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LEXICAL PHRASES, FUNCTIONS AND 
VOCABULARY ACQUISITION 

James R. Nattinger 
Portland State University 

When we think of vocabulary, we immediately 
think of single words on flashcards, in lists, under-
lined in texts or defined neatly in the pages of 
Reader's  Digest.  It may be advantageous to think of 
it in much broader terms, however, for in many ways 
phrases, sentences, and sometimes whole chunks of 
discourse act very much like single words do. View-
ing vocabulary in such a way would be helpful, not 
only in bringing this part of ESL closer to current 
research in language performance, but also in helping 
connect some valuable insights of Communicative Lan-
guage Teaching and Notional-Functional Grammar. Such 
an extended view of vocabulary may also be helpful 
for learning the grammatical system of a language. 

These broader vocabulary categories consist of 
chunks of language of varying length, some of which 
never vary, others which vary to a certain degree, 
although all of them for one reason or another are 
stored as units in memory much as any single word. 
These chunks are usually referred to as 'formulaic' 
or  'prefabricated' speech, though they have been 
given several other labels. 

Prefabricated Speech and Current Research  

Formulaic speech has become the subject of a 
great deal of attention lately, in such diverse areas 
as natural language processing (Becker 1975), linguis-
tic anthropology (Bauman 1977), first language acqui-
sition (Wong-Fillmore 1976; Peters 1983), and second 
language acquisition (Krashen and Scarcella 1978; 
Yorio 1980). 
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This work takes a direction contrary to that of 
most linguistic theory, not only in focusing on lan-
guage performance, but also in using other measures 
of  economy to evaluate explanation.  Linguistic 
theory accounts for structure in minimal and non-re-
dundant terms, thus making the most efficient (and 
desirable) description of language the one that uses 
fewest number of units to account for the data. De-
scriptions of linguistic performance, however, seem 
to require different measures of economy.  Many 
researchers feel that the storage capacity of memory 
is vast but that the speed for processing those 
memories is not (Crick 1979:219), so that we must 
learn shortcuts for making efficient use of this 
processing time.  Many theories of language perfor-
mance thus suggest that vocabulary is stored redun-
dantly, not only as individual morphemes, but also as 
parts of phrases, or even as longer memorized chunks 
of speech, and that it is oftentimes retrieved from 
memory as these preassembled chunks (Bolinger 1975). 
This prefabricated speech has both the advantage of 
more efficient retrieval and of permitting speakers 
to direct attention to the larger structure of the 
discourse rather than keeping it focused narrowly on 
individual words as they are produced. 

A Description of Pre-fabricated Speech in ESL  

Vocabulary teachers have always recognized the 
need to include more than single words in their les-
sons.  Two- and three-part verbs (put up, put up 
with) and noun compounds (elevator operator,  card 
player)  are usually treated no differently than other 
vocabulary.  Many teachers have stretched the cate-
gory to include idioms as well, phrases like kick the 
bucket, bite the bullet and on the dog, reasoning 
that such phrases are actually unvarying units, 
frozen into that particular shape and not analyzable 
by the regular rules of syntax. Kick the bucket will 
not recombine into the passive *The bucket was kicked 
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as will the similar kick the dog, for example. Many 
teachers thus see language as a dichotomy opposing 
'vocabulary', which is any stretch of language in 
some way single and frozen, against the rest of lan-
guage,  which is multiple and generated from 
'scratch'. 

In 1978 Krashen and Scarcella, summarizing pre-
vious research, describe a third, intermediate cate-
gory--language that is not completely fixed but is at 
the same time limited in the shapes it can take 
(Krashen and Scarcella 1978). They refer to phrases 
such as 'a little while ago' or 'down with the king' 
which permit some variation ('a year ago,' a month 
ago,' a short time ago;' down with fuedalism,"up 
with people,' away with all pedants') yet still are 
relatively fixed in shape. These they call 'semi-
fixed patterns,'which have alternatively, and more 
helpfully, been described as 'formulaic frames with 
analyzed slots' (Wong-Fillmore 1979). Peters sum- 
marizes research that takes the idea further and 
claims that ordinary conversation consists almost 
entirely of 'institutionalized clauses,' which, un-
like idioms, can be analyzed by the normal rules of 
syntax, yet because of their usefulness or frequency 
in conversation are stored and produced as single 
units (Peters 1983). If we broaden the definition to 
include such stretches of language, Peters feels, 
then any sharp distinction between vocabulary and 
syntax collapses into a dynamic and fluid continuum, 
ranging from the completely fixed to the completely 
original. 

Even though researchers do not agree about the 
extent of prepackaged language in actual speech, they 
do agree that there are such conventionalized struc-
tures that occur more frequently and have more auto-
matic, idiomatically determined meaning than language 
that is newly put together each time. One attempt to 
describe these structures for teaching purposes was 
work based on research in natural language processing 
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(Nattinger 1981). This research sees language use as 
basically a 'compositional' process, one of 'stitch-
ing together' preassembled phrases into discourse, 
and describes the following six types of 'lexical 
phrases' in terms of functional and structural char-
acteristics: 

(a) Polywords: short, fixed phrases, whose meaning 
often is not analyzable by the regular rules of syn-
tax. They can substitute for single words, so are 
often treated like regular vocabulary in ESL lessons: 
idioms ('kick the bucket'), euphemisms ('powder 
room'), slang ('better half'), two- and three-part 
verbs ('put up,' put up with'). 

(b) Phrasal Constraints: short, relatively fixed 
phrases with slots that permit some variation, many 
being non-canonical forms ('a year ago,' by pure 
coincidence,' down with the king'): greetings ('how 
do you do'), partings ('see you later'), exclamations 
('you can't be serious!'), insults ('you creep'). 

(c) Deictic Locutions: short to medium length 
phrases of low variability, consisting of clauses or 
entire utterances. They are essentially monitoring 
devices, whose purpose is (1) to direct the flow of 
conversation by marking attitudes, expectations, 
concessions, challenges, defenses, supports, retreats 
('as far as I know,' don't you think,' if I were 
you,' for that matter,' frankly,"I mean to say,' 
'further to my letter of') ■  or (2) to exercise social 
control ('hey, wait a minute,' now look,' see 
here,' shut up' and then what'). 

(d) Sentence Builders: phrases up to sentence 
length, highly variable, containing slots for para-
meters or arguments. These provide a skeleton for 
the expression of the entire idea. They are often 
non-canonical and discontinuous, and are used in a 
wide variety of social contexts ('not only X but also 
Y, "if I X, then I Y,"the er X, the er Y'). 
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(e) Situational Utterances: usually complete sen- 
tences, amenable to the regular rules of syntax and 
highly dependent on the social context. They provide 
the framework for particular social interactions--
greetings ('how are you today'), partings ('I'll see 
you next week'), politeness routines ('thanks very 
much for 1 ), questions ('could you tell me 
')--and much of the language of social maintenance 
('what's new,' cold enough for you,' I won't tell 
another living soul,' how have you been getting 
along with '). 

(f) Verbatim Texts: entire texts of different 
length with extremely low variability. Used for qu-
otation, allusion, or frequently, as in the case of 
institutionalized chunks, direct use. These are mem-
orized sequences (numbers, the alphabet, the days of 
the week), aphorisms ('the public seldom forgives 
twice''), proverbs ("a rolling stone gathers no 
moss'), and all of those chunks that a speaker has 
found efficient to store as units. Some of these may 
be general units, used by everyone in the speech 
community, while others may be more idiosyncratic, 
phrases that an individual has stored because they 
have been found an efficient and pleasing way of get-
ting an idea across. 

Reasons for Teaching Lexical Phrases  

This view of vocabulary for the classroom gains 
support from the fact that it is similar to one emerg-
ing from other work in cognitive science and language 
performance.  Lexical phrases have been found to be 
natural ways of chunking language and of thus making 
storage and retrieval more efficient, for example. 
They are also consistent with the types of short-cut-
ting devices that inevitably develop in mature, well-
learned systems of knowledge (Peters 1983). These 
phrases also parallel those described in first lan-
guage acquisition research, which describes children 



as learning language not by gradually accumulating 
and arranging small pieces into larger ones, but by 
beginning with large units which they learn to break 
apart into increasingly smaller ones. In this view, 
the child first acquires a socially relevant fixed 
phrase, and then, after comparing it with similar 
phrases, analyzes it as a semi-fixed phrase with 
slots, until finally breaking it apart into conven-
tional lexical items and analyzing it by regular 
syntactic rules (Wong-Fillmore 1979). 

Such an explanation of first language learning 
is an intuitively satisfying description of how one 
begins to master a second language. My first fumb-
ling attempts at Spanish had me using the phrase 
'tengo que comer' in any situation that called for 
the general meaning 'I am hungry.' Later, after hear-
ing similar phrases used in other contexts, ones like 
'tengo que ir' and 'tengo que comprar,' I was able to 
break apart the previous fixed phrase into a semi- 
fixed phrase with a slot that could be filled by 
several different words, 'tengo que  .' And after 
hearing other similar yet distinct phrases such as 
'tengo hambre' and 'tengo demasiado ■ ' I was able to 
break the phrase apart further into conventional lex-
ical items. 

This theoretical justification for teaching lexi-
cal phrases is encouraging, but perhaps the most im-
mediate reasons for teaching them are practical ones. 
First, these phrases provide raw material for later 
analysis and segmentation, as will be explained be-
low.  They also provide practice with intonational 
patterns in the language since they usually consist 
of intonation or 'rhythm' groups (Brown 1974). Such 
phrases will likewise enable students not to violate 
certain lexical restrictions (*'an intense rock') nor 
produce as many incongruities of register ("Whadaya 
mean I am unable to go!'). Perhaps most importantly, 
these phrases will lead to fluency in speaking and 
writing, for they relieve learners of concentrating 

r- 
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on each individual word as it is used by allowing 
them to focus attention on the larger structure of 
the discourse and on the social aspects of the inter-
action. 

Methods for Teaching Lexical Phrases  

One method of teaching lexical phrases is to get 
students to make use of them the same way that first 
language learners do, that is, by starting with a few 
basic fixed phrases, which they then analyze as smal-
ler, increasingly variable pieces, finally breaking 
them apart into individual words and thus finding 
their own way to the regular rules of syntax. More 
specifically, such a method might be put to work as 
follows.  Pattern practice drills could first provide 
a way of gaining fluency with certain basic fixed 
phrases (Peters 1983). The challenge for the teacher 
would be to use such drills to allow confidence and 
fluency, yet not overdo them to the point that they 
became mindless exercise, as has often been the unfor-
tunate result in strict audiolingualism. The next 
step would be to introduce the students to controlled 
variation in these basic phrases with the help of sim-
ple substitution drills, which would demonstrate that 
the phrases learned previously were not invariable 
patterns but were instead frames with open slots. 
The range of variation would then be increased, allow-
ing students to analyze the patterns further. The 
goal is not to have students analyze just those 
phrases introduced in the lessons, of course, but to 
have them learn to segment and construct new phrases 
of their own on analogy with the kind of analysis 
they do in the classroom.  It is when a student 
learns this that creative control of the new language 
begins. 

But there must be more. We not only have to ask 
how learners go about learning language, we need also 
ask why they learn it; and from research in first 



language acquisition, as from that in other cognitive 
research, it seems clear that the answer has to do 
with social motivation: children learn language as a 
part of a social interaction in which they have some-
thing they want to say. Language is best learned, 
that is, when it connects `with our plans, with our 
most important memories and with our needs° (Stevick 
1976:36).  This sociolinguistic dimension provides 
the cognitive depth that is crucial to successful 
acquisition of lexical phrases. 

To include this affective dimension, we would 
design a beginning lesson to treat a single, predic-
table situation focused on some needed communicative 
function, and offer a few simple lexical phrases for 
dealing with that situation. Later materials would 
introduce  the students to sets of more complex 
phrases that could also be used to express the same 
function, a kind of 'theme and variation' (Peters 
1983:113), whose range of variation would broaden as 
learners became more skilled.  These phrases would 
thus be presented in a cyclical rather than linear 
fashion, much as Wilkins suggests for his notional-
functional syllabus (Wilkins 1976:59), so that stu-
dents would return to the same functions throughout 
the course and learn to express them in an increas-
ingly sophisticated manner. Many Communicative Lan-
guage Teaching activities would provide a framework 
for introducing these phrases, especially those exer-
cises that have students consciously plan strategies 
for interacting with others (DiPietro 1983). 

What follows is an attempt to group routines in 
a way that will be pedagogically useful for this sort 
of language teaching.  These groups are not tradi-
tional grammar or semantic categories, but are to 
some extent based on Wilkins' notional-functional 
categories, where emphasis is on the lexicon needed 
to perform  specific speech 'functions' (Wilkins 
1976). I  have called these groups 'Social Inter- 
actions,' 'Necessary Topics,' and 'Discourse 

I 
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Devices,' and list some examples of each below: 

SOCIAL INTERACTIONS 

greetings/closings: 'hello,' good morning'/'good- 
bye,' see you later' 

politeness routines: 'please,' if you don't mind' 
question/answer: 'do you ---,"are there ---'/'of 

course, "yes, there---' 
requesting: 'may I---,"would you mind if I ---' 
granting: 'of course,' sure thing' 
refusing: 'of course not,' no way' 
etc. 

Although this category, as well as the two that 
follow, contains all six types of lexical phrases 
mentioned earlier, it is characterized mostly by 
phrasal  constraints, situational utterances and 
polywords. 

NECESSARY TOPICS 

language: 'do you speak ---,"how do you say---' 
shopping: 'too expensive,' department store' 
autobiography: 'my name is ---,"I'm from ---' 
quantity: 'how much is ---,"a great deal' 
time: 'what time ---,"for a long time' 
location: 'where is ---,"what part of the ---' 
etc. 

These are characterized mostly by situational utter-
ances and sentence builders. 

DISCOURSE DEVICES 

fluency devices: 'you know,' it's been said that 
i 

conjunctions: 'which means,' 'less likely that' 
•■■•••••■■ 
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subordinators: 'in other words,' not only --- but 
also ---' 

logical connectors: 'as a result,' in spite of' 

temporal connectors: 'the day after ---,' 
'yesterday' 

reinforcers: 'o.k.,"and then what happened' 
probability/certainty 

a. modals: 'might,' may have' 
b. sensory predicates: 'it seems to me,' I 

think that ---' 
etc. 

These are often characterized by deictic locutions 
and sentence builders. 

Social Interactions and Discourse Devices pro-
vide lexical phrases for the framework  of the dis-
course, whereas Necessary Topics provide them for the 
subject at hand. Most linguistic encounters are com-
posed of a patchwork of routines from all three of 
these categories.  For example, one such typical 
encounter might consist of formulas for greetings, 
questions and politeness (all kinds of 'Social Inter-
actions'), formulas for time (a 'Necessary Topic'), 
and those for fluency devices (one of many 'Discourse 
Devices').  Part of such an encounter might be 
described as follows: 

'Good morning (greeting:SI) 
Could you tell me (question:SI0fluency 

device:DD) what time it is (time:NT)? 
Thanks very much (politeness:SI).' 

'Could you tell me' bears a double function above. 
It is a Social Interaction, for it is a routinized 
way of introducing a question, while at the same time 
it is a Discourse Device, namely a fluency device, 
because it is a bigger piece stitched into the dis-
course than the similar phrase in the encounter 
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below. Being a bigger chunk, it gives the speaker 
more time to play for the next routine, and thus 
promotes fluency: 

"Good morning (greeting:SI). 
What time is it (question:SI)(time:NT)? 
Thanks very much (politeness:SI).* 

Students already 'know' these three categories, 
of course. What they have to learn is how to produce 
them fluently in the new language, by using the right 
lexical phrases on the right occasions. 

Further Research  

As promising as a lexical phrase approach ap-
pears to be, there are many questions about it that 
have to be answered. Just what sorts of routinized 
language is used in particular encounters needs to be 
explored and then assigned to appropriate categories. 
The categories themselves must be evaluated, not only 
pedagogically but also empirically and theoretically. 
It is quite possible that the distinction among So-
cial Interactions, Necessary Topics, and Discourse 
Devices obscures rather than clarifies, and more 
realistic ways of grouping are possible. There are 
also many questions about the method for introducing 
these phrases to students. It is clear that the best 
time to introduce controlled variation should come 
after students have automatic control of basic pat-
terns but before these patterns have become fossil-
ized and resistant to change.  Just when such an 
optimum segmentation period occurs, though, needs to 
be investigated. 

In spite of the uncertainties with method and 
description,  a lexical phrase approach offers a 
promising new direction for vocabulary acquisition, 
and for language learning in general. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1

Among the many labels suggested have been the 
following:  'idioms' (Fraser 1970), 'holophrases' 
(Corder 1973), 'praxons' (Bateson 1975), ' 'preas-
sembled speech' (Bolinger 1975), 'routines' (Krashen 
and Scarcella 1978), 'frames' (Wong-Fillmore 1979) 
and 'conventionalized forms' (Yorio 1980). 



13 

REFERENCES 

Bateson, M. 1975. Linguistic models in the study of 
joint performances.  In Kinkade, M., Hale, K., 
and Werner, 0. (Eds.), Linguistics and Anthro-
pology:  in Honor of C.F. Voegelin.  Lisse: 
Peter de Riddler Press. 

Bauman, R. 1977. Verbal Art as Performance.  Row- 
ley, Mass.: Newbury House Publishers, Inc. 

Becker, J. 1975. The phrasal lexicon. In Nash-Web-
ber, B.  and Schank, R. (Eds.), Theoretical Is-
sues in Natural Language Processing 1.  Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Bolt, Beranek and Newman. 

Bolinger, D. 1975. Aspects of Language  (2nd ed.). 
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Brown, D. 1974. Advanced vocabulary teaching: the 
problem of collocation. Relc Journal  2: 1-11. 

Corder, S. P. 1973. Introducing Applied Linguis- 
tics. Baltimore: Penguin Books, Inc. 

•■• 

Crick, F. 1979. Thinking about the brain. Scien- 
tific American 9: 218-232. 

DiPietro, R. 1982. The open-ended scenario: a new 
approach to conversation. Tesol Quarterly  16: 
15-20. 

Fraser, B. 1970. Idioms within a transformational 
grammar. Foundations of Language  4: 109-127. 

Krashen, S. and Scarcella, R. 1978. on routines and 
patterns  in language acquisition and 
performance. Language Learning  28: 283-300. 

Nattinger, J. 1981. A lexical phrase grammar for 
ESL. Tesol Quarterly  14: 337-344. 



14 

Peters, A. 1983. The Units of Language Acquisition. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Stevick, E. 1976. Memory, Meaning and Method.  Row- 
ley, Mass.: Newbury House Publishers, Inc. 

Wilkins, D. 1976. Notional Syllabuses.  Southamp- 
ton: Oxford University Press. 

Wong-Fillmore, L. 1976. The Second Time Around:  
Cognitive and Social Strategies in Second  Lan-
guage  Acquisition.  Doctoral dissertation: 
Stanford University. 

Wong-Fillmore, L. 1979. Individual differences in 
second language acquisition. In Fillmore, C., 
Kempler, D., and Wang, W. (Eds.), Individual  
Differences in Language Ability and Language 
Behavior. New York: Academic Press. 

Yorio, C. 1980. Conventionalized language forms and 
the  development of communicative competence. 
Tesol Quarterly  14: 433-442. 



LEARNING ABOUT FIRST AND SECOND LANGUAGE READING 
STRATEGIES BY ANALYZING ORAL READING MISCUES 

Marjorie S. Terdal 
Portland State University 

INTRODUCTION 

Many of the ESL students in secondary schools 
today have arrived in the United States with limited 
literacy skills. Although these students usually de-
velop good oral skills after beginning levels of ESL 
training, they often have difficulty coping with the 
reading and writing demands of the American educa-
tional system.  Some students who have completed two 
or three years of ESL instruction later find them-
selves unable to compete academically in secondary 
classes that require a higher level of proficiency in 
reading and writing than they have attained. This 
need for greater proficiency in reading and writing 
has become even more evident with the renewed empha-
sis on testing in many schools. The emphasis in the 
1980s on *academic excellence* has spurred an in-
crease in minimum competency testing, with ESL stu-
dents required to demonstrate reading ability on 
standardized tests. 

Concern with literacy skills of ESL students led 
to the question which this paper addresses: is ESL 
students' level of skill in reading in their first 
language related to their progress in developing lit-
eracy skills in English? Dunn (1985) raised a sim-
ilar question in her review of current research on 
the transferability of reading skills from first to 
second language.  She found a need for more study of 
transfer between European and non-European languages. 
The study reported here is intended to provide prelim-
inary data on the reading process in English and in 
the first language of Southeast Asian secondary stu-
dents, as revealed by the analysis of oral reading 
miscues. 
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MISCUE ANALYSIS 

Miscue analysis offers a way of looking at the 
reading process and evaluating how well readers can 
interrelate all aspects of language as they read. 
Goodman and Goodman (1977) describe how miscue anal- 
ysis can be used to gain insight into reading 
strengths and weaknesses. The word "miscue' rather 
than 'error' is used to label 'an unexpected re-
sponse.'  Miscues can occur when a reader reverses, 
substitutes, omits, inserts, transforms, or in some 
other way changes the original text in oral reading. 
A miscue may involve a single letter, word, phrase, 
clause, or sentence.  Some miscues are acceptable 
within the language context, and some are not. Some 
miscues are self-corrected, and some are not. 

An analysis of miscues reveals how well a reader 
is comprehending while he or she is in the process of 
reading.  If the miscues produce acceptable sentences 
or are self-corrected, it seems the reader is con-
cerned with making sense as he or she reads and is 
thus a proficient reader. The open-ended retelling 
of the story after reading provides an index of the 
reader's comprehension. Miscue analysis also reveals 
the strategies that the reader is using to get mean-
ing from the text. Less successful readers seem to 
rely more on graphic cues than do proficient readers. 
McKenzie (1977) notes that weaker readers are more 
likely to make miscues that fit the grapho-phonemic 
rules but do not make sense in the syntactic or 
semantic context.  Gallimore and Au (1979) report a 
case in which minority students who had been taught a 
phonics approach to reading relied on graphic cues 
and ignored semantic cues. 

Uncorrected syntactic and semantic miscues may 
be attributed to the reader's unfamiliarity with gram-
matical structures or concepts in the text. Goodman 
and Goodman (1977) state that two factors making 
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reading most difficult are complex grammatical 
structures and unfamiliar concepts.  The level of 
difficulty depends on the reader's linguistic and 
conceptual background.  Readers who are unfamiliar 
with a structure or concept are more likely to pro-
duce a fully unacceptable miscue, which they do not 
(can not) correct. 

At the 19th annual TESOL convention Zukowski/ 
Faust (1965) discussed textual features, such as 
unfamiliar vocabulary, length and complexity of sen-
tences, sequence of verb tenses, number of preposi-
tional phrases, and number of substantives, which 
take more effort for the ESL reader to process than 
they do for a proficient first language reader. Lack 
of prior knowledge of or interest in the topic also 
creates problems for ESL readers. 

Only a few studies have been reported comparing 
oral reading miscues in first and second languages. 
Romatowski (1980) used miscue analysis with element-
ary students reading in Polish and English and noted 
that surface level changes did not always lead to 
great losses of comprehension. In a study of German 
college students reading in both German and English, 
Mott (1980) found a strong relationship between pro-
ficiency in reading in first language and reading in 
English, as reflected in relatively high rates of 
grammatical and semantic acceptability and in retel-
ling scores.  Like Romatowski, Mott concluded that 
readers were primarily concerned with 'making sense" 
as they read. 

On the other hand, Clarke (1980) suggests that 
although there are some universal processes in read-
ing, language proficiency is also a significant fac-
tor in second language reading. Limited control over 
the language causes a reader to revert to 'poor 
reader strategies' when the reading task becomes dif-
ficult (Clarke, 1980, p. 78). Benitez (1985) also 
found that bilingual Spanish-English subjects who 
were  equally proficient in both languages used 
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effective reading strategies in both languages, 
whereas those not equally proficient used less ef-
fective reading strategies in their second language. 
This is similar to Cziko's (1980) conclusion that 
intermediate students of French as a second language 
relied more on graphic information than did advanced 
students, who used syntactic and semantic contextual 
information to a greater extent. 

METHOD 

The data reported here were obtained as part of 
a larger ethnographic study of Southeast Asian stu-
dents conducted throughout the 1984-85 school year in 
two ESL classes at a high school in Portland, Oregon. 
The two groups of students are identified here as 
beginning level and advanced level. The beginning 
level consisted of seven students, ages 15-20, all 
male:  Krut, a Cambodian; Shing Re, a Hmong from 
Laos; Dung and Xuan, both Vietnamese; and Chinh, 
Hien, and Trach ■  ethnic Chinese brothers from Viet-
nam.  All had received from 0 to 5 years of formal 
schooling in their native countries, but Shing Re had 
attended school for 7 years in a refugee camp. Their 
length of time in the United States at the time of 
this study varied from six months for Shing Ke to 4 
years for Krut, but was approximately 12 months for 
the five students from Vietnam.  In the advanced 
level there were five Southeast Asian students, ages 
15-19:  two males, Bang and Chau, from Vietnam; two 
females, Lan and Ngoc, from Vietnam; and Sae Yoon, a 
female Mien from Laos.  Sae Yoon had 3 years of 
schooling in a refugee camp, and the other four 
students had 7 to 10 years of schooling in Vietnam. 
Their length of time in the United States ranged from 
two to nearly five years. Demographic and academic 
characteristics of students in both groups are pre-
sented in Terdal (1985). 
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In this study, students were asked to read 
orally in both their first language and in English. 
Since the purpose was to examine individuals' reading 
strategies, a variety of texts was made available. 
All were folk tales, ranging in length from 81 to 
1071 words.  Folk tales were selected because both 
groups of students had been reading English folk 
tales in their ESL classes and the advanced students 
had written English versions of folk tales from their 
own countries.  Therefore, the structure of a folk 
tale was assumed to be familiar to them. When some 
students in the beginning level had difficulty read-
ing any of the folk tales, they were given an oppor-
tunity to read a 208-word passage, as yet unassigned, 
from their textbook, The New Arrival.  Both the Eng-
lish language and first language texts chosen for the 
beginning level were judged to be at grade 3 or 4 
level, while those chosen for the advanced level were 
considered to be more difficult, about grade 6 or 7 
level. 

Students were told to read the story as well as 
they could and then to tell what it was about. Stu-
dents who persisted in asking for help with unfamil-
iar words were told to try to say it or to skip it 
and continue reading.  After reading each passage, 
the students were asked to retell the story as com-
pletely as possible.  If they offered only a few 
words, they were prompted by questions to determine 
the extent of their comprehension. They were allowed 
to retell the first language story in their first 
language if they preferred. Both the reading and the 
retelling were audiotaped. 

Audiotapes of students' readings were compared 
with the original text. All miscues were marked on a 
photocopy of the original text, but only the first 25 
miscues were coded.  Each reading sample was scored 
using the Modified Miscue Analysis developed by Pap-
pas (n.d.).  Miscue analysis is a complex system in 
which each miscue (any deviation from the printed 
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text) is coded on 12 variables. First, all miscues 
are identified as being substitutions, omissions, in-
sertions, or reversals.  Substitutions are coded as 
being graphically similar to the text or not, and 
omissions are coded as being made with or without 
inspection.  Next, all miscues are coded as to 
whether or not they are syntactically and semanti-
cally acceptable with the previous context at the 
point when they are made, and then whether or not 
they are syntactically and semantically acceptable at 
the end of the sentence. Then, all miscues are coded 
according to whether or not correction was attempted 
and/or successful.  Finally, each miscue is coded to 
indicate whether or not it represents a significant 
change in meaning and was not successfully corrected. 

Frequencies on each variable are totaled, and 
percentages computed to determine the extent to which 
the reader is using all three sources of information 
(graphic, syntactic, semantic) in making substitution 
miscues, is stopping to inspect the text before omit-
ting it, is making miscues which are syntactically 
and semantically appropriate, is successfully correct-
ing miscues, and is leaving meaning changes. Then 
the reader's miscue rate is computed as an index of 
fluency in oral reading. (The Appendix provides an 
example of scoring with the Modified Miscue Anal-
ysis). 

A high percentage of substitution miscues show-
ing use of all three sources of information indicates 
a proficient reader who is using an interactive read-
ing process, whereas a high percentage of substitu-
tion miscues showing use of graphic information only 
indicates a reader over-relying on phonics as a stra-
tegy in reading.  A high percentage of semantically 
unacceptable  miscues being corrected successfully 
indicates a proficient reader concerned with making 
sense as he/she reads, whereas a high percentage of 
miscues leaving a meaning change indicates a less 
successful reader.  Miscue analysis thus provides a 
way to assess quantitatively and qualitatively a 
reader's reading strategies. 
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According to Weaver (1980), the important differ-
ence between good readers and poor readers is not the 
quantity but the quality of their miscues. Weaver 
explains that good readers' miscues fit both the pre-
ceding and following syntactic and semantic context. 
Effective readers use the preceding context to pre-
dict what is coming next and the following context to 
confirm or correct their interpretation.  In con-
trast, ineffective readers treat each word as if in 
isolation, so nothing prompts them to correct their 
miscues.  Weaver asserts that the percentages of mis-
cues either acceptable syntactically and semantically 
or corrected are the most crucial factors in assess-
ing the reader's ability to comprehend during the pro-
cess of reading. For these two items in the analy-
sis, Weaver suggests 60-100% indicates a highly effec-
tive reader, 40-79% moderately effective, 15-45% some-
what effective, and less than 15% ineffective (1980, 
p. 167). 

The scoring of miscues for the English samples 
was done by the researcher. A graduate student in 
Teaching English as a Second Language was shown how 
to use the modified miscue analysis form and scored 
two English samples to determine inter-judge reliabil-
ity.  Reliability ranged from .67 on syntactic and 
semantic acceptability at point of miscue to 1.0 on 
omissions and corrections. Use of cell agreement for 
determining reliability is a conservative measure 
because it requires that each item be scored indepen-
dently rather than simply considering group totals 
for each category on the matrix. 

Two judges (both native Vietnamese-speaking uni-
versity students) were instructed by the author in 
the use of the scoring system. They practiced to-
gether on one English sample and on one Vietnamese 
sample.  Then each judge listened to and scored 
another sample independently. Inter-judge reliabil-
ity on each miscue variable for the Vietnamese judges 
was computed for all categories. Reliability ranged 
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from .73 on graphic similarity to 1.0 on several cate-
gories.  The Vietnamese judges scored the remaining 
Vietnamese samples, consulting with the author when 
they experienced difficulty.  Since there were only 
one Hmong sample and two Chinese samples, these sam-
ples were each scored by only one person (a native 
Hmong-speaking university student and a native Can-
tonese-speaking university student). Both consulted 
with the author throughout the scoring process. 

MISCUE RESULTS FOR FIRST LANGUAGE READING 

Table 1 shows the results of the miscue analysis 
in first language for both groups of students. Shing 
Re's miscue analysis profile shows that he was a more 
proficient reader in his first language than were 
other students in the beginning level.  In the 
399-word story written in Hmong, Shing Re made only 
15 miscues, a rate of 4%, indicating that this was 
probably not a difficult story for him to read. Only 
2  (or 13%) of his miscues left meaning change. Fifty 
four percent of his substitution miscues showed use 
of all three sources of information--graphic, syn-
tactic, and semantic; 8% showed reliance on syntac-
tic/semantic information only; and 38% showed reli-
ance on graphic information only.  The fact that 
Shing Re corrected successfully 50% of the miscues 
that were semantically unacceptable suggests that he 
was concerned with making sense as he read. His re-
telling of the story in English included not only the 
main idea of the story but also many of the details. 
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TABLE 1. Miscue Results for Oral Reading in First  
Language  

0 80 92 0 8 0 0 0 96 52 

0 79 83 0 16 12 100 9 88 16 

0 22 0 0 0 0 0 0 96 44 

_ _ - - - - - 

8 38 38 100 60 60 100 50 13 4 

10 20 0 0 4 0 0 0 100 58 

18 50 77 0 48 24 0 0 80 9 

0 50 50 0 55 55 100 20 36 1 

0 0 0 0 100 100 100 0 0 1 

0 50 50 50 73 73 0 0 27 1 

0 0 0 0 100 100 0 0 0 1 

Chinh 8 0 0 

Diep 17 13 0 

Hien 0 0 0 

Krut - 

ShingKe 54 54 8 

Trach 0 0 10 

Xuan 36 9 18 

Bang 50 50 0 

Chau 100 100 0 

Lan 50 50 0 

Ngoc 100 100 0 

SaeYoon ••• ■  

All numbers are percentages. 
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All other students in the beginning level had 

difficulty reading in their first language.  The 
stories selected for them were at their frustration 
level. Krut, the Cambodian, was unable to read in 
Cambodian. Hien and Trach, ethnic Chinese brothers 
from Vietnam, each attempted to read a short folk 
tale in Chinese because they said they could not read 
Vietnamese.  Hien made miscues at a rate of 44%; 96% 
of his miscues left a meaning change. Trach made mis-
cues at a rate of 58%; all of his miscues left a mean-
ing change.  They omitted many words, and their sub-
stitutions were common Chinese words with no graphic, 
syntactic, or semantic relation to the text. As one 
would expect, they were unable to retell the story. 
Their brother, Chinh, looked at both the Chinese and 
Vietnamese texts, then chose to read in Vietnamese 
rather than Chinese, explaining that he could not 
read Chinese.  He made miscues at a rate of 52%; 96% 
of his miscues left changes of meaning. It appears 
that Chinh, like his brothers, was non-literate in 
Vietnamese as well as Chinese. 

The two Vietnamese students were very limited 
readers in their first language. In the folk tale 
which they read, Diep made miscues at a rate of 16%; 
88% of his miscues left changes in meaning. Part of 
his problem was unfamiliarity with the diacritical 
marks used in Vietnamese to mark tonal features. He 
omitted or misread many of them, thus altering the 
meaning of the text. His retelling indicated that he 
did not understand the gist of the story. Xuan was 
somewhat more successful in reading in Vietnamese. 
He made miscues at a rate of 9%, but 80% of his mis-
cues left changes in meaning. It was not possible to 
determine the extent of his understanding the story 
because he refused to retell it, saying °I don't 
know' to each question. 

To summarize, results of the miscue analysis for 
first language reading for the beginning students 
indicate that only Shing Ke, and possibly xuan, could 
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be considered literate in their first language. 
Shing Ke was the most effective reader in his first 
language, the one most able to use all three coding 
systems, and the only one able to retell the story. 
The other students, except for Hien and Trach, who 
had many omissions, relied heavily on graphic cues 
and showed little ability to use syntactic or seman-
tic information to derive meaning from print. 

In contrast, the advanced students were highly 
effective readers in Vietnamese, their first lan-
guage, with the exception of Sae Yoon, the Mien girl, 
who said that she was unable to read or write Mien, 
although she could read a little Thai. All four 
advanced Vietnamese students read with ease the story 
selected for them, a translation in Vietnamese of a 
folk tale, "A Grain as Big as a Hen's Egg,• written 
by Tolstoy.  None of them made 25 miscues in their 
reading, indicating that for them the passage was 
quite easy.  The miscue rate for each was 1%. Their 
miscues left meaning changes at rates ranging from 0% 
to 36%.  Fifty to 100 percent of their substitution 
miscues showed use of all three sources of informa-
tion--graphic, syntactic, and semantic. Fifty-five 
to 100 percent of their miscues were syntactically 
and semantically appropriate. 

There was, however, a difference in the quality 
and quantity of the retelling of the Vietnamese 
story.  Ngoc's retelling was quite sparse, although 
she seemed to understand the gist of the story. Lan 
began her retelling in English, then switched to Viet-
namese and retold the story in great detail. Both 
Bang and Chau were able to retell the story in Eng-
lish, but Chau's retelling was more detailed and more 
fluent.  Chau and Lan were the only students in both 
groups who retold the story rather than summarize it. 
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MISCUE RESULTS FOR ENGLISH READING 

Table 2 shows the results of miscue analysis for 
both groups reading in English. As with the reading 
in his first language, Shing He was also the best be-
ginning level reader in English. His reading of the 
selection from The New Arrival  produced only 8 mis-
cues, a rate of 4%; therefore, he was also asked to 
read a Chinese folk tale written in English. He made 
12 miscues, a rate of 7%. The low rate of miscues in 
each of Shing He's readings indicates that he was 
able to read fluently, in the sense of using graphic 
cues to pronounce words correctly. There were, how-
ever, differences in the strategies he used in read-
ing these two English samples and in his comprehen-
sion, as revealed by the retellings. 
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TABLE 2. Miscue Results for Oral Reading in English  
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13 9 0 0 83 83 50 12 8 100 13 80 20 

30 0 0 0 70 100 60 28 4 100 13 72 16 

33 6 0 0 67 94 100 24 4 100 8 92 31 

40 30 0 0 50 40 100 36 28 0 0 80 32 

40 50 20 0 40 60 0 63 25 50 20 50 4 

25 8 8 8 66 83 0 33 17 100 0 75 7 

38 0 0 0 63 100 88 16 4 0 0 94 18 

50 50 0 0 50 50 20 48 48 100 8 52 13 

20 15 10 5 70 75 33 40 32 0 0 64 5 

25 25 10 10 65 65 0 44 40 100 30 40 4 

45 23 5 5 45 68 0 56 36 100 25 44 4 

31 26 16 16 58 47 0 56 48 100 15 44 5 

33 33 20 33 47 47 57 52 44 100 14 48 4 

Chinh 

Diep 

Hien 

Krut 

ShingKel 

ShingKe2 

Trach 

Xuan 

Bang 

Chau 

Lan 

Ngoc 

SaeYoon 

All numbers are percentages. 

Shing Xe 1--reading from The New Arrival  
Shing Re 2--reading Chinese folk tale 
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The selection from his textbook, The New Ar-
rival, was easiest for Shing Ke. He showed evidence 
of using all three sources of information: 40% of 
his substitution miscues indicated use of graphic, 
syntactic, and semantic information; 20% use of syn-
tactic/semantic information only; and 40% use of grap-
hic information only. Sixty three percent of all of 
his miscues were syntactically and semantically ap-
propriate at the point made, and he corrected 20% of 
those that remained semantically unacceptable at the 
end of the sentence. Thus, he was using predicting 
and confirming strategies. Fifty percent of his mis-
cues left meaning changes, but his retelling indi-
cated comprehension. Although Shing Re's miscue rate 
for the short folk tale which he read was only 7%, he 
had more difficulty with this story. Seventy-five 
percent of his miscues left meaning changes. Only 
25% of his substitutions reflected use of all three 
sources of information, whereas 66% showed use of 
graphic information only.  Only 17% of his miscues 
were syntactically and semantically appropriate at 
the end of the sentence, and he did not correct any 
of those that were not appropriate. In this story he 
seemed to be reading words as though in isolation 
rather than using predicting and confirming strate-
gies.  The only thing he could retell was that the 
story was about two fish and that people laughed at 
the fish.  Other beginning students read in English 
less successfully than Shing Ke. Their total miscue 
rate ranged from 13% for Xuan to 32% for Krut. Their 
miscues left meaning changes varying from 52% for 
Xuan to 94% for Trach. Their substitution miscues re-
flected high reliance on graphic information only and 
no use of syntactic/semantic information only. As 
with the first language reading, Xuan was more suc-
cessful than his classmates, showing higher use of 
all three sources of information (50%).  None of 
these students was able to retell the story spon-
taneously, but Xuan and Diep were able to make 
limited correct responses to prompting questions. 
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The story chosen for the advanced students to 
read in English presented a greater challenge than 
the story which they read in Vietnamese. This was a 
Chinese folk tale, "The Pointing Finger," printed in 
Cricket,  a magazine for children ages 6-12. A few of 
the difficult words (tedious, taint, avarice, cupid-
ity, gratitude,  canted, and decisive) were glossed in 
the margins, but, although each of the readers strug-
gled with pronunciation of these words, none seemed 
to notice the definitions in the margins. All of the 
readers made 25 or more miscues in this 610-word 
text, but the rate of miscues was almost identical 
for all--4% to 5%. 

Several of their substitution miscues might be 
attributed to pronunciation problems. They struggled 
with pronunciation of several unfamiliar words--isle, 
avarice,  lane, elm, laments, boulder, cupidity,  
frown.  These were coded as non-words and thus unac-
ceptable syntactically and semantically, based on the 
assumption that if a person can not pronounce the 
word, he/she probably is not familiar with that word. 
There was no evidence in the retellings that they 
knew what these words meant, but none was essential 
to the gist of the story. The more familiar word 
selfish  appeared in the story and provided some of 
the meaning lost by not recognizing avarice and 
cupidity.  The Vietnamese students often dropped the 
plural morpheme (s) on plural nouns and the past 
tense morpheme (a) on past tense verbs. Both were 
coded once and were considered syntactically and 
semantically correct.  This can very likely be at-
tributed to a pronunciation problem, possibly due to 
language  interference since Vietnamese does not 
inflect nouns or verbs. 

The reading strategies in English were similar 
for all of the advanced students. The total rate of 
miscues was 4% or 5% for each, and miscues left mean-
ing changes ranging from 40% to 64%. Their use of 
all three sources of information ranged from 15% to 
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33%. Their reliance on syntactic/semantic informa- 
tion only ranged from 5% to 20%, whereas their reli-
ance on graphic information only ranged from 45% to 
75%.  Only Sae Yoon had more than 3 omissions. She 
often paused before omitting a word; other times when 
she came to an unfamiliar word, she paused, looked 
questioningly, then pronounced the word correctly 
using graphic information. The percentage of miscues 
that were syntactically and semantically appropriate 
ranged from 32% to 56%, and the rate for successfully 
correcting unacceptable miscues ranged from 0% to 
30%.  The heavy reliance on graphic information and 
high rate of meaning changes indicate that these 
students were only moderately effective readers in 
English. 

The quality of retellings varied considerably. 
As with the reading in the first language, Chau gave 
the most complete and spontaneous retelling of the 
story, including an understanding of the moral. He 
ended with "and he's the most selfish guy of every-
body he met.'  Lan's retelling indicated that she 
understood the story quite well, but she did not 
offer to explain the moral of the story. Ngoc said 
at first, "I didn't understand the story,' but her 
responses to questions indicated understanding of the 
main idea. Bang was able to retell the story success-
fully, but only with numerous prompting questions. 
His retelling, thus, like Ngoc's, was a series of 
one-sentence responses to questions.  Sae Yoon had 
the most difficulty understanding the story. After 
she had read about five sentences, she paused and 
said, 'This too hard.' Her retelling was brief and 
indicated only limited understanding. She knew only 
that a man could turn stone into gold, but she 
thought that people were throwing a stone at him, and 
she did not seem to understand the gist of the story. 
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DISCUSSION 

A few generalizations can be made about the read-
ing strategies of students in these two groups. 
There were close connections between rankings for be-
ginning level students between first and second lan-
guage literacy. The two best beginning level readers 
in their first language, Sing Re and Xuan, were also 
the best readers in English. They made fewer miscues 
and showed more use of predicting and confirming 
strategies than their classmates. But they were more 
proficient in reading their first language than in 
reading English, perhaps because they have had more 
experience with it than with English. The third best 
reader in English, Diep, was also the third best 
reader in his first language. His miscue rate and 
reading strategies in both languages were quite sim-
ilar.  Students who could neither read nor write in 
their first language were least proficient in reading 
in English.  Chinh, Hien, Krut, and Trach, were all 
more successful in reading English than their first 
language.  Trach, and to a lesser extent Hien, was 
more likely to omit an unfamiliar word than try to 
sound it out. A similar tendency to omit rather than 
produce non-words was noted in Hadad's (1980) study 
comparing  reading strategies of non-literate and 
literate Arabic children reading in English. All the 
beginning students reading English showed a heavy 
reliance on graphic cues and little integration of 
all sources of information, as do most beginning 
readers in a second language (see Benitez, 1985, and 
Cziko, 1980). 

There were also connections between first lan-
guage literacy and reading ability in English for the 
advanced level students. All of the students in the 
advanced level who were skilled readers in their 
first language were less successful in reading Eng-
lish than in reading Vietnamese. They showed much 
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greater reliance on graphic cues when they read in 
English and more difficulty in retelling the story 
than when they read in Vietnamese. The quality of 
the retelling was the best indicator of their compre-
hension.  Chau's retellings of both the first lan-
guage and the English stories were more detailed and 
spontaneous than the retellings of the other stu-
dents.  The only advanced student who was not liter-
ate in her first language, Sae Yoon, was also the one 
who had most difficulty comprehending the English 
story, even though she read it orally as fluently as 
the other students. Her miscue analysis was not par-
ticularly different from that of her classmates, but 
she was unable to retell the story, even with prompt-
ing questions.  The difference between quantity of 
miscues and quality of retelling for students like 
Sae Yoon supports Romatowski's (1980, p. 26) conclu-
sion that "the ability to read for meaning consists 
of more than the accurate production of sounds for 
each printed symbol.' Reading for meaning is facili-
tated by shared life and language experiences of 
author and reader. 

The acquisition of literacy, according to Olson 
(1977, 1980a, 1980b), enables a child to change 
his/her orientation to meaning and thus provides the 
means for achieving higher levels of analytical think-
ing and formal reasoning.  This is the mode of 
thought that we in the West associate with literacy 
and formal education (Stotsky, 1983). According to 
Olson, literacy enables the child to develop differ-
ent processing strategies for oral and written lan-
guage.  In oral communication the interpersonal func-
tion is primary, whereas in written text the idea-
tional, or logical, function is primary. 

Parallel to Olsons distinction between the inter-
personal and ideational functions of language is 
Cummins' (1980) distinction between two levels of sec-
ond language proficiency--basic interpersonal communi-
cative skills (BIOS) and cognitive/academic language 
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proficiency (CALP) needed for success in decontextual-
ized academic situations. Cummins maintains that the 
cognitive/academic proficiencies underlying literacy 
skills in the first language and the second language 
are interdependent and that fluency in interpersonal 
communicative language does not necessarily imply pro-
ficiency in cognitive/academic language. He argues 
that "acquisition of grade appropriate English CALP 
may take considerably longer than the acquisition of 
English BICS" (1980, p. 42). Thus, students who are 
literate in their first language should be more suc-
cessful in developing literacy skills in a second lan-
guage.  Results from the analyses of students' oral 
reading miscues and retelling of stories from the 
analyses of their writing lend support to this con-
cept. 

IMPLICATIONS 

Because this study looked at Southeast Asia stu-
dents in only two secondary classes, results can not 
be generalized beyond the groups studied here. With 
these students there was a fairly strong relationship 
between first and second language literacy, but a 
hypothesis about such a relationship should be inves-
tigated further with larger populations. Analysis of 
oral reading miscues shows promise as a means for 
looking at the reading behavior of second language 
readers. 

A researcher must, however, deal with the ques-
tion of dialect interference. As Mott (1980, p. 57) 
points out: 

It became a difficult task to determine 
whether, in some cases, an item was a 
nonsense word, signalling a loss of mean-
ing, or whether the reader recognized the 
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item and understood its meaning in the con-
text of the story but simply did not yet 
have full productive control over its pro-
duction.  ...only the retelling can ulti-
mately verify whether the items are com-
prehended within the context of the story. 

Further miscue work with second language readers 
should devise a means for identifying miscues which 
might be attributed to dialect interference and for 
measuring their effect, if any, on comprehension. 
Clarke (1980) also raises the issue of equating oral 
reading with silent reading.  He suggests that the 
oral  reading task restricts the performance of 
subjects and thus might not be indicative of their 
silent reading strategies. 

This study also has implications for reading 
instruction at all levels. Reading teachers should 
emphasize those  strategies used by proficient 
readers: recognition of syntactic and semantic cues; 
de-emphasis on mechanical decoding of words; making 
predictions to confirm or reject; and willingness to 
take  risk.  Reading materials should relate to 
students' prior knowledge and experience as well as 
interests. 

Students who are proficient readers in their 
first language probably continue to use it outside of 
school for social and functional purposes. In this 
study, Chau, the best reader in the advanced group, 
was  often seen reading Vietnamese novels during 
class, whereas other students reported that they had 
no time to read in their first language for pleasure 
and/or that they had few first language books in 
their homes. Adding more first-language books to the 
school library, not only fiction but also materials 
on academic content areas, would give these students 
more choices for reading in their first language. 
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For students less proficient in first language 
reading and writing, teachers may need to understand 
that substantial teaching will be necessary to pre-
pare them for mastery of second language literacy 
skills.  It may be unrealistic to expect teenage stu-
dents who arrive with limited schooling to complete 
high school and to reach required competency levels 
in four years.  This does not mean that the focus 
should be to teach competency in first language 
skills as a prerequisite to the acquisition of second 
language  skills (particularly at the secondary 
level). Rather it means that transfer from first lan-
guage literacy to second language cannot be assumed; 
thus, a learning curve may be at a much slower tra-
jectory for students who have limited first language 
literacy. 



APPENDIX 

READING SAMPLE CODED WITH MODIFIED MISCUE ANALYSIS 

Marking Sheet  

A SPECIAL FRIEND 

-i elee  
There' 

iv  p oet Jr:tic 
pretty Hmong girl in my English clap. 

Her name is 

I

l'ehue Vue. Chue Vue id Pao:A26MifiPt 
We live near each other. Sometimes we walk home 
together. When I visit Lee Pao, she someti s WW1 
over too. All three of us study English enetb

mp

ete.  eR` 

Sometimei) wg walk to 47  p4.14Pnear calt  We rIPII, au 
usually have a picnic e a ways have a

/0  

t of 
fun. Lee Pao andkis family usually come with us. 
Chue Vue has two cfter brother&. Sometimes they cang 
with us too.  I like Chue VueSbrothers. They re 
friendly. 

oThelf, 

This is a diffiaklecision for me toVata!" 
Chue Vuel-)alggq buither wants me to marryili i5  

single man. Sometim1DI get lonely. It might be fun 
to have a0  wife.  I don't know if I love Chue Vue. 
1'0 known her for only autrortirelallI don't know 

014 A. lot about Hmong l$ di erent fromdlip 
r*-  If 1-1 

Hmong dressfAamptly. They eat different 
They have a di:ReMT- religion. 

TA 
There are other proble99. I'm a poor man. 

don't have enyinh money to buy a wife. I'll have 
think about il"cfor a long time before I make thi 
decision. Maybe I will marry her! 



GRAPHIC CMISSICNS S'INTAC 
TEAT READER SUBS SIMILAR w/o I w/o I OIlIER ACCEPT 

AT Pr 

sum 
ACCEPT 
AT FT 

SYNFAC 
ACCEPT 

mare 
Arczpr 

CCRRBGT 
A1T SUC 

MEAN= 
CHANGE 

102111111M11.1111211111211111111/1111/1 accent 11E211 111111 
pretty pristing ►- V 11111111 
is ish I'' P' MN accent 1111111 MINIM 
cousin 

B 

ETE111111111C111111211111111111111111111111111 
card NM I-- 11•11111=1=11111 WEI 

1 MEM 
IMi 

• ionic 
there 

ETMIIIMMMINE '' NM 
1711011MMilliMEMIEN111111111111111111111111111 
-- 112111=111111111111111:111 

NM= al 
MI 
III 

9 a lot lots ao• r.*" 
• 

111.11 111111 
10 older other 11011111111111111 

1■
• 

r1=M
IM

 MIMI 
11 SMIEMI!EMI ✓ V inali 
12 oldest other V ✓ 111111=1111111111311 w L.-- A.-- 111111 ..- 
3 difficult difisical v. 11111111111111111 IIIIIIIIIIIIIII EMI 

14 to make take/to make 1 11111=111=11111111=11MIIIIM 11:111111 
15 I'm I =111121.1 MIMI accent M-MIES.111121=11111110. 
16 -  Elm Ilommill MIN 11111011MEMIM12111 =I IIIIII 
17 I've known I know e.  WM= accent V P'' le.  V -- 
1B MEC= cooker MSII ✓ 1111111 111111111111.1.111111111.11 11111 
19 different delicious r- ✓ 1111111 1111111 11.1.11 '- 
20 dress dens 1121111 11111111 11111 4.. 
21 differently diferesly MEM Mill MN 
22 different ..-- 
23 foods 

df--- 11.111E.1.1 6-- 1..111111111111 
-- MI Mil MEM 

24 there are El E a 
Wil 11111111111111111111111

1.11.1  
1.1111.1 25 have to 
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Analyzing the Oral Miscues 

1. To what extent is the A. 
reader using all 3 
sources of redundant 
information (i.e., 
graphic, syntactic, and 
semantic) when making B. 
substitutions? 
(This % will be high for 
a proficient reader.) 

2. To what extent is the A. 
reader using syntactic/ 
semantic information only 
in making substitutions? 
(This % will be low for 
a proficient reader.) 

B . 

3. To what extent is the A. 
reader using graphicin-
formation only in making 
substitutions? 
(This % will be low for 
a proficient reader.) 

B . 

4. To what extent is the 
reader stopping and 
inspecting text before 
(s)he omits it?  

Number of miscues 
having a (14 in 
Column 5 + 9 + 10  ■g 
Total of Column 4 AO 

Number of miscues 
having a ( 0)  in 
Column 5 + 11 + 12  to  470 
Total of Column 4 -*""- )0 

Number of miscues 
having a (v1 in 
Column 4, no ( 01 in 
Column 5, but a (P1 
in Column 9 + 10  ite

,  =.0 
Total of Column 4fA4  

Number  of miscues 
having  a ( '1 in 
Column 4, no 4.4 in 
Column 5, but a WI 
in Column 11 + 12  o 
Total of Column 4 1-0' 1" 

Number of miscues 
having a tri in 
Column 5, and no (i) 
in Column 9 + 10  io , 
Total of Column 4 ;if 

Number  of miscues 
having a ( V) in 
Column 5, and no ( 01 
in Column 11 + 12  0 .5.0 
Total of Column 4 5170'' 

Total of Co1.7 (w/I) 
Total of Co1.6 + 7 
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5. To what extent are mis- A. Number of miscues 
cues syntactically and having a (✓) in 1.1  . 0 
semantically appropri- Column 9 + 10 ...0-ir' 

2. 

ate? Total miscues (25) 

B. Number  of miscues 
having a (re) in 
Column 11 + 12 /3 . it 
Total miscues (25)51 

6. To what extent is the 
reader successful in 
the corrections (s)he 
attempts? 

7. To what extent is the 
reader successfully cor-
recting semantically 
unacceptable miscues? 

8. To what extent does the 
reader leave meaning 
changes? 

9. What is the reader's 
miscue rate? 
(1) Count all words in 

text stopping at the 
reader's 25th miscue. 

(2) Divide 25 by the num-
ber obtained in (1). 

Total of Co1.14 
(Successful Correct)  
Total of Col. 13 1 :  1.0 
(Attempted Correct) / 

Number of miscues 
having a (e) in Col. 
plarldno wlisk y- 

• 
o2 

Co1.12  --- 13 -  
Total miscues (25) 
- total in Co1.12 

Total in Column 15  13 : i..). 
Total miscues (25)51i • 

3 
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PROBLEMS IN MULTIPLE CHOICE TEST ITEMS 

Chen Muzhu 
Hunan Medical College 

People's Republic of China 

In China, the English test has become more and 
more significant, because it is instrumental in deter-
mining the selection of overseas scholars, the admis-
sion of students to graduate studies, and most im-
portantly, in determining academic promotion at vari-
ous levels.  Therefore, whether the test papers can 
really reflect the testees' English proficiency is an 
issue of considerable importance. 

Since 1970, the multiple choice item has been 
widely adopted in English tests in China. It has 
these advantages over the essay-type item: easier 
grading, greater objectivity, and wider coverage of 
test items. However, there are quite a few disadvant-
ages.  The most troublesome one is that sometimes one 
multiple choice item may have more than one correct 
answer, but there is only one designated key to it. 
If the testee chooses one of the correct possibili-
ties rather than the answer designated by the key, 
his answer will be marked wrong. In such cases, not 
only is it unfair to the testee, but it will also in-
fluence the reliability and variability of the test. 
Thus, when writing test items, the test developer 
should deliberate on all possible correct answers and 
make sure that such items have one and only one cor-
rect answer.  All distracters should be definitely 
wrong. 

What are the criteria of correctness of a test 
item?  Should it be based on only one variant of Eng-
lish?  Is written English the only criterion of cor-
rect English? In writing test items, the test devel-
oper should take these problems into account. As a 
matter of fact, there are American English, British 
English and some other variants of English. The main 
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variants to be considered are American English and 
British English.  Among them, there are differences 
in grammar as well as in the use of vocabulary. In 
teaching English to Chinese students, we have intro-
duced both American English and British English varia-
tions to them, though the emphasis on either has var-
ied with different teachers.  Furthermore, many of 
the testees will go to study in various English-speak-
ing countries. Thus, it is not appropriate to regard 
as wrong those items which are acceptable in any of 
the English variants.  We should avoid testing such 
items as are controversial, especially those which 
are known to depend on the distinct differences be-
tween American and British English. Even if an ex-
pression is acceptable only in spoken English, we can-
not say it is wrong. 

Under the guidance of Mary Ann Hood of the Amer-
ican University (Washington, D.C.), I reviewed ten 
sets of three kinds of national English tests of 
China--EPT (English Proficiency Tests), WHO (English 
Tests for the Applicants of WHO Fellowships) and GET 
(English Tests for the Entrance Examination of Grad-
uate Students)--, and found there were quite a few 
multiple choice items with more than one correct ans-
wer.  They can be classified according to the follow-
ing causes. 

I. The differences between American English and 
British English were not duly taken into con-
sideration. 

1.  He talked as though he my father. 

A. was 
C. were 

B. is 
D. being 



45 

Answer C "were" is accepted by speakers of both 
American English and British English. However, Brit-
ish people accept "was' as well as "were" in this 
kind of sentence. 

Jesperson (1954) says 'The tendency to use 'was' 
after 'as if' is certainly strongest if the time 
spoken of belongs to the past: 'she spoke as if she 
was ashamed' (not were), but 'she speaks as if she 
were ashamed' (or was). 

The form of verbs in clauses introduced by 'as 
if/though' is the same as that in the object clauses 
after 'wish', 'was' or 'were', and can be used for 
the first and third person singular; e.g., 

It seems as if it was/were spring already. 

He  acts/acted as if/though he were/was an 
expert'. 

Thus, in test item (1), both answers A and C are 
right. 

2. I'd rather that you  the operation 
right away. 

A. perform B. should perform 
C. will perform D. performed 

According to British English, 'I'd rather that 
you performed  the operation right away' is correct. 
Similar  sentences can be found in The Advanced  
Learner's Dictionary of Current English: 

I would rather you came tomorrow than today. 
I had rather (that) you told him than (that) 
did. 

I  discussed this item with several American 
editors and experts of linguistics. They all said 
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'I'd rather that you perform  the operation right 
away" is acceptable as well. And it is hard to say 
whether perform  or performed  is more acceptable. 
Since the native speaking professionals take both 
answers as right, how can we rule out one of them? 

3.  It is necessary that you be present at 
the meeting. 

A. should B. could 
C. may D. will 

The keyed answer to this item is 'should'. This 
item tests one of the well-known differences between 
American English and British English. In American 
English, 'You be present'  is perfectly right, and 
some Americans don't even admit the expression 'you 
should be present'.  In British English, "you be pre-
sent" is also used in formal documents, though they 
accept"you should be  present' in the informal usage. 

Examples can be found in the following: 

It is expedient that he arrive by tomorrow. 
It is necessary that he come without delay. 
It is necessary that he (should) be sent there at 

once. 

In American English, the tendency is to use the 
subjunctive verb in this kind of clause, either for-
mally or informally, in written or in oral usage. In 
this kind of clause, should + base verb or just base 
verb is used for the predicate. In modern English, 
especially  in journalistic articles, diplomatic 
documents, proposals and spoken English, the latter 
form is more commonly used. American people tend to 
use the latter form. Now the former form is not used 
as commonly as before. 
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Therefore if the testee does not put anything in 
the blank, we cannot say he is wrong. This is a gram-
matical point which should be avoided in test items. 

4.  I'd just as soon rudely to her. 

A. you not speak 
B. you not speaking 
C. that you won't speak 
D. you hadn't spoken 
E. you did not speak 

Answer E 'you did not speak" is the designated 
answer.  But answer A 'you not speak' is acceptable 
in American English. This item also has two correct 
answers. 

II. By adhering too much to some grammatical rules, 
other possibilities in ordinary discourse were 
not taken into consideration. 

1.  The doctor tried both penicillin and sul- 
fanilamide; penicillin proved to be 

A. the more effective 
B. the most effective 
C. more effective 
D. most effective 

When we teach the comparison of the adjective, we 
usually stress the general grammar rule that no 
definite article should be used before the compara-
tive degree of the adjective, while a definite art-
icle must be used before the superlative degree. 
Answer C 'more effective' is no doubt the correct 
answer.  But sometimes the definite article can be 
used before the comparative degree of the adjective 
to express one of the two; for example, 
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John is the more stupid of the (two) boys. 
He is the stronger of the two. 

Accordingly, answer A 'the more effective' is a pos-
sible answer, too. As for answer D 'most effective*, 
it has the meaning of 'very effective'. If we don't 
want to compare the two medicines, answer D is also 
right. 

Thus, answers A, C, and D are all possible. From 
this item we learn that when teaching grammar, we 
must be careful not to be too rigid, but rather to be 
flexible. 

2. The physician insisted on on a diet. 

A. I should be 
C. my being 

B. me being 
D. me to be 

In formal English, only 'my being* is acceptable, 
while in spoken English, we often hear people say: 
'would you mind me smoking here?', i.e., the objec-
tive case of the personal pronoun is used here in-
stead of the possessive case. 

According to Eckersley and Ewart's Comprehensive  
English Grammar,  (1960), p. 245) 'This construction, 
(possessive case + gerund) however, is a literary one 
rather than a conversational one.  In colloquial 
speech it is fairly common to hear a personal pronoun 
instead of the possessive adjective, e.g., ...because 
of him being; ...annoyed at your saying; ...excuse me 
for interrupting you; ...used to William grumbling; 
...to Mary coming*. 

Thus, this item has two possible answers. 

3. I am afraid there is little we can do 
■■■......■ 

for you. 
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A. which B. that 
C. of which D. where 

In Modern English Grammar  by Jesperson (1954, p. 
94), there are two sentences with 'little' as the 
precedent of the adjective clause, i.e., 

His  writings contain little that is new or 
startling. 
I  have introduced little which can be termed 
modern. 

From these two examples, both 'that' and 'which" 
can be used to introduce an adjective clause after 
"little".  Therefore, answers A and B are both 
possible. 

4. I have been studying here for four years, by 
next summer I . 

A. shall graduate 
B. shall be graduating 
C. shall be graduated 
D. shall have graduated 

Usually, it seems to us that the word "by" is an 
important signal for future perfect tense:  thus 
answer D must be the best choice. On the other hand, 
'by' has the meaning of "not later than' and 'when'; 
it can be used together with some other tenses, for 
example, 

Can you finish the work by tomorrow? 
By the time you get there it will be dark. 

Thus answer C "shall be graduated' is possible. 
But the word 'graduate' can be both transitive and 
intransitive.  As the American Heritage Dictionary  
points out, "A strict traditionalist would insist 
that she was graduated from college is the only cor-
rect usage.  But the usage 'she graduated from 
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college' is by now entirely acceptable...". For this 
reason, answer A 'shall graduate* is acceptable. 
Moreover, if we consider the meaning of "to graduate* 
as a process of examination, ceremonies, etc., then 
answer B "shall be graduating' is also possible. 
Thus there are four possible answers to this item. 

5. Since she is angry, we • ...•••■■■ 

A. had better leaving her alone 
B. should leave her alone 
C. might as well leave her alone 
D. had rather leave her alone 
E. must leave her alone 

The key to this item is C 'might as well leave 
her alone'.  But grammatically, B, D, and E are cor-
rect, and they are acceptable in ordinary discourse, 
depending on what the situation calls for. Both 
'should leave her alone" and "must leave her alone' 
mean ought to leave her alone and not to irritate her 
any more. Answer D has the meaning of 'we had rather 
leave her alone than keep her company". The real 
problem is that the situation indicated in the item 
is not definitive enough to eliminate some of the 
choices as incorrect. 

III. Without further context, different prepositions 
can  be used to complete a sentence with 
different resultant meanings. 

1.  I promise to look the matter, as soon as I 
get back to the head office. 

A. into 
C. in 

B. for 
D. after 
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Either 'into" of 'after" is correct in the item. 
If we say "to look into the matter', it means we will 
investigate or examine the matter carefully. For 
example: 

The police are looking into the past record of 
the suspect. 

If we say "to look after the matter', it means to 
take care of the matter. For example: 

Who is going to look after your correspondence 
while you are away? 

Accordingly, answers A and D are possible. 

2. John did it his will. 

A. at H. in 
C. to D. against 

"Will" 
which can 
sentence. 
testament. 
'John did 
his will" 

in this sentence may have two meanings, 
make entirely different senses of the 
It may mean one's volition/choice, or last 

"John did it against his will" may mean 
it against his volition'. "John did it in 
means "John did it in his last testament". 

Thus, either against or in is right in this sentence. 

3. We went to see the exhibition ' •IMIMOM■11■11■■■ 

A. for all the storm 
B. notwithstanding the storm 
C. in spite of the storm 
D. despite of the storm 

Notwithstanding means in spite of. They are 
synonyms. For example: 

They travelled on, notwithstanding the storm. 
He came notwithstanding the rain. 
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They went in spite of the rain. 

It is not appropriate to use synonyms as dis-
tracters.  Answers B and C are right in this 
sentence. 

IV. Without further context, different words filled 
in the same blank can make different senses in a 
sentence. 

1.  He was afraid he would have to her in- 
vitation to the party. 

A. refute 
C. return 

B. refuse 
D. ignore 
E. decline 

Answer E "declines is designated as the key. But 
answers B, C and D are acceptable. It depends on what 
the  speaker wants to say.  To refuse (A) her 
invitation is similar to decline her invitation. If 
he meant to invite her in reciprocation, i.e., he 
would have to return (C) her invitation. If he meant 
to have no interest in her invitation and would have 
to disregard it, then he would have to ignore (D) her 
invitation. 

Therefore, the four answers are possible, each 
having a different meaning. 

2. The medicine smells 
•■■•■•••■■• 

A. nicely 
C. well 

B. good 
D. great 

The keyed answer is B "good'. Why don't we say 
*The medicine smells great'? Both good and great are 
adjectives used as predicatives in the sentence. We 
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have similar sentences taken from A Grammar of Con-
temporary English  by Quirk et al ( 1972): 

The food tastes good. 
marvelous. 

Thus answer D 'great" is also a correct answer. 

3. pills may have wholesome effects. - 

A. Sweet B. Sour 
C. Bitter D. Acrid 

Without a context, we cannot say any of the four 
answers  is wrong in ordinary discourse, because 
sweet, sour, bitter or acrid pills may have wholesome 
effects. 

V. Synonymous words or phrases are used as dis-
tracters. 

1. When they asked me to make a speech, I was 
at a loss for words. 

A. elated B. dumb 
C. surprised D. tongue-tied 

Answer D *tongue-tied' is the keyed answer. Ac-
cording  to Oxford Illustrated Dictionary  (1975), 
"dumb' means temporarily bereft of speech from aston-
ishment, shock, etc.; "tongue-tied* means speechless, 
dumb, form embarrassment, shyness, etc. Therefore, 
both B 'dumb' and D 'tongue-tied' are correct res-
ponses in this item. 

2. ....that the price per piece would be 
higher on such a big order than it would be 
if a small order were placed. 



54 

A. certainly B. really 
C. only D. simply 

Answers C and D are correct, because 'simply" 
has the meaning of only. 

3. The country has a system of , most of 
which date back to the nineteenth century. 

A. watercourses B.  rivers 
C. canals D. channels 

Look at the interpretations of these words by 
the American Heritage Dictionary. 

Watercourse: A waterway; a waterway is a navigable 
body of water, such as a river, channel or 
canal. 

Canal: A manmade waterway, or artificially improved 
river used for irrigation, shipping or travel. 

Channel: An official route of communication. 

Without further context, answers A, C and D are 
possible. 

VI. Ambiguity in the meaning of the stem may cause 
more than one answer to be correct. 

1. If you are at a crossing where the traffic 
has the green light, you should 

A. make sure that drivers have enough time 
to give way to you. 

B. cross the road in the same direction as 
the traffic. 

C. wait until there is a traffic hold-up. 
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D. wait until the light for the traffic 
changes to red. 

Both B and D are possible, depending on which 
direction one wants to take. If one wants to go from 

C 
A B 

D 

A to B, he may cross the road in the same direction 
as traffic AB. If one wants to go from C to D, then 
he must wait till the traffic light for AB changes to 
red. 

2. The dosage for children . 

A. should be fixed 
B. should vary with age 
C. should be the same as that for adults 
D. should be 2 or 3 capsules daily 

The direction given by the passage item is '2 or 
3 capsules daily according to age'. Answer D is cor-
rect for the first part of the direction °2 or 3 cap-
sules daily'; while answer B is correct for the 
second part of the direction "according to age, only 
the phrase 'according to' is changed to 'vary with'. 
So both answers are partly correct, but neither is 
precisely correct. 

To summarize, unlike physics or mathematics, lan-
guage cannot be completely formulated by rules and 
principles.  Especially in ordinary discourse, one 
can express one's idea in several ways. Without a 
context, a single sentence can be understood with 
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various meanings. Moreover, the variants of English 
have different rules and principles. These cause in-
creased difficulty and complicatedness of the develop-
ing of English test items. The analysis of the multi-
ple choice items chosen from various existing English 
tests in this article is aimed at drawing the atten-
tion of English test developers so as to improve the 
work of testing as an instrument. 

The analysis of the test items was conducted 
under the direction of Mrs. Mary Ann Hood (The Ameri-
can University).  I am very much indebted to Dr. 
Henry G. Widdowson (University of London), Dr. Wilga 
Rivers (Harvard University), Dr. Jeannette DeCarrico 
(Portland State University), Mrs. Phyllis Van Horn, 
Mrs. Susan Kalish and Miss Dina Rudolph for their 
kind help and advice. 
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Both Larsen-Freeman and Richards and Rodgers 
have written books that are potentially useful for 
teacher-trainees and practicing teachers.  In both 
cases, the aim is not to proscribe but to help 
teachers make informed judgments and decisions about 
their own teaching. Each, however, takes a somewhat 
different means of approaching the task of presenting 
a comprehensive view of the language teaching styles 
that are sufficiently distinct to be identified as 
'methods.' 

Both books acknowledge the classic distinction 
made by Anthony (1963) between approach, method and 
technique, and both books redefine those terms for 
their own purposes. Larsen-Freeman takes "method' to 
comprise both 'principles," i.e., the theoretical 
framework, and "techniques,' i.e., the classroom acti-
vities and procedures derived from an application of 
the principles. Thus, the author's primary intent is 
to present the principles upon which eight methods of 
foreign language teaching are based, and the tech-
niques associated with each method. 

Larsen-Freeman's  book is divided into eight 
major chapters, each devoted to a specific method: 
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The Grammar-Translation Methods 
The Direct Method 
The Audio-Lingual Method 
The Silent Way 
Suggestopedia 
Community Language Learning 
The Total Physical Response Method 
The Communicative Approach. 

Larsen-Freeman notes that these methods were chosen 
because they are all currently practiced: however, 
she points out that her intent is not to convince the 
reader of the superiority of any one method, nor is 
the inclusion of a method to be considered endorse-
ment of the method. 

A second purpose of the book is to encourage all 
language teachers--novices as well as experienced--to 
examine their beliefs about teaching and learning and 
how each of us puts these into practice. The stated 
goal is to help us better understand why we do what 
we do. The teacher is urged to neither abandon cur-
rent practices nor to reject a method outright. In-
stead we are counseled to examine certain techniques 
that are presented, the associated methods, and the 
principles from which they are derived. Larsen-Free-
man contends that most techniques can be adapted to 
any teaching style and situation, and that the way a 
teacher works with a technique 'makes the differ-
ence.' 

Rather than simply being provided with a descrip-
tion of each method, the reader is presented with an 
opportunity to 'observe' a classroom in which a par-
ticular method is being practiced. After each obser-
vation, we are asked to think about the experience. 
This is accomplished by listing the observations and 
inferring the principles on which the techniques and 
behaviors are based. For example, in the chapter on 
the communicative approach, we observe that, *The 
teacher distributes a handout that has a copy of a 
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sports column from a recent newspaper." From this, 
we are to infer that this behavior is based on the 
principle that, "Whenever possible, 'authentic lan-
guage'--language as it is used in a real context-- 
should be introduced." By such pairings of observa-
tion and principle, the author intends that teachers 
will be led to identify principles they believe in 
and associated techniques they can creatively adapt 
to their own situation, since 'you are limited only 
by your imagination." 

The reader is further led to develop an under-
standing of each method and to identify differences 
among them by attending to the answers the author pro-
vides to the ten questions which follow each Observa-
tions/Principles section. The questions involve five 
aspects of the language teaching process: the teach-
er, the learner, the teaching process, the learning 
process, and the target language/culture. They con-
sist of the following: 

1. What are the goals of the teachers who use the 
method? 

2. What is the role of the teacher? What is the 
role of the students? 

3. What are some characteristics of the teaching/ 
learning process? 

4. What is the nature of student-teacher interac- 
tion? What is the nature of student-student 
interaction? 

5. How are the feelings of the students dealt with? 
6. How is language viewed? How is culture viewed? 
7. What areas of language are emphasized? What lan-

guage skills are emphasized? 
8. What is the role of the students' native lan-

guage? 
9. How is evaluation accomplished? 
10. How does the teacher respond to student errors? 

An expanded review of the observed techniques 
follows this discussion. Finally, the author 
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provides two types of exercises which are consistent 
with the stated dual purpose of the book: the first 
type checks the readers understanding of the book; 
the second type asks the readers to apply what they 
have understood about each method. An example of the 
latter type of exercise is the following, again taken 
from the chapter on the Communicative Approach: 

Imagine that you are working with your students 
on the function of requesting information. The 
authentic material you have selected is a rail-
road timetable.  Design a communicative game or 
problem-solving task in which the timetable is 
used to give your students practice in request-
ing information. 

At the end of each chapter, Larsen-Freeman provides a 
number of sources for 'Extra Reading,' and addresses 
from which materials and books on certain of the 
methods may be obtained. 

This short book is written in a very straightfor-
ward, easy-to-read style. In fact, since it is writ-
ten in the second person, the reader has more of the 
feel of listening to a well-organized lecture by a 
friendly professor, than of reading a major publica-
tion examining modern second and foreign language 
teaching and learning. The sometimes conflicting 
arguments regarding language and learning theory 
which form the bases for these methods are approached 
inductively, but never explicitly stated in the form 
of guiding theories. The reader is asked to evaluate 
each method on its own merit; no mention of omissions 
or shortcomings within a method is offered. Further-
more, no attempt is made to present a comparative 
view of how different techniques are employed in the 
service of the same principles in different methods. 
Neither is any attempt made to contextualize the rela-
tive importance of these methods within the realm of 
current practice. Giving equal time and treatment to 
each method might be misleading to teacher trainees 
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who could be led to believe that they would have 
equal chance of seeing any of these methods employed 
if they were to enter a language classroom. At the 
same time, they might be confused upon finding that 
the great majority of language classrooms do not 
swallow any of these methods whole. Indeed, what 
would they see in an ordinary classroom? Probably 
nothing that quite resembles anything described in 
this book, or perhaps they would see everything 
described here, but under one roof. 

Like Larsen-Freeman, Richards and Rodgers pre-
sent an overview of some of the major trends in 20th 
century English language teaching.  Although they 
cover much of the same ground, share many of the same 
goals and address a similar readership, they have pro-
duced a book with a very different feel. Unlike Lar-
sen-Freeman's, their book encompasses a historical 
perspective, as well as a more detailed consideration 
of the theoretical underpinnings of each approach. 

Rather than simply allowing each approach to 
'stand on its own,' Richards and Rodgers attempt to 
highlight the similarities and differences between 
them by applying the same descriptive framework to 
each in turn.  This framework, which looks at lan-
guage teaching from the perspective of approach, 
design and procedure, was originally proposed by 
Richards and Rodgers in 1982 ■  as an expansion of 
Anthony's original approach, method and technique 
(Anthony 1963).  In many ways, their book can be 
considered an example of that framework in action, 
since it is this tripartite distinction that is used 
to organize the information on each approach. 

Readers  who are familiar with the earlier 
Richards and Rodgers work may be a bit confused when 
comparing the titles of the earlier article ('Method: 
approach, design, and procedure') and the present 
book (Approaches and Methods in Language Teaching), 
since in the former, approach is subsumed under 
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method, and in the latter, approach and method are 
equal entities.  The second chapter of the book 
should help to clarify the distinctions being made: 

a. approach refers to theories about the na- 
ture of language and language learning; 

b. design encompasses objectives of the meth- 
od, syllabus, learning tasks and teaching 
activities, roles of the learners and 
teachers, and the role of instructional 
methods; 

c. procedure refers to how the techniques, 
practices, and behaviors that operate in 
teaching a language according to a partic-
ular method are integrated into lessons. 

The book begins with a brief historical sketch, 
followed by the rationale for the authors' descrip-
tive framework, which is then applied to eight differ-
ent approaches.  Unlike Larsen-Freeman, Richards and 
Rodgers do not include Grammar-Translation and the 
direct method as full chapters (the reasons for this 
are given below), but discuss instead the Oral Ap-
proach/Situational Language Teaching and the Natural 
Approach.  The final chapter, °Comparing and evaluat-
ing methods: some suggestions° attempts to draw all 
the threads together and concludes with a brief dis-
cussion of some of the problems encountered in stud-
ies which attempt to compare or evaluate methods. 

In general, Richards and Rodgers take a slightly 
more international perspective than Larsen-Freeman. 
For example, in the chapter which presents a brief 
history of language teaching, they make some useful 
and  interesting distinctions between the Direct 
Method, as it originally evolved in Europe at the 
turn of the century, and the Oral Approach together 
with the later Situational Language Teaching, as they 
developed in England from the 1920s through the 
1960s.  Larsen-Freeman follows the more conventional 
American definition of the Direct method, which is 
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often variously, and confusingly, also referred to as 
the Oral Approach by many people. Hence, what Lar-
sen-Freeman characterizes as the Direct Method more 
closely resembles what Richards and Rodgers charac-
terize  as the Oral Approach/Situational Language 
Teaching.  This is all very confusing to readers of 
both books, but this kind of confusion is presumably 
what originally prompted Richards and Rodgers to 
develop their approach-design-procedure model.  On 
another level, this confusion also quite accurately 
mirrors the kinds of confusion we face in the real 
world of language classrooms, where, as we show be-
low, methods and approaches do not always fall be-
tween neatly drawn lines. 

Richards and Rodgers' international perspective 
also allows them to trace the differences between 
British and American approaches to language teaching 
and show how these two traditions have evolved from 
quite different bases. This is a particularly useful 
distinction in light of subsequent developments in 
language teaching, where the influence of the British 
tradition was the impetus for the currently influen-
tial Communicative Approach. 

Leaving aside the question of perspective, let 
us now see how far Richards and Rodgers' framework 
really helps teachers to make informed decisions 
about what they do. 

First, the three-way distinction of approach, 
design and procedure leads to a certain amount of 
repetition since we are introduced to certain tech-
niques as a part of design and then the same tech-
niques are discussed again under procedure. This 
repetition may be confusing to the novice teacher. 
Equally confusing is the way in which a rigorous 
application of their framework leads Richards and 
Rodgers to seemingly different conclusions from Lar-
sen-Freeman.  According to the Richards and Rodgers 
framework, Grammar Translation cannot be considered 
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an approach since it has no strong basis in either 
linguistics or education, while in Larsen-Freeman's 
book it can; such fine distinctions may be trouble-
some to the inexperienced teacher. 

Although the application of Richards and Rod-
gers' model may potentially lead to a greater rigor 
in defining methods and approaches, there are a num-
ber of omissions and contradictions in the book, and 
it is not always clear whether these represent a weak-
ness in the editing or a weakness in the tripartite 
distinction itself. An example of this is the number 
of contradictory statements regarding the roots of 
the Oral Approach/Situational Language Teaching in 
relation to the Direct Method. On page 61, for in-
stance, the authors draw attention to the similari-
ties between audiolingualism and situational language 
teaching (SLT), but note that the major difference 
between them lies in the fact that SLT evolved from 
*the earlier Direct Method' and did not have the 
strong ties with linguistics and behavioral psychol-
ogy that audiolingualism did. However, on page 42, 
the authors have described SLT as a development of 
'the earlier Oral Approach, and on page 33 have ar-
gued that the Oral Approach, as mediated by British 
applied linguists like Palmer and Hornby, should not 
▪be confused with the Direct Method.' Inconsisten- 
cies of this order make it hard for 'the method to 
speak for itself' or indeed for 'readers to make 
their own appraisals' (p. viii). 

There are a number of instances in the book 
where approaches do not appear to fit neatly into 
Richards and Rodgers' framework, but ooze messily 
across categories. Two examples of this can be found 
in the discussion of cognitive code learning theory 
and communicative language teaching (CLT). 

Cognitive code learning is characterized as 'tem-
porary relief" from audiolingualism, but is dismissed 
from  serious consideration because *no clear-cut 
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methodological guidelines emerged, nor did any parti-
cular method incorporating this view of learning' (p. 
60).  It is briefly summarized as relating to 'any 
conscious attempt to organize materials around a gram-
matical syllabus while allowing for meaningful prac-
tice and use of language' (p. 60). However, this des-
cription closely resembles the description of Situa-
tional Language Teaching:  "knowledge of structures 
must be linked to the situations in which they can be 
used' (p. 35). Not surprisingly, the reader is curi-
ous to know in more detail exactly what differentiat-
ing features raise SLT to the status of approach and 
demote Cognitive Code to 'temporary relief." 

At another level, this apparent dismissal of the 
contribution of Cognitive Code learning might give 
the novice teacher the impression that classrooms in 
the United States swept from audiolingualism to com-
municative language teaching almost overnight. This 
of course misrepresents the reality of many class-
rooms, where the influence of cognitive code learning 
is still clearly in evidence today. In fact, its in-
fluence is probably much more clearly felt than the 
influence  of Suggestopedia or Community Language 
Learning, to which the authors devote considerably 
more time and space. Although Richards and Rodgers 
allude to the period of confusion which marked class-
room practice in the wake of audiolingualism and pre-
ceding the onset of the Communicative Approach, they 
do not subject this period to any rigorous analysis, 
possibly because it does not fit the mold of ap-
proach, design and procedure. 

In their discussion of the Communicative Ap-
proach, however, Richards and Rodgers frankly admit 
to a lack of 'fit' within their paradigm. According 
to the authors there is "no single model that is uni-
versally accepted as authoritative" (p. 66), and its 
theoretical base is characterized as 'rich ... if 
somewhat eclectic,' as if this were essentially prob-
lematic.  Yet, given that the Communicative Approach 
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endorses a view of language that is dynamic and vari-
able, and hence significantly more complex than the 
views endorsed by earlier approaches, we must surely 
expect it to span broader bases. Nevertheless, Rich-
ards and Rodgers seem determined to make it 'fit' by 
speculating that in the future its eclectic nature 
might be resolved and it might achieve *a status sim-
ilar to other approaches and methods.' However, 
rather than making the approach fit the paradigm, it 
might be more appropriate to consider this lack of 
fit as the Communicative Approach's at empt to serve 
the  learning/teaching process in ways other ap-
proaches do not. 

In both books, there are several curious omis-
sions.  There is no discussion of English for Speci-
fic Purposes, content-based teaching or of more re-
cent moves towards task-based learning. Furthermore, 
there is little principled discussion of the proced-
ures for the testing and evaluation normally associ-
ated  with each approach, although Larsen-Freeman 
makes a perfunctory move in this direction. The 
avoidance of this issue unfortunately perpetuates the 
dangerous isolation of testing procedure from teach-
ing procedure. 

In general, these books offer teachers both a 
service and a disservice. Compartmentalizing major 
trends in language teaching pedagogy into eight or 
nine chapters can give the impression that lines can 
be neatly drawn around different approaches, methods 
and techniques.  Perhaps the current popularity of 
such books is due, in part, to approaches, like Sug-
gestopedia, the Silent Way and Community Language 
Learning, which, in their strong forms, do appear to 
have marked boundaries that make them obviously dis-
tinct from other approaches.  But in their strong 
forms, these approaches reflect only minutely the 
kinds of classroom practice that characterize the 
teaching of English around the world today. Neither 
book, however, makes any attempt to assess the spread 
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of any one approach on a worldwide basis. It might 
be illuminating for teacher trainees to realize that 
Grammar-Translation, in global terms, far outstrips 
Community Language Learning, for example. This sense 
of the real world is not captured in either book. 

Furthermore, approaches are anchored in ideal-
ized classrooms, peopled with idealized learners. We 
are never invited to view an approach from the most 
important perspective: that of the learners them- 
selves. As a result, we are left with the impression 
that in the world of methods books, there are no 
TOEFL scores, no prescribed texts to follow, no over-
worked teachers, no overcrowded classes, no faulty 
equipment and no bored or unmotivated students. And 
yet all practitioners know that real classrooms are 
marked by fuzzy boundaries and gray areas. In order 
to help us really examine why we do what we do, per-
haps our starting point should be a consideration of 
the fuzziness and the grayness, rather than the 
analysis of idealized methods, presented as a set of 
'finished  products.'  These two books take us 
some--but by no means all--of the way. 

4 
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USING CHILDREN'S LITERATURE WITH PRIMARY 
ESL CHILDREN 

Sheila C. Cullen 
Lake Oswego School District 

In light of recent trends in teaching ESL, 
trends encouraging methods which are less grammar-
based and more holistic, teachers of ESL students in 
the primary grades should consider using the rich 
resources of children's literature. By selecting 
books carefully and using appropriate methods of 
presentation we can provide our young students with 
comprehensible input in the language, with examples 
of conversational style, with their new language in 
rich context, and with many aspects of their new cul- 
ture. This paper suggests criteria for selecting 
appropriate and profitable books for primary ESL 
students, characterizes twenty-five such books accord-
ing to those criteria, and outlines several considera-
tions in the use of the books. The intelligent use 
of chidren's literature can assist young ESL students 
in their efforts to achieve competence both in their 
new language and their new culture. 

There is a lingering myth, even in educational 
circles, that young children will 'pick up' English 
as fast as is necessary with virtually no assistance. 
Teachers of elementary ESL students know, however, 
that the time between the child's arriving in an Eng-
lish-speaking culture and achieving competence in Eng-
lish can be a painful period of isolation, helpless-
ness, and diminishing self-esteem. Therefore, it is 
important to both student and teacher that efficient 
teaching methods be used to shorten this stressful 
time.  Adaptation of methods used for older students 
have been tried, but grammar-based methods are diffi-
cult to use with primary children since the children 
are not mature enough for the kinds of abstractions 
often presented in those systems. More and more ESL 
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researchers are advising teachers to increase compre-
hensible input for their students and to present lan-
guage naturally and in context. As the trend in ESL 
pedagogy moves away from grammar-based methods toward 
more humanistic and interpersonal approaches (Raimes 
1983), teachers of elementary children look for speci-
fic ways in which to implement the new insights for 
the benefit of their students. 

One potential source of much that is colorful 
and communicative in the English language is litera-
ture in English. There are some references in re- 
search to the use of literature with ESL students but 
these usually refer to adult literature for adult or 
near-adult students. The methods used usually depend 
on sophisticated and abstract language usage. In her 
article about using literature in the ESL classroom, 
McKay emphasizes the value of presenting language in 
discourse, within a social context (McKay 1982). 
This advantage of presenting language in context can 
be exploited just as effectively with young children 
as with high school or college level students. Con-
textual use of language can help the student build 
listening comprehension because, as Schacter points 
out, one facilitator of comprehension is an enriched 
context, one which makes a substantial contribution 
to the meaning of an utterance.' (1983, p. 182) 
These concerns of context are part of the previously 
mentioned shift in perspective in ESL teaching. 
Taylor says (1982, quoting Brumfit, 1980) "the cur-
rent climate seems to favor a somewhat less struc-
tured approach to language teaching--one which re-
flects the fact that linguistic functions and situa-
tions are flexible, fluid, dynamic and negotiable.' 
H. Taylor emphasizes the importance of helping stu-
dents learn to 'tolerate language they don't know," 
letting it 'flow by' while "concentrating on words or 
phrases they can identify.' (1981, p. 43) 

John 011er, Jr. summed up many of the benefits 
of using literature in ESL teaching in an article 
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entitled *Storywriting Principles and ESL Teaching" 
(1983).  He suggested that techniques employed in 
story telling can help ESL instruction by making mate-
rials meaningful  through using experience organized 
into texts, comprehensible  through utilizing the ex-
pectancy inherent in the experience of listening to a 
story, and recallable  by organizing the texts into 
episodes, which are easier to store in the memory and 
to recall than non-episodic material. Certainly chil-
dren's literature is as rich in meaningful, compre-
hensible, recallable language for children as adult 
literature is for adults. 

Selecting Children's Literature When we con- 
sider using children's literature, it is necessary to 
decide what our objectives will be, and therefore, by 
what criteria appropriate material will be selected. 
This paper considers the needs of beginning ESL stu-
dents in primary grades who are pre-reading or begin-
ning readers in their own language. These children 
may have very limited association of print, sound and 
meaning.  They may lack what mainstream teachers re-
fer to as *reading readiness.' Children's literature 
can help build reading readiness by strengthening the 
print:sound:meaning association. It can provide com-
prehensible input.  By presenting language in con-
text, often aided by vivid illustrations, it can help 
the young ESL learner to a more comfortable familiar-
ity with the new culture. Through the simple convers-
ations and amusing repetition found in many favorite 
children's books, conversational style, appropriate 
intonation  and stress patterns, and certain set 
phrases can be easily acquired by the young listener. 
Finally, children's books provide the students with 
ways to vent some of the feelings which have had no 
means of expression in their new language. So, for 
the past four years we have been using a large vari-
ety of children's books to meet five basic needs: 

a. comprehensible input including certain 
basic, concrete vocabulary 



NOTES AND COMMENTS 73 

b. familiarization with conversational style 
c. context and cultural familiarization 
d. phrase and set pattern acquisition 
e. expression of feelings. 

The books which have best met these needs have 
been selected according to the following criteria: 

1. There is little text in the books; some 
have none.  Many wonderful books--folktales and the 
like--are not appropriate for the students in ques-
tion and should be used at a later stage; they con-
tain too much incomprehensible language and are just 
so much frustrating noise to the young listeners. 
(Some of them, however, can be used for the illus-
trations alone.) 

2. The text is illuminated by appropriate and 
charming illustrations. (Charming is clearly a ques-
tion of individual taste; the books which work best 
please both students and teacher.) 

3. There is either interesting and important 
vocabulary material presented--colors, numbers, cloth-
ing words, prepositions, and the like--or there is a 
simple story which can be well understood with the 
aid of the illustrations. 

4. In some books there are simple conversa- 
tional exchanges which introduce the student to 
certain set patterns of communicative language. 

5. Books dealing with feeling expression in 
simple, understandable language are highly desirable. 

Analysis of Representative Books  Figure 1 (see 
p. 77) is a chart analyzing twenty-five books which 
meet the criteria above. This list is meant to fur-
nish representative examples and to demonstrate the 
selection  process.  Many equally suitable books 
exist; by  using the criteria listed above, a 
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children's librarian can help the ESL teacher find 
other effective books. 

The vocabulary column in Figure 1 refers to spe-
cific lexical items included in the book such as 
colors, animals, etc. The alphabet is included under 
this heading; for an ESL child in a mainstream pri-
mary classroom, the alphabet is one of the more eas-
ily learned and frequently alluded to areas of the 
language.  By doing some work toward familiarization 
with the alphabet--not working zealously for memori-
zation--we help our students to make sense of one 
more aspect of their linguistic environment and to 
begin to reduce the chaos in their schoolroom lives. 

The cultural information referred to in Column 2 
Includes such broadly defined areas as family life, 
birthday celebrations, schoolroom activities, etc. 
Conversation (Column 3) is measured by a percentage 
which is calculated by dividing the number of lines 
of dialogue by the number of lines of text in the 
book.  Set Phrases (Column 4) are such expressions as 
*I don't like...,' question words (*What's a ...?*), 
*Good morning,* etc., which are acquired by children 
as wholes rather than as grammatically reasoned con-
structions.  Column 5 notes feelings directly ex-
pressed or dealt with in the book. Examples are 
fear, happiness, death of a grandparent and the accom-
panying feelings. 

Method of Using Children's Literature  Working 
with the ESL students and these books must be done in 
very small groups--twos and threes. All children 
must be able to see the pictures clearly, and at 
times the text, as they hear the story read. This 
will be a difficulty in some teaching situations 
where the class is rather large. There are many ele-
mentary  ESL arrangements, however, which involve 
small numbers of children or some time of individual-
ized instruction.  In those situations which do not 
offer these  opportunities, the reading of the 
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books--only ten minutes or so a day--can often be 
delegated to an aide, a parent volunteer, or even a 
sympathetic and able older child. The important ele-
ments of this method are 1) that the ESL students be 
able to see the book easily and examine each page as 
thoroughly as they like, 2) that they hear the text 
read clearly, meaningfully, and enthusiastically, and 
3)  that they have someone to turn to for verification 
of their language hypotheses. By this third element 
I  do not mean a translation check. I mean that some-
one should be there to respond appropriately when the 
student chortles, "He scared!" or 'Yummy!" The re-
sponding person--teacher, aide, or helper--by quick, 
affirmative and encouraging response to these "trial 
balloons* can do much to build the child's confidence 
that English can make sense, that it is possible to 
express meaning in the new language, and that books 
are pleasing and communicative. 

Recording a story on a cassette for use by the 
child is a possibility, but the teacher must be cer-
tain that the students have been thoroughly trained 
in the use of a cassette player and can be relied 
upon to turn the page at appropriate times. This 
method makes the comprehension confirmation mentioned 
above more difficult and it is a less-reliable meth-
od, but it can be used for students in a large class 
or in a mainstreamed class. 

Summary Many language teachers and researchers 
are convinced that language acquisition requires 
broad exposure to the target language: hearing lan-
gauge used meaningfully, and hearing a variety of 
registers and styles used in their appropriate con-
texts.  Nowhere is language used more colorfully, 
more meaningfully, or with more gusto than in a well-
written book for children.  Bringing our young ESL 
learners and these books together can help build the 
kind of contextual and cultural familiarity the stu-
dents need to master their new language. At the same 
time, we can bring our students more quickly to 



76 NOTES AND COMMENTS 

confident and meaningful communication with their 
English-speaking peers, and out of their linguistic 
isolation. 
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PROJECT BITE: A DEMONSTRATION PROJECT IN 
THE USE OF COMPUTERS IN ESL INSTRUCTION* 

Norman Johnson 
Lane Community College 

Project Bite, located at Madison High School in 
Portland Oregon, is a federally funded demonstration 
program  for bilingual education.  The project 
planners set out to strengthen writing by ESL stu-
dents at the secondary level through the use of com-
puter-assisted instruction in conjunction with bi-
lingual classroom aides. Project Bite has focused in 
particular on the writing needs of intermediate and 
advanced  ESL secondary students from Indochina. 
These students, many of whom came to the U.S. as re-
fugees in large numbers in the period from 1975 to 
1983, often lack the background in formal education 
of their peers and have proven a challenge to inte-
grate into the academic orientation of contemporary 
secondary schools.  The bilingual aides are adults 
selected from each of the ethnic populations from 
Indochina represented in the Portland Schools. They 
explain directions for the completion of assignments 
and assist students with the operation of the class-
room equipment. 

During the first CAI ESL course, students are 
introduced to computers and their operation along 
with a simple word processing program. Students are 
taught the steps of the writing process - pre-writ-
ing, first draft, revising, editing, and preparing a 

*This article appeared in CALL Digest, Vol. 1, 
No. 9. Reprinted by permission. 
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final draft. They are also taught three different 
writing styles - narrative, descriptive, and explan-
atory.  Students work on grammar and usage problems 
as needed on an individualized basis with the help of 
drill and practice software programs. (Grammar and 
usage is taught in the regular, non-CAI ESL classes 
that all ESL students are required to take.) Stu-
dents in CAI II learn some BASIC programming, con-
tinue to develop skills related to the writing pro-
cess, and expand writing work to include journal writ-
ing, various types of correspondence, resumes and com-
pleting job applications.  Finally in CAI III stu-
dents are introduced to a second word processing pro-
gram, taught how to use a variety of graphics pack-
ages to illustrate their writing and are taught to do 
persuasive writing, an autobiographical sketch, a bio-
graphical sketch, and poetry. 

It should be noted that CAI ESL is an elective 
that ESL students can select if they meet the en-
trance requirements.  At present there are approxi-
mately 200 ESL students at Madison High School and 53 
of these are enrolled in Project Bite classes. Each 
class meets for 45 minutes each school day and most 
students spend about three days a week doing work on 
the computers.  The rest of the time is spent in 
teacher directed activities, writing out first drafts 
with  pen and paper, and completing grammar and 
vocabulary worksheets as needed. 

As a federally funded demonstration project, Pro-
ject Bite planners have had the funds to develop a 
variety of support materials including a curriculum 
guide with learning objectives cross-referenced with 
available computer software programs; student profile 
cards for keeping track of individual student prog-
ress; class record books to facilitate grouping of 
students where appropriate; a large teacher handbook 
with tests, suggested materials, and teacher directed 
activities; and a staff training manual. (These mate-
rials will be available to other interested programs 
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in a limited supply from the Project Bite office in 
the spring of 1986.) They have also maintained care-
ful records of student test scores on city-wide stan-
dardized achievement tests in comparison with similar 
students not receiving the computer-assisted instruc-
tion.  After one year the project has shown substan-
tially greater gains in both reading and writing 
scores by the CAI ESL students when compared with non-
CAI ESL students in other programs across the city. 

Cynthia  Cosgrove of the Project Bite staff 
shared the following observations on the benefits of 
CAI for ESL students and the conditions for success-
ful program implementation. She observed that during 
the course of the year the CAI ESL students became 
more independent learners. They showed higher levels 
of motivation than their peers and greater self-con-
fidence.  She found that they were better able to or-
ganize their thinking and to stay on task to the com-
pletion of an assignment. Cynthia reflected that in 
order for a CAI program to be successful it needs to 
be recognized as important by the school administra-
tion - that means full credit as a high school class 
in this case; teachers need to know the software to 
be used; they need clear goals for the computer use; 
and they need pre- and post-testing to validate learn-
ing.  For further information about Project Bite con-
tact Cynthia Cosgrove at Project Bite, Portland Pub-
lic Schools ESL/Bilingual Program, 531 SE 14th Ave. 
Rm. 101, Portland, OR 97214 USA. 



BIS NOTES AND COMMENTS 

TEACHER AS RESEARCHER 

Sarah J. Klinghammer 
University of Oregon 

Recently, there has been interest displayed in 
the role of teacher as researcher and self-evaluator. 
However, there has been little direction available to 
guide teachers who might be interested in doing their 
own classroom-oriented, practical research of evalua-
tion.  This paper, a synopsis of a presentation at 
TRI-TESOL 85, is an attempt to make the idea of re-
search more plausible to teachers; to explain various 
types of research teachers might use and give ex-
amples of simple classroom research that might be 
undertaken.  The paper is divided into three parts; 
1)  practical and relatively simple things we can do 
to examine our classes more objectively, 2) a short 
description of types of research that are used in the 
behavioral sciences, and 3) focus on one type of re-
search (single subject design) that has potential for 
classroom use. 

First we need to look at two definitions of re-
search.  Academic research is defined as the process 
of discovering the relationships between two or more 
variables. It requires careful, disciplined pro- 
cedures. However, the classroom teacher has usually 
neither the time nor the money to engage in rigidly 
designed, carefully controlled research. Rather we 
can think in terms of Webster's definition of re-
search, "a studious inquiry, examination, or investi-
gation,' in our case investigation into what is 
really going on in our classrooms. 

We in the field of ESL tend to operate under an 
*it works' mentality.  We try something in our 
classes and then decide, often based on rather nebul-
ous results or feelings ("the students had a good 
time"), whether 'it works" or not. We tell a friend 
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about it or present it at a conference where other 
teachers think it's a good idea (or not) and try it 
in their classes. At the end of such trials, we are 
apt to claim that 'the students* are 'able to do" 
this or that.  Who are 'the students?' What does 
'able to do" mean? 

There is still much unknown about learning, but 
one thing is known; classes do not learn, individuals 
do. 'It works' leaves the teacher at the class 
level. It often means that two or three students do 
the thing well, three do it fairly well, another 
three-five do it better than before, three-five sort 
of get the idea, and three-five can't do it at all 
(but their attention/attendance wasn't good anyway, 
so they don't count). We need to look more closely 
into the results of our teaching. In fact, we need 
to look more closely at our teaching, at ourselves. 
Why do various techniques 'work' for some teachers 
and not others, with some classes and not others? 

There are some excellent ways of looking at our 
own classrooms to discover what's happening there. 
Most of them are techniques which have long been used 
in the field of education (or at least talked about) 
and which ESL teachers in the public schools are, no 
doubt, already familiar with. 

LOOKING AT THE CLASSROOM 

How many of us have seen, or heard, ourselves 
teach on video or audio tape? Probably not many. If 
we have, what information was received from the exper-
ience and how was it used? Were behavior patterns 
affected?  Probably not much. When viewing ourselves 
on video we usually become aware of mannerisms, 
clothes, and verbal tics (okay, you know), but seldom 
are able to see our own problems of substance. These 
must be pointed out by a 'neutral other." Therefore, 
for such data to be effective we need to monitor it 
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with a trusted peer or supervisor. And it cannot be 
done in a "Let's see what you've done wrong' spirit. 
This approach merely raises defenses and blocks use-
ful communication.  Before doing the monitoring both 
parties should know something about peer coaching or 
clinical supervision techniques.  See Acheson and 
Gall (1980) for a good description of these. A first 
step, then, is to look at ourselves, objectively. 

A second step could be to look at the classroom. 
It is possible to set up a camera to video tape the 
whole class, or to ask an observer to come in to take 
notes or make charts showing student-teacher verbal 
interactions, student-student interactions, question-
answer patterns, physical movement, use of time, at-
task behavior, etc.  It is also possible to analyze 
discourse, looking at the same types of things, as 
well as teacher directions, verbal and non-verbal mes-
sages conveyed, etc. For examples of how to do some 
of the above see Acheson and Hansen (1973) and Good 
and Brophy (1984). 

A third step could be to look at testing. There 
are some fairly simple procedures for making a test 
more reliable and valid, from having someone read it 
in advance to check for errors and confusing ques-
tions, to doing an item analysis, to having someone 
else grade it.  Some suggestions for writing and 
analyzing tests are in Hopkins and Stanley (1981). 

All of the above suggestions are ways of looking 
more objectively at our classrooms. They are all 
what I am calling research, or investigation. And 
looking carefully at classrooms can raise other ques-
tions, questions which can stimulate other kinds of 
research.  In contemplating this research, there are 
two preliminary questions to ask; 1) What do I want 
to know, and 2) How can I get that information? Be-
cause different information is desired for different 
purposes, there are different types of research. 

i 



TYPES OF RESEARCH 

Following is a brief summary of five general 
types of research designs, techniques used in each, 
and the kind of question that each might answer. For 
a more detailed explanation see Borg and Gall (1983). 

Ethnographic research  is done for the purpose of 
describing and interpreting cultural behavior. It 
uses interviews, surveys, observations, and written 
material, such as diaries, life histories, etc. It 
might be used to answer the question, "What belief 
systems are evident in the teaching approaches used 
by the teachers in our school?' 

Descriptive research  is done to characterize a 
sample of students, teachers, school buildings, text-
books, etc., on one or more variables. It uses ob-
servation, survey, questionnaires, and interviews. 
Questions such a design might answer are, "How is 
classroom space utilized,' or 'What is the frequency 
of student initiated verbal interaction?' (This is 
an excellent design for looking at classrooms.) 

Correlational research  is done to explore rela-
tionships between variables and predict scores on one 
variable from scores on another. It compares sub-
jects in whom a pattern is present with similar sub-
jects in whom it's absent. This kind of research 
shows relationship, but not cause. It might answer a 
question like, 'Do students who take TOEFL classes do 
better on the TOEFL exam than those who don't?" 

Experimental research  is done to establish cause-
effect relationships between two or more variables. 
This kind of research limits itself to two variables 
and is very carefully controlled, usually in a labor-
atory.  It is difficult and expensive. A question 
might be, 'Does cigarette smoking cause cancer in 
mice?" 
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Single subject or Single case design  is done to 
determine the effect of an intervention on one sub-
ject or a small group of subjects. It is parti-
cularly useful in the social and biological sciences. 
It uses such techniques as visual inspection, replica-
tion, marking behavior over time, and social valida-
tion.  It might be used to answer a questions such 
as, 'Does this instructional program I've developed 
change the spelling behavior of the two students in 
my class who have serious spelling problems7 6  

It is this last design that I feel has interest-
ing potential for the ESL classroom. It was origin-
ally developed for the purpose of gradually changing 
behavior patterns and could be used effectively in 
dealing  with spelling, handwriting, subject-verb 
agreement, and other chronic problems in the ESL 
classroom. 

In summary, the message is that research in the 
classroom is both possible and desirable. And it is 
only through research that we will be able to see the 
objective reality of our classes, thereby establish-
ing a foundation for substantial rather than merely 
facile improvement. 
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ASPECTS OF ENGLISH TEACHING IN CHINA: 
WHY CAN'T FOREIGNERS CONFER WITH 
CHINESE LEARNERS SUCCESSFULLY? 

Ho Yeh-hua 
Tongji Medical University 
People's Republic of China 

"Foreign visitors to China often complain that 
they can not hold a sustained conversation with 
Chinese who are eager to talk with foreigners and 
anxious to improve their English," a correspondent 
said in a report. Why can't some Chinese learners 
keep their conversations lasting smoothly? The 
causes are many and varied. The speakers may not 
share the assumed topics of a conversation, Chinese 
speakers may not be quite familiar with the topics 
they choose, or they may have a poor foundation in 
English, but one of the primary causes worthy to be 
mentioned is due to the present English teaching in 
China. 

A successful conversation involves a large field 
of approaches as well as strategies, including prin-
ciples of conversational co-operation, strategies for 
the realization of speech acts, adjacency pairs, open-
ings and closings, topic choice, turn-taking and re-
pair tactics.  My paper, based on some of the above, 
aims at analyzing the present status of English teach-
ing in China, which hinders a conversation from last-
ing with success between a Chinese and a foreigner. 
And therefore I hold that a prompt improvement should 
be made. 

For a long time, the grammar-translation ap-
proach has prevailed in China. English teaching in 
China stresses surface structures but neglects deep 
structures.  When the surface structures agree with 
their deep structures, the understanding of foreign 
partners is realized and the conversation goes on. 
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Very often the surface structures disagree with their 
deep structures and thus the disagreement will bring 
about some misunderstanding and a conversation can't 
go on successfully. 

(1) A: Where did you buy that shirt? 
B: I bought it in the supermarket. 

In (1), A's utterance is a special interrogative ques-
tion inquiring the place where B bought that shirt. 
Because of the agreement of the surface structure 
with its deep one, B's answer is to the point. 

(2) A: 

	

	Would you mind getting me a glass of 
water? 

B: No, I wouldn't. 

In (2), the surface structure of A's utterance is 
that of a yes/no question but its deep structure is 
equivalent to that of an imperative -- 'Please get me 
a glass of water." B's misunderstanding, of course, 
results in 'No, I would not.' In language teaching, 
Chinese teachers of English tend to treat all ques-
tions, especially yes/no questions, as if they be-
longed to a single adjacency pair, namely request for 
information-answer.  Thus they teach students to 
reply to yes/no questions with yes/no plus repetition 
of the verb or auxiliary used in the question. As a 
consequence,  many students are capable of short 
stilted replies such as yes, I am, no, I'm not, 
which, while grammatically right, may be functionally 
inappropriate.  In example (2), A must be disap-
pointed at B's response and the conversation can't go 
on successfully. Consider the following example: 

(3) A: Are these apples fresh? (at home) 
B: Yes, they are. 
B:  I just bought them, help yourself. 

B has misunderstood the function and made a yes/no 
response which A doesn't expect, whereas B has given 
the correct answer to what A implies. 
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Over a long period, dictionary meanings of words 
have been taught. English teaching in China stresses 
literal meaning of an utterance but neglects its 
speech  acts , illocutionary acts

2 

in particular. 
When the literal meaning of an utterance happens to 
agree with its indirect speech acts , a conversa-
tion can last, but otherwise it may break down. 

(4) A: Are you a foreigner? (to a stranger) 
B: Yes, I'm. I'm from England. 

(5) A: Isn't it hot in here? (in an office) 
B: Yes, it is. 
B: Let me turn on the air-conditioner. 

In (4) A's utterance has functioned as a question, so 
B's response is right. In (5), A's utterance has to 
a large extent functioned as a request, being equiva-
lent to 'Please open the windows' or 'Please turn on 
the air-conditioner ■ '  so B's response is pointless, 
but B's is appropriate. In (4), the literal meaning 
is a questionable matter and A's indirect speech act 
is a question, while in (5), its literal meaning is a 
questionable matter, but A's indirect speech act is a 
request.  They are not in accordance with each other 
and thus B's ignorance of that causes B's inappropri-
ate answer. 

There are hundreds of verbs in English like ask, 
request,  direct, requite,  order, command, suggest, 
222, plead,  etc., which mark speech acts. These 
verbs show the similarity between literal meaning and 
any further meanings--between direct speech acts and 
indirect speech acts. 

(6) A: I  warn you not to touch it again. 
(warning) 

B: Yes, I see. Thank you. 
(7) A: 

	

	I  suggest that you see a psychiatrist 
as soon as possible. 

B: I will if time permits. 

4 
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But the speech acts are not simply equivalent to the 
verbs which name them.  Without those verbs in an 
utterance, Chinese learners are usually unaware of 
those and fail in conversations. Consider the follow-
ing examples: 

(8) A: Hello. Is Mr. Simatapung there 
please? 
(indirect speech act: summons) 

B: Yes. (response to a question-failure) 
A: Oh,...may I speak to him please? 

(indirect speech act: request) 
B: Yes. (response to a question-failure) 
A: Oh,...are you Mr. Simatapung? 

(indirect speech act: question) 

B: Yes. This is Mr. Simatapung. 
(response to a question - success) 

Here B answers A's questions as if they were existen-
tial ones rather than a summons or request, and thus 
the failure for B to interpret the intended speech 
acts makes the conversation redundant. 

The above mistake is often made by Chinese 
learners, who tend to stick too close to the surface 
literal meaning of an utterance, and as a conse-
quence, they often miss the intended illocutionary 
meaning.  A conversation is a more difficult task to 
accomplish. Let's read the following dialogues to 
see how well the conversational partners co-operate. 

(9) A: Jimmy. (summons) 
B: Coming mother. 
A: You left the tap running. (blame) 
B: It wasn't me. 
A: It's half past six. (warning) 
B: Sorry I'm late. 

(10) A: Can I have some more coffee? 
(request) 

B: Sure. Help yourself. 
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A: Do you have the time? cigarette. 
(offering) 

B: I don't smoke, thanks. 

For a long time, Chinese teachers of English 
have been busy in class, teaching one word after an-
other, one subject after another and one skill after 
another.  They stress the surface literal meanings of 
words, phrases and idioms of an utterance but neglect 
the introduction of the felicitous conditions in 
which an illocution is used with them.  Native 
speakers of English and Chinese learners have differ-
ent customs, beliefs, life-styles and behaviors--dif-
ferent cultures, in short. As Chinese learners know 
little about the felicitous conditions of an illocu-
tion and about cultures of a target country, they 
often use the targe language in an infelicitous con-
dition of even in a wrong way, thus often causing 
troubles in a conversation. 

Sometimes Chinese learners of English offer for-
eigners help by saying *What do you want?" instead of 
'Can I help you?" 

Sometimes they express their politeness by ans-
wering 'No, not well at all." to the praise 'You 
speak English very well." instead of 'Thank you." 

Sometimes they give their suggestions indiscrim-
inately by saying 'You should..., you ought to..., 
you'd better...," etc. instead of "I would like you 
to..., would you (please)..., would you mind do-
ing...,' etc. 

Of course the inappropriate offering, greeting, 
thanking, or apologizing makes American or English 
friends rather puzzled, confused and even annoyed, 
and the conversation is uncomfortable. Ignorance of 
the felicitous illocutions, mainly because of the 
cross cultural differences, gives rise to the mistake 
of  Chinese learners.  Expressions would not be 
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felicitously applied or a conversation couldn't last 
harmoniously unless Chinese teachers of English paid 
proper attention to the introduction of the circum-
stances the expressions are used in as well as some 
cultural background information about them. 

No doubt the traditional grammar has played sig-
nificant roles and still needs to be applied in our 
teaching.  The problem is that some newer linguistics 
theories should be further studied and taught in col-
leges or in universities on the basis of the know- 
ledge of grammar. No doubt English can be mastered 
through practice. The problem is how more efficient 
practice is performed under the direction of linguis-
tics.  It's wrong if a teacher of English holds that 
it is enough for him to get himself acquainted with 
grammar, remember as many words as possible and prac-
tice better skills in reading, listening, speaking 
and writing, and that he needs to pay little atten-
tion to the study of linguistics and the role a 
linguistic theory plays in his teaching. Are the 
troubles in the conversations not reasonable? Are 
they  not stimulating examples that some of the 
Chinese teachers of English neglect the study of 
linguistic theory?  Is it worthwhile pondering over 
how the language teaching and learning is made more 
efficient under the direction of linguistics? It is 
obvious that without the direction of linguistic 
theory, our teaching has presented many defects and 
Chinese learners have suffered from the present teach-
ing.  So certain improvement in our teaching and ad-
justment of course programs are necessary and more 
desirable.  In this connection, I would like to con-
clude by providing the following proposals: 

a) Chinese teachers of English should not 
stick only to grammar, which can't solve all language 
problems or explain all language phenomena, but give 
importance to the study of linguistics and put it 
into practice in their teaching. Linguists and ex-
perts both in the U.S.A. and in Britain should 
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introduce more theoretical books to Chinese readers 
and learners. 

b) It's necessary that Chinese university stu- 
dents majoring in English make a detailed study of 
linguistics. They should not make just a brief sur- 
vey of linguistics. A course of linguistics should 
be designed thereby. 

c) It's also necessary that Chinese university 
students not taking English as their major course 
make a brief survey of linguistics. A course of or 
lectures on linguistics should be designed thereby. 

d) Chinese teachers of English who are working 
in colleges and universities should study or restudy 
linguistics or should be trained or retrained by 
linguists, both at home and abroad, step by step in a 
planned way. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1

Speech acts are meaning perlocutions and il-
locutions: 'Perlocutions' are responses made by the 
hearer to an utterance, and 'illocutions', acts per-
formed by the speaker making the utterance. 

2

Illocutionary acts (illoctuions) are acts 
made by the speaker making the utterance. 

3lndirect speech acts are some additional mean-
ings which are not stated directly by the speaker. 
Direct speech acts are the literal meanings stated 
most directly by the grammatical form and vocabulary 
of the sentence uttered. 
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EDITORIAL POLICY 

The ORTESOL Journal,  a professional, refereed 
journal, encourages submission of previously unpub-
lished articles on topics of significance to indivi-
duals concerned with the teaching of English as a 
second or foreign language, especially in elementary 
and secondary schools, and in higher education, adult 
education, and bilingual education. As a publication 
which represents a variety of cross-disciplinary in-
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and teaching; issues in research and research 
methodology 

2. curriculum design and development; instructional 
methods, materials, and techniques 
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4. professional preparation 
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draw on relevant research in such areas as applied 
and theoretical linguistics, communication, educa-
tion, English education (including reading and writ-
ing theory), anthropology, psycholinguistics, psychol-
ogy, first and second language acquisition, sociolin-
guistics, and sociology and then address implications 
and applications of that research to issues in our 
profession.  It also especially welcomes articles 
which focus mainly on direct application in the class-
room (methods, materials, techniques, and activities, 
at all levels of instruction. 
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1. The ORTESOL Journal  invites submissions in four 
categories: 

Full-length Articles Manuscripts should usually 
be no longer than 20 double-spaced pages. Submit 
three copies to the Editor of the ORTESOL Journal: 

Jeanette S. DeCarrico 
Center for English as a Second Language 
Portland State University 
Portland, Oregon 97207 

It is also preferred, though not required, that three 
copies of an informative abstract (not more than two 
hundred words) be submitted together with the manu-
script. 

Review Articles The Journal invites articles 
which are critical reviews of recently published 
scholarly texts related to the profession. The review 
article manuscripts should usually be no longer than 
20 double-spaced pages, but may be much shorter (no 
restriction on minimum length). Submit three copies 
to the Editor, at the above address. (Abstracts pre-
ferred; see specifications for abstracts for full-
length articles given above.) 

Notes and Comments  The Journal welcomes comments 
or rebuttals of published articles (either in the 
ORTESOL Journal  or elsewhere) ■  and welcomes articles 
with an emphasis on direct application in the class-
room. These would include instructional methods, mate-
rials, techniques, and activities at all levels. Manu-
scripts should usually be no longer than five pages. 
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Submit three copies to the Editor, at the above ad-
dress (no abstracts). 

2. Since all manuscripts are anonymously reviewed, 
please include a title page with your name and 
your school (or other affiliation. At the top of 
the first page of the text, type only the title 
and not your name. 

3. All submissions to the Journal should conform to 
the same requirements as those for the TESOL 
Quarterly,  detailed in Guidelines for the Prepara-
tion of Manuscripts, which is published in every 
December issue. Exceptions are as follows: re- 
ferences should be cited in parentheses in the 
text by last name of author and date; footnotes 
should be reserved for substantive information 
and kept to a minimum; footnotes should be typed 
on a separate sheet, immediately following the 
footnotes page. 

4. All submissions to the Journal should be accom-
panied by a cover letter which includes a full 
mailing address and both a daytime and an evening 
telephone number. 

5. Manuscripts cannot be returned to authors. 
Authors should be sure to keep a copy for them-
selves. 

6. It is understood that manuscripts submitted to 
the ORTESOL Journal  have not been previously pub-
lished and are not under consideration for pub-
lication elsewhere. 

7. The Editor reserves the right to make editorial 
changes in any manuscript accepted for publica-
tion to enhance clarity or style. The author 
will be consulted only if the editing has been 
substantial. 
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