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From the Editor 

A happy New Year to all our readers. It is my great pleasure to introduce the new issue of Arab World 

English Journal (AWEJ). I want to also to express our gratitude and sincere thanks for all the letters and 

messages of congratulation following our inaugural issue of the last October which came from so many 

people in different ministries, organizations, universities, colleges, language centers and other educational 

institutions in Arab countries and elsewhere around the world. We are proud of our effort to promote the 

study of languages and cultures worldwide. 

We have received many submissions from different parts of the world, but not all could be considered for 

inclusion as they did not conform to APA style of formatting. We like to remind all authors to read the 

guidelines of submissions on our website www.awej.org  and follow them.  

  

As we farewell the first decade and enter the second decade of the 21 century, we anticipate new challenges 

and opportunities related to the spread of English as an international language – especially in terms of the 

role of new media of communication. So we hope that our journal might contribute to assisting our readers 

face these challenges and also to engage new opportunities.  

Last, I would like to take this opportunity to extend our heartfelt thanks to our hard-working and dedicated team for 

their great efforts, useful contributions and constructive comments towards the development of the journal. At the 

same time, I am pleased to warmly welcome those colleagues who joined us on the Board of Editors and the 

Board of Reviewers.  

Kind Regards, 

 

Prof. Dr. Khairi Obaid Al-Zubaidi, 

AWEJ Editor 

editor@awej.org  

  

 

 

http://www.awej.org/
mailto:editor@awej.org
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Harnessing the Use of Visual Learning Aids in the English Language Classroom 

 

Romana Dolati  

Prof. Dr. Cameron Richards  

University Technology Malaysia     

 

Abstract 

There has been increasing interest in the use of visual learning aids in education. Such 

interest is in part due to the role of dual coding theory to make educators aware of the 

important role of visual as well as verbal tools and technologies – especially with a younger 

generation of learners familiar with the visual interface of multimedia and internet 

technologies. Because of the directly verbal nature of language teaching and learning, many 

language teachers are either often not aware of or underestimate the potentially constructive 

role visual learning aids can play in enhancing the language learning classroom. This paper 

will investigate the ways in which visual learning aids might be used by teachers of English 

as second or foreign language to enhance the learning of their students. It will report on the 

findings and insights achieved in a postgraduate research project which explored the proposal 

that visual learning aids can significantly enhance the English language classroom.  

 

Keywords: Visual learning aids, dual coding theory, language education 

 

Introduction  
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As Benson (1997, p.141) has pointed out, the poet Simonides has described how ―words are 

the images of things‖ and the great philosopher Aristotle long ago held that ―without image, 

thinking is impossible‖. Yet the importance and usefulness of using visual learning aids in the 

classrooms is only once again becoming general understood and commonplace in education. 

However, few language teachers seem to be either aware or interested in this development. 

This is perhaps because the written and spoken word is the central focus of the language 

teaching pedagogy and curriculum. Dual coding theory may be able to assist with changing 

attitudes of language teachers. This is because it recognizes how the verbal foundations of 

learning are inextricably linked to and substantially support the visual aspects and tools of 

learning.   

This paper will therefore explore the use of visual learning aids in language learning 

generally, and in the English as a second language classroom specifically. The discussion will 

be organized around two parts. The initial section of the first part will discuss how the dual 

coding theory model has particular implications for language teachers which go beyond those 

applications for teaching and learning in all areas of education.  The second section will build 

on this by discussing a range of direct ways that language teacher might use visual learning 

aids. Part B. will then look at more specific ways that visual learning aids might enhance 

aspects of language learning. It will also discuss the findings achieved in a research project 

undertaken to explore the larger question of how language teachers might use visual learning 

aids to enhance the English language classroom.  

The Significant Implications of the Dual Coding Theory for Language Education 

 

The educational implications of dual coding theory 
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Paivio‘s (1986) dual coding theory basically outlines the idea that the cognitive process of the 

human brain proceeds in relation to the processing of information derived through interplay 

of both verbal and visual elements. It is a theory which therefore has had significant 

implications for education. Its importance has been especially recognized by those interested 

in the use of multimedia in education (e.g. Mayer, 1994). Early childhood educators have 

perhaps been more enthusiastic as they more clearly recognize the role of visual learning aids 

to motivate and assist the learning of younger students. 

 

But as time goes on all educators are realizing that learners of all ages can benefit from 

teaching where an appropriate and effective use of visual learning aids is demonstrated. Such 

aids can help to translate complex verbal processes into easy-to-grasp visual/verbal messages. 

Naturally also visual and verbal abilities change as learners get older and the process of 

learning gets faster. This informs the understanding needed to better harness visual learning 

aids in the language classroom.  

 

Verbal codes and non verbal codes interlink. The verbal code is a mental code specialized for 

dealing with verbal language. Verbal language provides a remarkable means for the 

encoding, communication, and decoding of messages that symbolize our experiences and 

ideas, both abstract and concrete. On the other hand, non verbal codes deal with nonlinguistic 

knowledge of the world. They are often referred to as the imagery code because the 

generation of mental images is a chief function. The nonverbal code provides a means for us 

to retain, manipulate, and transform the world around us mentally or in our imagination. 

Connections between the two codes vary with both language use and experience. Abstract 

language evokes little mental imagery but rather more concrete forms of representation. 

Hence, abstract language is understood primarily in intra-verbal terms of mental 
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paraphrasing, translation, and other verbal elaboration. Together words and images play a 

role in knowledge acquisition or knowledge construction. Mayer (2001) defines multimedia 

instructional messages as presentations involving both words and pictures that are intended to 

faster learning .Words refer to speech and printed text and images may refer to static and 

dynamic graphics 

 

Representational, referential and associative are three different levels of processing that can 

happen within or between the visual and verbal system (Paivio, 1991). One of the particular 

type of memory codes which has activation belongs to the representational mode by the 

corresponding type of stimulus. For example, the words ―cat ―initially activates the verbal 

memory code whereas a picture of a cat activates the visual system.  The second level of 

processing refers to referential processing which belongs to the cross – activation of the two 

types of memory codes .In this case, the word ―cat‖ activates the corresponding images in 

the visual system and the picture of a cat activates the related logogen in the verbal system. 

However, Reiber (1994) points out, the relations between the two system are not always 

one–to-one, since an images has the potential of evoking many different verbal labels. 

Associative processing refers to activation of additional information within each system. As 

Reiber suggests, there may be a conversion of visual information into a semantic form for 

storage in long-term memory. 

 

Visual language is explained as the tight combination of words and visual basics and as 

having individualities that distinguishes it from natural languages as a separate 

communication device as well as a distinctive subject of research. It should thus be called 

visual–verbal language instead of visual language. The three domains of syntax, semantics, 
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and pragmatics inform the concept of visual language (Horn, 1998).In the last 50 years, with 

the coming together of component visual vocabularies from such widely separate domains 

as engineering, diagramming and technologies developed in medical illustrations. Likewise 

the world of cartooning involves hundreds of expressive visual conventions resembling a 

full, robust visual verbal language (Tufte, 1983, 1990). 

 

The relevance of visual learning aids to learning 

Paivio‘s dual coding theory (1986) has been of interest to many teachers as it is a theory with 

many implications for learning. In general it suggests that an effective use of visual aids and 

tools should have a positive enhancement of learning. In this way the concept of the visual 

literacy of learners has emerged as an influential concept (e.g. Galda, 1993). For language 

teachers, the use of different visual-verbal aids will hopefully help teachers seeking to 

improve student motivation and interaction in class as well as learning of particular language 

skills and knowledge (Danan, 1992).The use of different types of visual aids can help 

teachers to reflect on the educational importance of visual literacy (Horn, 1998a). 'Visual 

aids' can provide practical solutions to the problems of a language teacher whose equipment, 

as a rule, consists of nothing more than a verbal textbook. 

 

Although there has been much less research on the visual as distinct from verbal nature of 

learning, there is an interesting body of research evidence which supports the idea that 

student learning is positively affected by presenting visual and verbal aids together  (Mayer & 

Sims, 1994). This reminds us of a popular saying: ‗a picture is worth a thousand words‘. An 

understanding of visual – verbal language enables better structures and efficiencies of 

communication. For example, it has been shown that when human use the integrated visual – 
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verbal ―stand- alone" diagrams their performance increase from 23% to 89% (Chandler & 

Sweller, 1991; Mayer 2001, Horton, 1991). "Stand-alone" diagrams refer to diagrams that 

have all of the verbal basics and elements necessary for complete understanding without 

reading text elsewhere in a document.  

 

On interesting research study which reinforces the importance of visual tools of learning 

involves an experimental study of mathematics learning (Campbell & Stanley, 1993). All 

subjects participated in both treatments using virtual and physical manipulatives, which 

allowed each student to serve as his or her own comparison during the analysis. In the first 

phase of the study, Group One participated in fraction lessons using physical manipulatives, 

while Group Two participated in fraction lessons using virtual manipulatives. In the second 

phase, each group received the opposite treatment condition. That is, Group One received 

algebra instruction using virtual manipulatives, and Group Two received algebra instruction 

using physical manipulative. Part of the research involves researcher-designed tests contained 

three sections with a total of 20 items. The first section included dual-coded items which 

were presented using pictorial and numeric representations. The second section contained 

single-coded items with numeric representations only. The third section included two word 

problems which asked students to draw a picture, represent the problem with a number 

sentence, and explain solution strategies using words.  The project found that those 

participating learners who drew pictures whilst undertaking the renaming process did much 

better than those who did not.  

 

Types of visual learning aids 
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There are a range of types of visual learning aids which use different media. Pictures are 

perhaps the simplest and commonly used. Yet pictures are also very effective. In the language 

learning of young children pictures are often used as to provide associations for the learning 

of new words. It goes without saying that we cannot use pictures for every unknown word as 

some words are abstract and cannot be illustrated easily. The more concrete a word is, the 

easier it is to find and uses a picture for its illustration (Anderson & Shifrin, 1980).There has 

been much research on pictures in learning generally, and a little also in the area of second 

language learning. For example, Underwood (1989), as cited in Chun and Plass (1996), has 

concluded that ―an ordinary principle and opinions for human learning is visual memory‘. 

Likewise, Koren (1999) points out that learning foreign words with associated of words alone 

can be easier than words without these associations.Indeed many teachers of young children 

in the English language classrooms use photo dictionaries to increase the vocabulary and 

speaking skills of learners.  

Charts, maps and diagrams are other common visual tools used for learning purposes. 

Kleinman and Dwyer (1999) examined the effects of specific visual skills in facilitating 

learning. Their findings indicate that the use of color graphics in instructional modules as 

opposed to black and white graphics promotes better achievement in the learning of concepts. 

An earlier study by Myatt and Carter (as cited in Heinich et al., 1999) suggests that most 

learners prefer color visuals to black and white visuals, but that no significant difference in 

the amount of learning occurs except when color is related to the content to be learned. 

Film is another common form of visual aids in education which can be useful also in 

language learning. A Film may include that is applied for language teaching in the form of 

slides, motion picture films and fixed film strips.By using this aid teachers can convey the 

meaning of words to teach reading text and speaking and writing composition. There are 
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advantages of using this aid which help to student to focus and attention to the pictures and 

words on it. Film strips can show not only those condition which the teacher can present in 

the class but also many of these which he cannot. A situation of film strip can be shown over 

and over again (Jowett & Linton, 1989).Teachers often use slides and films as well as 

pictures as these aids can assist students with their long term memory of words and phrases. 

In a different types of study involving subtitling in films, Danan (1992) investigated that a 

grouping of video input and bilingual verbal input (subtitles in the second language only with 

audio in the learners‘ first language) aided vocabulary acquisition and reading 

comprehension.  Danan (1992) has explained her result in terms of dual coding theory. This 

is because the theory emphasizes the importance of providing input for both the verbal and 

the visual representational system because visual traces are remembered better than are verbal 

components and also have an additional effect when items are encoded dually. 

Integrating visual learning aids in language education 

This part of the paper will involve two sections. The first section provides an overview of 

samples of learning activities designed to both look at (a) the different kinds and uses of 

visual aids in language learning classrooms; and (b) kinds of learning design required to 

effectively use visual aids for language learning. The second section will more directly 

discuss the use of these samples as part of a project investigating the perceptions of language 

teachers. In the project a number of language teachers with little or no experience in using 

visual learning aids with their learners were interviewed before and after be exposed to a 

series of demonstrations of not only different types of visual learning aids but different ways 

in which these might be integrated into language learning lessons and classes.  
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Different visual aids for different aspects of learning 

 

Types of Visual 

aids  

 

Examples 

age of  

students 

Objectives Duration Role of 

Teacher 

Role of 

Students 

Flash card Double 

sided cards 

with 

picture and 

spelling 

8-12 Building up 

new 

vocabularies  

15 min Organizing 

and 

providing the 

correct 

pronunciation 

Recognizing 

the right words 

and 

pronunciation 

Movies&Animation Educational 

movies 

 9 -12                                                                                                                   Developing 

speaking 

and 

listening 

skills 

20 min Persuading 

and 

triggering the 

discussion 

Core 

participants in 

following the 

discussion 

Authentic role 

plays 

Restaurant 

exchange 

9-12 Introducing 

authentic 

situation 

25 min Simulating 

the 

conversation 

in different 

contexts 

Communicating 

in different 

situations 

Computer-based or 

multimedia 

interface 

Educational 

sites 

9-12 Surfing and 

getting info 

30min Familiarize 

the students 

with useful 

websites 

Exploring new 

information 
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 Table 1 below has a dual purpose. It provided an overview of a range of types of visual 

learning aids which might be adapted to a language learning context. It also provides an 

overview of a series of example language learning lessons which were developed and 

demonstrated as part of a research project to familiarize some participating language teachers. 

The learning outlines themselves are included in the appendix.  

 

Table I. The use of different visual aids for teaching  different modes of language learning  

 

The initial visual learning example here involves the use of flash cards which especially lend 

themselves to teaching and learning new words in vocabulary exercises. The second example 

focuses on the use of movie excerpts or other kinds of animation to provide either a 

background to or specific examples which might provide a focus for learning activities. The 

visual-verbal learning link is initially activated in terms of listening skills but this activity can 

also then provide a focus for a range of communication activities lead by the teacher. Going 

beyond this the third example is the use of authentic role plays where students interact 

performatively using non-verbal actions and gestures to supplement the verbal aspects of 

communication and interaction.  

Models  Bodily 

organs: e.g. 

the human 

heart 

 9-12  

 

 

Getting 

familiar 

with the 

function and 

location of 

organs 

10min Presenting 

and 

simplifying 

the concepts 

Exploring new 

concepts 
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The next example focuses on how different kinds of visual literacy and learning are made 

possible by the multimedia and related functions of the computer interface. This can range 

from providing students with activities of searching for authentic and interesting resources on 

the internet to providing students with particular software or programs which can directly or 

indirectly assist learners. The last example involves a hybrid mixture of different visual 

media to assist with language learning class focusing on naming and explaining the bodily 

organs. This can be assisted by the use of special multimedia programs or through different 

kinds of physical models which represent the human body – including diagrams and pictures 

or even a replica model in some classrooms.  From these examples we can see that various 

visual learning aids can be harnessed by language teachers as well as by teachers in other 

subject areas.  

These different examples of visual aids in language learning were incorporated into a study of 

participating language teachers who participated in some demonstration classes or activities 

involving a wide range of visual aids and different activity designs for integrating these into 

the language classroom. Before and after interviews were conducted with these participants. 

This study focused on several distinct areas of investigation. The first was to identify the use 

of different visual aids in language learning classrooms that might teachers find helpful. 

Secondly the project focused on how different kinds of visual aids might be integrated to 

assist with different kinds or aspects of language teaching and learning. 

 

Generally speaking most of the participating teachers were not very receptive initially to the 

idea that visual learning aids can have a significant role in the language classroom. However 

the ‗after‘ interview indicated that access to useful demonstrations in practice and also to new 

design ideas for using visual aids in the language classroom can lead to a changed mindset in 
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teachers. The key benefit noted by participants is that visual aids can strongly assist with 

more effectively motivating learners in various ways.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Language teachers are so focused on the verbal nature of the language learning classroom 

that many seem to underestimate or ignore the potentially useful role visual learning aids can 

play in the language classroom. This paper has explore how visual learning aids are 

becoming more widely used in education, and suggested that this might be extended to 

include the language classroom. In particular it has explored how dual coding theory might 

assist with changing the attitudes of language teachers in particular to the use of visual 

learning aids in the language classroom. On this basis the paper has gone on to provide an 

overview of the most common kinds of visual aids and their potential teaching and learning 

applications. It has linked this also to a research project which investigated the extent to 

which language teachers might be more inclined to use visual aids if they could be provided 

with some useful and typical examples. Good examples will indeed encourage language 

teachers to be more experimental harnessing visual aids for their language learning 

classroom.  

 

* An earlier version of this paper was presented to the My_CASELT conference in Kuala 

Lumpur, December 15
th

 2010. 
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Abstract 

 

The article provides the detailed study of the similarities and differences between the British and 

the Omani ways of refusing requests.  A refusal is a face-threatening act that tends to disrupt 

harmony in relationships. It causes damage to both the face of the speaker and the listener.  A lot 

of strategies are used to mitigate the effect of a refusal and save the relationship.  The choice of 

strategy used can be dictated by the socio-cultural factors generating an inappropriate reply.  

These may be labeled 'rude' by the native speakers. Transforming the rules and the cultural 

norms of the first language to the target language also results in pragmalinguistic failure.  For 

this research a discourse completion test was modeled on Beebe et al. (1990).  The situations 

were categorized into three requests, three invitations, three suggestions and three offers.  One of 

each group required a refusal to an equal status person, a higher status person and a lower status 

person.  The test was translated into Arabic and administered to ten Omanis and the English 

version was given to ten British people.   Data was analyzed according to the strategies used by 

the British and the Omanis, the role of status in refusals and the pragmalinguistic errors surfacing 

in the study. The study found that the Omanis used more direct strategies than the British in 

refusing requests and offers.  Both the British and the Omanis also used indirect strategies to 

refuse requests, especially when dealing with higher status people.   The British used more direct 
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strategies when dealing with lower status people while the Omanis used care for interlocutor’s 

feelings.  

 

Key words 

Pragmalinguistic failure, Refusing requests, politeness, pragmatic failure, discourse competence, 

pragmatic errors, face threatening acts. 

 

Introduction  

Cross-cultural communication is becoming an integral part of life, with globalization and rapid 

advances in new technology.    A lot of opportunities have been created worldwide and demand 

an appropriate use of the English language.  L2 speakers of English can master the lexical and 

the grammatical aspects of the language, but they lack in discourse competence. In real life 

people do not say what they mean.  For a second language learner it is this intended meaning and 

the cultural norms of the target language that result in miscommunication and 

misunderstandings. Sometimes, first language rules and conventions are transferred to the second 

language resulting in pragmatic failure i.e. the failure of language to do and mean things in real 

world situations.   

 

Words are used for communication.  Certain words like refuse, apologize, promise, request etc. 

perform an action and are known as ‘performatives’ or speech acts (Austin 1962, p.139).  

Communications in a society generally take place on Grice’s (1999) ‘principles of cooperation’.  

In correspondence with Grice's conversational cooperativeness Brown and Levinson (1987, p.60) 

propose principles of 'politeness' to maintain general harmony and good social relations. They 

further explain that each and every person in a society claims a public self-image known as 

‘face’.  An individual has two types of face, positive and negative.  Positive face is the wish to be 

liked and approved by others (Wolfson, 1989, p.67) and negative face is the wish to do your 

everyday work without others imposing upon you (Cameron, 2001, p.79).  Acts that cause 

damage to the positive or negative face of the speaker are known as face threatening acts (FTAs).  

Politeness strategy is used to mitigate threats to face in a verbal encounter.  The strategy used 

may depend on the status of a person or the proximity in relationships.  A refusal is a face-

threatening act as it causes damage to the face of both the speaker and the hearer.  A refusal 
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imposes on the hearer and threatens the negative face of the hearer and also causes a threat to the 

positive face of the person who refuses.  In order to maintain face in this situation a lot of face- 

saving strategies are used to maintain harmony in relations.   

The choice of strategy used can be influenced by socio-cultural factors resulting in an 

inappropriate reply.  This may further cause problems as native speakers may interpret these 

errors as rudeness.  Hall (1976, in Nelson 2002a, p. 40) when talking about Arab culture 

mentions that what is not said is sometimes more important than what is said. This is true of the 

Omanis.  They generally don't explicitly tell what they mean.  Formality often pervades social 

customs and daily routines. The central focus of the life of the Omanis is their family and 

friends. Greetings are mostly elaborate and formal and there is lavish display of hospitality.  

These people are consistently polite within their own culture. The organization of the society is 

hierarchical and there are strong tribal bonds.  There is segregation of sexes and relations with 

men and women are regulated with restrictions. As against this the European culture is open and 

direct i.e. words represent truth (Hall, 1976; in Nelson 2002a, p. 40) and is believed to be more 

individualistic.  People take pride in being unique; they are less elaborate and goal directed e.g. 

the Americans, the British etc.  In these different value systems meanings are negotiated 

differently which may lead to pragmatic errors. 

 

Pragmatic errors are the errors resulting from imposing the social rules of one culture on the 

communicative behaviour of the other, where the social rules of another culture would be more 

appropriate (Thomas1983, p. 99, in Philip Riley, 1989).  Thomas further categorizes pragmatic 

errors into two types, pragmalinguistic errors and sociopragmatic errors.  Pragmalinguistic errors 

occur when the illocutionary force of the utterance is different from the force assigned to it by 

the native speakers of the target language, or when speech act strategies are inappropriately 

transferred from L1 to L2.  Sociopragmatic errors are the result of a failure to identify a situation 

correctly. 

 

This study investigates the similarities and differences between the British and the Omani ways 

of refusal under the following headings: 

1. Strategies used by British and Omanis in refusals 

2. The role of status in refusals 
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3. Pragmalinguistic failure  

 

A Discourse Completion Test (DCT) was modelled on Beebe et al. (1990, p. 55).  It consisted of 

three requests, three invitations, three suggestions, and three offers.  Each situation type included 

refusal to a person of higher status, one to the person of equal status and one to the person of 

lower status.  This test was translated into Arabic and administered to 10 Omanis.  The English 

version was given to 10 British people.  Each category resulted in 120 refusals.  These refusals 

were divided into strategies, using a modified version of the coding category developed by 

Beebe et al. (1990, p. 55). Data was analysed according to the strategies used, relative status and 

the pragmalinguistic errors surfacing in the study. 

 

Review of Literature  

Several comparative studies have been conducted on refusals but there are hardly any in the 

Omani context.  Beebe et al. (1990) compared refusals between native speakers of Japanese and 

native speakers of English using a DCT.  She found that Americans employed an indirect form 

of refusals but Japanese employed indirect strategies when refusing a person of higher status and 

direct when refusing a person of lower status.  King and Silver (1993) analyzed the refusal 

strategies of six intermediate level learners.  They also tried to find out the potential for 

developing sociolinguistic competence through classroom instruction.  A lecture was organized 

for the control group on how to make small talk with the Americans and the treatment group was 

tutored on variables important in refusing in American English.  Results indicate that instructions 

on refusals did not have much effect.  There was large disparity between written and spoken 

refusal strategies.  Stevens (1993) studied Arabic and English refusals using a DCT and found 

that in both the cultures, same strategies were used.  He did not study the effect of status. 

Oliveria (1994) studied 40 college students and investigated the pragmatic success and failure of 

requests by administering a DTC in English and Portuguese. The results were analyzed 

separately for Portuguese and English and took into consideration directness of request, use of 

internal modifiers and perspective taken.  The results indicated that the Portuguese – speakers 

and English – speakers displayed differences on the proportion of strategies used in different 

situations.    EFL learners took an intermediate position between native Portuguese speakers and 

native English speakers when using direct strategies and were closer to English speakers when 
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using conventional ones. Chen (1995) investigated the pragmatic appropriateness of refusal 

statements.  24 written statements were collected from both native and non native speakers and 

the native speakers rated the appropriateness of these statements.  The statements made by the 

English speakers were more appropriate than statements made by the non native speakers.  

Hussein (1995) studied speech acts using naturalistic data and found that Arabs used indirect 

refusals with acquaintances of equal status and close friends of unequal status. Liao and 

Bresnahan (1996) compared American English and Mandarin Chinese representatives when 

refusing a request.  They found that Americans used more strategies than the Chinese did and 

both varied their strategies according to the status of the requester. Chen (1996) also investigated 

the beliefs of the native English speakers and the Chinese ESL learners about how refusal should 

be expressed.  The native speakers consider truthfulness, clarity, directness and effectiveness as 

the most important whereas ESL learners were more concerned about being direct, preserving 

face and avoiding embarrassment.  Lauper (1997) studied 60 native speakers and 120 Spanish 

speakers, 60 responding in English and 60 in Spanish.  A questionnaire was used to elicit refusals 

for 20 situations.  Results indicated that in some cases, Spanish speakers refused similarly in 

Spanish (SS) and English (SE) but differently from English speakers (EE), suggesting pragmatic 

transfer in the Spanish English group.  In some cases the refusal strategies of the SE's were 

nearly the same as the EE's and in other cases it were different from both other groups. Al 

Shawali (1997) studied the semantic formulas used by Saudi and American male undergraduate 

students in the speech act of refusal.  The results indicated that Americans and Saudis used 

similar refusal formulas except in the case of direct refusal where they gave unspecified answers.  

Al Issa (1998, in Nelson et al. 2002b) found that Jordanians used indirect strategies more than 

Americans and both used reasons more than any other strategy.  Nelson et al (2002b) 

investigated similarities and differences between Egyptian Arabic and American English refusals 

using a modified DTC.  The results indicated that both groups used similar semantic formulas in 

making refusals.  They also used a similar number of direct and indirect formulas.  Egyptians 

used more direct formula in equal status position.  They had similar reasons for refusing.  Al–

Eryani (2007) studied the responses of 20 Yemeni learners of English who responded to six 

situations of refusal in English.  Their performances were compared to Yemeni Arabic native 

speakers and American English native speakers.  Results indicated that Yemani Arabic native 

speakers tended to be less direct in their refusals by offering reasons or explanations.  American 
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English native speakers, on the other hand used different semantic order by preceding regret and 

giving more direct refusals.  Yemani learners of English depicted pragmatic competence but at 

times also showed their native speech community norms. 

 

In continuation with these researches, this study discusses refusal patterns in British and Omani 

communication style, underlining pragmalinguistic failure. 

 

Method 

The subject, material and the procedure used for this study, is described below: 

 

Subjects 

Twenty subjects were requested to participate in this study and they gave their consent; ten were 

British and ten Omani nationals.  

 

British subjects 

The British were qualified and ranged in age from thirty-five to sixty.  There were five females 

and five males.  All of them were working in Oman in various capacities.  The five females 

included four teachers and one nurse.  In the male category, three were technicians from the 

Royal Army of Oman and two teachers taught in a college.  

 

Omani subjects 

There were nine Omani Arab males and one female between the ages of twenty-five to forty-

five.  All were graduates, working in schools and colleges in various capacities.  Three were 

teachers in a school; one was the head of the center of teacher training. Three worked in the 

Royal Air Force in the technical field, one worked in a private company.  Two Omanis (male and 

female) worked in a technical college as administrative staff.  

 

Materials and procedure 

A discourse completion test (DCT) (Appendix 1) was modeled on Beebe et al. (1990) for this 

study.  It consisted of a written role-play questionnaire with twelve situations.  The DCT 

situations were categorized into three requests, three invitations, three suggestions, and three 
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offers.  One of each group required a refusal to an equal status person, a higher status person, and 

a lower status person.  

 

The DTC was used to collect data from the British subjects.  Three college teachers proficient in 

translation converted this DCT into Arabic.  They were requested to comment on the 

appropriateness of the situations in the Omani context.  After their assurance that these situations 

could take place in the Omani context, the DCT was used to collect information from the Omani 

subjects.  Responses given by the British subjects were classified into strategies and then coded.  

Later on the responses given by the Omani subjects were translated back into English.  They 

were coded and classified into strategies.  The answers were categorized into rude, tactless, 

abrupt, gushing, obsequious and appropriate with the help of two native speakers (British) to find 

out instances of pragmalinguistic failure.  The data was analyzed on the basis of the answers 

given in Arabic by the Omanis. 

 

Data Analysis 

The collected data was analyzed by arriving at the strategies used by the native speakers.  To get 

the correct strategy (a statement of reason or regret etc. that sums up the total act of refusal), the 

utterances were divided into idea units and then each idea unit was put into separate categories as 

shown below: 

 

SN Idea Unit Code 

1 I’m sorry Regret 

2 Bit short of cash myself Reason  
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The refusals were classified into the following categories according to the type of refusal.   

Type No. Strategy Expressions 

Direct Refusal 0 Direct I refuse. No, I can't 

Indirect 

Refusal 

1 Reason I’m busy 

2 Regret  I’m so sorry 

3 Consideration of 

Interlocutor's feelings 

I appreciate the offer ….. 

‘Thank you’ 

4 Let Interlocutor off the hook Don't worry about it, That's 

Ok, You don't have to 

5 Wish I wish I had money 

6 Set conditions for future or 

past acceptance 

If the work is complete you 

may go tomorrow 

7 Hedging Oh, I’m not sure 

8 Statement of 

philosophy/principle 

I never lend money 

9 Repetition of the part of the 

request 

Malaysia? 

 

The strategies described above are similar to those described by Beebe et al. (1990) and Nelson 

et al. (2002).  The above categories are on the basis of strategies found in the data.  The English 

data was coded with the help of a British native speaker and an Arabic native speaker coded the 

Arabic data using the Arabic transcripts.  Discrepancies were resolved by consulting other native 

speakers of the specific language. 

 

Findings  

The data collected with the help of the DCT was categorized and compiled in a tabular form.  It 

is given in Appendix 2 for British subjects and in Appendix 3 for Omani subjects.  The findings 

of this study are discussed under the following headings: 

a) Type of strategies: Direct / Indirect  

b) Role of status on refusals: Higher/ Equal and Lower  

c) Pragmalinguistic failure: Length, Content and order of Semantic formulas  
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Type of Strategies used in refusals 

Two types of strategies were used in refusals, Direct and Indirect. 

Direct strategies 

The Omanis used more direct strategies than the British (see figure 1).  The Omanis used the 

highest number of direct strategies in refusing requests and offers on the other hand the British 

used them in refusing suggestions and offers (See Appendices 2 and 3).  The British did not 

refuse invitations directly at all but the Omanis did in dealing with two cases of equal status and 

one case of lower status.  The British used considerable number of direct strategies to refuse 

requests i.e. two cases of equal status, two cases of higher status and four cases of lower status. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Direct/Indirect Strategies used by the British and the Omanis 

Indirect strategies 

Both British and Omanis used more indirect strategies to refuse requests than direct ones (Figure 

1).  Figure 2 also clearly indicates this fact.   

The indirect strategy most frequently used by the British was expressing regret (Appendix 4, Ex 

19) while the Omanis used the strategy ‘care for the interlocutor’s feelings’ (Appendix 4, Ex 10).  

On the whole four indirect strategies were frequently used out of the nine as categorized in this 

study.  These have been described below:  
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Figure2:  Comparison of indirect refusal strategies 

 

      Reason 

The Omanis and the British both used reason but less than expressing regret.  The British 

used reason more than the Omanis.  Both used reasons in refusing the suggestion regarding 

career choice.  (See figure 2) 

 

      Regret 

This strategy was mostly associated with reason.  First regrets were expressed, then reasons 

given.  The British used regret more often than the Omanis.  Generally the British used a lot 

of reasons after expressing regret when refusing requests for money, to help the boss and 

refusing to attend the birthday party of an employee’s daughter (Appendix 4, Ex 21).  On the 

other hand, Omanis expressed regret and gave elaborate reasons when requested for money.  

(See figure 2)  
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     Consideration of interlocutor’s feeling 

Omanis used this strategy more than the British in refusing all types of requests (Appendix 4, 

Ex 8).  The British used it in a generous manner at one instance, when refusing an offer by a 

friend to visit his son’s school.  The Omanis used this strategy liberally in refusing invitation 

for lunch at the boss’s residence.  (See figure 2) 

 

      Let interlocutor off the hook 

Both British and Omanis extensively used this strategy in the case of rejecting an offer for 

compensation by the servant.  (See figure 2).  It is unique in the sense that only for this 

purpose the Omanis used this strategy (Appendix 4, Ex 18, 34). 

 

Role of status on refusals  

 The role of status on refusals was observed for both the subjects i.e. the British and the Omanis. 

 

  Higher status 

        The British and the Omanis used more indirect strategies when dealing with higher status people.   

Omanis used more caution and care in dealing with people of higher status.  They used ‘care for 

the interlocutor's feelings or showed positive politeness like using compliments etc. before 

giving reasons to refuse the requests. The British primarily gave reasons to refuse requests e.g. 

the manager of a company who offered them discounts.  More often they also expressed regrets 

and later gave explanations (See figure 3).  

Figure 3:  Indirect refusal strategies on higher status items 
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Equal status 

 Omanis used direct strategies when refusing requests to equal status people but when using the 

indirect strategy they used ‘care for interlocutor’s feelings’ e.g. their peers (Appendix 4, Ex 11), 

(Figure 4).  The British expressed regret and then gave reasons for refusing requests for money, 

not attending the get-together and such day-to-day matters (Appendix 4, Ex 21).  In the case of 

refusing suggestion for a holiday they used repetition, indicating surprise.  In the case of an offer 

from a friend to meet the Principal in his son’s case, more care was shown for the interlocutor’s 

feelings.  

Figure 4: Indirect refusal strategies on equal status items 

Lower status 

The British used direct strategies when refusing requests to lower status people e.g. refusing the 

servant’s (Appendix 4, Ex 31). They expressed regrets when using indirect strategies. The 

Omanis used ‘care for interlocutor’s feeling’ and then gave reasons (figure 5).   

                           Figure 5:  Indirect refusal strategies on lower status items 
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They used hedging and quoted principles e.g. of not visiting anybody’s house before prior 

permission of the head of the house (Appendix 5, Ex 7, 8).  For an offer of compensation by the 

charwoman both the British and the Omanis used ‘let the interlocutor off the hook’ strategy.   

 

Pragmalinguistic failure 

In the study it was noted that the Omani subjects transferred their L1 speech habits into L2.  

They are described under the following three categories: 

 

Length of the semantic formulas 

Omanis gave very long answers and this mitigated the force of a refusal, resulting in failure.  

This is in tune with Arabic culture where even simple greetings are an elaborate affair e.g. 

‘No, I don’t agree with your suggestion because it is related with the future 

 of my son, thank you and I’m sorry for not accepting your suggestion’. 

Other examples are given in Appendix 5, Section A. 

 

Content of the semantic formulas 

The Omani respondents were obsequious in describing invitations e.g. 'the invitation is great', 

'it’s a great honour', 'I feel proud to accept your invitation', ‘I honour your invitation with 

pleasure'. On the other hand very non-specific reasons were quoted in refusing them like, I’ve 

something to do tomorrow, I’ve to go to another place' etc. (Other examples are in appendix 5).  

The British in such cases would give specific reasons. 

 

Order of the semantic formulas 

The Omanis used the native language order of the semantic formulas in Arabic.  First they used 

'care for the interlocutor's feeling' strategy followed by reasons, then willingness followed by 

promise or an adjunct to enhance positive feelings making it inappropriate in the English context.  

The British at the most express regret and give reasons.  Overgeneralization of the semantic 

formulas was also observed e.g. 

'I am very glad with your invitation but I’ve got a lot of work. I apologize and  

I promise to join your coming invitation'. 

(Other examples are given in appendix 5, Section C) 
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The refusals to the requests given by Omanis were judged by two native speakers (British) and 

classified under the following categories to note their appropriateness.  In most cases it was 

found that the illocutionary force of an utterance was different than that of the native speaker 

leading to pragmalinguistic failure (Thomas 1983, in Nelson et al. 1996, Blum-Kulka, 1983).  

The native speakers classified them as rude, tactless, abrupt, gushing, and obsequious all 

denoting linguistic failure.  See Table 1.  The code used is given below: 

 

 

Code 

1 E Equal status 

2 H Higher status 

3 L Lower status 

 

 

Type 
Requests Invitation Suggestion Offer 

Total 
E H L E H L E H L E H L 

Rude 2 1 2  1 2 1 1 2 1 1 0 14 

Tactless 1   1 1       0 3 

Abrupt 1 1    2 1 1 1   3 10 

Gushing   1 2 1 2 1 1 1   1 10 

Obsequious 2 2 1 1 4 1  1    2 14 

Appropriate 4 6 6 6 3 3 7 6 6 9 9 4 69 

 

Table 1:  Pragmalinguistic failure 
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Discussion  

The findings in the data are discussed under the following heads: 

 

Direct refusal 

 Omanis used the highest number of direct strategies in refusing requests and offers whereas the 

British used direct strategies in refusing suggestions and offers.   

 

The following discussion is based on a small sample size, as it was difficult to get native British 

people in Oman.  Secondly the method used was a DCT, and answers were collected in a written 

form, as it is very difficult to collect real samples.   It should be considered that the respondents 

might respond differently when they are facing real situations, which might affect the results to 

some extent. Under these constraints the results were as follows:       

 

There are a lot of differences between the British and the Omani people in the way they refuse 

requests.  It was found that the Omanis used more direct refusals than the British.  They used it 

to refuse friends of equal status. Two instances have been noted, an offer by a friend to manage 

things on his behalf for his son and refusing a suggestion to go to Malaysia. Second situation was 

refusing the offer made by the manager of a car company.  This is a unique case as Arabs 

generally use indirect replies, but in this case no threat to face was implied as it was a business 

deal and refusing it was easy.  Similarly the ties of relationships are so strong among friends that 

they are no threat to face, and hence the Omanis used direct refusal strategies.  The British used 

direct replies in the case of lower status people e.g. a suggestion from a woman to take a taxi and 

come home.  This was done because she posed no threat to face and the situation demanded that 

they made a decision.   Similarly status did not matter when they negotiated for a car.  The 

person was distant. The British used considerable number of direct strategies to refuse requests.  

It seems they refused requests to a clerk who wanted to leave office early on a matter of 

principle, not because he was of lower status. 

 

This discrepancy in results highlights the importance of examining other factors like the low key 

and the high key content of the message as suggested by Hall (1976 cited in Nelson 2002a) and 
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factors like nearness and distance in relationships.  The subjects used in this study were of higher 

status in the society according to Omani standards and may be used to refusing directly.  

  

Indirect refusal 

The indirect strategy most frequently used by the British was expressing regret and giving 

reasons.  The British are direct and very formal people, therefore this strategy seems to have 

been used extensively.  They used a lot of reasons after expressing regret when refusing requests 

for money, and helping the boss at weekends.  This was done to mitigate the damage caused to 

the positive face of the speaker and to keep the relationship going 

 

 The Omanis used the strategy 'care of the interlocutor’s feelings'; the most when dealing with 

people from higher, medium status or lower status.  This is contrary to the belief that Arabs use 

indirect strategies more with higher status people.  Omani culture is indirect and hence it is not a 

surprise that this strategy was used the most. In the case of a servant who offered to compensate 

for the burnt shirt, 'putting interlocutor off the hook' strategy was used both by the British and the 

Omanis to enhance the positive face of the servant.   

 

Pragmalinguistic failure 

The examples quoted in the discussion and appendix 5 highlight pragmatic transfer resulting in 

pragmalinguistic failure.   It has to be noted that deep-rooted customs like a male not going to his 

friends house without prior appointment when a lady is present in the house (Appendix 5, Ex 

7,8) is impossible to understand by a native speaker and would consider it rude.  The second case 

of refusing a birthday invitation with an adjunct 'present would be sent' shows the subject matter 

the local people attach importance to but the natives would sense this as abrupt or tactless.  The 

long answers given and the string of reasons attached make it abrupt.  Overindulgence in polite 

words makes the utterance obsequious. Sometimes it is difficult to know the reason of pragmatic 

failure as it may also develop from developmental and proficiency factors. 

 

7.0 Conclusion  

The study shows that the Omanis used more direct strategies than the British in refusing requests 

and offers.  They used it to refuse people of equal status or friends and acquaintances from whom 
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there is no threat to face.  The British refused directly to a lower status person, sometimes as a 

matter of principle. Both the British and the Omanis also used indirect strategies to refuse 

requests, especially when dealing with higher status people.   The indirect strategy most 

commonly used was expressing regret and giving reasons to mitigate the damage caused to the 

positive face. The Omanis used care for interlocutor’s feelings with higher, equal and lower 

status people because of culture. Omanis used long answers giving a string of reasons and 

indulged in too many polite words causing pragmalinguistic failure. 

 

Culture influences the type of strategies used for communication.  It may also result in transfer of 

L2 features to L1 resulting in pragmatic failure causing embarrassment, misunderstanding or 

communication failure.  It also shows that pragmatic principles are universal and people try to 

maintain harmony by mitigating the threat caused to face by enhancing the positive face of the 

speaker and using a string of reasons.  People are more polite when dealing with people from 

higher status and more direct when dealing with lower status.  Moreover content and distance 

also play an important role.  When there is no threat to face direct strategy is used.   It also 

highlights the fact that the DCT has its own limitations (Hinkel, 1997; Rose, 1994; Cohen, 1996) 

as a research tool and extensive research in naturalistic settings need to be done in order to 

generalize the results.  Other variables like the content of the request, mood, gender, age, 

availability etc. also need to be taken into consideration when subjects refuse requests.   

 

The types of politeness errors the Omanis make can be avoided if the politeness aspects are 

introduced to them at the school level and the behavioural component taught systematically.  

Pragmatic competence does not develop naturally and needs to be taught.  They should also be 

instructed that politeness markers in English are distinct from learner's native system as it is a 

part of culture. 

 

This interview data needs further investigation and research could be done on the effect of the 

tone, mood, personal nature, age, availability etc. on refusals. It would also be interesting to see 

the effect of refusals on low and high content messages from near and distant people in various 

settings.  The change in relationship on account of refusals can also be studied.  
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Appendix 1 

Discourse Completion Test 

Refusal Conditions 

Given below are twelve different situations in which a person asks a question (request, invitation, 

suggestion or offer) to another person (who may be of equal, lower or higher status).  Please 

consider yourself in the respondent’s position and write down exactly the way you would 

refuse the following requests in the space provided.  Please note that the request is not to be 

accepted but refused in all situations. 

 

1. You are working in a college.  You are unmarried and one of your married colleagues who 

has a big family comes to your house to borrow money. 

Colleague: I have a big family and I just don’t know where the money goes. The   children   

always need something or the other. Could you lend me $100 for a month?  

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

    _______________________________________________________________ 

     Colleague: It’s O.K. I’ll borrow from someone else. 

 

2. You are working in a college.  Your boss who is the head of your department requests you to 

come at the weekend to help him.  

Boss: If you do not mind, I would like you to come during the weekend to help me with the 

library work? 

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Boss: Well, then maybe next weekend.  

 

3. You are a clerk in the Insurance office. You have some important personal work. You 

request your boss to let you go in the afternoon when the boss is having a lot of pending 

work for you. 

Clerk: I have some important work.  Could I leave my office early today?  

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 
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 Clerk: Then, could I leave tomorrow?  

 

4.   Your friend invites you on telephone, for dinner and a magic show at a hotel.   

Friend:   We have arranged a get-together at Radissons.  There would be dinner and magic 

show for children. You are invited to join us.  

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

           _______________________________________________________________ 

Friend: Well, I can understand your position. 

 

5.  You have joined a company recently and your boss invites you for lunch at his place.  

Boss: How about your coming over to lunch tomorrow at my residence? 

You:    _______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Boss: Oh, I understand.  That is more important. 

 

6.  You are the boss of a company.  Your employee wants to invite you for his daughter’s 

birthday.   

Employee: I’ve arranged a small party for my daughter’s birthday at home on Monday and I 

would be delighted if you could come along. 

 You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Employee: It’s O.K. I can understand.  

 

7. You work as a lecturer in a college.  The workload is very high and you are getting stressed 

over your job. Your friend suggests that you take a break and go to Malaysia.   

Friend: You are overstressed due to work.  Why don’t you take a break and go to Malaysia? 

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Friend: You could still think about it, later on. 
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8. You are a student and an excellent football player. You want to become a scientist but your 

counsellor suggests you to take up football as your career.   

Counsellor: John, you are so good at football, why don't you make it your career? 

You:    ____________________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

      Counsellor: Well, it is your choice mine was just a suggestion. 

9. You are in a new place waiting for your friend, James to pick you up. You have to meet an 

important person to discuss business prospects.  You are hard pressed for time and your 

friend is going to help you with the transport.  It’s been an hour and he hasn’t shown up. You 

telephone him and he is not at home and his housekeeper suggests that you take a cab and 

come home.  

  Housekeeper: Normally James is very punctual.  It seems he has got stuck somewhere.  You 

could take a cab and come home. 

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

      House Keeper: Well, if you do not want to, just let me have your name and address. 

 

10. You are a businessman and have no time as you have just started your business.  Your son 

has been a nuisance in the school. The principal wants to meet you in this connection. You 

generally do all your work yourself and do not take the help of others.  Your friend offers to 

meet the Principal on your behalf and sort out matters. 

Friend: If you do not have time, I can go and sort out matters with the Principal.  

      You:    _______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Friend: Well, it is up to you. 

 

11. You are a manager of a car company. A schoolteacher shows interest in one of your 

expensive models. You are eager to sell it to him but he is asking for a huge discount. You 

offer to help him sell his old car at a good price. 

Manager: If you are really interested in purchasing this model, I can help you in selling your 

old car at a good price. 
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You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

Manager: Well, I was just offering alternatives. 

 

12. You have a domestic helper at home. While ironing your clothes he spoils one of your 

expensive shirts.  

Helper: Sir, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to but while ironing your clothes, I have burnt your 

shirt.  Please tell me from where you have purchased it? I will replace it with a new one. 

You:    ______________________________________________________________ 

      _______________________________________________________________ 

      Helper: But, the mistake was mine. 
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Appendix 2 

Response of British Subjects 

 
  British 

 

Strategies 

  

  

Stra. 

No. 

Request Invitation Suggestion Offer Total Status-wise Total of Type of request 

E H L E H L E H L E H L 

E
 =
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E
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t 

In
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u
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n

 

O
ff

er
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Direct I refuse, No, I can't 1 2 2 4       3   7 3 5 2 8 7 13 28 8 0 10 10 

In
d

ir
ec

t Reason 2   1     5 1 1 5 3   1   1 12 4 17 1 6 9 1 

Regret 3 7 5 3 6 4 4 1     1     15 9 7 31 15 14 1 1 

Consideration of Interlocutor's feelings 4 1 1 1 4   4 1 2   6 3   12 6 5 23 3 8 3 9 

Let Interlocutor off the hook- Don't worry about it, that's Ok, 

You don't have to 
5                       7 0 0 7 7 0 0 0 7 

Wish 6             1 2         1 2 0 3 0 0 3 0 

Set conditions for future or past acceptance 7   1 1   1 1 1           1 2 2 5 2 2 1 0 

Hedging - I don't know, I'm not sure 8                         0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Statement of philosophy/principle 9     1               1 1 0 1 2 3 1 0 0 2 

Repetition of the part of the request 10   0         2 1         2 1 0 3 0 0 3 0 
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Appendix 3 

Response of Omani Subjects 

Refusal Type Strategies 
Strategy 

Number 

Request Invitation Suggestion Offer Total Status-wise 
Total of Type of 

request   
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

  

Direct I refuse, No, I can't 1 3 3 4 2   1 4 2 2 5 4 1 14 9 8 31 10 3 8 10   

In
d
ir
e
c
t 

Reason 2     1         3 1 1     1 3 2 6 1 0 4 1   

Regret 
3 4 3 2 1 3 3 1           6 6 5 17 9 7 1 0   

Consideration of Interlocutor's feelings 4 2 3 2 6 7 6 4 5 3 4 3 2 16 18 13 47 7 19 12 9  
 

Let Interlocutor off the hook - Don't worry about it, that's 

Ok, You don't have to 
5                       6 0 0 6 6 0 0 0 6  

 

Wish 6   1   1             1   1 2 0 3 1 1 0 1  
 

Set conditions for future or past acceptance 7                     1   0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1  
 

Hedging - I don't know, I'm not sure 8     1       1   2       1 0 3 4 1 0 3 0   

Statement of philosophy/principle 9 1               2   1 1 1 1 3 5 1 0 2 2  
 

Repetition of the part of the request 10                         0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  
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Appendix 4 

Sample of translated Omani refusals from Arabic 

Direct 

1. No, I don't want to sell or exchange my car.  Thank you for the offer. 

Requests 

2.  I'm sorry.  I wish I could have money but I'm sorry. 

3.  I'll lend you the money but at this time I need this money and you know we are at the end of the 

month. 

4.  I don't mind, but I'm extremely sorry because I have very important work to do, so I'm sorry again. 

5.  I will allow you to leave but we are under stress of work, you leave after you finish. 

Invitation 

6.  I hate to loose this opportunity especially when I can meet the friends but I have an appointment with 

somebody and its shameful to ignore him. 

7.  I wish I could come but I'm sorry because we have some family affairs. 

8.  I appreciate your great invitation.  It’s a great honour to me but I have some things to do. 

9.  My dear thank you for the invitation to attend your daughter's birthday because I'll leave for the capital 

city to do some work for the company. 

Suggestions 

10.  That sounds good but I can't escape from my duties.  I will find another time to travel with you. 

11.  This is a good idea and thanks for taking care but the problem is that I don't think of vacation this   

time. 

12.  Thanks for your suggestion but there are something more important. 

13.  I can't take a car.  I'll wait instead, he may come now.  I know his circumstances and I'll wait. 

Offers 

14.  No, thanks.  I like to perform my duties towards my children.  I feel comfortable. 

15.  I'll do this work later on but today I'll ask about my son and I'll like to know the reason. 

16.  It’s a good deal but I must make my calculations before buying. 

17.  Don't worry; our relation is much stronger than buying a new shirt.  Don't worry again I'll buy   a new 

shirt. 

Sample of British refusals 

Requests 

18.  I'm sorry I don't have $100 to spare. 

19.  No, I couldn't I'm sorry. 

20.  I'm sorry but I have plans of my own this weekend. 

21.  No, not today as there is too much work to be done. 

Invitation 

22.  I'm sorry I'm financially embarrassed at the moment. 

23.  I'm Sorry but it is too late for the children. 

24.  Sorry I have a previous family engagement. 

25.  Sorry, I have to go to my daughter's school on Monday. 

 Suggestions 

 26. I wish I could but I can't afford it. 

27.  I'm in the middle of a course right now but I'd love to go sometime. 

28.  I find science a more fulfilling career. 

29.  It would be great but I need an academic career to fall back on. 

Offers 

30.  No thanks.  I'll give my friend another half an hour. 

31.  I can't do that as I have to go to a meeting. 
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32.  Thanks, but he is my son and I have to sort this out. 

33.  No, don't worry, it does not matter. 

Appendix 5 

 

Pragmalinguistic Failure 

 

A. Length of the semantic formulas 

 

1. I can't lend you money for one reason that you can't return my money because you are facing 

financial problems and you depend on one source, which is your salary, your income could 

hardly cover your ordinary needs. 

La asstati ikrad mablugnagdi lisabbab wahid liannaka latastatiya radd almablugh alladi 

iktaratahu minni lisaubat jharufak liannak tyatamid masdhar wahid lidakhal wa hunna 

alwazifa wadakhalalwazifa bilkad litizamatian. 

 

2.  No, you are not allowed to leave to do any work out of the office before finishing your work 

in the office.  You should finish your work before you leave. 

 La asma laka bilmukadara li injaz amal bilkharid kabla antanjiz amal almakhtab ma alilum 

anta ladaina amal yajib injazuha kabl almukadaran. 

 

3.  My dear thank you for the invitation to attend your daughter's birthday because I'll leave to 

the capital city to do some work for the company. 

    Azizi ashkurak lidawadi lihaflad eid milad bintakum yomalitnain la astatiya alhudur lilhafla     

bisabab safari ila alasima fiamal assharika yom al itnain sabha. 

 

3. No I don't agree with your suggestion because it is related with the future of my son, thank 

you and I'm sorry for not accepting your suggestion. 

La wafik ala hazihi almusaida liannaha tatallak bi mustakbal ibni addirasi liza ashkurak 

ayyoha assadik ala almusaida wa atadhir ann kabuliha. 
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B. Content of the semantic formulas 

5.  I honour your invitation with pleasure, but after I finish my work I'll go directly to Wadi 

Kabeer to repair my car. 

 Dawataak aala alain waraas lakin baad addawaam saadhab mubashara illa alwadi alkabeer    

liislah sayyarti 

 

6.  I appreciate your great invitation.  It’s a great honour to me but I have some things to do. 

     Ukkaddar laka hadihi aldawa al karima liannaha sharaf li wa lakinnani murtabat gadhan. 

 

7.  How do you want me to come to the house while James is not available? 

     Kaifa ahadur lilbait wa James laisa mawjuud? 

 

8.  No, I can't come to Jame's place without an appointment, so I'll leave him a message with my 

name and address. 

      La asatiya alhudur ilamanzil James bidun alittifak ma James alilhudur ila manzilihi fi waqt 

muhaddad wa liana mukabalati shakshiya al mohimma murtabta bi sayyad James 

shakshiyan  matark risala biJames bilism wal anwan. 

 

C. Order of the semantic formulas 

9.  Don't worry; our relation is much stronger than buying a new shirt.  Don't worry again I'll buy 

a new shirt. 

      La alaik famabainana agaha minhadal alkamis walata ba lahu fanna saakum bishara khamis 

gairhazzal khamis la aleik 

 

10.  Thank you for the invitation but I'm sorry I can't come.  I have got a lot of work to 

accomplish and thank you again. 

      Shukran ala dawatak wa lakin atassaf alhudur bisabab iltizamati fa ladai amal kathira yajib 

ann akumbiha wa shukran marra ukhra. 
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11.  I'm sorry.  I wish I could have money but I'm sorry. 

       Assif jiddan tamannait lau kunt amluk almabhluk wa lakin yusifani zalik. 
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Abstract 

 

The present study has two aims. First, it attempts to validate secondary school scores by using data 

collected from 347 foundation year students’ performance on six different tests in addition to their 

secondary school scores. The hypothesis underlying this validation was that the secondary school scores 

were inflated and they did not reflect the real level of students’ proficiency. The Secondary School 

Scores were found to have moderately high correlation co-efficients with all other six sets of scores. 

These scores, if proved valid, could be used as indicators of students’ level of performance on any 

international general proficiency test such as the IELTS. This study also endeavors to predict students’ 

level of performance by using any one of the seven sets of scores for the sample of the study. A pilot 

study was conducted involving 35 students who took the IELTS in May 2006. The results of the pilot 

study showed that the only good predictors of the level of performance on IELTS were a computer-based 

proficiency test and a May 2006 Achievement test.  

 

Key Words: assessment, Achievement test, proficiency test, Foundation Programs, IELTS 
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Predicting Foundation Year Students’ Performance on International Proficiency Tests 

Test construction has become part of everyday life. It is no longer restricted to the work of 

psychologists and educators, but extended to cover a wide spectrum of specializations and interests. 

People are being tested by various methods for several purposes including determining eligibility for 

university enrollment.  

The validation of a language test has witnessed considerable developments and the accurate 

validation of language tests has become one of the major concerns preoccupying foreign/second language 

teachers and researchers alike. At a practical level, interpretations, or inferences, are considered at two 

levels of generality: on the basis of the total score for the test and at the level of individual items. Second, 

it is emphasized that validation is not a one-off exercise but an ongoing process. The third principle is 

that validation involves the accumulation of various kinds of evidence to support the anticipated 

interpretations of the test scores under the general rubric of construct validity.  

The present study endeavors to deal with the possibility of replacing an international test with a 

locally designed one since the purpose is to evaluate students' proficiency in English in order to join an 

academic program in the Colleges of Applied Sciences in Oman. This study aims to investigate and 

validate secondary school scores and to establish the reliability of the criterion variables used in the 

study. It also aims to predict students’ level of performance by using any one of the seven sets of scores 

obtained for the sample of the study. 

Rationale and Significance 

The study was undertaken in response to the dire need for a valid and reliable test that could be 

used as a yardstick in measuring the proficiency in English of Omani secondary school leavers. In order 
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to attain that goal the study draws on the analysis of results obtained from two semesters, representing 

seven sets of scores. However, it is worth mentioning that the ideal assessment of Omani students’ level 

of proficiency in English, for those embarking on university courses of applied sciences, may lie in 

taking the IELTS or any other internationally recognized test such as TOEFL. The biggest hurdle in the 

way of attaining this is the large number of students who need to take the test every year, and the amount 

of money required not only for the test fees but also for covering students’ various expenses when they 

come from distant areas of the Sultanate. 

The present study represents an attempt to explore the possibility of building up a test or a battery 

of tests locally - or using one of several tests developed locally. These tests can be validated so they can 

be used as a standard measure to evaluate students’ level of proficiency in English in a reliable and valid 

manner. 

Literature Review 

A considerable number of studies were conducted in the field of test validation and this in itself 

reflects the paramount importance of validating the tests for the purpose of using them in educational 

institutions. The following survey focuses on previous studies that are relevant to the purposes and aims 

of the present study. 

Ito (2005) conducted a validation study on the English language test of the Japanese nationwide 

university entrance examination; the Joint First Stage Achievement Test (JFSAT). The study investigated 

the reliability and validity of the most widely taken English language test in Japan. Two studies were 

reported. The first examined the reliability and concurrent validity of the JFSAT-English test. The 

reliability was reported to be acceptable. Criterion validity was estimated by correlating the JFSAT-

English test and the English Language Ability Measure (a carefully constructed cloze test) and was found 
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to be satisfactory. The second study reported on a construct validation study on the test through an 

internal correlation study. The JFSAT-English test was divided into five subtests. Examination of the 

correlation matrix indicated that the paper-pencil pronunciation test had low validity with almost no 

significant contribution to the total test score. . Ito (2005) argued that the JFSAT-English test could be 

used as a reliable and to a certain extent valid measure of English language ability; one of its 5 subtests, 

the paper-pencil pronunciation test, reported low validity compared to the other 4 subtests. Yet the paper-

pencil pronunciation test should be eliminated and a listening comprehension test might be included as 

one of the subtests in the JFSAT-English test.  

Eckes et al. (2005) reported on contributions from seven European countries that pinpoint major 

projects, problems, and prospects of reforming public language assessment procedures. Each country has 

faced unique problems in the reform process, yet there have also been several common themes emerging, 

such as a focus on multilingualism, communicative skills, standardization, references to the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) and certification. Eckes et al suggested that 

future work needs to develop these themes further and to study impact and support issues as well as 

standardization and validation. Accordingly, tests should be developed in terms of clearly defined 

specifications. Language assessment requires measuring instruments constructed on the basis of sound 

psychometric criteria and appropriately chosen test methods. Reforming language assessment practices 

needs to be embedded in continuing efforts at establishing the highest quality possible, encompassing all 

relevant aspects ranging from the objective measurement of examinee proficiency and item difficulty to 

precise definitions of test administration conditions and scoring systems. 

Jin and Yang (2006) reviewed the College English Test (CET), the world’s largest language test 

administered in China nationwide, in terms of examinee population and its development, score 
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interpretation and test validation made it well received and established as a large scale standardized EFL 

test inside and outside China. The study adopted an in-depth analysis of the test content, test format, and 

candidates’ performances on each component in order to present an overview of the proficiency of the 

CET test-takers. The authors discussed the issue of reform of the CET as a response to the pressing social 

need for college and university graduates with a stronger communicative competence in English. 

However, in spite of the challenges facing the CET in relation to measuring the students’ speaking and 

listening abilities, the test is still recognized for its consistent marking, rigorous administration and 

comparable scores. The CET has now become well-established as a large scale standardized EFL test. It 

is held in high esteem by language testers and teachers inside and outside China and is well received by 

the public. The study suggests how to find a way forward for the CET to meet the ever-changing needs of 

society. 

AsSarmi and AlHajri (2006) examined the results of the final achievement test that was 

administered in the five newly transformed colleges of applied sciences in Oman in May 2006. The test 

was administered to 1650 male and female students in these colleges. The study attempted to determine 

the cut-off point that was equivalent to the Level 4.0 on the IELTS, to establish the relationship between 

students’ scores in their final exam of the general secondary certificate and their scores on the 

achievement test and to determine the predictive power of certain variables such as the diagnostic tests to 

predict students’ scores on the Foundation Year Program achievement test. It was found that the cut-off 

point was 58% on the achievement test which was equivalent to Level 4.0 on the IELTS. The researchers 

reported a positive and moderately high relationship between the diagnostic test and the final 

achievement test (r = .68). This means that students who performed well on the diagnostic test obtained 

higher marks on the achievement test. It was reported in the study that students’ scores on the final exam 
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of the general secondary school certificate were positively correlated to the final achievement test scores 

(r = .50). 

The Present Study 

Subjects 

The sample of the study consists of 347 male and female students who studied English in the 

Foundation Year 2005/2006 at Nizwa College of Applied Sciences. Apart from gender and level of 

proficiency in English, the students were homogenous in terms of age, learning experience (all of them 

spent 8 years of studying English at schools) , and mother tongue (i.e. Arabic).  

 Hypotheses 

This study tested two competing hypotheses about the relationship between test scores and 

students' proficiency in English. It was postulated that:  

1.  Secondary School Scores are highly inflated and they do not reflect the real level   of students’ 

proficiency in English.  

2.  These scores, if proved valid, could be used as indicators of students’ level of performance on 

any international general proficiency test. 

Description of the Tests 

The scores obtained from a set of eight tests were used for the purpose of the present study. They 

are Nizwa College Teachers’ Evaluation scores, Students’ Secondary School Scores, Pencil & Paper 

Test, Computer-based Test, October 2005 Diagnostic Test, January 2006 Achievement Test, May 2006 

Achievement Test and IELTS. However, the IELTS test scores were obtained from the sample students 

who sat for the test for the purpose of deciding on the bench mark that would determine who could move 

up to the Colleges of Applied Sciences Academic Program. The sample consisted of 160 students from 5 

Colleges. However, only the 35 sample of student who study at the College of Applied Sciences at Nizwa 
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was used in the pilot study. The October 2005 Diagnostic test, the January 2006 Achievement test and the 

(Final) May 2006 Achievement test were set by the Ministry of Higher Education whereas the other sets 

of scores, not counting the IELTS, were designed by the college for continuous assessment purposes.  

The October 2005 Diagnostic Test was conducted in October 2005. This test consisted of three 

parts: Listening, Grammar and Writing. The listening component was divided into two sections which 

contained 19 questions. The first section contained 9 questions in which the students were asked to listen 

to sentences and choose one picture (from a set of four pictures) that portrays the sentence. For the 

second section, the students listened to words and marked the right word. The total score for this 

component was 25. The reading component consisted of comprehension questions as well as grammar 

questions. It was divided into four sections (total number of questions 40 MCQ, total score 20). The 

writing part was in two sections. In the first section, the students were asked to write 5 sentences using 

the correct given tenses. In the second section, the students were asked to write two paragraphs on two 

given topics. The total score for this component was 30. The test was conducted in one day and lasted for 

two hours and a half. 

The January 2006 Achievement Test was conducted in January 2006 and it consisted of 4 

components: Listening, Reading, Grammar and Writing. The test was conducted in two days having 

listening and reading on the first day and grammar and writing on the second. The listening component 

contained 20 questions divided into 2 parts. The first part had two tasks. The first task contained 5 

sentences; the students had to listen to an interview and then decided whether the sentences were true or 

false. For the second task, the students listened again to the same interview and accordingly decided if the 

listed five activities were useful for teachers or students. The second section had two tasks as well. In the 

first task the students listened to an extract from a lesson and then they were asked to answer 5 multiple 

choice questions. In the second task, the students listened again to the same extract and answered five 
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short answer questions. The total score for this component was 20. The reading component consisted of 

two texts. Text one included two tasks; the first was multiple choice questions and the second was 

locating information in paragraphs. The second text also included two tasks. The first was true or false 

statements and the second was short answer questions. The total mark for this section was 20. The 

grammar test included 10 parts with a total mark of 40. In the writing section the students were given 

pictures and asked to write a narrative about what happened to the character in the pictures.  The total 

score for this component was 15. The test lasted for four hours.  

The Final Achievement Test was conducted in May 2006. The test consisted of three parts: a 

listening test, a reading test and a writing test. The listening test included two sections; in each section 

there were two tasks. The questions varied between true and false questions, multiple choice questions 

and completion questions. The total mark for this component was 25. The reading test also consisted of 

two sections and in each section there were two tasks. The first task in the first section asked the students 

to put sentences in the order they appeared in the reading text and the second task included short answer 

questions. On the other hand, the first task in the second section was a matching question and the second 

task included true or false questions. The total for this component was 25. The writing test included two 

writing tasks. The first task asked the students to describe their country (Oman) to a visitor and the 

second task was about the students' opinion about TV providing supporting reasons for their opinion. The 

total for this component was 25. This test was conducted in one day and lasted for 3 hours. 

Validity  

Bachman (1990) contended that the most important quality of test interpretation or use is validity, 

or the extent to which the inferences or decisions we make on the basis of test scores are meaningful, 

appropriate, and useful. 
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In the same vein of thought, Messick (1989) defined validity as a unitary but multi-faceted 

concept. Accordingly, testing may result in inferences being made about test-takers' abilities, knowledge, 

or performance and in decisions being made about admitting test-takers to a course or hiring them for a 

job. The consequential aspects of validity include wash-back and social responsibility. Consequences 

refer to the value implications of the interpretations made from test scores and the social consequences of 

test use. More recently, Messick (1996) suggested that “Validity is not a property of the test or 

assessment as such, but rather of the meaning of the test scores”.  

Test Validation 

The process of validation starts with the inferences that are drawn and the uses that are made of 

scores. These uses and inferences dictate the kinds of evidence and logical arguments that are required to 

support judgments regarding validity (Kunnan, 1998). 

According to McNamara (2000), test validation is the process of investigating the defensibility of 

the inferences about candidates that have been made on the basis of test performance, and it is the main 

focus of testing research. Furthermore, McNamara (1996, 2000) suggested trialing the test materials and 

procedures prior to their use under operational conditions. This stage involves careful design of data 

collection to see how well the test is working. A trial population will have to be found, that is, a group of 

people who resemble in all relevant respects (age, learning background, general proficiency level, etc.) 

the target test population. (AlKilabi, 2004) 

Kunnan (1999) argued that the purpose of test validation in language testing is to ensure the 

defensibility and fairness of interpretations based on test performance. It also seeks to establish a solid 

basis according to which we propose that individuals are admitted or denied access to the criterion setting 

being sought, and to ensure that it is a sufficient and fair basis. In this respect, McNamara (2000) stated:  
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Test validation involves thinking about the logic of the test, particularly its design and its 

intentions, and also involves looking at empirical evidence – the hard facts – emerging 

from data from test trials or operational administrations. If no validation procedures are 

available there is potential for unfairness and injustice. This potential is significant in 

proportion to what is at stake. (p. 32) 

Reliability 

The reliability of the Pencil and Paper and Computer-based tests was determined by using the 

split half method. Co-efficient values of 0.7731 and 0.7534 were obtained for the first and second 

respectively, representing the reliability co-efficients of these two tests (1). 

The item-total score reliability was used to determine item reliability for each one of the three tests 

(October 2005 Diagnostic Test; January 2006 Achievement Test; May 2006 Achievement Test). This 

was achieved by using the product moment correlation between marks for an item and the corresponding 

total marks gained by the subjects on all other items in the test (Bachman, 1990). In the light of the 

correlation coefficients, the three tests can be considered reliable tests. 

 

 

Table 1: Internal Consistency of the October 2005 Diagnostic Test 

  LISTNING GRAMMAR TENSES WRITING1 WRITING2 TOTAL 

LISTNING 

Pearson 

Correlation 
1 .427 .436 .479 .518 .792 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

GRAMMAR 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.427 1 .394 .354 .371 .609 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

TENSES 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.436 .394 1 .400 .381 .660 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 . .000 .000 .000 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

WRITING1 
Pearson 

Correlation 
.479 .354 .400 1 .798 .815 
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Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 . .000 .000 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

WRITING2 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.518 .371 .381 .798 1 .828 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 . .000 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

TOTAL 

Pearson 

Correlation 
.792 .609 .660 .815 .828 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 . 

N 337 337 337 337 337 337 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Table 2: Internal Consistency of the January 2006 Achievement Test 

  SPEAKING LISTENING READING GRAMMAR WRITING TOTAL 

SPEAKING Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .406 .368 .401 .412 .627 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 346 346 346 345 346 346 

LISTENING Pearson 

Correlation 

.406 1 .514 .386 .379 .720 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 346 346 346 345 346 346 

READING Pearson 

Correlation 

.368 .514 1 .512 .420 .728 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 . .000 .000 .000 

N 346 346 346 345 346 346 

GRAMMAR Pearson 

Correlation 

.401 .386 .512 1 .576 .808 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 . .000 .000 

N 345 345 345 345 345 345 

WRITING Pearson 

Correlation 

.412 .379 .420 .576 1 .736 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 . .000 

N 346 346 346 345 346 346 

TOTAL Pearson 

Correlation 

.627 .720 .728 .808 .736 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 . 

N 346 346 346 345 346 346 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Table 3: Internal Consistency of the May 2006 Achievement Test 
 

  SPEAKING LISTENING READING WRITING TOTAL 

SPEAKING Pearson Correlation 1 .291 .408 .386 .672 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 

LISTENING Pearson Correlation .291 1 .298 .255 .659 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 

READING Pearson Correlation .408 .298 1 .310 .672 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 . .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 

WRITING Pearson Correlation .386 .255 .310 1 .746 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 . .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 
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TOTAL Pearson Correlation .672 .659 .672 .746 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 . 

N 347 347 347 347 347 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Statistical Procedures 

Two statistical procedures were used to achieve the objectives of the present study. The Pearson 

product moment correlation co-efficient was used to establish the relationship among the seven tests that 

were given to the students. Tables 1, 2 and 3 above show the matrix of correlations among the items of 

some of these tests, whereas Tables 4 and 7 give the matrix of correlations among the different sets of 

scores used in the Pilot and Main Studies respectively. 

The multiple regression analysis is usually used in discovering the best predictors of the students’ 

performance on the criterion variable (Bachman, 2004). The step-wise regression program was used to 

identify the predictor variables of students’ performance on the May 2006 Achievement Test. 

The Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted involving 35 students who took the IELTS in May 2006. These 

students were randomly selected from the population of the main study and used as a sample in the pilot 

study. The purpose of this study was to establish the relationship between the IELTS scores and the 

scores obtained by students on the remaining tests.  

Table 4 below shows the values of correlation among the variables used in the pilot study and it 

can be seen that almost all the variables have strong positive relationship with the IELTS, except for the 

variable “Secondary School Scores” which has a weak relationship; use it attained a non-significant value 

of correlation (=.313). On the other hand, the May 2006 Achievement Test, the Computer-based Test and 

Teachers’ Evaluation are all strongly correlated with the IELTS score (r=.606), (r=.580) and (r=.559) 

respectively. 
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It is worth mentioning that the secondary school scores obtained reasonably high correlation co-

efficients with most of the sets of test scores used in the Pilot Study, e.g., Teachers’ Evaluation (r = .480), 

Diagnostic Test (r = .512), Achievement Test Jan (r =.521) and Computer-based Test (r = .548). ` 
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Table 4. Correlation Co-efficients among the Eight Variables of the Pilot Study 

  
Teacher’s 

Evaluation 

Secondary 

School Scores 

Oct 2006 

Diagnostic 

Test 

Jan 2006 

Achievement 

Test  

Pencil & 

Paper Test 

Computer-

Based Test 

May 2006 

Achievement 

Test  

IELTS 

Teacher’s 

Evaluation 

Pearson Correlation 1 .480* .422 .767** .417 .635** .573** .559** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .004 .013 .000 .024 .000 .000 .000 

N 35 34 34 34 29 30 35 35 

Secondary 

School 

Scores 

Pearson Correlation .480* 1 .512* .521* .219 .548* .348 .313 

Sig. (2-tailed) .004 . .002 .002 .263 .002 .043 .072 

N 34 34 34 34 28 30 34 34 

Oct 2006 

Diagnostic 

Test 

Pearson Correlation .422* .512* 1 .631** .358 .446 .389 .518* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .013 .002 . .000 .062 .014 .023 .002 

N 34 34 34 34 28 30 34 34 

Jan 2006 

Achievement 

Test 

Pearson Correlation .767** .521* .631** 1 .489* .517* .621** .536** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .002 .000 . .008 .003 .000 .001 

N 34 34 34 34 28 30 34 34 

Pencil & 

Paper Test 

Pearson Correlation .417* .219 .358 .489* 1 .359 .386* .411* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .024 .263 .062 .008 . .072 .039 .027 

N 29 28 28 28 29 26 29 29 

Computer-

Based Test 

Pearson Correlation .635** .548* .446* .517* .359 1 .504* .580** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .002 .014 .003 .072 . .005 .001 

N 30 30 30 30 26 30 30 30 

May 2006 

Achievement 

Test 

Pearson Correlation .573** .348* .389* .621 .386* .504* 1 .606** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .043 .023 .000 .039 .005 . .000 

N 35 34 34 34 29 30 35 35 

IELTS  

Pearson Correlation .559** .313 .518* .536 .411* .580** .606** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .072 .002 .001 .027 .001 .000 . 

N 35 34 34 34 29 30 35 35 
 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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It was also intended to investigate the predictive power of other variables in relation to 

the IELTS scores. Seven variables were used in the equation and the IELTS Scores were used as 

the dependent variable. 

The results of the pilot study also showed that the only predictors of the level of 

performance on IELTS were the computer-based Test and the May 2006 Achievement Test. The 

remaining five variables were excluded from the equation and hence did not contribute to the 

prediction of the dependent variable.   

Table 5. Summary Table of Multiple Regression Analysis (Pilot Study) 

 
Step 

No. 

Variables 

Entering 
R 

R 

Square 

Adjusted 

R Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

Change 

Statistics 
    

      
R Square 

Change 
F Change df1 df2 

Level of 

Significance 

1 CBT .589 .347 .327 4.39590 .347 17.010 1 32 .000 

2 MAT .670 .449 .413 4.10316 .102 5.729 1 31 .023 

 

To further corroborate the results of the pilot study, the researchers used the scores of 

May 2006 Achievement Test and IELTS collected for 160 male and female students who took 

the IELTS on May 20, 2006. These students were from the five newly transformed colleges. 

Table 6. Correlations of Students’ Scores on the May 2006 Achievement Test and IELTS 
 

  May 2006 Achievement Test  IELTS 

IELTS 

Pearson Correlation 1 .595 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 

N 160 160 

May 2006 

Achievement Test 

Pearson Correlation .595 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . 

N 160 160 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

The results showed a moderately high correlation value of .59 between May 2006 

Achievement Test and the IELTS. 

 

 



Al Kilabi, & Al-Salmi                                                                                  Predicting Foundation Year Students’  

Arab World English Journal 

 ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                    www.awej.org                                                                      

62 

 

Results and Discussion 

In order to test the first hypothesis, which stated that “Secondary School Scores are 

highly inflated and they do not reflect the real level of student’s proficiency in English,” a 

comparison was drawn between secondary school scores for the sample of the study (347 male 

and female students) and their scores on six college tests, i.e., October Diagnostic Test, 

Teachers’ Evaluation, January 2006 Achievement Test, May 2006 Achievement Test, Pencil-

and-paper Test, and Computer-based Test. 

As can be seen from Table 7 below, the mean score of Secondary School Scores was 

found to be the highest compared to the mean of any set of scores given in the table. It may be 

noted that the mean score of the secondary school scores is 79.76 whereas it is only 50.64 on the 

October Diagnostic Test, the first test the students took in the college when they were first 

admitted to the foundation year program. The mean score of the January 2006 Achievement Test 

is 61.82. Students obtained even lower mean scores on other tests that were administered in the 

college such as the pencil-and paper and the computer-based test (46.45 and 46.42 respectively).  

Table 7. A comparison of Secondary School Scores with College Tests 

 

In the light of the above result, the first hypothesis was accepted. This means that there is 

sufficient evidence to support the postulation that secondary school scores were highly inflated 

 N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance Skewness  

 
Statist

ic 
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic 

Std. 

Error 

Secscore 347 48.50 50.00 98.50 79.7622 10.58575 112.058 -.639 .131 

Octtest 347 66.00 18.50 85.50 50.6464 10.50386 110.331 -.074 .131 

Jantest 347 66.00 28.00 94.00 61.8271 11.48430 131.889 -.251 .131 

Maytest 347 66.30 32.50 98.80 71.9784 9.43375 88.996 -.620 .131 

Teaevalu 347 70.06 25.88 99.94 65.6919 2.32280 5.395 -.192 .131 

Papencil 347 32.00 12.00 76.00 46.4582 5.57247 31.052 -.117 .131 

CBT 347 32.00 14.00 78.00 46.4236 5.47214 29.944 .071 .131 
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and they did not reflect the real level of students’ proficiency in English. In other words, students 

usually tend to obtain lower scores on other English tests than the general secondary school 

examination. 

In order to test the second hypothesis, which stated that “These scores, if proved valid, 

could be used as indicators of students’ level of performance on any international general 

proficiency test,” Secondary School Scores were validated using the Concurrent Criterion 

Relatedness method (concurrent validity). The other tests were used as external criteria to 

establish the validity of the secondary school scores (Weir 1990). Table 7 shows the criterion-

related evidence that demonstrates a relationship between test scores and some criterion which is 

believed to be also an indicator of the ability tested. According to McNamara (1996), concurrent 

validity is a kind of criterion-related validity which is obtained through concurrent administration 

of a newly developed test with another well-known standardized test of which the validity is 

already established. 

However, a cursory look at the correlation matrix shown in Table 8 below would reveal 

that the secondary school scores have consistently obtained high and positive correlation values 

with most of the other test scores, e.g., Teachers’ Evaluation (r = .723),  Diagnostic Test (r = 

.709), Achievement Test Jan (r = .735), and Achievement Test May (r = .703). The secondary 

school scores also obtained moderately high correlation co-efficients with the remaining two sets 

of test scores, i.e., Pencil and Paper Test (r=.452) and Computer-based Test (r = .468). Therefore, 

in the light of the moderately high correlation co-efficients, it can be stated that the secondary 

school scores have a good degree of association with the sets of scores used in the study. Hence, 

the second hypothesis was accepted. 
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This result is corroborated by the findings that were reported by AsSarmi and AlHajri 

(2006) where they emphasized the positive and high correlation between the secondary school 

scores and the Achievement Test May (r = .50) 

It must be pointed out that these scores should not be discarded as useless altogether. 

Actually, they can be used as an indicator of students’ level of proficiency in English if the 

problem of scores’ inflation is solved. The common observation of the researchers is that 

students who enter the Foundation Programme with higher scores on the final exam of the 

general secondary certificate tend to have a greater chance of improving their level of English 

and obtaining better results on the tests administered in the college. Therefore, these scores 

usually give higher values than the real levels of the students are. 
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Table 8. Correlation Co-efficients among the Seven Variables of the Main Study

 
 

Teacher’s 

Evaluation 

Secondary 

School Score 

Diagnostic 

Test 

Achievement 

Test Jan 

Pencil & 

Paper Test 

Computer-

Based Test 

Achievement 

Test May 

Teacher’s 

Evaluation 

Pearson Correlation 1 .723** .695** .738** .524** .482** .693** 

Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Secondary 

School Score 

Pearson Correlation .723** 1 .709** .735** .452** .468** .703** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Diagnostic 

Test 

Pearson Correlation .695** .709** 1 .716** .420** .454** .646** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 . .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Achievement 

Test Jan 

Pearson Correlation .738** .735** .716** 1 .488** .525** .715** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 . .000 .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Pencil & 

Paper Test 

Pearson Correlation .524** .452** .420** .488** 1 .647** .452** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 . .000 .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Computer-

Based Test 

Pearson Correlation .482** .468** .454** .525** .647** 1 .494** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 . .000 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 

Achievement 

Test May 

Pearson Correlation .693** .703** .646** .715** .452** .494 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 . 

N 347 347 347 347 347 347 347 
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However, in the Pilot Study these scores were found to have obtained low correlation co-

efficients with the Achievement Test May (r = .348) significant at the 0.05 level. This may be 

explained by the fact that the sample used in the Pilot Study was relatively small (i.e. 35 

students), whereas correlational studies usually require larger samples. However, the researchers 

believe that further studies with larger samples may reveal a connection between the students’ 

achievement in these tests which could have been possible if the sample who sat of the IELTS 

exam was larger.  

In an attempt to achieve the second major objective of the study, i.e., to predict students’ level of 

performance by using any one of the six sets of scores for the sample of the study, the Stepwise 

multiple regression was used for that purpose.  

In the main study, the May 2006 Achievement Test was used in the regression equation 

as the dependent variable, whereas the other variables such as the October 2005 Diagnostic Test, 

the January 2006 Achievement Test, Secondary School Scores, Teachers’ Evaluation, Paper and 

Pencil Test, and Computer-based Test were used as predictors. The IELTS results were not used 

in the main study because only thirty five students from Nizwa College of Applied Sciences took 

that test, which is rather a limited number. The researchers were ambitious to get the IELTS 

scores for the 160 students from the five colleges who took the international test, but their efforts 

to get these results from the concerned colleges came to no avail. That may explain why they had 

to content themselves with the data available to them and exclude the IELTS scores from the 

main study. 

Table 9 below gives the result of the regression equation. As can be seen from that table, 

only four variables were entered into the equation. These variables were the January 2006 
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Achievement Test (ATJ), Secondary School Scores (SSS), Teachers’ Evaluation (TE) and 

Computer-based Test (CBT). The remaining two tests, i.e., October 2005 Diagnostic Test and 

Pencil and Paper Test were not entered into the equation and these two variables were excluded. 

The results shown in the table below indicate that 50.9% of the variance in students’ 

performance on May 2006 Achievement Test can be explained by their performance on the 

January 2006 Achievement Test. It may also be noted that Secondary School Scores contributed 

to 6.6% of the variance in students’ performance on the final test.  

Table 9. Summary Table of Multiple Regression Analysis (Main Study) 

 
Step 

No. 

Variables 

Entering 
R 

R 

Square 

Adjusted 

R Square 

Std. Error of the 

Estimate 

Change 

Statistics 
    

      
R Square 

Change 
F Change df1 df2 

Level of 

Significance 

1 ATJ .715 .511 .509 6.60841 .511 360.102 1 345 .000 

2 SSS .761 .579 .577 6.13598 .069 56.170 1 344 .000 

3 TE .777 .603 .600 5.96687 .024 20.775 1 343 .000 

4 CBT .781 .611 .606 5.92033 .007 6.415 1 342 .012 

 

The major finding of the study is that the January 2006 Achievement Test is a good 

predictor of students’ level of performance on the final test. The Secondary School Scores come 

second in predicting students’ performance on the same test. 

The other two predictors, namely teachers’ evaluation and the computer-based test, 

contributed slightly to the prediction of students’ performance on the final test. 

Conclusion 

The secondary school scores were found to be unrealistic measures of students’ level of 

proficiency because they were highly inflated. In other words, these scores tend to carry bigger 

values than the actual levels of the student are and, therefore, they are not indicative of the actual 

level of proficiency the students have attained after leaving the secondary school.  
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The findings of the study indicate that some of the criterion variables were found to be 

good predictors of students’ level of performance, e.g., the Computer-based test and May 2006 

Achievement Test in the pilot study and January 2006 Achievement Test and the secondary 

school scores in the main study. Both January 2006 and May 2006 Achievement tests were used 

in the common and simultaneous assessment of students’ level of performance. 

The secondary final examination scores in English can be made more realistic and 

reliable by improving the examination paper and the marking procedures followed by secondary 

school teachers. By the same token, this could lead to the more arduous task, i.e., secondary 

school examinations could be improved by initiating a validation process in order to make the 

scores obtained from these exams reliable predictors and real indicators of students’ level of 

proficiency in English. 

The researchers believe that the validation process, which needs to be applied to the 

secondary school examination in English, is worth the time and effort that would be invested in 

it. This would surely take into account the interest of the students and the benefits that they may 

gain from using realistic and reliable scores in their final evaluation. Once this process is in 

effect, it is expected that the streaming of the students in their foundation year can be carried out 

using the validated scores. 
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End Notes: 

(1) According to this method, the subjects take the test in the usual way, but each subject is 

given two scores. One score is for one half of the test, the other second score is for the 

other half. The two sets of scores are then used to obtain the reliability coefficient as if 

the whole test had been taken twice. In order for this method to work, it is necessary for 

the test to be split into two halves which are really equivalent, through the careful 

matching of items. In fact, where items in the test have been ordered in terms of 

difficulty, a split into odd-numbered items and even-numbered items may be adequate. 

(Grunlund and Linn, 1990). 
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Abstract 

 

This study was undertaken to investigate the written performance of ten foreign students - five native 

Arabic speakers and five native Spanish speakers - at the University of Pittsburgh, USA. The purpose 

was to better understand the role of grammar knowledge in the written productions of foreign students. 

The data were obtained from: a questionnaire, two writing tasks, focused and unfocused error correction 

tasks, and interviews. The questions that guided the analyses were (1) what is the relationship between 

students' knowledge of grammar and the accuracy of their written productions?; (2) what does the change 

in students' performance tell us about the depth of their knowledge and strategies in correcting grammar 

errors? and finally, (3) what factors affect L2 learners' accurate performance in writing, apart from their 

level of morphosyntactic competence? 

Results showed that assessing L2 learners' performance in writing is not an easy task and, therefore, we 

need to consider it from more than one perspective. It should encompass both elements of fluency, 

represented in their ability to demonstrate facility in producing language; and accuracy, represented in 

their ability not to make errors. The subjects' performance in writing and correction tasks was not 

systematic or unitary. This suggests that L2 learners' proficiency is not an absolute construct and, that the 

learner who performs highly in one task will not necessarily perform at the same high level in another 

task. Students' errors in writing appeared to be due to their incomplete knowledge of grammar, their 

focus on the meaning, and the complexity of writing as a multi-dimensional activity. Drawing students' 

attention to the location of errors appeared to positively affect their abilities to correct them. 

Key words:  Grammar Knowledge, Narrative, Persuasive Writing.
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 Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative and Persuasive Written Productions of Arabic and Spanish Speakers: 

Focus on the Role of Explicit Knowledge of Grammar    

Explicit Knowledge of Grammar L2 Learners 

 Recent research in second language acquisition has been characterized by continuous efforts to 

construct theoretical models of learning and in so doing, to explain the function of explicit, formally 

acquired knowledge of the target language (Furey, 1987; Alanen, 1992; Basturkmen et al., 2004; Brown, 

2009; Conley, 2008; Coppieters, 1987; De Keyser, 2003; Ellis, N., 2005; Ellis, R., 2006; Elsami and 

Fatahi, 2008; Hoey, 2007; Izumi, 2002; Jiang, 2007; Kimberly, 2009; Lanfer and Girsai, 2008; Larsen 

Freeman and Cameron, 2007; Loewen et al., 2009; Long and Robinson, 1998; Mangubhai, 2006; Poole, 

2005; Reynolds, 2010; Rosenberg, 2009; Sharwood-Smith, 2004; Stigler and Hiebert, 2009; Truscott, 

1996; Spada and Lightbown, 2008). In reviewing the literature on this issue, I will focus on three 

positions about the function of this knowledge: (1) the non-interface position, (2) the interface position, 

and (3) the variability position. Each of these positions is relevant to the issue of the relationship between 

conscious knowledge of grammar and the accuracy of foreign students' written production. It should be 

emphasized, however, that none of them would qualify as a theory in the strict sense of the word. Instead, 

each emphasizes certain concepts that are pertinent to the present study.  

 The non-interface position has been advanced most strongly by Krashen (1981, 1982, 1985, 

1987). Krashen identifies two types of linguistic knowledge in Second Language Acquisition (SLA), 

acquisition and learning. He argues that acquired knowledge and learned knowledge are entirely separate 

and unrelated. In particular, he disputes the view that learned knowledge is converted into acquired 

knowledge. Krashen (1982: 83-84) puts it this way: “a very important point that...needs to be stated is 

that learning does not 'turn into' acquisition. The idea that we first learn a new rule, and eventually, 

through practice, acquire it is widespread and may seem to some people to be intuitively obvious... 

Language acquisition happens in one way, when the acquirer understands input containing a structure 
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that the acquirer is 'due' to acquire, a structure at his or her 'i + 1'”. In his discussion of the 'non-interface' 

position, Ellis (1984, 1986) notices that it runs counter to the traditional assumption of language teaching 

and also to the intuitions of countless language teachers. That is, teachers distinguish skill-getting and 

skill-using (Rivers & Temperly, 1978) on the grounds that the former should come before the latter, 

particularly with adults. In fact, although Krashen does acknowledge that sometimes a rule can be learned 

before it is acquired, he argues that this does not establish that learning is a prerequisite of acquisition. In 

Krashen's view, having learned a rule does not preclude having to acquire it later on. Krashen (1982: 112) 

claims that: “the use of the conscious grammar is limited. Not everyone monitors. Those who do only 

Monitor some of the time and use the Monitor for only a sub-part of the grammar...the effect of self-

correction on accuracy is modest. Second language performers can typically self-correct only a small 

percentage of their errors, even when deliberately focused on form...and even when we only consider the 

easiest aspects of grammar”.  According to Krashen's Monitor hypothesis, learning has only one function, 

and that is as a monitor or editor and that learning comes into play only to make changes in the form of 

our utterances, after it has been produced by the acquired system. Krashen suggests that second-language 

performers can use conscious rules only when four conditions are met. Those conditions are necessary 

and not sufficient, that is, a performer may not fully utilize his conscious grammar even when all four 

conditions are met. These conditions are (1) sufficient time; (2) focus on form; (3) knowing the rule, and 

(4) the rule need to be simple.  

 The interface position has been argued from a weak and strong position. The weak interface 

position was proposed by Seliger (1979). Seliger suggests that different learners end up with different 

representations of the rules they have been taught and, in turn, these rules do not describe the internal 

knowledge that is called upon in natural communication. These rules, according to Seliger, act as 

"acquisition facilitators" by focusing the learners' attention on “critical attributes of the real language 

concept that must be induced. That is, conscious or pedagogical rules make the inductive hypothesis 
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testing process more efficient” (p.368). Seliger, however, does not propose that "learned" knowledge or 

pedagogical rules are converted into internalized knowledge. Seliger provides support for this weak 

interface position in a study of the metalinguistic awareness of twenty-nine monolingual English-

speaking children, eleven bilingual children, and fifteen adult ESL learners. The subjects were asked to 

perform a language task which required the use of the indefinite article. After the task, the subjects were 

asked to explain their performance. Seliger found no relationship between his subjects' ability to state the 

rule and their performance. The problem with Seliger's study, however, is that he did not submit his data 

to statistical analysis and, therefore, his results should be treated with a great deal of caution (Furey, 

1987). The strong interface position is advocated by Stevick (1980), Bialystok (1978, 1979), and 

Sharwood-Smith (1981), among others. Stevick (1980) develops a model of SLA called "Levertov 

Machine "'which allows for a flow of knowledge from learning to acquisition and vice versa. Although 

Stevick sees acquisition as the product of communicative experience, he argues that there is a possibility 

that learning can become acquisition. Bialystok (1978: 72) also proposes a model to deal with the 

interaction of acquired and learned linguistic competence. Specifically, she postulates three hypothetical 

constructs. (1) Explicit Language Knowledge, which contains "all the conscious facts the learner has 

about the language and the criterion for admission to this category is the ability to articulate these facts". 

(2) Implicit Language Knowledge which refers to the intuitive information upon which the language 

learner operates in order to produce responses. (3) Other Knowledge which includes knowledge of the 

native language and of other languages, knowledge of the world. Bialystok‟s model constitutes a 

theoretical base for Sharwood-Smith‟s (1981) model which has been developed as a full interface model 

to account for the role of formal instruction in SLA. According to this model, the learner can produce L2 

output by using implicit knowledge, explicit knowledge, or both explicit and implicit knowledge.   In this 

regard, Ellis (1986: 236) maintains that: “it follows from this model that performance that is planned 

entirely or partly on the basis of explicit knowledge which is lacking in automaticity can provide 
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feedback into implicit knowledge; if this happens often enough (i.e. through practice), the explicit 

knowledge can become fully automated as part of implicit knowledge". In another study, Bialystok 

(1979) applied her model to judgments of grammaticality and showed that one can make a judgment 

about grammaticality either on the basis of knowledge of rules or on the basis of intuition. Thus, the task 

of judging grammaticality is one that does not necessarily bias towards implicit or explicit knowledge. 

 The variability position emphasized the interrelationship between use and acquisition. That is, the 

kind of language use that the learner engages in determines the kind of knowledge that he acquires. One 

of the attempts to account for the learner's variable control of the L2 system had been made by 

McLaughlin (1978: 318). In his attack on Krashen's distinction between learning and acquisition, 

McLaughlin suggests another distinction which is "more empirically based and ties into a general theory 

of human information processing". This is the distinction between "controlled" and "automatic" 

processing. According to McLaughlin (1978: 318), "the advantage of this distinction is that it enables one 

to avoid disputes about "conscious" or "subconscious" experience, since the controlled-automatic 

distinction is based on behavioral acts, not on inner states of consciousness".   Controlled processing 

requires active attention; so that only a limited number of features can be controlled at a time without 

interference occurring. Automatic processing takes place without active control or attention. According to 

McLaughlin, "automatic processes are learned following the earlier use of controlled processes" (p.319). 

For McLaughlin, therefore, SLA entails going from the controlled to the automatic mode of operation, 

and it is not necessary to presuppose two unconnected knowledge types such as the "acquired/learnt" 

distinction. 

 Bialystok (1982) transforms her earlier distinction between “Explicit” and “Implicit” into the 

distinction between analyzed and unanalyzed knowledge, and adds to this the distinction between 

automatic and non-automatic to give a four-way matrix of kinds of second language performance.  The 

analyzed factor, according to Bialystok (1984), refers to the extent to which the learner is able to 



Hosney   El-daly                                                                                    Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative  

 

Arab World English Journal 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                            www.awej.org  

77 

 

 

represent the structure of knowledge along with its content. The control factor refers to the relative ease 

of access that the learner has to different items of linguistic knowledge; it relates to automaticity. 

Bialystok concludes by stating that different tasks require different types of knowledge, and different 

kinds of learners can be identified according to which kind of knowledge they possess. According to 

McLaughlin et al. (1983), explicit abstract knowledge of linguistic structure can help adult learners 

process language by creating a shortcut in the learning process. It also saves them the trouble of creating 

false hypotheses.  

 In conclusion, these three positions have implications for interpreting the behavior of the subjects 

in the writing and error correction tasks. The non-interface position, for example, predicts that L2 

learners' linguistic knowledge is entirely separate and unrelated to their actual performance in the writing 

tasks. According to this position, one can argue that successful performance does not necessarily mean 

coherent and complete linguistic knowledge and vice versa. Consequently, it would be a mistake to judge 

L2 learners' knowledge on the basis of their actual performance, since both knowledge and performance 

are unrelated. Although linguistic knowledge appears, in some situations, to be a factor in determining 

the type of performance, it cannot be concluded that it is a prerequisite to successful performance. 

Regarding error correction, the non-interface position predicts that linguistic knowledge can help L2 

learners to make changes in their linguistic output provided that there is sufficient time for the learners to 

focus on form and that they know the rules. In some cases, however, L2 learners may not be able to use 

their linguistic competence even if those conditions are met. For example, Krashen and Pon (1975) found 

that their subject 'P', who had learned rules like the third person singular '-S', was unable to use them in 

casual conversation. On the other hand, the interface position, in its weak form, would predict that 

linguistic knowledge can be of some value to L2 learners writing in a target language. It is not, however, 

an absolute guarantee for successful performance. In its strong form, the interface position would predict 

that L2 learners' linguistic knowledge interacts with their communicative experiences and, as a result, 
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both competence and performance can be mutually enhanced. That is, students' linguistic competence can 

be improved during the composing process and their written production will become better. Regarding 

error correction, the interface position would predict that L2 learners' linguistic knowledge will help them 

to correct their errors. In addition, their linguistic knowledge will be further developed as a result of 

engaging in error correction activity. Finally, the variability position maintains that L2 learners' 

performance varies according to the kind of language use that they engage in and the kind of knowledge 

that they acquire. That is, different kinds of knowledge are used in different types of language 

performance.  

The Present Study 

The Purpose  

 The purpose of this study is to understand better the role of grammar knowledge and general 

linguistic competence in the written productions of advanced foreign students.  This study was 

undertaken to answer the following questions: (1) What is the relationship between students' knowledge 

of grammar and the accuracy of their written productions? (2) Does poor performance in writing 

narrative/persuasive texts imply poor performance in error correction tasks? Also, does successful 

performance in writing narrative texts imply successful performance in writing persuasive texts? (3) 

What does the change in students' performance tell us about the depth of their knowledge and strategies 

in solving or correcting grammar errors?, and (4) What factors affect second language learners' accurate 

performance in writing, apart from their level of morphosynctactic competence? 

Hypotheses  

 The general hypothesis of this study was that although the subjects in both groups have, 

supposedly, reached a high degree of competence in English as a target language, their overall 

performance in the tasks used in this study will display various degrees of competence in English. That is 

by comparing the performance of the five subjects in each language group, and that of each group's 
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members against each other, we expect to see various degrees of performance. Specifically, it was 

hypothesized that the overall competence of second language learners is not systematic all the way 

(Bialystok, 1982). This implies that (1) a good student in solving grammar problems is not 

necessarily good at writing, (2) a good student in one form of writing is not necessarily good at other 

forms, (3) successful performance, either in writing or grammar tasks does not necessarily guarantee 

successful, accurate verbal explanations on students' part (Seliger, 1979), (4) poor performance in 

writing, at least at the sentential level, is mainly due to a deficiency in students' knowledge of grammar 

(El-daly, 1990). 

Subjects 

 The subjects of this study were ten foreign students at the University of Pittsburgh, USA. They 

belonged to two different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The first was from the Arabic language 

group and the Middle Eastern culture. The second was from the Spanish linguistic group and South 

American culture. The ten subjects were engaged in advanced graduate studies in various majors at the 

University of Pittsburgh. They can, therefore, be considered "advanced" language learners, and their 

overall competence in English is rather high. All foreign students must pass a series of achievement tests 

before they are officially accepted to the university. An example of these tests is the TOEFL examination 

(Test of English as a Foreign Language). They also have to pass an aptitude test before they can pursue 

their graduate studies. This test is known as 'GRE' (Graduate Record Examination). Accordingly, taking 

into account the university administrative procedures of accepting foreign students into the university and 

those of accepting them into graduate studies, one can claim that the subjects in both language groups are 

"advanced" or "experienced" (See Appendix: 4) 

Instruments  

 The instruments of this study were (1) questionnaire, (2) writing tasks (narration and persuasion), 

(3) error correction tasks, and (4) interviews. 
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 A questionnaire was administered to elicit information from each subject. The questionnaire (See 

Appendix 1) consisted of two parts; each containing eight questions. The first part aimed at eliciting 

background information from each subject about his/her name, country, sex, age, linguistic repertoire and 

the extent of his/her exposure to the English language, either in his/her home country or in an English 

speaking environment. The second part of the questionnaire aimed at eliciting information about subjects' 

awareness of the nature of tasks they were asked to perform. Since they performed on two types of 

language tasks, namely writing and grammar tasks, the questions were focused on their knowledge of 

these two tasks.  Second, the subjects in each language group were asked to write two essays; one 

narrative and the second persuasive. The members of each language group were supposed to meet in one 

group session to receive instructions, and then to do the writing tasks. However, since it was impossible 

to get the members of each group to approve of a specific meeting time, I had to meet with each subject 

at his/her convenience. In the first meeting each subject in each language group was asked to write a 

narrative text on the topic stated in (Appendix 2). Instructions were given to each subject before s/he 

wrote. I gave these instructions orally at the beginning of this meeting. At the end of this session, each 

subject was reminded of the next meeting. Once again, every subject had the chance to choose the time 

and place of the meeting. That is, the exact day and time of the meeting was specified after consultation 

with each subject. At the second meeting, each subject was asked to write persuasive text on the topic 

stated in (Appendix 3). Instructions were given to each subject, exactly the same as explained before in 

the narrative task. At the end of this meeting, each subject was reminded of the third meeting which was 

scheduled after consultation with each subject. Third, the subjects‟ morphosyntactic errors in both essays 

were identified and constituted the basis of two tasks: (1) an unfocused correction task, and (2) a focused 

correction task. In the unfocused correction task, a number of sentences was provided; each containing 

one or more errors from the individual's essay. Each subject was told that there were errors in the 

sentence and was asked to correct them. In the focused correction task the same sentences from the 
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subjects' essay were presented. This time, the student's attention was drawn to the specific errors (i.e., 

they were underlined). Each subject was asked to correct these errors.   Error correction tasks required 

only one meeting for each subject in both language groups. In the first half of this meeting, each subject 

was asked to work, first, on the unfocused and second, on the focused correction tasks that were based on 

each student's morphosyntactic errors in the narrative essay. In the second half each subject was asked to 

work, first, on the unfocused and second, on the focused correction tasks that were based on each 

student's morphosyntactic errors in the persuasive essay. The point of these tasks was to see whether each 

student's errors, as they appeared in his/her composition writing, were caused by a real deficiency in 

subjects' knowledge of grammar, or whether his knowledge was too vague or fragmentary to be 

successfully transferred to other tasks. Fourth, after the subjects in both language groups wrote both texts 

and performed the two error correction tasks, they were interviewed individually. The interview with 

each subject focused on his/her performance in the error correction tasks (unfocused correction tasks, and 

the focused correction tasks). The purpose here was to uncover the reasons for the changes from one task 

to another. Each subject was asked to explain why changes were made, and was probed to clarify as often 

as necessary. No feedback on the correctness of the changes was given before the end of the interview. 

Students' explanations were tape-recorded. 

 The mechanism of conducting the interviews is based on Gass' (1983) claim that one of the ways 

to understand the mechanisms of L2 learners‟ performance is to ask them (learners). Specifically, Gass 

suggests that for second language learners the ability to think and talk about language might involve 

abstract analyses of a number of different types. It might include, for example, (1) analyses of their own 

language, (2) a comparison between their native language and the target language, (3) a comparison 

between their native language and other languages previously learned, or even (4) a comparison between 

the target language and other languages previously learned (p.277). With this understanding in mind, the 
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interview was considered as an opportunity for each subject to retrospect and talk about his performance 

and/or his/her knowledge. This interview was inductively-oriented.  

Data Analysis 

 It is worth mentioning that while analyzing the data, I found out that both Arabic subject (1) and 

Spanish subject (4) did not make any grammar errors in the two writing tasks and, accordingly, they did 

not contribute to the error correction analysis used in this study. This means that the data used in this 

study were based on the performances of eight subjects only. 

 The morphosyntactic errors in each student's narrative and persuasive essays constituted the basis 

of two tasks: (1) an unfocused correction task, and (2) a focused correction task. Subjects‟ performance in 

both unfocused and focused correction tasks was analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. Both types of 

data analyses were successfully used in my previous research on the relationship between conscious 

knowledge of grammar and the accuracy of the written production of beginning foreign students enrolled 

in the intensive English program at the University of Pittsburgh. The quantitative analysis of the 

morphosyntactic errors was conducted as follows.  First, each student's errors in each essay, unfocused 

correction and focused correction tasks were counted. Each subject's errors in the unfocused correction 

task were counted on the basis of whether they were remaining errors (REM) previously made in the 

essay and never corrected or new errors (NEW). Second, the frequency distributions and descriptive 

statistics for the subjects' errors in both essays, unfocused correction tasks and focused correction tasks, 

were made (See Table 8). The qualitative part was an analysis of each subject's conception of the 

grammatical rules that were violated in order to explain any discrepancies between students‟ performance 

on the tasks. This analysis was based entirely on the individual's explanations, and aimed at accounting 

for the differences between the results of the two tasks.  

Results 
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 The major purpose of this section is to present and discuss the subjects' performance in the 

narrative and persuasive essays and their correction tasks (unfocused/ focused). One way of seeing this 

part of the enterprise is that students in the initial production had the opportunity to display facility in 

language, vocabulary, to construct and communicate ideas, and to make errors. As the probes continued, 

the students had the opportunity to correct their errors in successive layers. What are at issue, here, are 

the changes in successful language use across three types of tasks. The following discussion consists of 

two sections: (1) analysis of error correction from unfocused to focused tasks, and (2) students‟ 

explanations of their errors in the narrative and persuasive essays, and their overall performance in the 

correction tasks. 

Error Correction Analysis  

 In order to get a real understanding of the subjects' performance, we need to consider (1) the 

number of errors in the light of how many words that each subject produced in each essay, (2) the 

number of errors that were made in the essay and corrected in both correction tasks and, (3) the 

percentage of the corrected errors against those errors that were made in the written essays. We also need 

to consider the number of those errors that were not corrected in the correction tasks. Table (2) presents 

the performance of both Arabic and Spanish subjects in the narrative and persuasive essays and their 

correction tasks. The reader is reminded that the Arabic subject (1) and the Spanish subject (4) are 

excluded from the study because they did not make any grammar errors in their essays. 

 Table (2) shows some characteristics of the students' performance in both writing and correction 

tasks. First, the total number of words produced in the narrative essays ranges from 300 (Arabic subject 

4) to 773 (Spanish subject 1), and the number of errors ranges from 3 (Arabic subject 3) to 22 (Spanish 

subject 5). As seen in table (2), in and across the two language groups, students' written productions were 

not quantitatively correlated to the number of their errors. That is, it is not necessarily the case that the 

more an individual writes, the more errors that he/she will make. Examining the data reported in Table 



Hosney   El-daly                                                                                    Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative  

 

Arab World English Journal 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                            www.awej.org  

84 

 

 

(2) shows that some subjects were able to produce many words without making any grammar errors, such 

as Arabic subject (1) and Spanish subject (4). Other subjects were able to produce a large number of 

words with the least number of errors, such as Arabic subject (3). The ratio of the number of the words 

that Arabic subject (3) produced to the number of his errors in the narrative essay is 158:1. That is, he 

made one error in each 158 words, which is the highest ratio among the eight subjects. Other subjects 

produced the least number of words, but made the highest number of errors such as Spanish subject (5). 

The point, here, is that judging students' performance only on the basis of their words and errors, 

although important, might lead to a misleading conclusion. We might conclude, for example, that the 

Arabic subject (5), who produced more words and made less errors than Arabic subject (2), is 

linguistically better. In this regard, it can be suggested that looking at the ratio of the number of words 

produced to the number of errors made can be a successful measure for students' ability. 

 Second, the total number of words produced in the persuasive essays ranges from 106 (Arabic 

subject 4) to 503 (Arabic subject 3), and the number of errors ranges from 2 (Arabic subject 4) to 11 

(Arabic subject 5, and Spanish subject 5). As was the case in the narrative writing, Table (2) shows that, 

in and across the two language groups, it is not necessarily the case that the more an individual writes, the 

more errors that he/she will make. For example, each of the Arabic subjects (2) and (3) made 6 errors in 

their persuasive essays; however, subject (3) produced 503 words while subject (2) produced only 207 

words, and while the difference between Spanish subjects (2) and (3) in terms of the number of errors is 

only one error, the difference in the number of words produced is 136 words. It is not clear; however, to 

what extent we can be secure about making judgements just by relying on the number of words produced 

and the number of errors made. In addition, we need to consider the ratio of the number of words to that 

of the errors. For example, the ratio of the Arabic subject (2)'s number of words to that of the errors is 

35:1, while that of the Arabic subject (3) is 84:1. And the ratio of the Spanish subject (2)'s number of 

words and that of his errors is 62:1, while that of the Spanish subject (3) is 38:1. The preceding 
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discussion shows that language teachers need to carefully choose their approaches for evaluating and 

testing their students' linguistic ability. Relying only on the number of words that students produce, or the 

number of errors they make may not give us a valid picture about students' competence. 

 Third, we need, also, to examine the students‟ performance in the correction tasks. This is based 

on the premise that some learners may have the necessary knowledge, but because of time pressure, on 

one hand, and their primary interest in generating ideas, they make errors. In the correction tasks, their 

erroneous sentences were presented, and students were asked to correct them. Such tasks can provide us 

with a clear picture about students' knowledge of grammar. In this regard, Bialystok (1981) argued that 

tasks such as correction of errors reflect explicit analyzed knowledge. For example, it has been 

previously argued that relying only on the number of words produced and the number of errors made can 

lead us to mistakenly conclude that Arabic subject (5) is linguistically better than Arabic subject (2), and 

Spanish subject (3) is linguistically better than Spanish subject (2). Examining these subjects' 

performance in the correction tasks puts things into perspective. In the unfocused correction task of 

the narrative essay, Arabic subject (2) corrected 66.7% of his errors, while Arabic subject (5) corrected 

only 21.4% of his errors. In the focused correction task, Arabic (2) corrected 83.3% of his errors, while 

Arabic (5) corrected only 28.6 of his errors. Similarly, in the unfocused correction task, Spanish subject 

(2) corrected 37.5% of his errors, while Spanish (3) corrected only 16.7% of her errors. In the focused 

correction task, Spanish subject (2) corrected 68.6% of his errors, while Spanish subject (3) corrected 

66.7% of her errors. I conclude that Arabic subject (2) is generally equipped with better linguistic 

knowledge than subject (5); a conclusion which is contrary to what we might mistakenly conclude by 

relying only on the number of words produced and the number of errors made. Similarly, I conclude that 

Spanish subject (2) is linguistically better than Spanish subject (3). 

 Fourth, the subjects' overall performance in writing and correction tasks is not systematic all the 

way. This finding has been previously reported by Bialystok (1982). That is, students' performance 
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differed from one writing task to another, and from one correction task to another. For the sake of 

clarification, let me provide an example of the Arab subjects' performance in the persuasive essay and its 

correction tasks. In the unfocused correction task, subject (3), who produced the highest number of words 

and made a small number of errors in comparison to the other subjects, scored the lowest percentage of 

corrected errors (16.7%).  Another interesting case of the variability in students' performance was found 

between Arabic subjects (2) and (3), and Spanish subjects (2) and (3). For example, Arabic subject (2) 

produced 524 words, while subject (3) produced 473 words in the narrative essays. However, both 

subjects performed alike in the unfocused correction task (66.7%). And subject (3) performed better 

(100%) than subject (2) in the focused correction task (83.3%). In the persuasive essay, subject (3) 

produced more words than subject (2). In the unfocused correction, however, subject (2) performed better 

(33.3%) than subject (3) who corrected only (16.7%). In the focused correction, both subjects 

performed alike (83.3%). 

 Fifth, in the unfocused correction tasks many students demonstrated some successful performance 

in correcting their errors. The highest percentage of corrected errors (66.7%) was achieved by the Arabic 

subjects (2) and (3), and the lowest percentage (16.7%) was achieved by Spanish subject (3). However, 

the highest percentage of corrected errors in the unfocused correction of the persuasive essay was 

achieved by Spanish subject (2) who corrected 71.4% of his errors, and the least percentage (16.7%) was 

achieved by Arabic subject (2), who scored the highest percentage of corrected errors in the unfocused 

task of the narrative essay. In the focused correction task, all subjects demonstrated a higher level of 

performance than that in the unfocused correction task. It must be emphasized, however, that the subjects 

benefited, to different degrees, from drawing their attention to their errors, partially as in the unfocused 

correction task, and fully as in the focused correction task. 

 Table (3) is provided to present a more detailed illustration of the performance of the subjects' 

performance in the correction tasks of the narrative and persuasive essays. Each subject's errors in the 



Hosney   El-daly                                                                                    Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative  

 

Arab World English Journal 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                            www.awej.org  

87 

 

 

unfocused correction task were counted on the basis of whether they were remaining errors (REM) 

previously made in the essay and never corrected or new errors (NEW). The purpose is to see to what 

extent the subjects' performance changed according to the task they were performing. The premise, here, 

is that L2 learners' strategies in correcting or solving grammar problems are knowledge-driven; that is, 

these strategies are quite related to, and a reflection of learners' depth of knowledge, whether it is 

complete, perfect and organized or shaky and fragmentary. Regardless of the fact that these subjects 

made errors in their written productions, which, by itself, tells us something about the status of their 

knowledge, the strategies that these subjects used to correct their errors may add a great deal to our 

understanding of their metalinguistic awareness. These strategies can be inferred from the nature of the 

errors that the subject made, whether they are remaining or new errors. If they are remaining errors, 

this means that the subjects probably lacked the necessary knowledge since the errors were brought to 

their attention. If these errors are new, we need to know how and why such errors were made. Table (3) 

presents the number of errors made by the subjects in both narrative and persuasive essays and their 

correction tasks. 

 The results, reported in Table (3) provide us with some characteristics of the subjects' 

performance in error correction tasks. First, many errors did not get corrected in the unfocused correction 

tasks. The Arabic subjects failed to correct 45.5% of the errors they previously made in the narrative 

essay, and 60.0% of those previously made in the persuasive essay. Similarly, the Spanish subjects failed 

to correct 51.5% and 51.7% of their errors previously made in the narrative and persuasive essays, 

respectively. And 90.9% of the errors of the Arabic subjects in the unfocused correction task of the 

narrative essay were previously made in the essay and never corrected, and 71.4% of their errors in the 

unfocused correction task of persuasive essays were remaining and never corrected. Likewise, 76.1% and 

83.3% of the Spanish subjects' errors in the unfocused correction tasks were previously made in the 

narrative and persuasive essays, respectively, and never corrected. Second, even when the  
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errors were identified (as in the focused correction tasks), the subjects often failed to correct them. The 

Arabic subjects failed to correct 29.5% and 28% of the errors that were previously made in the narrative 

and persuasive essays, although they were underlined for them. Relatedly, 92.9% of the Arabic subjects' 

errors in the focused correction task of the narrative essay were remaining errors and never corrected. 

And all their errors in the focused correction task of the persuasive essay were remaining and never 

corrected. Similarly, the Spanish subjects failed to correct 30.9% and 20.7% of their errors that were 

previously made in the narrative and persuasive, respectively. Relatedly, 91.3% and 85.7% of their errors 

in the focused correction tasks were remaining errors and previously made in the narrative and persuasive 

essays, respectively, and never corrected. Third, new errors were introduced even when the subjects were 

paying attention. That is, in their attempts to correct their errors, the subjects tended to come up with new 

sentences instead of correcting their erroneous structures. As Table (3) shows, the new errors constituted 

9.1% and 7.1% of the total number of errors made by the Arabic subjects in the unfocused and focused 

correction tasks of the narrative essay, respectively; and 28.6% of their errors in the unfocused correction 

task of the persuasive essay. Likewise, the new errors constituted 23.9% and 8.7% of the total number of 

errors made by the Spanish subjects in the unfocused and focused correction tasks of the narrative essay, 

respectively; and 16.7% and 14.3% of their errors in the two correction tasks of the persuasive essay. 

 Before closing this section, it is worth mentioning that, although the Arabic group performed 

better than the Spanish group in the correction tasks of the narrative essay, they performed at the same 

level as the Spanish subjects in the correction tasks of the persuasive essay. Figure (1) below, shows that 

the Spanish subjects' performance in the unfocused correction task surpassed that of the Arabic subjects. 

And both language groups performed alike in the focused correction task of the persuasive essay. 
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Figure (1) 

 

 

 Plot of mean number of errors made by the subjects in the narrative/persuasive essays and their 

correction tasks. The next step is to examine the types of errors and their frequencies in the written 

production and both correction tasks.  The purpose is to see whether or not these L2 learners suffer from a 

real deficiency in their knowledge of grammar. We also need to know the most troublesome areas of 

English grammar, so that language teachers can pay more attention to these areas in their classroom 

instruction. Consequently, table (4) illustrates the types of errors made by the subjects in the narrative 

essay and the frequency of each of these errors.  

 Table (4) shows that while the Arabic subjects have problems with various areas in English 

grammar, they seem to have particular difficulty in choosing the appropriate tenses. The errors in tenses 

represent 40.9% of the total errors made in the Arabic subjects' narrative essays, followed by prepositions 

(13.6%) and subject-verb agreement errors (11.4%). However, we should notice that the high percentage 



Hosney   El-daly                                                                                    Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative  

 

Arab World English Journal 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                            www.awej.org  

90 

 

 

of tenses errors is due to the high number of errors that subjects (5) and (4) made in tenses. This probably 

implies that L2 learners differ in terms of what can be considered as simple or complex, easy or difficult 

rules of grammar. Moreover, table (4) shows that the errors made by each language group were in 

thirteen categories, and although each group made errors in categories different from those of the other 

group, both groups made errors in seven similar categories. These are (1) tenses, (2) subject-verb 

agreement, (3) prepositions, (4) nouns, (5) pronouns, (6) missing direct object and (7) articles. For the 

Spanish subjects, verb morphology seemed to be the most serious problem (33.8%). Whereas 

prepositions appeared to be the second troublesome area of grammar for the Arabic group (13.6%), nouns 

constituted the second difficult category of errors for the Spanish subjects (14.7%). Prepositions were the 

third difficult area for the Spanish subjects (11.8%), as well as tenses (11.8%). What is most worth 

mentioning, here, is that verbs appear to be the most difficult area for the Spanish subjects as a group. 

This situation is different from that of the Arabic group, in which subjects (4) and (5) contributed most of 

the errors in tenses, whereas in the Spanish group, the four subjects made errors in verbs. This situation 

may imply that, verbs could really be a serious problem that requires much attention. To be sure, let us 

see what types of errors the subjects made in the unfocused and focused correction tasks. 

 By comparing tables (4) and (5), we see that, five categories of the Arabic subjects' errors are 

eliminated in table (5) because the subjects corrected them in the unfocused correction task. These 

categories are (1) subject-verb agreement, (2) verb to do, (3) nouns, (4) missing the direct object and (5) 

infinitive-gerund distinction. Generally speaking, also, the number of errors decreased to exactly half of 

the errors previously made in the essay by the Arabic subjects. Tense errors still account for the highest 

percentage in this task (54.5%), which is higher than that in the essay (40.9%). The only reason for this 

high percentage is subject (5) who made nine errors in tenses, while the total number of the groups' errors 

in tenses is 12. As was the situation in the essay, prepositions still constituted the second high percentage 

(13.6%), the same percentage reported in Table (4). As was the case with the Arabic subjects, the Spanish 
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subjects also managed to reduce the number of their errors, and four categories of errors were eliminated 

as the table shows. These categories of errors are (1) indirect questions, (2) adverbs, (3) pronouns and (4) 

comparative forms. Those who made errors in these four categories managed to correct them in this task. 

It is clear that, as was the case in the narrative essay, verbs (28.3%), nouns (26.1%), tenses (13.04%) and 

prepositions (13.04%) appeared to be the most difficult areas of grammar, in which the Spanish subjects 

made the most errors. And, as previously mentioned, these areas are considered to be problematic since 

almost all Spanish subjects made errors in verbs, nouns, tenses and prepositions. Regarding the focused 

correction task, Table (5) also shows the decrease not only in the number of the Arabic subjects' errors, 

but also in the categories of errors. However, tenses seem to be a serious problem, particularly for the 

Arabic subject (5) who made nine errors in tenses. In addition, the Spanish subjects demonstrated some 

improvements in the areas of verbs and tenses; however, their errors in the areas of  

prepositions and nouns scored the highest percentages (26.1% and 17.4%, respectively). This, however, 

does not change the fact that the most troublesome areas of grammar for the Spanish speakers are (1) 

verbs, (2) tenses, (3) prepositions and (4) nouns. 

 The next step is to examine the types of errors and their frequencies in the persuasive essay and 

the correction tasks. Table (6) illustrates the types of errors made by the subjects in the persuasive essay 

and the frequency of each of these errors.  It shows that although the Arabic subjects have problems with 

seven areas in English grammar, they seem to share difficulty in choosing the appropriate prepositions. 

The errors in prepositions represent 28% of the total errors made in the Arabic subjects' persuasive essay, 

followed by verbs (24%). However, we should notice that the high number of percentage of preposition 

errors is due to the high number of errors that subject (5) made in prepositions. Recall that tenses 

represent the highest percentage of the errors made in the Arabic groups' narrative essays followed by 

prepositions and subject-verb agreement errors. In the persuasive essay, tense errors represent the fourth 

highest percentage (8.0%), as well as subject-verb agreement (8.0%). The third highest percentage of 
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errors in the persuasive essay was in articles (12.0%) and nouns (12.0%). With the above in mind, it 

seems that tenses, prepositions, verbs, articles and subject-verb agreement constitute problematic areas 

for the Arabic subjects. 

 Table (6) also shows that both Arabic and Spanish subjects made errors in six similar categories. 

These are (1) prepositions, (2) verbs, (3) articles, (4) subject-verb agreement, (5) tenses, and (6) nouns. 

The Spanish subjects, however, made errors in two more categories: demonstrative pronouns and until-

clauses. Overall, the Spanish subjects made 4 more errors in the persuasive essay than the Arabic 

subjects. While prepositions, verbs, nouns and articles represent the highest numbers of errors made by 

the Arabic subjects in the persuasive essay, prepositions, tenses, verbs and nouns represent the highest 

percentages of errors made by the Spanish subjects. These categories of errors were also observed in the 

Spanish subjects' narrative essays, which may suggest that these areas of English grammar could really 

be a serious problem that requires much attention. To be sure, let us see what types of errors the subjects 

made in the unfocused and focused correction tasks.    

 Table (7) shows that only one category of errors is eliminated in the unfocused correction task 

because the Arabic subjects (4) and (5) managed to correct their errors in subject-verb agreement. Table 

(7) also shows that prepositions (33.3%), verbs (23.8%), nouns (14.3%) and articles (14.3%) represent 

the highest percentages of errors made in the unfocused correction task, as was the situation in the 

persuasive essay. Likewise, the Spanish subjects also managed to reduce the number of their errors, and 

three categories of errors were eliminated in the unfocused correction task. These categories are (1) 

demonstrative pronouns, (2) subject-verb agreement, and (3) until-clauses. Those who made errors in 

these three categories managed to correct them in the unfocused correction task. However, prepositions 

(33.3%), tenses (22.2%), nouns (22.2%) and word order (11.1%) still constitute the most troublesome 

areas of grammar, in which the Spanish subjects made the most errors. 



Hosney   El-daly                                                                                    Linguistic Aspects of the Narrative  

 

Arab World English Journal 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                            www.awej.org  

93 

 

 

In the focused correction task, both Arabic and Spanish subjects managed to reduce the number of their 

errors to seven. For the Arabic subjects, prepositions (28.6) and nouns (28.6%) are still problematic. For 

the Spanish subjects, tenses (28.6%) constituted the most problematic area of grammar.  All other 

categories of errors scored similar percentages (14.3%). Comparing the performances of the subjects in 

the correction tasks indicates that there is no consistent pattern. That is, although the Arabic subjects 

performed better than the Spanish subjects in the unfocused correction of the narrative essay, they 

performed less in the same task of the persuasive essay. Also, both groups performed at a close level in 

the focused correction task of the narrative essay. And the Spanish group performed better than the 

Arabic group in the focused correction of the persuasive essay. Also, in the unfocused correction task of 

the persuasive essay Arabic subjects made 6 new errors of a total of 21 errors they made in this task. In 

the focused correction task, they made no new errors; that is,  

 

all the 7 errors they made in this task were remaining errors and never corrected. The Spanish subjects 

made 3 new errors of a total of 18 errors they made in the unfocused correction task. In the focused 

correction task, 1 error was new, and the other 6 errors were remaining and never corrected. This means 

that the remaining errors constituted a higher percentage of the errors that the Arabic subjects made in the 

unfocused correction task, than that of the new errors. Belatedly, all the errors made in the focused 

correction task were remaining. This implies that the subjects tended to correct specific errors that 

appeared to them incorrect, but they failed to correct all errors. That is, they did not try to come up with 

new structures, as the subjects of my previous research preferred to do. But, because they apparently 

lacked certain grammar knowledge, their correction strategies were not totally successful. 

 In the following section students' explanations during the interview were analyzed with a view to 

determining the following aspects of students' performance: (1) the reasons for making errors in 

composition writing, and (2) students' strategies in correcting errors in the unfocused and focused 
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correction tasks. It must be emphasized that because this is not an analysis of the complete production 

mechanisms of the students, I have not carried out a protocol analysis in the sense that the term is usually 

used but rather have relied on the students own interpretations of why they made errors and how they 

corrected them.   

Reasons for  Students' Errors 

 Based on students' explanations of their errors, the following reasons were repeatedly reported by 

the Arabic and Spanish subjects: (1) lack of focus on or proper attention to grammar accuracy, which 

resulted from high rate of speed during writing; (2) students' inability to do more than one thing 

simultaneously during writing; (3) following or adopting speaking or conversation norms during writing; 

(4) deficiency in students' knowledge of grammar; (5) students' perceptions of priority in writing, which 

affected their interest in grammar accuracy; (6) first language interference, particularly Spanish; (7) 

nature of the writing task itself and, finally, (8) lack of practice.  

Discussion 

 Discussion of what has been learned from this investigation will focus on seven major findings 

that are mainly concerned with the linguistic aspects of the subjects' performance in writing and error 

correction tasks.   

Finding # (1): The Quantity of Students' Written Production and the Number of the Errors 

 First, within and across the two language groups, students' written productions were not 

quantitatively correlated to the number of their errors. That is, it was not necessarily the case that the 

more an individual wrote, the more errors that he/she made. Second, some subjects were able to produce 

many words without making any grammar errors, such as Arabic subject (1) and Spanish subject (4). 

Other subjects were able to produce a fairly good number of words with the least number of errors, such 

as Arabic subject (3). Other subjects produced the least number of words but made the highest number of 
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errors such as Spanish subject (5). The above finding implies that assessing second language learners' 

performance in writing is not an easy task. Relying only on the number of words produced in 

composition writing may not be an accurate or valid measure of students' linguistic abilities. For 

example, it may not be reasonable to suggest that Arabic subject (2), who produced 524 words in his 

narrative essay, is linguistically better than Arabic subject (3) who produced 473 words. The number of 

words only tells us that subject (2) was able to write more than subject (3), but it does not tell us anything 

about how accurate his writing was. Moreover, the written productions of both subjects changed in the 

persuasive essays, but in favor of Arabic subject (3) who produced 503 words, while Arabic subject (2) 

produced 207 words only. 

 In addition, relying only on the number of errors made in composition writing may not be a valid 

measure for students' linguistic abilities. That is, making the least number of errors in composition 

writing does not necessarily mean that the student-writer is linguistically competent, or vice versa. The 

point, here, is that we need to consider students' performance from more than one perspective. In addition 

to the number of words produced and the number of errors made, we need to consider an additional 

measure. We need to examine the ratio of the number of words to that of the errors. Students' proficiency 

in writing should encompass both elements of fluency, represented in students' ability to demonstrate 

facility in producing language; (i.e. total number of words) and accuracy, represented in students' ability 

not to make errors. For example, the ratio of the Arabic subject (2)'s number of words to that of his errors 

is 35:1, while that of the Arabic subject (3) is 84:1. This means that subject (3) was a more proficient 

writer than subject (2). 

 Finding # (2): The Nature of Students' Performance in Writing and Error Correction Tasks 

 The data showed that the subjects' overall performance in writing and correction tasks was not 

systematic or unitary all the way (Scribner & Cole, 1981). That is, their performance differed from one 

writing task to another, and from one correction task to another. For example, the Spanish subjects 
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produced 1916 words in the narrative essay, made 68 errors with a ratio of 28:1. In the persuasive essays, 

they produced 1254 words, made 29 errors with a ratio of 43:1. Likewise, the Arabic subjects produced 

1831 words in the narrative essays, made 44 errors with a ratio of 41:1. In the persuasive essays, they 

produced 1093 words, made 25 errors with a ratio of 43:1. In the unfocused correction task, the Arabic 

subjects corrected half of their errors, but only 28% of their errors in the persuasive essay. In the focused 

correction task of the narrative essay, the Arabic subjects corrected 68.2% of their errors, and 72% of 

their errors in the persuasive essays. Likewise, in the unfocused correction task of the narrative essay, the 

Spanish subjects corrected 32.4 of their errors, but 48.3% of their errors in the persuasive essay. In the 

focused correction task, they corrected 66.2% of their errors in the narrative essay but 79.3% of their 

errors in the persuasive essay. 

 The above data strongly support the variability position.  Stated simply, the variability position 

maintains that L2 learners' performance varies according to the kind of language use that they engage in 

and the kind of knowledge that they acquire. As shown above, the subjects of this study varied in terms 

of the quantity of their written productions in both writing tasks, and their corrections of errors. An 

interesting case of variability in students' performance was found between Arabic subjects (2) and (3), 

and Spanish subjects (2) and (3). For example, although Arabic subject (2) produced more words (524) 

than subject (3) who produced 473 words in the narrative essays, both subjects, however, performed alike 

in the unfocused correction task (66.7%). And subject (3) performed better (100%) that subject (2) in the 

focused correction task (83.3%). In the persuasive essay, subject (3) produced more words than subject 

(2). In the unfocused correction task, however, subject (2) performed better (33.3%) than subject (3) who 

corrected only 16.7%. In the focused correction, both subjects performed alike (83.3%). This suggests 

that L2 learners' proficiency is not an absolute construct; rather, it relies on what kind of language task the 

learner is performing. To put it differently, we will be mistaken to expect the learner who performs 

highly in one task to, necessarily, perform at the same high level in another task. Instead, we need to keep 
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in mind that our students' performance is not unitary or systematic, and we should accept the variability 

in our students' performance. Tarone (1984) found the same evidence in speaking tasks, and that the 

variability in students' performance is similar to Tarone's notion of a 'capability continuum.' Specifically, 

Tarone maintained that one phenomenon which must be accounted for by any theory of second language 

acquisition is the phenomenon of systematic variability in the utterances produced by second language 

learners as they attempt to  

communicate in the target language. In this regard, Tarone used the axioms of Labov's (1969) observer's 

paradox as a foundation for her notion of capability continuum. I repeat the first two axioms, which are 

most relevant to the current discussion. (1) There are no single-style speakers. Every speaker shifts 

linguistic and phonetic variables as the situation and topic change. (2) It is possible to range the styles of 

a speaker along a continuous dimension defined by the amount of attention paid to speech. 

Finding # (3): Drawing Students’ Attention to their Errors  

 The subjects benefited, to different degrees, from drawing their attention to their errors, partially 

as in the unfocused correction task, and fully as in the focused correction task. All subjects, however, 

demonstrated a higher level of performance in the focused correction tasks than in the unfocused 

correction tasks. Moreover, comparing the performances of the subjects in the correction tasks indicated 

that there was no consistent pattern in students' performance. That is, although the Arabic subjects 

performed better than the Spanish subjects in the unfocused correction of the narrative essay, they 

performed less in the same task for the persuasive essay. Although both groups performed at a close level 

in the focused correction task of the narrative essay, the Spanish group performed better than the Arabic 

group in the focused correction of the persuasive essay.  (See Broadbent, 1971; Bardovi-Harlig, 2006; 

Byrnes, 2000; Cohen, 2008; Ellis et al., 2001). 

Finding # (4): Three Pieces of Evidence of Students’ Incomplete Knowledge of Grammar 
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 First, the data showed that many errors did not get corrected in the unfocused correction tasks. 

The Arabic subjects failed to correct 45.5% of the errors they previously made in the narrative essay, and 

60% of those previously made in the persuasive essay. Similarly, the Spanish subjects failed to correct 

51.5% and 51.7% of their errors previously made in the narrative and persuasive essays, respectively. 

Second, even when the errors were identified (as in the focused correction tasks), the subjects often failed 

to correct them. The Arabic subjects failed to correct 29.5% and 28% of the errors that were previously 

made in the narrative and persuasive essays, although they were underlined for them. Similarly, the 

Spanish subjects failed to correct 30.9% and 20.7% of their errors that were previously made in the 

narrative and persuasive essay, respectively. Third, new errors were introduced even when the subjects 

were paying attention. The new errors constituted 9.1% and 7.1% of the total number of errors made by 

the Arabic subjects in the unfocused and focused correction tasks of the narrative essay, respectively; and 

28.6% of their errors in the unfocused correction task of the persuasive essay. Likewise, the new errors 

constituted 23.9% and 8.7% of the total number of errors made by the Spanish subjects in the unfocused 

and focused correction tasks of the narrative essay, respectively; and 16.7% and 14.3% of their errors in 

the two correction tasks of the persuasive essay. 

 The above findings provide evidence that students' morphosyntactic errors in composition writing 

were due, in part, to their incomplete knowledge of grammar. More interestingly, this study showed that 

some subjects made errors in their written essays although they knew the rules involved. This observation 

suggests that students' knowledge of grammar was fragmentary so that they could not transfer what they 

possessed of knowledge to such a complex task as writing. Another possible explanation is that the task 

demands can be a factor in determining students' success or failure in displaying their knowledge and 

using it successfully. Since writing is a complex process, some students cannot utilize their intellectual 

understanding of the grammar of the language effectively (See Achad, 2007; Wang, 2003). 
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 The results of this study indicate that some adult learners are successful at learning grammar rules 

and, at the same time, able to use those rules productively and communicatively. The Arabic subject (1) 

and Spanish subject (4) were able to display their knowledge of grammar successfully in writing. They 

did not make any errors in either of the writing tasks. The other eight subjects however, made 

errors in their written texts, but were able to correct some of their errors in the correction tasks. In this 

regard, the subjects' performance seems compatible with the non-interface position which predicts that in 

error correction, linguistic knowledge can help L2 learners to make changes in their linguistic output 

provided that there is sufficient time for the learners to focus on form and that they know the rules (See 

Knutson, 2006).. 

 Finding # (5): Successful Corrections,  but Incorrect Rationalizations 

 Although some subjects were able to correct some of their errors, they failed to provide accurate 

rationalizations for their successful corrections. The data showed that some of the subjects' successful 

corrections were based on incorrect knowledge of grammar. This finding had been previously reported by 

Seliger (1979). Seliger suggests that different learners end up with different representations of the rules 

they have been taught and, in turn, these rules do not describe the internal knowledge that is called upon 

in natural communication. My suggestion, here, is that the absence of the relationship between the 

subjects' verbal explanations and their successful performance is mainly due to a deficiency in their 

conceptual knowledge of grammar, and to the nature of the task, as well. Relatedly, Arabic subject (4), 

for example, failed to correctly write the prepositions in the persuasive essay and, also, failed to correct it 

in the unfocused correction task. When the error was underlined for him in the focused correction task 

subject (4) was, in a sense, forced to make a correction and he successfully did so, but on the basis of 

incorrect conceptual knowledge of grammar, as evidenced from their explanations. This means that 

second language learners are sometimes able to reach correct answers, especially on highly focused tasks, 

but for the wrong reasons.  Accordingly, the issue is not necessarily that learners end up with different 
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representations of the rules they have been taught, as Seliger suggested, but whether second language 

learners possess the necessary knowledge of grammar, and are able to activate the appropriate piece of 

this knowledge to meet the demands of the problem they are facing. 

 Finding # (6): Students’ Strategies in Correcting their Errors   

 The study showed that the subjects relied on many strategies in correcting their errors. They relied 

on (1) their knowledge of grammar when accessible, (2) the sound of the structures being corrected, (3) 

the semantic aspects of the structures, and (4) avoiding correcting difficult structures and coming up with 

new sentences. When asked to correct their errors, the subjects with deficiency in conscious knowledge 

of grammar seem to rely on their 

"feelings" about structures of the target language, and the semantic hypotheses" they constructed about 

these structures. However, since these 'feelings' and 'hypotheses' were, at times, based on incorrect and 

incomplete knowledge of grammar, the subjects' corrections of errors were occasionally unsuccessful. In 

some instances, the subjects searched for various ways to express the meanings of their erroneous 

sentences in new forms, which were sometimes correct, and other times contained new errors. Based on 

the subjects' explanations, it can be argued that advanced language learners resort to various types of 

strategies to solve grammar problems. However, their success or failure is constrained by the depth and 

completeness of their knowledge as well as the nature of the task they are performing. Second language 

learners' strategies are, in essence, knowledge-driven. Consequently, in thinking about their performance 

as an object of study, the essence of the underlying knowledge that accounts for their performance must 

be examined. This examination of the learners' underlying knowledge will, in turn, uncover the basis for 

the strategies they use in solving language problems. It must be kept in mind that when I talk about 

knowledge, I do not only  

talk about the presence versus absence of knowledge, but also the depth, completeness and accuracy of 

such knowledge. For example, some subjects made errors in composition writing although they appeared 
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to know the rules involved. This observation suggests that students' knowledge of grammar was 

fragmentary so that they could not transfer what they possessed of knowledge to such a complex task as 

writing. Another possible explanation is that the task demands can be a factor in determining students' 

success or failure in displaying their knowledge and using it successfully (See Schmidt, 2001; Saeidi & 

Chang, 2003). 

Finding # (7): Complexity of Writing – Attention Theory 

 The qualitative analysis of the data showed that there are many reasons for students' errors, in 

addition to students' incomplete knowledge of grammar. Two of the major reasons are (1) the complexity 

of writing in a second language; therefore, students were unable to do more than one thing 

simultaneously during writing, and (2) students' focus on the meaning and generating ideas rather than 

grammar accuracy. Based on the subjects' explanations during the interview, one can argue that writing in 

a second language is a multidimensional activity which requires L2 learners to do more than one thing 

simultaneously. This argument seems to be compatible with the idea that from a cognitive point of view, 

we must consider the fact that the demands on short-term/working memory exceed capacity because 

students must not only plan, compose, revise, and reflect but must also access vocabulary, grammar rules, 

etc. In addition, this argument is also compatible with the principles of the attention theory (James, 1970) 

as well as El-daly's (1990) findings of his research on fifteen foreign students enrolled in the ELI at the 

University of Pittsburgh. This means that students' errors and their success in correcting some of them 

can be explained within the principles of attention theory. That is, some L2 learners may appear to have 

the necessary knowledge of grammar; however, they are unable to display this knowledge in writing. 

This phenomenon was analyzed as an indication of the level and depth of students' knowledge. At the 

same time, we need to be open to other possible explanations. In this regard, I argue that the attention 

theory, as explained by cognitive psychologists, may provide us with a reasonable and plausible 

perspective of students' performance. Two important features within the phenomenon of attention have 
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been identified: (1) an individual can attend to only one thing at a time or think only one thought at a 

time. (2) Attention appears to be serial, in that we appear to attend to or perform first one thing, then 

another, and we find it very difficult to mix certain activities. That is, the focus of attention is only on one 

place at one time.  Specifically, James (1970: 403) suggests that: “ [(attention] is the taking possession by 

the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or 

trains of thought. Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its essence. It implies withdrawal 

from some things in order to deal efficiently with others”.  In addition, Broadbent (1971) pointed out that 

our ability to attend to several sources of information simultaneously is severely restricted. Consequently, 

a human who must process information that exceeds his channel capacity will inevitably make errors: 

S.1003.  ...because it is difficult sometimes to think of ideas and to think of grammar at the same 

time...that is the reason; in order to explain ideas very clearly, sometimes you make 

grammar mistakes. 

S.145.  I thought I put everything...sometimes when you think...sometimes you miss 

something....you don't write it even though you had it in your mind, and you will write it 

but sometimes you skip it. 

 The above quotations suggest that students' errors are due, in part, to their inability to do two 

things at the same time: coming up with ideas and watching for grammar errors. Instead, they tried to 

think of ideas and put them on the paper, and then they may be able to check the accuracy of their 

structures. This suggests that attention must be devoted to each component of the writing activity. At the 

same time, however, we must accept the fact that beginning attempts at such multidimensional activity 

are often slow and error-prone. The study shows that the condition (essay, unfocused correction, 

unfocused correction) affected the number of errors made by the subjects in both language groups. That 

is, the subjects made the most errors in the essays, the fewest errors in the focused correction tasks, with 

the unfocused correction tasks in between.   
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Conclusion 

 The above discussion showed that students' written productions were not quantitatively correlated 

to the number of their errors. That is, it was not necessarily the case that the more an individual wrote, the 

more errors that he/she made. The above finding implies that assessing second language learners' 

performance in writing is not an easy task. Relying only on the number of words produced in 

composition writing may not be an accurate or valid measure of students' linguistic abilities. In addition, 

relying only on the number of errors made in composition writing may not be a valid measure for 

students' linguistic abilities. That is, making the least number of errors in composition writing does not 

necessarily mean that the student-writer is linguistically competent, or vice versa. The point, here, is that 

we need to consider students' performance from more than one perspective. In addition to the number of 

words produced and the number of errors made, we need to consider an additional measure. We need to 

examine the ratio of the number of words to that of the errors. Students' proficiency in writing should 

encompass both elements of fluency, represented in students' ability to demonstrate facility in producing 

language; (i.e. total number of words) and accuracy, represented in students' ability not to make errors.   

 The data showed that the subjects' overall performance in writing and correction tasks was not 

systematic or unitary all the way.  That is, their performance differed from one writing task to another 

and from one correction task to another. The above data strongly support the variability position.  Stated 

simply, the variability position maintains that L2 learners' performance varies according to the kind of 

language use that they engage in and the kind of knowledge that they acquire. As shown above, the 

subjects of this study varied in terms of the quantity of their written productions in both writing tasks, and 

their corrections of errors.  This suggests that L2 learners' proficiency is not an absolute construct; rather, 

it relies on what kind of language task the learner is performing. To put it differently, we will be mistaken 

to expect the learner who performs highly in one task to, necessarily, perform at the same high level in 
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another task. Instead, we need to keep in mind that our students' performance is not unitary or systematic, 

and we should accept the variability in our students' performance. 

 This study showed that the subjects benefited, to different degrees, from drawing their attention to 

their errors, partially as in the unfocused correction task, and fully as in the focused correction task. All 

subjects, however, demonstrated a higher level of performance in the focused correction tasks than in the 

unfocused correction tasks. Moreover, comparing the performances of the subjects in the correction tasks 

indicated that there was no consistent pattern in students' performance. That is, although the Arabic 

subjects performed better than the Spanish subjects in the unfocused correction of the narrative essay, 

they performed less in the same task for the persuasive essay. Although both groups performed at a close 

level in the focused correction task of the narrative essay, the Spanish group performed better than the 

Arabic group in the focused correction of the persuasive essay.   

This study showed that many errors did not get corrected in the unfocused correction tasks. When 

the errors were identified (as in the focused correction tasks), the subjects often failed to correct them. 

New errors were introduced even when the subjects were paying attention. The above findings provide 

evidence that students' morphosyntactic errors in composition writing were due, in part, to their 

incomplete knowledge of grammar. More interestingly, this study showed that some subjects made errors 

in their written essays although they knew the rules involved. This observation suggests that students' 

knowledge of grammar was fragmentary so that they could not transfer what they possessed of 

knowledge to such a complex task as writing. Another possible explanation is that the task demands can 

be a factor in determining students' success or failure in displaying their knowledge and using it 

successfully. Since writing is a complex process, some students cannot utilize their intellectual 

understanding of the grammar of the language effectively.   

Although some subjects were able to correct some of their errors, they failed to provide accurate 

rationalizations for their successful corrections. The data showed that some of the subjects' successful 
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corrections were based on incorrect knowledge of grammar. My suggestion, here, is that the absence of 

the relationship between the subjects' verbal explanations and their successful performance is mainly due 

to a deficiency in their conceptual knowledge of grammar, and to the nature of the task, as well. 

Accordingly, the issue is not necessarily that learners end up with different representations of the rules 

they have been taught, as Seliger suggested, but whether second language learners possess the necessary 

knowledge of grammar, and are able to activate the appropriate piece of this knowledge to meet the 

demands of the problem they are facing. 

 However, their success or failure is constrained by the depth and completeness of their knowledge 

as well as the nature of the task they are performing. Second language learners' strategies are, in essence, 

knowledge-driven. Consequently, in thinking about their performance as an object of study, the essence 

of the underlying knowledge that accounts for their performance must be examined. 

 The qualitative analysis of the data showed that there are many reasons for students' errors, in 

addition to students' incomplete knowledge of grammar. Two of the major reasons are (1) the complexity 

of writing in a second language; therefore, students were unable to do more than one thing 

simultaneously during writing, and (2) students' focus on the meaning and generating ideas rather than 

grammar accuracy. Based on the subjects' explanations during the interview, one can argue that writing in 

a second language is a multidimensional activity which requires L2 learners to do more than one thing 

simultaneously. This means that students' errors and their success in correcting some of them can be 

explained within the principles of attention theory. That is, some L2 learners may appear to have the 

necessary knowledge of grammar; however, they are unable to display this knowledge in writing. The 

study shows that the condition (essay, unfocused correction, unfocused correction) affected the number 

of errors made by the subjects in both language groups. That is, the subjects made the most errors in the 

essays, the fewest errors in the focused correction tasks, with the unfocused correction tasks in between.  

 Limitation Of The Study 
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 Due to the small number of the subjects of this study, more research on a larger population is 

needed.  In addition, the subjects‟ performance may be affected by other factors other than explicit 

knowledge of grammar.  Examples of such factors are (1) their mother tongue interference; (2) their years 

of English study and years of exposure to English in the U.S.A., and (3) their majors.  Therefore, more 

research is needed to investigate the effect of such factors on L2 learners‟ performance. 
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PART ONE: BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

1. Name: 
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2. Country: 

 

3. Sex: Female: _________  Male: _________  

 

4. Birth Date: 

 

5. How long did you study English in your country?   

 

6. How long have you been in the U.S.A.?   

 

7. Had you ever been in an English speaking environment before coming to the United States?  

 

8. If your answer to Question (7) is `YES' - please, state how long?  And where   

 

PART TWO: 

 

9. What did your previous English classes give most attention to? Please number in order of 

importance, #1 being the most important, #5 the least important. 

 _______  Listening   _______ Reading  _______  Writing 

   

_______ Vocabulary   _______ Grammar 

 

10. In your home country, what did your teacher of English give attention to in teaching writing? 

Please, number in order of importance, #1 being the most important, #5 being the least important. 

 _______  Content   _______ Organization  _______  Vocabulary 

   

_______ Language use   _______ Grammar 

 

11. Do you think learning to write in English is important? Please explain your answer. 

 

12. Do you think learning English grammar affects your writing in English? Please, explain your 

answer. 

 

13. Did you learn to write English compositions in the form of stories? 

 

_________Yes _________No 

 

14. If your answer to Question (13) is 'YES', where did you learn it? 

 

 _________In the U.S.A. _________Back Home 

 

15. Did you learn to write English composition to convince someone else of your opinion? 

 

_________Yes _________No 

 

16. If your answer to Question (15) is 'YES', where did you learn it? 
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 _________In the U.S.A. _________Back Home 
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APPENDIX (2) 

 

WRITING TASK ONE: NARRATIVE ESSAY 

Think back to when you arrived in the United States for the first time. Write a story about a problem or 

experience you had. Be sure to clearly describe this problem where it happened, who was involved, how 

you felt at that time, and how you reacted. 

 

APPENDIX (3) 

 

WRITING TASK TW: PERSUASIVE ESSAY 

 

Writing a letter to the financial agency that supports your education in the USA.  In this letter, you are 

asking for an extension of six months so that you can finish your studies.  Be sure to explain your 

position clearly in order to convince your „sponsor‟ that you really deserve extra time. 

 

APPENDIX (4) 

 

Table (1) 

The distribution of the subjects of this study 

 

Subjects Country Age Years of 

language 

study 

Years of Exposure 

to English in 

U.S./England 

Specialization 

Arabic 

1 Syria 30 10 years 5years Linguistics 

2 Saudi 

Arabia 

28 6 years 5 years Physical education 

3 Saudi 

Arabia 

34 4 years 4 years Instruction/ learning 

4 Egypt 44 10 years 3 years Instruction/ learning 

5 Kuwait 33 12 years 4 years Public administration 

Spanish 

1 Honduras 27 1 years 5.5 years Social linguistic 

2 El 

Salvador 

27 2 years 1 years Computer Science 

 

3 Paraguay 39 2 years 2 years Economic Development 

4 Chile 38 25 years 6 years Spanish Linguistic 

5 Honduras 37 2 month 2 years History  
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Table (2) 

Arabic and Spanish Subjects' performance in the narrative and persuasive essay and their 

correction tasks 

 

 Arabic Subjects Spanish Subjects 

Tasks 2 3 4 5 Total 1 2 3 5 Total 

Narrative  

# of words 

# of errors 

Ratio 

 

524 

18 

29:1 

 

473 

3 

158:1 

 

300 

9 

33:1 

 

534 

14 

38:1 

 

1831 

44 

41:1 

 

773 

18 

43:1 

 

398 

16 

25:1 

 

428 

12 

36:1 

 

317 

22 

14:1 

 

1916 

68 

28:1 

Unfocused 

#of corrected 

Errors  

Percentage 

 

 

12 

66.7 

 

 

2 

66.7 

 

 

5 

55.6 

 

 

3 

21.4 

 

 

22 

50.0 

 

 

9 

50.0 

 

 

6 

37.5 

 

 

2 

16.7 

 

 

5 

22.7 

 

 

22 

32.4 

Focused 

#of corrected 

Errors  

Percentage 

 

 

15 

83.3 

 

 

3 

100.0 

 

 

8 

88.9 

 

 

4 

28.6 

 

 

30 

68.2 

 

 

15 

83.3 

 

 

11 

68.8 

 

 

8 

66.7 

 

 

11 

50.0 

 

 

45 

66.2 

Persuasive 

# of words 

# of errors 

Ratio 

 

207 

6 

35:1 

 

503 

6 

84:1 

 

106 

2 

53:1 

 

277 

11 

25:1 

 

1093 

25 

43:1 

 

258 

3 

86:1 

 

436 

7 

62:1 

 

300 

8 

38:1 

 

260 

11 

24:1 

 

 

1254 

29 

43:1 

Unfocused 

#of corrected 

Errors  

Percentage 

 

 

2 

33.3 

 

 

1 

16.7 

 

 

1 

50.0 

 

 

3 

27.3 

 

 

7 

28.0 

 

 

2 

66.7 

 

 

5 

71.4 

 

 

3 

37.5 

 

 

4 

36.4 

 

 

14 

48.3 

Focused 

#of corrected 

Errors  

Percentage 

 

 

5 

83.3 

 

 

5 

83.3 

 

 

 

2 

100.

0 

 

 

6 

54.5 

 

 

18 

72.0 

 

 

3 

100.

0 

 

 

6 

85.7 

 

 

7 

87.5 

 

 

7 

63.6 

 

 

23 

79.3 
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Table (3)   

Number of the subjects’ errors in the narrative and persuasive essays and  

their correction tasks 

 

 Arabic Subjects Spanish Subjects 

Tasks 2 3 4 5 Total % 1 2 3 5 Total % 

Narrative  

# of errors 

 

 

18 

 

 

3 

 

 

9 

 

 

14 

 

 

44 

 

  

18 

 

 

16 

 

 

12 

 

 

22 

 

68 

 

Unfocused 

Remaining 

New  

Total  

 

6 

0 

6 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

3 

1 

4 

 

10 

1 

11 

 

20 

2 

22 

 

90.9 

9.1 

 

6 

3 

9 

 

8 

2 

10 

 

9 

1 

10 

 

12 

5 

17 

 

35 

11 

46 

 

76.1 

23.9 

Focused 

Remaining 

New  

Total 

 

3 

0 

.3 

 

0 

0 

0 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

9 

1 

10 

 

13 

1 

14 

 

92.9 

7.1 

 

2 

1 

3 

 

5 

0 

5 

 

4 

0 

4 

 

10 

1 

11 

 

21 

2 

23 

 

91.3 

8.7 

Persuasive 

# of errors 

 

 

6 

 

 

6 

 

 

2 

 

 

11 

 

 

25 

  

3 

 

 

7 

 

 

8 

 

 

11 

 

 

29 

 

 

Unfocused 

Remaining 

New  

Total 

 

4 

0 

4 

 

5 

3 

8 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

5 

3 

8 

 

15 

6 

21 

 

71.4 

28.6 

 

1 

1 

2 

 

2 

0 

2 

 

5 

1 

6 

 

7 

1 

8 

 

15 

3 

18 

 

83.3 

16.7 

Focused 

Remaining 

New  

Total 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

0 

0 

0 

 

5 

0 

5 

 

7 

0 

7 

 

100.0 

 

0 

0 

0 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

1 

0 

1 

 

4 

1 

5 

 

6 

1 

7 

 

85.7 

14.3 
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Table (4) 

Types and frequencies of errors made by the subjects in the narrative essay 

 

 Arabic Spanish 

Subjects 2 3 4 5 Total % 1 2 3 5 Total % 

# of errors 18 3 9 14 44  18 16 12 22 68  

Types   

Preposition 4   2 6 13.6 1 3 2 2 8 11.8 

Sub-verb 

Agreement 

3 1  1 5 11.4 2   1 3 4.4 

Verb‟ to do‟ 1    1 2.3    2 2 2.9 

Copula 2    2 4.5     8 11.8 

Article 2    2 4.5    1 3 4.4 

Tenses 2  6 10 18 40.9 4 1  8 10 14.7 

Pronouns 2   1 3 6.8  2     

Noun 

morphology 

1    1 2.3  1     

So…that vs. 

too…..to 

 1   1 2.3       

Missing D.O. 1 1   2 4.5    1 1 1.5 

Many/Much   1  1 2.3       

Inf. Vs. 

Gerund 

  1  1 2.3       

Plural „s‟    1  1 2.3       

Verb 

Morphology 

      7 7  4 23 33.8 

Adverbs       1   1 2 2.9 

Adjectives        1  2 3 4.4 

Ind. Questions       2    2 2.9 

Word Order       1 1   2 2.9 

Comparative 

Form 

         1 1 1.5 
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Table (5) 

Types and frequencies of errors made by the subjects in the correction tasks (Unfocused/Focused) 

 

 Arabic Spanish 

Subjects 2 3 4 5 Tota

l 

% 1 2 3 5 Tota

l 

% 

Unfocused # of Errors 6 1 4 1

1 
22  9 1

0 

1

0 

17 46  

Types   

Preposition 1   2 3 13.6 1 2 1 2 6 13.4 

Articles 1   0 1 4.5    2 2 4.3 

Copula 1   0 1 4.5       

Pronouns 2    2 9.1       

Tenses 1  2 9 12 54.5  3 3  6 13.4 

So…that  1   1 4.5       

Many/Much   1  1 4.5       

Plural „s‟    1  1 4.5       

Verbs        4 4  5 13 28.3 

S-V Agreement       2    2 4.3 

Nouns       1  5 6 12 26.1 

Word Order        1   1 2.2 

Missing Obj.        1   1 2.2 

Adjectives          3 3  

Focused of Errors 3  1 1

0 

14  3 5 4 11 23  

Types 

Preposition 2   1 3 21.4  3 2 1 6 26.1 

Articles 1    1 7.1    3 3 13.0 

Plural „s‟   1  1 7.1       

Tenses 2   9 9 64.3  1 1  2 8.7 

Verbs           2 8.7 

S-V Agreement           2 8.7 

Word Order        1 1  2 8.7 

Nouns           2 2 8.7 

Adjectives          4 4 17.4 
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Table (6) 

Types and frequencies of errors made by the subjects in the persuasive essay 

 

 Arabic Spanish 

Subjects 2 3 4 5 Tota

l 

% 1 2 3 5 Tota

l 

% 

Number of  Errors 6 6 2 1

1 
25   7 8 11 26  

Types   

Preposition 1  1 5 7 28.

0 

1 2 4 1 8 27.6 

Verbs 4   2 6 24.

0 

1   3 4 13.8 

Tenses 1   1 2 8.0  1 1 3 5 17.2 

S-V Agreement 2  1 1 2 8.0  1 1 1 3 10.3 

Nouns 1 2  1 3 12.

0 

   3 3 10.3 

Adjectives  1  1 2 8.0       

Articles  3   3 12.

0 

1 1   2 6.9 

Until Clause        1   1 3.4 

Demonst. Pronouns        1   1 3.4 

Word Order         2  2 6.9 

  

 

 

 

Table (7) 

Types and frequencies of errors made by the subjects in the persuasive essay 

 

 Arabic  Spanish  

Subjects 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

Total 

 

% 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

5 

 

Tota

l 

 

% 

Unfocused # of  

Errors 

1 8 1 8 18 

 

 

 

2 

 

2 

 

6 

 

8 

 

18  

Types   

Preposition 1 1 1 4 7 33.

3 

1 1 3 1 6 33.

3 

Verbs 3 1  1 5 23.

8 

1    1 5.6 

Tenses    2 2 9.5  1 1 2 4 22.

2 

Nouns  3   3 14.

3 

   4 4 22.

2 

Articles  2  1 3 14.    1 1 5.6 
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3 

Adjectives  1   1 4.8       

Word Order         2  2 11.

1 

Focused # of Errors 1 1  5 7   1 1 5 7  

Types 

Preposition 1   1 2 28.

6 

   1 1 14.

3 

Nouns  1  1 2 28.

6 

   1 1 14.

3 

Tenses    1 1 14.

3 

 1 1  2 28.

6 

Adjectives     1 14.

3 

   1 1 14.

3 

S-V Agreement     1 14.

3 

   1 1 14.

3 

Copula          1 1 14.

3 

Article           1 1 14.

3 
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Table (8): Summary Table. 

 

LANGUAGE TASK ARABIC GROUP SPANISH GROUP 

Narrative Essay 

Mean 

Range 

44 

8.8 

18.0 

68 

13.6 

22.0 

Unfocused 

Mean 

Range 

22 

4.4 

11.0 

46 

9.2 

17.0 

Focused 

Mean 

Range 

14 

2.8 

10.0 

23 

4.6 

11.0 

Persuasive Essay 

Mean 

Range 

25 

5 

11 

29 

5.8 

11 

Unfocused 

Mean 

Range 

21 

4.2 

8.0 

18 

3.6 

8.0 

Focused 

Mean 

Range 

7 

1.4 

5.0 

7 

1.4 

5.0 
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Abstract: 

 

With a reader response theory as its backdrop, this paper compares the responses of both EFL students 

and native speaker teachers to short stories written in English.  The results show that the responses of 

both groups differ more in terms of quantity rather than quality with both groups scoring the highest in 

interpretational responses.  The paper argues that teachers should involve the learners’ background 

knowledge and feelings in order to engage them in literature classes and not place excessive emphasis 

on received interpretations.  Aesthetic responses are as important as efferent ones and should be used in 

the EFL literature classroom.  

 

Key words: reader response, aesthetic response, efferent response, types of responses, native speakers, 

non-native speakers 

 

 

“The process of understanding a work implies a recreation of it, an attempt to grasp completely all 

sensations and concepts through which the author seeks to convey the qualities of his sense of life. Each 

of us must make a new synthesis of these elements with his own nature, but it is essential that he 

assimilate those elements of experience which the author has actually presented (Rosenblatt, Literature 

as Exploration, 1995, p. 133). 

 

 

Introduction 
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The emergence of reader response theories in the field of literature teaching has shifted the 

exclusive emphasis on the text, while acknowledging its importance, to an emphasis on the reader. It 

was Louise Rosenblatt who began the march to a transactional theory of reader response, which 

emphasizes a mutual interaction between the reader and the text in the process of creating and recreating 

meaning. Texts do not come into existence alone nor do they acquire their meaning or invoke feelings 

unless they are read by a reader. Without a reader, texts are no more than marks on a page (Karolides, 

2000). 

The reader brings to the text a host of experiences, characteristics, qualities, emotions and ideas 

that interact with the message embedded in the text and conveyed through the medium of words to 

produce or create the meaning of the message. Because each reader brings different individual 

experiences, the reshaped text's meaning or each reader’s response to it is unique and cannot be 

duplicated. As Rosenblatt, in Literature as Exploration, (1995) puts it, “The reader brings to the work 

personality traits, memories of the past events, present needs and preoccupations, and a particular mood 

of the moment, and a particular physical condition. These and many other elements in a never-to be-

duplicated combination enter into the reader’s relationship with the text” (P. 31).  

Thus, to Rosenblatt, there is no generic reader or literary work or a generic, right response to that 

work.  Hence, aesthetic rather than efferent responses are what Rosenblatt calls for in her work 

(Rosenblatt, 1995, 1994). An aesthetic stance acknowledges the validity of the emotions and 

associations a reader might have during and after reading a piece of literature. By contrast, an efferent 

stance encourages the reader to look for the message embedded in the text. To people who hold such a 

view, there is one correct interpretation of the text that has nothing to do with affective aspects in the 

readers’ personality; nor does it give any recognition to the reader's past memories or experiences.  
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Many researchers and practitioners hold that, as readers of literature, we cannot really suspend 

our feelings and ignore past experiences when reading a text. These elements of our personality are 

actively present when reading. Thus, it is important for teachers to realize how valuable these are in the 

process of shaping textual meaning (Small, 2009; Hsu, 2004; Amer, 2003; Liaw, 2001; Boyle, 2000; 

Iser, 1995; Goodrich, 1986; Duke, 1982). Rosenblatt believes that the reader, especially if adolescent, 

should be able to draw on his experiences to create meaning from the text (Rosenblatt, 1995). Iser 

(1995) contends that the text is actualized by the reader to become a visual aesthetic work. Because all 

readers are unique, they will have unique insights into the works they are reading which should be 

perceived as valuable within the reading experience. 

Among many others who share Louise Rosenblatt’s ideas David Bleich, Wolfgang Iser, I. A. 

Richards and Tim Small. Together they have begun to develop an elaborate and convincing 

philosophical justification for reader response criticism. However, as often is the case, research and 

practice have tended to lag behind what is theorized.  According to Duke (1982), teachers usually 

emphasize the efferent stance on reading. Their concern lies with recall of information presented in the 

text. For them, there is only a single correct interpretation the text content. Graham and Probst (1982) 

cite Scholes' description of a literature teacher at work, saying, “In the name of improved interpretation, 

reading was turned into a mystery and the literature classroom into a chapel where the priestly 

instructor… astounded the faithful with miracles of interpretation” (p. 31). 

In such classrooms, where interpretation reigns supreme, students may be asked to write a 

critical essay on the interpretation of the text but, even here, teachers will often look for the "right" 

answer. Tests are built around the act of efferent reading, which devalues the lived through experiences 

the students undergo while reading. Even in their selections of literary work, didactic literature teachers 

tend to ignore students’ interests, ages and lives. Thus, the chosen texts are far removed from the 
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students’ lives and so cannot be related to. Duke (1982), Beach and Marshal (1998) attribute teachers’ 

focus on efferent responses and their preoccupation with the different elements of the literary work, such 

as writing style, characters, language, theme and plot, to their training, which has seen the reader’s role 

as passive and the reading of literature as a passive act (Rosenblatt, 1995; Esrock, 1994).  

Such practices stifle students' creativity and go counter to the very rationale for using literature in 

the classroom (Small, 2009). Mario Valdez, as cited in Graham and Probst (1982) writes, “The central 

justification for literature is that it is an open source for self-realizing and fulfillment by the reader” (P. 

30). Self realization and fulfillment are likely to be achieved by readers only when they develop an 

esthetic approach to reading literature. 

In the fields of teaching English as a second (ESL) and a foreign language (EFL), very few ESL 

and EFL practitioners recognize the importance of reader response theories and their classroom 

application (Hsu, 2004; Amer, 2003). These feel it is essential to teach ESL readers how to handle a 

piece of literature from an esthetic perspective wherein the readers see the value of their own 

experiences and can apply their background knowledge (Scalone, 1998). Developing such a stance is 

believed to be a step forward in the empowerment of students and in boosting their confidence and self-

esteem. When students feel that their experiences count, they are more willing to communicate orally 

and in writing their responses to the work (Hsu, 2004; Amer, 2003). Fear has no place here because 

there is no one absolute and correct interpretation. As long as students can find textual evidence to 

support how they feel and think about the messages or meanings in the text, their responses are as valid 

as those of the teacher or anyone else. It is this realization that brings the fulfillment and satisfaction that 

M. Valdez talks about when justifying the use of literature in the classroom.  

Rationale 
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The rationale behind a reader response approach to teaching literature lies in assumptions about 

learning which emphasize the needs of students rather than those of teachers and administrators (Harris, 

1982). Within this approach, students need opportunities to express their emotional reactions to the 

literary works they read. They need, that is, to be allowed to respond at the affective level. This activates 

students’ experiences and background knowledge which are used to enhance their understanding of the 

work. Thus, aesthetic responses are important and should be encouraged.  

With the growing belief in the value of an aesthetic stance, studies have been conducted to see 

how instructors teach and what responses they encourage; also how students really respond and what 

their responses focus on. The majority of these studies have been done in English as a First (L1) 

literature classes. Very few seem to be conducted in the second or foreign language classroom. The 

research's major findings suggest that teachers’ own theories of reading and their perception of texts 

tend to influence dramatically the way they teach literature (Newell, McAdams & Spears-Burton; 

Zancenella; Grossman; as cited in Beach, 1993). Because many teachers were trained in New Criticism, 

their pedagogy ignores the affective aspects of the literary experience (Squire, 1964). It seems important 

and informative, therefore, to see how both teachers and students respond to literature in order to clarify 

the differences and to reflect on our practices. This can inform both our theory and practice. 

Because of lack of studies in the EFL classroom, the present study was conducted in this context. 

It involved both native speaking English teachers with some experience teaching EFL or ESL and 

Omani students who speak Arabic as a native language and English as a second language.  The study 

aimed to compare the responses of both groups and thus determine each groups’ orientation to literature. 

A follow-up interview was conducted to clarify unclear responses and to give participants a chance to 

reflect on what they wrote.  

Design of the study 
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A. Procedure 

Three different stories were chosen, with each divided into a number of segments following the 

breakage method. This was to elicit immediate responses from students during the reading of each 

literary text. The breakage method has been used by researchers like Squire (1964) in his study “The 

responses of adolescents while reading four short stories” and textbook writers such as Scalone 

(1998). The researcher ascertained that none of the stories was familiar to the subjects.  This was to 

ensure the novelty of the response and make sure that the comparison and contrast between subjects' 

responses was valid since the stories were all new to them.  

Due to tight schedules, each subject was met alone at a time of his/her choice.  All subjects were 

mentored, which means they were supervised while participating in the study.  This was to make 

sure that they followed instructions, namely, to read each segment and respond without attempting to 

read the whole story and delay their response to the end. The instructions were both oral and written.  

Subjects were briefed about the study's aim and were instructed to read each segment separately and 

to write a response to it before proceeding to the next segment. The researcher saw that this was 

done by monitoring each subject while they read and responded.  Subjects were encouraged to 

respond freely by informing them that there were no right or wrong answers because the target 

information sought was their own feelings, reflections and thoughts on the story. Some, especially 

the teachers, wrote the responses to all stories at one sitting especially the teachers, but some ESL 

subjects were met more than once to gather their responses to all the stories. 

Once the responses were collected from all eight subjects, they were read and analyzed 

according to categories used by Squire (1964). These are seven and include: 
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1. Literary judgment responses, which contain direct or implied judgments on the story as a literary 

work, such as “the style of writing is simple”. 

2. Interpretational responses that contain an attempt to make sense of the story. 

3.  Narrational responses that contain a retelling of the story without attempting an interpretation. 

4. Associational responses in which the reader makes a connection between ideas or events in the 

story and his own experiences. 

5. Self-involvement responses, which are those that contain an association between a reader's own 

feelings and those of the story's characters. 

6. Prescriptive judgment responses, which involves prescribing courses of action for the characters 

or the story to undertake instead of those actually undertaken. 

7. Miscellaneous responses cannot be included in any specific category. 

One more category was added by the researcher and labeled “misinterpretation responses”. This enabled 

me to detect if misinterpretations occurred and discover causes of misinterpretation among native and 

non-native subjects.  

Following analysis of the responses, the results obtained from the native speakers’ responses 

were compared with those obtained by the non-native speakers to see if any similarities or differences 

could be found. 

B. Subjects: 

 As stated earlier, the study used two groups of subjects: four teachers who were native speakers of 

English and four students who spoke English as a second language.  The teachers, whose ages ranged 

between 26 and 46, differed as regards years of experience (2-16 years).  Three of the teachers were 

females and one was a male. The four Omani students were males and their level of language 
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proficiency was fair as they all had a TOEFL score above 500. They were of different majors. The main 

reasons for selecting the participants were their availability and willingness to participate. 

C. Literary works: 

Three stories were chosen for the study: “Charles”, “The Story of an Hour”, and “Two in One”.  

“Charles” was selected because it is a short story with clear events and a rather simple plot.  It was 

thought that such a story would be easy to read for both the Omani students and the teachers. The story 

is about a little boy named Laurie starting his first days of kindergarten. Every day, he comes home with 

a story about a naughty boy named Charles and he tells this to his parents, who listen with enthusiasm. 

The parents become eager to learn more about this Charles and want to see his mother. However, it turns 

out that there is no Charles in Laurie’s classroom and that Laurie himself was the one causing trouble in 

the classroom.  

 “The Story of an Hour” is of similar length, but it contains more elaborate description and rich 

imagery.  It is about a woman, Mrs. Mallard, who suffers from a heart problem and who receives news 

about the death of her husband. Her reaction was different from the reaction of other wives faced with 

the same news. She weeps first, then, she goes up to her room not allowing anyone to follow her.  There, 

we, as readers, see how delighted she is about her husband's death.  He, however, turns out to be still 

alive and the news about his death thus untrue. He comes home and when his wife sees him she drops 

dead. The researcher assumed that the subjects needed to pay attention to the story's language and 

images in order to describe the wife's feelings and understand and interact with the text.  

The third story, “Two in One”, is longer than the first two. It is a mystery story of the Edgar 

Allen Poe type. It deals with a murder that is committed by a taxidermist, Murphy, who kills his boss, 

Kelly. It appears from the story that the killer is a person who is not in his right mind, but who, 

nevertheless, possesses a calculating mind and an evil character full of jealousy and cunning. To hide his 
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crime, Murphy, dons the skin of the murdered Kelly, which fits him perfectly. He goes out and takes the 

roles of his boss and nobody notices the difference. Since there is no perfect crime, however, Murphy 

miscalculates. He does not treat the skin he is wearing carefully enough so that when he puts it on it 

sticks to his own skin and it begins to perspire and live. Murphy cannot take off Kelly's skin and so he 

cannot switch roles (being Murphy whenever he wishes and Kelly whenever the need arises).  The 

police notice that Murphy is missing and begin to suspect the man they perceive as the boss. Murphy 

gets arrested and charged with killing himself.  

The story is simple and clear despite its length. The plot is different from the two previous stories 

and so it was thought that it would be interesting to see how subjects responded to such a difference.  

D. Treatment: 

The subjects did not receive any treatment in the true sense since the study is not truly 

experimental. All that was given to the subjects was the three stories, and in the following order: 

“Charles” first, “The Story of an Hour” second, and “Two in One” third. The first story, as stated earlier, 

was short and straightforward while the second was short but less straightforward. The plot in both 

stories contained something that the readers had to figure out for themselves: Charles being Laurie and 

the reason for the death of the wife, Mrs. Mallard. The third story was a bit longer yet very 

straightforward in terms of language; but the plot was different from the other two stories in that it 

contained irony, resulting from the murder case it deals with. The instructions subjects received included 

asking them to write their response after reading each segment of the particular story they were 

handling. The segments were marked on each story and subjects were shown where to start reading and 

where to stop to begin writing their responses. Subjects were instructed to write everything that occurred 

to them no matter how small or unimportant it might seem. They were also told that there were no right 
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or wrong answers and that they should feel free to write whatever they felt or thought about anything in 

the story. 

 

 

E. Analysis of the data: 

The data analysis started with the classification of responses into eight different categories, seven 

adapted from Squire and one added, which was “misinterpretations”. The last category was added 

because both the teachers and students were found to misinterpret some parts of the stories they 

responded to. The inclusion of this category was deemed important to provide an insight into the parts 

that may cause misunderstanding and misinterpretation in the part of the teachers or/ and students. The 

responses for each category were tallied and very simple descriptive statistics were applied to establish 

the comparison between the responses of both teachers and students. There are three different tables for 

the three different stories. Each table compares the responses of both groups.  

 Presentation of the results 

The first story the subjects received was Charles. Table 1 presents the responses of the American 

teachers and the ESL subjects as found under the eight categories. For the responses to the story in 

general, the three responses with the highest scores are interpretational (48.5%), narrational (19%) and 

self-involvement (9.5%).  Out of the 66 interpretational responses, 56 were the teachers’ and only 10 

were the ESL students'.  Twenty one of the narrational responses were made by the teachers and only 6 

were made by the students. Self-involvement responses were 5 for the teachers and 8 for the students. 

Thus the students’ responses could be organized as follows: interpretational, self-involvement, and 

narrational, while for the teachers, they were interpretational, narrational and self-involvement.    
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It is worth noting that of the overall responses to the story there were 6.6% misinterpretations: the 

teachers made five out of nine of these while the students made just four. This finding will be 

highlighted more in the discussion of findings section.                         

                                  Table 1: Responses to “Charles” 

Category Total  Teachers  Students  

No.  % No. % No. % 

1- Literary Judgment 

2- Interpretational  

3- Narrational  

4- Associational  

5- Self-involvement  

6- Prescriptive Judgment  

7- Miscellaneous  

8- Misinterpretation 

       Total  

6 

66 

27 

6 

13 

7 

2 

9 

136 

4 

     48.5 

19.9 

4.4 

9.5 

5.14 

   1.4 

6.6 

100 

5 

56 

21 

5 

5 

2 

0 

5 

99 

5.1 

56.6 

21.2 

5.1 

5.1 

2 

0 

5.1 

100 

1 

10 

6 

1 

8 

5 

2 

4 

37 

2.4 

23.8 

14.3 

2.4 

19 

11.9 

4.7 

9.5 

100 
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Category 

Total  Americans  ESL  

No.  % No. % No. % 

9- Literary Judgment 

10- Interpretational  

11- Narrational  

12- Associational  

13- Self-involvement  

14- Prescriptive Judgment  

15- Miscellaneous  

16- Misinterpretation 

Total  

6 

49 

21 

4 

6 

1 

6 

16 

109 

5.5 

45 

19.3 

3.7 

5.5 

.09 

5.5 

14.7 

100 

 

6 

37 

13 

3 

2 

1 

2 

6 

70 

8.5 

52.8 

18.6 

4.3 

2.8 

1.4 

2.8 

8.5 

100 

0 

12 

8 

1 

4 

0 

4 

10 

39 

0 

30.7 

20.5 

2.5 

10.25 

0 

10.25 

25.6 

100 

            

                                 Table 2: responses to “The story of an Hour” 

 

The table above shows the responses of both the teachers and the subjects to “The Story of an 

Hour” by Kate Chopan. The highest scores were in the following three categories: interpretational, 

narrational and misinterpretations. The scores for these categories were as follows: 45%, 19.3% and 

14.7% respectively.  For the teachers, the highest scores were in the following: interpretational (52.8%), 

narrational (18.6), misinterpretation (14.7) and literary judgment, self-involvement and miscellaneous 

responses (all 5.5%). The students scored highest in the following three categories: interpretational 

(30.7%), misinterpretation (25.6%) and narrational (20.5%). 
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Table 3 below presents both groups’ responses to the story “Two in One”.  The general response 

pattern of both groups in the highest three categories is as follows: Interpretational (50%), Narrational 

(17.7%), and self-involvement (11.1 %). The overwhelming majority of the teacher responses were in 

the interpretational (54%), narrational, and self-involvement (both 13.7%) categories. The students’ 

highest scores were in the interpretational (39.3%), narrational (26.8%) and miscellaneous (8.9%) 

categories.  

 

Category 

Total  Teachers  Students  

No.  % No. % No. % 

17- Literary Judgment 

18- Interpretational  

19- Narrational  

20- Associational  

21- Self-involvement  

22- Prescriptive Judgment  

23- Miscellaneous  

24- Misinterpretation 

Total  

15 

90 

32 

11 

20 

4 

6 

2 

180 

8.3 

     50 

17.7 

6.1 

11.1 

2.2 

      3.3 

1.1 

100 

13 

68 

17 

7 

17 

1 

1 

0 

124 

10.5 

54.8 

13.7 

5.6 

13.7 

.8 

.8 

0 

100 

2 

22 

15 

4 

3 

3 

5 

2 

56 

3.5 

39.3 

26.8 

7 

5.3 

5.3 

8.9 

3.5 

100 

                                  Table 3: Responses to “Two in One” 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion of the Findings: 
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The study has yielded some very interesting findings. The responses of the teachers differed 

from those of the students more in quantity than quality in many respects. The teachers wrote a great 

deal in their responses due to their experience with teaching English and due to the fact that English is 

their first language. Student responses were short and sometimes poorly stated due to lack of 

proficiency, in English. Although the students chosen were supposedly of a similar level of English 

language proficiency based on their TOEFL, their responses were different and indicated a varying level 

of comprehension of the short stories. For all the stories, the response with the greatest score for both 

groups was 'interpretational'. This finding is similar to that of Squire (1964) who found that English as 

L1 students’ responses were interpretational for the most part. Similarly, Al-Mahrooqi (2003) found that 

the most responses Omani students made to the four stories they read were interpretational.  These 

findings can be explained by referring to the words of Robert E. Probst (2000: 61) who asserted that 

“We have, in much of our teaching of literature emphasized explanatory knowing-knowing that takes 

the form of propositions and demonstrations, generalizations and evidence, and thus we have privileged 

the expository, analytical paper in many of our courses.” Both teacher training and practice have 

emphasized interpretation and minimized the value of actual engagement with the pieces of literature 

discussed in the classroom.   

Narrational responses achieved the second highest score (18.8%).  This ranked second among the 

responses of the two groups (17.4 for the teachers and 22.0 for the students) and across stories. The 

students tended to rely more on narration due to their imperfect language and their inability to interpret 

events (they mainly narrated them), a direct result of negative transfer of training from Arabic.  

Instruction in Arabic literature classes emphasizes recall of events in a narrative fashion and distances 

the learner from the literary piece.  
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Self-involvement scored (10.3%) of the overall responses. Out of the 44 self-involvement 

responses, the teachers had 24 (8.2% of the overall responses of teachers) and the students had 15 

(11.4% of the overall responses of students). When we look at the percentages of the self-involvement 

category for each group, we can see that the students in fact scored higher (comparing their response in 

this particular category to the rest of responses in the other categories) than the teachers. This is a very 

interesting finding because it shows that students are capable of identifying with the experiences 

presented in the literary text if they bear resemblance to their lives (Rosenblatt, 1995; Squire, 1964).   

There were some variations of responses between the two groups across the stories. The story 

“Charles” elicited more self-involvement responses from students than did any other story. This could 

be due to the fact that the story was short and clear in terms of language so students were able to 

understand it easily. Also, in the follow-up interview, three of the students said that they have smaller 

brothers and sisters and the story reminded them of how they behaved and acted. The story “Two in 

One” instigated more self-involvement responses on the part of the teachers. This could be attributed to 

the fact that the story is longer than the others and so had the potential to elicit more responses in 

general, as it did. Also the nature of the story is more like scientific fiction, the type people see in horror 

movies, which made those who saw movies of such a kind recall them with all the feelings of terror they 

experienced at that time. People coming from Europe or America are more acquainted with such movies 

than Omanis, for in Oman such movies are not very popular (only recently have they started gaining 

some popularity).   “Two in One” was reported by the students as hard, and maybe that is the reason 

why they relied more on narrational responses than they did in the other two stories.   

Because “The Story of an Hour” speaks, at least in part, about a universal experience which is 

experiencing the death of a dear person, it also engaged students and they wrote about experiences of 

loss they had gone through or knew of.  
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The teacher’s over-concern with interpretation (48.2% of the responses compared to 10.35% of 

the self-involvement responses) reflects their own ideologies and beliefs regarding the teaching of 

literature. In a follow-up interview, two indicated that it is very important for the students to know what 

the text meant and what the author’s intentions were.  For them there was only one correct 

interpretation. When such an orientation guides practice, then, students learn that whatever they think or 

feel about the characters, events or any other aspects of the story, is not very important. They tend to 

wait for the teachers’ explanation or clues to guess the intended message of the story.  

Most literary and prescriptive judgments made throughout the stories were done by the teachers. 

This is to be expected because the students’ language proficiency might not have enabled them to make 

many of these judgments.  One of the four students used more of these than the other three. His 

judgment focused on the ease or difficulty of vocabulary, on the length of the stories and on what the 

characters should or should not have done.  Most associational responses were also made by the 

American teachers and most of them occurred in the story “Two in One”. Again, length here could be a 

factor in eliciting more associational responses.  

The misinterpretations category presents an interesting case, as mentioned earlier, because it was 

not only the students who misinterpreted some aspects in the stories; some teachers did so too.  

However, the teacher with the most experience in teaching English and who taught literature classes 

more often than the others did not make any misinterpretations, a positive outcome of practice. 

Conclusion 

To foster self-engagement in the literature classroom by capitalizing on students' experiences and input 

is very important.  It has been found that students learn more if they are made to feel that their 

experiences count and when their experiences are called into the learning process.  Utilizing these 

experiences personalizes learning and fosters creativity (Small, 2009).  Therefore, teachers need to make 
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use of a reader response technique in their literature classes (Amer, 2003) to uncover students' first-hand 

reaction to the literary piece they want to discuss and to find out points of personal involvement which 

might give them ideas about how to approach that piece of literature in a way that is engaging to the 

students.   

It is important that teachers reflect on their personal reactions to the literature they teach because 

that will help them to reflect on their beliefs about teaching literature and will make clear to them their 

own responses to what they teach.  Teachers can also share their personal responses with their students 

in an attempt to personalize their teaching and create a dialogue between teacher and students.     
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Abstract 

This paper summarizes a study carried by the Documentation and Humanities Research Centre at Qatar 

University in 2004.  It is a field study of the perceived needs and actual uses of English in the workplace 

by graduates of the university in different fields. A questionnaire was designed to elicit such information. 

The sample of population was randomly selected from different state and private institutions. The 

common independent variable here is that they all are graduates of the University of Qatar. The 

questionnaire comprises three parts: the first pertains to demographic information (such as sex, age, and 

years of experience), the second part is for perceived needs of English in the workplace, and the third part 

is for the actual use of the different English language skills in the workplace. In this paper we discuss the 

quantitative analysis of the use of English in the workplace by  the graduates of Qatar university. 

Keywords: English use in Qatar,  Qatar University graduates in workplace 
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Qatar is a small state where foreigners outnumber the nationals.  As a result, Qatar has a diverse 

mixture of cultures, languages and social backgrounds.  For this reason, English has been used as lingua 

franca.  Expatriates as well as Qataris are looking for good jobs and better employment opportunities, yet, 

they mostly suffer as they „encounter a job market that is changing drastically in the kinds of jobs it can 

offer to individuals with insufficient English skills‟ (Buchanan, 1990). 

Qatar University has prepared graduates who have been joining the national workforce since 

1977. Many of these graduates are required to use English at varying degree in their jobs. However, there 

is not a single study that investigates their ability to use  English effectively on basis of the English 

courses they have already had at Qatar University. Evaluation, and consequently judgments, have been 

impressionistic and anecdotal. 

Qutbah (1991) investigated the relationship between Qatar University students' perception of 

language instruction and achievement, on the one hand, and language use in their future careers, on the 

other. Qutbah (op cit: 241) used a questionnaire to collect the data of his study. He concluded that the 

students' academic motivation is lower than their enthusiasm for communicative English. Moreover, their 

motivation to do hard work is not satisfactory as they remain unaware of the importance of English for 

their future careers. The striking finding in this research is that most teachers' admit that motivation does 

not exist. Qutbah (op cit. 247) claimed that the final goal for those students is only to pass their exams. 

It is quite evident that the students of the University of Qatar were not being well equipped with 

the language required for their future careers (Al-Buainain et al, 2010). However, the situation may have 

changed at the present. Since 1998, the faculties of Engineering and Science have been giving instruction 

in content subjects in English. In addition, the faculty of Business Administration and Economics started 
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to do the same since the year 2000. This certainly gives a stronger motivation to learn English than at the 

time when Qutbah conducted his study. English is no longer another university subject.  

The Present Study 

The Aims of the Study 

 To explore (using quantitative methods) the use of English by graduates of Qatar University in the 

workplace. 

 To gain insights  into Qatar University graduates‟ needs and use of English in the workplace. 

The Significance of the Study 

The information and results will be of potential use in a number of areas. Specifically, the study 

can have the following benefits: 

 support the continuing development of responsive teaching and learning in English. 

 raise general awareness of the employment  prospects of Qatar University students. 

 bridge the gap between University English and graduate career opportunities. 

 Provides implications for shaping content of English courses to meet graduate empolyment needs 

and students expectations. 

The Research Questions 

The present study aims to find answers to the following questions: 

 How do the graduates of the University of Qatar assess their English language proficiency level in 

each language skill (reading, writing, listening, speaking, and translation)?  

 What are the work fields these graduates usually join? 
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 How do the demographic variables (sex, age, schooling, etc.) affect the graduates‟ EL needs and 

use in their jobs? 

 Which language domains are most used? 

 What are  the correlations between and among the uses of skills?  

 How could the EFL courses at the University of Qatar be developed, modified or adapted to cater 

of the students‟ future vocational needs? 

The Participants  

The sample consists of 644 employees who had finished their education in different faculties at 

the University of Qatar.  Within the frame of this investigation, a systematic control of variabes related 

to heterogeneity of the subjects was not feasible. It was not possible, for example, to control for 

socioeconomic or motivational and affective (psychological) variables or length of exposure in an 

English speaking environment. All subjects learnt English through specialized ESL instruction. Some of 

them who finished their higher studies had limited degrees  of exposure to English in a host-language 

environment.  From the responses to the questionnaire which was designed to determine the 

participants‟ background (age, sex, nationality, length of exposure to English in a host environment, 

faculty, higher studies, experience etc), the researchers were able to notice the following differences 

among the subjects: 

 

 

1) The participants are spanning a range of variety in age and linguistc competence etc. 
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2) Not all participants followed the same eductional programmes. However, we can assume that they 

had received the same type of ESL instruction and in general terms the same kind of exposure to English 

(in their classes).  

Although the group differs considerably both in language and local culture from  the English 

language and culture, the learners' exposure to/familiarity with Western language and culture through the  

media and other means has probably diminished this gap (i.e. cultural distance, Byram et al 1991) 

considerably. 

According to place of work the subjects could be divided as follows: 

      1.Qatar Companies: 119  ;    2.  Ministry of Education :  108 ;    3. Ministry of Interior: 96 

      4.   University of Qatar  :  90 ;    5.  Hamad Hospital: 70 ;     6. Bank Sector  :  37 (Qatar National 

Bank, Grand bank, HSBC Bank and Qatar Islamic  Bank) ;  7. Qatar TV & Radio: 32 

8. Ministry of Finance: 29 ;  9. Ministry of Accountant: 24;  10. Ministry of Foreign Affairs: 21 ;      

11.Qatar Telecommunication (Qtel): 18 ;  12. Qatar News Agency: 16  ; 

13. Emiri Dewan: 8 

The Data Collection Tool and its Reliability 

The Content and Structure of the Data Collection Tool.  A questionnaire was designed to collect 

the data. It consists of 30 questions. The questions are divided into 5 different parts.   

 Background information about the participants, e.g. age, type of school  attended, number of years 

of experience (Qs. 1-12) 

 Participants‟ self-valuation of  their level of proficiency in 5 different language skills: Reading, 

Writing, Speaking, Listening and Translation (Qs.13 & 14) 

 Needs for each of the above mentioned skills in the  workplace (Qs. 15- 21) 
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 Use of each of the above mentioned skills in  the workplace (Qs. 22- 29) 

 Qualtiative data  (Q. 30) 

The type of questions used varies from one area to another. In the background section, relevant 

options are given, e.g male and female. As for needs and use, a 5-scale frequency (extending from never 

to all the time) was given. Participants have to tick where appropriate. 

The  questionnaire was given to colleagues at the University  of Qatar for evaluation.  The 

conformity among the evaluators was 85 percent.  Few items were adjusted according to comments 

received from evaluators.  

Administration of the Questionnaire. The survey participants were contacted by The Centre of 

Documentation and Humanities Research. A total of completed 644  questionnaires or approximately 

64% of the distributed quesstionnaires were returned to The Centre. It should be noted here that there 

were 658 retured quesstionnareis but 14 of them were not completed.  

Data Treatment and Analysis. The data was coded and turned into dichotomous and numerical 

data as appropriate. Background information was tranformed into dichtomous data whereas the data on 

self-rating of the level of proficiency, needs, and use was transformed into numerical data.  The data was 

then submitted to statical analysis using SPSS version 11 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). 

The statistical techniques used include frequencies, reliability, analysis of variance, T-tests and Pearson 

correlation. The analysis was carried out by The Educational  Research Centre.  

In order to have comparisons of  needs and use on the different skills , the scores were computed 

in percentages. Therefore, all our results are presented in percentages. Percentages were used becauase 

the number of items on the areas investigated were not identical. Standardization of raw scores (i.e. 

converting raw scores into Z scores) was deemed unnecessary. Since Z scores are for comparisons 
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betwween different types of tests in the sense that each kind of test measures certain „skills‟. In our case 

the data are comparable (without the need for Z scores). 

Results and Discussion 

Overall Results.  

The participants‟  responses varied on : 

Time dimension:  (i.e. variability according to years of experience). Looking at the results we 

observe a considerable variation of the responses. 

Factors:  (i.e. Needs and Use).  

Skills: varibility according to the different skills, i.e. Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking.  

 Context/ Domain: varibility according to the various language domains, i.e. Dealing with Mail, 

Reports, Research, etc.  

Input : i.e. variability according to different schools. It is hypothesized that some variation among 

the participants seems to result from type of school attended.  

The Domains of English Language Use 

Language is not used in a vacuum. It is used in specific social, professional, or work situations. 

These situations of language use are referred to in this research as domains of language use. Each domain 

– by its requirements – may determine which skill is used. For example, a telephone conversation 

necessarily involves listening and speaking. However, a domain may involve more than one skill. Note 

taking, for example, involves listening and writing. In many cases, listening may imply (but not 

necessarily) the use of speaking. Therefore, a domain is investigated here with regard to the skills that it 

may require.  The domains and the skills investigated in this study are listed below.  

 Mail and Correspondence (reading, writing, translation) 
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 Reports (reading, writing, translation) 

 Memos (reading, writing, translation) 

 Research (reading, writing, translation) 

 Materials on computer (reading, writing) 

 Bills (reading) 

 Materials for training (reading, writing, speaking, listening, translation) 

 Purchasing and Selling (reading, writing, listening) 

 Accounts (reading, writing, translation)) 

 Notes (listening) 

 Meetings (listening and speaking) 

 Telephone conversations (listening) 

 Communication with customers (speaking, listening) 

 Communicating with other corporations (speaking, listening) 

 Communicating with foreign colleagues (speaking, listening) 

 Communicating with Arabic speaking colleagues (listening, speaking) 

 Participating in meetings and conferences (listening, translation) 

Use of Skills  

Overall Use 

Here we discuss and compare the extent to which each of the skills is used in the domains stated 

above. The results are in the form of frequency tables (the number of times a value occurs) and 

percentages of occurrence of each skill in each domain. The expected number of occurrences is 644 for 

each frequency of use. Frequency of use extends from 0 to100 percent of the time. The assumption is that 
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every skill will occur for each frequency of use. So, each frequency of use (e.g. "never" (zero use), 

"always" (100 % use) includes the instances of the occurrences of this frequency.  

Statistically, frequency can refer to the number of occurrences of a given item for a single subject 

or for the whole sample of subjects, or to how often this item is used by a single subject or by all the 

subjects. For example, 50 subjects may report that they read English stuff when they work on the 

computer. This is a frequency of occurrence. However, they may read in English only occasionally but 

most of the time they read materials in Arabic language. This is what we mean by frequency of use. 

Therefore, this study does not only investigate whether a skill is ever used, but it also gives quantitative 

statistics of how often a skill is used. In this study, the term occurrence is used to refer to the number of 

cases in which a skill is used whereas frequency is used to refer to how often a skill is used along a scale 

extending from “never” to „usually”. 

Percentage of the Occurrence of Each Skill 

 Table (1) gives detailed statistics of the percentage of the use of the five skills by the total 

number of participants. Each figure in the following table answers this question: How many participants 

use a certain skill and how often do they use it? 

 

 

 

 

Table (1): Percentage of the Occurrence of Language Skills 
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 READING WRITING SPEAKING LISTENING TRANSLATION 

0 

Valid 

8.2 8.4 8.4 8.5 10.7 

Never 9 8.5 8.2 10.2 19.3 

Rarely 15.2 16.9 14.1 15.2 23.3 

Sometimes 13.8 17.2 18.6 20.0 20 

Usually 22.8 19.9 21.9 21.0 13.5 

Always 30.9 29.9 28.9 25.0 13.4 

 

One main result is that the valid cases are above 90% of the total number of the participants of the 

study except translation, which has 89.3% valid cases. This shows the importance and relevance of each 

skill to work. The percentage of the general use of each skill shows clearly that all the skills are almost 

equally used except translation. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening are used "sometimes", "usually" 

or "always" by an average of 66 % of the participants. These four skills are "always" used by at least a 

quarter of the participants. Speaking is the most used of all the skills. Translation, on the other hand, is 

used by only 46.9% within the range from “sometimes" to “always”.      

A small proportion of the participants (8%, approximately) "never" read, write in, or listen to 

English. Quite a larger proportion (19.3%) of the participants “never” uses translation. In addition, 23.3% 

of the participants "rarely" translate from Arabic into English and vice versa in their work. About a 

quarter of the participants "never" or "rarely" reads and writes in English.  The combined percentage of 

the participants who "never" listen to materials in English and those who "rarely" do so is 25.4%.   In 

addition, speaking has the highest percentage of use within the range of the frequency from „sometimes‟ 
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to “always”. The implication of these figures is that although English is largely used in public service, 

skills do not occur in the same frequency.  

What is the correlation between these skills like? Is the correlation between these skills significant 

or not?  Table (2) contains the correlation coefficient of each two skills. The skills were repeated and 

reused in analysis to consider all the possible pairs. Spearman's rho was the calculated for each pair. 

Spearman's rho is a rank-order correlation coefficient which measures association at the ordinal level. 

This is a nonparametric version of the Pearson correlation based on the ranks of the data rather than the 

actual values. 

Table (2): Correlations of Skills 

 READING WRITING SPEAKING LISTENING TRANSLATION 

Reading  .720* .626* .660* .624* 

Writing .720*  .616* .574* .608* 

Speaking .628* .616*  .710* .626* 

Listening .660* .574* .710*  .679 

Translation .624* .608* .626* .679*  

 

The asterisk indicates that the value is significant at .05 level. As can be seen from the correlation 

coefficients (rho), all the pairs (skills) positively correlate with each other. In other words, the skills are 

linearly related. This simply means that the use of one is more likely to be accompanied by the use of the 

other. Reading-writing and listening-speaking have the highest linear association than the other pairs. 

 

Where Do the Occurrences Cluster? 
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In this part, the frequencies of use are compared and contrasted to give an overall picture of the 

number of occurrences in each frequency. Table (3) and figure (1) display the mean of the number of the 

occurrences of each frequency.  

Table (3) and figure (1):  The Cases and Mean of the Number of the Occurrences   of Each 

Frequency of Use 

The Number of Cases for Each Frequency

Never

Rarely

Sometimes
Always

Usually

0

50

100

150

200

Frequencies

   
   

   
   

  C
as

es

Number of

OCCURRENCES

57 89 166 159 173

Never Rarely Sometimes Always Usually

 

Mean 5.68 9.81 12.82 18.37 20.68 

 

Only 57 participants reported that they "never" use English in their workplace. This constitutes a 

small percentage (8.85%) of the total number of participants.  The combined number of the participants 

who use English within the high frequency from “sometimes‟ to “always” are 498 (77.32%). A small 

number (89) "rarely" use English. This clearly indicates that most of the occurrences cluster within the 

higher range of frequency (sometimes-always).  

Are these differences statistically significant? What is most important here is whether English is 

"always" used significantly more than other frequencies. The results of Levene test of homogeneity for 
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variance show that the significance value (.000) is smaller than .05. Multiple comparisons using Dunnett 

C show that English is significantly used more at the highest frequency (always)  than at the other 

frequencies. The differences between the use of English all the time (always) and the use of English in 

other frequencies are significant at .05 (see Table 4). 

 Table (4): Multiple Comparisons of the Frequencies 

Pairs MEAN 

DIFFERENCE (1-2) 

Usually (1) vs. Never (2) 14.99* 

Usually  (1) vs. Rarely (2) 10.87* 

Usually (1)  vs. Sometimes (2) 7.86* 

Usually (1)  vs. Always (2) 2.31* 

 

   * = the difference between the means is significant at .05 

This, however, is a general picture. It neither shows within-group variations nor where (in which 

domain) each skill is used. Are the skills equally used in all domains? This question will be answered in 

the following sections. 

Interim Summary 

The results have shown that English is extensively (across the whole sample of participants in 

different jobs) and intensively (at a high frequency) used. All the skills of language (reading, writing, 

listening, speaking, and translation) are used in the workplace by the majority of the sample. In addition, 

the use of one skill seems to entail the use of other skills. However, reading-writing and listening-

speaking seem to have a stronger linear relationship than the other pairs of skills. 
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Interaction of Independent Variables with the Use of English  

 In this subsection, the interaction of the independent variables with the use of English will be 

examined. The independent variables include job, type of school, and gender, experience, and age.   

Types of Jobs and the Use of English. How does the type of job determine the amount of the use 

of English? Table (5) shows the mean of the occurrences of the use of English for each job type. Are 

there any variations among the participants vis-à-vis their job? The assumption is that not all jobs 

necessarily require the use of English.  

Table (5): The Use of English by Different Job-based Groups 

JOB N MEAN STD DEVIATION 

Engineers 40 20.70 4.21 

Computer 

technicians 

13 20 5.08 

Lab keepers 3 20 2.65 

Typists 20 18.70 4.57 

Lab technicians 53 18 5.19 

Interpreters 3 16 1.73 

Administrators 139 14.59 5.87 

Other 294 14.3 7.85 

Accountants 42 13.9 6.91 

Secretaries 33 13.33 6.82 

Pharmacologists 4 11 8.52 
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It should be noted that the number of the participants who are lab keepers (3), interpreters (3), and 

pharmacologists (4) is too small to allow for generalizations about the populations these samples 

represent. Therefore, what will be said about these small groups must not be given more weight than it 

deserves. What does the mean in this table represent? The maximum expected value – which means full 

use of the English at the highest frequency - is 25 for each individual. The further the mean from this 

point is, the lower the use of English. The means are ordered from the highest to the lowest. 

Pharmacologists are at the bottom of the list. This simply means that English is used the least by this 

group compared to the other groups. Engineers, lab keepers, computer technicians, typists, and lab 

technicians scored a high mean of 18 and above. Engineers use English the most (mean = 20.7).  

Although pharmacologists form a small group, they showed the lowest degree of group 

homogeneity (Std = 8.52). Their responses are dispersed from 0 (minimum value occurred) to 25 

(maximum value occurred). This gives another reason for not considering the statistics for this sample as 

representative of the population of pharmacologists. Interpreters have the highest degree of group 

homogeneity (Std = 1.73). Their responses vary from 15 (minimum) to 18 (maximum). This could be a 

statistical artifact resulting from the small size of the group. Of the three top jobs, lab keepers form the 

most homogeneous group (Std = 2.65). Although engineers use English the most, the means of their 

responses relatively stretch over a wide range extending from 0 to 25. 

Are these differences among job-based groups statistically significant? LSD multiple comparisons 

test was used to assess the significance of these differences. The results are shown in table (6). It must be 

stated that the method used (in which means are reused several times in different comparisons) has a 

limitation.  The more times a mean gets compared with others in repeated statistical tests, the more 

chances it has to come out as significantly different just by chance, not reflecting a real population 

difference.  
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In table (6), the minus sign (-) indicates that the mean of the group in question is lower than the 

mean of the other group. For example, the first group compared is Lab technicians vs. secretaries. The 

mean group lab technicians is different from the mean group of secretaries by 4.57. This means that the 

mean group of lab technicians is higher more than the mean group of secretaries 4.57.  Only the 

significant differences have been included in the table.  

Lab technicians use English significantly more than secretaries (F = .021 < .05), pharmacologists 

(F = .048 < .05), administrators (F = .022 < .05), and accountants (F = .004 < .05).  However, they use 

less English than engineers, computer technicians, and lab technicians. The mean of the secretaries‟ 

group is significantly lower than that of engineers (F = .000 < .05), typists (F = .006 < .05), and lab 

technicians (F = .003 < .05). Secretaries use less English than all the other groups except the 

pharmacologists.  Pharmacologists, on the other hand, use less English than all the other groups as seen 

in the negative mean differences. However, only two groups use significantly more English than this 

group. These are engineers (F = .000 < .05) and computer technicians (F = .021 < .05).  

The group mean of engineers is higher than that of any other group. However, the differences 

between this group and each of the other groups are not all significant. Only three of them are significant. 

These include engineers-secretaries (F = .000 < .05), engineers-administrators (F = .000 < .05), and 

engineers-pharmacologists (F = .007 < .05).    

 

 

Table (6): Multiple Comparisons of the Means of Job-based Groups 

GROUPS COMPARED  MEAN SIGNIFICANCE AT 
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DIFFERENCE .05  

Lab technicians vs. other 

groups 

  

Lab technicians vs. secretaries 4.57* .002 

Lab technicians vs. 

pharmacologists 

7.00* .048 

Lab technicians vs. other 3.70* .000 

Lab technicians vs. 

administrators 

3.41* .022 

Lab technicians vs. accountants 4.100* .004 

Secretaries vs. other groups   

Secretaries vs. engineers -7.37* .000 

Secretaries vs. Typists -5.37* .006 

Secretaries vs. lab technicians -6.67* .003 

Pharmacologists vs. other 

groups 

  

Pharmacologists vs. engineers -9.707* .007 

Pharmacologists vs. computer 

technicians 

-9.00* .021 

“Other’’ Jobs vs. other 

groups 

  

“Other‟‟ Jobs vs. engineers -6.40* .000 



Al-Buainain ,  Hassan & Madani                                                                    Use of English by Graduates 

 

Arab World English Journal                                                                                 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                   www.awej.org  

158 

 

“Other‟‟ Jobs vs. typists -4.40* .005 

“Other‟‟ Jobs vs. computer 

technicians 

-5.701* .003 

Engineers vs. other groups   

Engineers vs. administrators 6.11* .000 

Engineers vs. accountants 6.80* .000 

Administrators vs. other 

groups 

  

Administrators vs. typists -4.11* .012 

Administrators vs. lab keepers -5.41 .173 

Administrators vs. computer 

technicians 

-5.41* .006 

Typists vs. other groups   

Typists vs. Accountants 4.80* .010 

Computer technicians vs. 

other groups 

  

Computer technicians vs. 

accountants  

6.10* .005 

 

* = the difference between the means is significant at .05 

Administrators use English less than engineers, lab keepers, computer technicians, typists, lab 

technicians, and interpreters. This group is significantly different lab technicians (F = .033 < .05), 
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engineers (F = .000 < .05), typists (F = .012 < .05), and computer technicians (F = .006 < .05). 

Administrators use English relatively more – but not statistically significant - than secretaries, 

accountants, and pharmacologists. 

The mean group of typists is significantly higher than the mean group of secretaries (F = .006 < 

.05) and administrators (F = .017 < .05). 

To summarize, 20 pairs were found to be significantly different out of 36 discrete pairs. 

Therefore, we can conclude that the type of job has a significant influence on the extent English is used. 

The results showed that engineers, lab keepers, computer technicians, and typists use English the most. A 

plausible question to ask here is whether this frequent use of English is determined by job or the type per 

se or the nature of the materials used. These participants may deal with English because it is the language 

of incoming information and products. This may explain the big difference between these groups and the 

other groups.  

The Interaction of Type of School with the Use of English. Does the type of school attended affect 

the frequency of the use of English? Four types of schools were included in this investigation: 

government schools, private school, language institutes/centers, and foreign schools. The mean of the 

occurrences of the use of English in the data, together with standard deviation, is shown in table (7) for 

each type of school. The schools are rank ordered in terms of the size of the mean with the exception of 

the missing cases (0) and "other". 

 

 

 

Table (7): Types of School and the Use of English 
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TYPE OF SCHOOL N MEAN OF USE STD DEVIATION 

                            0  

Valid 

50 4.88 1.11 

Other 31 18.48 7.3 

Private schools 10 18.40 5.50 

Language institutes 68 17.50 5.58 

Foreign schools 

abroad 

39 17.31 6.79 

Government schools 446 15.6 6.31 

 

The figures in table (7) show clearly that the graduates of private schools have the highest mean 

whereas the graduates of government schools have the lowest mean. Graduates of foreign schools and 

those who attended language courses at language institutes have similar means. All the groups show a 

relatively low degree of group homogeneity as can be concluded from the high values of standard 

deviation. This may indicate that the frequency of use of English varies considerably within each group.   

Are these differences between the means of school-based groups statistically significant? Multiple 

comparisons tests were conducted using LSD (Table 8).  

 

 

 

Table (8): The Significance of the Difference between Pairs of School-based Groups 
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GROUPS COMPARED MEAN 

DIFFERENCE 

SIGNIFICANCE 

AT .05 LEVEL 

Government schools vs. other groups   

Government schools vs. private schools -2.80 .168 

Government schools vs. language 

institutes 

-1.90* .022 

Government schools vs. foreign schools -1.71 .107 

Private schools vs. other groups   

Private schools vs. language institutes .90 .576 

Private schools vs. foreign schools 1.09 .627 

Language institutes vs. other groups   

Language institutes vs. foreign schools .19 .880 

 

Only one pair has significant difference. The mean of occurrences of language use of the 

graduates of government schools is significantly lower than that of those who attended language 

institutes (F = .022). The other groups comprising each of the other pairs are not significantly different. 

This indicates a marginal effect of type of school on the extent English is used. The significant difference 

between these school-based groups is in the level of competence (quality of language use – so to speak) 

and not in the extent of the use of language. The reason for this is that the need for using the language is 

similar for all the groups, (Al-Buainain  et al. 2010). 

Gender Factor. Thus far, we have seen that job-based groups show, generally significant 

differences whereas school-based groups do not. In this section, the gender factor is considered. Table (9) 
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contains the number of females and males, the mean of their use of English, and the standard deviation of 

these means. 

Table (9): The Difference in the Use of English between Males and Females 

Sex type N Mean Std 

Males 295 16.66 6.38 

females 349 14.07 7.39 

 

Males use English slightly more than Females.  Is this difference related to gender differences or 

other factors?  The data we have does not allow us to conclusively answer this question. 

Years of Experience. The study includes five experience-based groups according to number of 

years:  1-4 years, 5-8 years, 10-15 years, 15-19 years, and 20-25 years. The mean of use of English for 

each group is shown in table (10). 

Table (10): The Use of English by Different Experience-based Groups 

Groups N Mean Std 

1-4 years 258 16.01 7.03 

5-9 years 136 16.82 6.88 

10-14 years 116 14.16 7.16 

15-19 years 87 14.22 6.76 

20-25 years 48 16.57 7.31 

Total 644   
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The participants who have 1-4 years experience form 40.06% of the total number of participants. 

The participants who have 5-9 years experience have the highest mean of language use. However, there is 

a wide range of within-group variation as the high standard deviation indicates. Are these differences 

between the groups statistically significant? Multiple tests of comparisons were performed to determine 

this. Table (11) includes the results of these comparisons. Table (11) displays the result of the Levene test 

for homogeneity of variances among experience-based groups. 

Table (11): The Significance of the Difference between Pairs of Experience-based Groups 

GROUPS COMPARED MEAN 

DIFFERENCE 

SIGNIFICANCE 

AT .05 LEVEL 

1-4 years vs. other groups   

5-9 years -1.81 .015 

10-14 years .84 .282 

15-19 years .79 ..364 

20-25 years -1.66 .133 

5-9 years vs. other groups   

1-4 years 1.81 .015 

10-14 years 2.68 .003 

15-19 years 2.60 .007 

20-25 years .14 .895 

10-14 years vs. other groups   

1-4 years -.84 .282 



Al-Buainain ,  Hassan & Madani                                                                    Use of English by Graduates 

 

Arab World English Journal                                                                                 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                                   www.awej.org  

164 

 

5-9 years -2.56 .003 

15-19 years -5.46E-03 .956 

20-25 years -2.50 .038 

15-19 years vs. other groups   

1-4 years -.79 .364 

5-9 years -2.50 .007 

10-14 years -5.46E-03 .956 

20-25 years -2.45 .052 

20-25 years vs. other groups   

1-4 years 1.56 .133 

5-9 years -.16 .895 

10-14 years 2.50 .038 

15-19 years 2.45 .052 

 

The statistics in table (11) show that the pairs that have significant differences are 1-4 years vs. 5-

9 years, 5-9 years vs.10-14 years, 5-9 years vs. 15-19 years, and 10-14 years vs. 20-25 years. Participants 

who have 20-25 years of experience are not significantly different from those who 1-4 years experience. 

This result shows that years of experience do not seem to have a strong effect on the amount and 

frequency of use of English. The participants who have 10-14 years experience use English significantly 

less than those who have less experience (5-9 years). In addition, the participants who have 15-19 years 

experience use significantly less English than some of those who have less experience (5-9 years). The 
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participants who have the least experience (1-4 years) use English more than some of those who have 

more experience (10-14 years and 15-19 years). 

These results show that there is no systematic relationship between years of experience and the 

amount and frequency of use of English. So, the variations in the use of English among the participants 

seem to result from other factors. So far, only type of job has been found to affect the rate and frequency 

of use. This gives a strong indication that the amount of English used in the workplace does not seem to 

be determined by personal factors. It is, rather, the result of job requirement. 

Age Factor. In this section, the age factor will be investigated. The participants are divided into 

four age groups: 20-29 year olds, 30-39 year olds, 40-49 year olds, and 50+ year olds. As can be seen in 

table (12), the majority of the participants fall below 40 years of age. About 45% of the participants are 

below the age of 30. 

Table (12): The Use of English by Different Age groups 

Groups N Mean Std 

20-29 year olds 290 15.66 6.68 

30-39 year olds 246 14.28 7.37 

40-49 year olds 97 15.76 7.38 

50+year olds 11 16.64 5.97 

 

It seems that there is a systematic proportional relationship between age and the use of English. 

The older the employee, the more likely he/she uses relatively more English. Table (12) shows that the 

oldest participants (50+ year olds) have the highest mean. However, 30-39 year olds use English less than 
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20-29 year olds. Another finding is that there is, generally, a relatively high degree of within-group 

variation.  

The differences between groups are not all statistically significant. Table (13) contains the 

significance value at .05 for each pair.  

Table (13): The Significance of the Difference between Pairs of Age Groups 

GROUPS COMPARED MEAN 

DIFFEREN

CE 

SIGNIFICANCE AT .05 

LEVEL 

20-29 year olds vs. other groups   

30-39 year olds 1.58* .010 

40-49 year olds 9.57E-02 .908 

50+ year olds -.78 .719 

30-39 year olds vs. other groups   

20-29 year olds -1.58* .010 

40-49 year olds -1.49 .078 

50+ year olds -2.36 .277 

40-49 year olds vs. other groups   

20-29 year olds 9.57E-02 .908 

30-39 year olds 1.49 .78 

50+ year olds -.87 .696 

50+ year olds vs. other groups   
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20-29 year olds .78 .719 

30-39 year olds 2.36 .277 

40-49 year olds .87 .696 

 

The only pair that has a significant difference is 20-29 year old vs.30-39 year olds. This result is 

an indication that age may not have a significant role in the use of English. Although the slightly 

increasing use of English with age cannot be overlooked,  we could not establish a trend from the results. 

Domains of Language Use 

Here we will consider the frequency and percentage of the use of each skill in each domain. The 

approach adopted in the presentation of the results is both descriptive and comparative. That is, we will 

report the results of the use of each skill in detail in comparison to other skills in the same domain. This 

section is divided into the same domains stated above. 

Dealing with Mail. The skills of reading, writing and translation were investigated in relation to 

dealing with mail and correspondence. It is obvious that listening and speaking are not included here 

because we are dealing with written material. 

 Table (14): The use of English in Dealing with Mail and Correspondence 

 READING WRITING TRANSLATION 

            0 

Valid 

10.7 13.4 13.5 

Never 17.7 24.4 25.5 

Rarely 14.3 12.4 22.5 
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Sometimes 15.5 14.0 19.9 

Usually 17.1 13.5 11.6 

Always 24.7 21.3 7.0 

 

The figures in Table (14) show that there are fewer people who write memos than those who read 

them. Forty one percent of the participants read mail "usually" or "always" while only 34.8% write letters 

within the same frequency. In contrast, only 18.6% use translation all or almost all of the time.   

Reports. Reports are printed material. Therefore, only reading, writing, and translation have been 

included in this study. Table (15) includes the percentage of the occurrence of a range of frequencies of 

use for these skills. 

Table (15): The Percentage of the Occurrence of the Use of English in Dealing with Reports 

 READING WRITING TRANSLATION 

               0 

Valid  

10.7 12.0 12.7 

Never 17.5 26.3 29.7 

Rarely 14 12.7 28 

Sometimes 14 13.5 16.8 

Usually 18.8 13 11.3 

Always 25.2 22.5 6.5 

 

The number of the participants who reported that they read reports in English is greater than that 

of those who reported that they used writing. 58% claimed that they read reports in English "sometime'", 
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"usually" or "always" whereas only 49% write reports in English within this high frequency. In contrast, 

one-third reported that they "never" use translation and another one-third claimed that they "rarely" 

translate reports. Another striking difference between these three skills is that only 6.5 % of the 

participants reported that they "always" use translation. Reading reports, in contrast, is "always" 

performed by a quarter of the participants.  

These results are not surprising given the fact that most of the jobs included in the analysis do not 

require translation as a major activity.  A typist‟s or a lab technician‟s job, for example, does not require 

translation. If they do, it is an occasional activity.  

Dealing with Memoranda. The frequency of the use of English in dealing with memoranda is 

tabulated below.  

As can be seen, this research deals with written messages. As a result, only the skills of reading, 

writing, and translation are included in the analysis. 

Table (16): The Frequency of Using English in Dealing with Memoranda 

 READING WRITING TRANSLATION 

Valid 0 11.3 12.6 13.8 

Never 20.7 29 32 

Rarely 15.5 14.5 21.7 

Sometimes 12.7 13.2 16.1 

Usually 16 11.3 9.6 

Always 23.8 19.3 6.7 
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The frequency of using English in dealing with memoranda is similar to that of dealing with 

reports and mail. Translation is less frequently used than reading and writing. About a third of the 

participants "never" use translation. Slightly more than half of the participants (52.7) fall in the lower 

range of frequency ("never" and "rarely").  Writing memos in English is not significantly different from 

the use of translation; 43.5% of the participants fall in the lower range of frequency. In contrast, only a 

third, approximately, "never" or "rarely" read memos in English. At the highest end of the frequency 

(sometimes-always), about half of the participants reported that they read memos in English whereas only 

one-third use translation. The number of the participants who reported that they write memos in English 

is smaller than the number of the participants who read memos in English, but it is more than those who 

translate. Why are there fewer participants writing memos in English than those who read memos written 

in English? The answer is simple. The people who write memos are those who lead teams. A member in 

a team may "rarely" write a memo. 

Research. The skills included here are reading, writing, and translation. The percentage of the 

occurrence of the use of each of these skills is given in table (17). 

Table (17): The Frequency of the Use of English in Research 

 READING WRITING TRANSLATION 

0 

Valid 

13.0 15.1 14.9 

Never 21.4 29.2 35.2 

Rarely 14.4 15.2 22.7 

Sometimes 15.4 11.5 13.4 

Usually 14.1 10.4 8.2 
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Always 21.6 18.5 5.6 

 

One of the essential findings is that a high proportion of the participants left the question on this 

part unanswered (invalid cases). This is an indication of the irrelevance of this domain to these 

participants. About half of the participants reported that they read research in English at varying 

frequencies extending from "sometimes" to "always". In contrast, slightly more than half the population 

of the participants (57.9%) does not use translation in research whereas slightly less than half of the 

participants (44.4%) write research in English. A small proportion of the participants (27.2%) use 

translation at a high frequency (sometimes-always) compared to the occurrence of reading research in 

English (51.1%). Writing research in English is less frequently used than reading research written in 

English. This picture is natural as the frequency of reading research is usually higher than writing 

research.   

 Accounts.  

Table (18): The Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of   English in Accounts 

 READING WRITING TRANSLATION 

           0 

Valid  

13.8 14.6 15.5 

Never 25 32.8 37.7 

Rarely 15.2 14.4 20.2 

Sometimes 13.7 12.3 14.8 

Usually 12.2 9.9 6.7 

Always 20 16 5.1 
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A higher percentage of the participants than for writing research left this unanswered. As with 

research, translation is the least used of the three skills; 57.9% of the participants fall within the lowest 

frequency range (never-rarely).  In contrast, 40% of the participants read accounts in English and 47.2 % 

write accounts in English within the same low frequency range. As can be seen, English is the least used 

in accounts of all the other domains discussed so far. 45.9% of the participants read accounts in English 

at the high range frequency (sometimes-always).  In contrast, 51.1% of the participants read research, 

52.5% read memos, and 58.3 % read mail in English within the same high range frequency. A small 

number of participants (37.3%) reported that they write accounts in English compared with those who 

write memos (43.8%), letters (44.8%), and research (40.4) in English.  

These statistics are, however, misleading because the frequency for each skill is calculated out of 

the expected frequency for the total number of participants. Accounting is a specialized area that is 

practiced by accountants. The inclusion of participants other than accountants will certainly lower the 

percentage of the frequency for this domain. The frequency of the use of accounting by lab technicians, 

computer technicians, interpreters, and general administrators is certainly low because this activity is not 

usually within their day-to-day job.  Therefore, it will be more illuminating to study the use of English by 

this group by considering the number of individuals in this subgroup and excluding the other groups. 

Table (19) shows the means for the need, self-rated competence, and use of English by accountants. 

Table (19): The Mean of Need for English, Competence, and Use of English by Accountants 

 COMPETENCE NEED USE 
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Mean 

 

13.57 

 

15.10 

 

13.9 

 

Accountants‟ need for English in their work is low. Therefore, it is not surprising that English is 

not frequently used in this domain. 

Materials on Computer. This domain involves reading and writing. The results of this domain are 

summarized in table (20). 

Table (20): The Percentage of the Frequency of  the Use of English in Computer Work 

 READING WRITING 

Valid 0 12.4 13.5 

Never 16.6 24.5 

Rarely 11.6 11.2 

Sometimes 14.4 11.5 

Usually 17.2 13.8 

Always 27.6 25.5 

 

About half of the participants (50.8) claimed that they "sometimes", "usually" or "always" write 

in English when they work on computer. Within the same range of frequency, 59.2 % read computer 

material in English. One quarter, approximately, of the participants do not write in English when working 

on computer. In contrast, only 16.6% "never" read computer material in English. Table (21) gives a 

detailed picture of computer scientists' needs and use of English. This table displays the mean, lower and 
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upper bounds of mean, minimum, and maximum values of need and use of English by computer 

technicians. 

 

 

Table (21): Descriptive Statistics of the Need and Actual Use of English by Computer Technicians 

 MEAN 

MEAN 

LOWER 

BOUND 

MEAN 

UPPER 

BOUND 

MINIMUM 

MAXIMU

M 

STD 

Need 20.08 18.08 22.07 15 24 3.3 

Use 20 16.93 23.07 9 25 5.08 

 

These figures indicate that computer scientists have a great need for English. The difference 

between the mean and the maximum value is small indicating little variation among the members of the 

group. Std of the values of "need" is smaller than that of "use". This indicates higher group homogeneity 

in language needs than language use. This difference in within-group variation between needs and use is 

also reflected in the minimum and maximum values for each; the difference between the minimum and 

maximum values for need is 24 – 15 = 9 whereas that of use is 9 – 25 = 16. This indicates that the 

responses of the computer technicians for language use vary across a wider range of values than those for 

need. Therefore, the mean of language need scores is a more valid representative of the group than that of 

use. 

Bills. The domain of dealing with bills includes only reading. Table (22) presents the percentage 

of the frequency of reading bills in English. 
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 Table (22): The Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of   Reading Bills Written in English         

 READING 

0 

Valid 

14.8 

Never 25.3 

Rarely 14.1 

Sometimes 14.4 

Usually 12.7 

Always 18.8 

 

The figures above show that a considerable percentage of participants (45.9 %) read bills in 

English at a high frequency (sometimes-always). A quarter of the participants reported that they "never" 

read bills in English.  

Materials for Training. Training is a domain that involves all language skills (reading, writing, 

listening, speaking, and translation). The results of the use of English in training are presented in table 

(23).  

 Table (23): Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of English in Training 

 Reading Writing Listening Speaking Translation 
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Valid 0 15.1 15.7 14.1 15.4 15.5 

Never 24.4 15.7 25.3 26.4 32.2 

Rarely 12.7 29.8 14.1 18.3 21.3 

Sometimes 15.1 14.3 16.1 19.9 16.5 

Usually 13.2 12.3 11.6 10.6 8.1 

Always 19.6 10.7 18.6 9.9 5.4 

 

47.9% of the participants read English material in English for training at a high frequency range 

(sometimes-always). A similar number uses listening (46.4%) within the same frequency range. Writing 

and translation are the least used. Speaking occurs in a relatively low percentage compared to reading and 

listening. However, about a quarter of the participants reported that they "never" use reading and 

listening. Writing is "sometimes", "usually", or "always" used in training by 37% of the participants. 

32.2% "never" use translation in training.  The general picture that emerges from these figures is that it 

seems that receptive skills (reading and listening) are used more than productive skills (writing and 

speaking).  

Although the percentage of the frequency of the use of English is relatively high across the 

sample of the participants, it is not as high as expected given the fact that training involves active 

participation (writing notes, asking questions, listening to others, and reading, etc.).  One possible answer 

to this is the relatively low need for the English language in training. Another explanation is that many of 

the training sessions may be held in Arabic. The data collected for this survey is holistic in nature. No 

data was collected specifically on the needs for each domain.  Therefore, it is difficult to assess the extent 

of the use of English in training.  
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Purchasing and Selling. The skills included for this domain are reading, writing, and listening. 

The percentages of the frequency of the use of these skills are in table (24). 

 

 

 

Table (24): Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of English in Purchasing and Selling 

 Reading Writing Listening 

             0 

Valid 

16 17.1 17.1 

Never 30.9 34 32.5 

Rarely 13.8 13.5 11.2 

Sometimes 10.9 10.6 12.6 

Usually 11.3 8.9 11.6 

Always 17.1 16 15.5 

 

The frequency of reading in purchasing and selling is relatively low compared to reading in other 

domains.  30.9% of the participants "never" use reading in this domain. This percentage, together with 

the instances of "rare" use of reading, makes 44.7%. A few participants use reading "sometimes", 

"usually" or "always". Writing is the least used. 34% "never" use writing in this domain and only 21.1%  

claimed that they "sometimes", "usually" or "always". use writing in English.   Listening is "sometimes", 

"usually" or "always" by 39.7% of the participants. This percentage is slightly higher than the use of 
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reading.  However, one third of the participants reported that they "never" use listening in Purchasing and 

Selling.  

Meetings. Meetings form a communicative domain that may involve all language skills. In this 

study, only listening and speaking are included. The aim is to explore if civil servants need English to 

function adequately in meetings. The results of language use in this domain are summarized in table (25).  

 

Table (25): Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of  English in Meetings 

 Speaking Listening 

                     0 

Valid  

11.8 12.6 

Never 20 17.1 

Rarely 13.4 13.5 

Sometimes 16.6 17.4 

Usually 16.1 17.1 

Always 23.1 22.4 

 

The figures in Table (25) clearly indicate that English is used in meetings and conferences. 55.8 

instances of speaking occur within the high range of use that extends from "sometimes" to "always". 

Listening is used in a similar frequency (56.8%) within the same range. A small percentage "never" uses 

these skills in this domain. 

Communicating with Customers and Other Corporations.  In this section, we will include the 

domains of communicating with customers and communicating with other corporations.  The reason 
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behind this is to investigate the extent of the use of English in communication with the outside world. 

Tables (26) and (27) present the percentages of the use of speaking and listening, respectively. 

 

 

 

Table (26): Percentage of the Frequency of Speaking in Communicating with Customers and Other 

Corporations 

 Communicating with 

customers 

Communicating with other 

corporations. 

0 

Valid 

13 13.5 

Never 16 15.8 

Rarely 15.8 15.8 

Sometimes 18.5 20.7 

Usually 17.2 16.6 

Always 18.4 17.5 

 

The statistics in table (26) give a strong indication that English is used with a high frequency in 

both communicating with customers and other corporations. A glance at these figures shows that 

speaking is used almost equally frequently in these two domains. The percentage of the frequency of the 

use speaking within the range from "sometimes" to "always" is 54.1% when communicating with 

customers and it is 54.8 % when communicating with other corporations. Only 15 % of the participants 

"never" speak in English and 15.8% "rarely" do so with customers and other corporations in English. 
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All this is an indication that English is a reality in everyday communication with both customers 

and other corporations. Table (27) displays the percentages of the frequency of the use of listening in the 

same domains. 

 

Table (27): Percentage of the Frequency of Listening in Communicating with Customers and Other 

Corporations  

 Communicating with 

customers 

Communicating with other 

corporations  

                0 

Valid  

11.8 12.6 

Never 16.8 17.2 

Rarely 16.1 16.6 

Sometimes 18.3 20.7 

Usually 18.3 14.9 

Always 18.6 18 

 

So far, we have discussed the use of speaking. Listening is the other side of the coin. The results 

in table (27) reflect a trend similar to that which we have seen in table (26).  55.2 % of the participants 

"sometimes', "usually" or "always" listen to customers speaking in English. A similar percentage (53.6%) 

of participants listens to individuals from other corporations speaking in English. Only a small number of 

participants "never" engage in listening to. These are likely to be the same persons who reported that they 

"never" engage in the activity of speaking in English with customers and other corporations.  
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Communicating with Co-workers. For the purpose of this research, co-workers are categorized 

into Arabic speaking and non-Arabic speaking. The results are shown in two tables: one for listening and 

the other for speaking. 

 

Table (28): Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of Speaking in Communicating with Co-

workers   

 

Communicating 

with  Arabic 

speaking co-workers 

Communicating 

with non-Arabic 

speaking   co-

workers 

0 

Valid 

14.3 11.8 

Never 26.4 18.5 

Rarely 18.3 13.8 

Sometimes 19.9 15.8 

Usually 10.5 16.3 

Always 9.9 22.8 

 

The inside communication also shows that English is used even among Arabic speaking 

employees for the purpose of work. However, there is a clear difference in the percentage of speaking 

depending on whether the participants in the communicative situation are both Arabic speaking or 

including both Arabic-speaking and non-Arabic speaking individuals. English is "never" used when the 

participants are Arabic speaking in 26.6% of the cases. Only 9.9% indicate that they "always" speak in 
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English with Arabic speaking co-workers whereas 22.8% reported that they "always" speak in English 

with non-Arabic speaking co-workers. A high percentage of speaking (41.3) in English with Arabic 

speaking co-workers occurs within the range of 'sometimes" to "always". On the other hand, the 

percentage of speaking with non-Arabic speaking co-workers is 54.9%.   

Table (29): Percentage of the Frequency of the Use of Listening in Communicating with Co-

workers   

 

Communicating with 

Arabic speaking co-

workers 

Communicating with 

non-Arabic speaking   co-

workers 

0 

Valid 

11.3 13.2 

Never 26.4 18.2 

Rarely 18 15.4 

Sometimes 19.9 15.1 

Usually 12.1 18.1 

Always 10.4 23.9 

 

Listening is used with a frequency similar to speaking in communicating with both Arabic 

speaking and non-Arabic speaking co-workers. This is not surprising because speaking entails listening 

and vice versa in most natural communicative situations. 

 

Conclusion 
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The result shows that English in all its skills is used extensively in civil service. It is also evident 

that these skills correlate with each other. In addition, English is used at a high frequency. The statistics 

have proved that the type of job affect the extent and the frequency of English use. It is also proved that 

the language skills, although extensively used, vary significantly. Furthermore, the use of skills varies 

from one domain to another. In other words, not all the skills are used at the same rate in all 

communicative situations.  

However, the results concerning the job-based group may not apply to the populations that the 

sample of participants represent because the samples are too small. A further study should consider a 

large sample for each job-based group to help reach adequate and statistically reliable conclusions. Also 

we have to be careful when interpreting the results since it could be argued that the data doesn‟t represent 

the actual use it discusses the frequency of use. Nonetheless, the study gives us an actual data, which we 

can rely on, of the use of English in Qatar by graduates. 
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Abstract 

This paper outlines the theory underpinning the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Language, but points out that the CEFR is principally designed as an instrument for ensuring 

equivalence of qualifications in the teaching of modern European languages. The CEFR is not 

designed as a bench-mark for English Language Teaching, but publishers and ELT institutes have 

been quick to make use of it as a marketing tool. 

The paper examines the literature that supports the CEFR, but notices that little has appeared since 

2005. It questions whether this is a significant development, and also questions the validity of the 

CEFR outside Europe. 
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At the 2005 IATEFL Conference English Language Teaching Journal Debate, the motion 

proposed was “Common European Framework. We don‟t need bureaucrats to tell us what to teach.” 

One of the proposers was a man called Frank Heyworth, and he won the debate by a convincing 

margin. 

The motion, however, was based on two misconceptions. The first was that the Common 

European Framework of Reference (CEFR) was an initiative by the European Union, and that the EU 

had the power to enforce it. 

Both assumptions are untrue. The CEFR is an initiative by the 47 member Council of Europe, 

which is dedicated to sponsoring human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law. To this end, 

it assists European countries to cooperate in the fight against terrorism, organized crime, cybercrime, 

violence against children and women, and human trafficking. It also fosters cultural interchange and 

supports the rights of speakers of minority languages. 

The smaller, 27 country European Union, by contrast, is a body committed to the economic 

and political union of its members, and to that end it is committed to regional integration.  

Background 

The Common European framework of Reference (CEFR) has its roots in the work of Van Ek 

and Alexander (1975) but one of the confusing elements about this framework is that, while the same 

terms have reappeared over the years, they have frequently done so with different meanings. 

If we begin with the work of Van Ek and Alexander, we see that their use of the term 

Threshold Level indicated the lowest level of language that could be assessed in any meaningful way. 

That term has now been supplanted with the Waystage Level, but the CEFR claims that it is possible 

to go even lower, to the level designated as A1 (These terms will be described in detail below.) 
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To the outsider, moreover, it must be admitted that some of the literature devoted to the CEFR 

balances a wide-eyed naivety of vision with fairly hard-nosed economics. This is particularly the case 

with the CD-ROM issued by Weiterbildungs-Testsysteme GMBH (Tranter, 2004) and it is a feature 

remarked by Smith (2005, p. 70) who states that “the CEF is a brilliant business idea, and I take my 

hat off for those who initiated it.” 

The CEFR has also generated a great deal of supporting literature although very little has 

appeared since 2005. There was one paper at the IATEFL 2006 Conference (Wilson & Buyuk, 2006) 

and one other at IATEFL 2008 (Green, 2008). There were also some papers in Taylor and Weir 

(2008) but these were originally delivered at the 2005 Association of Language Teachers in Europe 

Conference in Berlin, and so their publication date is misleading.  

There is more earlier literature - Council of Europe (2001); Little and Perclova (2001); 

Alderson (2002); Lang and Schneider (2002); Little (2002); Morrow (2004) Heyworth and Blakey 

(2005) – but it must be pointed out that much of this literature is self-referential. Heyworth and 

Blakey‟s (2005) article in Modern English Teacher cites Morrow‟s (2004) collection, which, in turn, 

contains a paper by Heyworth.  

There has also been criticism of the theory that underpins the CEFR. Bausch, Christ and 

Konigs (2002) point out the ironic fact that a supposedly European (my emphasis) document 

virtually ignores linguistic theory not published in English or French. Fulcher (2004) has taken 

exception to the Guardian Weekly‟s assertion that the CEFR “is rapidly becoming the standard 

reference for teaching or testing language in Europe”, while Weir (2004) has also pointed out that the 

CEFR has limitations.  

In the paper that follows, the sub-headings are all taken from that Tranter‟s CD ROM, but 

additional comments have been added where appropriate. 
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Political and Educational Content 

The CEFR was devised for three principal reasons. 

Firstly, Europe has a rich heritage of different languages and cultures. This is a valuable 

resource that should be developed and protected, but a major international effort is required if 

Europe‟s linguistic diversity is ever to be developed into a source of mutual understanding and 

enrichment. At present, the very diversity of languages acts as a barrier to communication. 

For example, within the European Union, there are 20 official languages which require 380 

cross translations. Within the 47 states of the Council of Europe, 250 languages are spoken. 

Secondly, it is hoped that the promotion of language learning in all member states of the 

Council of Europe will help to overcome barriers, discrimination and prejudice. This is obviously a 

very worthy aim, and no one could fault it. Even so, it is unlikely to be realized. Hymes (1985, p. v) 

points out that “The functional equality of all languages has been a tenet of the faith from the 

founders of structural linguistics to most practitioners today.”, but as Tupas (2004, p. 48) counters, 

“Mazrui (1998) warns us about complacency about the ideology of linguistic diversity because it is 

deployed under a politico-economic global order that is anathema to genuine forms of cultural 

diversity or polycentricity.” 

The truth of Mazrui‟s warning can be seen in Eastern Europe, where speakers of Czech, 

Slovak, Hungarian, Romanian and Bulgarian have shown tremendous willingness to learn English, 

but far less enthusiasm for Danish, Dutch or Portuguese, and no desire whatsoever to learn Roma – 

the language of their own states‟ Gypsy underclass.  

Thirdly, it is recognized that a further intensification of language learning and teaching in 

Council of Europe member countries is necessary in the interests of greater mobility; more effective 

international communication, combined with respect for diversity and cultural diversity; better access 
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to information; more intensive personal interaction; improved working relationships and a deeper 

mutual understanding. 

All of this is a very tall order, and again, many of the aims are desirable rather than 

immediately achievable. There is, for example, the immediate political point that having a language 

in common does not, necessarily, promote mutual understanding. During the 20
th

 Century, Europe 

saw full blown civil wars in Russia, Ireland, Spain, Greece and Yugoslavia, not one of which was 

caused by the inability of the opposing sides to speak a common language.  

Hardcastle (2005) suggests that the unspoken concern of the CEFR is to promote mobility in 

the European labour force, rather than European cultural understanding, but whatever the underlying 

motivation, this is a lifelong task that can be promoted and facilitated only if educational systems in 

member countries are prepared to fund language education from pre-school level through to adult 

education.  

Frankly, few member states of the Council of Europe are prepared to invest the sums required 

to meet this aim, or they will do so only selectively. Estonia, for example, has been brutally effective 

in curtailing the teaching of Russian, replacing it with English (Graddol, 2006, p. 92). The British 

education system, by contrast, has an abysmal record in language education. In most British 

comprehensive schools, language learning means learning French. Some schools offer German, fewer 

offer Spanish. Italian, Portuguese, Modern Greek and Polish are almost never taught. 

In Holland, the educational system is wonderfully effective at promoting English, French 

AND German. At the same time, it completely ignores Turkish, despite the presence of a large 

immigrant population from a fellow Council of Europe state. 
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Nevertheless, the Council of Europe continues to hope that the CEFR will facilitate and 

promote co-operation among educational institutions in different countries, particularly in allowing 

school-leaving certificates from one European country to be recognized in other European countries. 

The CEFR, therefore, is intended to provide a sound basis for the mutual recognition of 

language qualifications, and to assist learners, teachers, course designers, examining bodies and 

educational administrators to situate and co-ordinate their efforts. 

This is certainly an idea whose time is long overdue. Within Britain alone, England, Scotland 

and Ulster have maintained different, and mutually unintelligible, sets of school examinations since 

1945. Within the European Union, growing numbers of international students are entangled in the 

debate as to how “A” Levels rank against the Abitur and Baccalaureate. The countries of eastern 

Europe have only added to the problem, engaging societies with proud histories of academic 

achievement in a fight for recognition. 

The CEFR Approach 

To facilitate the mutual recognition of language qualifications, the CEFR sets out to provide a 

comprehensive framework covering all aspects of learning and teaching, at all levels, in all types of 

schools, for all age groups, in all member countries of the Council of Europe. 

The CEFR offers the following definition of language use and communication:- 

   “Language use, embracing language learning, comprises the actions performed by persons who as 

individuals and social agents develop a range of competences, both general and particular language 

competences. They draw on the competences at their disposal in various contexts under various 

conditions to engage in language activities involving language processes to produce and/or receive 
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text in relation to topics in specific domains, activating those strategies which seem most appropriate 

to carrying out the tasks to be accomplished.” 

In other words, the CEFR is based on the belief that language use is not simply knowledge of 

a language, but employing that language to perform actions in both everyday life AND in the 

classroom, where authentic language activities should be the primary aim. Unfortunately, in many 

classrooms, display language remains the norm (see Jendli 2005 for an account of this in the UAE) 

placing authentic everyday communication at variance with the type of authentic pedagogic 

interaction practiced in the classroom. 

One aim of the CEFR, therefore, is to define a common communicative approach in line with 

the language policy principles of the Council of Europe. This, it must be stressed, is an approach that 

applies equally to ALL languages. It is not, in any way, an endorsement of the teaching of English. 

Common Reference Levels 

The question is, therefore, how general language competence can actually be defined and 

measured, given the different demands of, for example, personnel departments, learners, teachers, 

schools and colleges. 

It is interesting that Weiterbildungs-Testsysteme put the demands of personnel departments at 

the top of their list, but when a company advertisement specifies that a candidate should be “fluent in 

oral and written Danish”, what does that really mean?  

Does the personnel manager have some type of specific benchmark in mind, or is the concept of 

fluency just a vague subjective requirement? 
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Similarly, when learners say they have “A” Level Spanish, “six years of German” or in 

Erling‟s (2002) phrase “I learn English since ten years”, or that on their last course they learnt “2000 

new words”, what indication of ability, if any, does that give? 

If language teachers describe students as “poor”, “average”, or “relatively good”, what does a 

third party understand from these phrases? “Poor” is poor in relation to whom? Is the student “poor” 

when compared to other students of similar background, or when compared to a highly educated 

native speaker? 

Again, when a school or college advertises courses like “Italian for False Beginners”, how 

false must the beginners be before they will benefit? What are the general public supposed to 

understand from course titles like “Active German I”, “Business Spanish II” or “Arabic 

Conversation”?  

To resolve these questions, the CEFR has established six broad levels of competence, spread 

across three general areas. The levels are as follows:- 

A1 Breakthrough 

A2 Waystage Basic User 

B1 Vantage 

B2 Threshold Independent User 

C1 Effective   proficiency 

C2 Mastery Proficient User 

 

but these have been described by Fulcher as “nothing more than a set of scaled descriptions that 

reflect what groups of teachers drawn from around Europe could agree represented „more‟ and „less‟ 

proficient.” 
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Language Use and the Language User/Learner 

 In an attempt to make the six cells as unambiguous and transparent as possible, the CEFR 

defines each level in terms of skills i.e. what people at various levels can do. There are no lists of 

lexical items, no lists of grammar and no lists of topics, just descriptions of skills and competences 

offered at three different levels. 

A. Global descriptions of competence. 

B. Skill-based levels of competence. 

C. Sub-skill based levels of competence. 

 

 This approach, it must be said, differs radically from that adopted by Van Ek and Alexander, 

whose first version of The Threshold Level stipulated mastery of specific lexis and specific 

structures. 

 Their detail has become more general, to the extent that, so far as Global Descriptions are 

concerned, the metalanguage used to formulate the descriptions has already been shown to confuse 

both learners and some teachers (Komorowska, 2004; Little & Simpson, 2004; Manasseh, 2004; 

Wall, 2004). For example, at the A1 Breakthrough level, the learner:  

“Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at 

the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce himself/herself and others and 

can ask and answer personal details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and 

things he/she likes. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly 

and clearly and is prepared to help.”  

 The question raised by this description, of course, is what, precisely, is intended by terms like 

“familiar everyday expressions”, “very basic”, “concrete needs” and “a very simple way”? Are one 
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word demands – “Food!”, “Water!” intelligible but ungrammatical expressions – “Me Tarzan” and a 

total dependence on slowly delivered “foreigner talk” intended, or does the CEFR demand something 

more? 

 The Skill Based descriptions, in fact, suggest that more than monosyllables are required, for 

these descriptions are more specific and cover the following areas:- 

Reading 

Listening 

Oral Production 

Spoken Interaction 

Written Production 

Written Interaction 

 So, again at the A1 Breakthrough level, the learner is defined in the following terms:- 

Listening Can follow speech which is very slow and carefully articulated, with long pauses for 

him/her to assimilate meaning. 

Reading Can understand very short, simple texts a single phrase at a time, picking up familiar 

names, basic words and phrases and re-reading as required. 

Spoken 

Interaction 

Can interact in a simple way, but communication is totally dependent on repetition at 

a slower rate of speech, rephrasing and repair. Can ask and answer simple questions, 

initiate and respond to simple statements in areas of immediate need or on very 

familiar topics. 

Written 

Production 

Can write simple isolated phrases and sentences. 
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 Again, if we look at this critically, it becomes clear that at A1 Breakthrough level, the 

learner‟s listening skills will be exceptionally basic and highly dependent on a number of artificial 

factors. Reading ability is unlikely to be more than the simplest processing of text at speeds below 

those required for understanding – thus Metro indicates an underground train station; “eczane” is 

Turkish for pharmacy. 

 It must be remembered, however, that A1 is the lowest possible level. If we look at Oral 

Production across three levels (A1; A2; B1) then it is possible to see that the definitions of 

competence form a triple hierarchy. 

A1 Can produce simple, mainly isolated phrases about people and places. 

A2 Can give a simple description or presentation of people, living or working conditions, daily 

routine, likes/dislikes etc. as a short series of simple phrases and sentences linked into a list. 

B1 Can reasonably fluently sustain a straightforward description of one of a variety of subjects 

within his/her field of interest, presenting it as a linear sequence of points. 

 

 In terms of topics, the three levels move from people and places (A1) through “people, living 

and working conditions, daily routines, likes/dislikes” (A2) to “one of a variety of subjects within 

his/her field of interest” (B1) although the last definition leaves open the question of language 

learners who have very narrow fields of interest. Nor do terms like “reasonably fluent” and 

“straightforward” offer much as objective standards. 

 In terms of length of utterance, A1 goes from “isolated” phrases, to the “short series of simple 

phrases and sentences linked into a list” (A2); to a linear sequence of points (B1). 
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 So far as complexity of language is concerned, A1 requires only simple phrases. At A2 level 

these have been expanded into “simple description” and at B1 level this has, in turn, become “a 

straightforward description” – however “straightforward” is understood.  

 While on the topic of language complexity, moreover, it is important that we notice one 

particular factor. In English (my emphasis) the communicative or performance-based dimension is 

described through what are termed “Can Do” statements. This, however, may give the misleading 

impression that we are talking about simple matters. 

 In Spanish, for example, “Can Do” takes on a far more sophisticated implication – 

Especificaciones de capacidad linguistica („puede hacer‟), while in German the same concept appears 

to be even more formidable – Kann-Beschreibungen, Kompetenzbeschreibungen (oder 

Fahigkeitsbescreibungen) (Hardcastle, Bolton, & Pelliccia 2008, p.135). The definite implication here 

is that the faux-simplicity of the English term hides a far more detailed concept that is difficult, if not 

impossible, to translate directly into other major European languages. 

 A third level of definitions, moreover, is based on the concept of sub-skills, with all six skills 

areas being sub-divided into a total of 31 sub-skills. These are listed below. 

Overall Written Production 

 Creative Writing 

 Reports and Essays 

Overall Written Interaction 

 Notes, Messages and Forms 

 Correspondence 

Overall Reading Comprehension 

 Reading for orientation 

 Reading for information 
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 Reading instructions 

 Reading correspondence 

Overall Oral Production 

 Sustained monologue – putting a case 

 Sustained monologue – describing experiences 

 Public announcements 

 Addressing audiences 

Overall Oral Interaction 

 Understanding a native speaker interlocutor 

 Interviewing and being interviewed 

 Informal exchange 

 Conversation 

 Transactions to obtain goods and services 

 Informal discussion with friends 

 Formal discussions and meetings 

 Goal orientated co-operation (consensus finding) 

 

 In this case, it is open to question exactly how many of these sub-skills will ever be required, 

particularly by younger (teenage?) learners. I would suggest that it is highly unlikely that any 

secondary school student will require the ability to make public announcements, conduct interviews 

or participate in formal discussions and meetings. 

 The spread of ICT, moreover, has conflated “notes, messages” and “correspondence” into e-

mailing and texting – particularly among teenagers. (McBeath 2006). EFL publishers are beginning to 

play catch-up in this area, by issuing textbooks on e-mailing (Emmerson, 2004; Pile, 2004), but 

texting is still driven by the linguistic needs of teenagers themselves, and may ultimately prove 

impossible to regulate. 
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User/Learner Competences 

 User/Learner competences is the rather untidy term used by the CEFR to cover those 

linguistic, pragmatic and strategic factors that cannot be measured in terms of skills and sub-skills. As 

before, the scare of definitions rises from A1 to C2, and the full range of definitions is as follows. 

Linguistic Competences 

 General linguistic range 

 Vocabulary range 

 Vocabulary control 

 Grammatical accuracy 

 Phonological control 

 Orthographic control 

Pragmatic Competences. 

 Flexibility 

 Turn taking 

 Thematic development 

 Coherence/cohesion 

 Spoken fluency 

 Prepositional precision 

Strategic competences 

 Asking for clarification 

 Taking the floor 

 Co-operating 

 Interpreting cues and inferring 

 Compensating 

 Processing text 

 Note-tasking seminars, lectures 
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 Once again, many of these definitions raise more questions than they answer, with, for 

example, Riggenbach (2000) having edited an entire collection of papers in an attempt to clarify the 

single concept of “fluency”. 

 When combined, however, the skill-based and competence-based definitions for the six 

reference levels of the CEFR (A1-C2) provide more than 50 categories, giving teachers a checklist 

which can be used: 

A. In course design – to determine whether language functions, topics and texts are 

            appropriate for the level concerned. 

B. In assessing course materials – checking the suitability of courses at any given 

             level. 

C.  In assessing language exams – to determine whether the examination meets the  

             needs of the learners. 

  

 That, at least, is the claim. In reality, the longer the checklist, the more likely it is that the 

material or examination will only serendipitously match the majority of the categories, and the more 

likely it is that many of the categories will be inapplicable to specific groups of students. Smith 

(2005, p.70) explains “If I try to use the table for social interaction, I would probably use it in a 

testing situation with three candidates speaking at the same time. However, the table includes at least 

30 wordy descriptors for each candidate, meaning that I have to juggle 90 descriptors (30 for each 

candidate)while assessing reliably, validly, fairly and professionally each candidate within 10-15 

minutes of performance.” 

Methodological Implications 

 The CEFR has a task-based approach, and its communicative approach applies not only to 

communication in everyday life, but also to the use of language within the classroom. According to 
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Tranter, many of the CEFR ideas are taken from Nunan‟s (1989) work, which emphasises that 

classroom tasks and/or activities should be as authentic and communicative as possible. 

 Very generally, these ideas can be paraphrased as follows:- 

 Tasks should have an end / result / end product. 

 The participants should be interested in achieving the end / result. 

 The participants should be allowed to make use of their own experience, ideas, needs, views 

etc. 

 The task should have an information and/or opinion gap. 

 There should be a reason for speaking/writing/reading/listening. 

 Language behaviour should be as authentic as possible, with no simplifications or unnaturally 

slow speech. The use of compensation strategies and spontaneous speech should be 

encouraged. 

 As examples of these product-orientated tasks, requiring interaction, reception and/or 

production, Tranter gives the following:- 

 Reading a report and discussing it with colleagues, in order to arrive at a decision. 

 Interacting with a police service official and filling in a form. 

 Writing and delivering a public lecture. 

 Following instructions to assemble something and asking an observer for help. 

 What Tranter does not consider, however, is the problem of the faux-communicative task; the 

type of “task” which appears when amateur materials writers follow what they imagine to be the 

demands of the CEFR. Already, in Oman, the Royal Air Force of Oman has sponsored the creation of 

a course called SAF Target (RAFO 2003), which claims to be written in accordance with the CEFR 

Principles. 

 Among other faux-communicative tasks, SAF Target Level Two requires Omani servicemen 

to: 
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(A) Complete a Visitor Information Form on behalf of a fictitious Canadian Colonel who is 

staying at an equally fictitious hotel in Glasgow. This task is complicated by the fact that the 

writers themselves do not distinguish between the concepts of “Job” and “Rank”. (Workbook 

P. 39) 

(B)  Talk about posed photographs with their partners. The photographs show a number of tri-

service personnel carrying copies of SAF Target (product placement) and either inspecting 

military vehicles or gazing in admiration at other servicemen‟s textbooks. When the writer 

was asked what she expected students to produce during this activity, she looked 

momentarily blank, and then answered “Anything! It‟s open ended.” It would be less open-

ended had the book previously taught the clothing vocabulary required to give anything like 

an adequate description of the men concerned – “In this picture I can see  four men. One of 

them is in RAFO uniform. One of them is a civilian. He is wearing a white dishdasha. The 

other two men come from HQ RAO. One of them is a corporal” etc. 

(C) Write a postcard from Holland to a fictitious Omani friend, describing a fictitious holiday 

spent windsurfing, scuba diving, eating and riding on a big wheel. The postcard will never be 

delivered to Oman, because it is being sent on a 1930‟s Dutch two cent stamp. 

 Tranter claims that the council of Europe‟s aim is NOT to prescribe standards and levels, but 

rather to offer all persons and institutions involved in language training the opportunity to adapt their 

programmes and teaching to a system of recognized European quality standards. In fact, this approach 

appears to be having some success. Mention has already been made of SAF Target, but it is now 

usual for commercially produced coursebooks from Britain to carry claims (usually in a footnote on 

the back cover) that they revise CEFR Level A1, and proceed to A2 etc. (Craven, 2008; MacIntyre, 
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2009). This advertising even extends into the field of ESP, where language demands are specific 

rather than common (Hughes & Naughton, 2008). 

 Even so, it is open to question how far this attempt at quality assurance has really succeeded. 

The vast majority of European language learners study languages in state school systems, and the 

textbooks that they use have to conform to the demands of the national, or regional, school curricula. 

If British publishers are lucky, then one or two of their titles may be adopted for use, in which case 

the publisher has hit the jackpot.  

 What is more likely, however, is that British publishers‟ textbooks will be used in private 

language learning institutes, where students will be allocated to classes on grounds that have more to 

do with room capacity and teacher availability, than on the students‟ linguistic knowledge. 

 Tranter again claims that the significance of the CEFR is as follows:- 

For Colleges and Schools: 

 The CEFR offers colleges and schools a way of integrating their language teaching 

programmes into a system of European quality standards. 

 The CEFR makes language programmes more transparent for learners, teachers and other 

stakeholders. 

 The CEFR reference levels are a useful instrument when (a) advising or (b) placing students 

on courses. 

 Using the CEFR when organising language programmes is a useful marketing instrument for 

colleges and schools. 

 The CEFR offers colleges and schools a useful way of structuring language courses. 

 The CEFR proficiency levels offer an excellent basis for planning in-house company courses, 

or new courses. 
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 The CEFR approach to language teaching can form the basis of teacher-development 

programmes. 

 The skill and competence-based definitions can be used as a checklist for classroom 

observation. 

 Language programmes based on the CEFR will create a better impression on state authorities, 

customers, parent organizations etc. 

For Teachers: 

 The skill and competence-based definitions help teachers to plan courses in terms of content 

and methods. 

 The definitions also help to improve student learning awareness and learning habits. 

 The CEFR proficiency levels give a good idea of general language competence across the six 

levels. 

 The CEFR offers useful ideas for evaluating lessons and courses. 

 The CEFR definitions offer a useful checklist for the assessment of teaching materials. 

 They also offer a useful for checklist for the assessment of examinations. 

 They are useful when counseling students. 

 They can demonstrate to students that they are making progress. 

For Learners: 

 The CEFR definitions make learning progression a more transparent process. 

 The definitions give tips for increasing learner awareness and improving learner habits. 

 A CEFR-based course is a good basis for a certificate of attendance and for job applications. 
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 Knowledge of CEFR is a good basis for qualified assessment of one‟s owsn competences and 

skills. 

 For Publishers, Examination Boards and Employers: 

 The CEFR offers a content (syllabus) and methodological basis for course materials and 

examinations. 

 The CEFR makes it possible to compare national and international language examinations. 

 The CEFR makes it easier for personnel departments to assess the language skills of people 

with language course certificates. 

 The CEFR allows companies and workplaces to describe the language skills they require. 

 It must be said that many of these claims are, to date, impossible to verify, and that several of 

them are effectively the same thing, restated according to the target audience. It should also be noted 

that we seem to have come a long way from the idea that the CEFR will help to foster peace, love, 

understanding and the appreciation and celebration of cultural differences within the nations of 

Europe.  

 So far as colleges and schools are concerned, the CEFR is now being endorsed on the grounds 

that it will look good to stakeholders, and make educational managers‟ jobs that little bit easier. I 

have the strongest suspicion, moreover, that this wildly overstates the case. It is not being alarmist to 

suggest that the use of the term “A1” is more than likely to confuse some stakeholders, who will 

assume that an A1 applicant has a higher proficiency than one described as B2.  

 Lenz (2004), when discussing the European Language Portfolio, admits that “An ELP which 

contains full details in every area may be too complex for some who want to make use of the ELP as 

a documentation or reporting tool.” (P. 27). This is an understatement. 
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 Despite its best efforts, the TOEFL examination has never been able to successfully explain 

that there is no significant difference between the candidate who scores 499, and the one who scores 

501. 501 remains a much “better” score. 

 Expecting stakeholders like future employers or personnel officers to read through a 

“Language Passport” that “gives an overview of the „linguistic identity‟ and current level of 

communicative language proficiency of its holder” (Lenz 2004, p. 24), and which is backed by a 

Language Biography and a Dossier of completed work, is expecting far too much. 

 So far as teachers are concerned, the point about counseling students is effectively a 

restatement of the idea that CEFR levels are useful to institutions when advising students or placing 

them on courses. The task-based communicative approach to learning makes it highly likely that 

teachers who are planning courses in line with CEFR thinking will receive more positive support than 

those who wish to, say, use grammar-translation. In the same way, the CEFR checklist will value 

positively that which is in line with its approach, and will ascribe negative value to that which is not.  

 For learners, there is, as yet, no evidence to support the claim that the CEFR definitions make 

learning progression a more transparent process, or that they increase learner awareness and improve 

learner habits. It is possible that all these results may be achieved with highly motivated, self-aware 

students who are prepared to responsibility for their own language learning, but these “good” students 

might flourish under different conditions.  

 One point here is certainly a case of special pleading. ANY course can be a good basis for a 

certificate of attendance, and particularly in the case of “exotic” languages, a certificate printed in 

Arabic, Modern Greek, Farsi, Khmer, Turkish or Vietnamese can carry far more value than it 

deserves. There has been at least one case of an Iranian student in Britain using his birth certificate in 

lieu of a driving license.  
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 For publishers, examination boards and employers, however, the truly important point is that 

the CEFR makes it easier to compare national and international qualifications. The needs of personnel 

departments may rank low on a scale that includes a Europe at peace, but those needs will facilitate 

international employment opportunities and international educational co-operation. These feature, 

more than any others, make it likely that the CEFR will establish a hold on EFL teaching within the 

countries of Europe.  

Conclusions 

 Within the states of the European Union and of the wider Council of Europe, it is in 

everyone‟s interest to back the CEFR. It does nothing to threaten the position of any existing national 

languages. Regional minority languages, such as Hungarian in Slovakia and Rumania; Russian in 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, may actually gain some status and protection. The “core languages” of 

Europe – English, French, German and Italian – 

will hold their dominant position, but their speakers will be afforded more mobility and their 

qualifications will enjoy more respect.  

 The very lack of recent literature endorsing the CEFR, moreover, can be interpreted as a sign 

that it has ceased to be a matter for any debate; a suggestion that its criteria are so entirely mainstream 

that few will question or oppose them. As already indicated, coursebooks published in Britain now 

include information about the intended CEFR Level as a matter of course. 

 Within Europe, therefore, the CEFR offers a win-win scenario. The next question is, however, 

whether this European scenario has any relevance to countries outside the members of the Council of 

Europe?  There is no reason why it should, unless countries beyond Europe intend to tie their 

educational qualifications into the CEFR system. And if they do not, why should they then accept the 
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methodology of the CEFR? Is this yet another instance of linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992) at 

work?       
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Abstract  

The current paper aims at identifying how EFL learners perceive teachers' feedback when 

committing oral mistakes. For this purpose, a short questionnaire, having tested its validity 

and reliability, was designed and distributed among a sample of 103 EFL teachers. The 

results showed that (a) the receptive-transmission approach was the most adopted approach in 

the feedback process, then the constructive followed by the co-constructive approaches; (b) 

the clarification request was the most feedback way used by the EFL teachers while the 

metalinguistic way was the least one used; and the correlation coefficients were high between 

feedback approached and feedback ways in light of superficial vs. deep feedback. The study 

concluded with some relevant recommendations. 

Key Words: Approaches to oral errors, Feedback to oral errors. 
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EFL Teachers' Feedback to Oral Errors in EFL Classroom: Teachers' Perspectives 

It goes without saying that mastering one foreign language or more has become a 

crucial element of today's educational systems. Therefore, teaching English as a foreign 

language in Kuwait starts early in school and mandatory in Kuwaiti curriculum. The overall 

aim of teaching is to develop all-round communicative skills necessary for enhancing 

individuals' abilities in today's changing world. Speaking skills constitute an important aspect 

of English language education. Within this context, oral feedback in school is assumed to be 

a tool for EFL teachers to help learners alerted to errors in order to avoid fossilization, in 

which non-target forms become fixed (Ellis, 1999) and to master knowledge and proficiency 

in English. 

As EFL instructors, we have been trained and told about the importance of feedback 

for learners to improve their learning (cf. Alqahtani, 2007). However, we, the current 

researchers, realized that some EFL teachers seemed unaware and did not appreciate the 

process of feedback and; thus, did not care about it although extensive research showed that 

feedback is of great importance to the learning process in general (Black & William, 1998). 

Based on our observations, we found it imperative to examine teachers' perceptions of 

feedback. 

Background to the Study 

In general, feedback is used to express an opinion or a reaction to another person‟s 

performance (Mackey, Gass & McDonough, 2000). This reaction is, in turn, aims to facilitate 

or promote more appropriate actions in the future, in relation to a goal and a vision. The 

feedback used in school is mostly defined in similar ways; it is a strategy where the teacher is 

imparting directly a judgment of a learner‟s strategies, skills, or attainment, and giving 
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information about the judgment (Askew, 2000). Furthermore, in educational environments, it 

could be used to praise achievement or to point out an error or a mistake (Marzano, 2003). 

Feedback should always be personal, and never directed at the person‟s personality. 

Instead, feedback should focus on the person‟s actions in a certain situation. Humans can 

consciously change a behavior if “we become aware that a particular behavior produced an 

undesirable consequence” (Rubin & Campbell, 1997, p. 13). For example, if students receive 

oral feedback on how to pronounce a word, they will most likely improve the pronunciation 

because they learn the correct pronunciation and therefore choose to use the correct form and 

can see the benefits of using a standard pronunciation (Received Pronunciation). But 

corrective feedback can only be used to a limited extent, after which it can become 

discouraging and destructive. 

Feedback can be classified according to the medium used to practice it (oral and 

written) and to the message conveyed (i.e., accuracy vs. fluency). However, prior to 

involving in the feedback process, EFL teachers should be aware of different types of errors 

the students usually make. One type of error is the systematic error which refers to the 

incomplete knowledge of the language. The other type of error is the mistake. Unlike errors, 

mistakes are caused by other non-linguistic factors such as carelessness, tiredness, 

distractions or other circumstances that are not part of the knowledge itself (Hedge, 2000).   

In normal conditions, all individuals acquire their first language without overt 

instruction (Yule, 1985). Usually, this phenomenon occurs naturally, and it does not seem 

that corrections from the surroundings will have real effect on how they produce their first 

language orally. It has been suggested that an individual acquires the spoken aspects of his 

first language not because of specific instruction, but rather, due to the process being a result 

of the interaction (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). When teenagers and adults, however, start to a 
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foreign language, they are usually exposed to this new language only a few hours a week 

compared to the situation when learning a first language. 

It is not unusual for EFL learners to make mistakes (e.g., pronunciation, syntax, or 

word choice errors) while learning English (LittleWood, 1985; Yule, 1985).  Many possible 

explanations have been proposed for this phenomenon, the most prominent of which is that 

individuals learn, but not acquire, a foreign language (Ellis, 1999; Krashen & Terrell, 1985; 

LittleWood, 1985; Yule, 1985). Unlike language learning, the process of language acquisition 

uniquely holds X characteristics: (a) it takes place in natural environments where formal 

knowledge of a language prevails; (b) it occurs gradually, unconsciously, and linguistic 

abilities develop in the same way; and (c) acquired language is used in real communication 

on approximately a daily basis. Thus, learning a foreign language is (a) a conscious process 

of accumulating knowledge of the vocabulary and grammar of a language; and (b) taking 

place in somehow mechanic, not dynamic, environments. If learning a foreign language is not 

that natural and needs effort to master the language, mistakes are inevitable. Committed 

mistakes, if neglected, however, can lead to fossilizing these mistakes as acceptable forms of 

language; i.e., errors. Feedback is needed to avoid fossilization. Therefore the aim of this 

paper is to examine teachers‟ perceptions about oral feedback in the classroom and how 

valuable it is to avoid making the same mistake again. 

Feedback can be classified into more than one type, depending on the various 

perspectives on. When teachers use feedback, however, it can also be classified into positive 

or negative feedback. Positive feedback stands for praising learners for doing a good job; this 

appraisal helps them to develop good self-confidence. On the contrary, negative feedback is 

used to help students understand what has to be changed in an utterance in order to avoid 

errors. Negative feedback is most often used in teaching contexts as these contexts are 
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characterized by the type of information which learners can use to revise their interlanguage 

(Ellis, 1999). Whether teachers use positive or negative feedback, the published literature 

revealed three different approaches: the receptive-transmission approach, the constructivist 

approach and the co-constructive approach. 

The receptive-transmission approach 

As the term implies, teachers using the receptive-transmission approach have the role 

of experts and are supposed to introduce new knowledge, concepts and skills to the learners 

(Askew, 2000), and as such those teachers direct the learning environment and correct 

learners. Based on this approach, the learning often “involves increased understanding of new 

ideas, memorizing new facts, practicing new skills and making decisions based on new 

information” (Askew, 2000, p. 4). Therefore, interruptions and comparisons, which normally 

minimize the constructiveness of feedback process, are not unusual when using feedback 

with this approach (Askew, 2000, p. 7). 

The constructive approach 

The constructive approach is a less corrective way for the teacher to give feedback. 

Basically, it rests managing the learner's experience to draw out information, rather than 

putting it in (Askew, 2000). Although the teacher‟s role is still as the expert in this approach, 

it admits that students have different intelligence levels, and different talents (Askew, 2000). 

Through a two-way communication where open questions and shared insights, this approach 

is believed to help learners draw their own conclusions, make their own connections between 

experiences and improve their understanding of the subject (Askew, 2000). 

The co-constructive approach 
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The co-constructive approach proposes a more equal power dynamic relationship 

between teacher and learner (Askew, 2000). Within this approach, teachers are not the 

dominating power in the classroom; they also view themselves as learners, and the “feedback 

is a dialogue, formed by loops connecting the participants” (Askew, 2000, p. 4). Thus, 

learners are encouraged to collaborate with each other and the focus is taken away from the 

individual level. The overall objective is to make learners feel that the “responsibility for the 

learning is shared … [and] feedback and reflection become entwined, enabling the learner to 

review their learning in its context and relate to previous experiences and understandings” 

(Askew, 2000, p. 13). 

As teaching requires that learners should acquire the ability to master language forms, 

both language content and forms are critical for developing linguistically coherent utterances 

(Russell & Spada, 2006). Thus, teachers' role is vital for helping learners to acquire oral skills 

in order to articulate appropriately utterances of a given language and to speak in a well-

structured way (Philp, 2003). Teaching speaking is, in turn, can help learners develop their 

abilities to take part in conversations, discussions and negotiations and to express their own 

views and consider those of others‟. 

Teaching oral skills have undergone various teaching approaches over time. Most of 

teachers still emphasize accuracy and, thus, focus on forms. Those advocates to 

communicative approach in language teaching prefer alerting learners to language functions 

in the first place; the rationale behind their view of language teaching is (a) that language is a 

means of communication; and (b) producing a native-like learner cannot be accomplished 

solely through schooling in foreign language contexts. The impact of the communicative 

approach is that errors are seen as something negative in learning process; rather, errors 

should be seen as “a clue to the active learning progress being made by a student as he or she 
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tries out strategies of communication in the new language” (Yule, 1985, p. 154). In other 

words, the movement has been from a form-focused teaching approach to a meaning-focused 

approach (Lightbown & Spada, 1999). Both approaches are significant and therefore a 

balance is needed, albeit the meaning-focused approach tolerates more mistakes and errors. 

Lightbown and Spada (1999) identified four major kinds of corrective feedback that 

teacher often use: 

 Clarification requests: where the teacher alerts the learner that a repetition or a 

reformulation is needed because his utterance has been misunderstood or that there is 

an error in it. Phrases such as 'excuse me, what do you mean by …?' or 'pardon! I 

cannot get your point' represent this way of practicing feedback. 

 Recasts: the teacher repeats the learner's utterance, replicating the errors with an 

emphasis on the correct form. Examples include the following dialogue: 

Student: camel is animal. 

Teacher: of course a camel is an animal. 

 Elicitations: the teacher asks questions in order to coach the learner to the correct 

form. The following dialogue is an example of this type of feedback: 

Student: I like go to the zoo. 

Teacher: where else do you like going to? 

Student: I like going to parks.  

 Metalinguistic feedback: the teacher comments on the error, using language 

information about the error and correct the form of that error. A teacher may say, for 
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example, „the concept of family could be either singular or plural, depending on how 

you say the family in a given context.‟ 

Since there is likelihood that feedback open learners to criticism, something which 

individuals find difficult to handle, learners are likely to resist or reject the feedback process. 

As in other phenomena, emotions and feeling towards the feedback process are dependent 

upon how feedback is managed. In order to maximize the outcomes of feedback, Maslow's 

Hierarchy of Needs (Nabei & Swain, 2002) is of great benefit in this regard. Maslow believes 

that when the physiological needs (the bottom level) are fulfilled, the individual can move on 

to the next level, which is safety, to fulfill the feelings of being protected from danger. When 

an individual feels safe, he can likely then feel being loved and accepted by other people. 

These three levels are believed to lead esteem, respect and appreciation from others. When an 

individual has self-esteem, then he is believed to be able to develop a proactive, creative 

personality, which is actualization. 

 

Literature Review 

Research examining certain types of feedback is till inconclusive and results are mixed 

with respect to the efficacy of one type over another and; therefore, it is uneasy to decide 

which type of feedback is best for all contexts (Loewen & Erlam, 2006; Loewen & Nabei, 

2007; Mackey & Goo, 2007; Russell & Spada, 2006) although research, in general, showed a 

superior advantage for learners receiving feedback, regardless of its type (Leeman, 2003; 

Lyster, 2004; Swain, 1985). Laboratory-based studies (e.g., Mackey, Gass & McDonough, 

2000; Philp, 2003) and classroom-based studies (e.g., Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Nabei & Swain, 

2002) reported learner responses to feedback were able to recall the corrective feedback as, 

indicating they were noticing corrected language forms. Still, results from a number of 
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comparison studies, however, revealed that when learners are supplied with metalinguistic 

feedback concerning the correct formulation of the target forms, they recalled the corrected 

forms in future language usage and; thus, fossilization reduced ( for elaboration, 

McDonough, 2005). 

Comparison studies of feedback supported the evidence suggesting that metacognitive 

feedback helped learners generalize the information obtained from the feedback process to 

new contexts. Carroll (2001) examined the derivation of English nouns from verb stems by 

learners in four feedback treatment groups and a control group. Though all treatment groups 

significantly outperformed the control group on posttests on knowledge items for which they 

had received feedback, only participants in the groups that provided with either direct or 

indirect metalinguistic information concerning the target form error significantly 

outperformed the control group in new contexts. In the same line of research, Ellis, Loewen 

and Erlam (2006) investigated the impact of metacognitive and recasts feedbacks on learners' 

use of the English past tense marker –ed. Findings showed that learners who received 

corrective feedback containing metalinguistic information significantly outperformed learners 

in the recast and control groups on tests of both implicit (oral elicited information) and 

explicit (grammaticality judgments) knowledge, and were able to generalize of the –ed form 

to new contexts. 

Statement of the Problem 

There are different theories on how learners learn foreign languages and how to use 

feedback in the learning process. The behaviorist theory claims that imitating the language 

patterns correctly should be linked with receiving positive reinforcement (Lightbown & 

Spada, 1999:9). The rationale behind this linear process of imitating then reinforcement 

makes it possible for the learners to keep learning and developing skills in the foreign 
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language. On the other hand, the theory developed by Noam Chomsky postulates that 

learners are biologically programmed for language and that language develops in just the 

same way that other biological functions develop where reinforcement does not play a critical 

role in language development (Lightbown & Spada, 1999:15). 

According to the Kuwaiti curriculum policy, teachers have a responsibility to help the 

learners through the feedback process gain more confidence in order to gain meaningful 

knowledge and enhance their knowledge development (Alqahtani, 2007). The main aim in 

the current study is to find out if and how teachers in public schools use oral feedback 

approaches when they correct their students‟ oral errors. 

 

Methods 

Participants 

The participants were mainly Kuwaiti EFL teachers teaching at public schools. The 

total number of subjects were 104 (74 males and 30 females).  

Instrument   

 

A short survey was developed to assess how Kuwaiti EFL teachers perceive their oral 

feedback skills towards learners' oral mistakes. The survey was composed of two parts: 

Part one (15 statements): it was about the feedback approaches that the EFL teacher often 

used (i.e., the receptive-transmission approach, the constructive approach, and co-

constructive approach). „I give immediate feedback focusing on the correct form‟ was an 

example of this part. 
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Part two (20 statements): it was about the corrective feedback often used to give feedback. 

This part included statements related to four corrective feedback mentioned earlier: 

clarification requests, recasts, elicitations, and metalinguistic feedback. „I repeat the student‟s 

utterance, focusing on the correct form‟ was an example of this part. 

  

The validity of a survey in quantitative research refers to the appropriateness, 

meaningfulness, and usefulness of specific inferences made from test scores (Mackey & 

Gass, 2005). That is, it determines the level to which it measures what it was designed to 

measure. For purposes of the present study, several factors enhanced the validity of the 

original survey that was designed to examine teachers' perceptions about feedback. Content 

validity was established by asking EFL experts to review and evaluate the survey items in 

light of the concept of feedback. Items were also developed based on qualitative input from 

EFL teachers who reviewed the survey for face validity as well. 

Reliability refers to the extent to which an instrument consistently measures a 

phenomenon over different times and different populations (Mackey & Gass, 2005). 

Chronbach‟s alpha for the current scale was reported at 0.85 and higher. This finding 

suggests that the current survey is a reliable instrument. 

Results 

Table 1 shows the results regarding perceptions about what approaches they adopt in 

their feedback practice. It is obvious that teachers perceived the receptive-transmission 

approach to be the most adopted approach in practicing feedback. The least adopted approach 

was co-constructive approach. It is noteworthy mentioning that the small values of standard 

deviations indicated that the sample were closely clustering  
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Table 1 : 

Descriptive statistics of feedback approaches adopted by Kuwait EFL teachers 

 Mean Standard Deviation 

- Receptive-transmission approach 3.22 .68 

- Constructive approach 2.96 .77 

- Co-constructive approach 2.1 .57 

 

Kuwaiti EFL Teachers' reported use of different feedback ways are presented in Table 

2. It seems that direct ways of giving feedback to oral errors (i.e., - Clarification requests and 

recasts) were often used by those teachers. On the contrary, indirect ways were used as well 

but not as often as the direct ones. 

 

Table 2 

Descriptive statistics of feedback ways used by Kuwait EFL teachers 

 Mean Standard Deviation  

- Clarification requests 4.2 .91 

- Recasts 3.03 .75 

- Elicitation  2.7 1.01 
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- Metalinguistic  2.9 .98 

 

Pearson product-moment correlations were calculated to determine the relationship 

between the variables of the current study. The unit of analysis is the teacher; therefore, the 

number of observation is 104- the number of the participants in the current study. The 

correlation coefficients between the feedback approaches and corrective feedback ways are 

presented in Table 1. These obtained correlations suggest that statistically significant positive 

inter-relationships were established. Specifically, the receptive-transmission approach was 

statistically, significantly correlated with clarification requests and recasts.    

Table 3  

Correlation coefficients for the feedback ways and the feedback approaches  

 Clarification requests Recasts Elicitation Metalinguistic 

- Receptive-

transmission approach 

.37* .41* .19 -.30* 

- Constructive approach .12 -.15 .60* .62* 

- Co-constructive 

approach 

.37* .08 .71* .68* 

* p<0.05 (two-tailed)  

Three important points were revealed by the results in Table 3: 

1. The receptive-transmission approach was positively, significantly correlated with 

directive feedback ways (i.e., clarification requests and recasts) while it was 
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negatively significantly correlated with metalinguistic way of communicating 

feedback. Although elicitation is conceptually related to metalinguistic way, it did not 

show any relation with the receptive-transmission approach. 

2. It is apparent that the constructive approach was positively significantly correlated 

with feedback ways that make the learner an active player in the learning process. 

The results showed no significant relationship between the constructive approach and 

either the clarification requests or recasts, albeit the latter is negatively related to this 

approach. 

3. The co-constructive approach is positively, significantly correlated with feedback 

ways that are based on communication between teacher and learner. The elicitation 

way, however, showed the highest correlation. The recasts feedback way showed 

insignificant correlation with this approach.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Generally speaking, the findings of the current study support the previous research 

indications (for elaboration, refer to the lit review section above). Also, if taken deeply, the 

findings reported in the current study have indicated some two important issues. First, 

according to the postmodernism approach (a view that reality is a human construction), the 

power relationship between people is decided by and is a function of discourse and discursive 

practice. That is, the degree of EFL learners' power in power distribution with their EFL 

teachers is decided by the structure of co-constructed discourse that shapes the mode of 

communication between power poles (learner and teacher). Although practicing power over 

others can produce knowledge for those who are less powerful, learning contexts are 

practicing communities where the knowledge is transmitted in a reciprocal mode rather 

moving in a linear way. The rationale behind this tenet is that knowledge is no longer 
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peculiar to one source of authority. The EFL teacher adopting the receptive-transmission 

approach perceives himself the sole authority of knowledge where the learners are the less 

powerful dots within the relationship networks in the classroom; therefore, the teacher 

controls the flow discourse- he talks, demonstrates, asks, corrects, and then reinforces. Based 

on this power relationship in the EFL classrooms, it was not surprising for those teachers to 

use the direct ways of feedback more often than other ways. Moreover, the correlations 

matrix reported above supports this observation due to the fact learner-centered feedback 

ways (i.e., elicitation and metalinguistic) are correlated with those approaches that are 

dependent on all parties of the learning process. 

 Second, the use of feedback requires communication. The importance of the chosen 

mode communication in the feedback process cannot be overstated as "communication is 

central to the teaching process" (McCroskey & Richmond, 1983, p. 175). Often, direct 

feedback is used to implicitly legitimize the expertise of EFL teachers. When an EFL teacher 

use his relationship power in giving a learner feedback, it is usually not necessary to say 'I am 

the authorized and legitimate source of information and I have the right to take my feedback.' 

Such appeals to power are implied and generally recognized by the EFL learner without 

being directly stated. 

 The correlation coefficients reported above support the perspective that learning for 

understanding is highly related to the two-way communication. When the power is shared 

through a two-way communication, the learning process goes beyond superficial 

reinforcement. 

 One serious pedagogical implication that the current study can provide is that EFL 

teachers have to adapt their teaching practices in order to enhance the use of language 

learning strategies that reinforce deep learning, rather than superficial learning. To test this 
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implication, I recommend conducting future studies with respect to exploring why some 

kinds of feedbacks are used than others and what other factors may have an impact on this 

matter. 
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Abstract 

This research was conducted to investigate the perceptions of English language needs of 

undergraduate business students and their business faculty at the British University in Egypt. 

Data were drawn from four sources: (1) a student questionnaire; (2) a teacher questionnaire; (3) a 

round of semi-structured interviews for students and (4) a round of semi-structured interviews 

for teachers. The findings have shown that there are a number of curriculum components for 

each language skill that should be incorporated in the syllabus for each English module that 

students would find interesting and relevant to their needs. 

 

Keywords: language needs; second language; curriculum; needs analysis    

 

1. A Study of Perceptions of English Needs 

This study investigates the perceptions of English language needs of business students 

and their business faculty at the British University in Egypt. The purpose of writing and 

submitting such a paper is that although needs analysis is claimed to be a very important part in 

the process of curriculum planning in second and foreign language learning, few studies have 
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been conducted in the Arab world on this topic.  Therefore, this paper adds to the findings of 

studies by presenting evidence to show that besides equipping students with the right skills, 

English classes should be more specifically related to the degree area. The findings may prove to 

be beneficial for language teachers, curriculum planners and materials writers in other 

universities and institutions worldwide. 

1.1 The British University in Egypt   

At the British University in Egypt English is the medium of instruction in all faculties 

and departments. The Department of English is unique in that its English language teaching 

spreads across the entire university. Students in all departments have to take English. The score 

of the entry Placement Test decides which of the six English levels students will be placed in 

(Reinforcement comprising beginner and elementary, Pre-Intermediate, Intermediate, Upper 

Intermediate, Advanced and Advanced Writing). The Advanced and Advanced Writing modules 

are compulsory for all students to take. Each module must be successfully completed before 

moving to the next level. Students must complete the English modules before graduating. It is 

this university-wide provision of English language support that makes this research into the 

specific needs of students from different disciplines very important. The research findings will 

inform curriculum design and materials development.  

Students will also require a good command of English language for their work field as 

English is the lingua franca of the majority of jobs on the worldwide market today, especially in 

business, medicine, science and technology. In fact, most business English communications are 

between non-native speakers using ‘International English’ (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998 p. 

53).  

2. Needs Analysis 

Needs analysis is claimed to be a very crucial part of the process of curriculum planning 

in second language learning (Brown, 1995; Richards, 2001), as it will be the awareness of this 
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need that will influence syllabus writers or teachers on what components should be included in the 

content of the language course. Unfortunately, needs analysis in the Arab world has not received 

adequate attention. The needs of learners are seldom or never analysed but rather perceived for them 

(Johns, 1991), hence the lack of published studies conducted in the Arab world on this topic.  

According to Richterich (1984, p.29) ‘…. a need does not exist independent of a person. 

It is people who build their images of their needs on the basis of data relating to themselves and 

their environment.’ In a great majority of cases, usually the teacher, department or sponsor 

decides what components and skills need to be introduced into the students’ course of study, 

without taking into consideration the students’ point of view. 

Prior to the conduction of this research, needs analysis had not been carried out to 

determine the key components necessary for designing an English programme at the British 

University in Egypt.  Therefore, in this study, the English language needs of business students and 

their faculty will be assessed in order to increase teaching and learning effectiveness. 

3. Objectives of the study: 

The main objectives of the current study were: 1) to provide data concerning the 

academic study needs of undergraduate business students and their faculty at the BUE and 2) to 

help the Department of English to enhance its current English programme.  

 

4. Methodology 

4.1. Participants 

Ninety-eight students learning English as a foreign language from the Faculty of Business 

comprising three departments: Business Administration 64 (65.3%), Political Science 19 (19.4%) 

and Economics 15 (15.3%) and 42 teaching staff participated in the completion of the 

questionnaires. The teaching staff was from the three above named departments: Business 
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Administration 23 (54.8%), Political Science 7 (16.7%) and Economics 12 (28.6%). The students 

were from years 1 (after Preparatory Year) 2 and 3.   

Fourteen business students and three lecturers participated in the semi-structured 

interviews.  Students were selected according to their faculty, the English module they were in 

and the grade obtained for English at the end of the first semester. One lecturer from each 

department in the Faculty of Business (Business Administration, Political Science & Economics) 

was invited to take part in the interviews. Lecturers were selected randomly. While interviewed 

students were representing the students in the Faculty of Business, lecturers were speaking on 

behalf of their departments. It was also possible to compare teacher responses to look for 

commonalities and compare them with the student findings.  

5. Instruments 

To obtain a strong overall needs analysis a combination of four information-gathering 

procedures have been used: 1) a questionnaire for students; 2) a questionnaire for teachers; 3) a 

semi-structured interview for students and 4) a semi-structured interview for teachers. As stated 

by Brown (1995, p. 52) ‘multiple sources of information should be used in a needs analysis.’ 

 

5.1. Questionnaires 

Two questionnaire surveys were devised and used in order to obtain data for this study: a 

questionnaire for students and a questionnaire for teaching staff. The questionnaire for students 

contained 24 questions divided into six sections. The topics were: background information, 

importance of English, overall skills level, curriculum components, additional information about 

the course book, writing components, and contact hours as well as one open-ended question. The 

teacher questionnaire consisted of 22 questions, which paralleled those of the students’ version 

with an additional 2 open-ended questions.  The student questionnaire was piloted on a group of 
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Intermediate level Preparatory Students and was modified as required prior to being administered 

on the subjects for the research.  

5.2. Interviews 

Four interview questions were devised for the selected students and lecturers to help 

complement the quantitative research findings.  The students’ questions, which paralleled those 

of the lecturers, are as follows: 

1. What kind of reading material would you find interesting and relevant to your degree area? 

2. What kind of writing tasks would you find interesting and relevant to your degree area? 

3. What kind of speaking tasks would you find interesting and relevant to your degree area? 

4. How can the Department of English help you to make more progress in your degree area?  

 

 

6. Procedure 

The investigation consisted of four stages. For the initial stage, the questionnaire was 

administered to all the students by two of the researchers towards the end of Semester One 

during their regular English class time. The students who were present on the day the 

questionnaire was administered took part in the completion of the instrument. For the second 

stage, the teacher questionnaire was sent electronically to all teaching staff in the three above 

named departments. Those who were willing to assist completed the questionnaire. The third and 

fourth stages of data elicitation were completed in Semester 2.  Two semi-structured interview 

techniques were used as a second instrument for the present study. The interviews were 

conducted during the regular working hours of the university and over the period of three weeks. 

Students and lecturers were contacted and appointments were made. Individual interviews were 

audiotaped.    

7. Data Analysis 
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7.1. Questionnaires 

The data obtained from the questionnaires was analysed by means of using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 13.0). The analytical procedure consisted of 

running frequencies, and descriptive statistics. The Chi-squares test was also conducted 

whenever appropriate. P-value <0.05 was considered statistically significant. 

7.2. Interviews 

The data collected through interviews was analysed by using content analysis technique. 

Based on this analysis, responses were categorised according to each question. At the end of the 

analysis, there was one complete table for each student and lecturer illustrating the responses to 

the question.  

8. Results & Discussion 

8.1. Student & Teacher Questionnaires 

8.1.1. How important is English for your degree area and work field?  

The student and teacher’s questionnaires have two questions concerning the importance 

of English. Question 1 (Q) concerns the importance of English for the student's degree area, 

while Q.2 examines the importance of English for the student's work field. With regard to the 

former question, the majority of students (98%) and teaching staff (97.6%) perceived English to 

be either very important or important to the student’s degree area. There were similar findings to 

the latter question as 96.9% of students and all teaching staff believes that English is very 

important or important for the students’ work field. 

8.1.2. How would you rate writing, reading, listening and speaking skills from 1 – 4 to 

your degree area? 

 The aim of Q.3 was to determine which of the four language skills is considered by 

students and teaching staff to be most essential for their faculty. The students and teaching staff 

were asked to rank the four skills from 1 to 4, where 4 is the most important skill and 1 is the 
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least important. The results of the descriptive analysis of the data (See Tables 1 & 2) showed that 

writing and speaking are considered the most important skills for the students of business 

followed by reading and listening respectively. The findings for the teaching staff reveal a 

slightly different picture, as they believe that writing and reading should take priority over the 

other two skills. Both students and teaching staff agree that listening is the least important skill. 

Specifically, business students are required in their faculty to read articles from academic books 

written with high standards of professional business English, an ability to write academic reports, 

research projects and give oral presentations. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of data for students 

Variable N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

How would you rate writing 

skills to the degree area? 
22 1.00 4.00 3.2449 .90885 

How would you rate reading 

skills to the degree area? 
98 1.00 4.00 2.8673 .95936 

How would you rate listening 

skills to the degree area? 
98 1.00 4.00 2.5155 1.14667 

How would you rate 

speaking skills to the degree 

area? 

98 1.00 4.00 3.1429 .99483 

Valid N (listwise) 98     

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of data for teachers 

Variable N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

How would you rate writing 

skills to the degree area? 
42 1.00 4.00 3.6190 .73093 

How would you rate reading 

skills to the degree area? 
42 1.00 4.00 3.5476 .70546 

How would you rate listening 

skills to the degree area? 
42 1.00 4.00 3.4048 .70051 

How would you rate 

speaking skills to the degree 

area? 

42 1.00 4.00 3.4762 .80359 

Valid N (listwise) 42     
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8.1.3. How satisfied are you with your language level?  

In response to Q.4, which asked about the degree of satisfaction with the students’ 

language level, 76.6% of students indicated that they are satisfied to some degree. Specifically 

there is a significant difference between the findings for students and teaching staff for the 

category 'satisfied' as shown by the high number of positive responses of students (P<0.0004, 

OR=3.89). The results of the Chi-square test demonstrate that 35.7% of the teaching staff are not 

really satisfied and 26.2% are not satisfied at all with the students language level (P<0.000002, 

OR=34.42) (See Table 3). The findings show that students are more satisfied with their language 

level than the teaching staff is.  

Table 3. Satisfaction with language level 

 

Variable 

No (%) positive  

P value 

[OR]
1

 

Students 

(n=98) 

Teaching staff 

(n=42) 

Very satisfied 8.2% 2.4% NS
2

 

Satisfied 68.4%* 35.7% <0.0004 [3.89] 

Not really satisfied 22.4% 35.7% NS 

Not satisfied at all 1.0% 26.2%* <0.000002 [34.42] 

                        1
Odds Ratio, 

2
Not significant. 

 

8.1.4. Does your language level affect your learning in your degree area? 

A total of 73.5% of students and 88.1% of teaching staff stated that the language level of 

the students affects the learning in the degree area to a certain extent. This finding indicates that 

English is not only extremely important but also even indispensable.  

8.1.5. How would you rank yourself in the following skills? 

Questions 6-12 of the Student’s Questionnaire asked students to rank themselves in 

various skills areas. In addition, the teaching staff, were asked to rate the problems students have 

with these skills in their faculty (Qs 7-13 of the teacher questionnaire). Differences can be noted 

in the relative ratings of different skills by students and teaching staff (See Table 4). The results 
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indicate that with all the skills students perceive themselves to be at a higher level than the 

teaching staff regards them to be. Along similar lines, in a study conducted by Zaghoul & 

Hussein (1985) results showed that students tended to overestimate their abilities in the different 

language skills.    

In addition, with regard to Q.6 of the teacher questionnaire, teaching staff were asked to 

rate the language problems of students in their faculty. Of the 42 teaching staff, more than 50% 

believe that over 50% of students have problems with English.  

Table 4. A Comparison between students & teaching staff rating of skills 

 

 

Skills 

Percentage of 98 

students' ratings 

from good to 

excellent 

Percentage of 42 

teaching staff 

ratings of 50% or 

more students that 

have problems 

Speaking (oral presentations, short talks &  group 

discussions) 

72.4% 54.8% 

Asking relevant and clear questions in  lectures & 

tutorials 

54.1% 64.3% 

Listening to academic lectures 78.6% 52.4% 

Reading academic texts 67.3% 66.7% 

Writing academic English 53.1% 83.3% 

Taking notes during academic lectures and tutorials 51.0% 81.0% 

Taking notes from reading texts 51.0% 76.2% 

 

8.1.6. Choose three components for each skill (reading, writing, listening & speaking) 

which you consider the 'most important' to your academic studies and future profession? 

 Regarding the importance of academic skills to the English modules, students and 

teaching staff were asked to choose three curriculum components for each skill (reading, writing, 

speaking and listening) which they consider to be the 'most important' for their academic studies 

and future profession. Results have shown that there is consistency in the responses of students 

and teaching staff for the majority of these skills components (See Table 5). The results clearly 
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indicate that students and teaching staff believe that these skills should be incorporated in the 

syllabus for each English module. In particular, attention should be given to those skills that have 

been rated by 60% or more of students and teaching staff or in some cases by teaching staff only. 

For example, giving presentations, listening to course lectures and in-class discussions (students 

& teaching staff), and reading academic texts and journals and listening to presentations 

(teaching staff). With regard to giving oral presentations, in a study conducted on public 

speaking for undergraduate students of business and commerce in Oman, Rizvi (2005) found that 

100% of the students stated that business students need the ability to speak English with 

confidence. 

Table 5. A comparison between students & teaching  

staff ranking of curriculum components 

 

Skills 

Student 

(n=98) 

Teacher 

(n=42) 

Yes Yes 

Reading 

Academic reading texts 41% 81% 

General reading texts 41% - 

Technical vocabulary 39% - 

Critical thinking 47% 43% 

Magazines - 36% 

Journals - 76% 

Writing 

Summarising texts 31% - 

Essays 53% 52% 

Research paper 41% 50% 

Analysing texts - 36% 

Speaking 

Giving presentations 76.5% 86% 

In class discussions 47% 33% 

With customers 34% - 

Giving opinions/suggestions/ideas 35% 45% 

Listening 

To course lectures 71% 76% 
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In class discussions 61% 60% 

To lectures & TAs communicating 46% 48% 

In tutorials 37% 36% 

To presentations 54% 60% 

                         Only 30% or more of students & teaching staff who considered these  

                         components to be important have been included. 

8.1.7. To what extent do you think your English course has helped you in your degree 

area?  

 Question 17 asked students to rate the extent to which they think their English course has 

helped them in their degree area. The results showed that only 53.1% believe it has helped them 

to some degree. Although teaching staff were not asked this specific question only 38.1% stated 

that, they were satisfied to some extent with their students’ language level (See 8.1.3).   

8.1.8. In your opinion, is the content of the course book interesting and relevant to your 

degree area? 

 In response to Q.18, which enquired as to whether or not students think their course book 

is interesting and relevant to their degree area, the results are shown in Table 6. The selected 

course books and material do not focus on English for Specific Purposes (ESP), that is, English 

for Business Students. The Intermediate module was using the course book Skills in English, 

Student’s Book 4 and the Upper Intermediate module Focus on IELTS even though the latter 

module does not prepare students for the IELTS examination. There are no specific course books 

for the Advanced and Advanced Writing modules. Therefore, this question relates to the material 

that is selected and used by the module teams. Although a number of students chose 'Yes' to this 

question indicating that the course book and materials are interesting to some degree, in contrast 

to this, others have responded 'No'. Furthermore, some students wrote comments on the 

questionnaire stating that course books and materials are not relevant to their faculty indicating 

that they should be relevant to the business field.    

 



 Ghenghesh, Hamid & Abdelfattah                                           A Study of Perceptions of English                                                                         

 

422 Arab World English Journal 

 www.awej.org                                                          9327                                                  -ISSN: 2229  

 

 

 

 

Table 6. Is the content of the course book interesting and  

relevant to your degree area? 

 No. Students Yes (%) No (%) NA
1
 

Intermediate 16 56% 38% 1 

Upper Intermediate 35 57% 40% 1 

Advanced 19 42 % 58% - 

Advanced Writing 28 78.6% 21.4% - 

                            1
No answer 

 

 8.1.9. Are the reading topics in the course book interesting and relevant to your degree 

area? 

Question 19 of the student’s questionnaire concerns the interest and relevance of the 

reading topics in the course book for the Intermediate and Upper Intermediate modules and the 

selected reading material by teachers for the Advanced and Advanced Writing Modules. As 

shown in Table 7, a consistent pattern has emerged with regard to the number of students that 

responded 'No'. Responses indicate a need for teachers to incorporate reading topics that are 

relevant to the students’ subject-matter studies. 

Table 7. Are the reading topics in the course book  

interesting and relevant to your degree area? 

 No. Students Yes (%) No (%) NA
1
 

Intermediate 16 44.5% 50% 1  

Upper Intermediate 35 43.5% 54.3% 1  

Advanced 19 32.7% 68.4% - 

Advanced Writing 28 50% 50% - 

                                1
No answer 

 

8.1.10. Are writing paragraphs and essays such as the following interesting and relevant 

to your degree area? 
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Both questionnaires (Qs 18 & 20) elicited opinions from students and teaching staff as to 

whether they thought the writing components listed for each of the English modules are 

interesting and relevant to the students' degree area.  As shown in Table 8, more than 50% of 

students and teaching staff have responded positively to the majority of the writing components. 

However, differences can be seen in responses to the narrative paragraph/essay as less than 37% 

of the students and teaching staff think that this writing component is interesting and relevant to 

the needs of students and faculty. Furthermore, although 64% of the Advanced Writing students 

gave a positive response to the problem and solution research paper, there is a significant 

statistical difference among students and teaching staff (P<0.0002, OR=22.78) as the latter 

perceived it to be more relevant to their faculty than the students. One possible reason for this 

finding is that students look at the 3,000-word research paper as being a lot of extra work since 

they are also expected to do research projects as part of module requirements in their faculty.  

Table 8. Are writing paragraphs and essays such as the following interesting and relevant 

to your degree area? 

 

Variable 

No. of Lecturer 

& TA’s 

No. (%) 

positive 

No. of 

students 

No. (%) 

positive 

P-values 

[OR]
1
 

                    Intermediate 

Descriptive paragraph & essay 42 60% 16 73% NS
2
 

Narrative paragraph & essay 42 36% 16 33% NS 

Classification essay 42 55% 16 60% NS 

              Upper Intermediate 

Compare & contrast essay 42 88% 35 77% NS 

Cause & effect essay 42 76% 35 71% NS 

                      Advanced 

Argumentative essay 42 88% 19 68% NS 

               Advanced writing 

A problem + solution research 

paper 

42 98% 28 64% <0.0002 

[22.78] 

1
Odds ratio. 

2
Not significant 

 8.1.11. Is the vocabulary in the course book relevant and helpful to your degree area?  
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 The aim of Q.21 of the Student's Questionnaire was to elicit from students whether or not 

the vocabulary in the course books and from the selected material is relevant and helpful to their 

degree area. Although a higher percentage of students have responded 'Yes' to this question (See 

Table 9), it needs to be stated that a number of students wrote comments on the questionnaire 

stating that the vocabulary is not relevant to their degree area, but is helpful to their everyday 

life. Sixty-seven percent of teaching staff indicated that technical vocabulary related to 

argumentation, criticism, negotiation, communication, business deals, political and legal English 

as well and mathematical terms would be more relevant and helpful to students and their faculty. 

Table 9. Is the vocabulary in the course book relevant and  

helpful to your degree area? 

 No. Students Yes (%) No (%) NA 

Intermediate 16 56% 38% 1 

Upper Intermediate 35 66% 34% - 

Advanced 19 58.9% 42% - 

Advanced Writing 28 79.7% 21% - 

NA = No answer 

8.1.12. Is the listening material in the course book interesting and relevant to your 

degree area? 

 Results for Q.22 of the Student Questionnaire deal with assessing the listening material in 

the course book. The Advanced and Advanced Writing modules have not been included since 

they do not focus on developing the skill of listening. 63% of   Intermediate and 60% of Upper 

Intermediate students believe the listening material to be helpful for their degree area. It is 

possible that students perceive different types of listening material to be useful in developing this 

skill. With regard to the teaching staff, 67% think that listening material should concentrate on 

watching the news including world business report, presentations, a variety of documentaries, 

movies, videos, public speeches, a variety of business matters, improving accent and cultural 

differences. 
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8.1.13. In your opinion are the contact hours for this course (i.e. 48) sufficient to help 

you improve your language proficiency? 

The next question for both questionnaires (Q.23 & 21) concerns the contact hours for the 

English modules. As many as 81.6% students and 71.4% teaching staff believe that 48 teaching 

sessions per semester is sufficient to enable students to develop their language proficiency. One 

possible reason for this finding is that students are expected to study English alongside their 

degree area modules and would therefore not welcome more contact hours for English. Teaching 

staff may be concerned that students may take more English sessions at the expense of their 

degree area modules. 

8.1.14. In your opinion, do you benefit more from the one-hour or two-hour teaching   

session? 

Both questionnaires (Q.24 & 22) asked students and teaching staff to give their opinions 

as to whether students benefit more from the one or two hour teaching session.  The results 

demonstrated that 66.3% of students and 45.2% of teaching staff agreed that the one-hour session 

is preferred. Although a number of teaching staff did not respond to this question, 35.7% were in 

favour of the two-hour session.  

8.1.15. In your opinion, how can the English Department help students make the 

necessary progress in their degree area? 

The last consideration of the questionnaires for the needs analysis was to elicit the 

opinions of students and teaching staff as to how the English Department can help students make 

the necessary progress in their degree area. Among the responses of 30% or more students were 

writing paragraphs/essays/academic reports related to their degree area, 44.7%, developing 

speaking and presentation skills, 45.9% and developing research skills, 36%. With regard to the 

teaching staff, 31.5% also mentioned developing research skills.   
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In response to Q.24 of the teacher’s questionnaire which enquired about how students’ 

language development is picked up and reinforced in their faculty, a total of 40.5% of teaching 

staff stated that students are encouraged to communicate in English and give presentations, while 

31.5% mentioned writing essays, projects and academic reports. 

9. Student & Teacher Interviews 

9.1. What kind of reading material would you find interesting and relevant to your degree 

area? 

9.1.1. Students' perspective. The next consideration for the needs analysis is what reading 

material should be emphasised in the English modules. In accordance with the findings of Table 

7, the responses to Q.1 of the interview clearly demonstrate that the majority of students (85.7%) 

believe that receiving topics related to their degree area would be interesting and relevant for 

them.  This is how one student responded to this question: “Teachers should introduce topics 

related to the degree area. This would help students.” In addition, a number of students (42.9%) 

stated that receiving interesting and age appropriate topics would help motivate them. Students 

preferences for reading topics were: authentic material focusing on worldwide issues to increase 

general knowledge, as well as topics related to fashion, selling products,  successful companies 

(local & international), human resources, entrepreneurs, the economy, ethical leaders, 

organisational behaviour,  politics, sports, newspaper, historical and research articles. In 

accordance with the above findings, Edwards (2000) ESP case study demonstrates that authentic 

materials are appreciated by students and instrumental in motivating them. The teachers’ 

findings concur with the results of the students as all teachers claim that reading material 

relevant to the degree area should be introduced in the English modules. This is what one teacher 

had to say about the reading material: “Teachers should introduce updated and interesting 

material which is relevant to our degree area.”  
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9.2. What kind of writing tasks would you find interesting and relevant to your degree 

area? 

With regard to writing tasks, 71.4% of students mentioned the need to develop their 

overall writing skills, which includes essay writing, 57.1% developing research skills, 50% 

academic reports, 35.7% research projects and CV writing. In agreement with these findings, 

66.7% of teachers mentioned developing writing skills by focusing on essays and academic 

reports while 100% believe developing research skills are important components for their 

faculty. These findings concur with those found in 8.1.15 above as 44.7% of students stated that 

writing paragraphs, essays and academic reports relevant to their degree area would help them 

make more progress in their degree area. In addition, both students' (36%) and teaching staff 

(31.5%) responded developing research skills (See 8.1.15). One student mentioned when 

research skills should be introduced. “Introduce research skills from the first English module not 

just on the Advanced and Advanced Writing modules.” This interviewed teacher’s response is in 

accordance with the student. “Students in the Preparatory Year need to know research skills.” 

9.3. What kind of speaking tasks would you find interesting and relevant to your degree 

area? 

The emerging patterns for Q.3 of the interviews indicate that there are a number of 

speaking tasks that students would find interesting and relevant to their degree area. Amongst 

these giving oral presentations have been rated highly by students (71.4%) and teaching staff 

(100%). This student’s comment helps us to understand when oral presentations should be 

introduced in the English programme: “Oral presentations should be introduced from the first 

English module.” Similarly, the interviewed teachers also believe that English modules should 

“help students develop their oral presentation skills.” This finding is in accordance with the 

results of a study conducted in the US where East Asian students considered formal oral 

presentations to be one of the most important skills for academic success in graduate studies 
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(Kim, 2006). Whereas all teaching staff has rated class discussions, developing communications 

skills and debates highly, 50% of students stated class discussions, 42.9% developing 

communication skills and 35.7% debates. 

Also, in response to the last question of the student questionnaire 45.9% of students, 

stated that developing speaking and presentation skills would help them make more progress in 

the degree area (See 8.1.15 above). Furthermore, 55.6% of teaching staff expressed that students 

have problems with oral presentations, short talks, and group discussions (See Table 4). Along 

similar lines, Schleppegrell and Royster (1990:12) suggest that English for Specific Business 

Purposes (ESBP) courses should provide learners with ‘opportunities to role play, discuss 

business cases, and participate in business situations.’ 

9.4. How can the English Department help you to make more progress in your degree 

area? 

Question 4 of the interview attempted to elicit what students think the Department of 

English can do to help them make more progress in their degree area. The results show that there 

are similarities in perspective between the students and teachers as both groups have identified 

four important factors which are: 1) develop speaking skills in all English modules; 2) 

motivation; 3) placement test; and 4) develop research skills from the first English module in the 

preparatory year.  

9.4.1. Speaking Skills. The responses of students and teachers are in accordance as they 

both mentioned that all English modules should allocate sufficient time to develop speaking 

skills. While students rated speaking skills to be the second most important skill for students of 

business (See Table 1), more than half the number of teaching staff (that took part in the 

completion of the questionnaires) stated that over 50% of students have problems with this skill 

(See Table 4). This student’s comment helps us to understand why speaking skills are important 

for business students:  “Speaking is one of the most important skills for business students. All 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6VDM-4HMFJ85-2&_user=10&_rdoc=1&_fmt=&_orig=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_searchStrId=990135426&_rerunOrigin=google&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=4a2edce129174656bf7d7a45de4ae56b#vt1#vt1
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English modules must focus on it.” Another student expresses concern with this language skill by 

saying: “Students at the BUE have problems with speaking skills.” Along similar lines, this is 

what one teacher had to say: “Students have problems with speaking skills. They need to express 

themselves in Arabic.” 

9.4.2. Motivation. An important factor that can have a detrimental affect on the 

motivation of a student is the Module Specific Components, which are related to the syllabus, the 

teaching materials, the teaching method and the learning tasks. 50% of students and   66.6% of 

teachers mentioned that the English modules are not interesting, useful or beneficial and do not 

meet the needs of students in the faculty. One student illustrates this by saying: “Students feel 

English modules are not interesting as they do not meet students’ needs. Students attend only to 

pass the module.” In accordance with this, one teacher stated: “There is a huge gap between 

what the faculties teach and what is taught in the English department. Students don’t see 

relevance in what they are doing.”  Among the motivational factors elicited from the students 

and teachers were: To make the classes interesting, meaningful and relevant to the degree area by 

incorporating reading material, speaking and listening tasks as well as writing topics that are 

appropriate to student and faculty needs. In addition, to introduce a balanced selection of 

activities, such as games, competitions, videos, news, documentaries, online interactive material, 

and role models.  

9.4.3. English Placement Test. Fifty percent of students and 66.7% of teachers raised 

concern over the English Placement Test, which students sit upon entry to the BUE and places 

them in one of the English levels according to the score they obtain. The English Placement Test 

consists of two components: Listening and Grammar. Both students and teachers believe that    

writing and speaking components should be added to the test to determine the students’ overall 

language proficiency and to ensure proper placement at the outset. One student expresses her 

concern on this issue by saying: “I am not satisfied with the Placement Test. It should also focus 



 Ghenghesh, Hamid & Abdelfattah                                           A Study of Perceptions of English                                                                         

 

424 Arab World English Journal 

 www.awej.org                                                          9327                                                  -ISSN: 2229  

 

 

on writing and speaking.” The same concern is also illustrated in this teacher’s comment: “a 

more adequate Placement Test is required.” Students are misplaced. There are students in 

higher levels that should not be there. The levels of students should be distinguished.”  

9.4.4. Develop research skills from the first English module in the Preparatory Year. 

 Since students are expected to do research projects in the Preparatory Year in the Faculty 

of Business, both interviewed students and teachers believe that research skills should be an 

integral part of the syllabi starting from the first English module in the Preparatory Year, rather 

than being introduced in the last two English modules only. The following comment highlights 

the importance of developing research skills from the outset: “Most things in business depend on 

research.” Similarly this teacher states that: Students should be taught how to develop research 

skills and know how to write a research paper.” In addition, cooperative teaching between 

teaching staff in the Faculty of Business and Department of English will reduce the workload of 

students, as less writing will be required of them, which in turn should result in a higher standard 

of written work. One teacher explains how this can be done: “The English Department can focus 

on the language while teachers in the Faculty of Business focus on degree area content.” 

Conclusion 

This needs analysis research paper has been an attempt to describe the perception that 

business students and their faculty have of the English language needs of students. It draws the 

attention of syllabus writers and language teachers of not only equipping students with the right 

language skills, but also to support the need for English modules to be more specifically related 

to the degree area.  The findings have shown that there are a number of curriculum components 

for each skill that should be incorporated in the syllabus for each English module that students 

would find interesting and relevant. Language teachers can select interesting and subject-related 

material from a variety of course books, authentic online material, ESP and ESL materials as 

well as teacher-generated materials. Teachers in the Faculty of Business can also help select 
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content-based reading material and topics, vocabulary, writing tasks and research projects to 

ensure relevancy. Relevance to the students’ needs and interests is paramount, as this will have 

an important influence on their motivation. 

Limitation of the Study 

Although this study invited all teaching staff (i.e. lecturers and teaching assistants) to take 

part in the completion of the questionnaire survey, only one lecturer from each department in the 

Faculty of Business took part in the semi-structured interviews. The teaching assistants who give 

the tutorials and assist students by giving individual conferencing are an important source of 

information and should have been involved in the interview sessions. 
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