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Forward  

In this issue we present a very broad variety of papers covering a wide range of issues. 

These include some perennial language learning topics such as visual aids and 

memory, some cultural topics such as trilingualism and comparisons of rhetorical 

language use across cultures. Other topics include assessment and approaches to 

improving the quality of learning. We hope that you will find at least something of 

interest within this very broad range.    

   Memory is so obviously important in language learning so it seems logical to 

make it the focus of an investigation. In The Effect of MTI on L2 Proficiency and 

Learning Strategies Yen, Shu-chin and Chou, Tun-whei investigate whether Memory 

Trigger Instruction (MTI) increases studentsô use of memory strategies, and whether 

this results in an increase in studentsô overall English proficiency. Their results 

suggest that MTI can significantly increase both strategy use and studentsô English 

proficiency. They conclude that the development of a broad variety of mnemonic 

techniques is likely to increase the effectiveness of MTI and further suggest that MTI 

could be extended to other areas of language instruction, such as listening, speaking 

and writing. 

   As political ideology increasingly underpins academic writing in our international 

field, it is important to keep reminding ourselves that improved learning remains the 

ultimate aim of all EFL research. Lei Lei, and Xiaoqing Qin (An Empirical Study of 

Success and Failure Attributions of EFL Learners at the Tertiary Level in China) 

investigate the perceptions of reasons for success and failure of tertiary-level EFL 

learners in relation to English language achievement. Their learners attribute English 

learning success to factors of effort, teacher, confidence and practical use, and failure 

to factors of lack of confidence, lack of effort, test-oriented learning, lack of practical 

use and lack of external help. They conclude that all these factors in combination 

influence EFL learning success. 
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   In Discourse Community or Cultural Conventions: Rhetorical Analysis of 

Research Abstracts, Ali Akbar Ansarin and Farzad Rashidi investigate the generic 

structure of the moves used in abstracts written in English by English and Persian 

speakers. While differences were identified at a micro-level, no major rhetorical 

differences were found in the use of rhetorical conventions. The findings appear to 

suggest that in the field of applied linguistics, research-article abstract writers 

manifest their affinity to the perceived norms of rhetorical behavior within a discourse 

community rather than to their national community and native language writing 

culture. Whether this applied beyond abstract writing would be more difficult to 

establish and needs further investigation.  

   Involving students in their own assessment has supporters and detractors. Eddie 

Whiteôs pilot study in self-assessment, Assessing the Assessment: an Evaluation of a 

Self-Assessment of Class Participation Procedure, considers practicality, reliability, 

validity, authenticity, and washback. Whiteôs initial study confirms the common 

expectations about the difficulty of training students in self-assessment. However, he 

identifies an advantage that makes it worthwhile to persist as it is found to be very 

effective as a consciousness-raising tool that promotes more class participation.  

   Moving to a study in more formal testing, Iranian Candidates' Attitudes towards 

IELTS, Iman Rasti considers the relationship between examinees' characteristics and 

their attitudes using an attitude questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and narrative 

written self-reports. He found that the majority of candidates (80%) had a positive 

attitude towards IELTS regardless of sex, age, educational background, and scores. 

   In a study that may well be echoed in other contexts, Wen-chi (Vivian) Wu in 

Criteria for Establishing an Authentic EFL Learning Environment in Taiwan explores 

the perceptions of faculty and students of their learning environment The entire EFL 

environment was perceived to be detrimental to learning The lack of native speakers, 

sufficient teachers, real-life learning materials, English-language speaking and 

listening practice, and multimedia teaching resources were found to be particularly 

detrimental. Among other suggestions, Wu advocates a more interactive relationship 

of collaboration between teachers and students and designing genuine experiences 
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within the community rather than the current concentration on teacher- and 

classroom-centered instruction.  

   Yuxiu Hu and Adam B. Bodomo in Harbinglish: L1 Influence on the Learning of 

English by High School Students in Harbin, China report on the important role of L1 

in L2 acquisition, thus contributing to an important debate by using new data to 

provide a new perspective. They suggest that the transfer, in this context at least, is 

considerably stronger than is often acknowledged, concluding that the common errors 

made by high school learners of English in Harbin are mainly due to the influence of 

their native language.  

   In Childrenôs Achievement in Two Second Languages: The Roles of Gender, 

Language Use Domains and Beliefs, Harshita Aini Haroon and Azlina Murad Sani 

investigate associations between the achievement of young learners in two second 

languages and gender, language use and language learning beliefs. Achievements in 

the first language and both second languages were found to positively correlate with 

each other. They also confirm previous findings that girls are dominant in languages. 

Haroon and Sani also found significant associations between English achievement and 

some language learning beliefs and communication strategies. 

   It is unusual for AEJ to accept a study beyond our usual EFL scope. In this case 

we felt there was much of relevance to EFL teachers in this paper so made an 

exception. Adel Abu Radwan (Input Processing Instruction and Traditional Output 

Practice Instruction: Effects on the Acquisition of Arabic Morphology) investigates 

the claim that focusing learnersô attention on interpreting the meaning of various 

language forms is superior to other types of formal instruction. He compares the 

effects of meaning-based input processing instruction and traditional output-based 

instruction on the acquisition of several formal features necessary for the 

interpretation of sentences containing psychological verbs in Arabic. The findings 

indicate that processing instruction seems to affect certain areas of interlanguage (IL) 

grammar such as clitics and theme-verbs. 

   In Use of Refusal Strategies by Turkish EFL Learners and Native Speakers of 

English in Urban and Rural Areas, Zubeyde Sinem Genc and Ozlem Tekyildiz 
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investigate the ways in which Turkish learners of English use the speech act of refusal. 

Their aim was to reveal whether regional variety affects the kind of refusal strategies 

used. Their findings indicated that all the subjects regardless of origin seem to use 

similar notions of directness and indirectness in their interactions with interlocutors of 

varied social status. The status of the interlocutor was observed to be an important 

factor in strategy choice for all respondents. 

   It is difficult to relate the affect of particular aspects of classroom approach to 

improved learning. In Teaching Aids: Effective in Iranian Students' Lexical 

Acquisition?, Seyed Vahid Aryadoust and Hoda Lashkary investigate the effects of 

employing teaching aids, including the of use videos, flash cards, and dictionaries on 

lexical acquisition over a four-month period to observe whether vocabulary 

acquisition is improved by the use of aids. In a traditional experimental study, the 

results indicated that the vocabulary was mastered better by the subjects taught using 

teaching aids. Naturally, further research would be needed to confirm the findings for 

other contexts. 
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Abstract 

Studies on the use of learning strategies indicate that memory strategy and affective 

strategy are the strategies least used by Asian students (including Taiwanese students).  

This study investigates whether Memory Trigger Instruction (MTI) will increase 

studentsô use of memory strategy, and whether this will result in an increase in 

studentsô overall English proficiency and use of other learning strategies.  Four 

techniques of MTI are employed in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

classroom. The participants are divided into MTI and Traditional Instruction (TI) 

groups. The College Student English Proficiency Test (CSEPT) and the Strategy 

Inventory of Language Learning (SILL) are administered before and after the MTI 

treatment. Results suggest that MTI can significantly increase studentsô use of 

memory strategy and studentsô English proficiency. However, MTI appears to have 

no effect on studentsô choice of other learning strategies. Implications of these results 

for future development of memory strategy instruction are: first, development and 

evaluation of a greater variety of mnemonic techniques is likely to increase the 

effectiveness of MTI; second, MTI could be extended to other areas of language 

instruction, such as listening, speaking and writing. 
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Introduction  

Oxford (1990) defines language learning strategies as special actions taken 

consciously by language learners to achieve effective learning.  Current research in 

L2 acquisition indicates that proficient language learners are more likely to use 

language learning strategies and are capable of choosing strategies appropriate to the 

text they encounter (Griffiths, 2003; OôMalley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Vann 

& Abraham, 1990).  Numerous studies have been conducted on Asian studentsô use 

of language-learning strategies.  Politzer and McGroarthy (1985) discovered that 

Asian students used fewer of the strategies expected of ñgoodò language learners than 

Hispanic students did.  OôMalley (1987) ascribed Asian studentsô lack of success to 

their reluctance to abandon familiar learning strategies.  Among Chinese speakers, 

research has indicated that Chinese students use compensation and metacognitive 

strategies the most, and affective and memory strategies the least (Altan, 2004; 

Bremner, 1999; Goh & Kwah, 1997).  As for Taiwanese studentsô use of learning 

strategies, Chen (2004) conducted a series of experiments on studentsô use of learning 

strategies at Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages; her results demonstrated that 

students had the lowest mean score in the category of Memory Strategies (2.8), 

compared with their scores in Cognitive Strategies (3.34), Compensation Strategies 

(3.3), Meta-cognitive Strategies (3.44), Affective Strategies (2.88) and Social 

Strategies (3.29).  The above-mentioned literature suggests that enhancement of 

studentsô use of memory strategy is a promising direction for improving studentsô 

overall proficiency (Altan, 2004; Chen, 2004). 

   Numerous mnemonic devices have been mentioned in the literature; however, the 

effectiveness of the application of each device has not yet been evaluated in an EFL 

context.  For example, one of the most frequently studied mnemonic devices is the 

keyword method, which involves memorizing a foreign word using both an acoustic 

link (ña sound-alike native wordò) and an imagery link (an interactive image which 

incorporates both native and foreign words) (Gu, 2003, p.11).  The keyword method 

is of limited use value for vocabulary acquisition since it does not take the ñmultiple 

dimensions of [a] wordò (Gu, 2003, p.12) or its grammatical information (Paivio & 
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Desrochers, 1981) into account.  Thus, Gu (2003) proposes using the keyword 

method in context, which would embed the keyword in a context or sentence.  The 

effectiveness of other mnemonic devices, such as semantic networking, vocabulary in 

discourse context and vocabulary in musical applications, requires further empirical 

research to evaluate.   

   In this study, we have conducted a Memory Trigger Instruction (MTI) experiment 

to investigate studentsô use of memory strategies, using Oxfordôs theory of memory 

strategy as a matrix; the matrix is also a component of the four MTI configurations 

used in this experiment.  The current study investigates (1) whether MTI 

significantly increases studentsô frequency of memory strategy use, (2) whether use of 

MTI affects studentsô choice of other learning strategies, and (3) whether MTI has a 

positive effect on studentsô overall English proficiency, such as their proficiency in 

reading and usage. 

 

Literature Review 

MTI Techniques 

MTI is comprised of two parts: (1) memory strategy theory, formulated by Oxford 

(1990) and (2) mnemonic devices, or the so-called mechanical techniques used to 

ñreinforceò memory, which include the techniques of keyword, discourse and music 

applications, plus Oxfordôs paradigm.  Four techniques are used in this experiment: 

technique 1 applies Oxfordôs theory of memory strategy, whereas techniques 2, 3, and 

4 apply the keyword, discourse and musical techniques in addition to the version of 

Oxfordôs paradigm used in technique 1.   

 

Technique 1 (Oxfordôs theory of memory strategy)   

Oxford (1990) categorizes memory strategies into clusters of ñmental linkage creation, 

image / sound application, [together with] review and action employmentò (p.38).  

She describes the process of mental linkage of words as ñword associationò and 

ñimage applicationò with the help of visual aids such as pictures.  ñSound 

applicationò refers to mental link created by the phonological aspects of a word such 
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as syllabic structure and stress pattern.  ñReviewingò and ñaction employmentò refer 

to mechanical techniques or skills used to reinforce memory.  In technique 1, three 

elements of Oxfordôs memory strategy are employed: rhythmic properties, word 

memorization and contextual word usage.  Rhythmic properties refer to phonetic 

elements such as the stress patterns and syllabic structures of target words.  Frankish 

(1989) demonstrates that the prosodic features of a word facilitate the memorization 

of suprasegmental units.  

   ñWord memorizationò refers to the technique of memorizing words with the help 

of images or word association.  Kasper (1993) claims that ñeach image [should be 

made] as unique as possibleò to facilitate the memorization process (p.250).  Word 

association also involves finding antonyms or synonyms for individual words.  

Antonyms and synonyms are arranged according to their level of difficulty: 

intermediate-level items appear first, followed by basic- and advanced-level items.  

Studies reveal that the initial items of a word group are remembered best; the final 

items of a word group are more difficult to recall.  The items located in the middle of 

a word group are the hardest to recall (Frensch, 1994; Healy, Havas & Parker, 2000).   

   Contextual word usage refers to memorization of target words in context.  

Numerous studies indicate that embedding new words in a context may be the best 

way to memorize a word effectively, since not only the target words but also the 

words surrounding them can be acquired (Gu, 2003; Sansome, 2000). 

 

Technique 2 (Discourse method + Oxfordôs paradigm)   

Technique 2 integrates the discourse method into Oxfordôs paradigm.  Cook (1989) 

defines discourse as a super-sentential unit of words, either in oral or written form, 

having a communicative function and internal coherence.  ñFormal links between 

sentences and between clauses are known as cohesive devicesò (p.14).  Verb forms, 

parallelism, referring expressions, substitutions and conjunctions are all examples of 

cohesive devices (Cook, 1989).  Such cohesive devices may also aid a 

second-language learner in memorizing a cluster of words. 
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Technique 3 (Keyword method + Oxfordôs paradigm)   

The keyword method and Oxfordôs paradigm are combined in technique 3.  The 

ñkeyword methodò refers to memorization of a target word using an acoustic link (a 

sound-alike native-language word) and an ñimagery linkò, which serves as a bridge or 

ñreferentò between the native-language word and the target word.  The acoustic and 

imagery links should form a strong association with the target word; the relationship 

between keyword and target word should be constructed in such a way that when 

learners hear or see the keyword, association to the target word will occur to them 

immediately (Gu, 2003; Hulstijn, 1997).   

Technique 4 (Music method + Oxfordôs paradigm)  

It has been proposed that the use of music or song is conducive to language learning 

for both affective and cognitive reasons (Scheopp, 2001). Songs develop a weak 

affective filter in the sense that they create a non-threatening and stress-free 

atmosphere, which is believed to enhance learning (Adamowski, 1997; Bechtold, 

1983; Domoney & Harris, 1993; Lo & Li, 1998).  The use of song (music) can also 

facilitate language automaticity, which has been defined as ña component of language 

fluency . . . involve[ing] both knowing what to say and producing language rapidly 

without pausesò (Gatbonton & Segalowize, 1988, p.473).  Gatbonton and 

Segalowize (1988), demonstrate the effectiveness of melody in boosting 

memorization. 

 

Vocabulary and L2 Reading Comprehension 

Knowledge of vocabulary remains a central issue in L2 reading comprehension.  

Eskey (1988), McLaughlin (1990) and Segalowitz (1991) all emphasize the 

importance of vocabulary in L2 reading.  They claim that less proficient readers 

often appear to be word-bound, and this phenomenon is often taken as evidence that 

those readers are stuck at the word level.  Furthermore, Eskey (1973) holds that good 

reading is a matter of knowledge of language structure rather than a guessing-game.  

Neely (1977) elaborates on Eskeyôs view, claiming that good readers know the 
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language because they are capable of decoding the lexical units in the texts that they 

encounter.  Generally speaking, reading comprehension is achieved not only by 

using background knowledge of the world but also by relying on automatic word 

identification (Berman, 1984; Carrell, 1989). 

 

Methodology 

Subjects 

Subjects were selected from the student population of Wenzao Ursuline College of 

Languages in Kaohsiung, Taiwan.  A sample of 96 students was selected from a total 

population of 700 four-year college seniors.  Data collected from 21 out of the 96 

participants were excluded because they failed to participate in the whole research 

project.  For example, some of them missed the tests given during the experiment.  

Two complete classes of English majors were divided into an experimental group (35 

participants) and a control group (32 participants).  The experimental group will 

hereafter be referred to as the Memory Trigger Instruction (MTI) group, and the 

control group will be referred to as the Traditional Instruction (TI) group.  The 

participants were all native speakers of Mandarin Chinese who were learning English 

as a foreign language.  They had taken the College Student English Proficiency Test 

(CSEPT) and the Strategy Inventory of Language Learning (SILL) upon their 

admission to Wenzao.  

  

MTI Materials 

Essays from Contemporary Culture was the primary textbook used by these two 

groups in a course entitled, Language and Culture.  It is an authentic textbook 

designed to develop undergraduate studentsô critical thinking.  The material in this 

textbook was used to design the MTI models.   

 

MTI Model Design   

Example 1 (Oxfordôs theory of memory strategy)  The word ñwheedleò was paired 

with three elements (rhythmic properties, word memorization and context word 
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usage).  The phonetic transcription of ñwheedleò is the first element; synonyms for 

ñwheedleò arranged by degree of difficulty are the second element, and a sentence 

using the word ñwheedleò is the third element (see Appendix 1). 

Example 2 (discourse method + Oxfordôs paradigm). 

ñXiao-Ming lives with his grandmother, who has osteoporosis.  After a car 

accident, she lay comatose in hospital and was very frailò. 

In this passage, three vocabulary words have been underlined.  Cohesive devices and 

contextual clues (such as ñcar accidentò and ñhospitalò) within the discourse 

suggested the negative connotations of these vocabulary words (see Appendix 2).   

Example 3 (Keyword method + Oxfordôs paradigm).   

ñּרҒ (mecca)╥ЄϢ Њ™ ҟᾼ֮Ѡ.ò 

ñMeccaò is defined as ña place where people go, because it is famous or because it 

has something that they wantò (Collins Cobuild Dictionary, p.1130).  The keyword 

method uses underlining to indicate that a definition of the target word ñmeccaò will 

follow.  ñּרҒ (meijia),ò the L1 acoustic link to ñmecca,ò functions as a keyword to 

boost memorization of the target word.  The imagery link to the pronunciation of the 

target word is formed by using the national flags of the United States (the first 

syllable of which is pronounced ñּרò in Chinese) and Canada (the first syllable of 

which is pronounced ñҒò in Chinese).  The keyword sentence can be translated as 

ñAmerica and Canada are the places where people want to goò (see Appendix 3). 

Example 4 (Music method + Oxfordôs paradigm).   

ñFrenzy ╥֤ ᾼ crazy / ֿ ┬εωӧ￼ϯҟ / כẞ Ϣ culprit  

koooo(֟ ) / ╥Ϛ  provocative Ϸ ╥ ╚ ᾼᴩⱢ / vilify , codify Ὅ֯Ϛ

 / ᷂ ᾼ  Ȳ כϚӐ .ɽ 

This discourse can be translated as ñFrenzy is the noun form of crazy / This is an 

example to boost memorization / Culprits are very irritating / But to annoy them will 
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provoke them / combining the words ñcodifyingò and ñvilifyingò / we compose a 

pamphlet to malign evildoers (compose is a synonym for codify, and malign is a 

synonym for vilify).  It consists of a piece of rap music.  The underlined words 

provide definitions for the target vocabulary words surrounding them (see Appendix 

4).  

 

Instruments 

The instrument used to assess studentsô pre-treatment and post-treatment proficiency 

is the College Student English Proficiency Test (CSEPT level 2).  CSEPT is a 

standardized proficiency test developed and administered by the Language Training 

and Testing Center (LTTC) in Taiwan.  The test is comprised of three sections: 

Listening, Usage, and Reading.  It aims to measure studentsô comprehension of 

general spoken English, English language structure, and English written materials.  

The total possible score on this test is 360; each section has a total possible score of 

120. 

   Oxfordôs (1990) Strategy Inventory of Language Learning (SILL); its Cronbach 

alpha reliability coefficients range from 0.89 to 0.98 was used to measure studentsô 

use of learning strategies (Griffiths, 2003).  SILL consists of 50 statements related to 

six categories of language learning strategies: (1) memory strategies, (2) cognitive 

strategies, (3) compensation strategies, (4) meta-cognitive strategies, (5) affective 

strategies, and (6) social strategies.  On a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never 

or almost never true) to 5 (always or almost always true), participants were requested 

to mark their response to each statement. 

 

Procedure 

This research project was conducted from November 2006 to June 2007.  The 

CSEPT and the SILL were administered as pre-tests to both the MTI and the TI 

groups.  Both groups received reading instruction for three hours per week in the 
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course ñLanguage and Cultureò.  They all used the same textbook and syllabus.  

However, the TI group received traditional reading instruction with no emphasis on 

any particular learning strategy, whereas the MTI group received Memory Trigger 

Instruction with an emphasis on mnemonic techniques.  Both groups received 

instruction for a period of 27 weeks.  Afterward, the CSEPT and the SILL were 

administered as post-tests to both MTI and TI groups.  

 

Data Analysis 

The independent variables in this experiment are instruction methods (Memory 

Trigger vs. Traditional), and the dependent variables are CSEPT and SILL pretest and 

posttest scores.  SPSS was used to perform an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA).  

 

Results 

Effect of MTI on Studentsô Use of Memory Strategies 

A post-treatment ANCOVA was used to calculate the difference between the TI and 

MTI groups pre- and post-treatment SILL scores, with both groupsô pre-treatment 

SILL scores as a covariate.  Results demonstrated that the pretest scores were 

significantly correlated with the posttest scores; F (5,383) = 5.583, p<.001 and that 

there was a significant difference in the posttest scores between the two groups after 

controlling for pretest scores; F (11,383) = 3.263, p<.001 (see Table 1).  

Additionally, the MTI group had a higher posttest mean score (M = 3.806) than the 

control group did (M = 3.179, see Table 2).    These findings indicate that MTI was 

more effective than TI in increasing studentsô use of memory strategies. 

 

Table 1  

ANCOVA Results for Studentsô use of Memory Strategy  

Source df SS MS F 

MS Pretest 5 6.631 1.326 5.583*** 
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Instruction method 11 8.527 .775 3.263*** 

Error 383 90.978 .238  

Total 399 5116.560   

Note. MS = Memory Strategy 

The F value of 5.583 is equivalent to a p value of .000 and the F value of 3.263, a p 

value of .000 

*** p<.001 

 

Table 2  

T-test Results for Studentsô Use of Memory Strategy 

Instruction 

Method 

 Pretest  Posttest 
t 

n M SD  M SD 

TI 32 2.78 0.66  3.179 .4285 2.989* 

MTI 35 2.83 0.61  3.806 .4984 8.727*** 

Note.  TI = Traditional Instruction; MTI = Memory Trigger Instruction  

The t value of 2.989 is equivalent to a p value of .005. The t value of 8.727 is 

equivalent to a p value of .000. 

*** p<.001; * p< .01 

 

Effect of MTI on Studentsô Use of Other Strategies 

Pairwise comparison was used to analyze studentsô use of individual learning 

strategies.  The results indicate that MTI has no significant effect on studentsô use of 

other strategies.  Memory strategy is used less frequently than compensation strategy 
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(compensation to memory =.224, p<.05).  Memory strategy is more frequently used 

than affective strategy (memory to affective = .224, p<.05), cognitive strategy is more 

frequently used than affective strategy (cognitive to affective =.395, p<.05); 

compensation strategy is more frequently used than affective strategy (compensation 

to affective = .448, p<.05).  Compensation strategy is also more frequently used than 

social strategy (compensation to social =.194, p<.05); meta-cognitive strategy is more 

frequently used than affective strategy (meta-cognitive to affective = .281, p<.05), and 

social strategy is more frequently used than affective strategy (social to affective 

= .254, p<.05).  From these results, we conclude that compensation strategy is used 

the most frequently by students, while affective strategy is used the least frequently.  

However, no significant differences were found among studentsô use of memory, 

cognitive, social and meta-cognitive strategies.  Thus, studentsô use of strategies 

from most to least frequent can be listed as: compensation strategy > memory strategy 

= cognitive strategy = social strategy = meta-cognitive strategy > affective strategy. 

These findings are consistent with the results of previous studies. 

 

Effect of MTI on Studentsô Overall English Proficiency 

   The effect of MTI on studentsô overall English proficiency was investigated by 

measuring the difference in studentsô pre-test and post-test overall CSEPT scores, and 

by measuring the difference in their CSEPT reading and usage scores.  As previously 

mentioned, CSEPT is divided into three parts, listening, usage and reading.  In this 

study, both pre- and post- CSEPT scores include mean scores in usage and reading.  

   An ANCOVA was used to analyze the difference in posttest scores between the TI 

and MTI groups, with the pretest scores as a covariate.  Results showed that after 

controlling for pretest scores, there was a significant between-group difference in the 

posttest scores for both of the CSEPT components: usage (F = 10.788, p<.001), 

reading (F = 7.144, p<.001, see Table 3) as well as a significant difference in overall 

CSEPT scores (F = 9.911, p<.001).  Table 3 also shows that the MTI group had a 

higher posttest mean score on the two CSEPT components than the control group did.  
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These results reveal that MTI (M = 90.05) was more effective than TI (M = 83.7) in 

improving studentsô overall English proficiency as well as their usage and reading. 

Table 3  

Means, Standard Deviations and ANCOVA Results: CSEPT Usage and Reading 

Scores 

CSEPT 

Component 

TI MTI  

Pretest  Posttest Pretest  Posttest ANCOVA 

M SD  M SD M SD  M SD F 

Usage 71.66 14.3  81.41 12.64 71.25 12.40  87.06 11.52 10.788*** 

Reading 79.06 12.04  86.00 7.44 77.31 12.50  93.06 7.12 7.144*** 

Usage + 

Reading 

75.37 13.64  83.70 7.60 74.28 12.74  90.05 7.75 9.911*** 

Note.  The F value of 10.788 is equivalent to a p value of .000, the F value of 7.144, 

a p value of .000, and the F value of 9.911, a p value of .000. 

*** p<.001 

 

Discussion 

The results obtained in this experiment suggest the following: 

1. MTI can significantly increase studentsô use of memory strategy. 

2. MTI shows no impact on studentsô use of other learning strategies.   

3. MTI can enhance studentsô overall English proficiency.   

In the paragraphs to follow, we describe the main features of MTI and its 

contributions to EFL learning. 

MTI Significantly Increases Studentsô Frequency of Memory Strategy Use 
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The SILL consists of six categories of language learning strategies.  Memory 

strategy is listed as the first category and there are nine items in this category.  What 

follows is our discussion of MTIôs engagement in the SILLôs memory strategy.     

MTI-group students were trained to ñuse rhymes to remember new English wordsò 

(item 5).  Word association in the first MTI technique encourages students to ñthink 

of [the word] relationships between what [they] already know and new [words they 

are going to] learnò (item 1).  The second MTI technique (discourse method) 

instructs students to ñuse new English words in a sentenceò (item 2).   The keyword 

method emphasizes acoustic and visual links between a native-language word and the 

target word.  This may increase the frequency with which students use the following 

strategies: first, to ñremember a new English word by making a mental picture of a 

situation in which the word might be usedò (item 4); second, to remember a word by 

ñconnect[ing] the sound . . . or [the] picture of the wordò (item3).  The music method 

encourages students to ñphysically act new English wordsò (item 7) through facial 

expression, body language and articulation 

 

MTI has No Impact on Studentsô Use of Other Learning Strategies 

The introduction of MTI caused no significant changes in studentsô use of other 

learning strategies.  A comparison of pre- and post-test mean SILL scores reveals 

that compensation strategy remains studentsô most frequently used strategy; affective 

strategy is still studentsô least frequently used learning strategy.  These results are 

consistent with previous studies on Asian studentsô use of learning strategies (Altan, 

2004; Bremner, 1999; Goh and Kwah, 1997).  The only change to the sequential 

order of learning-strategies usage observed here is in the use of memory strategy, 

which no longer ranks as studentsô least-used learning strategy.  

 

MTI Positively Affects Studentsô Overall English Proficiency 

MTI has been demonstrated to increase studentsô level of overall English proficiency, 

both in usage and reading.  CSEPTôs usage section tests knowledge of English 

language structure, such as vocabulary or phrase determination in context; this is 
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closely related to bottom-up processing in reading (Eskey, 1988; McLaughlin, 1990; 

Segalowitz, 1991).  Studies in L2 reading comprehension indicate that vocabulary 

problems represent the greatest stumbling block to fluent reading (Nation & Coady, 

1988).  Nation and Coadyôs (1988) study of the relationship between reading and 

vocabulary found that vocabulary knowledge significantly influences reading fluency.  

Our results suggest that MTI significantly improves studentsô reading ability and that 

MTI could be a highly effective teaching method for an EFL reading class because it 

provides diverse and effective techniques for vocabulary memorization.  

  

Conclusion 

This study investigated the effect of Memory Trigger Instruction (MTI) on studentsô 

overall English proficiency and on studentsô use of language learning strategies.  

Four different combinations of MTI techniques were developed and studied in a 

classroom setting.  It was demonstrated that MTI improved studentsô overall English 

proficiency significantly more than Traditional Instruction (TI) did, especially in the 

area of reading fluency.   

   However, participation in MTI treatment did not influence studentsô choice of 

learning strategies, except in the sense that after the MTI treatment, memory strategy 

was no longer the least frequently used learning strategy for the participants in the 

MTI group.  These results provide support for the theory that an increase in studentsô 

use of memory strategy results in a considerable improvement in studentsô English 

reading proficiency, which suggests that MTI may be a highly effective teaching 

approach for an EFL reading class. 

   The effectiveness of MTI raises some issues for future research.  First, we 

suggest that different kinds of MTI techniques be developed.  For example, MTI 

techniques can be designed to include not only contextual and discourse settings, but 

also affective factors.  Oxford (1990) suggests that ñlistening to self-talk, let[ting] 

students consider cooperation and competition, and [allow(ing) studentsô judg[ing] 

their empathyò are good activities for fostering studentsô use of affective learning 

strategies (p.149-150).  Integration of affective activities into MTI to form AMTI 
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(affective memory trigger instruction) may increase studentsô use of affective strategy.  

Finally, the question of whether MTI could be used to improve other language skills, 

such as listening, speaking and writing, also deserves further empirical investigation. 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1

Åwheedle ['widl]

Åd.f. to persuade someone to 
do something 

ÅShe wheedled him into 
taking her with him.

Åsynonyms: coax, trick, cajole
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Appendix 3

Â Mecca

Â Ғ╥ЄϢרּ Њ™ ҟᾼ֮Ѡȴ

 

 

 

 

Appendix 4
Frenzy crazy

( ) ЈМ

culprit kooooo ( ) 
( )

provocatively

( )

Vilify , codify
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Abstract 

This study investigated the success and failure attributions of Chinese tertiary-level 

EFL learners and its relation to the English language achievement. Factor analysis 

provided clear evidence that Chinese EFL learners attributed English learning success 

to factors of effort, teacher, confidence and practical use, and failure to factors of lack 

of confidence, lack of effort, test-oriented learning, lack of practical use and lack of 

external help. Results of regression analysis indicated that the teacher and effort 

factors defined success of English learning, while lack of confidence, lack of practical 

use and test-oriented learning interpreted EFL failure. It is concluded that the 

interwoven functioning of all factors, i.e., effort, teacher, confidence and EFL 

learning for practical use rather than for tests, guides the EFL learning to success. 

 

Key words: success attribution; failure attribution; English language achievement; 

factor analysis; regression analysis 
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1 Introduction  

Heider (1958, pp.146-147) hypothesized that learners were constantly analyzing 

reasons for the success and failure of the tasks related to their academic achievement. 

These achievement attributions affected learnerôs affect responses, expectancy to 

future success and subsequent behaviors, and accordingly affected learnerôs academic 

achievement. Based on Heiderôs (1958) hypothesis, Weiner and his colleagues 

(Weiner, 1979, 1986; Weiner & Kukla, 1970; Weiner, Russell, & Lerman, 1979) 

originated and later elaborated the model of attribution theory.  

   Weinerôs model of attribution theory was the most prominent and active topic 

within socio-psychological field in 1980s (Pepitone, 1981) and its influence continued 

unabated that ñno other motivational conception has achieved this degree of 

visibilityò (Graham, 1991, cited in Georgiou 1999). It has been utilized in a variety of 

disciplines for the reason that it ñfocuses upon the universal concern with 

explanation----why a particular event, or state, or outcome has come about and the 

consequences of phenomenal causalityò (Weiner, 2000). Since 1990s, Weinerôs model 

has been used in the explanation of achievement attribution and foreign language 

studies. 

   Studies on achievement attribution within the framework of Weinerôs model fall 

into three categories in terms of attribution measurement: 1) the researchers 

hypothesize certain settings of academic success or failure and ask the subjects to 

self-report reasons for the success or failure, followed by the subjectsô self-assessment 

of attributional dimension of the reasons. Most studies (Wagner, Spratt, Gal, & Paris, 

1989) in this category used Causal Dimension Scale (CDS) or Causal Dimension 

Scale II (CDSII) (McAuley, Duncan, & Russell, 1992; Russell, 1982). 2) The subjects 

are required to choose out of the reasons presented by the researchers that are in 

accord with the factuality of their academic success or failure (O'Sullivan & Howe, 

1996). 3) Interview, diary-writing or autobiography approaches are employed 

(Williams & Burden, 1999).  

   However, attributions are situation-specific and do not generalize (Siegel & 

Shaughnessy, 1996). Learners from different cultural backgrounds attribute 
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divergently in dissimilar academic situations. Despite the fact that the measures 

present a lucid top-down description of attributions commonly recognized in the 

framework of attribution theory, its defect is still obvious, that is they fail to depict the 

idiosyncratic attributions that learners with typical cultural and academic background 

hold.  

   In the mid 1990s, researchers in applied linguistics began to investigate 

achievement attributions in language learning. However, these studies followed the 

set pattern in terms of research methodology. They either drew on scales revised from 

CDSII (Tremblay & Gardner, 1995) or adopted the approaches of interviewing or 

autobiography (Williams & Burden, 1999; Tse, 2000).  

   Recently, Chinese professionals commenced studies on attributions of Chinese 

EFL learners which had the same limitations in terms of attribution measurement 

(Jiang, 2003; Li, 2004; Qin, 2002; Zhang, 2002, 2004). However, the Chinese EFL 

learners are educated in distinctive cultural and academic settings fairly divergent 

from those of their western counterparts, which lends support to hypothesize that the 

studies have failed to examine the idiosyncratic language learning attributions of 

Chinese EFL learners.  

   In the present study, to avoid the methodological shortcomings, we investigated 

the idiosyncratic success and failure attributions of Chinese tertiary-level EFL 

learners and its relation to English learning achievement using the exploratory and 

confirmatory factory analysis in conjunction with regression analysis.  

 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Attribution in Academic Achievement Studies 

Numerous studies focused on the role of attribution in academic achievement. 

O'Sullivan & Howe (1996) studied the relation between the reading attributions of 

American students and their reading achievement. The study found that the students 

attributed their reading success mainly to ability, enjoyment of reading and help from 

their family. The attribution factors were correlated with the reading achievement and 

high achievers attributed more to adaptive attribution factors. Wagner et al.ôs (1989) 
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study on Arabic students resulted similarly to O'Sullivan & Howeôs (1996), i.e., the 

students attributed mostly to internal factors (such as efforts), which defined the 

studentôs reading achievement. 

   In addition, Platt (1988) indicated that learnerôs success attribution to ability 

positively affected their academic expectancy and self-concept while the success 

attribution to effort brought about beneficial effects. Park & Kim (1998) examined the 

achievement attribution of honor students and students on probation. They found that 

honor students attributed more to internal factors. To be specific, they were more 

likely to attribute success to effort and help from others and less likely to attribute 

failure to low ability and absence of help from others. Georgiou (1999) supported the 

above findings, that is successful learners attributed more to ability and other internal 

factors and their internal attributions were positively correlated with their academic 

achievement. Conversely, unsuccessful learners attributed more to external factors 

(such as luck, effects from parents and teachers, etc.) and their external attributions 

were negatively correlated with their academic achievement. 

 

2.2 Attribution in FLL Studies 

Since the 1990s, researchers began to explore learnerôs success and failure attributions 

in foreign language learning (FLL) or foreign language teaching (FLT) situations. 

However, the investigations in the field are relatively little (Williams & Burden, 

1999). Firstly, Williams & Burden (1999) interviewed French language learners at 

different ages (from 10 to 15 years old), aimed at examining the formation and 

variation of their French learning attributions. Results showed that the older the 

learners grew the more versatile and complicated their attributions developed. 

Nevertheless, most learners attributed success to external factors with the teacher as a 

key role in the formation and development of their attributions. Secondly, Tse (2000) 

adopted the autobiography approach to investigate studentsô self-perception on FLL. 

Most of the students attributed FLL success to teacher or classroom environment, 

family or community assistance and personal drive to learn, and FLL failure to not 

studying hard enough or not being sufficiently motivated, teacher or teaching method 
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and student composition of the courses. Finally, Graham (2004) conducted a 

quantitative study on French learnersô self-perception on French learning by means of 

a self-designed questionnaire. She found that the learners tended to attribute success 

to effort, high ability and effective learning strategies, and to attribute failure to low 

ability and task being difficul t. 

   Based on the above discussion, it appears to indicate that FLL attributions diverge 

from those in other academic situations in that foreign language learners focus more 

on external factors such as teachers, the family and the classroom environment, etc. It 

may be for the reason that, in comparison with other academic tasks such as 

mathematics and reading, FLL is more practice- and communication-oriented with 

teachers and peer learners.  

 

2.3 Attribution in FLL Studies in China 

A number of studies have been conducted on Chinese learnerôs EFL attribution since 

the late 1990s. Firstly, Qin (1998) and Qin & Wen (2002) examined the relation 

between EFL motivation and causal attribution. The results showed that attribution 

had a direct impact on EFL motivation and Chinese EFL learners often attributed EFL 

success and failure to efforts, learning strategies, learning environment, classroom 

teaching, past learning experiences, language competence, etc. Qin (2002) studied 

qualitatively on the EFL attribution of Chinese learners and the findings replicated 

those quantitative results in Qin (1998) and Qin & Wen (2002). Furthermore, Jiang 

(2003) reported the impact of EFL attributions upon strategies used in EFL learning. 

It was signified that EFL success and failure attributions were significantly correlated 

with the use of different learning strategies. In addition, Zhang (2002, 2004) 

questionnaire-surveyed what Chinese learners attributed to their EFL proficiency and 

oral English achievement. The outcomes were rather discouraging that most students 

thought of themselves EFL losers. They attributed failure to lack of ability and effort. 

Finally, Li (2004) found that most EFL learners in China attributed their success and 

failure to unstable, controllable and internal factors, such as effort, EFL learning 

strategies, EFL learning attitude, etc.  
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   Zhang (2002, 2004) and Li (2004) are subject to a number of limitations. Firstly, 

the sample size was not big and representative enough. In Zhang (2002), only 89 

English-majors participated in the study, of whom merely 21 participants represented 

successful EFL learners, and similarly, only 74 EFL learners were surveyed in Li 

(2004). Secondly, the statistical methods were not sufficiently inferential. In those 

studies, they merely conducted descriptive statistics, i.e., frequency and percentage 

analyses. Thirdly, the studies only analyzed the commonly recognized attribution 

factors within the framework of Weinerôs attribution theory. They failed to provide a 

full description of the idiosyncratic attribution factors of Chinese EFL learners. Lastly, 

they did not examine the relation between the attribution factors and the EFL 

achievement. To avoid the methodological shortcomings, a fairly larger sample of 

participants were surveyed and approaches of exploratory and confirmatory factor 

analysis in conjunction with regression analysis were adopted in the present study to 

investigate the idiosyncratic success and failure attributions of Chinese tertiary-level 

EFL learners and its relation to English learning achievement. 

 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Questions 

The research questions that guided the present study are: 

1. To what factors do the tertiary-level EFL learners in China attribute their success in 

English language learning? 

2. How well do the factors of success attribution predict their English language 

achievement? 

3. To what factors do the tertiary-level EFL learners in China attribute their failure in 

English language learning? 

4. How well do the factors of failure attribution predict their English language 

achievement? 
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3.2 Subjects 

The subjects of this study are Grade 2004 and 2005 undergraduates at Huazhong 

University of Science and Technology. When they participated in the study, they were 

sophomores and freshmen respectively. A total of 949 subjects participated in the 

questionnaire survey, of which 355 self-reported as successful learners and 594 

unsuccessful learners. What needs caution is that only the Grade 2004 subjects took 

College English Test Band 4 (CET 4) in June 2005, which was taken as the indicator 

of the subjectôs English language achievement. 

 

3.3 Instruments 

Two instruments were utilized in the study. 

   On one hand, a questionnaire named Success and Failure Attribution Scales for 

Tertiary-Level EFL learners was developed by the researchers for the reason that 

there was no scale to be adopted to measure Chinese EFL learnerôs success and failure 

attributions.  

   As for the procedure of questionnaire development, we first administered an 

open-ended questionnaire to elicit data on how tertiary-level EFL learners in China 

attributed EFL success and failure. A total of 70 sophomores randomly chosen from 

two natural classes participated in the survey. Based on the data elicited, we 

categorized the subjectsô responses into the items of the scales. Then we conducted a 

pilot study on a group of 230 sophomores to investigate the reliability and validity of 

the scales. The results showed that the value of Cronbachôs Alpha of the failure 

attribution scale was .821 and the KMO value was .692 with Bartlettôs test of 

sphericity significant (p<.000), which meant that the scales were statistically reliable 

and valid. Finally, after the pilot study, the researchers revised the scales by means of 

interviewing the subjects and consulting the professional colleagues and the literature 

concerned.  

   On the other, the learnerôs performance on CET 4 was taken as the indicator of the 

subjectôs English language achievement primarily for the regression part of data 

analysis. CET 4 is the lower-level part of College English Test (CET) which is a 



 36 

large-scale standardized English language test administered twice a year by National 

College English Testing Committee on behalf of State Ministry of Education. As a 

criterion-related norm-referenced test, CET is to make assessment of the English 

language proficiency of the tertiary-level non-English majors. Its reliability and 

validity have been proved statistically satisfactory by numerous studies (Yang, 1998, 

2003; Yang & Weir, 1999).  

 

3.4 Data Collection 

The large-scale questionnaire survey was administered in regular English class hours 

in December 2005 and three steps were taken to guarantee the reliability and validity 

of data collection. First, the researchers together with the English course teachers 

explained the purpose of the survey to the subjects. Additionally, they promised to the 

subjects that the data elicited were for research use only. Second, the subjects were 

encouraged to raise any question they had while responding to the questionnaire and 

the researchers would help and explain for them. Last, the researchers monitored the 

whole responding process and reminded the subjects of completing the questionnaires 

completely if any information was missed. On average, the responding duration was 

twenty minutes. 

 

3.5 Data Analysis 

The following statistical approaches were utilized to analyze the data. Firstly, item 

analysis on both the success and failure attribution scales was conducted. Item 

analysis aims to exclude the inappropriate items in the scales that cannot tell 

significantly the discrepancy of the subjects (Qin, 2003, p.33). On one hand, we put 

the subjects into the low- and high-score groups in terms of the total score they got on 

all the 51 items in the scale, with the top 25% as the high-score group and the bottom 

25% as the low-score one. On the other, we employed independent samples t-test to 

see whether the high- and low-score groups scored significantly differently on each 

item. 
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   Secondly, exploratory factor analysis was conducted on both scales, with a view 

to extracting factors of success and failure attributions and testing the construct 

validity of both scales. We chose maximum likelihood approach out of common 

factor models for its appropriateness for factor extraction (Conway & Huffcutt, 2003; 

Gorsuch, 1990). As for rotation, we adopted Promax approach out of oblique rotations 

for the reason that oblique rotations were better in data reduction (Conway & Huffcutt, 

2003; Ford, MacCallum, & Tait, 1986). Moreover, while determining of the number 

of factors to be extracted and the factor items, the following points were proposed: 1) 

the eigenvalue be more than 1 (Kaiser, 1956), 2) the suppressed absolute value of 

variables be more than .30. The suppressed absolute value was the rotation loading or 

validity coefficient. Nunnally (1978) argued that it be more than .40 to guarantee the 

significance of the construct validity. However, other researchers suggested that it 

was significant to explain the factors as long as the rotation loadings were more 

than .30 (Hair, Anderson, & Tatham, 1998; Kline, 1994, p.52-53). Therefore, we set 

the suppressed absolute value to more than .30. 3) Stevens (1996) posited that the 

item loading on the corresponding factor be more than .40 and the item loading on all 

the other factors (i.e., cross-factor loading) be less than .40 (cited in Ang, 2005). We 

suggested that the cross-factor loading be less than .30 as we set rotation loading to 

more than .30, (See Lei & Wei, 2005 for a detailed discussion on the choice of 

exploratory factor analysis approaches). 

   Similar approaches as discussed above were adopted for the exploration of both 

success and failure attribution factors, except for the more strict standards on failure 

attribution factors, i.e., the suppressed absolute value of variables should be more 

than .40 and the item cross-factor loading be less than .40. The only reason for the 

more strict standards on failure attribution factors was that those on success 

attribution factors were inappropriate and did not lead to satisfactory statistical results.  

   Thirdly, with the aid of confirmatory factor analysis, we verified significance on 

both the success and failure attribution models obtained from the exploratory factor 

analysis, in order to answer Research Question No. 1 and 3. As for the acceptability of 

estimates in confirmatory factor analysis, we assumed that the values of NFI, RFI, IFI, 
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TLI, CFI be near or more than .90 (Byrne, 2001, p.79-88) and the value of RMSEA 

be between .05 and .08 (Hair et al., 1998) to achieve a statistically satisfactory 

goodness-of-fit in the model. 

   Finally, linear regression analysis was conducted to investigate the relation 

between success and failure attribution factors and the English language achievement, 

in order to answer Research Question No. 2 and 4. The learnerôs performance on CET 

4, the indicator of the English language achievement, was taken as the dependent 

variable in the regression model. The variable values of success and failure attribution 

factors were taken as the independent variables. Moreover, the stepwise method was 

adopted in the regression analysis. What needs caution is that only the data of the 

Grade 2004 subjects were utilized for the regression analysis for the reason that only 

this group of the subjects took CET 4. Out of them, a total of 116 subjects 

self-reported successful learners and 245 self-reported unsuccessful learners. 

 

4 Results 

4.1 Item Analysis 

The results of item analysis verified the significant score discrepancy the subjects 

obtained on all the 51 items (p <.05) in both the success and failure scales, which 

indicated that all the items in both scales were valid in differentiating the subjects. 

Based on the results, no item was excluded from the scales. 

 

4.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis 

We conducted exploratory factor analysis on the success and failure attributions 

respectively.  

   The KMO value of the Success Attribution Scale was .802 (chi-square value = 

6041.563) with Bartlettôs test of sphericity significant (p<.000), which signified that it 

was appropriate to conduct exploratory factor analysis. After six rounds of 

exploratory factor analysis, we got the statistically satisfactory model. The KMO 

value was .745 (chi-square value = 1372.759) with Bartlettôs test of sphericity 

significant (p<.000) and 51.825% of variance was explained. Four factors were 
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extracted. Based on the results and the meaning of the variables in each factor, we 

labeled the four factors extracted in the success attribution scale as effort, teacher, 

confidence and practical use (See Table 1 for the details).  

Table 1. Statistics of success attribution factors 

Factors Variables 
Rotation 

loadings 

Initial 

eigenvalue 

Variance 

explained % 

Factor1 

Effort 

V8 
I am diligent in English 

learning. 
.754 

3.682 21.659 

V 24 
I am perseverant in English 

learning.  
.709 

V 19 I invest much in rote learning. .596 

V 9 
I have specific goals in all 

phases of English learning. 
.574 

V 33 

I memorize English words as 

many as possible to enlarge my 

vocabulary. 

.544 

V 7 
I have enough time and energy 

in English learning. 
.501 

Factor2 

Teacher 

V 39 I love my English teacher. .779 

1.929 11.347 V 16 
I feel close to my English 

teacher. 
.751 

V 15 English class is interesting. .744 

Factor3 

Confidence 

V 49 
English learning is not hard for 

me.  
.791 

1.775 10.442 

V 14 
Word memorizing is rather easy 

for me.  
.505 

V 35 
I have good foundations in 

English learning. 
.500 

V 43 

I do not lose heart when meeting 

with difficulties in English 

learning. 

.415 

Factor4 

Practical 

use 

V 38 I try to think in English.  .659 

1.429 8.404 

V 37 
I sometimes talk with others in 

English. 
.573 

V 22 I memorize words in contexts. .359 

V 21 
I read articles in English outside 

the course-book. 
.318 

The KMO value of the Failure Attribution Scale was .781 (chi-square value = 

8462.189) with Bartlettôs test of sphericity significant (p<.000), which indicated that 

it was appropriate to exploratory conduct factor analysis. After six rounds of 

exploratory factor analysis, we got the statistically satisfactory model. The KMO 



 40 

value was .753 (chi-square value = 2945.215) with Bartlettôs test of sphericity 

significant (p<.000). A total of 57.833% of the variance was explained and 5 factors 

were extracted. Based on the results and the meaning of the variables in each factor, 

we labeled the five factors extracted in the failure attribution scale as lack of 

confidence, lack of effort, test-oriented learning, lack of practical use and lack of 

external help (See Table 2 for the details).  

Table 2. Statistics of failure attribution factors  

Factors Variables 
Rotation 

loadings 

Initial 

eigenvalue 

Variance 

Explained % 

Factor1 

Lack of 

confidence 

V 49 English learning is hard for me. .726 

3.900 20.524 

V 28 I am not talented in English learning. .693 

V 27 
I am not confident enough in English 

learning. 
.615 

V 35 
I have not good enough foundations 

in English learning. 
.583 

V 14 
Word memorizing is rather hard for 

me. 
.469 

V 25 
I have no good learning approaches 

in English learning. 
.463 

V 43 
I lose heart when meeting with 

difficulties in English learning. 
.451 

Factor 2 

Lack of 

effort 

V 8 I am not diligent in English learning. .774 

2.319 12.204 V 24  
I am not perseverant in English 

learning. 
.706 

V 19 I invest little in rote learning. .679 

Factor 3 

Test-oriented 

learning 

V 12 
My oral English is poor, so I cannot 

learn English well. 
.869 

1.843 9.700 V 11 

My English listening comprehension 

is poor, so I cannot learn English 

well. 

.766 

V 10 
I learn English only for the written 

exercises, not for practical use.  
.466 

Factor 4 

Lack of 

practical use 

V 37 I seldom talk with others in English. .901 

1.640 8.630 

V 38 I seldom try to think in English. .672 

V 36 

I am not brave enough to express 

myself in English, for I am afraid of 

making mistakes.  

.553 

Factor 5 

Lack of 

external help 

V 47 
I receive no help from my teachers 

or friends in English learning.  
.711 

1.287 6.774 

V 48 
I receive no help from my family in 

English learning. 
.586 
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V 46 

Parents or the school do not attach 

enough importance to English 

learning. 

.501 

 

4.3 Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis to verify the significance of both the 

success and failure attribution models discussed above. The statistics of the 

confirmatory factor analysis are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Statistics of confirmatory factor analyses 

 X
2
 X

2
/df NFI RFI IFI TLI  CFI RMSEA 

Model of success attributions 257.954 2.283 .985 .980 .992 .989 .992 .060 

Model of failure attributions 475.928 3.352 .985 .980 .989 .986 .989 .063 

   Inferred from the statistics in Table 3, it is safe to conclude that the data within the 

two models fit well and the manifest variables defined each concerned latent variable 

well. Therefore, the two models were statistically significant and accordingly 

accepted. 

 

4.4 Regression Analysis 

We employed regression analysis to investigate the relation between the factors of 

success and failure attribution and English language achievement respectively.  

   First, the relation between success attribution factors and English language 

achievement was investigated. The results showed that the F statistics was significant 

(p <.05), which meant that the regression model was statistically significant and the 

independent variables, i.e., effort and teacher, significantly explained the variance of 

the dependent variable, i.e., English language achievement. In addition, we conducted 

another linear regression analysis to investigate the relation between effort and 

teacher factors. We assumed that the teacher factor affect learnerôs effort for the 

reason that learners would work hard if they liked the teaching. Similarly, the 

stepwise method was used. The results showed that the F statistics in model was 
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significant (p <.05), which meant that regression equation was statistically acceptable 

and the teacher factor significantly explained the effort factor. Based on the results, 

the path model on the relation between success attribution factors and English 

language achievement was summarized in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Relation between success attribution factors and English language 

achievement 

 

   As illustrated in the path model, the regression coefficients of teacher and effort 

onto English language achievement (.282 and .283 respectively) were significant (p 

<.05), i.e., the two factors predicted learnersô English language achievement. It also 

showed that the regression coefficient of teacher onto effort (.286) was significant (p 

<.05), i.e., the teacher factor defined learnerôs effort. 

   Next, we investigated the relation between failure attribution factors and English 

language achievement. The results showed that the F statistics was significant (p 

<.05), which meant that the regression model was statistically significant and that 

three independent variables, i.e., lack of confidence, lack of practical use and 

test-oriented learning, significantly explained the variance of the dependent variable, 

i.e., English language achievement. In addition, we conducted two regression analyses 

to further investigate the relation between the three failure attribution factors. We 

supposed that the three factors interplay with each other, that is test-oriented learning 

lead to lack of practical use and lack of confidence, and lack of practical use make the 

learners less confident. Similarly, the stepwise method was utilized. The results 

showed that the F statistics in the models were significant (p <.05), which meant that 

the regression equations were statistically acceptable. The results indicated that the 

factor of test-oriented learning significantly interpreted lack of practical use and 
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test-oriented learning and lack of practical use significantly explained lack of 

confidence. Based on the results of the regression analyses, the path model on the 

relationship between failure attribution factors and English language achievement was 

summarized in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Relation between failure attribution factors and English language 

achievement 

 

   As illustrated in the path model, the regression coefficients of lack of confidence, 

lack of practical use and test-oriented learning onto English language achievement 

(.325, .174 and .152 respectively) were significant (p <.05), that is the three factors 

predicted learnerôs English language achievement. Moreover, the regression 

coefficients of lack of practical use and test-oriented learning onto lack of confidence 

(.196 and .368 respectively) were significant (p <.05), that is lack of practical use and 

test-oriented learning defined lack of confidence. Finally, the regression coefficient of 

test-oriented learning onto lack of practical use (.370) was also significant (p <.05), 

i.e., lack of practical use interpreted test-oriented learning. 

 

5 Discussion 

5.1 Success and failure attribution factors 

The present study investigated the success and failure attributions of Chinese 

tertiary-level EFL learners. Results showed that they attributed EFL success to factors 

of effort, teacher, confidence and practical use and EFL failure to factors of lack of 

confidence, lack of effort, test-oriented learning, lack of practical use and lack of 

.948 

.929 

.368* 

.325* 

.152* 

.174* 

.370* 

.196* 

.873 

English 

achievement 

 

Lack of 

practical use 

Test-orientation 

Lack of 

confidenc

e 



 44 

external help. A closer look at the factors signifies that all success attribution factors 

are mirror-imaged by the failure attribution factors, which requires us of a unified 

discussion on the success and failure attribution factors as follows.  

   First, Chinese learners attribute EFL success to effort while they attribute EFL 

failure to lack of effort. As Weiner (1979) posits, if learners attribute success or 

failure to internal factors such as ability and effort, it will generate positive academic 

motivation and behaviors and accordingly brings about positive effects. As shown by 

the items that constitute the effort factor, successful EFL learners are diligent and 

perseverant in EFL learning and invest much in rote learning while unsuccessful 

learners are not diligent and perseverant enough in EFL learning. The findings here 

are verified by previous FLL or FLT attribution studies (Graham, 2004; Li, 2004; Qin, 

1998, 2002; Qin & Wen, 2002) as well as those in academic achievement field 

(Georgiou, 1999; Park & Kim, 1998; Wagner et al., 1989). 

   The next factor Chinese learners attribute EFL success or failure to is the factor of 

help from teachers, family or friends. When they find the English class interesting, 

they may succeed in EFL learning. On the contrary, they fail the EFL learning if they 

consider they lack the help from teachers, the family or friends. Weiner (1979) holds 

that the teacher factor is external, stable and uncontrollable, which is adaptive in that 

learners are affected much by such external factors as teachers, classroom 

environment, the family, etc. Consequently, these external factors directly or 

indirectly affect learnersô academic motivation and effort, and accordingly determine 

the academic success or failure. As reviewed in Section 2, learners tend to attribute 

FLL and EFL success and failure to the teacher or classroom environment factors 

(O'Sullivan & Howe, 1996; Park & Kim, 1998; Qin, 1998, 2002; Qin & Wen, 2002; 

Tse, 2000; Williams & Burden, 1999). The high-achievers hold an active and positive 

attitude to classroom teaching and acknowledge the good learning environment, 

whereas the low-achievers do not consider the classroom teaching much helpful to 

their EFL learning and hold that learning environment is not good enough (Qin 2002).  

   Furthermore, as hypothesized at the beginning of the paper, there exist 

idiosyncratic EFL success and failure attributions of the Chinese learners that have 
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not been discovered since they are educated in distinctive cultural and academic 

settings fairly divergent from those of their western counterparts. It is the new 

findings, not reported by previous studies, that Chinese learners attribute EFL success 

and failure to confidence and practical use factors. Successful learners are confident 

in EFL learning in that they tend not to claim the EFL tasks hard to achieve and they 

do not suppose they would lose heart in case that they meet with difficulties in EFL 

learning. However, unsuccessful learners self-report the EFL tasks rather difficult and 

that they are not talented enough in EFL learning. Similarly, successful learners put 

English language into practical use for the reason that they think and talk with others 

regularly in English while unsuccessful learners seldom communicate with others in 

English and they ñlearnò English the same way as they do in other courses like 

mathematics, chemistry, etc. 

   Both the confidence and practical use factors are internal, stable and controllable. 

As Weiner (1979, 1985) puts it, factors within the stability and controllability 

dimensions affect expectancy, those within the stability and locus of causality 

dimensions affect subsequent behaviors, and factors within the three dimensions 

would intervene and affect learnerôs academic achievement (cited in Platt, 1988). If 

learners are confident in EFL learning, they are highly motivated and work hard on it, 

and they will  be brave enough to put English into practical use. Consequently, both 

the confidence and practical use factors are adaptive to EFL learning. 

   Another idiosyncratic attribution factor found in this study is that the Chinese 

learners tend to attribute EFL failure to test-oriented learning. They report that they 

learn English only for the written exercises rather than for oral or practical use, which 

is not a rare phenomenon in China. First, it is common in China that the students learn 

English primarily for the purpose of passing various tests, to which they confine what 

they learn. Put in other words, the whole EFL learning process is test-oriented. 

Furthermore, there is no part for oral skills in nearly all English tests in China and the 

weight of listening skills in the tests is rather little. Consequently, it is not strange to 

see that EFL learners (even some English teachers) attach too much emphasis to 

written exercises and ignore practices of oral and listening skills. The test-oriented 
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learning and teaching approach is a key explanation for the EFL failure. Qin & Wen 

(2002) found that Chinese EFL low-achievers tended to learn for short-term learning 

goals and focus EFL learning much on the tests. They argue that test-oriented learning 

might improve the test achievement in the short run, but it affects negatively learnerôs 

academic motivation and achievement in the long run. The findings of Qin & Wen 

(2002) interpret the factor of test-oriented learning found in the paper.  

 

5.2 Relation between success and failure attributions and English language 

achievement 

Results showed that the teacher and effort factors predicted the EFL success, which 

was partly confirmed by previous studies. OôSullivan & Howe (1996) and Wagner et 

al (1989) found that studentôs attribution to external factors (such as help from their 

family) and internal factors (such as efforts) are correlated with their reading 

achievement. In addition, Platt (1988) and Georgiou (1999) argued that learnersô 

attribution to effort and other internal factors is correlated with their academic 

achievement. The findings may be well explained that the teacher and effort factors 

are key to EFL success. Effort is very important in learning, without which learners 

could achieve nothing. Meanwhile, in comparison with other academic tasks such as 

mathematics, English learning is more practice- and communication-oriented with the 

teacher and peer learners and EFL learners depend more on external help from the 

teacher and the family. In a word, the teacher factor and the effort factor are 

indispensable to success in English learning. 

   However, the attribution factors which predicted the EFL failure, i.e., lack of 

confidence, lack of practical use and test-oriented learning, were totally different from 

those that predicted the EFL success. As a matter of fact, the predictors of EFL failure 

complemented those of EFL success. This difference explains sufficiently the reason 

for EFL success and failure. Suppose a group of students in a class receive teaching 

from the same teacher in the same class environment and work equally hard. Some of 

them succeed while the others fail in EFL learning. What leads to the failure is not 

that they work less diligently or they do not have a good teacher, but that they lack 
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practical use and confidence in EFL learning and the EFL learning is primarily 

test-oriented. Put in other words, though the effort and teacher factors are 

indispensable to success, they do not ensure EFL success. It is the interwoven 

functioning of all factors, i.e., effort, teacher, confidence and EFL learning for 

practical use rather than for tests, that guides the EFL learning to success.  

 

6 Conclusion 

This study investigated the success and failure attributions of Chinese tertiary-level 

EFL learners and its relation to the English language achievement.  

   Major findings are summarized as follows: First, Chinese tertiary-level EFL 

learners attribute EFL success to factors of effort, teacher, confidence and practical 

use while they attribute EFL failure to factors of lack of confidence, lack of effort, 

test-oriented learning, lack of practical use and lack of external help. Moreover, of the 

success attribution model, the teacher and effort factors predict the English language 

achievement while of the failure attribution model, lack of confidence, lack of 

practical use and test-oriented learning interpret the English language achievement. In 

addition, the study finds three idiosyncratic attribution factors of Chinese EFL 

learners that have not been reported by previous studies, i.e., practical use and 

confidence in both success and failure attributions and test-oriented learning in failure 

attribution. Finally, the predictive factors of successful and unsuccessful English 

language learning are complementary to each other. This result indicates that the 

effort and teacher factors are indispensable to EFL success, but these two factors do 

not ensure EFL success. It is the interwoven functioning of all factors, i.e., effort, 

teacher, confidence and EFL learning for practical use rather than tests, that guides 

the EFL learning to success. 

   A few limitations in the study exist due to practical difficulties. On one hand, the 

sampling of the subjects is not representative enough for the reason that the subjects 

are all undergraduates at one key university in China and they are mostly academic 

high-achievers. Therefore, further research is needed to extend the sampling of 

subjects to average universities in order to investigate EFL attributions of average 
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learners and academic low-achievers. On the other, the present study is 

cross-sectional. Though the subjects are freshman and sophomore undergraduates, the 

data were collected synchronically due to practical difficulties. A longitudinal study 

tracing the same group of subjects is recommended to investigate diachronically the 

learnerôs EFL attribution and its variations, which will lead to a better understanding 

of the learnerôs EFL attribution. 
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Abstract 

Rhetorical needs and conventions of various genres have been studied by researchers 

such as Swales (1990), Bhatia (1993), Dudley-Evens (1994), Ozturk (2006), and 

others. Such studies would help researchers across borders to develop awareness and 

mastery over these conventions which would finally lead to formation of specific 

genres. Some scholars believe that researchers are influenced by their native language 

writing culture. On the other hand, some other researchers are of the opinion that in 

the light of familiarity with a particular genre some cognitive structuring or 

socio-rhetorical networks are established. Consequently, these networks create 

assimilation within a particular discourse community because it is assumed that these 

networks are discourse community properties rather than being cultural or national 

properties. 

   Appealing to Bhatia's argument for similarity of contextual configuration of 

research article introductions with research article abstract, in this study we analyze 

the generic structure of the moves as an index of rhetorical behavior and attitude 

towards certain genre and discourse type, or cultural community, by English and 

Persian speakers while writing research article abstracts in English. Sixty abstracts 

written by these two groups were analyzed to find the trends in establishing a territory, 

establishing a niche, and occupying a niche as set conventions or moves for writing 

abstracts. 
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   The analysis of the results revealed that, in general, both groups responded 

similarly to using such moves. The groups differed only at micro-level analysis when 

the sub-moves were compared. However, the difference was limited to their 

preference for announcing the present research which is a subcategory of occupying a 

niche move. No further difference was found in using these conventions. The findings 

suggest that in the field of applied linguistics, research article abstract writers 

manifest their affinity to rhetorical behavior of discourse community rather than to 

their national community and native language writing culture. 

 

Key words:  Rhetoric, Abstracts, Cultural Conventions, Discourse 

 

Introducti on 

There has been a growing interest in genre as a powerful means of analyzing and 

understanding texts in cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural areas. The concept of 

genre evolves with a new perspective on the nature of language, which views 

language as a functional tool for achieving particular purposes. Researchers in English 

for Academic Purposes (EAP) have performed various studies of written and spoken 

genres, such as the research article (Swales, 1990), grant proposal (Conner & 

Mauranen, 1999) and sales promotion letter (Bhatia, 1993). Some researchers in ESP 

have explored how genres vary across linguistic and cultural communities (e.g., 

Ahmad, 1997; Conner, 1996) while others have focused on genre variation across 

disciplinary lines, associating particular discursive features with disciplinary 

communities, (e.g. Melander, Swales & Fredrickson, 1997; Samraj, 2002, 2005; 

Swales & Najjar, 1987). The most comprehensive work on the introductions belongs 

to Swales (1981, 1990), who developed a model for investigating their rhetorical 

structure. Swalesô model has been used with a great deal of success in the analysis of 

introductions in various academic disciplines in English as well as other languages 

(Swales and Najjar, 1987; Najjar, 1990; Taylor and Chen, 1991; Ahmad, 1997; 

Jogthong, 2001). Taylor and Chen (1991) compared the structure of RA introductions 

written by Chinese scholars and English-speaking scholars. The results revealed that 

the Chinese group provided less extensive discussions of other scholarsô work as 

indicated by the length of citations. The reason for this difference is attributed to the 
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unacceptability of argumentative and confrontational styles in the Chinese 

socio-cultural context, (Fakhri, 2004). 

   Cultural differences and the influence which they exert on writers and writing 

process are different aspects of the issue. Tardy (2006, pp. 79ï101), in her study of 

first and second language genre learning, categorizes genre learning settings to 

ñpractice-basedôô or óóinstructionalôô, and argues that several similarities exist such as 

effect of whether they are writing in their first or second language. More importantly 

it is believed that ñmany learners make use of textual interactions in building their 

genre knowledge. Both L1 and L2 writers seem to build knowledge implicitly through 

exposure to texts and also make explicit use of model texts to build knowledge of 

generic structure...,ò Tardy (2006, p. 8). Furthermore, she argues that the process of 

developing such genre knowledge would not be necessarily similar in L1 and L2. She 

claims that (oral) interactions are influential in genre learning, and interactions are 

influenced by several factors such as ñrace, class, and gender, as well as linguistic, 

ethnic, and cultural background, (Tardy, 2006: 8). 

   Research article abstracts as an academic genre and miniature of research articles 

fascinated the genres analysts.  Abstractsô potential resemblance to research articles 

introduction has led analysts to seek for an equal organizational pattern in the 

abstracts. Bhatiaôs (1993) argument for similarity of contextual configuration of 

research article introductions with research article abstracts is taken as trigger for 

researchers to extend the initial framework of Swales to abstract section. Further 

initiative is drawn from the fact that abstracts have the main function of serving as a 

timesaving device by informing the readers about the exact content of the article, 

indicating in this way whether the full text merits their further attention (Martin, 

2003).   

   Some of the most important studies of abstracts in specific disciplines are those of 

Anderson and MacLean, 1997; Salager-Maeyer, 1990; Kaplan et al., 1994; Gibson, 

1993). The structure of research article abstract and its variation across disciplines and 

cultures have also been studied (Melander et al., 1997; Hyland, 2000; Samraj, 2005).  
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   Swales (2004) reconsider the status of ómoveô and defines it as ña discoural or 

rhetorical unit that performs a coherent communicative function in a written or spoken 

discourse.ò Furthermore, he revises and provides, what he calls, a ónew lookô and 

óflexibleô conception of move which previously at different occasions was associated 

to certain ñgrammatical units such as a sentence, utterance, or paragraphò. He argues 

that what is more important is function not form. So ñit could be realized by a clause; 

at the other by several sentences.ò Based on the findings of some studies he proposes 

a revised CARS model for Moves 1 and 2 highlighting the possible recycling of steps 

of Move 2 and Move 1. In a different study, Lorés (2004) explored the rhetorical 

structure and thematic organization of abstracts of papers in linguistics. She 

demonstrated that significant number of abstracts make use of the CARS, while other 

methods are still used. She used two models of CARS and IMRD, and called her 

approach a ócombinatory typeô. She claims that ñdifferent sections or moves which 

constitute each type of abstract seem to display a distinct combination of thematic 

patterns, both within the moves or across boundaries between moves,ò (Lor®s, 2004, 

p.298). It is understood that what she is establishing is the idea that in order to have an 

exhaustive account of the organizational pattern of abstracts written within or across 

certain fields of study, the CARS model could be basic framework which is needed to 

be supported by the scaffold of IMRD model.  

   Kanoksilapatham (2005, p.286) in a study of biochemistry research articles 

offered a template for the research article rhetorical organization. She argued that 

Swalesô move analysis, which was originally designed to analyze the óIntroductionô of 

articles, ñhas been successfully extended to other sections of these professional texts.ò 

She went on to offer a template consisting of fifteen distinct moves, spreading from 

the Introduction section to the Methods, the Results and finally Discussion section of 

a research article. In a similar study Ozturk (2006) explored the ñdegree of variability 

in the structure of research article introductions.ò He showed the differences in two 

sub-disciplines of applied linguistics, i.e., second language acquisition and second 

language writing research. He reported some sub-disciplinary variation in these 

sub-disciplines, as different and almost unrelated move structures were employed.  
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   The primary purpose of this study is to make comparative examination of the 

generic structure of two groups of abstracts written by non-native and native 

researchers in the field of applied linguistics.  

   There seems to be two approaches available for Persian speakers while writing 

abstracts. On one hand, they follow their presumed dominant style of writing which 

would, in turn, reveal intertextuality influence and which would give away traces of 

cognitive structuring established in L1. On the other hand, they would break their 

Persian stereotypes and adopt the English patterns of organization of thought. The 

latter might have developed through their interactions with the English texts produced 

by their collogues across borders. However, this strategy could be conscious and 

temporary.  

   According to Swales (1990) all the members of a discourse community should be 

well aware of the conventions, which have been agreed upon by the members. Being 

aware of these conventions help them to communicate successfully. According to 

Bhatia (1993): 

ñThe members of the discourse community have similar cognitive 

structuring. This cognitive structuring reflects accumulated and 

conventionalized social knowledge available to a particular discourse or 

professional community. Cognitive structuring is very much like 

schematic structuring in schema theory, except that in the former, it is 

the conventionalized and standardized organization used by almost all 

the members of the professional community, whereas in the latter, it is 

often a readerôs individual response to the text in question,ò(p. 31).  

   In sum, in this study, the rhetorical structures of the two groups of abstracts were 

analyzed and compared based on a move and sub-move system. The analysis was 

done based on the model proposed by Swales (1990). The reason that Swalesô model 

was used for analyzing the abstracts in this study was that, as mentioned before, his 

model had been successfully applied in many previous studies.  

   More precisely this study tries to test the following hypothesis:  
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H: Native and non-native speakers do not make use of moves and sub-moves 

(steps) in a similar manner prominently due to their different linguistic and 

cultural background.  

 

Methodology 

Material 

Sixty abstracts were selected from two journals publishing papers in the fields of 

English language teaching and applied linguistics. In the first place the journal of 

Applied Linguistics was selected as the leading journal which publishes articles 

related to teaching and linguistics.  Abstracts for the second group were mainly 

drawn from the journals published by Iranian universities which are completely peer 

reviewed and published after the approval of referees. The publication period of the 

articles selected for analysis is from 1991 to 2005.  

 

Procedures 

The framework for the present research was taken from Swales (1990), and the same 

coding system was utilized to analyze and show the result of the analysis of the 

abstracts as shown in Table 1. 

   Abstracts in two groups i.e. abstract written by native and non-native researchers, 

were selected randomly from leading academic journals. Specifically the journals of 

Applied Linguistics and Nashriyeh Daneshkadeh Adabiyat va Ulume Ensani were 

used respectively as the data source for abstracts. The writers of the abstracts for the 

first journal were mainly from English speaking countries. The writers of the latter 

journal were native speakers of Persian teaching English or Applied Linguistics at 

different universities in Iran.  
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Table 1 

Swalesô Inventory of Moves Used by Research Paper Writers  

Move 1 Establishing a territory 

 Step 1      Claiming centrality 

 Step 2      Making topic generalization 

 Step 3      Reviewing items of previous research 

Move 2 Establishing a niche 

 Step 1A      Counter-claiming 

 Step 1B      Indicating a gap 

 Step 1C      Question-raising 

 Step 1D      Continuing a tradition 

Move 3 
Occupying a niche 

 Step 1A      Outlining purposes 

 Step 1B      Announcing present research  

 Step 2      Announcing principle findings 

 Step 3      Indicating RA structure  

 

 

   The abstracts were read carefully and the moves and steps were recognized and 

marked. The recognition of the moves and sub-moves was done mainly on the bases 

of the functions of the sentences. However, there are usually some devices, which can 

help find the function of some sentences easily. This is done on the basis of based on 

the words used in the text. For example, Swales believes that words such as, ñthis, the 

present, we, here, now, I and hereinò in research article introductions show Move 3, 

(Swales, 1990, p.159). The unit of analysis in this research is sentence. Sometimes 

more than one sentence makes one move or one step. One move, sometimes, could 

have more than one step. In such cases the accumulated sum has been reported.  

   As the instances of moves were considered to be of countable nature, all the 

occurrences were counted first. To ensure the objectivity of codification two persons 
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analyzed the abstracts separately and independently, and then the results were 

compared and tallied. After making decision about the type and number of each move 

and step, the data were analyzed statistically by SPSS software. Initially the data were 

analyzed and compared descriptively. However, to make reliable inferences about the 

data and make conclusions about the moves and sub-moves employed by non-native 

and native speakers. As data were gathered from 30 abstracts from each group, 

non-Nonparametric Test of Mann-Whitney was found as the most suitable statistical 

tests in order to figure out the potential difference among the groups.  

 

Results 

In Move 1 the researchers intend to create a general territory to inform and assure the 

readers that their research is relevant to the agreed issues of the discourse community. 

To achieve this goal they may also utilize some sub-moves such as step 1 (Claiming 

centrality). To clarify the point, some examples of the words used to indicate a certain 

move or sub-moves are brought here. In these examples (N) stands for abstracts 

written by native speakers (mainly native speakers of English) and (NN) stands for 

abstracts written by Non-native writers (Persian speakers).  

N9. the role of é continues to receive considerable attentioné.. 

NN10. the importance of collection éé 

The next sub-move, which can be opted for by the researcher in writing the abstract is 

step 2 (making topic generalization). Through this step the researchers try to establish 

a territory by stating a natural kind of general statement like: 

N2. Metadiscourse is self-reflective linguistic materialé. 

NN5. TOEFL is widely used as a certificating device and is strongly claimedéé 

The final sub-move for Move 1 is reviewing items of previous research. In this 

step, the researcher reviews one or more items from previous researches to make his 

study relevant to them and establish a territory. Here are two example of step 3. 

N3. following Bibere et al. (1990)éé.. 
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NN10. the study follows earlier studies by Barnes and Todd (1977)é.. 

 

In Move 2 (Establishing a Niche), the researcher intends to justify his intention in 

doing the research by describing an unanswered question or an inadequacy in 

previous researches. This move consists of the sub-moves: 

Step 1A (Counter-claiming)  

N22. Although studies of this question have been carried out, a major problem in 

the design of these studies have been their failure to gather sufficient 

information. 

NN16. As for writing courses, written feedback has been proved to be of little 

help. 

Step 1B (Indicating a Gap) 

N25. However, as with a childôs development, it must be part of a éé 

NN10. there have been, however, few studies to takeéé 

Step 1C (Question-raising)  

N21. How did the instructional design affect the ways in which they developed 

their talk? 

NN13. é.to investigate whether or not the genericéé 

 

In Move 3 (Occupying a niche) the researcher intends to introduce his exact goals of 

the research, procedure and methodology and also the principal findings of the 

research. Occupying a niche is present in all the analyzed abstracts. The sub-moves of 

Move 3 are: 

Step 1A (outlining purpose): 

 N2. é.we offer a reassessment of meta discourseé.. 
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 NN2. This paper is an attempté. 

Step 1B (Announcing present research): 

 N4. éreal attrition data may need to be treated with caution. 

 NN1. the functional study is conceived as complementary withé. 

 

Step 2 (Announcing Principal findings): 

 N3. The analysis indicate that é. 

 NN12. It is found that figurativeé. 

Step 3 (Indicating RA Structure) 

 N13. In the subsequent sectionsé. 

 NN3. The consequence of the findingsé.. 

 

   The linguistic comparison of the words and statements used in the examples 

mentioned above indicates that the linguistic behavior of the two groups is identical. 

For example, in Move 1, Step 1, the words ñconsiderableò and ñimportanceò were 

used by native and non-native speakers to highlight the importance of issue which the 

author is dealing with.  

The descriptive analysis of the moves and sub-moves in both groups is shown in 

Table 2 and Figure 1. For example, we can see that the frequency of Move 1 in the 

first group (non-native) is 22 and in the second group (native) is 16. The frequency of 

Move 2 in the non-native group is 10 and in the native group 12, and finally the 

frequency of Move 3 for non-native group is 69 and for native group 64 respectively.  
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Table 2 

Frequency of moves used by non-native and native speakers in research abstracts 

Abstract origin  Move 1 Move 2 Move 3  Total Moves 

Used 

Non-native Speaker 22 (21.8%) 10 (9.9%) 69 (68.3%) 101 (100%) 

Native Speaker 16 (17.4%) 12 (13%) 64 (69.6) 92 (100%) 
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Figure 1: Use of three main moves by non-native and native speakers  

 

   As the mere descriptive statistics did not reveal much about the groups, inferential 

statistical analysis of the data was done with Nonparametric Test (Mann-Whitney 

Test). The rational for using nonparametric test was that the data pool was determined 

as equal prior to the study, so statistically the normality of the population from which 

the data were drawn could not be assumed. The results of the test are shown in Tables 

3 and 4. As the study of Table 3 reveals, asymptotic significance is less than 0.05 only 
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in the case of Move 3_Step 1B (announcing present research). That is, the null 

hypothesis is rejected. In other words, there is a difference between the groups in this 

case. However, the difference is limited to one sub-move and the results fail to reveal 

significant difference between the moves used by the two groups.   

 

Table 3 

Results of non-parametric Mann-Whitney Test comparing  

use of moves and sub-moves by non-native and native speakers 

Moves   Mann-Whitney U Asymp. Sig. 

 (2-tailed) 

Move1 369.000  .185  

Move1_Step1 405.000  .351  

Move1_Step2 390.000  .200  

Move1_Step3 435.000  .756  

Move2 420.000  .595  

Move2_Step1A 450.000  1.000  

Move2_Step1B 435.000  .767  

Move2_Step1C 435.000  .643  

Move2_Step1D 450.000  1.000  

Move3 385.000  .283  

Move3_Step1A 360.000  .055  

Move3_Step1B 300.000  .008  

Move3_Step2 435.000  .783  

Move3_Step3 420.000  .393  

Moves in general 386.500  .326  
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Table 4 

Mean ranks comparison of non-native and native speakersô abstracts 

Move Abstract origin  N Mean Rank 

Move 3_Step 1B 
Non-native 30 35.50 

Native 30 25.50 

  Total 60 - 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

As stated earlier in the introduction section, the present study investigates the 

rhetorical structure of RA abstracts from articles in applied linguistics written by 

native and non-native researchers. The analysis has been done using Swalesô CARS 

model as the analytical framework.  

   The non-parametric Mann Whitney test was run at all macro and micro levels i.e. 

Moves and Steps (sub-moves). The results, as shown in Table 3, indicated that, in 

general, both groups responded similarly to using such moves. The groups differed 

only at micro-level analysis when the sub-moves were compared. However, the 

difference was limited to their preference for announcing the present research which 

is a subcategory of the move occupying a niche. The Mean Rank comparison as a 

component of Mann-Whitney test, as shown in Table 4, reveals greater use of Move 

3_Step 1B (announcing the present research) by non-native research abstract writers. 

The Mean Rank for non-native speakers is relatively higher (i.e. 35.50) while this 

mean for native speakers is 25.50. Furthermore, out of four steps of the move 

óoccupying a nicheô, the deployment of three steps is more as compared to Move 

3_Step 3 (Indicating RA structure) where its frequencies are 4 and 2 for non-native 

and native speakers respectively.  

   In general, the analysis did not show any meaningful differences in the use of the 

moves, but it showed minor differences in the sub-moves (steps). These differences, 
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according to Fakhri (2004), can be due to the cross-cultural differences of the contexts 

in which the researchers are living. However, she compared the rhetorical structure of 

RA introductions in Arabic and English. Therefore, it could be argued (though naively) 

that either her conclusion on the Introduction section of research article may not be 

appropriately generalized to the result of the present study which deals with the 

Abstract section, or it could be said that the cultural difference of the research paper 

writers has been overpowered by the need for creation of harmony in (geographically) 

two diverse journals which in itself is driven by the desire for creation of a discourse 

community across borders.  

   In an attempt to reflect upon on the results of empirical studies done by various 

scholars through examining some journals like Review of Applied Linguistics (ARAL) 

and Language Teaching, Swales (2004, p.208) divides research papers into theoretical 

and experimental ones. More specifically, he argues that ñtraditional research article 

(or RA) needs to be sub-categorized into theory pieces, review articles and the 

experimental or data-based RA itself,ò (Swales, 2004, p.213). Further, he 

acknowledges the modification in the size of Method sections of research articles in 

some fields. For example, he demonstrates his surprise finding by reporting the fact 

that ñthe major differences do not lie so much in Introductions and Discussions [é], 

but rather in the Method and Result sections,ò Swales (2004, p.208). This variation 

has come a surprise confirmation of what he calls previous óspeculationô in ñthe 2001 

issues of the journal Applied Linguistics,ò (p.219).  The Abstract as the miniature of 

a research paper should show significant resemblance to it in its structural 

organization. However, whatever the reason for this variation be, the findings of the 

present study suggest that this variation exists and acknowledged or reflected upon 

globally and across borders. More precisely, non-native research abstract writers 

respond globally to the requirements of the sub-discipline of applied linguistics and 

act harmoniously with their native colleagues when they produce such short written 

communications.  In other words, cultural differences are diluted in the face of 

discourse community strategies, applied linguistic being an example of the case.    



 66 

   A major opposition could be seen between the findings of the present study and 

the one completed by Taylor and Chen (1991) where Chinese used Move 2 with 

considerable caution and hesitation, and Ahmad (1997) where she reports that 

Malaysian scholars prefer to avoid this move. However, it has already been suggested 

that when this move is used, it is not used to establish a niche (or more precisely to 

indicate a gap), rather it is used with some face saving reasons ósuch as replicating 

previous studies using local materialsô. For examples the writers make use of 

structures such óthe study address the same issue but it uses the texts produced by 

non-native speakersô.  In line with Taylor and Chenôs finding Kanoksilapatham 

(2005, p.287) concludes that ñcultural variation plays a vital role within the genre of 

research articles determining the rhetorical structure of Introductions.ò However, the 

intriguing question of variation due to disciplinary expectations, or modification of 

rhetorical styles to match with the context still remained to be solved.  

   Speaking in terms of the context within which these texts are produced, the 

findings of the present study fail to agree with Taylor and Chenôs finding (1991) and 

Ahmad (1997) and it shows a different result in terms of use of Move 2 where Iranian 

non-native researchers (in terms of English language) do not resort to such hesitations 

and cautions reported in Ahmad (1997). This could be due to various reasons such as 

discussed in the following. 

First, this could be attributed to different reasons such as cultural differences 

prevailing in China or Malaysia and Iran, and researchersô different reaction to the 

social norms and codes, or the pressure perceived by the researchers to publish in 

their respective contexts.  

The second justification could be difference in cognitive structuring of the 

researchers in theses different contexts. In general, the findings of the present study 

suggest that in order to establish niche (Iranian) non-native researchers follow their 

fellow native speaker colleagues in the West when they counter-claim, indicate a gap, 

raise a question, and continue a tradition. This would be due to difference in culture, 

or again feeling affinity more with international colleagues.  
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A third argument could be linked to the cultural differences and the influence 

which they put on writing process. As discussed already by Tardy (2006) the 

processes of genre learning are not necessarily the same similar in L1 and L2 because 

of race, class, and gender, as well as linguistic, ethnic, and cultural background. This 

might lead one to conclude that the results also would be different. In line with the 

finding of the present study, she has pointed out both L1 and L2 learners make use of 

implicit exposure to specific genre as well as explicit use of model texts which build 

knowledge of generic structures.  

Fourth, the influence of Western academic influence either through education or 

through other means is to be taken into consideration.  Furthermore, to get an article 

published, the discoursal requirements of the journal and the reviewers can also have 

a huge impact upon the writers.   

In sum, the findings suggest that in the field of applied linguistics, research 

article abstract writers manifest their affinity to rhetorical behavior of discourse 

community rather than to their national community and native language writing style. 

The Iranian academicians, to a great extent, have succeeded in building a cognitive 

structuring which is shared globally by their native colloquies across borders through 

implicit exposure to rhetorical genre of research paper abstracts as well as explicit use 

of the same organizational pattern of rhetoric in the research reports they produce.  

It is worth noting that the result of the present study could be pedagogically 

significant since reaching a consensus of opinion on conventions and standardized 

structures in the abstracts can help the syllabus designers make it easier for the 

learners to learn how to write widely acceptable abstracts, and to write abstracts 

which would conform to the rhetorical genre of the discourse community. If an 

explicit training of the organizational patterns of the research abstracts is planned, the 

outcome would be tailoring of the minor difference, reported in this paper, which in 

turn, would result in complete concurrence of the patterns used by both L1 and L2 

speakers. 
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Abstract 

This pilot study reports on the use of a self-assessment of class participation 

procedure used in EFL classes at a university in Tokyo. In judging its effectiveness 

and potential use for future courses, the self-assessment process is itself assessed 

according to the five principles of practicality, reliability, validity, authenticity, and 

washback. After implementation with approximately 70 students in three 

communicative English classes, usage and student feedback point to the effectiveness 

of the self-assessment instrument particularly as a consciousness-raising tool in 

promoting more class participation. However, the main potential problem with 

self-assessment, reliability of student scoring, is also apparent in the pilot study. 

 

Key Words: self-assessment, class participation, pilot study, assessment for learning  

Introduction  

In the past 25 years or so, self-assessment (SA) has become a more advocated and 

widespread assessment option, both in mainstream education and in English language 

teaching. It has generated quite an extensive body of research and been a prominent 

area of inquiry and discussion, particularly in the areas of learner autonomy and 

language testing (Benson, 2001). In language learning contexts, SA has primarily 

focused on issues of proficiency, ability and task-performance (see, for example, 

Alderson & Banerjee, 2001; Douchy, Segers, & Sluijsmans 1999; Oscarson, 1997; 

Ross, 2006). Self-assessment may be defined as ñany assessments that require 
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students to judge their own language abilities or language performanceò (Brown, 1998, 

p. 53), and ñprovides an approach in which learners typically rate themselves 

according to a number of criteria or dimensionsò (Bachman, 2000, p. xi). Cassidy 

(2007) notes that, for students, self-assessment is defined by the acceptance of 

responsibility for their own learning and performance.  

   This paper reports a pilot study focused on self-assessment of class participation 

set in three EFL classes at a university in Tokyo, Japan. It examines the effectiveness 

of the SA procedure used with regard to five fundamental principles of assessment: 

practicality, reliability, validity, authenticity, and washback. In this investigation 

students in communicative English classes used a performance-based assessment 

instrument to self-assess their degree of active class participation. 

   A primary responsibility for teachers is to ñengineer an effective learning 

environmentò (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & William, 2002, p. 20). This is 

premised on the idea that for learning to be effective, the active involvement of 

students is essential. Encouraging such active participation can sometimes be 

problematic for language teachers, especially in mandatory courses that may include 

students with little need or desire to improve their spoken proficiency in the target 

language. The use of a student self-assessment procedure is one possible way to 

encourage active class participation and maximize L2 learning.  

 

Class participation and language learning 

Determining class participation may be regarded as ñassessing the quality of a 

studentsô non-academic performance within a subjective criteriaò (Shindler, 2003, p. 

20). An examination of motivation in the classroom by Skinner and Belmont (1993) 

discusses student engagement and their operationalization of this term offers a close 

approximation of how class participation is considered in this investigation: 

 

Engagement versus disaffection in school refers to the intensity and 

emotional quality of childrenôs involvement in initiating and carrying out 

learning activities . . . Children who are engaged show sustained behavioral 
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involvement in learning activities accompanied by a positive emotional tone. 

They . . . initiate action when given the opportunity, andé they show 

generally positive emotions during ongoing action, including enthusiasm, 

optimism, curiosity and interest. The opposite of engagement is disaffection. 

Disaffected children are passive, do not try hard, and give up easily in the 

face of challengesé [they can] be bored, depressed, anxious or even angry 

about their presence in the classroom; they can be withdrawn from learning 

opportunities or even rebellious towards teachers and classmates (p. 572). 

 

For learning to take place, students need to exert effort and be engaged and involved 

as active participants in the learning process. This is especially true in the 

communicative language learning environment where the target language is both the 

object of study and the medium of student interaction.  

   The English language course discussed in this pilot study uses a communicative 

teaching methodology focused on maximizing student speaking time through 

pair/group work. The rationale for such student interaction is rooted in the interaction 

hypothesis (Long, 1996), which posits that acquisition of language will occur as 

learners actively engage in attempting to communicate in the target language. 

According to Allwright (2000): ñinteraction is language learning . . . It is not merely 

the process whereby learned linguistic knowledge is practiced, but rather the process 

whereby linguistic knowledge, and also linguistic ability, are themselves 

developedò(p. 6). Without studentsô active engagement in the communicative 

language learning environment very little fluency development can take place. Such 

classes can be an unproductive waste of time for disaffected, passive students.  

Self-assessment pilot study  

This report describes the implementation of a self-assessment of class participation 

framework in English oral communication classes for first-year students at Tokyo 

Womanôs Christian University (TWCU). The SA procedure was conducted as a pilot 

study in a course called Communication Skills (CS). Pilot studies enable researchers 

to determine whether the research instrument may be inappropriate, too complicated 

or otherwise ineffective (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). This investigation was 
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conducted over a one-semester period (Sept-Dec.) in order to determine whether the 

SA procedure should become a more permanent feature of the CS course.  

   A self-assessment of class participation score sheet (Appendix A) was used with 

three different CS classes, involving approximately 70 students. It was hoped that the 

SA checklist used would become a teaching and learning tool by promoting studentsô 

language development, encouraging active engagement with the classroom 

community, and discouraging disaffection and passivity.  

Evaluating an assessment procedure 

When designing and evaluating assessment procedures, the ñfive cardinal criteriaò to 

be considered are practicality, reliability, validity, authenticity and washback (Brown, 

2004, p.19). Based on these fundamental criteria, six essential questions will be used 

to assess the SA procedure used in this pilot study: 

1. Is the assessment procedure practical? 

2. Is the assessment reliable? 

3. Does the procedure demonstrate content validity? 

4. Does the procedure demonstrate face validity? 

5. Is the assessment authentic? 

6. Does the assessment offer beneficial washback to the learner? 

By answering these six questions, and thereby forming an overall assessment of this 

SA procedure, an evaluation can be made as to the effectiveness of the procedure and 

deciding whether it should continue to be used in future CS classes.  

 

Review of the Literature 

Self-assessment is often situated within the broader area of alternative assessment, 

which has been defined as ñ. . . an ongoing process involving the students and teacher 

in making judgments about the studentsô progress in language using non-conventional 

strategiesò (Hancock, 1994, p.3). The use of portfolios, self-assessment procedures 

and other such types of alternatives in assessment, may be characterized by: being 

carried out in the context in which the learning takes place, allowing students to be 
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assessed on what they normally do in class, encouraging disclosure of standards and 

rating criteria to students, and requiring students to perform or do something while 

providing information about their strengths and weaknesses (Brown & Hudson, 1998). 

Self-assessment is one form of alternative assessment which seeks to make the 

assessment process more student-centered in order to better support and maximize the 

learning taking place.  

   The extensive literature on self-assessment identifies a number of potential 

benefits and drawbacks associated with its use. Potential problems with students using 

self-assessment include: lack of accuracy in student judgments, SA being prone to 

evaluative biases, students having limited experience of assessing themselves, and 

student perception of assessment as being the teachersô responsibility. Unreliable 

scoring is the main argument against the use of SA. However, the potential benefits of 

self-assessment have also been widely recognized. They include the fact that SA can 

be directly integrated into the teaching/learning process, encourages learner autonomy 

and may increase student motivation, it can reduce the teachersô assessment burden, 

and can result in increased student involvement in monitoring and assessing their 

language performance (Brindley, 1989; Brown 1998).  

   As mentioned, SA has been a prominent area of research on issues of proficiency, 

ability and task-performance for language learners. This body of knowledge provides 

teachers with a valuable source of theoretical underpinnings as well as practical 

classroom applications for dealing with self-assessment (see, for example, Baily, 1998; 

Blanche and Merino 1989; Boud, 1995; Boud and Falchikov, 1989; Cohen, 1994; 

Harris, 1997; Simonian and Robertson, 2002; Saito, 2005; Todd, 2002). 

   Language teaching practice has been usefully informed by SA research from a 

variety of educational contexts. Chappelle & Brindley (2002) summarize the major 

insights on SA practice that have been provided:  

1. The importance of providing students with training in the use of SA techniques; 

ability to self-assess should not be taken for granted. 

2. The transparency of the assessment instrument impacts accurate self-assessment. 
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3. SA scales are most effective when statements they include are situation specific and 

have a close relation to studentsô personal experiences. 

4. A studentôs willingness to self-assess and also the accuracy of that assessment may 

be affected by cultural factors. 

   Reviewing the research evidence, Ross (2006) reported finding, across a variety of 

grades and subjects, persuasive evidence that SA made contributions to improved 

behavior and student learning, as well as higher achievement by students. Harris 

(1997) explained that the potential power of SA procedures in affecting students is 

based on the simple fact that the assessment focus is on student-controlled behavior. 

   Self-assessment is a fundamental component of the assessment for learning (AfL) 

movement, originating in mainstream education in the UK. AfL is defined by its 

leading proponents as ñany assessment for which the first priority is to serve the 

purpose of promoting studentsô learningò (Black et al., 2003, p. 2). In Black and 

Williamôs (1998) seminal review of the formative assessment literature, they contend 

that self-assessment lies at the heart of assessment for learning for two reasons: it is a 

way of informing and involving the students themselves in the assessment process and 

it is a means by which they take responsibility for their own learning. Assessment for 

Learning encourages teachers to equip students with the capacity and desire to take 

charge of their own learning through developing self-assessment skills, and it forms 

an important theoretical base for this investigation.  

   While an extensive body of SA literature exists, the issue of self-assessment of 

class participation in an EFL/ESL context has been little researched or reported. The 

number of such empirical SA studies or reports available in the literature is minimal.  

   In an unpublished paper, Philips (2000) created a self-assessment rubric in which 

students rated their class participation in a pre-university ESL class in Hawaii. This 

SA instrument was completed by students in the middle of the semester and followed 

up by a teacher-student conference in which students set future goals. A copy of 

Phillips self-assessment of class participation instrument is reproduced in Brown 

(2004), making it one of the few examples of such a tool available in the literature. It 

includes such criteria as attendance, asking/answering questions, participation in 
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pair/group work, active listening and completion of peer reviews. The results of 

Phillips investigation are, however, unreported, 

   Another such report comes from a Japanese context. Harrison, Head, Haugh, & 

Sanderson (2005), focused on self-assessment and its uses to motivate active class 

participation. The authors describe a number of SA approaches used in their classes at 

a Japanese university, and student reactions to them. These included scoring of class 

participation in note books, action logs and class journals related to class learning and 

progress made, self-evaluation handouts, and learning journals. A questionnaire to 

gauge student reactions to SA indicated that self-assessment may lead to: positive 

learner outcomes such as increases in active participation and L2 communication, 

student thinking about progress, student confidence, and increased awareness of the 

connection between active participation and English language skill improvement. 

Harrison et al. (2005) also include a number of principles to guide instructors who 

wish to implement a SA framework. These principles include the importance of the fit 

between the teacherôs style, classroom approaches and the kind of SA carried out, the 

need for repeated opportunities for SA, and the fact that students will find SA easier if 

the procedures used have detailed, specific criteria.  They concluded that students 

can make a connection between self-evaluation and active class participation and that 

this mode of assessment can provide a tool to assist students in more fully realizing 

their learning potential. 

   The paper by Harrison et al. (2005) does not include any of the self-assessment 

rubrics actually used by students. Also, in the otherwise extensive body of SA 

literature, not enough is known about what students actually do, think and feel when 

they are asked to engage in self-assessment (Andrade & Du, 2007). The pilot study 

reported here is one of the few examples of self-assessment of class participation in an 

EFL/ESL context, which includes both the assessment tool used, a detailed 

description of the process and outcomes, and student views on the assessment 

procedure.  
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Methods 

Setting and Context 

Tokyo Womanôs Christian University (TWCU) is a liberal arts institution in Japan. 

For all students entering the university, English language classes are mandatory. One 

of two required oral communication courses organized by the Dept. of English is 

called Communication Skills (CS), and is geared towards fostering studentsô spoken 

fluency and listening comprehension skills. The year-long course is in two parts; 

CS-A is taken in the spring semester (April-July) and CS-B is taken in the fall 

(Sept-Dec.). Beyond a broad goal of developing studentsô communicative fluency in 

English, and the use of a textbook reflecting a communicative language teaching 

methodology, there is no explicit syllabus containing course objectives and 

assessment procedures in place. According to departmental guidelines for the CS 

course, 50% of the final grade is to be comprised of language lab work, attendance 

and a final speaking test. The remaining 50% is to be determined by weekly 

classroom participation/performance. It is up to individual CS teachers to interpret 

and to put these general guidelines into practice. 

 

Participants  

Approximately 70 female students from three different CS classes were involved in 

this pilot study. Each class was comprised of 23 or 24 first-year students, all Japanese. 

These first year students were grouped together according to their declared major 

(English, Psychology, History). Classes meet for 90 minutes, once a week, for 

approximately 15 weeks per semester.  

   The 18 to 19 year-old students in these classes exhibited various degrees of 

spoken proficiency in English. Using the generic descriptions for speaking in the 

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (1999), the English abilities of the students in these 

groups would range from Novice Mid (ócommunicate minimally and with difficulty 

by using a number of isolated words and memorized phrasesô) to Intermediate Mid 

(óable to handle successfully a variety of uncomplicated communicative tasksô). Many 

students, in particular the English majors, were eager to communicate in English and 
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improve their fluency. However, because this is a mandatory course, classes 

invariably contained students who had less desire to improve their speaking skills, 

were passive in terms of participation and use of the target language, or may have had 

a negative attitude about learning English. 

   The pilot study was conducted during the second semester (Sept.- Dec.) of the 

school year. By September, students had already had a spring semester of 15 classes 

together and were familiar with each other, the teacher, class materials and lesson 

routines. It would be fair to say that for most, if not all, of these students this SA 

procedure would have been their first experience of assessing themselves in this way. 

 

Materials 

This investigation made use of two sources of data, the SA score sheet (Appendix A), 

and a student survey (Appendix C). For both documents, a complete translation into 

the students native language, Japanese, was included.  

   The SA score sheet is a criterion-referenced analytical scoring instrument. It was 

compiled and revised after considering the desired types of attitudes and behaviors 

exhibited by students in being active class participants. Out of this process, six criteria 

(explained in Table 1) were established: punctuality and participation, attentiveness 

and task completion, speaking English, active listening, speaking Japanese and overall 

effort and attitude.  

 

Table 1. SA Score Sheet Assessment Criteria (without Japanese Translation) 

 

1. Punctuality and preparation 

I came to class on time and was prepared (including doing any review or homework) 

2. Being attentive and completing tasks  

I stayed focused on English and did not waste time chatting, checking my cell phone, 

sleeping, etc.  I actively completed textbook exercises or other activities. 

3. Speaking English 
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I tried to communicate as much as possible in English by giving lots of information, 

asking questions and volunteering my thoughts and ideas. 

4. Active listening 

I tried to listen actively to my classmates and to the teacher 

5. Speaking Japanese  

I tried hard not to use any Japanese during English speaking activities and 

discussions. 

6. Overall effort and attitude 

I have been an active member of this class, not a passive one.  I made strong efforts 

to communicate in English with other students and improve my speaking and listening 

skills. 

 

It was determined that these six criteria would cover the essential elements of active 

class participation. They would enable students to assess their degree of active 

engagement with the target language and their peers during class time. Students were 

told that the teacher would use the same criterion to make decisions about the class 

participation component of their final grades. 

   The SA score sheet has two sections. In Section 1, students were first asked to 

write the date of the self-assessment, and then think back on what they had been doing 

and saying in class during the previous three or four lessons. They then used the 

following Likert scale to give themselves a score from 1 to 4 for each of the six 

categories:  

1= seldom true for me        2 = sometimes true for me 

3= generally true for me      4 = almost always true for me 

On Section 2 of the score sheet, students were asked to take a few minutes to write 

some comments about their class participation and/or goals for future classes 

(Appendix B provides some examples of student comments).  

   On the last day of class a student survey (Appendix C) was administered to get 

some insight into student attitudes and understanding of the purpose, criteria and 
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perceived benefits of both the SA score sheet and the self-assessment process. 

Students used a Likert scale from 1 to 6, to show their level of agreement with the ten 

items on the survey. At the end of the survey, space was provided for any additional 

comments about the SA procedure. Approximately 70 SA score sheets, and 65 student 

surveys from three different class groupings of students were collected and analyzed. 

A few students were absent during the final class when surveys were completed.  

 

Procedures  

On the first day of class students were told, in English, about the importance of active 

class participation and how it would be the primary consideration in determining their 

course grades. This class then included a ten-minute introduction to the SA score 

sheet, the six criteria to be assessed, and explanation of the SA procedure. Students 

were told that their SA scores would not be used for determining final grades. They 

were then given a few minutes to discuss with each other, in Japanese, whether they 

understood what SA was about and how the score sheet would be used. They were 

also given the opportunity to ask questions about the SA process during this first class, 

although no questions were asked. This was the extent of student training and 

preparation for the SA process to come.  

   At three different points throughout the semester, students in the three CS classes 

were asked to complete the self-assessment rubric. The first of the approximately 15 

classes began in late September and students self-assessed their class participation in 

late October, November and December. They gave themselves a 1 to 4 score for each 

of the six categories. A total score for that assessment period (usually 3 or 4 classes) 

was then added up, out of a possible maximum score of 24. The final self-assessment 

was completed during the last regular class meeting in late December.  

   On each of the three SA days, the last 10 minutes of a lesson was allotted for 

students to complete the score sheet. Score sheets were then taken up by the teacher 

and held until the next assessment, in the following month. No written commentary or 

feedback was given by the teacher on the score sheets.  
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   In Section 2 of the score sheet, for the first and second assessments (October and 

November) the students were also asked to write some comments about their class 

participation or future goals. At the end of the course, students were asked to write 

some final comments about their class participation overall during the entire period 

(Sept.-Dec.). They were required to complete the comments section of the SA 

checklist in English, with the aid of a dictionary if they wished. The SA survey was 

distributed to students on the final day of class. Students completed it shortly after 

finishing the last of the three self-assessments.    

 

Results 

This section will report findings from both the SA score sheet and the student survey. 

SA score sheet 

With approximately 70 students scoring themselves in six different categories on 

three occasions during the semester, the SA rubric generated a large amount of 

numerical data. As mentioned, the scoring options were from 1(seldom true for me) to 

4 (almost always true for me). The total added score for the six criteria is a maximum 

of 24. 

   While a detailed analysis and comparison of individual or class scores was not 

undertaken in this pilot study, an examination of the score sheets revealed some 

overall patterns: 

1) The large majority of scores for the three groups were 3ôs or 4ôs. 

2) Most studentsô scores fell in the 20-24 range for each total score. 

3) Some scores of 2 (sometimes true for me) were evident throughout the     

score sheets. Scores of 1(seldom true for me) were very rare. 

4) The category which received the highest number of 2 scores was óSpeaking 

Japaneseô (trying hard not to use Japanese during English speaking activities). 

5) Total scores generally showed a pattern of increase over the three assessments 

(for example, October total= 18, Nov. = 21, Dec. = 22). However some total 
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scores remained the same, or even decreased from one assessment month to 

another (possibly due to lateness or absences). 

6) Individual and total scores for the English majors group were slightly higher 

overall than the other groups. 

 

   In Section 2 of SA score sheet the students were asked to write some comments 

about their active participation in class or future goals. The following ideas/attitudes 

were recurring themes among the student commentary: 

1) A desire to improve vocabulary skills (in order to help students better express 

themselves in pair/group discussions). 

2) Enjoyment in being able to communicate with fellow students. 

3) A desire to use less Japanese. 

4) Frustration with inability to express themselves in English (ñSo many times I 

canôt say things I want to!ò). Some students note that this is reason for 

switching to Japanese.  

5) Shyness, anxiousness, lack of confidence in ability to communicate. 

6) Expressing the feeling of having ñpoor English skillsò. 

7) Worrying about making mistakes when speaking. 

8) Wanting to be more fluent English speakers. 

9) Feeling that ability to communicate in English was getting better.  

 

Student comments in Section 2 give a deeper insight into their perspective on the 

struggle to communicate in English and be active members of the classroom 

community. Examples of such commentary can be read in Appendix B. 

 

Self-assessment survey 

In consideration of whether to make self-assessment of class participation a more 

permanent component of the CS course, gaining student perspectives on the process 

was essential. Consequently, a student survey (Appendix C) was administered and 

completed by 65 students during the final class. For this pilot study, the most 
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important points were the final three issues on the survey: if the SA process 

encouraged students to actively participate in class (item 8), whether they spoke more 

English in class due to the SA process (item 9), and if they recommended using SA 

for future classes CS classes (item 10). Student responses to these three items are 

represented in Figures 1, 2, and 3 below. In addition to student attitudes toward these 

final three items on the survey, some of the most interesting survey results relate to 

item 7; whether studentsô assessments on the checklist were an honest reflection of 

class efforts. Figure 4 below represents student responses to this reliability-related 

item.  

   As mentioned, the survey used a six-point Likert scale on an agree-disagree 

continuum. The four charts presented here show frequency of responses and 

percentages from the 65 students who responded to the survey.  

Figure 1 below shows student responses to the survey item checking whether they 

thought the SA process encouraged them to actively participate in class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  SA encouraged active class participation (N=65) 

 


