CURRENT RESEARCH ON LEARNING AND TEACHING

Factors which influence language learning are
a vital concern of several members of the Deparl-
ment of European Languages and Literalure.
Those faclors currently under invesligalion in-
clude modes of presenting materials and prac-
lice, student attitudes loward the culture of the
new language, and leacher variables and student
evaluation of teaching effectiveness. Since space
does not permit a detailed account of all these
activities, only lwo are described here. The [irsi
seclion deals with two approaches for developing
listening comprehension. The second section oul-
lines studies concerning the evalualion of leach-
ing effectiveness.

AN EXPERIMENT IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF
LISTENING COMPREHENSION

The Listening Comprehension {LC) skill plays
an exiremely important role in the teaching of
Foreign Language (FL) for communicalion, bul
the development of this skill has been woelully
neglecled and is still insufficiently siudied in
terms ol psychological theory and the building of
syslemalic training procedures.

For the most part American research in FL
methodology has been conducted within the
framework of American theory. This situalion is
understandable and probably well advised given
the special needs and educalional goals of any
country. However, the work of the theorists and
methodologists who are native speakers of the FL
should not be overlooked. The Soviels, for exam-
ple, have in recent years taken a greal interesl in
the teaching of FL and particularly Russian as a
FL. Consequently, they have conducted a consid-
erable amount of theoretical and applied research
in language learning. There is interest al the Uni-
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versity of Hawaii in incorporating Soviel theories
into the empirical lesting ol theory in order to
widen the scope of the search for a more effective
and efficient methodology. The preliminary re-
search described below represents a slep in that
direction in thal American leaching experience
and the resuits of American research were com-
bined with certain Lheorelical propositions of So-
viet psychologist V.B. Belyaev in devising an
experimenl to assess the effecliveness of two ap-
proaches to LC development.

The Present Situation and What Can Be Done

Exisling materials used for training in LC are
designed essentially for the learning of lexical-
grammatical structure in general and for develop-
ing the speaking skill in particular. Some of these
malerials can be classiflied as “synthetic.” They
include dialogs, teacher talk, oral exercises, and
taped versions of the dialogs and exercises. All
are carefully confined to the basic structure of a
given lesson. Other materials may be labeled as
“controlled.” These include work in "real lan-
guage” practice: {1) queslions which are limited in
structure and concern the conlent of the dialog
or relate to the student's life and (2) limited con-
versalions between leacher and student or be-
tween students. A few texts have recorded mate-
rials which are variations of the basic dialogs and
thus may be said to be specifically designed as
LC exercises.

After activities of the kinds described the de-
velopment of the LC skill usually breaks down to
a generally accepted aphorism, “The more they
listen, the better they’ll hear.” Or as one Soviet
methodologist has put it {Sheviakova, 1871}, stu-
dents are sent to the lab and told lo "listen to the
material,” without any specific goal and without
any particular preparation for listening.
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A systemalic approach to the development of
LC should involve more “controlled” work before
the student is suddenly confronted with “real lan-
guage” in the form of live or recorded dialogs
and monologues. Bul the question is whal kind of
“controlled” work should it be?

In order to determine the best ways of leaching
specific elements of the FL or developing given
skills, including listening comprehension, Heien
{1973, 1971) has recommended small-scale, leach-
er-conducted experiments which 1est various the-
orelical propositions. Such experiments in es-
sence should compare two distinctly different
presentations or "methods” involving Lhe learning
of a given language element or the development
of a particular skill.

Theorelical Considerations
and the Two “Methods"

The concern in the experimenl was with the
slep which follows exisling teaching-learning ac-
tivities. Since training presenily stops with old
(in the sense ol previously intreduced] vocabu-
lary and structure presenied in differenl combina-
tions, il seems lo follow that the nexl step might
be dialogs containing familiar structure with new
vocabulary and/or new contenl.

Interest was concentrated on the development
of preparatory malerials which atlempt lo estab-
lish a particular “anticipation set” for listening
lo new dialogs. "Anticipation set” here means
listening siralegies or approaches to understand-
ing new speech siluations. Two groups of students
were prepared for listening lo new materials, i.e.,
familiar struclure with new vocabulary and in a
new situalion, by receiving two different kinds of
training. Each group was prepared to concentrale
on different ways of comprehending the new
malerial. Through distinct kinds of training the
students’ attention was directed lowards different
modes of receplion.

The first approach was derived from teaching
experience. The question was pul to several teach-
ers, that if they were to prepare students to hear
a new dialog which consisted of familiar struc-
tures, bul contained new vocabulary or which
presented familiar structures in a new context,
how would they go about it. All agreed that teach-
ing the vocabulary would be appropriate. In other
words, teachers believed thal learning vocabulary
first would be a good learning strategy for devel-
oping LC. This “logical” approach became one
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method of preparation (Group 1). The so-called
“logical” method was nol withoul theoretical
bases. The training followed cerlain psychological
learning strategies (described below) found to be
effective in vocabulary learning (Belyaev 1965),
the intent being to test the best presenlalion of
this type. It should be noted, however, thal well-
lounded strategies for vocabulary learning need
not necessarily be effective training in developing
listening comprehension. Rivers (1968), e.g., has
suggested that in listening, concenlration on indi-
vidual vocabulary items results in confusion and
in fact hinders over-all comprehension.

The second method of preparation might be
designated as the “psychological” approach
{Group Il}, since it incorporated cerlain theoret-
ical notlions concerning (1) the use of lileral lrans-
lation as a pedagogical bridge in the learning of
a FL (Parent and Belasco, 1970) and (2) the role of
intuition or the “feeling for a language” described
by Belyaev (1965). Briefly slated, Belyaev con-
tends that a FL is not truly mastered until one has
a “feel” for i, i.e., unlil he has an intuilive grasp
of the linguistic structure; this feeling for a lan-
guage must be gradually but constantly devel-
oped; a practical command of a FL requires the
ability to concentrate on the content of speech
rather than on its components; a literal translalion
aids in the comprehension of thoughts and ideas
and also in understanding the peculiarities of
thinking in a foreign language.

The Experiment

The participants in the experiment were stu-
dents of the Universily of Hawaii's firsl-year Rus-
sian classes. A pilot sludy was conducted on two
conseculive days in Lhe language laboralory for
twenly minutes of a regular class period each day.
The students were told thal they were participat-
ing in an experimenl, but they did nol know thal
they were receiving different treatments.

The printed materials for the two programs
were distributed randomly by handing out the
programs alternalely lo the students of both
groups. Groups I and Il heard the same dialogs
(two dialegs played twice each) and the same sels
of test questions (one set for each dialog). The
time of the preparatory period was equal for each
group.

Group |, the “logical" vocabulary training ap-
proach, heard each Russian vocabulary item
twice, then an interpretive definition in English,



which aimed at leaching the foreign concepl, and
then English equivalents of the Russian word. The
sludents were asked to repeal the word Iwice al-
ler the speaker and finally to write it. The printed
malerials included a list of the Russian vocabulary
as well as a wrillen {ext of the laped inslructions.

Group II, the “psychological” approach, re-
ceived a literal translation of the dialog which
they were aboul to hear. This translation was writ-
ten in an English which closely represented Rus-
sian struclure and syntax. Since Russian has no
arlicles and no verb "to be” in the preseni {ense,
forms of “to be" were deleled and “the,” “a" had
a line drawn through them [ihe, d). The second
group was told that the dialog which they would
hear was Ilranslaled literally to represent the Rus-
sian structure. They were instructed to read
through and study the translalion as many limes
as possible during the preparation period. Group
II was then instructed lo listen lo the dialog once
while reading the translation, then during the sec-
ond playing to listen only.

There were then two different "methods” of
preparation for listening to new dialogs. One
{"logical,” Group [) directed lhe studenis’ allen-
lion lo individual vocabulary items, the other
(“psychological,” Group lI) to everall meaning or
conteni by means of a literal translation designed
io help the student getl a feel for thinking in Rus-
sian and, hopelully, over the long run, to build an
intuition for structure.

Resulls

The results ol the pilot experiment indicaled
that the “psychological” method was belter. Sixly
percent of Group Il placed in the upper score
range whereas only 20 percen! of Group I placed
there. Sixty percent of Group I placed in the mid-
dle score range. Unfortunately, since the groups
were small (10 and 11) we cannol draw any slatis-
tically reliable conclusions. The indications, how-
ever, were encouraging. Group II did better than
Group I on each lest and on total test scores. Fur-
thermore, even though the groups were randomly
assigned, linal grades showed that Group Il had
weaker students than Group L.

A queslionnaire was also administered eliciting
studenl opinions of suitability and productivity
of the two approaches. The majority of Group 1l
agreed that the literal translation was a relevant
preparation. All but one agreed that it was helpful
training for understanding the dialog. Although

the majorily of Group [ found the vocabulary
training relevanl, three disagreed that the lrain-
ing was helpful stating, for example, that “This
method places emphasis on lislening only lor new
vocabulary, and as a resull, one tends 1o ignore
everylhing bul these senlences conlaining the
new words."”

All of these laclors suggesi the desirabilily of
repealing the experiment with larger groups.

MEASURING TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS

Effecliveness as the General Impact
on the Learner

The major difficulty in measuring teacher ef-
[ectiveness is first lo define it. One approach
views leaching excellence very broadly in lerms
of its constructive influence on the lile of the
learner. It includes such things as the effect on
his spiritual, emotional, social, intellectual and
skill development. It is concerned with the whole
individual and recognizes that effective leaching
coniribules to the student in several ways. The
mosi ellective leacher is defined as the one who
carries the learner farthest in these endeavars.

The problem here is to {igure oul how 1o meas-
ure changes in those areas. While il may be easy
io define learning ilsell as a change in skill, how
does one describe precisely a change in spiritual
or emolional development? Further, how can we
decide whether or not such changes are construc-
tive? With competing ideas and values within
our own complex sociely, what may be construc-
tive for one person may be the opposite for an-
other.

Perhaps the easiesl way to determine what
teaching effectiveness is is to allow students lo
define it themselves. They are the ones mosl in-
limately involved in and affected by the teaching-
learning process. The most popular mechanism
for this end is the student evaluation guestion-
naire, in which the students rank their instructor
on various items.

Considerable research has been done on these
questionnaires, and there is general agreement
as to the components of teaching ellecliveness:
(1) rapport with students—teacher warmth and
sympalthy, (2] teacher enthusiasm and inlerest in
the course and subject, {3} course organization
and clarity of presentation, (4] interacltions be-
iween Lhe instructor and the class, and (5} the
teacher’s abilily to deal with the material ana-
lytically and synthetically. {For recent investiga-
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tions see Caffrey, 1969; Coats, 1970; Cohen &
Berger, 1970; Flanders, 1969; Gulhrie, 1954;
Hildebrand, et. al., 1971; Kerlinger, 1967; Musella
& Rusch, 1968; Solomon, et. al., 1964.)

In a model study, Hildebrand and his associates
(1971) found excellent agreement between faculty
and students in the evalualion of effectiveness
of given leachers. The characleristics by which
each group evaluated teaching, however, were
quite distincl. While the students’ evaluation fol-
lowed the general characleristics listed above,
colleagues evalualed teachers according to [ive
different dimensions: (1) research activily and
publications, (2) intellectual breadth, (3) partici-
paling in the academic communily, (4) availabil-
ity to students outside of class, and (5) concern
for teaching. Thus, facully and students tend to
agree on which teachers are effeclive even though
their criteria for evalualion are very different. A
study of Maslow and Zimmerman (1956) reached
similar conclusions.

Students are affected in their evaluation of
teachers by many factors. Sex is one, Female stu-
dents give higher ratings to male inslructors who
are perceived as “warm” (Isaacson, el. al., 1964;
McKeachie, 1961; Pogue, 1967; Turner, el. al.,
1969; Veldman & Peck, 1967). Second, studenis
at different levels of achievement rate instruclors
differently (Bledsoe, et. al., 1971; Holmes, 1971;
Spraights, 1967; Veldman & Peck, 1967). Third,
undergraduates and graduates disagree on the
gualities they respond to in the same instruclors
{Gales & Burnelt, 1969; Gerald Meredith, 1971;
Moody, 1972). Similarly students of different sub-
jects—sciences versus arts and social sciences—
do nol follow the same criteria when they evaluate
teachers (Musella & Rusch, 1968; Gerald Mere-
dith, 1971; Veldman & Peck, 1967}. Finally, Hilde-
brand and others (1971) found thal instructors
teaching seminars received higher ralings than
instruclors teaching lecture courses. They also
found thal teachers rated “best” may have quite
different sels of characteristics, according lo slu-
dent perception, and concluded that effective
teaching may be achieved in a variely of ways.

One element of concern which exerls little in-
fluence on the students’ rating of their teachers
is the course grade. In reviewing the research,
Costin and others (1971) cite fifteen studies which
found no relationship between grades and teacher
ratings and Iwelve others in which the positive
correlation was so small as 1o be negligible, rarely
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accounting for more than five percenlt of the
variance.

It appears that because there is some agreement
among students and colleagues about the idenlity
of good and not-so-good teachers and about their
general characteristics, studenl questionnaires
may serve as a global though obviously partial
index of teaching effectiveness. Evaluation by
colleagues provides a separate but complemen-
lary source of evaluation.

Effectiveness as Achievement
of Specific Goals

A second approach for defining teaching effec-
liveness is to consider how much of the course
material the students learn. In this view, the stu-
dents of a more effective leacher learn more than
the students of a less effeclive teacher. Siated
in another way, this approach defines effective-
ness in terms of the learner's achievement of pre-
defined course objectives.

Relalively little research has been direcied to-
ward investigating the relationship belween re-
sidual gains in learning and the students’ evalua-
tion of their teachers. Morsh and others (19586)
found a strong correlation between achievement
and teacher evalualion by students in aircraft
mechanics training. In academic [ields, three
sludies found no relationship beller than chance
(Bryan, 1963; Lins, 1946; Russel & Bendig, 1953).

Moody (1973) used step-wise regression analy-
sis lo invesligate teacher ralings and residual
gain scores of students in first semester Spanish.
For teacher evaluation the dimensions were simi-
lar to the student-determined factors listed earlier
and accounted for 67 percent of the variance in
leacher rating scores. For sludent achievement
the dimensions were quile distincl. As one would
expect, student altributes accounted for most of
the variance (49 percent}): background and apti-
tude, initial interest in the course, and the amount
of time students spent studying. Course-related
activities, i.e., number of quizzes, the perceived
value of the language laboratory and of the home-
work, and the teacher's organization and clarity
explained, respectively, 3 percenl and slightly
more than one percent of the differences in ad-
justed achievement success. [Adding [ive items
with negative beta weights, including the per-
ceived leacher's sympathy toward the students,
brought the total variance accounled for to 56
percent.) These results, focusing on appreciation



of the course rather than of the instructor, match
those found by Rubenstein and Mitchell (1970).

Thus, the criteria for the students’ evaluation
of teacher effecliveness and for their explanation
ol differences in achievement overlap only to a
very small degree with the teacher's organization
and clarity. The power of student questionnaires
lo measure teacher effectiveness defined in ferms
of student achievement is quite limited. The qual-
ities of teaching effectiveness which students
find mast important exert little influence on how
much they actually learn. The reason is that they
base their assessmenl primarily on Lhe teacher's
personalily characteristics rather than his per-
formance in guiding learning activities.

In summary, then, studenl evaluation question-
naires when carefully interpreted can serve lo
assess teacher effectiveness in two ways: lirst and
foremost, in terms of his general impact upon the
sludents; second, in terms of a very minor influ-
ence on gains in knowledge.

Evaluation to Improve Teaching

A second function of teacher evaluation is to
enhance the teaching-learning processes by iden-
lifying those areas where change seems desirable.
Just how much change in teaching behaviors can
be effected is open to question. Three siudies
showed that teachers did not improve as a resull
of examining studenl reactions {Gate, el. al.,
1960; Savage, 1975; and Seager, 1971}, However
Murdoch (1969) found that the inslruclor's knowl-
edge thai he would be rated by the students im-
proved his rating but not the student's grades.

Perhaps one reason lillle change in teaching
behavior takes place is that questionnaires do not
provide enough informalion to leachers so that
they know where lo direct their efforls. Numer-
ical summaries of questionnaire resulls in the
form of means, standard deviations, and percen-
lile ranking, particularly for teachers in lhe hu-
manities, where numbers maintain an aura of
myslery, do not suggest any kind of action which
might improve the course. Informal studies at
the University of Hawaii show that evaluations
which solicit specific comments on specific course
content and instructor activities can, on the other
hand, provide such information.

Work in progress, then, is aimed at developing
a leacher evaluation questionnaire which will
provide three kinds ol information: (1) a measure
of effectiveness in terms of the instructor's gen-

eral impact on the siudents, (2) a measure of ef-
fectiveness in terms of how much of the malerial
they learn, and (3) specilic suggestions for im-
proving the course.
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