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Most action research has focused on teacher training and education at the primary and secondary levels.  However, there is a growing interest in its application to EFL instruction (Crookes, 1993; Nunan, 1993).  In general, action research is done through a systematic observation of teaching practice, followed by an analysis to determine future action. The scale can vary from a single teacher’s classroom to large, collaborative efforts among groups of teachers.  Burns (1999) suggests a primary role for action research in professional development, curricular innovation, and educational research.  It often emerges from classroom issues and has a practical focus in addressing these problems and improving teaching practice.  In general, action research consists of a recursive cycle: (1)the problem is outlined, (2)information is gathered, (3)changes are proposed, (4)changes are implemented, (5)data is collected, (6)conclusions are drawn, and the problem is further refined for subsequent study (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; Burns, 1999).  

I. Academic Skills Course Development 

The Academic Skills course described our ongoing action research project originated in a needs analysis by the English department at Aoyama Gakuin University.  A curriculum review committee suggested that students needed more work on their listening and note-taking skills.  An examination of the research literature on English for Academic Purposes revealed that this was a common problem for university students listening to lectures in a second language (Oxford, 1993; Powers, 1995).  Ferris and Tagg (1996) summarize their survey of 234 professors at 4 different universities by recommending that students of English of a second language practice listening to real lectures by a variety of speakers.  Chaudron et al. (1995) propose that good note-taking aids the memory, increases students’ attention, and assists them in reviewing and reconstructing lecture material. 


In 1999, we outlined a semester-length EAP listening and note-taking course was outlined for sophomore students in our two-year intensive English program.  The students in the program were at the upper intermediate level of ability.  In addition to Academic Skills, each week they took two weekly 90-minute periods of instruction in speaking, listening, reading, and writing by native speakers and an additional two 90-minute periods of writing and listening, respectively.  


The goals for the new Academic Skills course included teaching the listening subskills of finding key words, main ideas, listening for discourse markers, taking dictation and making sentence-level predictions as well as showing students how to summarize and paraphrase lectures and providing them with an introduction to content within the subject areas of the department.  A series of 20-minute videotaped lectures on aspects of British and American Literature, Linguistics, and Communications was produced, painstakingly transcribed, then a unit of questions and activities developed for each videotape.

II.  EAP Listening Activities

The activities in the Academic Skills course were drawn from examples in the literature on teaching listening (Brown & Yule, 1983; Ur, 1984; Anderson & Lynch, 1988).  Units of study in the course were comprised of pre-listening activities and activities during and after listening.  The former consisted of vocabulary teaching, content area readings and discussions to activate the students’ background knowledge.  As well, pre-listening work introduced strategy training to non-native speakers to familiarize them with the predicting, guessing and inferring that native speakers often use to make sense of lectures (Strodt-Lopez, 1991).  


While listening, students worked on their vocabulary through listening for clozed words.  They utilized sentence and paragraph contexts to predict the meaning of unknown words through matching and other recognition exercises.  For note-taking, there were suggestions for abbreviations and the use of symbols.  Teachers modeled these techniques in class and had students try them.  As well, there was practice in note-taking, in learning how to identify the overall lecture structure and to determine its salient features such as discourse markers (Bame, 1995).  Other activities during listening included information gap assignments, comprehension questions, and exercises to help students disentangle the components of English spoken at natural speed (Ur, 1984) and sensitize them to the features of spontaneous English speech (Brown & Yule, 1983).  Grids and tables focused student attention upon the basic content of a listening passage and to record the information succinctly.  Writing and small group discussion activities followed these.  Additional practice in developing comprehension skills required students to summarize the main points of a passage (Ur, Ibid).   

Each unit of study was organized sequentially by degree of difficulty.  Researchers note that effective training of listening skills requires a graded program of listening activities that encourages students by allowing them to achieve success on less complex tasks  so the activities in each unit progressed in this manner (Anderson & Lynch, 1988).  The literature contends that grading needs to take into account not only the language and content, but also the learners’ perceptions of difficulty (Lee, 1977).  For this reason, the listening activities were tested with other groups of students of similar abilities before the activities were incorporated into the course.  A significant number of tasks in each unit were designed to be conducted in pairs or small groups, so that students could assist one another’s language learning.  This approach also encouraged learners to approach other students first, rather than relying solely on the teacher.  It also promotes active and successful listening habits by encouraging students to ask questions when their communication fails (Lynch, 1994).

III.    The Action Research Project

A pre-semester orientation was organized for the teachers of the new Academic Skills course in the spring of 1999.  Progress meetings were held during the semester.  Discussions with teachers led to the development of an introductory listening and note-taking module to introduce the skills to be taught in the course.  At the end of the course, data was collected from an anonymous learner questionnaire as to student attitudes toward the course and to classroom activities.  The results of this survey were later used to determine the relative difficulty of the videos and to sequence them appropriately.  


After the course had finished, the teachers asked the 2 course developers to write a midterm and final test that could be used to determine a course mark for students in addition to teacher assessments of students in class and their completion of homework assignments.  The course developers wrote a midterm and a final test.  The two tests consisted of 2 different 20-minute lectures on the same subject and by the same lecturer.  The questions on the tests required names and dates and short answer definitions as well as a sentence summarizing part of the lecture.  The questions were the same as those asked during activities in the course and were representative of those described in the literature.  They were intended as a direct test of student proficiency in listening and note-taking during a lecture.  

An Action Research Cycle:


To monitor the subsequent development of the course, an action-research agenda was initiated with the 2 course developers and 3 of the 12 teachers in the fall semester. The questions posed in this preliminary action research cycle were (a)do students’ listening and note-taking abilities improve after taking the course? (b)do students acquire greater confidence in listening to academic lectures?  


The midterm and final tests for the course were used as a pre-test and a post-test to measure whether or not students listening and note-taking abilities improved as a result of taking the course.  The researchers felt that they would have greater content validity than indirect measures of listening comprehension such as the listening comprehension tests on the TOEFL and TOEIC.  In addition, to obtain qualitative data for the second research question, about student confidence after taking the course, an anonymous student “self-reflection” form was utilized that asked open-ended questions such as “What did you do in this class?  What are you learning in this class? What is the best part of the class? What is the worst part of the class?” and included a 5-point self-assessment scale about the quality and quantity of the student’s work.  



In the spring semester of 2000, 1 course developer piloted the revised course, the introductory lesson, the testing instruments and the student response form.  A review of student scores on the pre-test and post-test listening tests indicated that the two forms were of different degrees of difficulty.  Changes were made to the wording of items on the 2 tests and a research plan was developed for the fall semester.


During the fall semester of 2000, 3 teachers each administered the pre-test, taught several 90-minute classes, then gave the post-test.  The teachers administered the tests in three different conditions: (group 1)playing the entire lecture only once and without any pauses, (group 2)playing the lecture twice without any pauses, (group 3)playing the lecture twice, but stopping it at different points to allow the students to focus on one section at a time.  In addition, each teacher gave the students in class 10 minutes at the end of the period to complete the self-reflection forms.  Then the teacher collected them.  Regardless of the testing condition and the short periods of instruction, (4 and ½ hours for 2 classes and 3 and ½ hours for 1 class), all three classes showed a significant gain in student  scores at the .0001 level of significance (See Strong, Whittle, Cohen, Kringle, & Himbury, in press).  Next, the 3 teachers reviewed the student comments on the self-reflection forms for general trends.  These indicated that students felt more confident about their listening and note-taking abilities.  One teacher reported that the students in his class commented that they could set themselves achievable objectives in improving their skills, that they also learned vocabulary and content knowledge from the videos and that they could use abbreviations and make summaries.  Their opinions on the best point of the class included listening to native speakers using English, and discussing their notes with their partners in class.  The students in all three classes also reported on the usefulness of the course in preparing them for future content lectures or seminars in English.  Some of the worst points of the class, according to students were that they had so much to do and that the course started too early in the morning.


The most recent stage of the action research project was to run the experiment over an entire semester of some 12 classes and determine to determine the relative difficulty of the midterm and final tests. 

IV.   Classroom Data

In the spring of 2001, 1 teacher taught an introductory module on listening and note-taking to her Academic Skills class, then administered a pretest in the second class, a midterm (which employed the same for of the test), and a post-test at the end of the course.  The test was played twice without any pauses.  To compare test forms, 1 teacher administered them to 2 different Oral English classes comprised of other university students at Aoyama Gakuin University who were in their sophmore year.  For one class, the test sequence was midterm, then final; for the second class, the order was reversed.

V.    Results

The results were tabulated and statistics generated using Statview (1999) to calculate the pre-test and post-test mean scores for the students in each class.  The pretest mean score for the Academic Skills course was 18.688 with a kurtosis of .418 and a skewness of -.744.  The midterm mean score (the pretest was administered a second time for a midterm) was 20 with a -.023 kurtosis and a -.729 skewness.  The post-test mean score was 24.120 with a -.199 kurtosis and a -.796 skewness.  In the Oral English class, given the midterm and the final, the midterm mean score was 14.435 with a -.933 kurtosis and a -.129 skewness.  The second Oral English class given the final, then the midterm, had a pretest mean score of 14.393 with a skewness of .409 and a -1.066 kurtosis.  The mean score on the second test was 17.669 with a .066 skewness and a -1.179 kurtosis.

VI.  Conclusion

The data indicates that the students in the Academic Skills course showed a gradual and significant improvement in their test scores over the term.  The comparison of the midterm and final tests suggests that with increasing familiarity with the type of test items, ie. note-taking, students improved their scores, regardless of which version of the test they wrote.  However, in comparing the two versions of the test, the midterm seems easier than the final test.


Quantitative education research seeks to establish relationships between variables in order to determine causes and their effects.  The same standards cannot as easily be applied to action research studies.  Anderson (1994) suggests that the criteria for validity in action research may be the value and utility of the knowledge gained in respect to a specific educational context.  Furthermore, the concept of experimental validity might consist of five criteria: (1)democratic validity in that the research offers perspectives from all the stakeholders: teachers, students, and administrators; (2)outcome validity or the success of the actions and the subsequent development of new research questions; (3)process validity where the data was examined from several different perspectives; (4)catalytic validity in that the participants’ understanding of the educational context and how they can make changes to it; (5)dialogic validity where the research is monitored through publication (p.30, 31).   These criteria have been met in this study.  Both teachers and the course developers who were also program administrators offered perspectives as did students.  New research questions were developed through the process of analysing and discussing the results.  There were multiple sources of data and the teachers involved developed a greater understanding of the course and potential improvements that could be made to it.


Afterward, the 2 course developers and the 3 teachers involved in the project agreed upon the benefits of engaging in action research.  Wallace (1998) articulates these benefits as an increase in the depth and coverage of the research, the increased reliability of the results through using several classes, the benefit of obtaining more than one teacher’s perspective on the problem and the results, and the potentially motivating experience of teacher collaboration on a large project.  


On a practical level, the meeting between the 2 developers and the 3 teachers also led to further refinements in the course and in the teaching methodology used in it.  The teachers shared effective classroom strategies that they had developed.  They felt an increased sense of collegiality and of ownership of educational research through undertaking a collaborative action research project such as this one.  Furthermore, they also planned to present their results to the other teachers of the Academic Skills course at the next course program orientation and to continue their examination of the course.  (See Strong, G, et al., 2000; Strong, G., 2000).  Action Research in Academic Skills. JALT Proceedings 2000: annual conference of the Japan Association of Language Teachers: Shizuoka, Japan. 


The literature on action research suggests the cyclic, recursive aspect of action research.  Burns (1999) notes “...It is difficult to determine a finishing point for these cycles; they could continue for as long as the individual or group feel that the research is producing curricular change and improvement in the course” (p.5).  Further research on the Academic Skills course might also determine whether or not students continue to improve their listening and note-taking abilities as measured on a post-test at the end of the semester. 

The author would like to thank the co-developer of the course, Jennifer Whittle, as well as Vivian Cohen, Trish Hilson, Richard Kringle, and Simon Himbury of Aoyama Gakuin University for participating in the development of the course and their assistance in testing the students.  In addition, Peter Robinson provided valuable assistance in preparing the statistics. 
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