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Questions for reading, summarizing and criticizing research

A About the research topic
1. What is the main research area?
2. What is the research problem?
3. What are the major research questions or hypotheses?

B About the research context
1. What other research studies were conducted in the same area?
2. What were their main findings?
3. What is the rationale of the research?
4. Why was in important to conduct the research?

C About the research method
1. What are the main variables of the study?
2. Which research design was used? (experimental, correlational, descriptive, multivariate,

ethnographic?)
3. Description of the population, sample, and selection procedures.
4. The data collection procedures - information about their development, reliability, validity,

pilot study.
5. Description of the data collected.

D About the data analysis
1. What are specific data analysis procedures used?
2. Were they quantitative or qualitative, or both?

E About the findings
1. What were the main findings?
2. What does the researcher conclude from them?
3. How do the findings relate to the research context and to the underlying theories?
4. What are the implications of the findings?
5. What recommendations does the researcher make based on the findings?
6. What recommendations are drawn from the results?

F Criticism of the research
Consideration of A-E above and specifically:

1. the statement of the problem
2. the identification of the hypotheses
3. the description and definition of the variables
4. the appropriacy of the design of the study
5. the appropriacy of the instruments
6. the appropriacy of the data analysis procedures
7. the consistency of the results with the analysis
8. whether the conclusion, implications, and recommendations are warranted by the results.

SELIGER, Herbert W. & Elana SHOHAMY. Second Language Research Methods. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1990. 80-81.
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Academic research includes the following features:

1. The research role: academic researchers
engage in research as part of their professional role,
which means that resources and time are provided
for their research, and promotion and credit are
gained through research.

2. The application of research: academic
research does not necessarily have immediate
practical application and consequences; it is in a
sense a theoretical activity, with the researcher free
to decide what and where to research.

3. The research approach: the procedures of
academic research include, for example, compre-
hensive literature reviews, and the documentation
and publication of research, activities which
require time and resources; the research approach
encou-rages objectivity and distance from the object
of study.

4. Research communities: academic researchers
belong to research communities in which they can
disseminate their research at conferences and
through publications.

EDGE, Julian & Keith RICHARD (eds.). Teachers Develop Teachers
Research: Papers on Classroom Research and Teacher Development.
Oxford: Heinemann, 1993.
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Research is a systematic process of inquiry consisting
of three elements or components:

(1) a question, problem, or hypothesis,

(2) data,

(3) analysis and interpretation of data.

NUNAN, David. Research Methods in Language Learning,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1992. 3.

It is evident to anyone reading research in second
language acquisition, that the field in inter-disciplinary.
The study of second language acquisition can be
linguistic, psycholinguistic, socio-linguistic, sociological,
psychological and educational. That is, it draws on a
wide number of perspectives about the phenomena of
second language as well as the research methodology
associated with these different disciplines.

(...) Research is cyclical. It is an ongoing activity which
is never totally completed because each piece of
research raises additional questions for more research.
Either the results lead the investigator on to related
questions or the original question or hypothesis with
which the research began cannot be answered or
confirmed and the investigation must begin again but
with a gain of knowledge and experience.

Carrying out second language research requires
thinking and doing.

SELIGER, Herbert W. & SHOHAMY, Elana. Second Language
Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1990. 1-3.
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Teachers' and Learners' Perceptions in Second and
Foreign Language Learning

This is a study in an area of interest that arises from several different
sources. It is difficult to identify one key source or one particular strand of
research or any experiences that led me to undertake this study which is in its
very preliminary stages. The only thing surprising about this research is that it
has not been done before.

The study of teachers' and learners' perceptions is based on a rather
uncontroversial assumption, namely that in any setting people's perceptions and
expectations affect their behaviour and shape their reactions to other people's
behaviour, sometimes with devastating effects if those expectations are
misplaced or if they are not realized.

So it just seemed logical that any people interested in what takes place in
language classrooms, people responsible for the design and implementation of
language programs would be interested in knowing something about teachers'
and learners' perceptions of what happens or what should happen to them as
participants in a social setting.

The problem is that people assume that they do know a great deal about
one another's perceptions and for that reason do not think that the topic is really
worthy of consideration. But I think that if we reflect on it a little bit there are
several different strands of research, several different preoccupations in
language education that certainly support the systematic study of teachers' and
learners' perceptions in the language classroom.
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BACKGROUND

Focus on the learner
It was just about twenty years ago that an anthology was published called Focus
on The Learner which really set the theme for a great deal of what we would be
doing in thinking about and exploring language classrooms, looking at language
classrooms in terms of the contribution made by and the role played by learners,
things like needs analysis, the attempt to find out what different learner
populations need language for. It is certainly one manifestation of this focus on
the learner and so, too, is the shift away from debates about methods which are
no longer valid constructs. Arguing over the relative effectiveness of different
methods really does not mean very much if we acknowledge that learners are
different and that not all learners are going to be served equally well by the
same method. So we look for those things that are well suited to individual
learners or to groups of learners. Hence we have become interested in the study
of such things as learning styles, cognitive strategies, personality traits, all of
which are problematic to research. But the more we know about these things,
the better able we will be to match particular instructional interventions with
particular learners in an appropriate way. This reflects a concern for the learner,
for making instruction responsive to what we know about learners, including
the idea that in many cases what best suits the learner is not a conventional
classroom situation at all.

All this does not necessarily point to research on teachers' and learners'
perceptions but it creates a sort of backdrop in which the study of the
perceptions and expectations of individuals is a logical route to follow.

What teachers bring to the classroom
It is interesting as well that, at the same time that we are concerned with

what learners bring to the classroom in terms of background, there is also a
recognition that what happens in the classroom is shaped by what teachers bring
there.

Each teacher brings an educational history shaped from his or her own
educational experience as well as his or her experience as a teacher. The teacher
is not a neutral agent helping learners and materials or learners and activities to
come together. The teacher exercises an influence over all of the other
components of the classroom and it may not be surprising, although many
people find it somewhat disappointing, to recognize that of all the factors that
influence a teacher 's performance in the classroom the one that seems to be
most powerful, most resistant to change is the teacher's own experiences, own
perceptions as a learner.
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There is a national centre for research on teachers and learning which is
housed at Michigan State University and which has been operating now for
several years doing research on teacher education, on the preparation and
professional development of teachers.

In the report of their first five years of research, the centre concluded that
"one important finding is that teachers develop strong conceptions of the
practice of teaching while they are still children". From their experiences as
students they form views about the nature of school subjects (e.g. What should
an English course be like?), about the teacher's role in facilitating learning and
about pedagogical implications of learner diversity. These views constrain their
ability to grasp alternative views. So that those who train teachers are already
confronting directly or indirectly perceptions and expectations that teachers
bring to the teaching task before they themselves have credentials as teachers.

Cross-cultural differences
One of the most dramatic ways in which the influence of learners' and

teachers' perceptions can create difficulties in the classroom is the study of
cross- cultural differences in education, in teaching and learning.

In many places, particularly in the US, the education of language minority
children has been complicated by the fact that children bring to school learning
styles and social styles that are often very different from the norms of the
school. Failure to recognize that people's perceptions of education differ cross-
culturally, that they differ even within the same culture, that learners and
teachers may not be operating with the same assumptions, the same knowledge,
can lead to miscommunication and to even more serious consequences and has
done so in many cases.

School structures and rules
We recognize those cross-cultural differences when we say that part of

early education is a socialization process of helping children to learn the rules
of the school, socializing them into the norms and expectations of the school.
And this usually involves the learning of two different types of rules.
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The academic task structure
Eriksson, the sociologist of education, has argued that in a classroom there

has to be a common understanding of what he calls "the academic task
structure", that is to say the actual structure and the rules that govern the
performance of teaching and learning tasks. For example, if students are given
individual work, a worksheet to do, are they expected to work on that on a
completely individual basis or is collaboration acceptable or encouraged? In
other words, what is the nature of the task? When students are given an activity
that is to be used for assessment purposes, are they to work on that on a
completely individual basis or is collaboration again accepted or encouraged?

The social participation structure
The second type of structure that has to be understood by all participants in

the classroom is what Eriksson calls the social participation structure, which has
to do with the rules for interaction in the classroom.

At what point, if any, is it appropriate for students to ask questions or to
interrupt? At what point, if any, is it appropriate for teachers to relinquish one
or another sort of control?

Practical instances of potential misunderstanding
There is a general assumption by most teachers that, by the time students

arrive in that teacher's classroom, they ought to have learned both these types of
structures and yet there are many instances in which that kind of assumption is
really not valid.

For example, when English is taught as a second language, let's say in the
US, and you have coming in to adult education classes people from a variety of
different backgrounds, some of whom may have had relatively little schooling,
some of whom may not have literacy skills, some of whom may come into the
classroom with enormous reverence for the school and the teacher, the
likelihood is that there will be, at the very least, different perceptions and a
strong possibility that some of those perceptions will not be shared by the
teacher.

What happens when a teacher with experience in one setting goes to
teaching in another setting (e.g. on a Fullbright as an expatriate teaching
English in Japan or in any situation that you might care to imagine)? How much
energy is dissipated before you realize that the rules, the perceptions that you
have about the nature of the classroom are not shared by those you are now
teaching?
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Both times the students and the teachers responded to the same items. The
students indicated at each time the agreement or disagreement with the
statements while the instructors were asked to indicate what percentage of
students they thought would agree or disagree with the statements. This was not
an attempt to tap the instructor's or the teacher's perceptions but rather their
sense of the students. To what extent did they understand, if only intuitively, to
what extent could they predict how students would react to the statements at the
very beginning and then one month into a course? So when a teacher circles A it
means something different from a student circling A. A student circling A
indicates strong agreement and a teacher circling A means that s/he thinks that
almost all of the students will agree with the statement but not that s/he
necessarily agrees with it.

The questionnaire was administered in all of these classes on the very first
day of class and then four weeks later.

Participation by the students was voluntary. They were certainly
encouraged to do so but it was not obligatory so that even if the number of
students were not already small we would have to be cautious anyway because
we do not know which students responded and which ones did not, and those
who responded may or may not be representative.

Students were invited to put their names on the papers so that it is possible
in the case of many students to identify how some responded the first time and
the second time but that was not the primary purpose. I was more interested in
the performance of these classes as groups than by individual changes. This,
however, might be very valuable for a teacher diagnosing individual alienation
or difficulty.

I did ask the teachers in the following interview whether they thought that
the students took this exercise seriously, because, particularly at universities
like mine, students are constantly bombarded by questionnaires and requests to
participate as subjects in research and in many cases, they tend to do these
things as mechanically as possible. The teachers said that they actually observed
carefully the students' behaviour during the time they were doing this and that
they seemed to be reading each item and responding independently. Beyond
that, it is difficult to say, but the teachers reported that the activity was
interesting not only to them but apparently to the students as well.
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RESULTS AND ANALYSES

No distinct trend
There is very little that reveals itself as a pattern. It was impossible to

identify any distinct trend either in the students' responses or in the teacher's
responses.

Let us take the intermediate second language Spanish class. At the
beginning of the class, the teacher indicates that for 7 of the items almost all
students would agree with the statement, that for 10 of the items more than half
of the students would agree with the statement and that for 3 items fewer than
half of them would agree. So the teacher predicted in general that students
would typically agree with the statement.

If you look at the actual percentage of the 46 students who did agree, you
can see that in many cases there is an almost perfect fit. The perceptions are
perfectly matched but there are some discrepancies.

Item 6 performed strangely in all different classes. Here was the case
where the teacher had predicted that fewer than half of the students would agree
with the statement; in fact almost three quarters of them did.

The same sort of pattern reveals itself in other classes and if there was a
pattern it was that the students tended to agree with most of the statements. Still
there are some items that were very revealing to the instructor if not to an
outsider like ourselves.

Results can be best interpreted by an insider
Let me talk about a few of the responses to these items in the Spanish class

to show you why this data may be more revealing to an insider than to an
outsider.

It was understood from the beginning that I would come back to the
teachers as soon after the second data had been collected and interview them to
see what sense they could make of it.

Item 10 : The instructor will encourage students to suggest, during the course
itself, how class time can be most effectively used.

This item got the same percentage of agreement from students both times
(61%, which is a relatively low level of agreement compared to the other items).
Interestingly the teacher shifted from a prediction that more than half of the
students would agree with the statement at the beginning of the class to a
prediction that fewer than half would agree after four weeks.
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Item 4: Within a few days, it will be clear that there is a wide range of
language-learning ability among the students in this course.

Let us look at it in terms of an upper-intermediate English as a second
language class being taken by university students about to begin their university
study.

The teacher predicted, at the beginning of the course, that fewer than half
the students would agree with the statement. In fact, two-thirds of them did.
Whereas the teacher believed after four weeks that the number of students who
agreed with the statement would increase the percentage of students who did
decreased markedly.

What I think it means is that the teacher perceived that his reaction to the
different students would have made it clear to them that he recognized
differences among them, that everybody would have recognized that there are
differences and that the teacher was trying to respond to them. The students, on
the other hand, either did not recognize that the teacher was responding
differently to them and/or they, themselves, did not perceive differences among
them. But here was a case where the two parties were moving in opposite
directions.

I showed this data to the teacher and asked him to interpret it. He spoke
much along the lines that I have just summarised but pointed out that he did not
feel that it was a problem; that even though the perceptions may have been
different, there did not seem to be any overt difficulty created by this mismatch
which, I think, is an important point. It is one thing to measure differences in
perceptions, it is quite another thing to say that differences in perceptions or
expectations really matter. Sometimes they do, sometimes they are crucial, but
sometimes they are not that interesting and my operational definition of
interesting is that if they are not viewed by teachers or students as affecting
instruction then they are interesting for research purposes only.

Results affect instruction and not research only
We can also take item 6, looking at it for the Spanish classes. Here is a

case where there was a growing awareness on the part of the students or a
greater level of agreement on the part of the students. The first time may
represent the period before the class begins and everyone is willing to say there
will be no frustration but within a month more than half of the class had either
experienced frustration or had perceived other people feeling it and instructors
similarly shifted from believing a majority would agree to believing that all
would agree.

I have often found that teachers get frustrated when they read at the end of
a report of research that the study which has just been reported is probably of
greater significance for research than for the classroom.
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Though a very limited and preliminary experience so far, this may be an
example of the opposite. My suspicion is that this kind of investigation is far
more valuable for the participants, primarily the teacher but by extension the
students, than for researchers.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS AND CONCLUSIONS

I am inclined to believe, and this is a very tentative conclusion, that this
data can certainly be collected by an outsider but plausible interpretation of the
data really can be made only by participants who have some direct evidence for
what these numbers may mean. I may modify that view as the questionnaire is
refined. Instructors suggested that there should be an item that would ask
learners whether they thought that the amount of homework would be
appropriate. Another teacher asked for an item in which students would indicate
their agreement with the statement that the assessment procedures would be
reasonable and fair. Those may or may not be better items but we shall certainly
try them.

I am inclined at this point to drop some of the items . But I am a little
reluctant to drop items like n°1, the responses to which were almost uniformly
agreement because I think that, in other settings, they might not elicit the same
level of agreement. Whatever kind of questionnaire is used, it has to be
developed locally or at least modified to suit local conditions.

This is where the research stands at the moment. It has not yielded
anything earthshaking but we would be surprised if it did. We would be
distressed if item after item, there was a large discrepancy between teachers' and
learners' perceptions. So it may be the exceptional items, the things that we do
not expect that can provide useful insight.

I also think that this kind of questionnaire can be useful when used less for
research purposes and more as an instructional or diagnostic device.

I hope to reach the point when teachers can be given questionnaires like
this and told to use them at the beginning of a class to help raise students'
consciousness about the things that are important for them to think about and in
which there could be discussion or some kind of feedback from teachers to
learners about their responses to that initial questionnaire. This is sometimes a
more dramatic way than what we say by way of instructions or by way of
pronouncing the rules of the game.

This is a very modest way to try to measure systematically just what
people's expectations are and I keep on insisting that this is very preliminary,
very exploratory. I am surprised this hasn't been already done on a much larger
basis but I think there is lots of promise here either under the rubrique of
learners' training, how to become more conscious of oneself as a learner and
also of value to a teacher.
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We cannot make tactical adjustments to our classes unless we know what
changes need to be made, otherwise we are reduced to sensing a certain level of
dissatisfaction and then trying, in some fashion, to find an alternative.

It is also a check on our own assumptions about what we communicate,
about academic tasks and social participation structures in the classroom.

We may be convinced that we are offering students encouragement but it
may be our inner voice that we are hearing and not the actual voice the students
hear. So I think it is worth comparing how students are responding to these
items at the very beginning and then a month later.

The possibility is this will tell the researchers much less than it will tell
teachers but I could say with confidence that this is a line of research that is
worth pursuing. This may not be the best way to do it; the questionnaire may be
an extremely primitive way of trying to tap these perceptions but I think that
what I have done so far with this research has at least suggested that a
comparison between the beginning of class and four weeks into the class can
reveal useful information and that it is worth pursuing this in a variety of other
different settings.
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Annex 1: First questionnaire to students

Dear student,

Thank you for participating in this research project. Your instructor will share the results

of this research with you later in the course.

Please respond to each of the statements below by circling, on the answer sheet, the letter

of the option which best describes your expectations of this course. You do not need to write

any comments; later in the course, however, I will invite you to respond more fully, in a face-

to-face interview, to the issues we are investigating.

Statements
01. The instructor will encourage students to participate, even if they are likely to make

mistakes.
02. Many activities will involve pairs or small groups of students working together without

the constant guidance of the instructor.
03. The instructor will encourage us to ask questions during class if we do not understand the

material.
04. Within a few days, it will be clear that there is a wide range of language-learning ability

among the students in this course.
05. The preparation and review for this course that we do outside of class will be as important

as what we do during class meetings.
06. At some point within the first three weeks of the course, most of the students in this course

will experience a feeling of frustration over some aspect of the course material or
activities.

07. The instructor will want us to take responsibility for our own learning.
08. My success in this course will depend much more on what I do than on what the instructor

does.
09. In general, the students in this course will be supportive of one another.
10. The instructor will encourage students to suggest, during the course itself, how class time

can be most effectively used.
11. This course will teach us how we can become better language learners.
12. After only a few class meetings, the instructor will know which students participate

actively and which students do not.
13. The instructor will spend a lot of class time explaining grammar and vocabulary.
14. In general, the students will be interested in the activities that they do in this course.
15. Most students will feel that their ability in Spanish is improving as a result of this course.
16. The instructor will behave very differently in the classroom from other language teachers

have had.
17. Students in this course will spend time together outside of class to practise and study the

course material.
18. The instructor will ask us if we are satisfied with the class activities.
19. In every class, there will always be some students who have not done their homework or

prepared for that day's class.
20. The instructor will try to make us feel comfortable in class.
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Annex 2 : Questionnaire to instructors

Dear instructor,
Thank you for participating in this research project, the results of which I will be happy to

share with you.
Please respond to each of the statements below by circling, on the answer sheet, the letter

of the option which best describes your perceptions and expectations of the students whom
you are going to teach. The full form of each response option appears below; an abbreviated
version of each option follows each item.

You may write any comments that you want to; later in the course, however, I will invite
you to respond more fully, in a face-to-face interview, to the issues referred to in these items.

Response options

a. In filling out their questionnaire at the very beginning of this course, all (or almost all) of
the students in this course will agree with this statement.

b. In filling out their questionnaire at the very beginning of this course, more than half of the
students in this course will agree with this statement.

c. In filling out their questionnaire at the very beginning of this course, fewer than half of the
students in this course will agree with this statement.

d. In filling out their questionnaire at the very beginning of this course, none (or almost none)
of the students in this course will agree with this statement.

Items

Reminder : You are judging the number of students who will agree with each statement.

01. The instructor will encourage students to participate, even if they are likely to make
mistakes.

a. all (or almost all)
b. more than half
c. fewer than half
d. none (or almost none)

02. Many activities will involve pairs or small groups of students working together without
the

constant guidance of the instructor.
a. all (or almost all)
b. more than half
c. fewer than half
d. none (or almost none)

etc.
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Annex 3 : First answer sheet

Response options

a. I am very confident that this statement will be true of this course.
b. I am not sure, but I think that this statement will be true of this course.
c. I am not sure, but I do not think that this statement will be true of this course.
d. I am very certain that this statement will not be true of this course.

Statement
01. a b c d
02. a b c d
03. a b c d
04. a b c d
05. a b c d
06. a b c d
07. a b c d
08. a b c d
09. a b c d
10. a b c d
11. a b c d
12. a b c d
13. a b c d
14. a b c d
15. a b c d
16. a b c d
17. a b c d
18. a b c d
19. a b c d
20. a b c d
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Annex 4 : Second answer sheet (4 weeks later)

Response options

a. This statement is definitely true of this course.
b. In general, this statement is true of this course.
c. In general, this statement is not true of this course.
d. This statement is definitely not true of this course.

Statement
01. a b c d
02. a b c d
03. a b c d
04. a b c d
05. a b c d
06. a b c d
07. a b c d
08. a b c d
09. a b c d
10. a b c d
11. a b c d
12. a b c d
13. a b c d
14. a b c d
15. a b c d
16. a b c d
17. a b c d
18. a b c d
19. a b c d
20. a b c d

Stephen Gaies


