saying “I think that 
grammar is important and you can 
never get too good in grammar.”  
In short, many teachers drew heav-
ily on settlement themes even 
when focusing on grammar instruc-
tion.  For the most part, settlement 
themes were used for creating 
teaching content for “basic lan-
guage competency” instruction in 
the LINC classroom; however, as 
will be discussed in the next sec-
tion, many teachers also drew on 
the settlement themes in their at-
tempt to realize the policy goals of 
teaching “Canadian values, rights 
and responsibilities.”  

 

 

Teaching Settlement and Integration 

 During the interview, teachers were 
asked to discuss their understanding of settle-
ment, integration and the “values, rights and 
responsibilities” that were to be communicated 
to learners in LINC classes.  It was clear from 
their responses that teachers found it easier to 
define what qualified as settlement topics than 
to define and discuss what it means to integrate 
into Canadian society or what constitutes Cana-
dian values.  Given that these were central ele-
ments in the government’s policy goals, how 
teachers incorporated these topics into their 

(Continued on page 77) 
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teaching was a critical part of the policy to prac-
tice connection. Many teachers used the term 
‘survival’ in their definition of settlement. Bev 
gave a succinct definition: “Settlement is de-
fined as learning what you need to know in or-
der to survive”, or as Laura stated, newcomers 
need “settlement and survival language.” Set-
tlement education was seen as useful to the 
newly arrived who needed both language and 
information to address basic tasks around hous-
ing, transportation, and medical care. Donna 
detailed the tasks facing newcomers: 

 

Settlement?  Definitely — finding out 
about housing, dealing with housing 
problems, talking to the superintendent, 
finding new housing if they need it, deal-
ing with schools, talking to the teachers 
about their children. 

 

Teachers felt that the themes associated with 
LINC teaching were an appropriate basis for the 
teaching of settlement.  Laura had recently ad-
dressed issues such as finding a family doctor, 
an issue she clearly identified as a settlement 
topic.  Petra found the weather a topic of impor-
tance for newcomers:   

 

We did talk about Canadian weather 
and how to dress for the weather. 
Things that you may not know from your 
own country.   You have to have some-
one from Canada tell you.  Things like 
today  is a sunny, bright day, but it is 
not necessarily warm out.  The students 
don’t know that.  

 

Lisa saw settlement issues as best taught 
through what she termed the “survival topics” 

(Continued from page 76) including transportation, medical care, and 
childcare.   

 However, teachers had much more dif-
ficulty defining and specifying what newcomers 
had to know and do in order to integrate into 
Canadian life.  Ida saw integration as knowing 
“how to live in Canada…what language you 
need to pull that off.”  Nate’s definition of inte-
gration centred on employment, as it did for 
other teachers, “I think it boils down to two 
things — first gaining language skills so that 
you can better integrate into the community and 
get a job.”   

 A second definition of integration cen-
tred on the importance of newcomers learning 
about and becoming active in their local com-
munities.  For Rose, such involvement was an 
essential component of Canadian identity that 
newcomers needed to be aware of.  Rose added 
that she emphasized to her students what Cana-
dians “expect from them and how to deal with 
situations.” Anna defined integration as 
“melding into society” indicating integration 
was more than “learning specific skills.”  Joan, 
along with several other teachers, focused not 
so much on community integration as contact 
with Canadians.  She recounted two cases – one 
of a woman who began to talk to other mothers 
during her daughter’s dance class and another 
who participated in the parent council of a local 
school.  From this she concluded, “Here’s some 
integration.”   

 This belief that in order to integrate 
learners had to be involved in the community 
led teachers to complain that the cuts in funding 
for field trips made it more difficult for them to 
introduce learners to community resources.  
Theresa concurred:  “Field trips address inte-
gration, things like going to the library or just 
finding the mainstream of Canadian society.” 
Ida despaired that learners would not integrate 
because “…on weekends most of my students 
don’t do anything” outside the home.  Her solu-

(Continued on page 78) 
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tion to this was to arrange a field trip to a local 
library as a place they could access community 
resources.  Sarah also saw field trips as impor-
tant: 

 

You need to be introduced to the place 
that you live in.  Field trips are a good 
way to this.  Like the sugar bush, it is a 
neat thing…Some of these people do  
not go anywhere. 

 

When asked how they helped learners acquire 
“Canadian values, rights and responsibilities” 
in the LINC classroom, teachers’ responses var-
ied widely.  Connie identified the values that 
newcomers needed to acquire as  

 

things like personal space, personal 
hygiene… basic things and what I’ve 
done is put on the curriculum personal 
space, hygiene, manners, politeness, 
what is expected in Canada, the Cana-
dian expectation. 

 

She continued, “They need to know that gar-
bage goes in the garbage can. Promptness; that 
is another thing I address.”  This narrow defini-
tion of Canadian values was widespread among 
the teachers.  Ida reported that after she had 
seen a group of newcomers leave garbage 
around a park, she had a class discussion about 
parks “that [are] used by everyone and you 
have to clean up after yourself.”  She saw this as 
an example of teaching Canadian values. Joan 
too located values in terms of expected behav-
iours and attitudes, elaborating that she tried 

 

…to impress on them things like being 
on time or being responsible to call 

(Continued from page 77) and say they’re sick or something like 
that.  If you have a job and you didn’t 
show up day after day… that kind of 
thing.  We also acknowledge different 
religious holidays, like Chinese New 
Year and something and wish every-
body a…. I think that way we’re show-
ing freedom of religion, respect for 
that.  

 

In fact, holidays emerged as a major theme 
when teachers discussed Canadian values. 
Stella, like Joan, viewed knowledge of holidays 
as an indication of  religious tolerance: 

 

And the people when they are away for 
different holidays and we talk about 
respecting other people’s holidays and 
respects other people’s food. 

 

Other teachers associated holidays with what it 
meant to be Canadian.  Vicky said, “When we 
talk about Canadian values, I guess we are talk-
ing about holidays like Thanksgiving and Win-
terlude.” Though she did wonder, if given Can-
ada’s official policy on multiculturalism, she 
should even “talk about celebrating Christmas 
or even Thanksgiving.”  

 Several teachers viewed volunteering 
as an important Canadian value.  Terry saw it as 
a central value and told her students that volun-
teering is “a value of our society” and that they 
needed to know that “We pay back and con-
tribute to society.  That is a big part of our cul-
ture.  They need to see that.”  This was a view 
echoed by Bonnie, who set up opportunities for 
the learners in her classes to volunteer because 
she felt this would integrate them into their 
communities.   

 Sarah spoke at length about Canadian 
values, saying that “tolerance is a big one.” She 

(Continued on page 79) 
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detailed a classroom incident in which Muslim 
students had found it difficult to believe that a 
Chinese student was not religious.  Her com-
mentary focused on her belief that  

 

their [newcomers’] world view needs to 
be pried open a bit.  Not just us and 
them, they do it that way.  We are all 
here together and we need to find 
things that pull us together. Like, I like 
it that the first few words of our national 
anthem are ‘our home.’ That we share.   

 

Clearly teachers found it difficult to articulate 
how integration was to be taught.  While the 
themes they saw as integral to the LINC related 
teaching materials were interpreted as part of 
settlement education, there was little that could 
be used to guide the teaching of integration.  
When asked directly to define the values, rights  
and responsibilities that informed Canadian life, 
teachers struggled both to define what those 
were and to describe ways they could be 
taught. Given that explicit definitions of 
“Canadian values, rights and responsibilities” 

are absent from the CLB 2000 and related LINC 
teaching materials - even as teaching these val-
ues remains a central government language 
policy training goal — it is not surprising that 
although teachers turned to the themes as part 
of settlement education, they relied on a range 
of haphazard and personal interpretations of 
values, rights and responsibilities as part of in-
tegration “education.”   

 

Teaching conditions and teacher  
constraints 

The original focus of our research was 
on investigating how teachers in LINC pro-
grams used the CLB 2000 to inform their teach-
ing with particular attention given to their un-

(Continued from page 78) 
derstanding of what newcomers to Canada 
needed in order to settle and integrate.  During 
the interviews, a different area of interest 
emerged.  While we, the interviewers, were 
concerned with discovering how teachers con-
ceptualized the place of newcomer settlement 
and integration in the LINC classroom, teachers 
were eager to discuss how the LINC policy had 
affected their work conditions.   To understand 
why teachers were dissatisfied, it is necessary 
to refer to the original policy framework for 
LINC and to consider how LINC programs were 
funded and managed.  LINC programs were to 
provide immigrants with more flexible training 
options to fit their individual needs and circum-
stances; 

 

• Achieve a better match between 
the training offered and individual 
needs through improved assess-
ment and referrals; and 

• Make language training available 
to a broader range of immigrants, 
regardless of their immigrant cate-
gory or their labour market status 
or intentions.   (NILTP, p. 1). 

 

  At the time of our research, CIC con-
tracted with service provider organizations 
(SPOs), such as community organizations and 
school boards, to administer programs, many of 
which were off-site.  SPOs had to submit pro-
posals and budgets for language programs that 
satisfied the policy framework stipulations.  In 
order to meet the requirement that programs 
be available and accessible, providers estab-
lished programs at off-site locations in, for ex-
ample, portable classrooms, school and church 
basements, community centres and office build-
ings. We interviewed one teacher who taught in 
a room so small that when a learner arrived late, 
everyone in the class had to stand to allow the 
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latecomer to get to her seat.  In another loca-
tion, class discussion was punctuated by the 
sound of basketballs being bounced on the 
floor above.     While such sites were often con-
venient for populations of learners, teachers 
found themselves isolated in cramped locations 
that lacked even minimal facilities and re-
sources, such as photocopies, textbooks or 
computers.  Because these off-site programs 
were small and the population of students di-
verse, teachers had multi-level classes, a situa-
tion that always poses challenges for teachers.  
The situation was even more challenging be-
cause of the policy of continuous enrolment, 
which satisfied the mandate of program acces-
sibility as students did not have to wait until the 
beginning of a new term to begin language 
classes.  This policy posed problems for teach-
ers who then had to integrate students into the 
class throughout the term.   

 In one off-site program, we observed a 
class of about 20 registered students including 
literacy learners as well as students at LINC lev-
els 1, 2, and 3 along with some ESL students.2  
The teacher moved among the groups, attempt-
ing to give some individual attention to students 
at the lower levels while organizing activities 
for higher level groups.   Most classes were not 
this diverse, but many teachers did have to or-
ganize their teaching in inadequate spaces with 
few resources trying to address the needs of 
multi-levels classes.    These factors served to 
isolate teachers, in part because there were 
often only one or two teachers in off-site pro-
grams.  In his discussion about what influences 
the teaching of second and foreign language in 
the U.S., Crookes (1997) identified many issues 
that overlapped with those the LINC teachers 

(Continued from page 79) faced.  A major constraint for teachers was their 
isolation; as Crookes (1997, p. 58) outlines,  

 

Teachers are isolated by their subor-
dinate status, the physical and tight 
scheduling restrictions which limit 
interactions, and the exclusion of les-
son preparation and professional de-
velopment as part of teachers’ paid 
professional responsibilities. 

 

The last part of this statement is particularly 
relevant to the situation of the LINC teachers 
who are paid a relatively low rate for classroom 
contact hours but not for lesson preparation and 
marking.  Given that teachers had to prepare 
materials for students at different levels, this 
lack of paid preparation time was identified by 
interviewees as particularly vexing.     

Equally vexing was the requirement 
that teachers be certificated by their profes-
sional organization, TESL Ontario.  Teachers 
had to meet a number of certification require-
ments, including having completed a teacher 
education program from an institution recog-
nized by TESL Ontario, participating in profes-
sional development activities and maintaining 
TESL Ontario membership and paying the fee 
required for certification.  Many of the teachers 
found both the certification process and the 
fees excessive and burdensome.  

 Teachers felt that the LINC programs 
did not receive the funding they needed or de-
served and that it was teachers who suffered 
the consequences of this lack of funding.  Poor 
pay, little or no job security, lack of resources 
and inadequate facilities all influenced how and 

(Continued on page 81) 
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2.       ESL students are provincially funded and may include citizens, diplomats, etc.  



 

what teachers taught.  As Haque and Cray 
(2007, p. 641) have noted:  

 

 Clearly LINC teachers were… focus-
sed on the microlevel concerns of the 
classroom, finding creative ways to 
balance the externally imposed  re-
quirement of the Benchmarks with 
what their students wanted and within 
the range of contextual and constrain-
ing factors. 

 

Conclusion 

 The federal government’s newcomer 
language training program as it emerged from 
the 1991-1995 Immigration Plan centres on a 
two-pronged strategy of official language in-
struction for “basic language competency” and 
integrative instruction on “Canadian values, 
rights and responsibilities.”  However, even as 
this policy was concretized for instruction 
through the production of the CLB 2000 and re-
lated teaching guidelines and materials, there 
was a curricular gap as the teaching of integra-
tion, particularly “Canadian values, rights and 
responsibilities” remained unspecified.  Teach-
ing within the regulating framework of the CLB 
2000 LINC teachers are the connection between 
policy and practice.  As the interviews with 
teachers have shown, this is not a straightfor-
ward process; rather. various factors impinge 
upon how policy is or is not realized. 

Interviews with LINC teachers show that 
the Benchmarks served as a set of reference 
points for LINC teachers that could not be ig-
nored.  LINC teachers’ understanding and use 
of CLB 2000, to structure what is taught and how 
it is taught, as well as the indexing of student 

skills and classroom activities to the CLB 2000 

(Continued from page 80) for reporting purposes, clearly demonstrate the 
extent to which the Benchmarks not only regu-
lated but also produced the classroom practices 
of the teachers.  Furthermore, the reported and 
observed isolating and subordinating condi-
tions under which some teachers worked had a 
direct impact on how they taught and ap-
proached their own personal and professional 
development as LINC teachers.  Therefore, the 
foremost micro concerns of the classroom 
meant that the more long term goals of LINC 
policy, particularly the unspecified goal of inte-
gration as the teaching of “Canadian values, 
rights and responsibilities” could only be real-
ized in a limited, ad hoc and often problematic 
way. 

This paper shows that there are chal-
lenges for many LINC teachers in their task of 
translating policy into practice.  Factors such as 
working conditions as well as lack of effective 
and clear curricula are obstacles, but it is the 
lack of clarity and specificity at the policy level 
regarding the “integration” of newcomers 
which is one of the biggest hurdles for LINC 
teachers in the policy to practice connection. 
From our findings, the problem lies in the con-
ditions under which government policy is trans-
lated into teaching practice in the LINC class-
room. In this understanding of the problem, 
ideal solutions would include clear translation 
of policy goals into concrete classroom objec-
tives and teaching guidelines; increasing re-
sources allocated to support  LINC teachers and 
LINC teaching conditions as well as advocacy 
for uniformity across LINC teaching conditions. 
Ultimately, the results of this preliminary re-
search study show that much more research is 
needed  in this area; research which can in due 
course inform how teachers can best concretize 
government policy goals as effective teaching 
practice.  � 
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Current employment: 

• Kind of program/class currently teaching? 
• LINC level? 
• Class population (level, gender, background, average time in Canada/time in LINC?) 
• Textbooks used, materials, computer materials/access, etc. 

 
Purpose of LINC (language and “integration” content): 

• What do you see as the purpose/goals of the LINC program? 
• How did you find out what these goals/purposes were? 
• What level of language proficiency is expected/ mandated? 
• How does LINC address issues of settlement and integration? 
• How is settlement defined? And where? 
• How is integration defined? And where? 

 
Implementation and Practice of LINC: 

• What do you think it is important to teach in LINC classes?  In your preparation and planning, 
how do you address language and course content? 

• What “language” do you teach? What is the focus of your “language” lessons? How do you 
decide what “language” to teach? How do you teach it? 

• What do you teach about (content)? What is the focus of your teaching content? How do you 
teach it? 

• Do you use any LINC materials in your class? Which ones? How do you use the materials? 
• Do you develop your own teaching materials? If so, how do they reflect LINC’s focus on lan-

guage and content? If not, why? 
 

Focus on “integration”? 

• Is LINC useful for newcomers’ integration into Canadian society? 
• How do LINC’s definitions of settlement and integration fit with your understanding and 

classroom practice – particularly in terms of course content? (Show quotes). 
• If you were free to teach anything and in any way, what would you change? 

 
Section on personal and professional information: 

• Educational background? Are your qualifications recognized by TESL ON (recent certifica-
tion initiative – thoughts?) 

• Teaching experience? Here/ Abroad? 
• Other related work experience/history? 
• Lived/ born abroad? 
• Languages spoken – English 1st language? Do you consider yourself to be a NS or NNS of 

English? Proficiency level? 



Abstract 

 

Within teacher education, reflection is 
widely used as a strategy to help teachers be-
come more aware of their teaching practices 
and, as the case may be, to foster change. In the 
past, such reflection has typically involved indi-
vidual journal writing with feedback from one 
other person, for example, a university supervi-
sor during a practicum. More recently, however, 
the increasingly widespread availability of online 
discussion forums opens up the possibility of 
changing this relatively solitary endeavour into a 
broader social practice by enabling posts to be 
responded to by a larger audience. One frame-
work which has been used to analyse the degree 
to which participants in a discussion forum may 
be engaging in co-construction of knowledge is 
that devised by Garrison, Anderson and Archer 
(2001).  The present study discusses how the so-
cial and cognitive components of this framework 
were adapted to analyze the posts of pre-service 
ESL teachers who engaged in a WebCT discus-
sion forum during their practicum.  

D ue to what Lortie (1975) has referred 
to as “the apprenticeship of school-
ing,” students in teacher education 

programs arrive with well-established beliefs 
about what learning and teaching involves. As 
such beliefs act as a filter through which sub-
sequent learning will be apprehended and 
judged, most teacher educators attempt to 
engage students in critical reflection to make 
them more aware of these beliefs and how 
they might influence their teaching practice 
(Farrell, 2007; Lockhard & Richards, 1994; 
Schön, 1983; Stanley, 1998; Zeichner & Liston, 
1996). In the past, such reflection has typically 
involved individual journal writing with feed-
back from one other person, for example a 
university supervisor during a practicum. 
More recently, however, the advent of techno-
logical tools, in particular the discussion fo-
rum, makes possible virtual online communi-
ties where posts can be read and commented 
on by a larger number of participants. This 
broadening of the audience creates a context 

(Continued on page 85) 
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which can potentially lead to deeper reflection 
and enhancement of the process of knowledge 
construction (Paulus & Scherff, 2008).  

More specifically as concerns current 
thinking about teacher edu-
cation programs (Freeman & 
Johnson, 1998; Johnson, 
2006), the creation of such 
communities of learners can 
also provide one means of 
overcoming what has been 
referred to as the theory-
practice dichotomy. Within 
traditional depictions of 
teacher education programs, 
the assumption is that pre-
service teachers will learn 
about teaching in one con-
text (the teacher education 
program), then apply what 
they have learned in another 
context (the practicum). Such 
a transmission perspective 
on learning fails, however, to 
take into account the socio-
cultural complexities of the 
school environments where 
the work of teaching is car-
ried out. Rather than view the difficulties en-
countered by pre-service teachers as prob-
lems of implementation, situations need to be 
created where they are afforded the opportu-
nity to voice their concerns and make links 
with new ideas/coursework in the context of 
their actual teaching contexts. Such a socio-
constructivist perspective to learning to teach 
may be best viewed as praxis, as suggested 
by Johnson (2006). 

A number of educators (Murphy, 2000; 
Paulus & Scherff, 2008) maintain that online 

(Continued from page 84) communities are both conducive to facilitating 
socio-constructivist approaches to learning 
and fostering what has been referred to as 
anytime, anywhere learning (Lock, 2006). 
More specifically, as concerns pre-service 
teachers, the creation of online communities 
makes it possible to bring together individuals 

who would in many instances 
be geographically dispersed. 
In terms of the theory-
practice dichotomy, such 
communities could also serve 
to enable instructors whose 
courses are concurrent with a 
practicum (other than those 
who are directly in charge of 
a practicum) to engage pre-
service teachers in reflec-
tions directly related to their 
teaching experiences.  

The present article draws on 
data from a discussion forum 
activity engaged in by pre-
service ESL teachers during 
an online seminar which took 
place during a practicum. 
Within the broader study one 
of the objectives was to ana-
lyse the posts to determine to 
what degree the latter were 

actually interacting with each other and en-
gaging in knowledge construction. As a prel-
ude to this analysis, this article focuses on the 
framework of analysis, which was adapted 
from one originally proposed by Garrison, 
Anderson and Archer (2001).   Before pro-
ceeding with this, I will first briefly review 
studies within the domain of second language 
teacher education which have involved the 
use of asynchronous computer-mediated com-
munication (ACMC), i.e., tools such as the dis-

(Continued on page 86) 
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cussion forum or email which do not involve 
real time exchanges. I will then provide an 
overview of the broader study from which the 
posts discussed herein were drawn. Following 
this, I will discuss why the Garrison et al. 
(2001) framework was selected for this analy-
sis and how it was adapted.    

 

Second Language Teacher Education 
and Studies involving ACMC tools 

Although ACMC tools offer the possi-
bility of creating an online community of 
learners, published studies related to second 
language teacher education are still fairly lim-
ited. Of those which have been published to 
date, most pertain to their use in the context of 
disciplinary coursework (Arnold & Ducate, 
2006; Kamhi-Stein, 2000a; Sengupta, 2001; 
Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin, & Chang, 2003; Potts, 
2005). Of particular note is the Arnold and 
Ducate (2006) study, which, as in the present 
case, drew on the framework developed by 
Garrison et al. (2001). In their study, the par-
ticipants were university graduate teaching 
assistants enrolled in a foreign language 
teaching methodology course in two different 
universities. A total of 23 students, organized 
into groups of four or five, participated in the 
discussion forum. As explained by Arnold and 
Ducate, the main objective of the exchange 
was to "engage students in interactive reflec-
tion of class material and its practical applica-
tions as well as to provide a support network 
for the new and future teachers, where they 
could discuss their questions and concerns 
with other students also in the beginning of 
their teaching careers." (p. 46). Triggering 
questions related to the course material were 

(Continued from page 85) posed by the instructors but students were 
free to "take topics in any direction in which 
they were interested." (p. 46). Based on their 
analysis, Arnold and Ducate demonstrated 
that the exchanges provided evidence, to 
varying degrees, of both social presence (the 
degree to which students were actually inter-
acting with each other) and cognitive pres-
ence (the degree to which knowledge con-
structive was in evidence). 

Few studies involving the use of 
ACMC tools by participants concurrently in-
volved in teaching, as in the case of a practi-
cum, have emerged (Schalgal, Trathen, & 
Blanton, 1996; Yildirim & Kiraz, 1999; Kamhi-
Stein, 2000b).  Although these studies suggest 
that ACMC tools may be an interesting option 
for creating interactivity amongst participants, 
the analyses were primarily descriptive and 
anecdotal. Of note is that none involved a 
more systematic analysis of the content as 
made possible through the application of 
frameworks such as that proposed by Garri-
son et al. (2001). Such analyses are important 
to determine to what degree socially medi-
ated interaction is actually taking place. Al-
though discussion forums hold potential for 
creating communities of learners, certain 
studies have shown that posts can be largely 
isolated and knowledge construction limited 
(Henry, 1991).    

 

Context for the Study 

The present article is drawn from a 
study which involved pre-service teachers 
enrolled in a Bachelor of Education in TESL 
degree in a French medium university in the 
province of Quebec. In this province, under-
graduate degrees in education are typically 
four years in length; within the French lan-

(Continued on page 87) 
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guage school system, English as a Second 
Language (ESL) is an obligatory subject in 
both the elementary and secondary grades. In 
the fall session in 2008, 52 pre-service teach-
ers were simultaneously enrolled in their 
fourth practicum (15 weeks in length) and an 
online seminar which involved a discussion 
forum. As within the university where this 
study was conducted, pre-service teachers 
were mainly supervised by university supervi-
sors whose background was in teaching sub-
jects in the French school system other than 
ESL, the forum provided a means of bringing 
together the TESL students to focus on issues 
related to ESL teaching. 

For the discussion forum, the pre-
service teachers were required to make a 
minimum of 8 posts of which three were sup-
posed to initiate an exchange and the others to 
be responses to other posts. Although start 
and end dates were stipulated, the only other 
specification in this regard was that the posts 
should be spread out. Within the discussion 
forum, students could choose from a variety of 
topics which included such items as classroom 
management, maximizing the use of English, 
and the use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) in the elementary and 
secondary grades. As students were involved 
in a practicum, it was suggested that they use 
the forum to seek advice on problems they 
were experiencing and/or share their suc-
cesses. Students were specifically encouraged 
to ask questions to focus the discussion on a 
problem or an issue. Evaluation criteria also 
stipulated that posts which initiated a strand 
should be a minimum of 15 lines in length and 
responses a minimum of 10. They were also 
asked to make relevant links with theoretical 
concepts pertaining to second language 

(Continued from page 86) teaching and include a minimum of three ref-
erences to published sources. Students were 
free to choose to post from amongst the vari-
ous topics proposed; however, within each 
topic, they had to initiate  the strands.   

 

Data Collection 

 Data for the broader study were gath-
ered from three sources:  

 

1. A survey to ascertain students’ 
perceptions of the discussion 
forum activity;  

2.  Semi-structured interviews; and 

3.  The WebCT posts.  

 

As the present article focuses on the frame-
work used to analyse the posts, only this data 
source will be considered in the following.  In 
all, the 52 pre-service teachers posted a total 
of 632 messages. All posts were downloaded, 
photocopied, and organized in a binder ac-
cording to the topic they covered. Examples 
of four posts from a strand involving the dis-
cussion of ICTs in the elementary grades are 
provided in Appendix A. As the researcher 
was also the instructor of the online seminar, 
to avoid conflict of interest the research por-
tion of the study was conducted in the winter 
session 2009 once marks had been submitted 
and students were no longer in any of her 
classes. 

 

Development of a Coding Framework 
for the Study 

As previously noted, the framework 
originally developed by Garrison et al. (2001), 

(Continued on page 88) 
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which focuses on both social and cognitive 
presence, was selected to analyze the posts 
obtained for this study. Although, as discussed 
by Arnold and Ducate (2006), other frame-
works have been used to analyze online dis-
cussions, Garrison et al.’s is the only one spe-
cifically designed for this purpose and, to 
date, is the one most widely used. As well, it 
provides categories for analyzing social pres-
ence, a necessary component for negotiating 
meaning and co-constructing knowledge. 
With respect to the present study, the first at-
tempts at analysing the posts aimed at deter-
mining the fit between the original coding cri-
teria and the data at hand1. Although the cate-
gories for social presence were largely re-
tained, a number of changes were made to 
those suggested for the analysis of cognitive 
presence. In the next two sections, I will pre-
sent the Garrison et al. framework and discuss 
how it was adapted for the analysis of the 
posts of the present study.  For purposes of 
illustration, reference will be made to the 
posts in the Appendix. 

 

Analysis of Social Presence 

An overview of the analysis of social 
presence for the present study is provided in 
Table 1. In keeping with the Garrison et al. 
(2001) study, social presence is analysed in 
terms of three criteria: emotional expression, 
open communication, and group cohesion. 

(Continued from page 87) Emotional expression refers to the degree to 
which participants express their feelings in 
relation to items discussed in their posts. With 
respect to the present study, this involved 
how the pre-service teachers felt, whether 
positively or negatively, about their experi-
ences during their practicum. Although in the 
original Garrison et al. framework, two indica-
tors were noted — self-disclosure and humour 
— in the present study, only the former was in 
evidence. In the Appendix, instances of emo-
tional expression have been indicated in bold. 
Thus, within these posts, typical expressions 
as to how the pre-service teachers were ori-
enting to their practicum experiences include 
the following: That part was easy, That is when 
trouble started, …they found it a challenge, 
This went well, I was wrong, I was disap-
pointed. Such expressions, especially those 
relating to personal difficulties, suggest that 
students felt sufficiently at ease within the con-
text of the forum to risk stating what they were 
actually experiencing. As the practicum can 
be a stressful experience for students, it is 
noteworthy that students can use this venue to 
vent emotions (Paulus & Sherff, 2008). 

 Open Communication refers to the 
degree to which participants  specifically ad-
dress comments to each other (reciprocity) as 
well as the degree to which the comments are 
respectful. This category is further delineated 
in terms of whether the comments provide 
evidence of mutual awareness or recognition 
of each other’s contributions; indicators of 

(Continued on page 90) 
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1.  Pawan et al. (2003) note some of the difficulties involved in trying to strictly apply the Garrison et al. (2001) 
framework, to the coding of their data. Amongst other things, they point to the ambiguous nature of some of 
the proposed indicators for the subcategories pertaining to cognitive presence.   
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SOCIAL PRESENCE 

EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION = ability/ confidence to express feelings related to practicum experience 

Self-disclosure 

e.g., That is when trouble started/ I was disappointed/ What was really inter-
esting was that…/ It was a really great activity/ The students really enjoyed 
this project/ It worked well, but not as well as I had expected/ To my surprise, 
this was a great experience 

OPEN COMMUNICATION = reciprocal/respectful exchanges 

Mutual Awareness = directed at individuals 

Use of reply function Automatically generated number referring to a previous post 

Salutation e.g., Hello Isabelle/ Hi 

Direct comment at individual 
e.g., You could try doing an Internet Rally/ I strongly suggest that you…/ If I 
were you, I would have a serious talk with the principal about this 

Direct question at individual e.g., How are you evaluating them?/ What do you give your students to read? 

Express sympathy 
e.g., I am very sorry to hear you are going through this experience/ I hope it 
will help you a bit 

Leave-taking e.g., See you/ See ya/ Bye/ Best/ Keep me posted 

Recognition of  
each other’s contributions 

= directed at individuals 

Expressing agreement 
e.g., I agree with you…/I completely agree/ Just like you…/ For sure you are 
not the only one in this situation 

Expressing appreciation/  
complimenting others 

e.g., This sounds like an excellent project/ I like the envelope idea/ I really 
appreciate your concern and your suggestions! 

Encouraging others 
e.g., Best of luck with your practicum/ Try it! You’ll see/ Annie, keep on ex-
perimenting with new approaches and learning from your experiences 

Thanking e.g., Thanks/ I really want to thank you for this strategy 

GROUP COHESION 
= directed at the group/ build/sustain presence of group commitment/ 
empathy 

Salutations e.g., Hello all/ Hi everyone/ Hello Everyone in Teacher Land/ Hi guys 

Directing comment to group 
e.g., I love how we are all using what we learned in Pedagogy / We all know 
how important and hard it is to keep control of our classes and work with 
negative leaders 

Directing question to group 
e.g., Do you have any strategy or technique I could use?/ Do you think this is 
a good idea? 

Encouraging others 
e.g., Keep up the good work everyone!/ Don’t give up! Half of the practicum 
is done! 

Thanking 
e.g., Thank you/ Thanks to all of you for your comments and ideas. It feels 
really good to know we’re not alone. 

Leave-taking e.g., Happy Trails! 



both as they emerged in the present study are 
provided in Table 1. In the Appendix, indica-
tors of these two sub-categories are under-
lined. Thus, with respect to mutual awareness, 
examples include the following: Hello Isabelle, 
l. 67 (salutation), You could try doing an Inter-
net Rally, l. 38 (directing comment at individ-
ual), I hope it will help a little bit, l. 106 
(expressing sympathy), See you, l. 110 (leave-
taking). With respect to recognition of each 
other’s contributions, the following can be 
noted: Just like you, I…, l. 68 (expressing 
agreement), I wanted to share my experience 
with you just to reassure you that we all live the 
same experiences and also that students are 
unpredictable. Best of luck for your practicum! 
ll. 78-79 (encouraging others). Such indica-
tors, as embodied within discourse, provide 
concrete evidence that participants within the 
discussion forum were reading each other’s 
posts, were attentive to the content, and were 
responding to the specifics of their messages.  

 In contrast to Open Communication, 
Group Cohesion refers to those indicators 
which are addressed to the group as a whole. 
Although in some studies the group referred 
to may be a small sub-group, within the pre-
sent study it refers to all the students regis-
tered in the course. In contrast to Garrison et 
al.’s original study, where no specific indica-
tors were given for this category, for the pre-
sent study, several indicators similar to those 
used for Open Communication were identified 
as shown in Table 1. In the Appendix, exam-
ples in italics and underlined include the fol-
lowing: Hello all, l. 6 (salutation), Do you have 
any strategy or technique I could use…, l. 24 
(directing question to group), Thank you very 
much, l. 28 (thanking). In the preceding exam-
ples, the last two are coded as instances of 
group cohesion as they both occurred in a 

(Continued from page 88) post which was initially addressed to the 
whole group as suggested by the salutation, 
Hello all. Indicators of group cohesion are im-
portant as at the level of audience, they sug-
gest an awareness of the group and serve to 
build and sustain empathy and cohesion.   

 With respect to the analysis of posts, it 
is important to note that instances of a given 
type of indicator were coded once only. Thus, 
for example, in the case of a post where three 
items could be coded as directing comment at 
individual, the indicator would be checked but 
the actual number of occurrences would not 
be recorded. The objective of the analysis is 
to provide a profile of each post in terms of 
the density of indicators present in terms of 
type rather than tokens. In analysing the 
posts, it was further observed that certain to-
kens tended to be repeated perhaps due to 
the length of a post or a writer’s stylistic pref-
erences.  

 

Analysis of Cognitive Presence 

For an overview of the framework of 
cognitive presence retained for this study, 
refer to Table 2. As originally conceived, the 
framework devised by Garrison et al. (2001) 
was situated within a problem-solving per-
spective with the analysis of posts focused on 
four criteria:  triggering, exploration, integra-
tion, and resolution.   The first criterion, trig-
gering, serves to identify a problem; explora-
tion pertains to evidence within a post that 
relates to the further exploration of the prob-
lem; integration focuses more specifically on 
the discussion of possible solutions, and reso-
lution to their testing. In contrast to the origi-
nal study which focused on coursework, 
analysis of initial posts in the present study 
revealed problems of two different types. The 

(Continued on page 92) 
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Table 2:  Analysis of Cognitive Presence 
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COGNITIVE PRESENCE 

TRIGGERING 
Problem-oriented post – presenting 
background information/asking ques-
tions that culminates in a problem and 
genuine call for help to resolve it; ini-
tiates a strand. 

TRIGGERING 
Issue-oriented post – pre-
senting background infor-
mation/asking questions 
that culminates in an invita-
tion to discuss an issue; 
initiates a strand. 

REPORTING 
Report-oriented post – 
presentation/discussion of 
an activity or experience 
related to practicum; initi-
ates a strand. 

• Identifying problem • Identifying issue • Sharing experience 

EXPLORATION 
Search for information 

EXPLORATION 
Discussion of issue 

EXPLORATION 
Discussion of point re-
lated to report-oriented 
post 

• Discussion of problem/giving 
view • Sharing experience • Sharing experience 

• Suggestions for consideration 
• Sharing view/ discuss-

ing issue generally 
• Sharing view/ discuss-

ing issue generally 

• Evoking references • Evoking references • Evoking references 

• Evoking resources • Evoking resources • Evoking references 

• Evoking pedagogical principles/ 
concepts 

• Evoking pedagogical 
principles/ concepts 

• Evoking pedagogical 
principles/ concepts 

• Evoking curriculum • Evoking curriculum • Evoking curriculum 

• Giving advice based on experi-
ence 

    

• Evoking references     

• Evoking resources     

• Evoking pedagogical principles/ 
concepts 

    

• Convergence among group mem-
bers 

    

RESOLUTION 
Reporting of solution/ attempted 
solution to problem originally 
posed 

    

• Reporting solution     

• Evaluating solution     

• Defending solution     

INTEGRATION 
Suggestions for possible solution     

  



first type related to what might be termed 
genuine calls for help with respect to a prob-
lem pre-service teachers confronted within 
the context of their practicum. In the first post 
in the Appendix, for example, where Isabelle 
was grappling with the problem of getting her 
students to follow directions for an activity in 
the computer lab, a trigger of this type was 
posed in the following terms: Do you have any 
strategy or technique I could use to bring stu-
dents to be more autonomous when they want 
to look for information by themselves? As illus-
trated in the post, the author provides back-
ground information in order to contextualize 
her problem.  

In contrast to the above authentic calls 
for help, other posts provided triggers which 
could be better qualified as invitations to dis-
cuss an issue rather than any immediate need 
to resolve a problem. Typically, such posts 
provided a description of an activity carried 
out by a pre-service teacher during his/her 
practicum with a trigger which invited partici-
pants to further discuss an issue raised by the 
person who posted. Finally, initial posts were 
also identified which did not contain any overt 
triggers but merely reported on an activity or 
an experience which took place during the 
practicum. Such posts could generate re-
sponses but it was left up to the respondents to 
find a point of interest. In order to distinguish 
between these three types of initial posts, 
three categories, as shown in Table 2, were 
identified:   

 

a) Problem-oriented. 

b) Issue-oriented. 

c) Report-oriented.  

 

(Continued from page 90)  With respect to the present study, re-
sponses to problem-oriented posts were fur-
ther analysed in terms of whether the content 
pertained to the exploration, integration or 
resolution phases of problem-solving. How-
ever, in contrast to past studies where prob-
lems, posed within the context of coursework, 
tended to be hypothetical, pre-service teach-
ers in the present study were dealing with 
concrete problems which surfaced in the con-
text of their practicum. As students were in 
their fourth year, the problems voiced were 
often familiar to them; some had already wres-
tled with the same or similar problems and 
were able to give concrete advice. In view of 
these particularities, indicators from the origi-
nal framework were adapted to fit the data of 
the present study. First, with respect to the 
exploration of the problem, two indicators, 
which drew on the original Garrison et al. 
study, were retained: discussion of problem/
giving view and suggestions for consideration. 
However, in order to determine more pre-
cisely the nature of the arguments being 
evoked by participants, four other indicators 
were included: evoking references, evoking 
resources, evoking pedagogical principles/
concepts, evoking curriculum. Evoking refer-
ences refers to references to or quotes from 
published articles, book chapters, or books 
(whether in paper format or online). Evoking 
resources refers to references to both material 
resources (e.g., online teaching materials, 
lesson plans posted by participants) or human 
resources (e.g., teacher, counsellor). Evoking 
pedagogical principles/concepts refers to the 
use of theoretical notions and terms (e.g., 
prior knowledge, differentiated instruction, 
multi-intelligences, zone of proximal develop-
ment, scaffolding, modelling) which could be 
used to justify certain approaches to teaching. 
Evoking curriculum refers to references to 

(Continued on page 93) 
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specific aspects of the Ministry program the 
students were using in view of bolstering the 
relevance to the point under discussion.  

In contrast to the exploration phase, 
the integration phase was 
reserved for pre-service 
teachers’ concrete solu-
tions to the targeted prob-
lem based on their prior 
teaching experiences. As 
reflected in Table 2, evi-
dence of such an orienta-
tion is coded as giving 
advice based on experi-
ence; as for the explora-
tion phase, however, the 
inclusion of indicators 
such as evoking refer-
ences were included as 
they provide additional 
information as to the infor-
mational resources par-
ticipants were drawing on 
to justify their recommen-
dations. A final indicator 
retained from Garrison et 
al.’s original framework 
— convergence among group members — sug-
gests how participants may be rallying toward 
a certain solution.  

With respect to resolution, this phase 
was reserved for a response from the pre-
service teacher who had posed the original 
problem or from a participant who had been 
influenced by the online discussions relevant 
to the targeted problem and had tried out 
something with his/her own students. In other 
words, what one wants to know is whether or 
not any of the help given by participants in 
regard to the original targeted problem was of 

(Continued from page 92) use or whether alternative ways had been 
found to resolve the problem. For the resolu-
tion phase, the content of relevant posts was 
analyzed in terms of three indicators: report-
ing solution, evaluating solution, and defending 
solution.  With respect to the issue-oriented or 
report-oriented posts, the analysis of the con-

tent of responses was lim-
ited to the exploration 
phase. Indicators for this 
phase are provided in Ta-
ble 2.  

Referring to the Ap-
pendix, three posts 
(numbers 209, 396, 417) 
are responses to Isabelle’s 
original inquiry as to 
strategies which she could 
use to have her students 
work more independently 
in the computer lab. As in 
posts 209 and 417, the pre-
service teachers provided 
help based on their actual 
experiences with students, 
both were coded as giving 
advice based on experi-
ence. More specifically, 
with respect to post 209, 

two other indicators retained were:  evoking 
resources (i.e., the address for an internet site 
for quizzes) and evoking pedagogical princi-
ples/concepts (i.e., prior knowledge).  Post 396 
provides an example of a post which was 
coded for discussion of problem/giving view.  
As for the analysis of social presence, items 
for a given post were tallied in function of the 
type of indicator, not the number of tokens. 
Thus, if in a post, two websites were identified, 
the indicator evoking resources would be tal-
lied once only.  

(Continued on page 94) 

“...the pre-service 
teachers of the  

present study were 
not simply discussing  

hypothetical  
problems, but  
grappling with  

problems related to 
the exigencies of 

their teaching  
contexts.” 

Page 93 volume 36, issue 2 



 

Conclusion 

In this article, I have discussed how 
the Garrison et al. (2001) framework could be 
adapted to analyse social and cognitive pres-
ence in posts obtained from a discussion fo-
rum involving pre-service ESL teachers dur-
ing a practicum. As discussed above, certain 
changes to the original criteria were made in 
order to account for the characteristics of the 
data and allow for a more meaningful profiling 
of the results. Of particular note are the 
changes which were made to the categories  
relevant to cognitive presence, where initial 
posts were coded in terms of whether they 
were problem-, issue-, or report-oriented. In 
contrast to past studies which have dealt with 
posts in the context of coursework, the pre-
service teachers of the present study were not 
simply discussing hypothetical problems, but 
grappling with problems related to the exi-
gencies of their teaching contexts. The pro-
posed analysis makes it possible to see that 
pre-service teachers were indeed using the 
discussion forum as a resource for discussing 
their concerns.  

Indicators for the categories on explo-
ration, integration, and resolution were re-
fined in order to highlight features specific to 
the posts produced by the pre-service teach-
ers. Amongst other things, the proposed re-
finements make more salient how the pre-
service teachers were variously drawing on 
their experiential knowledge of teaching and 
making links with theoretical concepts. Al-
though online communities offer the potential 
for creating communities of learners, specific 
analyses of content such as the one proposed 
here will make it possible to more objectively 
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determine to what degree socially mediated 
knowledge construction is taking place. 
Within the broader study from which this arti-
cle is drawn, the  coding scheme outlined 
herein is currently being used to analyse the 
corpus of posts in order to better understand 
how and to what degree social and cognitive 
presence were in evidence during the discus-
sion forum exchanges.  � 
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Appendix A: Examples of four posts from a strand involving the discussion of ICTs in the 
elementary grades  
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