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  By having access to and making explicit the knowledge base that is expected of teaching professionals, ToTs [Teachers of Teachers] and aspiring teachers are afforded opportunities to submit their evolving understanding of the profession to scrutiny, with a view toward the ongoing development of professional knowledge. (p. 35)1


  A grain of sand does not represent much in isolation. Placed with many others, it becomes a beach. This metaphor exemplifies what happens with our contributions to the world of research. The research carried out by many of us occurs in specific contexts, takes small samples and its generalizations are applicable to reduced populations. We expect that our results may contribute to the solution of a local situation or problem. Placed together in the long run, the small and the big contributions may cause a great impact in the field of study or work in which we develop our professional life.


  The construction of knowledge is not an easy task. It demands the participation of many and challenges research practitioners in different ways. The expert researchers are expected to take the lead, to carry the torch that illuminates the path for other researchers and, just as well, to have the freshness to continue with the formulation of always-interesting questions and the wit to find intelligent answers. Novel researchers develop their research topics from needs they feel but carry with them insecurities in theoretical and methodological constructs. Regardless of our experience, research is always a challenge that demands a lot from us and impacts our timetables, our professional performance and even our personal lives.


  Irrespective of our research experience and the role we play in education, we receive the call to participate at the level of our knowledge, needs and opportunities. In terms of knowledge, we can and do learn from one another. The experience provides tools, insights, experiences, and a vision. The inexpert person profits from this source of knowledge but simultaneously feeds the skilled with fresh ideas, new perspectives and the inherent motivation newcomers bring with them. Needs, on the other hand, represent an opportunity for acting in specific or general contexts and on small or large scales with big or small populations. We can act upon and have an impact on the lives of our students, our small communities, our city and country at various levels. Our context, our personalities, our problems, the good and the bad points of our institution, our fellow coworkers, all of these variables offer opportunities for improvement. How happy we should feel if we are able to change even a single aspect of the daily life we carry out in our small worlds with the help of the community we are immersed in and surrounded by.


  Now we want to share with you some news. First, we are pleased to let you know that PROFILE has just been indexed in LatAmPlus, a digital collection of full-text peer reviewed journals that can be accessed at no cost. As you might know, databases constitute important channels to make journals more visible. We hope we get acceptance in more channels like that, so that we can reach a wider audience.


  Second, we wish to welcome the new scholars who have accepted our invitation to take part in the reviewing processes of PROFILE, namely: Ester Johanna de Jong (University of Florida, USA), Irina Elgort (Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand), Jess Garca Laborda (Universidad de Alcal, Spain), Steve Graham (Arizona State University, USA), Juan Ramn Guijarro-Ojeda (Universidad de Granada, Spain), Penny Haworth (Massey University Institute of Education, New Zealand), Hanna Komorowska (University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Poland), Maggie Kubanyiova (University of Birmingham, UK), Icy Lee (The Chinese University of Hong Kong), Florence Lai Ping Ma (Macquarie University, Australia), Gloria Park (Indiana University of Pennsylvania, USA), Robert Poole (Texas A&M University - Corpus Christi, USA), Rosane Rocha Pessoa (Universidade Federal de Gois, Brazil), Anna Siyanova (Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand), Neomy Storch (The University of Melbourne, Australia), and Stuart Webb (University of Western Ontario, Canada). We gladly welcome them. Their contributions, together with the support received from scholars who have accompanied us for several years, will be decisive to maintaining the rigor of our publication.


  In this edition we have gathered ten papers. The first section, Issues From Teacher Researchers, contains five articles dealing with teacher education ELT (English Language Teaching), and testing. We begin with Eulices Crdoba Zigas work which contains the findings of a study carried out with beginner EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students of a language program in a Colombian public university. The aim of the study was to implement task-based language teaching as a way to facilitate the integration of the four language skills, help learners improve their communicative competence in English, and foster interaction. Afterwards, Elizabeth Ruiz-Esparza Barajas, Cecilia Araceli Medrano Vela, and Jess Helbert Karim Zepeda Huerta report the first stage of an investigation that has involved five Mexican universities interested in unveiling university teachers thinking about out-of-class teamwork. In this article we can learn about positive and negative opinions which suggest further courses of action to face the lack of success in promoting deep learning and in developing students socio-cognitive abilities.


  In the next article, Yimer Andrs Morales Corts addresses the role the teaching practice had on novice teachers attitudes towards teaching. The study, conducted with a group of pre-service teachers at Universidad Pedaggica y Tecnolgica de Colombia, shows the contributions of the practicum in providing opportunities to consider what teaching entails and its role in helping future teachers to reflect, develop awareness and positive attitudes towards the teaching profession.


  Next, we can find a report on a collaborative work between Colombian and North American teachers. Marcela Palacio, Sandra Gaviria, and James Dean Brown tell us about their experience in tests design with a group of teachers at the English for adults program of a Colombian university. Descriptive statistics, item analysis, correlational analyses, reliability estimates, and validity analyses were taken into consideration in order to ensure the quality of the process of tests design.


  Finally, we present the article by Roberto Alvira whose work revolves around an action research study carried out with Colombian EFL learners who were exposed to screencastinga Web 2.0 tool conceived as a means to foster improvement of their writing skills. The findings of the study evidence that the use of coded, written, and oral feedback is widely accepted by students and yields positive results in their writing performance.


  Interestingly, the second section of our journal, Issues From Novice Teacher Researchers, brings this time four articles by prospective Colombian teachers. This, no doubt, confirms that both teacher educators and pre-service teachers are fully committed to the importance of making research visible via publication. First of all, Ana Carolina Buitrago Campo shares with us an action-research project that sought to improve adolescent students communicative competence in English through the task-based learning approach. The author also describes how she incorporated that approach into the development of four thematic units aligned with the syllabus and students interests and needs.


  Following that one we can read a contribution by Diego Fernando Ubaque Casallas and Freddy Samir Pinilla who describe an exploratory action research study carried out at a language institute with a small group of learners. Emphasis was placed on the use of argumentation outlines and peer assessment to boost learners argumentative abilities. As the authors stress, findings revealed that argumentation outlines and peer assessment can promote learners awareness and ability to engage in argumentation processes. Additionally, peer assessment appears to be an essential tool for enhancing personal and collaborative learning, as well as for promoting learner reflection and agency.


  After that, Elio Jess Cruz Rondn and Leidy Fernanda Velasco Vera inform us about a case study aimed at understanding the role of teaching materials among beginner level students learning English as a foreign language. The conclusions indicate that the way the teacher implements a pedagogical intervention by integrating the four language skills, promoting interactive learning through the use of online resources, and using the course book can lead to a global English teaching and learning process.


  We close this section with an issue that has not been explored much in the Colombian current teaching contexts: secondary students beliefs about their English class. This query, posed by Jessica Villarreal Suarez, Jully Vanessa Muoz Taborda, and Jorge Mario Perdomo Santacruz, led to a conclusion that students beliefs are attached to their experiences in their English classes. According to the participants, discipline, monotony, the lack of interesting material, and the impact of the language among the students are issues to bear in mind should students be given a voice in the development of national policies of language learning.


  The last section, Issues Based on Reflections and Innovations, depicts an innovative work implemented by Spanish teacher Mara Martnez Lirola with students of English at a tertiary level. It seeks to allow students acquisition of emotional competences. We can learn about how the use of different cooperative activities specifically designed for such purpose showed their effectiveness and made students aware of what they had learned.


  We may now conclude by highlighting the fact that the inclusion of the work of many professionals from different contexts, with different visions enriches our understanding of our small and, at times, not so small worlds. We hope both prospective and experienced teachers and researchers find those articles interesting. We also hope the communities of our readers can benefit from the works of authors from Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Spain, and the United States, whose commitment to submit their works to scrutiny and to comply with the evaluation process proved worthy. Now, it is your turn to face the challenge and think about contributing to our knowledge base by sending in your manuscripts!


  Mara Claudia Nieto Cruz

  Journal Director


  Melba Libia Crdenas

  Journal Editor

  


  1Diaz Maggioli, G. (2012). Teaching language teachers: Scaffolding professional learning. Plymouth, UK: Rowman & Littlefield Education.
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  This article reports the findings of a qualitative research study conducted with six first semester students of an English as a foreign language program in a public university in Colombia. The aim of the study was to implement task-based language teaching as a way to integrate language skills and help learners to improve their communicative competence in English. The results suggest that the implementation of task-based language teaching facilitated the integration of the four skills in the English as a foreign language context. Furthermore, tasks were meaningful and integrated different reading, writing, listening, and speaking exercises that enhanced students communicative competences and interaction. It can be concluded that task-based language teaching is a good approach to be used in the promotion of skills integration and language competences.


  Key words: Integration, language skills, task and communicative competence, task-based language teaching.

  


  Este artculo presenta los resultados de una investigacin cualitativa llevada a cabo con seis estudiantes de primer semestre de un programa de enseanza de ingls como idioma extranjero en una universidad pblica colombiana. El objetivo del estudio fue implementar la enseanza de idiomas basada en tareas como una manera para integrar las habilidades del idioma extranjero y ayudar a los estudiantes a mejorar sus competencias comunicativas. Los resultados sugieren que este enfoque ayud a integrar las cuatro habilidades de la lengua. Las tareas eran significativas y combinaban diferentes ejercicios en cada habilidad, los cuales mejoraron la comunicacin y la interaccin entre los estudiantes. En conclusin, la enseanza de idiomas basadas en tareas facilita la integracin de las habilidades lingsticas.


  Palabras clave: enseanza de lengua basada en tareas, habilidades del lenguaje, integracin, tareas y competencias comunicativas.

  


  Introduction


  This article reports the findings of a qualitative study conducted in the English as a foreign language (EFL) program of a university in Florencia, Colombia. The research study seeks to implement task-based language teaching (TBLT) as a way to integrate language abilities, taking into account that they are taught in isolation in the majority of English classes. Six different tasks were implemented with students enrolled in the first semester to help them integrate the language skills. In doing so, the participants improved their language competence and were better prepared to learn English as it is used in daily life, for instance, when they spoke, read, listened, and wrote simultaneously.


  TBLT was implemented as a response to the way teachers at this university taught English in the first semester, that is, lessons were planned for the mastering of listening, reading, writing, or speaking without proper integration of these four abilities. Second, the students participated in almost all the class activities when they were based on one skill only. However, participation decreased when these exercises integrated reading, writing, listening, and speaking in the same lessons. In addition, some students showed a lack of interest and were reluctant to participate in the classes when these were based on reading or writing. This situation led me to conduct this study in order to enrich the EFL language learning process in the program and help students improve their language learning.


  Many researchers and teachers have shown the benefits of integrating language skills in English education. They all state that learning English is more productive when students learn the four skills in a single lesson because it is the way in which learners will probably use the language in their daily lives. According to Baturay and Akar (2007), integrating language skills is fundamental for learners to be competent in the second language (L2) and promote English learning naturally. This integration enhances EFL learning through constant practice and allows students to express their ideas through writing messages, understanding aural and written messages, and holding conversations. Freeman (1996) states that tasks are always activities where the target language is taught for a communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome (p. 23). Under those considerations expressed above, this study tried to demonstrate that through the implementation of TBLT, language abilities were integrated to promote meaningful language learning.


  Theoretical Framework


  The field of language teaching has experienced numerous changes in the last few decades. New trends in language teaching and learning try to promote communicative competence instead of mastering grammar, vocabulary, reading, writing, or listening in isolation. At the present, TBLT promotes real practice in the target language and offers different contexts for language study (Izadpanah, 2010). Based on this premise, the theoretical constructs for this study are: Task-Based Language Teaching, Tasks, and Skill Integration.


  Task-Based Language Teaching


  TBLT provides opportunities to experience spoken, reading, listening, and written language through meaningful class assignments that involve learners in practical and functional use of L2. As a consequence, TBLT promotes and stimulates the integration of skills through completing daily-life activities that improve students communicative competence because it offers learners the possibility of practicing the target language constantly. The students see learning as a way to explore active class exercises that bring up genuine communication in which they solve problems and show creativity.


  The above-mentioned features of TBLT suggest that this methodology promotes actual language use that facilitates the integration of the abilities successfully. Nunan (1999) supported this idea when stating that TBLT requires listening, speaking, reading, and writing in the same exercise to complete the problem posed by the task. The use of this method in class usually brings real-life work that allows the practice of all the language abilities. This helps students to explore different communicative opportunities inside and outside the classroom, which benefit the practice of language by conducting tasks that are closely or related to the day-to-day life. Furthermore, Kurniasih (2011) highlighted that the objective of TBLT in English is to enhance the use of language as a means to focus on authentic learning. To achieve this objective, it is essential to promote realistic assignments that allow the students to meet their language needs. In order to make this possible, the four language skills should be integrated to increase learners competences and language acquisition.


  Additionally, Richards and Rodgers (2001) highlighted that TBLT enhances the creation of learning tasks that suit the needs of the learners and help them master all skills successfully by providing different class exercises to complete their work. Ellis (2009) discussed some criteria that distinguish TBLT from regular teaching activities. He explained that this methodology focuses on the integration of language learning where students are expected to conduct creative activities, infer meaning from readings and oral messages, and communicate their ideas well. Finally, Li (1998) argued that TBLT facilitates language learning because learners are the center of the language process and, in that way, it promotes higher proficiency levels in all language skills.


  Nunan (2005) also stated that TBLT is an approach that enables skills integration. It lets students understand, produce, manipulate, or interact in the classroom. This approach usually requires real tasks in which students have the main roles and use the four skills constantly. This helps learners to explore the possibilities of communicating orally and in writing and of comprehending texts and oral messages to complete the task. Willis (1996) and Carless (2007) acknowledged the importance of this approach because it emphasizes authenticity and communicative activities. For them, when TBLT is applied in class, learners assume active roles, and learning and reflections are constant.


  Tasks in Language Learning


  In English language education, tasks are viewed as important components to help develop proficiency and to facilitate the learning of a second or foreign language by increasing learners activity in the classroom. Nunan (2004) affirms that tasks aim at providing occasions for learners to experiment and explore both spoken and written language through learning tasks that are designed to engage students in the authentic, practical, and functional use of language (p. 41). In this vision, the role of a task is to stimulate a natural desire in learners to improve their language competence by challenging them to complete clear, purposeful, and real-world tasks which enhance the learning of grammar and other features as well as skills. Additionally, Richards et al. (as cited in Nunan, 2004) consider tasks as an activity or action which is carried out as a result of a process to understand a language. For example, drawing a map, performing a command, buying tickets, paying the bills, and driving a car in a city (p. 7). These types of tasks normally require the teacher to specify the requirements for successful completion, set the goals of the task, and provide different classroom practices that normally do not take place in an English class.


  work undertaken for oneself or for others, freely or for some reward. Examples of a task include painting a fence, dressing a child, filling out a form, buying a pair of shoes, making an airline reservation, borrowing a library book, taking a driving test, typing a letter, weighing a patient, sorting letters, and so on. In this sense, Richards and Rodgers (2001) argue that tasks are believed to foster a process of negotiation, modification, rephrasing, and experimentation that are at the heart of second language learning (p. 228). Nunan (1999) points out that tasks activate and promote L2 learning through discussions, cooperation, and adjustment. In general, tasks allow learners to have more exposure in the language learning process by increasing rehearsal opportunities in which they prepare themselves to perform daily-life tasks that help them gain knowledge and experience in the target language.


  Task Implementation


  The process to implement TBLT in English classes has been highly discussed among various language theorists (e.g., Estaire & Zanon, 1994; Lee, 2000; Prabhu, 1987; Skehan, 1996; Willis, 1996). They highlight that there are three main steps to perform a task. First is the pre-task stage in which the teacher introduces the topic and provides the instructions such as the content, the objectives for each one of the steps within the task, and the way to present it. Referring to this stage, Willis and Prabu (as cited in Gatbonton & Gu, 1994) and Littlewood (2004) suggest that this stage creates an overview of what the students need to know to accomplish all the requirements of the assignment. Moreover, Skehan (1998) indicates that this phase is an overview or introduction about all the rules learners need to follow to complete the tasks correctly. Frequently, this period of task development is used to choose the topic of the task, plan how the students will present their work, or to consider the criteria to evaluate the results of the task and to determine actions to be taken regarding the performance of the students.


  Ellis (2006) suggests the during task phase as the next step; he says that two basic things should be done. First of all, the analysis should be made of how the task is going to be developed, and secondly, the analysis of how the task will possibly be completed. Seedhouse (1999) states that it is necessary to guide the learners while they are doing the work, ask the students to show their progress on what they are reading, writing, what videos they are listening to, or check if they are listening to what has been provided to them, and as a final point, provide meaningful feedback to them. Numrich (1996) and Junker (1960) add that, at this level, learners must be open-minded to make changes to their presentations and reports. Crookes and Gass (1993) support this by saying that learners need to be flexible to revise, repeat, and reorganize their work once they receive support from the teacher. At this stage, the students negotiate among themselves to answer questions from the teacher and members of the group, review content, and reset those areas that need to be improved upon to submit their report.


  The final moment would be the post-task phase. Lynch (2001) affirms that this moment involves the analysis and edition of the observations, opinions, and recommendations of the group and the teacher about the performance of learners in the task outcomes. In relation to this phase, Ellis (2014) considers that once the learners have conducted the task it is important to review their errors; this can be done by asking the whole group about the performance of their classmates, checking the teachers notes, or asking students to selfevaluate their presentations. Another important action to consider is to invite learners to improve the possible mistakes and to assign follow-up activities. In addition, Willis (1996) remarks that this phase encourages learners to automatize their production, make decisions on the results of the task, and evaluate which plan to follow to guarantee progress in the language. Finally, Rahimpour and Magsoudpour (2011) and Long (1985) indicated that this process is necessary for the learners because it is the opportunity to reflect upon what they have done.


  Integration of Language Skills


  Some current research on teaching English language associates the integration of the four skills with an improvement in the target language. Wallace, Stariha, and Walberg (2004) suggest that the integration of language skills provides natural situations in which listening, speaking, reading, and writing are developed in a single class to enhance English learning. As seen in this view, this way of teaching favors L2 learning because students are trained to use the language effectively, in different contexts, purposes, and cases. Nunan (1999) also supports this idea by saying that the integration of language skills is important to develop a genuine communicative competence and improve learners language proficiency by participating in linguistic and communicative activities that promote authentic language usage.


  Furthermore, Hinkel (n.d.) points out that


  
    the teaching of language skills can not be conducted through isolable and discrete structural elements (Corder, 1971, 1978; Kaplan, 1970; Stern, 1992). In reality, it is rare for language skills to be used in isolation; e.g., both speaking and listening comprehension are needed in a conversation and, in some contexts, reading or listening and making notes is likely to be almost as common as having a conversation. (p. 8)
  


  This is shared by Ellis (2014) and Dickinson (2010) who state that integrating language skills facilitates the development of linguistic (including grammatical competence) and communicative abilities. Specifically, TBLT offers English classes an emphasis on the integration of the language skills by providing learners with more exploration and practice in each one of the skills.


  Research Question


  Based on the theoretical construct of TBLT that suggests that this methodology is fundamental to integrate language skills, this study aims at analyzing the impact of TBLT to integrate language skills in the first semester students in an EFL program at a public Colombian university. Therefore, the study seeks to answer the following research question: To what extent does TBLT promote the integration of the four language skills in the first semester students enrolled in an EFL program at a public Colombian university?


  Method


  I followed a case study research design due to the characteristic of the context and the specific population. The process involved planning, observing, acting, and reflecting on the data from a small number of participants. According to Baxter and Jack (2008), a qualitative case study methodology provides the tools for researchers to study complex phenomena within their contexts (p. 545). This model helped me to deeply analyze the phenomena that were affecting English learning in a particular site and try to seek solutions to the difficulties the students had regarding the integration of the language skills. Based on Yins (1984) definition, a case study is a process that examines and describes a particular case thoroughly with the objective of gathering an in-depth understanding of the problem under analysis.


  Context of the Study


  This study was conducted in an EFL program that is part of a public university in the southern region of Colombia. This institution is the only public university in the region and its students come mainly from hard-toaccess towns and villages in the region. Students at this university are diverse in terms of age, education, culture, and socioeconomic status. The academic emphasis of the university is on ecology and agronomy. The EFL program has about 500 students distributed among 14 groups. The curriculum of the program is divided into nine semesters where English and pedagogy are the emphases. The semesters are organized in levels according to the Common European Framework (Council of Europe, 2008). Consequently, the first and second semesters are Basic English I and II, respectively. The third, fourth, and fifth semesters are organized as Intermediate English I, II, and III correspondingly. The sixth, seventh, and eighth semesters are placed as advanced English I, II, and a conversational course, but in the ninth semester the learners do not study English because they have to choose their graduation option.


  The EFL program is composed of 10 full-time teachers, 21 part-time teachers (I am included in this group of teachers), and a coordinator. They all have different academic labors in the development of the university term and they all work under semester contract. Additionally, the program has four tenured-track professors who have to teach vacation courses. The majority of the part-time teachers hold a bachelor degree in English as a foreign language teaching, eight of the 10 full-time teachers hold master degrees in different fields of language teaching and the remaining two are master candidates. Three of the four tenured-track professors hold masters degrees and one is a master candidate. Finally, the program has a self-access center, an English lab, a specialized room with a TV set, a home theatre, and an audio recorder.


  The research study took place in the Basic English Course I. This group was divided into two groups of 25 students each. For the study, only group A was selected; this course had 25 learners and six of them gave consent to participate in the study. The participants were young learners; the age range was from 16 to 22 years. They had an A2 level in English, based on the parameters of the Common European Framework (Council of Europe, 2008). They were chosen as participants because they all had the same challenges and they were in the same semester and group.


  Data Collection Instruments


  Following Baxter and Jack (2008) qualitative case studies give researchers the opportunity to examine a problem through the use of different data collection tools. A series of six interviews and the same number of observations were conducted to provide validity to the research study.


  Observations


  According to Jacobson, Pruitt-Chapin, and Rugeley (2009), the use of observation provides direct access to the phenomenon under consideration by proving accurate and complete information from the behavior of the participants. Based on the evidence that observations are fundamental to conduct a research study, the participants were observed as a group and individually along a semester. During the observations, I concentrated on the behavior, performance, and interaction of the students while they developed the tasks. An observation checklist was used to guide the observation process. Referring to this, Belisle (1999) and Wajnryb (1992) indicate the need to follow an observation checklist in qualitative research because it facilitates and assists the observation.


  Interviews


  According to Laforest (2009), semi-structured interviews are used to gather qualitative information, help to identify needs and priorities, and monitor students changes. In my case, they also facilitated discussion and analysis of the data. I used six semistructured interviews to learn the students background, to examine the impact of the methodology proposed on solving the difficulty under consideration, and to confirm and triangulate the information from the observations. Each interview lasted 40 minutes approximately and the students were informed that their answers would be used only for the purpose of the study. Sometimes, the students were asked to elaborate further when their answers were not sufficiently clear. All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for later analysis. The interviews were conducted at the beginning, during the implementation, and after applying TBLT in class.


  Data Analysis and Interpretation


  In order to analyze the data, I followed a constant comparison strategy to examine the information of the problem under study. Based on Creswell (2007), the constant comparison strategy is a series of procedures that help researchers to analyze and think about social realities. I followed a systematic plan of action in which I first transcribed the observations and the interviews. Secondly, I read the information several times to identify the recurring themes and recorded the data on the margins. Then, data were segmented with repetitive words and voices from the participants. Data are shown in the case study session that defines the participants in the research study.


  Procedure


  To achieve the research objectives and answer the question of the study I designed and implemented six tasks that included assignments in all skills. This process lasted 20 hours spread across the semester and I took into account the concepts and steps discussed in the literature review. Prior to the application of the tasks, I explained to the participants the methodology to be applied as well as the activities that were going to be completed, so the learners knew in advanced the procedures to be used and the estimated time available for them to fulfill every task. Finally, I shared the decision to work in pairs and I said to them that the topics to be developed were all included in the course program (see Appendix for a description of each of the tasks).


  The first stage of the development of the tasks started with the pre-task phase in which I illustrated for the students the chronogram-requirements of the task, showed them the topics, set the goals and procedures of the task, and provided additional instructions to develop the activities. Similarly, I asked the students to form pairs, discuss the outcomes and the what, how, when, and where they were going to submit the product for every skill. As soon as the participants understood the goals and introductions, I gave them an article, a video, and some audios about the topic of the task (describing family members). Then, they started by reading the article, watching videos, and listening to the audios. At this stage, the participants listed some characteristics of typical families, generated ideas in pairs, provided answers to the reading and listening questionnaires, and started a short conversation between themselves about their presentation.


  Then in the second phase during task, while the students were working, I answered and asked questions, checked their work, and provided recommendations for them to prepare the reports on each one of the skills. After they had identified the main characteristics on families from the article, video, and audios, they compared their families to those mentioned in the material I had previously given to them. Subsequently, they had a pair-work discussion about the topic and showed the draft of the description they had already made. Next, I gave them some suggestions based on what I checked from the conversation and read from the initial reports and questionnaires. Once the participants received my comments, they made some changes to their responses and reorganized their presentations without complaining, but the remaining three students asked for more detailed recommendations. At this stage, the students were familiar with working in every skill because they presented reading, listening, speaking, and writing reports.


  In the final phase, post-task, the students firstly submitted the final record from the audios, the video, and the article and, at the same time, delivered the written description of their families and did an oral presentation about the same topic. After their presentation, I gave them the opportunity to self-evaluate and then suggested that other pairs evaluate their classmates performance: this was done by asking questions on how the pairs had performed on the oral presentation. They identified the areas where they needed to work on and self-corrected some of the difficulties they had. Then, I explained the topics that I thought needed major improvements, gave advice on how to improve them, and recommended a follow-up task. At this stage of the process, the participants were able to integrate all language skills in the class activities through a step-by-step process that enabled them to present meaningful outcomes in the four skills.


  Findings and Discussion


  In this section I describe and discuss the findings of the study. First of all, I show the participants perception about TBLT to integrate the four language skills. Later, I present the participants view of integrated skills in EFL learning, and finally, I point out the participants motivation during the development of the task.


  Learners Perception About TBLT to Integrate the Four Language Skills


  The general findings of this research demonstrated that all the participants see TBLT as a way to encourage the use and integration of the four language skills in their EFL classes. They considered that this methodology could be helpful to incorporate the abilities through performing tasks that included a variety of exercises to help them to develop their capabilities in each of the abilities.


  Nicol1 expressed that they preferred TBLT rather than other ways of language learning because this method offered the opportunity to increase their expertise in all the abilities and not only on one or two (Interview 2). Andres said that the implementation of an everyday life task such as describing family members fostered the integration of the four language skills in an optimistic way (Interview 3). In the same interview, Yasney stated: Classes are better now because we all practice the four skills at the same time. These participants had this perception about TBLT because this approach facilitated the development of different class exercises that covered specific assignments in reading, writing, listening, and speaking. This familiarized the participants with integrated classroom tasks and provided more interaction, helping students to become better English learners. This is connected to Cuesta (1995) who affirmed that TBLT assisted learners to develop their skills in the L2.


  Linked to the previous benefit of TBLT in EFL, some participants mentioned that the use of this methodology integrated the skills because it was an interesting way to promote the successful development of authentic class activities, in which they were asked to finalize real-world tasks that increased significant practice such as discussions, skimming and scanning articles, and written reports.


  Eunice stated that every task was the possibility to advance in all my language skills from contextualized exercises that helped me to learn (Interview 3). Ana supported Eunice by saying that task[s] involved reading, writing, listening, and speaking assignments that were natural and helpful to learn English (Interview 4). In Interview 6, Carlos said: I feel the need to speak English in the classes and to integrate reading, speaking, listening, and writing in a single lesson because I think it is one of my major weaknesses to be fulfilled along with the academic year. Carlos further affirmed that the assignments helped them to understand that skills integration provided them with realistic language learning. In Observations 4, 5, and 6, Carlos and Nicol showed that it was not a problem for them to integrate skills in a class any longer. The participants shared these perceptions because the majority of activities they received were related to contextualized exercises and they had the opportunity to carry out creative tasks where the integration of language skills was kept in mind and demanded active personal involvements to learn how to improve their skills in the target language easily and naturally.


  The students also highlighted that the TBLT methodology facilitated the researcher to keep a balance among all four skills. As a consequence, learning how to write, understand written messages, understand oral language, and communicate thoughts were taught simultaneously. In Observations 5 and 6, Nicol, Eunice, and Ana seemed to prefer TBLT rather than other ways of language learning because this method offered the opportunity to increase their expertise in all the abilities and not only in one or two. This finding indicates that this approach caught their attention and promoted rehearsal opportunities by doing different exercises that were based on their interest and covered all the skills. This position is also shared by Andres who stated that the implementation of tasks encouraged me to work on my weaknesses in the language, especially the unpleasant feelings to read, write, and listen (Interview 5-6). These findings are supported by prior research targeting the same situation. Hu (2013) concluded that the TBLT method brought real life purposes to the class in which learners are expected to prepare and practice the language constantly.


  The participants equally suggested that TBLT created more diverse and inclusive exposures in the target language practice. They had more opportunities to rehearse and interact with their classmates and the teacher-researcher by asking and answering questions from the articles and holding conversations with the classmates about the task. In Interview 5, Yasney expressed that she liked to work with TBLT in class because [she] prepared well by practicing with [her] classmates. In Observations 4 and 5, it was evident to see this and other learners (5) participating in all the exercises. In relation to this, Xiongyong and Samuel (2011) affirmed that TBLT is seen by students as a great methodology to enhance language practice opportunities. These results revealed that TBLT integrated and opened students possibilities of being part of the class through constant practice.


  Additionally, some participants claimed that this approach facilitated the acquisition of L2 through making decisions, learning by doing, and facing different challenges that tasks demand from the students and the teacher. In an informal talk after Observation 5, Yasney supported this claim by saying the implementation of tasks-based language teaching increased the opportunities to learn English and raised confidence to prepare high quality assignments that were based on classmates life. For them, TBLT fostered a longlife learning process. It means that this methodology promoted exploration, negotiation, and cooperation among the teacher and students to find solutions to problems and complete the task. This is supported by Barnard and Viet (2010) who concluded that TBLT helped to increase cooperation and negotiation among the participants.


  To sum up, TBLT may also be a good way to integrate skills by creating a framework that allows the practice of suitable class activities in which learners have to reach specific class aims for every skill. Carlos affirmed that the assignments helped them to understand that skills integration provided them with realistic language learning (Interview 5). Additionally, Andrea expressed that she improved her language competences in part because TBLT integrated the language skills and she practiced the language. For these participants the use of task played an important role to learn the target language easily and naturally, and they improved their skills in the language.


  Participants View of Integrated Skills in EFL Class


  With respect to the integration of language skills in EFL classes, there were two positions. First, at the beginning the students were not familiar with the methodology of integrating language skills in class. Then, their perception was that the integration might be a great way to learn a language, but they were not totally sure about the benefits of integrating the skills in classes because they said that it demanded more work and it would be better to master one skill and then the rest. However, this position changed during the development of the tasks in which it was observable that the students did a lot of exercises to finalize the work successfully. In Interview 5, Yasney stated that the integration of language skills is a useful and a successful mechanism to enhance the students English Language. This position was shared by Andres, who said that the integration of language skills resulted in a very useful way to keep a balance in the four language skills. Andres also expressed that the integration is fundamental to learn the language as it is used in the real life. In part, the participants had this perception because at the end of the study they got used to performance class work that had specific assignments for every skill.


  Despite the fact that their performance in each skill presented some error, the process to complete the task and to learn the language notions and functions was remarkable. The students were committed to not only present a final product of the task, but also to learn from their classmates suggestions, share their results of their tasks, and show that they were able to make significant improvement in their learning progress.


  Participants Motivation During the Development of the Task


  Apart from integrating language skills, TBLT helped the participants to be motivated, it raised their selfesteem, and enabled them to praise their own and others work. They were motivated by the structure of the tasks (stages), the goals of each phase and the clear purposes, the teacher-researcher willingness to correct meaningfully, and the kind of activities they developed. Nicol said that the research-teacher and the organization of the task encouraged her to feel good in the class (Interview 4). Similarly, Yasney expressed that the steps of the assignments and the teacher made [her] be willing to take part in the class development easily (Interview 5). Andres also manifested that working with TBLT motivated him to be a better English learner. The positive attitude of these participants about the implementation of tasks in class was in part due to their high performance, the meaningful feedback and positive attitude, and disposition of the teacher-researcher. It means that in order to foster learners motivation, it is necessary to plan the class activities well and provide them with correct feedback.


  With respect to the perspective of the participants about the role of TBLT to motivate them, they claimed this approach provided them with opportunities to be engaged in the class, to practice and negotiate as to improve their speaking, listening, and writing skills in a comfortable, communicative, and collaborative atmosphere, where they learned to work cooperatively, respect and value other classmates points of view. In Observations 4, 5, and 6, it was common to see the participants sharing ideas, clapping their hands to congratulate their classmates for their performance and helping them to find the correct word to express an idea. It was also noteworthy to observe the participants working in groups, listening to other pairs attentively, and paying sincere compliments or giving positive feedback. These findings are shared with Chuan (2010), who concluded in his study that TBLT helped students to be self-confident to practice the language without anxiety. In fact, during the development of tasks learners were encouraged to trust in their capacities and felt confident to take an active role in class because the classes were closely related to their background. Nicol declared in Interview 6 that:


  
    The use of tasks helped me to be a better English student that was able to express her feelings and thoughts in a friendly environment, in which learning, negotiation, discussion was possible. I said I improved a lot in the subject because I felt confident and accepted mistakes as a learning strategy.
  


  This confirmed the idea that TBLT may also be a good way to foster motivation and language learning at the same time due to the fact that learners are led to have social discussions, group interaction, and build social community networks in the class. Nicol stated that TBLT served as a potential strategy that motivated students to be willing to participate in class discussions (Interview 5). This was evidenced in the development of the implementation in that each participant wanted to show the results of their tasks in the classroom. In this respect, Andres stated that the implementation of these assignments brought more complex assignments and placed more responsibility on the students (Interview 6). This is connected to Hyde (2013) who argues that TBLT is an ideal way to improve motivation and selfefficacy. This may have let participants to perceive TBLT as a way to reinforce, share decision making, and praise their work.


  Conclusion


  The findings of this study suggest that TBLT is a meaningful approach to integrate language skills in an EFL program. The participants performed class assignments that helped them to develop tasks which included continuing exercises in receptive and productive skills and have more time to practice doing tasks that required the integration of language skills in a lesson through the use of contextualized and meaningful activities that support natural language acquisition. Linked to this benefit, the implementation of these assignments had a positive impact to improve students communicative competences, as can be noted by the students responses. These tasks increased the students experience in the language by providing them with more opportunities to rehearse the language meaningfully. They negotiated among themselves, showed their points of view about the class development, and shared the results with their classmates orally and in writing. Also, they searched information, read articles to get main ideas, and supported their reports.


  Finally, the implementation of TBLT was an effective way to develop learners self-awareness and class atmosphere where the teacher and the students participated in the lessons. The students became aware of the importance of being responsible in the class activities and took main roles in the learning process by creating meaningful tasks that facilitated the acquisition of new vocabulary, the implementation of real activities that augmented learning, and the change of misconceptions about how to learn each one of the skills.


  Recommendations


  With respect to the use of TBLT to facilitate skills integration in an EFL context, the results of this study suggest English teachers need to bear in mind that the use of this methodology is meaningful because it promotes language learning naturally and this motivates learners to be involved in the class activities. However, I highly recommend creating clear purposes and discussing the topics of the task with the students beforehand in order to increase practice. When the students are involved in decision making, they participate and perform the tasks easily and feel important in the class. Based on the findings of the study, I also suggest providing learners with positive feedback, reminding them how important it is to reach the goals of the task, assign clear assignments for every skill, check the result of the tasks, and finally, assign follow-up activities if necessary. These recommendations are necessary to increment the possibility of advancing in the task and consequently of improving students learning process. However, this study suggests that future review and research need to be conducted to broaden the theoretical framework of TBLT as a skills integration facilitator.


  Further analysis of the impact of TBLT to integrate language skills in beginners constitutes another new good field of inquiry. It would be interesting to know to what extent students of basic English become independent learners through the implementation of this methodology. Also, it would be necessary to explore other approaches to integrate language skills and compare them with TBLT to determine the advantages and disadvantages of each one of them for learners of basic English.

  


  1The names used here are pseudonyms.
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  This study reports on the first stage of a larger joint research project undertaken by five universities in Mexico to explore university teachers thinking about out-of-class teamwork. Data from interviews were analyzed using open and axial coding. Although results suggest a positive perception towards teamwork, the study unveiled important negative opinions. These opinions suggest the lack of success in promoting deep learning and in developing students socio-cognitive abilities. Findings were used to develop a survey to be applied to more teachers to gain a broader perspective and to corroborate results.
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  Este estudio reporta la primera etapa de una investigacin en conjunto con cinco universidades mexicanas, en donde se explora el pensamiento de profesores universitarios acerca del trabajo en equipo fuera de clase. Los datos recolectados a travs de entrevistas fueron analizados utilizando la codificacin abierta y axial. Aunque los resultados sugieren una percepcin positiva hacia el trabajo en equipo, el estudio revel opiniones negativas importantes. Estas opiniones sugieren la falta de xito en promover el aprendizaje profundo y en desarrollar las habilidades socio-cognitivas en los alumnos. Los hallazgos se utilizaron para elaborar una encuesta a aplicarse a ms profesores para obtener una perspectiva ms amplia y comprobar resultados.
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  Introduction


  The use of group work as a learning strategy may be recently gaining importance in the Mexican university learning context due to the emerging global challenges of the work environment where the ability to work on a team has been regarded as a valuable asset (Kremer & McGuiness, 1998; Portillo Mares, 2011). Authorities of Mexican universities preparing individuals for the work environment also agree on the benefits of teamwork, such as the Universidad Autnoma Metropolitana (UAM), which states on its webpage that teamwork should be used as a pedagogic technique for student centered learning (UAM, 2013).


  Mexican education at all levels has traditionally been lecture-centered. Students sitting in lockstep listen to the teacher or work on their own (Stein, 2004). It is not only students who are used to a lecture-centered classroom environment, but also teachers who are used to being the center of attention (Smith & MacGregor, 1992; Stein, 2004). Teamwork, as a relatively new pedagogic approach in higher education in Mexico, presents a challenge by confronting expectations of the classroom working environment (Borg, 2006). A colorful kaleidoscope of perceptions, expectations, beliefs, and methods when using teamwork is expected to be found among teachers within the country. Teamwork used both in and out of class (Davis, 1999, p. 1) may be used for short tasks within a class period or for longer projects during the entire school term.


  Ten researchers from five public Mexican universities became interested in exploring teachers and students perceptions on out-of-class group work. The voice of teachers from the universities of Sonora (UNISON), Durango (UJED), Nayarit (UAN), Colima (UCOL), and Guerrero (UAGRO) are here presented as the results of the first phase of a larger study. The aim of the study is to delve into the factors influencing the use of this pedagogic strategy within Mexican undergraduate foreign languages or language teaching programs. Researchers who are members of the RECALE (Foreign Languages and Academic Bodies Network, for its initials in Spanish) collaborated in the design and collection of data from faculty and students at their home university. The views of ten teachers, two from each university, were explored and used to design a questionnaire which will be administered to all of the teachers of the above mentioned programs.


  Since there appears to be no consensus in the literature about a clear division among the terms group work, teamwork, and collaborative learning, they may be used indistinctly in the present paper to refer to three or more students working together mutually searching for understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a product (Smith & MacGregor, 1992, p. 10).


  From Traditional Teaching to Group Work


  From its origins, learning has been an instinctive and natural social process in which individuals learn from each other starting with their very early days (Race, 2014). Modern pedagogies, such as socio-constructivism, emphasize the implementation of teamwork as conducive to learning (Blatchford, Kutnick, Baines, & Galton, 2003). According to Race and Pickford (2007), more learning happens when students work in small groups, rather than listening to lectures. Moreover, they claim that learning can be enhanced when students interact simultaneously with each other, and learn from each other (p. 32) in out-of-class small group meetings by discussing and exchanging ideas.


  The view of a group of students working together in the classroom to achieve a common task or learning objective is gradually becoming more frequent around the world as this paradigm gradually pervades former lockstep environments in higher education (Lillo Ziga, 2013; Lpez Hurtado & Vifara Gonzlez, 2007). However, the inclusion of a new teaching-learning strategy involves more than just organizing students into groups to work together (Lillo Ziga, 2013; Portillo Mares, 2011). Teachers are perceived more as organizers or facilitators of learning experiences, while students are seen as active agents interacting with the course content (Zrate & Moiraghi de Prez, 2004). Teachers who prepare group work activities no longer perceive of themselves as know-it-all experts delivering their wisdom, but as expert promoters or designers of intellectual experiences (Smith & MacGregor, 1992, p. 10) for their students.


  Benefits of Group Work


  Group work has been reported to increase student active participation and enhance learning outcomes (Davis, 1999). The development of the highly valued transferable skills such as oral communication and the ability to solve problems has also been observed in small groups. Developing the ability to listen to others ideas thoughtfully and analytically and build on others work can only be done when working with others (Race, 2014). For the language classroom the use of group work increases each students opportunity to use the target language (Long & Porter, 1985).


  Despite benefits and advantages, misinterpretation of what group work entails and assuming that all individuals will naturally work in groups without problems or misunderstandings may yield a number of undesired outcomes. The challenge of out-of-class group work may be enhanced by the absence of a figure of authority to monitor the groups activity. However, Fiechtner and Davis (1984) suggest that those groups that work in class and out-of-class create a more cohesive group, enhancing the learning experience through group work.


  Problems Acknowledged in the Literature


  Motivation to work in a group is considered to be a severe obstacle when setting group work tasks (Kerr & Bruun; Morgan; as cited in Davies, 2009). Uncommitted group members may influence the whole group effort and dynamic when committed group members reduce their own efforts upon perceiving they are doing all of the work. One of the common problems observed by both teachers and learners is the free rider, who seeks to take advantage of the work of others while reaping the benefits (Davies, 2009; Davis, 1999; McGraw & Tidwell, 2001; Medrano Vela & Delgado Alvarado, 2013; Quinn, 2012). Students reaction to free riders may result in the sucker effect (Kerr as cited in Davies, 2009), which makes another group member become a free rider too. Large groups may promote the number of free riders, the sucker effect, or social loafing. A group member who does not feel part of the group may become a social loafer. Social loafing is characterized by a reduction of effort when forming part of the group in which members do not feel committed to the group (Davies, 2009).


  Another common undesired outcome could be that students divide the work to be done into equal parts, later collected by the group member responsible for putting all the parts together and turning in the completed work. Though apparently every student would be working and doing his or her part, there is no discussion or interaction among group members (Medrano Vela & Delgado Alvarado, 2013; Oakley, Brent, Felder, & Elhajj, 2004), being unaware of the actual contents of the rest of the final product. Other problems faced by group members are type and quality of communication among group members, difficulty in attending out-of-class meetings, different perceptions on ethics and on the way the work should be approached, having different grade expectations and clear leadership among group members (McGraw & Tidwell, 2001).


  A disadvantage observed specifically in language classroom group work may be that students with a higher command of the language, either written or oral, do most of the work (Davies, 2009). It is not only that a teacher may well perceive that the written paper or the oral presentation does not reflect the language ability of weaker students, the problem goes beyond that. Language level heterogeneity among group members may result in stronger students doing all the work without much participation from weaker students, depriving both strong and weak students from the benefit of discussion and ideas exchange.


  Grouping Students


  The way groups are conformed is another aspect which may influence interaction among participants, thus affecting the groups outcome. Although teachers may think that students prefer selecting their group members, a study involving 155 students revealed that only one out of two participants reported having a good group experience in this situation (Fiechtner & Davis, 1984). The authors concluded that their worst experience in group work was with self-selected members, rather than with teacher-selected group members. Race (2014) claims that allowing students to decide who to work with could bring the advantage of members having a sense of belonging, though there is the risk of some students left without a group.


  While some authors favor a teacher decision on group formation, though carefully planned (Blatchford et al., 2003; Hassanien, 2006; Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Parmelee & Michaelsen, 2010), others consider that some students may feel uncomfortable with the decision, and they should be allowed to change groups (Oakley et al., 2004; Zrate & Moiraghi de Prez, 2004). Self-selected groups are reported to have a higher propensity for cheating (Oakley et al., 2004, p. 11) or to cover for one another, as illustrated in a recent study in Mxico (Medrano Vela & Delgado Alvarado, 2013) where high achievers complained about working with free riders during the whole semester due to pre-existing relationships. High achievers felt relieved when final project group members were teacher-selected (Medrano Vela & Delgado Alvarado, 2013).


  Developing Group Work Skills


  Undesired experiences and a sense of unworthiness may be avoided if sufficient attention is given to understanding the benefits and expectations of group work (Hassanien, 2006; McGraw & Tidwell, 2001) by all those involved. Oakley et al. (2004) claim that the management and interpersonal skills required to effectively participate in teamwork are not innate in students nor are they in teachers. Becoming effective group members who aim at effectively contributing and cooperating in the groups task achievement requires conscious effort on behalf of both the participants and the teachers. Students need to be helped in understanding the importance that being able to work in groups may have in their professional life (Oakley et al., 2004). However, working in groups requires the development or enhancement of the necessary skills. Oakley et al. add that students should be gradually introduced to group work participation and its characteristics. Ground rules established at the beginning of the task and clear establishment of roles, responsibilities, consequences, and expectations may be crucial for successful group work. Although participants should be able to take over the groups dynamics, the teacher may intervene when necessary.


  The teachers role is to provide appropriate scaffolding which will lead students to perceive the need to exchange ideas and discuss their points of view in route to building their own understandings and contribute to the groups task (Lillo Ziga, 2013). Undeniably, it is the teachers task to guide students who, upon arrival at university, may lack the required skills for being effective group members (Davies, 2009; Dolmans, Wolfhagen, van der Vleuten, & Wijnen, 2001; Hassanien, 2006; Smith & MacGregor, 1992).


  Previous Experiences and Group Work


  It should not be expected for someone to be able to appropriately guide students on effective group work approaches when previous learning experiences have not included this approach to learning and teaching (Borg, 2006). Implementing group work requires more than changing the seating arrangement (Portillo Mares, 2011; Quinn, 2012; Stein, 2004). Research literature has highlighted the importance of teachers perceptions and beliefs which filter every interpretation of their work (Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Prieto Navarro, 2007; Woods & akir, 2011). Teachers who have only experienced a traditional approach to teaching will be guided by this principle in the classroom unless deep seated beliefs are challenged and modified, resulting in the adoption of new teaching practices (Borg, 2006). Only when existing beliefs based on previous experiences are challenged can these previous perceptions be reconsidered and modified (Hayes, 1995).


  A review of the literature reveals that most studies regarding the implementation of group work, interactions, and teachers and students beliefs have mostly taken place in North America and Europe with few studies conducted in Ibero-America where Mexico is located. An example is a research project conducted in 2004 and 2005 where Lpez Hurtado and Vifara Gonzlez (2007) look into the implementation of a cooperative learning approach in the public school context in Colombia. The ability to work on teams is one of the generic competences many Mexican universities seek to help students develop. The researchers from the five universities involved in this research project considered that, in order to plan the development of this competence, it was first necessary to find out the beliefs regarding group work of those involved in its implementation: teachers and students.


  Description of the Study


  Aim


  As stated above, the aim of this study was to explore university teacher perceptions of the BA in English language teaching (ELT) or similar programs at the five universities previously described about out-of-class teamwork. Specifically, the study sought to find out teachers opinions of teamwork in relation to learning and whether these teachers assigned students activities to be carried out in teams and out-of-class. The study also aimed to discover whether the teachers organize this type of work and the ways in which they carry out this organization.


  Research Design


  This is the first phase of a larger mixed-mode research project which seeks to find out the teachers and students perceptions about out-of-class teamwork and whether problems are common in five state universities in Mexico in the Bachelors in the ELT program or similar programs with the purpose of finding solutions. Therefore, this study will collect qualitative data from a small sample of teachers from the five universities to find out these perceptions. The information from the data will serve to develop a questionnaire to be applied to the rest of the teachers and students to compare the results. Therefore, the present study is one of the most relevant parts of the whole research since it is foundational to the development of the instruments to be applied in future stages of the research to all of the teachers and students of the mentioned programs in participating universities.


  In exploring teacher thinking, the current paper is qualitative in nature and consistent with Denzin and Lincolns (1994) description of the nature of qualitative inquiry by exploring and understanding phenomena from the point of view of the participants (p. 2). The instrument was a semi-structured interview which provided uniformity and flexibility by guiding the interviewing process with the questions but at the same time giving researchers freedom to delve into interesting aspects and issues of responses. There were seven questions in the interview which was carried out in Spanish, the participants mother tongue (see Appendix A for the English version of the interview). The purpose of the first question was to find out teachers opinion about teamwork in general while the second question intended to uncover whether teachers used out-of-class teamwork and the type of work they assigned. The third question investigated whether this collaboration was of common use while the fourth question tried to detect the way teachers organized teamwork. The fifth and sixth questions sought to discover the advantages and disadvantages teachers perceived about out-ofclass teamwork while the last question asked for their perception about what students thought about this topic.


  Participants


  The participants were a small group of ten teachers belonging to the five universities. One full-time teacher and one part-time teacher from each university were interviewed to collect data from the two types of teachers who work at these five state universities.


  Data Collection


  One researcher in each university got in touch with the teachers, briefly explaining the research and asking for their collaboration. A consent form was signed by those willing to participate, allowing for the interview to be audio recorded. Five of the researchers and the ten teachers agreed on the time and place for the interview to take place, which lasted approximately an hour. Recordings were later transcribed. Confidentiality is guaranteed by referring to participant teachers as Teacher 1 (T1), Teacher 2 (T2), and so on.


  Data Analysis


  A data-driven approach was used to create a framework for analyzing all the information provided by teachers. LeCompte and Goetz (1982) state that creating categories for coding is the first step of analysis (p. 39) in qualitative research. Therefore, open and axial coding was carried out first to allow the themes to emerge from the data following the suggestions for data reduction made in Creswell (1998) and LeCompte and Goetz. Open coding was conducted by half of the researchers. This consisted of reading the ten teachers transcripts several times and writing down all the themes they talked about in order to discover, compare, and contrast the emerging themes. Axial coding was then conducted. Themes similar in meaning were grouped to form broader themes. Data were read again by these researchers and themes and subthemes were compared, contrasted, discussed, and agreed upon by the researchers. Then, transcriptions and the open and axial coding were sent to the rest of the researchers to be examined for corroboration, thus conducting a member check which is getting interpretations revised by colleagues as suggested by LeComte and Goetz. The seven broad themes and 14 subthemes that emerged from the data can be seen in Table 1.
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  Results and Discussion


  Opinions


  Teachers perceptions about teamwork were positive and negative. With regard to the positive perceptions, Teacher 1 expressed that what an individual student can do is not comparable in quality to what three can do and also that teamwork sums ideas, opinions, experiences, and knowledge. This teachers comment reflects what students reported in Hassaniens (2006) study where the exchange of ideas was perceived as a valuable experience. A very interesting argument was posed by Teacher 7, who at first said that the importance of teamwork depended on the theories of learning that teachers support. He explains that if a teacher conceives learning as a social process as in socio-constructivism, then the teacher will logically devise activities to have teamwork. Teacher 7 adds that students need to develop teamwork abilities for the workplace, as stated by Kremer and McGuiness (1998), Portillo Mares (2011), and Race (2014). He further states that teamwork is fundamental regardless of theories of learning because nevertheless, teachers should prepare students for the labor market where they will need to work as teams. There were three other teachers who mentioned the importance of the development of group work skills for the workplace. Two full time teachers (T1 and T5) commented that group work is a process, acknowledging working on teams is not a natural ability that needs to be developed, as stated above by Davies (2009), Lillo Ziga (2013), Lpez Hurtado and Vifara Gonzlez (2007). Teachers statements as a whole suggested that the reasons for the positive opinions about teamwork are related to quality of work (T1), theories of learning (T7), and students future employment needs. Teacher 8 mentioned that it was through group work that cooperation skills and empathy towards others was developed, as claimed by Smith and MacGregor (1992).


  On the other hand, there were some negative opinions expressed by three teachers. Teacher 8 considers teamwork could be effective and enriching, elaborating on the use of the word could because it doesnt necessarily occur due to interior group dynamics. Teacher 9 adds that when real teamwork is carried out, it is good, but that the students do not really know how to work on teams. These two comments reinforce the acknowledgement that working in groups requires special abilities and skills which may not be innate in all individuals. These statements unveil teacher awareness of problems in teamwork but they perceive that the problems are on the students side, disregarding the teachers role in the development of these skills. Two teachers (T1 and T2) commented that students did not feel comfortable when working in groups. This comment may reveal students previous negative experiences during group work; arguably, developing group work skills could modify those feelings. It is noteworthy that, as a whole, teachers opinions about teamwork are positive.


  Assignment Type


  Assignment types were very varied and were classified as class delivered, oral production, and virtual. Examples of class delivered were planning microteaching, actual microteaching, videos, and article summaries. Examples of oral production were presentations, application of theory in practice, phonetics, different projects, exhibits and explanations of them. Finally, examples of virtual assignments were online research surveys and interviews. Teacher 4 explains that these last two assignments belong to his Research Methodology ii course where students have to learn to investigate in preparation for their thesis work.


  Frequency Factors


  The frequency of teamwork assignments varied from two teachers that preferred teamwork carried out in class to two teachers who planned this type of work after every unit and for each of the partials, as can be observed next. Teacher 1 said that in the English class he assigns teamwork after each unit while Teacher 3 states that in practical courses it is easier to assign teamwork of what was seen in class such as designing material for ELT. Teachers also said that the assignments depended on the type of course (T3), topic, homework, and semester of instruction as in Teacher 10s comment in which he said that he didnt assign out-of-class teamwork to the first semester students until they had more experience carrying out teamwork.


  Organizational Processes


  As stated above, teachers perceived the organization of out-of-class teamwork as a process. The way in which teamwork is organized by teachers is varied, consisting of a number of steps. For instance, Teacher 1 divides the group depending on the number of students and the course time. He assigns themes, asks for progress, monitors, and carries out a final revision. Teacher 2 said that if he sees that the group is not integrated, he makes changes in team members. This comment echoes Oakley et al. (2004) and Zrate and Moiraghi de Prez (2004) above, when stating that there are times when groups are experiencing difficulties and teachers need to intervene. Teacher 3 adds that he assigns teamwork at the beginning of the course presenting instructions, things to include, places to search for the information, the things to be evaluated, and the way students are going to be evaluated.


  Data above suggest that teachers are aware that teacher intervention is important in organizing the teams, monitoring, rearranging a group when necessary, and providing clear expectations of the work to be carried out.


  One interesting issue that was unveiled and reported by five teachers was concerning the ways in which students are organized into groups. While most literature suggests groups should be teacher-selected (Davis, 1999; Fiechtner & Davis, 1984), Teachers 6 and 7 expressed that they let students organize themselves while Teacher 4 said that it was teacher led. In addition, Teachers 3 and 8 commented that they carried out both types of organization (Fiechtner & Davis, 1984). Finally, Teacher 10 expressed a surprising statement by saying that to avoid only one or two students working, he does not organize out-of-class teamwork anymore, only in-class. This teacher is aware of the common problems taking place in group work, such as the free rider, the sucker effect (Davies, 2009), or the division of work without any discussion among team members (Davis, 1999; Medrano Vela & Delgado Alvarado, 2013; Oakley et al., 2004). This statement, in addition to some of the statements issued for frequency factors in which teachers preferred to control teamwork in class, suggests problems. Although most of the teachers stated positive opinions of this type of work, at a later stage of the interview negative perceptions started to arise. This point will be discussed in the Problems section of this paper.


  Advantages


  The three main advantages perceived by teachers are related to learning, abilities, and motivation. All the teachers agreed that by sharing knowledge and discussing ideas with their peers, student learning is enhanced. Examples of this interpretation are given as follows: Teacher 9 said that learning is standardized because the less knowledgeable students learn from the ones that know more since the knowledgeable students push the less knowledgeable ones to reach a higher standard to complete the assignment. Teacher 7 stated that by collaborating with each other, students reach a deeper, meaningful, and permanent level of learning (Davis, 1999). Teacher 7 explained that students share ideas and argue what should the assignment include and later the content to be included is revised and agreed upon among them. Teacher 10 added that it helps students to get used to problems and allows for strategy development to solve interpersonal conflicts (Oakley et al., 2004). Therefore, at the same time that students are involved in deep learning (Entwistle & Waterston as cited in Davies, 2009), they develop cognitive and social abilities (Kremer & McGuiness, 1998; Lillo Ziga, 2013). Finally, regarding motivation, Teacher 2 expressed that the synergy, force, and energy that the team creates is higher than the one an individual would produce, boosting students motivation. Participants perceived many advantages in the use of group work as a learning strategy.


  Problems


  Teachers specified that the problems perceived in out-of-class teamwork were mostly related to organization, training, and assessing. For the first subtheme, organization, Teachers 6 and 7 said that sometimes teachers cannot afford the amount of extra work and effort the organization of teamwork requires. Teacher 7 stated that teachers need to invest time to convince people, train them, and follow up on their teamwork. The wording used by Teacher 7 is interesting since he has to convince students which could suggest that students are not willing to participate. This comment is consistent with comments above which state that students need guidance and training when working on teams and teachers need to have the time to do it. Another problem mentioned was the selection of group members, which was regarded as problematic by Teacher 2 since he said that teacher selection functions partially and student selection functions better.


  In relation to the problems of the subtheme, training, each of the ten teachers emphasized the need for training students. As Teacher 3 clearly explained, there are students that do not know how to work on teams, however, their individual work is quite good. Later, Teacher 3 added that it would be good to train them so that they really work on teams. Eight teachers agreed that all the work is carried out by only some of the team members and there are ones that do not work but get the credit. Clearly free riding is a common problem. Lack of student commitment, difficulties in getting together, conflict among them, incorrect planning, and work distribution were also mentioned by participants as sources of conflict. All these difficulties experienced by team members reflect a lack of understanding of what group work really entails. Development of the abovementioned transferable skills may help them overcome these negative experiences and learn to interact with others despite the difficulties encountered.


  One quite worrisome issue was that only Teacher 2 stated the need for training teachers to implement teamwork. This finding suggests that the majority of the teachers perceive that they do not need any training and that it is the students who should be trained. Teacher 7 stated that he never imposes on the organization of the team members while Teacher 3 states that sometimes there are students that he knows will do the work of their friends. In addition, Teacher 8 gives the assignment in written form to make sure students understand the task and only sometimes organizes the groups. This reveals a lack of awareness of the teachers role in helping students develop group work values and skills. Teachers are to provide appropriate guidance; however, for such guidance to be delivered, teachers themselves need to develop the skills to become effective group work developers.


  Concerning the subtheme of assessing, Teacher 5 argued that the team is evaluated and not the ones who worked. This comment suggests the awareness of the presence of free riders or social loafing. Teacher 10 added that if peer evaluation is carried out, students cover for each other, assigning maximum marks regardless of their awareness of work imbalance within the team. Although the teacher does not mention whether this was a team where the students selected their group members, it is clear that there is either friendship or peer pressure among team members to cover for each other. Although Teacher 10s comments reveal knowledge about modern pedagogies in favor of teamwork promotion, he refused to assign out-of-class teamwork because he couldnt be sure whether all of the group members worked.


  Perceptions of Students Opinions


  Teachers had a variety of comments about students thinking in relation to out-of-class teamwork. Positive assumptions were voiced only by Teacher 5, who stated that when students become aware that they are actually learning they get engaged and even enjoy looking at other teams work. In contrast, two participants said their students thought teamwork undermines their individual effort (T1, T9) and another two mentioned they disliked it due to difficulties in getting together (T5, T7). Other perceptions against teamwork were related to time consumption (T5, T9) and problems on agreeing on what is to be done (T2).


  Neutral views were in terms of students being indifferent to teamwork (T4) and unawareness of their students perceptions about working on teams (T8, T10). Finally, under the group dependent subtheme, success in group work was subject to how members got along with each other (T3, T8). Negative views referred to the teachers perceptions regarding the students lack of awareness of the importance of teamwork for the development of the transferable skills, abilities, and values which are likely to be important in their future professional life. For instance, the abilities are to carry out a professional project in the workplace together with other coworkers, being able to accept constructive criticism, and arguing, negotiating, and sharing ideas with others.


  To summarize, the participants data were very informative and rich in insights. At the beginning of the interviews most teachers stated positive perceptions about teamwork. Their comments disclosed awareness of the theoretical aspects about modern theories of learning and pedagogy which emphasize the implementation of teamwork since the teachers were at ease discussing the benefits associated with socio-constructivism and collaborative learning, as should be recalled. Moreover, a noteworthy issue was that teamwork was judged crucial regardless of the theories of learning because it was perceived as a skill students needed to acquire for future employment. However, teachers were also quite aware of the problems that teachers and students face. They are related to organization, student training, and assessing this type of work. As should be recalled, among the sources for these problems were the difficulty for students to meet, free riders due to differences in commitment to the task assigned, and conflicts among students who only like to work with their friends. All of the teachers stated that students did not know how to work as teams. However, it was not mentioned who would be responsible for providing the training. Currently, in the Mexican context, it is unlikely for students to reach university already possessing the skills to work as teams. Therefore, teachers need to be prepared to develop these skills in the students.


  Half of the participants said their students perception towards teamwork was not positive. The most important issue that arose from this study was the suggestion that the benefits of collaborative learning and socioconstructivism are not being reached. This is because partial learning is being achieved instead of deep learning since the lack of student commitment, conflict among students, incorrect work distribution, and working only with friends are not conducive to learning.


  It should be recalled that the following step in the research was to develop a survey using the teachers perceptions that were stated by them. Because of the relevance of the findings, it was now considered crucial by the researchers to continue investigating teachers thinking about out-of-class teamwork and to survey all of the staff of the five universities to have a broader perspective and to corroborate results.


  Designing the Survey


  The perceptions taken from the analysis of the teachers data were foundational in designing the new instrument. All of the teachers perceptions were listed and then separated into single statements so that they contained only one idea. To simplify the organization of the survey, similar statements were grouped together in sections. At the end, the survey contained five sections and 43 statements. The final version of the survey can be observed in Appendix B. It is important to mention that the study was conducted in Spanish since this is the mother tongue of nine of the teachers to be sampled. The exception was a French teacher. The measurement scale used for the five sections corresponded to a 6-point positively-packed agreement rating-scale consisting of two negative and four positive points, following Brown (2004). Number 1 corresponded to strongly disagree and 6 to strongly agree.


  The survey was then piloted with two teachers from each participant university. Upon answering it, they provided feedback on the content and the format. This was discussed by five participant researchers and the survey was edited. Modifications included statement rewriting for clarity and changing an agreement scale for a frequency one for the last section of this instrument, that is, section E, items 33 to 43 (see Appendix B).


  Once the survey was completed it was sent to the other researchers for their comments. The survey was perceived to be ready (see English version in Appendix B).


  Conclusion


  The aim of the study was fulfilled since it was possible to explore the thinking of a small number of university teachers of the Bachelors in the ELT program or similar programs in five universities. Teachers initial comments were positive, however, a contrasting point of view was revealed when addressing practical issues regarding implementation and follow-up of task assigned. Teachers perceived group work was not being successful in promoting deep learning and in developing the social and cognitive abilities expected in students. This failure was attributed to students lack of knowledge and ability to work on teams. Student training in this respect was perceived to be required unanimously.


  Literature clearly states that it is the teachers task to develop the skills to work on teams. However, it may be expected that earlier education levels of instruction should have developed these skills. The reality in the Mexican university context is that many of our students have not acquired the skills which would provide many benefits during their student life and could empower them upon joining the world of work. Therefore, it is essential that teachers include in their courses strategies to develop teamwork abilities and skills in their students. In the event that training for students were to be provided, teachers would also need to develop the abilities to effectively plan, organize, monitor, and evaluate teamwork that will enable them to cope with the challenges which may still arise.


  As the results of this study unveiled some serious issues, the need to confirm the results is of great importance. Therefore, the survey will collect the perceptions of all of the full-time and part-time teachers of the participating BA in English language teaching program or similar programs, or at least of a greater sample of teachers in the five different state universities.
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  Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview for Teachers*


  *The English translation of the interview was made for publication purposes since the original language was Spanish.


  
    	What is your opinion about teamwork?


    	What type of out-of-class teamwork assignments do you plan for students to carry out?


    	How often do you assign out-of-class teamwork?


    	How do you organize from your classroom out-of-class teamwork? What else do you do?


    	What advantages have you seen in out-of-class teamwork?


    	What are the main problems that you have encountered in out-of-class teamwork?


    	On a scale of 1 to 10, to what extent do your students like you to assign them out-of-class teamwork? Why?

  

  


  Appendix B: Out-of-Class Teamwork Research Project Survey*


  *The English translation for the survey was made for publication purposes since the original language is Spanish.


  Dear university teacher:

  The purpose of the present research project is to look into university teacher perceptions about out-of-class teamwork. Several teachers working at five Mexican state universities (UNISON, UCOL, UAN, UJED, and UAGRO) will be asked to comment on this teaching strategy. We would appreciate your collaboration in answering the present survey if you use out-of-class teamwork as part of your teaching practice. The group of researchers participating in this study ensures you that no personal information will be revealed, and neither will individual opinions be disclosed.

  Please select the option that best reflects your opinion according to each statement.


  [image: ]


  Thank you for your time and collaboration! Please select or provide data:

  Full-time teacher________, Hourly-based________,

  Academic degree(s) ________________________

  Age between -25___, 26-35___, 36-45___, 46-55___, 56-65___, more___

  Years of teaching experience (in general) ________

  Sex: Male___, Female___

  


  http://dx.doi.org/10.15446/profile.v18n2.49591
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  This article reports a research developed at Universidad Pedaggica y Tecnolgica de Colombia with a group of pre-service teachers that was immersed in an English teaching practicum. The main purpose of this inquiry was to find out the role that practicum exerted on novice teachers attitudes towards teaching. Data were collected through interviews, questionnaires, verbal reports, and artifacts. The results evidenced the English practicum provided the teachers being trained opportunities to consider what teaching entails. Thus, the participants were able to reflect, develop awareness, positive attitudes, and satisfaction towards their teaching practice.


  Key words: English language teaching, pedagogical practicum, pre-service teachers attitudes.

  


  Este artculo reporta una investigacin desarrollada en la Universidad Pedaggica y Tecnolgica de Colombia, con un grupo de profesores en formacin, quienes estuvieron inmersos en una prctica pedaggica de ingls. El propsito principal fue averiguar el papel que esa prctica tuvo en la actitud de los profesores en formacin hacia la enseanza. Los datos fueron recogidos por medio de entrevistas, cuestionarios, reportes orales y manuscritos. Los resultados evidencian que la prctica de enseanza de ingls ofreci a los profesores en formacin oportunidades de considerar lo que conlleva ensear. As, los participantes pudieron reflexionar, desarrollar conciencia, buenas actitudes y satisfaccin hacia la enseanza.


  Palabras clave: actitudes de los profesores en formacin, enseanza de la lengua inglesa, prctica pedaggica.

  


  Introduction


  This article reports a study developed with a group of novice teachers that was immersed in a pedagogical practicum. The research describes the role this space of practice had on the students-teachers attitudes towards teaching. As found along the inquiry, the teachers in formation had several opportunities to consider what teaching involves. Thus, the research question which led this inquiry was: What is the role of the English pedagogical practicum carried out at Universidad Pedaggica y Tecnolgica de Colombia (UPTC) on a group of ninth semester pre-service teachers attitudes toward teaching?


  The desire for developing this investigation was based on the need to have a better understanding of the process of teachers development throughout the teaching practicum and of the different factors that were involved in this practice. One important feature to take into consideration in pre-service teachers training is the fact of facing real teaching environments and all the implications this act brings to novice teachers progress. When they are exposed to classroom environment they start to consider teaching as a difficult practice. The issue is that on some occasions student-teachers are not aware of the origin of those thoughts and they are affected by assumptions which emerge from lack of reflection.


  Consequently, it is important that teachers in training evaluate their work in real teaching spaces in order to reflect on and understand what teaching implies. In this spirit, it is necessary to question the opportunities of practice that are provided to teachers in their tertiary studies. It is relevant in order to validate the meaningfulness of those practicums and their articulation to novice teachers professional development.


  Literature Review


  Nowadays, teaching is perceived as a professional practice rather than a technical one. Some time ago teaching was conceived as a craft profession, built on a conscience of craft, rather than a more conventional ideal of professionalism (Pratte & Rury, 1991, p. 62). Teaching has another focus today, as Britzman (2003) states: Teaching is the process of becoming: a time of formation and transformation, of scrutiny into what one is doing and what one can become (p. 31). Teaching is professed as an opportunity to grow intellectually as well as humanly. Moreover, Hattie (2015) claims the art of teaching is to balance the need for surface knowledge with deep processing of this knowledge. (p. 25). It means, teaching goes beyond presenting data but, it relates to transforming content itself according to what is needed. Consequently, there are factors that take place in the formation of teachers, factors such as prior experiences, knowledge trajectory, and practical input.


  In this spirit, the practicum experience is a very important component of teachers preparation. Barton, Hartwig, and Cain (2015) state that the practicum is a key component of teacher education. Also, Darling- Hammond (2010) asserts that learning to practice in practice, with expert guidance, is essential to becoming a great teacher of students with a wide range of needs (p. 40). Therefore, pedagogical practicum within this study is referred to as those determining spaces provided to novice teachers in order for them to reflect, learn, and develop professionally. Richards (2002) states that the teaching practicum enables and enriches student teachers knowledge, skills, and experiences and, more importantly, is an opportunity to continue academic and professional growth.


  In relation to the term pre-service teacher there is a close conception of what it means according to Schn: It is the stage where beginning teachers obtain substantial on-campus coursework that they expect to transfer directly to the in-school practical setting where they begin to act as a teacher (as cited in Wallace, 1991, p. 13). Being a pre-service teacher has to do with the act of acquiring content and practical knowledge. Content knowledge has to do with the different theories about teaching and practical knowledge relates to teaching experiences teachers in training have. Another view is posed by Borg (2006) who states that pre-service teachers are those who start a teaching education program at the undergraduate level. A pre-service teacher is the person who is studying to be a teacher and also someone who starts sharing knowledge with others.


  Referring to attitudes, Brown (2001) points out that they are characterized by a large proportion of emotional involvement such as feelings, self, relationships in community (p. 61). Thus, establishing a connection between attitudes and teaching allows considering relevant issues such as identity, feelings, and classroom setting, among others. Pre-service teachers develop or reaffirm attitudes toward their future profession based on the situations they go through in pedagogical practicums.


  Also, there are several authors who have discussed novice teachers perceptions of teaching and their origin. In that sense, Taylor and Littleton (2006) claim: As student-teachers are learning to teach, they continually reconstruct their perceptions and beliefs of the teaching profession as well as their understanding of the tasks of teaching (p. 22). In that sense, the spaces in which student-teachers face real teaching events determine their approach to this profession.


  Then, it is normal to find that after novice teachers are involved in pedagogical practicums, they construct a set of attitudes towards teaching based on what they experience. Related to this issue, Danielewicz (2001) declares that becoming a teacher involves the construction of a person identity (p. 9). It implies developing a selfimage connected to teaching. This author evidences the relevance that identity, which is close to attitudes, has on student-teachers professional growth.


  Another important aspect has to do with what pedagogical practicums imply within the studentteachers formation process and the results that the act of connecting theory and practice has. Then, Sharkey (2009) provides relevant information related to integrating theory and practice in second language teachers education. This author asserts that when teachers reflect on a lesson or their practice, they must go beyond description of what happened or how did it go? and consider questions such as From this lesson, what did I learn about myself as a teacher? (p. 129). This view of reflection upon practice is what allows teachers to become qualified professionals. Connecting the previous information to this research, pedagogical practicums were conceived as spaces that allowed student-teachers to reflect upon their main work (teaching).


  Wallace (1991) offers another view about the results of joining theory and practice. This author proposes some models in relation to language teachers training such as the reflective model. In order to build up this model, Wallace starts introducing some terms in relation to teachers training and the origin of their knowledge. He introduces the term received knowledge to refer to the information that is based on data, facts, and theories, among others. He also presents the term experiential knowledge that refers to the knowledge product of practice, that is, the trainee will have developed knowledge-in-action by practice of the profession, and will have, moreover, the opportunity to reflect on that knowledge-in-action (Wallace, 1991, p. 15). The fact of being involved in a practicum allows the pre-service teachers to reflect upon what they do and the results their work has. That practice brings chances to evaluate and take actions on the teaching act and thus generate new understandings of it.


  Method


  This study was carried out within the qualitative paradigm since, as stated by Merriam (2002), the accomplishment of qualitative research involves the understanding of some circumstances in a specific context. Furthermore, due to the nature and scope of this inquiry it was framed under the applied type of research (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989). It is applied because it established the role that some pedagogical experiences had within a specific populations beliefs about teaching. Furthermore, it focused on understanding a phenomenon or a reality.


  Setting


  This research was carried out at UPTC, a public university located in Tunja, Colombia. The participants were finishing their undergraduate program of Modern Languages (Spanish-English). This program is focused on training Spanish-English language teachers for the high school level. The pedagogical component of the program is centered on the articulation of theory and practice. The methodology of the program centers on an English component constructed under the principles of the communicative approach.


  Participants


  This research was carried out with a group of 10 ninth semester pre-service teachers, four men and six women. The participants age range was from 21 to 27 years old. The participants were involved in activities of observation, assistantship, and practice at high schools from the first semester of the program. Those experiences were considered while working on the role the English pedagogical practicum I (which is the practicum corresponding to the ninth semester of the program) had on student-teachers attitudes toward teaching. The participants agreed voluntarily to be part and contribute to the investigation.


  Data Collection Instruments


  The techniques used for collecting data were elicitation and think aloud. In the case of elicitation, the instruments employed were interviews (group and individual) and questionnaires. According to Wallace (1998) they both involve eliciting something from informants: usually information about themselves and their teaching situation, or attitudes/opinions on some issue (p. 47). In relation to the think aloud technique, the instrument used was verbal reports. As stated by Ericsson and Simon (1993) verbal report is the way in which people verbalize the thoughts that come up in their mind as they are completing a task or immediately after a task has been completed.


  Two questionnaires were used; they were piloted, examined, and adapted for being applied to the population involved in this inquiry1 (Appendixes A and B). They were centered on examining the attitudes preservice teachers developed along the interaction with the teaching experiences. Then, the questionnaires helped to corroborate the information obtained through the interviews, oral reports, and the student-teachers artifacts.


  Additionally, two semi-structured interviews were applied2 (Appendixes C and D). As stated by David and Sutton (2004) semi-structured interviews are nonstandardized and are frequently used in qualitative analysis (p. 87). This kind of interview allows the researcher to examine views and opinions from the interviewee. The interviews used in this research were focused on a protocol designed beforehand. Also, they were opened to explore the data that emerged during their application. In this mode, the information obtained was contrasted to explore the perceptions the preservice teachers had about teaching when they started the practicum and the ones they developed during it.


  Another instrument used was verbal report.3 It was used two times, taking advantage of the discussions that the pre-service teachers had in the tutoring class with the teacher of the English practicum (I). Verbal reports were recorded and analyzed in order to gather data regarding the novice teachers conceptions about their work at schools. The last instrument employed was students artifacts.4 Goetz and LeCompte (1984) define artifacts as things that people make and do. Examples of artifacts that may help to illuminate research questions include letters, e-mails, and personal logs, among others. In this research the student-teachers artifact was a reflective essay that they delivered to the teacher who directed the English practicum (I) subject. Then, these texts were explored in detail so that the data found in them revealed and confirmed some of the data that the other three instruments showed.


  Findings


  After gathering all the information, the methodology employed for data analysis was grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Moreover, triangulation was done in order to find the general patterns among the different instruments employed within this research. Triangulation as stated by Janesick (1998) is related to the processes of using different data collection methods, data sources, analysis, or theories to check the validity of the findings (p. 13). In this research two types of triangulation techniques were used: first, triangulation by instruments and second, the researchers triangulation. Thus, this dynamic guaranteed a reliable and valid process of data analysis.


  The data analysis produced a core category, three main categories, and five subcategories represented in Figure 1. Also, some abbreviations of the instruments for data collection were used in order to guide the reader.5 These abbreviations point out the source of each piece of evidence presented. The abbreviations are coded as follow: QS stands for questionnaires, IN stands for interviews, SA stands for students-teachers artifacts, and VR stands for verbal reports.
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  Pre-Service Teachers Through the Practicum Work: The Lifecycle of a Bird


  This core category makes an analogy of the way in which a bird is hatched, raised, and prepared for being an adult. As a bird is hatched, the pre-service teachers were born in a range of attitudes toward their profession. The novice teachers were settled in a nest (the English pedagogical practicum I) that was the birthplace for good and bad feelings regarding the teaching profession. These attitudes were rooted in the varied circumstances they experienced. This aspect was considered by Zimbardo and Lieppe (1991) who argue that attitudes are formed by experience as well as by implicit learning. Participants experienced what might be called a dichotomy of feelings.


  Practicum English I: A Nest to Warm Pre-Service Teachers Lives as Professionals


  The name of this category is a metaphor in which the English practicum I was considered as a nest. As happens in the life of birds, the nest is the space where they can live and start interacting with the outside world. The pre-service teachers as little birds could experience a range of feelings. These emotions and perceptions were a product of their involvement in this space of practice.


  Recognized scholars in the area have mentioned that the fact of being involved in a pedagogical practice has implications in its participants way of thinking. Taylor and Littleton (2006) assert that as student-teachers are learning to teach, they continually reconstruct their perceptions and beliefs of the teaching profession as well as their understanding of the tasks of teaching (p. 22). Thus, the spaces in which student-teachers face real teaching events define their approach to their profession. This situation is evidenced in the following excerpt from the pre-service teachers considerations:


  
    I think that this practicum offers a more realistic view, since what one always has in mind is an ideal classroom and when you face it in reality there is a shock between what you think and what it really is. Then, this allows a change in the way we think making us consider teaching as a difficult but at the same time gratifying practice. (QS, Participant 1)
  


  Due to the interaction with teaching, the pre-service teachers started to characterize teaching itself. There were times in which the novice teachers argued that teaching was hard work, but there were also moments in which they expressed teaching was a meaningful job for societal construction.


  Pre-service teachers first encounters with the profession: A wide array of attitudes. One of the aspects the pre-service teachers faced relates to high school students response to learning the English language. Sometimes learners did not have the best behavior or commitment in classes. On the other hand, there were times in which high school students participated and were interested in learning. These issues rebounded in the novice teachers feelings about their work and their attitudes toward teaching. The following evidence accounts for participants response to a question which focused on knowing about those aspects that made the novice teachers feel bad during classes:


  
    A circumstance that made me feel bad was students low progress. In occasions they evidenced a lack of interest and motivation and they did not get involved in classes (QS, Participant 4)
  


  Even though there were circumstances that made the pre-service teachers feel not so good while teaching a class, they showed understanding of those situations. The following evidence accounts for participants verbal reports about their teaching experiences at schools and their comprehension of that labor:


  
    I get demotivated when I spend time developing a lesson plan, looking for the best activities for students to learn and have fun; at the same time however, students do not value that and they do not work in class...anyway I understand that situation and the most important thing is to continue working in order to achieve students get interested to learn. (VR, Participant 7)
  


  In this part, the awareness the pre-service teachers developed towards their teaching practice is clear. On the other hand, the novice teachers showed an attitude of satisfaction toward teaching when students revealed a commitment and interest in classes. This fact is manifested in the following excerpt:


  
    I felt really happy when students were motivated and interested in class. I mean, when they asked me questions or when they gave opinions suggesting something related to the topics. (QS, Participant 2)
  


  According to the previous information, the preservice teachers started to consider teaching as a pleasant practice. This way of perceiving teaching was based on what they lived in their encounters with teaching itself.


  Moreover, pre-service teachers faced circumstances regarding the relationship they had with in-service teachers at schools. The novice teachers manifested that on occasions they felt supported by in-service teachers. This aspect is revealed in the following excerpt from a pre-service teachers verbal report:


  
    The teacher helps me a lot with the activities I do. She supports me in the sense that she makes students work and respect me, for her it is important that learners respect me as teacher. (VR, Participant 2)
  


  The other part of this interaction among studentteachers and in-service teachers is related to the negative interference in-service teachers had in classes, according to the pre-service teachers points of view:


  
    The teacher sometimes takes one hour of class, but not to make good suggestions to students but rather to say to them she is going to be tough. The teacher says to students she will send them to the coordinator...so it has been difficult for me to manage. (VR, Participant 6)
  


  The previous aspects had an important impact on the way the pre-service teachers conceived learning. In the coming subcategory the pre-service teachers visions of teaching as a product of these encounters with their profession are discussed.


  Pre-service teachers characterizing teaching. This subcategory is focused on presenting the conceptions the participants showed about teaching due to their involvement in the pedagogical practicum. Simmons et al. (1990) claim that novice teachers translate the experiential world of their classroom into unique views of teaching. In that sense, the teachers in training developed conceptions of teaching due to their participation in teaching itself. As a product of this interaction, they expressed positive views about this job. This situation is proved in the following excerpt from the pre-service teachers opinions:


  
    Teaching is a way of interaction with others. I can interact with other people sharing my knowledge but at the same time I can acquire knowledge from others, in this case from students. (IN, Participant 5) Teaching is a reciprocal act, always that I offer any knowledge to students they also offer me something I can learn. (IN, Participant 3)
  


  In this respect, the novice teachers characterized teaching to be a process of knowledge co-construction. Also, teaching was considered as an opportunity to accomplish students growth and a key component of culture and civilization.


  Furthermore, the pre-service teachers characterized their work as a challenging and difficult practice. For them, teaching was a challenge due to aspects such as society evolution, amount of students, learners behavior, and time, among other issues. This situation is revealed in the following excerpt that accounts for the participants response to a question which focused on grasping the novice teachers conceptions about teaching:


  
    I think teaching is a labor that implies a lot responsibility and it requires from us to be primarily human beings. This is a profession in which it is needed to know about many knowledge fields and also it requires teachers to be ready to meet students needs. (QS, Participant 2)
  


  As seen above, in the same way the pre-service teachers encountered teaching they developed an attitude of awareness as to what that practice entailed for them. In the following lines, the second category is described. Some pieces of information were included in order to explain, illustrate, and characterize in depth the issues presented in it.


  A Bird Getting Ready to be Part of Nature: Learning How to Be From Reflection


  The name given to this category is a metaphor in which the pre-service teachers are viewed as birds that interact with their environment and learn the dynamics of their professional life. Thus, this category focused on describing the aspects that embodied the teaching practicum and the way they allowed the pre-service teachers to reflect upon their performance in teaching.


  
    English practicum I has been the opportunity for me to realize the true reality in schools in a deep way. (SA, Participant 2)
  


  Furthermore, within this category the novice teachers perceptions about the fact of linking theory and practice inside the teaching process are presented. That circumstance is visible in the following excerpt from a participants answer given on one of the questionnaires:


  
    I could realize that theory is away from practice and the other way around, since theories are not always adapted to the context by teachers. (QS, Participant 3)
  


  It is noteworthy how the student-teachers were continuously questioning the different issues that are behind teaching. Related to the previous data, we should remember Sharkeys (2009) recommendation regarding the way teachers must reflect so that they can achieve a proper sense of their identity as teachers. This view of reflection is an example of how the teachers in formation need to approach the understanding of what teaching means.


  Reflective component of what teaching entails. This subcategory corresponds to the reflective part the English practicum I had on the pre-service teachers. The novice teachers manifested that it was necessary to try new ways of teaching English. This aspect was revealed in some of the student-teachers artifacts as presented in the following excerpt:


  
    Taking into account this practicum, we need to have new ideas in English teaching. Some students reject this subject due to the lack of motivation that in most of times teachers do not take into consideration. (SA, Participant 7)
  


  On the other hand, they showed the good results that taking into account students likes brings:


  
    Last class was very good because the students liked the activities; most of them told me that they liked the classes when I used songs at the beginning of the class. (VR, Participant 2)
  


  Furthermore, the participants reflected on the classroom setting and its role in students leaning process. Even when the student-teachers considered those bad situations that sometimes take place in classrooms, they understood that as teachers their work should be to search alternative options in order to improve those circumstances.


  Integrating theory and practice. This subcategory is related to the considerations the pre-service teachers had in terms of joining theory and practice. The teachers in formation referred to aspects such as the usefulness of linking theory and practice. Also, they considered that sometimes it is difficult to integrate these two components because they do not always match due to the unique characteristics of contexts. That is why the pre-service teachers said one needed to transform or adapt theories according to the learning specific needs of a setting.


  
    Sometimes theory given in the university does not form you as a teacher if you do not put all that knowledge into practice. (QS, Participant 5)
  


  
    Every semester in the university it is given us a theorist conception of teaching...but it is in practice when you get involved with students and with all those social situations and issues that make you realize what teaching is about. (IN, Participant 3)
  


  The pre-service teachers argued about the need of having opportunities in which all that they learned in their training years at the university could be put into practice within real teaching spaces. As introduced beforehand, integrating theory and practice allows preservice teachers to improve their work. This can be said due to the opportunities of reflection that the novice teachers have while being involved in real teaching situations which include received and experiential knowledge (Wallace, 1991).


  It Is Time to Fly and Be an Adult Bird: Becoming Qualified Pre-Service Teachers


  The name of this category is an illustration of the final stage the pre-service teachers reached in the English pedagogical practicum I. This category relates to the time in which birds are ready to go out of the nest and become adults. This space of practice had a great impact on the student-teachers in terms of their professional development.


  The pre-service teachers showed the contributions this pedagogical practicum brought them not just in terms of formal knowledge, but also in terms of values and humanistic aspects. They revealed that this experience allowed them to grow intellectually as well as humanly.


  
    This experience helped me to improve different aspects that as teacher I must evaluate. In general, I can say that this was an experience that contributed to my life. (SA, Participant 6)
  


  Pre-service teachers professional development. The student-teachers expressed that this practicum was an opportunity to grow as teachers as well as human beings. The novice teachers affirmed that this practicum contributed to their professional profile. They declared that after being immersed in this space of practice, they could learn about different features behind teaching that they did not know.


  
    Along this experience, it was possible to reflect about my role and behavior, in order to improve my profile as teacher. (QS, Participant 5)
  


  
    A contribution from this practicum has to do with my professional growth since thanks to the experiences lived I reflected about my characteristics as a teacher. I learned to know myself and now I am aware about what I need to improve. (QS, Participant 2)
  


  The teachers in training recognized their strengths and weaknesses when teaching but, at the same time, showed their desire for working in order to improve. They took as reference their work and reflected upon the ways to make it more meaningful.


  Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications


  Through this study it was found that this practicum allowed teachers in training to consider what teaching entails and develop attitudes towards that job. Additionally, the novice teachers were involved in different circumstances at schools which permitted them to construct a professional identity. Based on the findings of this research, the participants took attitudes of awareness, reflection, work, and satisfaction towards their teaching.


  Participants developed an attitude of awareness towards teaching due to the considerations they had about that practice. The novice teachers comprehended and expressed that teaching was meaningful work for society construction. They declared teaching takes place when teachers and students interact in order to build up new understandings of contents. On the other hand, the participants conceived teaching as a challenging practice. For them teaching was a demanding act due to aspects such as the evolution of our society, the number of students in classes, and students behavior, among others.


  Consequently, a reflective attitude toward teaching was evidenced. The teachers in training analyzed the possible reasons why their high school students did not like learning English. They reflected upon the causes of indiscipline, reasons of good and bad students responses to the activities developed in class, and school settings. Also, an attitude of work based on reflection emerged. After the teachers in training considered the relationship between theory and practice, they thought about the need for adapting and making theories feasible according to contexts.


  Finally, an attitude of satisfaction toward teaching took place. One important feature which made the novice teachers feel pleased with their profession was the good results they could obtain with their pupils. The teachers in training were satisfied due to the contributions this pedagogical practicum brought them not only in terms of formal knowledge, but also in relation to values.


  The development of this study gave origin to relevant pedagogical implications in the field of English as a foreign language teaching, and pre-service teachers development. Those implications are meaningful to understand the reality of becoming a teacher. This research made evident the role and importance teaching practicums have when someone is studying for being a teacher. Along this research it was found that novice teachers need to be in contact with real teaching contexts in order for them to build up a realistic view of what this job entails. From that realistic view, pre-service teachers are allowed to understand, reflect, and work in order to improve their teaching practice.


  Also, throughout this inquiry it was verified that teacher training programs are asked to provide teachers in training with spaces in which they can articulate their content and practical knowledge. That is why the opportunities students-teachers have to practice must be a core part of their development. Undergraduate teaching programs should include and strengthen pedagogical practicums in which the processes of reflection and action take place as fundamental components of teaching.


  On the other hand, this study provided the possibility for teachers to think about the emotional component teaching implies for them. As showed along this paper, teaching rebounds on teachers feelings and the way they see themselves, that is, the self-image they construct along these practical experiences. Teachers go through different circumstances in their daily work and in the same way they are influenced by those situations. Consequently, this research work offered the possibility to delve further in the field of teachers emotions, thoughts, and conceptions rooted in their work as educators.


  Teaching education programs need to reinforce those spaces in which student-teachers can share their experiences lived at schools, their feelings in relation to their performance, and their concerns about classroom management, among others. In this way, teacher educators can provide novice teachers with advice and guidance when they have difficulties at schools for instance or when they are not sure about how to manage certain situations while teaching.


  Furthermore, the results of this inquiry are valuable in terms of pre-service teachers professional development. With the accomplishment of this investigation, how pedagogical practicums are directly connected to teachers growth was perceived. This study allowed considering different aspects that are relevant in the achievement of positive changes in teachers training and teaching. Those aspects are connected to the relevance of pedagogical practicums, reflection, and action processes when teaching, novice teachers considerations about their work, among other issues.


  Finally, it is relevant to recommend further studies based on the outcomes of this research. There are important issues that need to be understood such as the in-service teachers role on pre-service teachers development. Also, it might be significant to identify the relationship between student-teachers work and classroom settings. Moreover, the quality and nature of teaching practicums are issues worth researching.

  


  1The questionnaires were originally in Spanish taking into account the participants mother tongue.


  2The interviews were conducted in Spanish taking into account the participants native language.


  3The verbal reports were developed in English due to the fact they were done during English classes.


  4The students artifacts were done in English as part of the English practicum process.


  5Part of the evidence was translated into English to make it comprehensible for non-Spanish speaking readers.
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  Appendix A: First Questionnaire


  Name:___________________________________ Age: ____ Date: __________


  This questionnaire aims at gathering information about student-teachers attitudes toward teaching and their origin taking into account the beginning of the English practicum I.


  Read the questions and provide clear and complete answers.


  
    	Why did you decide to study in the modern languages program?


    	Is teaching important in your life? Yes___ No___ Why?


    	Which place does teaching have in your life on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = inferior, 5 = superior)?

    1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ Why?


    	In your pedagogical practicums, how do you feel emotionally when you teach students? Explain please.


    	What attitudes toward teaching does the fact of becoming a teacher generate in you? Explain please.


    	Taking into account this pedagogical practicum, which would be a reason why you like and a reason why you dislike teaching?


    	Do you consider that pedagogical practicums have contributed to the development of your professional skills?

    Yes___ No___ How?


    	Have you changed your attitude in relation to your future profession along your undergraduate studies?

    Yes___ No___ Explain in detail

  

  


  Appendix B: Second Questionnaire


  Name:___________________________________ Age: ____ Date: __________


  This questionnaire aims at gathering information about student-teachers attitudes toward teaching using as a starting point the English practicum I.


  
    	One of the purposes of the subject English practicum I is to achieve for pre-service teachers to be aware of their personal, social, and professional commitment as future teachers. Do you believe this goal was achieved in your case or not? Why?


    	Explain the circumstances that made you feel good along the classes you took within this English practicum.


    	Explain the circumstances that made you feel bad along the classes you took within this English practicum.


    	What are those experiences you had in this English practicum that motivated you to continue in the teaching profession? Why?


    	Based on the English practicum I what are the circumstances you experienced along it which made you hesitate to continue in the teaching profession? Why?


    	What are the most meaningful contributions this practicum contributed to your development as future teacher? Explain in detail.


    	In which way do you consider this practicum relates to your conception about teaching? Explain in detail.

  

  


  Appendix C: Group Interview


  This interview aims at gathering information about a group of student-teachers attitudes toward teaching.


  What is teaching for you?


  What are the social implications of the teaching profession?


  Taking into account the English practicum I, what can you say in relation to teaching?


  What feelings does teaching cause inside you?


  Taking into account your experiences within this practicum, what are the contributions of teaching to your personal development?

  


  Appendix D: Individual Interview


  This interview aims at gathering information about a group of student-teachers attitudes toward teaching after finishing an English practicum.


  How do you feel about teaching after finishing the English practicum I?


  In which way did your conception about teaching change based on you experiences within this practicum?


  Consequently, what conception about teaching did you confirm with this practicum?


  Taking into consideration that you will be an in-service teacher soon, what can you say in relation to teaching based on the English practicum I?


  After being involved in this practicum which was an opportunity to be in a real teaching context, do you think this is the profession you will continue pursuing in the future? Why?
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  Frustrations with traditional testing led a group of teachers at the English for adults program at Universidad EAFIT (Colombia) to design tests aligned with the institutional teaching philosophy and classroom practices. This article reports on a study of an item-by-item evaluation of a series of English exams for validity and reliability in an effort to guarantee the quality of the process of test design. The study included descriptive statistics, item analysis, correlational analyses, reliability estimates, and validity analyses. The results show that the new tests are an excellent addition to the program and an improvement over traditional tests. Implications are discussed and recommendations given for the development of any institutional testing program.


  Key words: Classroom tests, integrated language skills, reliability, validity.

  


  Las frustraciones con la evaluacin tradicional llevaron a un grupo de profesores del programa de ingls para adultos de la Universidad EAFIT (Colombia) a disear pruebas alineadas con la filosofa de enseanza institucional y las prcticas de clase. Este artculo describe un estudio de validez y confiabilidad de exmenes de ingls, tem por tem, para garantizar la calidad del diseo de pruebas. El estudio incluy estadstica descriptiva, anlisis de tems, anlisis de correlacin, confiabilidad de las estimaciones y anlisis de validez. Los resultados muestran que las pruebas son una excelente adicin al programa con respecto a exmenes tradicionales. Igualmente se discuten las implicaciones y se hacen recomendaciones para el desarrollo de cualquier programa institucional de pruebas.


  Palabras clave: confiabilidad, habilidades lingsticas integradas, pruebas, validez.

  


  Introduction


  Universidad EAFIT is situated in Medelln, Colombia. Adult courses are offered for university employees and students, and employees sent from large companies in the city. Idiomas-EAFIT (Languages-EAFIT) is a division of Universidad EAFIT that offers language instruction for university students and students from the city of Medelln. Idiomas-EAFIT was created 23 years ago and is currently made up of three main units: the Language Center, Sislenguas, and Business English. The Language Center offers English language instruction through three main programs: Adult, Children and Adolescent, and Languages Other than English. Sislenguas offers English language instruction to schools in the city. The Business English program offers English language instruction for executives, managers, and scholars from the public and private sectors. All three units use the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEF) as the basis for aligning their curricula and teaching methodologies, and the main goals are to develop students communicative competence by providing student-centered classes, encouraging interaction, and presenting a variety of opportunities to produce spoken and written language.


  To develop communicative competence, the Idiomas-EAFIT methodology is based on the following principles (Flaitz, 2000):


  
    	Encourage interactions among the students and with the teacher.


    	Make materials and practice activities as authentic as possible.


    	Focus on meaning as well as on form.


    	Provide ample comprehensible input (language addressed to the learner in such a way that, despite the fact that it may contain structures to which the learner has not yet been exposed or which he or she cannot produce, it is still understandable).


    	Afford students sufficient time to practice and process information.


    	Use a variety of tasks, teaching techniques, and language forms.


    	Recognize learner differences.

  


  Assessment and Evaluation at Idiomas-EAFIT


  Each of the teaching units described above follows both summative and formative principles of assessment. The Adult program has 17 courses and a series of advanced courses. Each course lasts 38 hours. The courses are aligned with the CEF as shown in Table 1.
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  In the English program for adults, assessment is divided into two components: oral and written. To assess oral and written performance, teachers use systems that include rubrics, standards, suggested assessment tasks, and writing conventions. In addition to the assessment tasks, the program proposes two tests to be applied during each course: mid-term and final tests. Both the mid-term and final tests are worth 30% each. The remaining 40% is made up of a follow-up grade obtained from different assessment activities that teachers are free to conduct.


  Standardized Versus Classroom Assessment


  The tests described in this project are all classroom assessments, which is to say that they are primarily designed to test the degree to which students have learned the material taught in the courses they are taking. Brown (2012a) distinguished between two families of testing: standardized assessment (which is also known as norm-referenced testing) and classroom assessment (which is also known as criterion-referenced testing).


  Standardized assessment (SA) is very general in nature because the abilities of examinees vary considerably on such assessments. SA is primarily interesting to decision makers like administrators because SAs are designed to help make decisions about things like who will be admitted into a program or school or who should be grouped into which level in a program. SAs are usually organized around a few large subtests, and the scores are always interpreted in terms of each examinees position in the distribution of scores relative to all the other examinees (Brown, 2012). As a result, SAs are used for language aptitude testing (to help decide which examinees are the best investment for learning a language), proficiency testing (to help decide who has enough knowledge and skills in the language to be admitted to a particular program or school), and placement testing (to help decide which level in a language program is appropriate for each examinee).


  In contrast, classroom assessment (CA) is very specific in nature because the assessment is focused only on the material that is taught in a particular course. CA is primarily of interest to teachers because they need to use CAs to determine what percentage of the material the students know or can do in relation to the material in a specific course. Since CAs are usually designed to measure specific course objectives or teaching points, they are often made up of a relatively large number of short, discrete subtests, each of which measures a different objective. In addition, CAs produce scores that teachers usually interpret as percentages of course material the students know or can do (Brown, 2012). As a result, CAs are used for diagnostic assessments (to help determine students strengths and weaknesses at the beginning of a course relative to the objectives or language points taught in a particular course), progress assessments (to help determine how much progress students have made at some midpoint in a course relative to the objectives or language points taught), and achievement assessments (to help determine how much of the objectives or learning points being taught the students have learned at the end of a course).


  One reason that the distinction between these two families of tests is important is that the statistical analyses appropriate for SA and CA are different. Thus most of the analyses presented in this report are appropriate for CAs. In the two cases where that is not true, we will mention and discuss that fact.


  Purpose


  The purposes of this paper are to examine how well the midterm and final examinations for Courses 5-8 in the Idiomas-EAFIT English Language Assessment Program for Adults1 are functioning and suggest ways to improve individual items as well as the tests as a whole. In the process, we will demonstrate ways to accomplish those tasks for classroom assessments. To those ends, the following research questions were posed:


  
    	What are the distributions of scores for each of the discrete-point tests in this project in terms of descriptive statistics (including the mean, median, mode, high, low, range, and standard deviation)?


    	What can item analysis statistics (including item facility, item discrimination, and B index) tell us about each of the items on the discrete-point tests in this project? And how can that information help in improving the tests by revising them?


    	To what degree are the discrete-point tests reliable as shown by the K-R21 estimate?


    	To what degree are the weighted and unweighted scores correlated? Are the extra steps necessary in the weighting schemes worth the effort?


    	To what degree are the final examination subscale scores intercorrelated?


    	What arguments can be made for the validity of the scores on the tests in the EAFIT English Language Assessment Program for Adults and the decisions based on them?

  


  Method


  Participants


  Two groups of people participated in this study test development project: the students at Idiomas-EAFIT and the teachers/test-developers.


  Students at Idiomas-EAFIT


  Students in Courses 5 to 8 are in the process of consolidating an A2 level of the CEF. At this level, they should be able to comprehend basic and familiar sentences and to understand the main idea in short, simple aural messages. They should identify specific details in short, everyday texts and write short messages. In terms of oral communication skills, A2 students should be able to perform tasks that require simple information on familiar topics and participate in short social exchanges.


  Teachers/Test-Developers


  The teachers/test-developers were 11 of the teachers who also served as test developers (i.e., teachers additionally responsible for putting together, analyzing, improving, and coordinating the tests in the program), academic coordinators, and academic assistants, who all agreed to regularly attend the workshop described below (see Procedures).


  Materials


  Test Development Stages


  The tests in this project were developed in the following stages:


  Stage 1: Curriculum renewal. Adoption of a new ELT textbook; Revision of course syllabi.


  Stage 2: Call for participation in test design. Participants were six volunteer teachers, the Adult Program Coordinator, and two academic assistants.


  Stage 3: Training course. Course on Language Assessment by agreement with West Virginia University (USA) covered fundamental concepts and principles of language testing.


  Stage 4: Item specification. Specifications were developed for use by test editors and writers based on General Suggestions for Writing Test Items and Assessment Tasks (Linn & Miller, 2005).


  Stage 5: Test development. Development of the midterm and final examinations began with: Four groups of two were set up to design the new tests; a group of editors met twice a week to proofread and edit final versions; regular team meetings were also held to discuss commitments, update the work plan as needed, and propose new revisions.


  Stage 6: Validation of examinations. Calculate, interpret, understand, and use techniques for validating and improving tests.


  General Description of Current Tests


  Midterm and final examinations in the English for Adults Program at Idiomas-EAFIT are criterion referenced, achievement tests for which item writers follow a set of specifications to design tasks that are connected to performance indicators. There is a variety of item types related to social, academic, or professional situations, and the items are usually linked with a common theme. In terms of the overall administration, instructions are written in English and the writing skill is only measured in the final exam. Both tests have set time limits of 1 hour and 30 minutes. In each case, a marking scheme is suggested in the answer key, and grading specifications are included for the more subjective items. As prescribed in the course syllabus, midterm and final examinations are designed to measure the ability to describe, compare, and contrast people, places, and things.


  Discrete-Point Tests


  The English for Adults program administers two achievement tests to students during their courses: a midterm and a final exam. The midterm comes in the middle of a four-week intensive course when students have completed one and a half units of the textbook that includes practice in all the language skills. Nonetheless, this test only accounts for listening, reading, and use of language. The writing ability is assessed in the final examination together with listening, reading, and use of language. Both tests cover the course performance indicators and include a variety of items (including open-ended, multiple choice, and true/false statements) that are contextualized to elicit the expected language forms. The items are weighted differently depending on the level of difficulty and are reported by the teacher on a scale of 0 to 5.0 using a standardized answer key. The results are returned to the students the following day for feedback purposes. These examinations impact the teachers in that the tests inform teachers of the areas that need to be reinforced, and the examinations impact the students by informing them of areas they need to revise and catch up on with further practice. The overall grade for both examinations plus the follow-up final examination determine whether or not a student graduates to the next course.


  Raw and Weighted Scoring


  Items on the descrete-point tests were scored right or wrong, and the total for the raw scores varied from test to test. However, before using the scores to make decisions they were weighted for two reasons. First, we wanted to give more importance to some items than others. Thus, some items might get 1 point and others 2 or more points. Second, in all cases, in order to make the tests comparable, the weightings were arranged such that the maximum possible total weighted score was 50 points on all tests, which is converted to a perfect grade of 5.0 (100% of test correct) and a minimum possible total of 0 weighted points for a minimum grade of 0.0 (0% of test correct). The passing grade was set at 3.0 (equal to 30 points correct or 60% of the test correct).


  Procedures


  Step 1: Data gathering and entry. The tests in this study were administered by the students classroom teachers. The data were then gathered and assembled by Idiomas-EAFIT staff.


  Step 2: Testing analysis, improvement, and validation workshop. During August, September, and October of 2014, considerable back-and-forth communication was needed to plan and organize the workshop at Idiomas-EAFIT that finally took place and led directly to this article. The Testing Analysis, Improvement, and Validation Workshop that resulted was conducted by one of the co-authors of this paper (Brown) and took place over a one week period.


  The workshop had two purposes. First, the workshop was tailored and adapted to the specific needs of these test developers. Thus, the primary goal was to provide comprehensible, hands-on, practical training in the skills necessary to calculate, interpret, understand, and use the techniques described in this report for improving the tests in Idiomas-EAFIT.


  Second, the workshop was designed to have participants acually do hands-on analysis of the 22 midterm and final tests for Courses 5-8 and 9-15. Hence, in addition to being trained at a theoretical level, the Idiomas-EAFIT test developers were actually using well-established item analyses techniques to select and improve discrete-point test items including norm-referenced techniques like item facility (IF) and item discrimination (ID) analyses and criterion-referenced techniques like the difference index (DI) and B-index (BI). They were also calculating and interpreting descriptive statistics (including the mean, median, mode, high, low, and standard devitiation) and reliability estimates (including internal consistency estimates for the discretepoint items and inter-subscale reliability estimates for the composition tests).


  Results


  This section will report on the various analyses that were conducted during this project including descriptive statisics, item analysis, correlationional analyses, reliabilility estimates, and validity analyses. Each of those topics will serve as a heading in this section. Note that these analyses are arranged in more-or-less the same order as the research questions listed above and that direct answers to those reseach questions will be provided in the Discussion section.


  Descriptive Statistics


  The descriptive statistics in this study include two that are very simple: the number of people who took the test (N) and the number of items (k). However, we will also be presenting three estimates of the central tendency of the scores on a test (the mean, median, and mode) and four statistics that helped us understand the dispersion of the scores (high, low, range, and standard deviation).


  Central Tendency


  The mean is essentially the same as the arithmetic average. The median is that score point that separates the scores 50/50, with half of the scores above it and half below it. The mode is the score that had the most people on it. These three statistics are useful for interpreting the central tendency of an individual test, but also for comparing the central tendency of two or more tests.


  To see how central tendency might be used for interpreting a single test, consider a 50-item final examination called Test X for which the mean, median, and mode turned out to be 24.98, 25, and 25, respectively. Such results would tell us that the examinees had answered about half of the questions correctly. Hence, Test X would seem to be fairly difficult. We could use this information in several ways: We could decide to make Test X easier so that students would not have such a devastating experience; we could decide that we need to teach the material better so that students will score higher next time; we could eliminate material students seem unable to learn; and so forth.


  To see how central tendency might be used for comparing tests, consider a 50-point test, which was administered diagnostically at the beginning of a course (called Pre) and also for achievement at the end (called Posttest), for which the means turned out to be 14.17 at the beginning of a course, and 43.77 at the end. Since the Pre and Post tests were the same test, comparing the means at the beginning and end of a 15 week course tells us that the group of students being tested scored much higher at the end than at the beginning. Perhaps the difference in means indicates that the students learned a great deal over the 15 weeks and so scored higher. However, it is also possible that the students (a) remembered the Pre test and the items that they missed on it, (b) looked up the items they missed, and (c) studied those specific test items the night before the Post test. Thus mean differences between sets of test scores can be very revealing, but those differences must be interpreted very carefully indeed.


  Dispersion


  In addition to the central tendency of the group as a whole, we are also interested in looking at how the individuals varied away from (or dispersed around) the central tendency. The high and low values tell us what the boundaries were for the scores. To find these values, we need only look at the scores and note which was the highest and which was the lowest. For example, lets say that on Test X (with its mean of 24.98) the low score was 12 and the high score was 37. The range indicates the distance between the high and low scores. It is calculated by subtracting the low score from the high score and adding one2 as follows: High - Low + 1. So for Test X that would be 37 - 12 + 1 = 26.


  The standard deviation (or simply SD) is considerably more difficult to understand mathematically, but suffice it to say that the SD is a sort of average of differences of the scores from the mean (Brown, 2005, p. 102). Lets say for the sake of argument that Test X has a standard deviation of 4.01. Taken together, the range and SD can indicate how the scores have varied away from the mean on a single test, or how much relative variation has occurred on different tests. For interpreting a single test, consider Test X again with its range of 26 (out of 50) and SD of 4.01. That tells us that there is a fair amount of variation around the mean of 24.98, but also that there are probably a number of items that everyone answered correctly (below the low of 12) and others that everyone answered wrong (above the high of 37).


  In terms of comparing tests, if two tests have 50 items and are used to test the same 37 people, and Test X has a range of 26 and SD of 4.01, while Test Y has a range of 34 and SD of 5.67, it is clear that the scores on Test Y are more widely dispersed. That could mean that the items on Test Y are discriminating (i.e., spreading the students out) better, or that the group of examinees managed to somehow change between the two testing sessions to become more widely dispersed in their abilities. Thus, differences in dispersion can be very revealing, but those differences (like mean differences) must be interpreted carefully.


  Now lets turn to the descriptive statistics for the Idiomas-EAFIT tests being analyzed here. Tables 2 and 3 show the descriptive statistics for the discrete-point items (i.e., those items that test individual, focused language points in true-false, multiple-choice, fill-in, and short-answer format). Table 2 includes analyses of raw scores (i.e., scored right or wrong with one point per item) at the top of the table and analyses of weighted scores (i.e., scored with different weightings like one point each for certain items, 1.5 points for others, or even 2 points each depending on the relative importance of the items or to balance the weight of different subtests) at the bottom. Notice that the courses are labeled across the top for each set, each of which is shown separately for the midterm (Mid) and Final examinations. To the left in the first column we labeled the different statistics that were applied, including the number of people taking each test (N), the number of items (k), and then the mean, median, mode, high, low, range, and standard deviation (SD).
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  Notice that between 31 and 46 students took each of the tests (N) and that the tests varied in length from 24 items to 47 items (k). The means and medians for each of the raw score tests were fairly similar, though the modes varied away from them considerably in some cases. This illustrates how weak and idiosyncratic the mode can be as an indicator of central tendency. As a result we relied more heavily on the mean and median in interpreting these descriptive statistics, especially the means.


  Notice in Tables 2 and 3 that the ranges and sds also vary considerably in magnitude from test to test. This variation may result from differences in the effectiveness of various tests to spread students out on a continuum of abilities, or from simple differences in the ranges of abilities in students enrolled in the various courses. The bottom line is that these descriptive statistics serve as a baseline for understanding how the tests functioned and as the basis for interpreting the other statistics reported below.


  Item Analyses


  Item analysis is a process used to analyze individual test items and thereby better understand how each one is functioning (especially relative to the functioning of other items) and rewrite or replace those items that are not functioning well for some reason. In this project, we used three item analysis techniques on each test: item facility, item discrimination, and the B-index.


  Item facility (IF) is a statistic that describes how easy an item is. IF can range from 0.00 (if everyone answered incorrectly) to 1.00 (if everyone answered correctly) and can be interpreted as the proportion of students who answered correctly. Items that are difficult to very difficult tend to have IFs below .29, indicating that 29% or fewer of the students answered correctly, while items that are easy to very easy tend to have IFs above .71, indicating that 71% or more of the students answered correctly. Items that spread students out effectively according to knowledge or ability differences tend to range between .30 and .70.


  Item discrimination (ID) focuses on the issue of spreading examinees out. ID can range from 0.00 to 1.00 and 0.00 to -1.00. ID can be interpreted as the degree to which each item is spreading students out in the same manner as the total scores on the test. A high positive ID value, like +0.97, indicates that an item is effectively spreading examinees out in a manner similar to the total scores on the test. A low ID value, like 0.13, indicates that an item is not effectively spreading students out like the total scores on the test. A negative ID value indicates that the item is spreading students out in a manner opposite from the total scores on the test: Such values can also be high (e.g., -0.97) or low (e.g., -0.13) indicating the degree to which they are spreading students out in a manner opposite from the total scores. In this study, we calculated the ID as an item-total correlation using point-biserial correlation coefficients. Note that ID is typically applied in standardized (or norm-referenced) assessment. We are using it here as one indicator of how the items are performing. However, the B-index discussed next, which was developed for classroom (criterion-referenced) assessments like those in this project, will be considered more important than the ID throughout the item analyses.


  The B-index (BI) is similar to ID but it tells us the degree to which each item is helping in making the decision at the pass-fail cut-point on the test. Thus the BI is based on how well the item is contributing to descision at the cut-point for passing or failing the test. In all cases, we used 70% correct as the cut-point for a student to pass a given test. A high positive BI value, like +0.89, indicates that an item is effectively helping us to make the pass-fail decision in a manner similar to the total scores on the test. A low BI value, like 0.10, indicates that an item is not effectively helping us to make the pass-fail decision in a manner similar to the total scores. A negative BI value indicates that the item is working the opposite from the total test scores because it is favoring students who fail the test as a whole. Such items are not helpful at all in making pass-fail decisions.


  Table 4 presents an example of how we analyzed the items for all the tests. This table shows the analysis for the Course 5 Midterm. Notice that Table 4 labels the items in the first column (LVSA1 to RVSC10)3 and then provides columns that display the IF, ID, and BI values for each item. In each case, two teachers were looking at the item analysis and the actual items at the same time. Notice that, in the Comments column, they interpreted the item statistics for each item and recorded various observations.
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  For example, for item LVSA1, the test analysts felt that the item was Ok. It is an easy item (IF = 0.90), but that is probably okay for the first item on a test because that can help the students get started and feel positive about the test. In addition, item LVSA1 also discriminates a bit (ID = 0.12), but more importantly, it is helping considerably more with the pass-fail decision (BI = 0.43) compared to the other items on the test. Consider another example, item LVSA2. In this case, the test analysts noted that this item is also easy and does not discriminate, but they also provide an idea for how to fix the item during the revision process, when they write Consider vocabulary, which probably means that adjusting the vocabulary level might improve this items performance. In the rest of Table 4, you can see that the test analysts went right through the whole test and analyzed the items in a similar manner. Such analyses and observations will prove very useful when the test development team sits down to revise and improve the test.


  Reliability


  Reliability is one important characteristic of a test that indicates the degree to which the test is measuring consistently. Reliability can be examined for consistency across time, over multiple forms, or among the items on the test (these three are technically known as test-retest, equivalent forms, and internal consistency reliabilities, respectively). Most reliability estimates have been developed for use with standardized or norm-referenced tests. However, in this study, we applied the K-R21 internal consistency reliability, which is appropriate as a reliability estimate for classroom assessments like those in this project (as argued in Brown, 2005). These K-R21 values are shown in Table 5.
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  Notice in Table 5 that the values range from 0.45 to 0.84 with the majority of the tests above 0.65. These values can be interpreted directly as proportions or percentages. So it is correct to say that these tests range from 45% to 84% reliable, which further means that they have low to moderately high reliability. Values above .65 are probably acceptable in this context because decisions, especially grades, are not based solely on single sets of test scores. More than one test is used (e.g., both midterms and finals), along with additional types of information. However, the relatively low values for the Course 6 Final and Course 7 Mid indicate that these two tests may be ones that might most benefit from attention and revision in the item analysis and revision processes.


  Correlations of Raw Scores with Weighted Scores


  The Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients (rxy), shown in the second row of numbers in Table 5, were calculated to address the fourth research question about the degree to which weighting was different from not weighting the scores. For the purpose of understanding these results, it is important to know that correlation coefficients for relationships like these can range from 0.00 to 1.00. For situations where there is absolutely no relationship between the numbers, the correlation coefficient will be 0.00; in situations where the two sets of numbers are perfectly related in terms of ranking and distances between the scores, the correlation coefficient will be 1.00; and of course, values anywhere between 0.00 and 1.00 can occur as well. Notice that correlation coefficients reported in Table 5 (for the relationship between raw scores and the weighted scores) range from 0.93 to 0.98. These correlation coefficients are all very high, indicating that the weighted scores are very similar to the raw scores in terms of how they rank the students as well as the relative distances between students scores.


  In order to examine how much overlap there is in the variation of raw and weighted scores, we have reported the squared values of the correlation coefficients (rxy2) called coefficients of determination. These values indicate the proportion of overlapping variation between the weighted and raw scores, and they can be interpreted as proportions or percentages. Notice that the coefficients of determination reported in Table 5 go from 0.86 to 0.96, meaning that the amount of overlapping variation between weighted and raw scores ranges from 86% to 96% with all of the tests above 86%.


  All of this information suggests that it may not be worth the effort involved in deciding on weights, scoring different parts of the test with different points per item, and then deriving the total scores from those different weighted subparts. All that complexity may just be confusing to the students, may be introducing scoring errors by the teachers, and is adding nothing to the way the tests are functioning. However, there may be sound pedagogical reasons for maintaining this weighting system, which is of course a decision that must be made by the faculty at Idiomas-EAFIT.


  Discussion


  Discussion of Research Questions 1 to 5


  We addressed research questions (RQs) 1-5 in a technical sense in the Results section above. However in lay terms, we showed (RQ1) the distributions of scores for each of the discrete-point tests and composition tests in this project in terms of descriptive statistics (including the mean, median, mode, high, low, range, and standard deviation). We also explored (RQ2) what item analysis statistics (including item facility, item discrimination, and the B-index) could tell us about each of the items on the discrete-point tests in this project, as well as how that information can be used to help revise and improve the tests. In addition, we investigated (RQ3) the degree to which the discretepoint tests were reliable as estimated using K-R21, and studied (RQ4) the degree to which weighted and unweighted scores were correlated and the fact that these extra steps in the weighting schemes may not be worth the effort. In addition, we examined (RQ5) the degree to which the final examination writing subscale scores were intercorrelated.


  Discussion of Research Question 6


  The sixth research question was What arguments can be made for the validity of the scores on the tests in the EAFIT English Language Testing Program and the decisions based on those scores? Generally, the notion of validity is defined as the degree to which the scores on a test are measuring what they were intended to measure. For standardized assessments, content, criterion-related, construct, consequential, and values implications validities are often examined, improved, and/or verified. For classroom assessments, like those in this project, content, consequential, and values implications validities are most appropriate.


  Content Validity


  At the Idiomas-EAFIT, item writers, test editors, and teachers are accountable for the content validity of tests. The first group designs the test tasks relying on the test specifications, which include general guidelines that will help test construction. Likewise, test editors meet to consider each item in light of the guidelines, carefully matching items to course standards, possible level of difficulty, ambiguities in the wording of instructions or items, unforeseen audio problems, and layout. Finally, for proofreading purposes, teachersthe ones teaching the courses each test was designed forget a copy of the test and respond to a questionnaire patterned after the test specifications. Test editors collect this feedback, make the necessary amendments, and revise the test. Having this moderating committee has allowed for the ongoing revision of test items and course standards in a cyclical process including standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessment.


  Consequential Validity


  Most of the students involved here enrolled in English classes as a requirement for graduation as stipulated by the universitys bilingualism policy. When students fail a specific course in the program, they are not allowed to register any of the credits for that academic semester. The consequence of getting behind in their studies also affects their expected graduation date.


  We must also point out that we are using the B-index in our item analyses to select those items most closely related to the pass-fail decision on each test. During the test revision process, we intend to improve or replace those items that are least helpful in making these decisions. In other words, we are making every effort to improve the degree to which the items are contributing to our pass-fail decisions. Hence, we are systematically increasing the degree to which our pass-fail decisions are valid in the consequential sense of that term.


  Values Implications Validity4


  The academic coordinators at Idiomas-EAFIT believe that assessment and evaluation are powerful agents for introducing positive changes in education. We have been partially successful in designing and implementing an oral assessment system; however, we felt our institutional tests were not causing sufficient positive effects on teaching and learning, mostly because they were traditional in nature using item formats such as fill-in-the-blanks, multiple choice, and matching.


  It is widely known that traditional tests are often incongruent with current language classroom practices because such tests are not useful for collecting information about the students cognitive abilities, attitudes, motivation, interests, and learning strategies (Herman & Winters, 1994; Madaus, 1988; Resnick & Resnick, 1992; Wiggins, 1989, 1994). More precisely, the authors just cited claim that conventional tests do not provide helpful information about the process of learning and the measurement of student progress needed for formative decision-making and for planning instructional strategies. Furthermore, such tests do not require students to


  
    create and perform communicative and functional tasks. Consequently, information obtained from standardized tests do not inform the stakeholders (e.g., learners, teachers, parents, program coordinators, administrators) as to whether or not the students will be able to perform authentic tasks in the real world. (Adair-Hauck, Glisan, Koda, Swender, & Sandrock, 2006, p. 363)
  


  Frustrations with such traditional testing led the academic coordinators at Idiomas-EAFIT to envision a new assessment system, one in which testing is better integrated with learning and classroom practice and in which tests follow communicative principles of language teaching and learning. In other words, we aimed to have tests that better reflected our teaching values by integrating skills performance in more authentic ways and that allowed teachers to be confident about the decisions they make.


  Recommendations


  Considering the discussion of validity in the previous section and the other analyses presented in this report, it appears that the examinations under investigation are an excellent addition to the program and a vast improvement over previous assessment practices. Nonetheless, any testing program can be updated and improved. To that end, we suggest the following nextsteps in the process:


  
    	Use the item analyses and other information generated by this project to delete, replace, and improve any items that need to be improved in all discretepoint tests.


    	Consider the analyses presented here that focused on comparing the weighted items versus raw (i.e., unweighted) scoring of items on the discrete-point tests and decide whether the pedagogical and other arguments that favor continuing to use the weighted items scheme are worth the extra effort involved.


    	Continue investigating the effectiveness, efficiency, and quality of the items (using item analysis), the reliability of the discrete-point tests (using K-R21) and of the writing assessment scoring (using the inter-category correlation strategy demonstrated in this report), and the validity of all the tests (content, consequential, and values implications perspectives on validity).

  


  Conclusions


  While developing, administering, analyzing, validating, and improving the tests in this project we encountered a number of challenges. The most prominent of these are the following:


  
    	We often found a general lack of teacher consensus on test scoring, which may have led to subjective marking of open-ended items because of rater inconsistencies.


    	There was also a general lack of training on how to design follow-up activities that resemble the ones on tests.


    	We also found it difficult to design listening items using authentic audio materials that were appropriate to each level of proficiency, that matched the unit themes, and that assessed the different sub-skills contemplated in the course standards.


    	As is often the case, budgetary support from the administration was sometimes a challenge.

  


  Implications


  Nonetheless, having a team of item writers allowed for collaborative design and ongoing revision of items and course standards in a cyclical process where standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessment were interwoven in the learning process, and each informed the others.


  
    If there is only a single item writer, or only a few item writers working closely together, it may prove more efficient to create items directly from course objectives. Such a process can lead not only to clear and consistent item creation, but also beneficial revision of the objectives as flaws are spotted in the process of trying to measure those objectives. (Brown, 2005, p. 78)
  


  In addition, designing curriculum-related items has started to have an impact on some teachers instructional and assessment practices. We expect all teachers will gradually improve their abilities to determine how to best improve their classroom practices. Teachers need to produce contextualized, criterion-based assignments and assessments that elicit grammatical responses appropriate to a given context.


  Naturally, improvement of student learning may require a longer period of development and observation. We need to continuously examine student performance on tests and monitor progress to be able to establish the degree to which course standards are being attained.


  Overall, changes like those proposed in this project demand a new set of skills from both students and teachers. For example, based on this project, the assessment program has the information needed to conduct calibration sessions in which teachers can discuss problem items and discrepancies in scoring that will hopefully lead to their reaching a consensus about the best ways for the program to move forward. One goal of any such discussions should be ways to provide better training for teachers in how to use the rubrics more reliably.


  Breaking the traditional paradigm represents a long term endeavor in that


  
    Teachers find it a daunting task to switch from traditional testing formats, which offer more control for teachers, to more open-ended, and perhaps of greatest significance is that many teachers fear that performance-based or authentic assessment requires too much class time. (Adair-Hauck et al., 2006, p. 363).
  

  


  1For reasons of length, Courses 9-15 are not included here. To see the complete results including those courses, please see Palacio et al. (2015).


  2Note that we need to add 1 so that both the highest and lowest scores will be included. In a simple example with the scores 1, 2, 2, 3, 3, 3, 3, 4, 5, that would mean the range is 5 - 1 + 1 = 5, which includes both the 1 and the 5. If we did not add 1, the range would be 4, thus either the 1 or the 5 would be left out.


  3LVSA1 = Listening + Vocabulary + Structure Item A1. RVSC10 = Reading + Vocabulary + Structure Item C10.


  4This section was adapted from Muoz (2013).
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  This article, based on an action research study performed at a Colombian middle-sized private university, proposes specific strategies to provide feedback to English as a foreign language learners and uses a Web 2.0 tool called screencasting. The findings of the study suggest that the use of coded, written, and oral feedback is widely accepted by students and yields positive results in the improvement of their writing skills at the paragraph level, and that the use of screencasting is a promising strategy that is motivational to students and increases the quality of their uptake.


  Key words: Feedback, screencasts, screencasting, writing skills.

  


  Este artculo, basado en un estudio de investigacin-accin realizado en una universidad colombiana privada de tamao medio, propone estrategias de retroalimentacin con el uso de screencasting, una herramienta Web 2.0. Los resultados muestran que la retroalimentacin directa, oral y escrita, acompaada de cdigos, es aceptada por los estudiantes y ayuda a desarrollar habilidades de escritura, y que el screencasting es una estrategia promisoria, motivante, que ayuda a mejorar su nivel de escritura.


  Palabras clave: habilidades de escritura, retroalimentacin, videos en pantalla.

  


  Introduction


  This study attempts to establish the impact of coded, oral, and written feedback with the use of screencasts, within the context of process writing, using approximately 150-word paragraphs on the improvement of paragraph writing of B1 level English as a foreign language (EFL) students at university level. The subjects of the study were students enrolled in different academic programs at a private Colombian university.


  The increasing importance that writing has for university studies, for the development of higher thinking skills, and for language development (Graham & Herbert, 2011) makes it necessary to develop strategies to give feedback appropriately and in such a way that it helps students to consistently improve their writing skills. A growing body of research has found a relationship between poor writing skills and university dropout in Colombia. Olave-Arias, Rojas-Garca, and Cisneros- Estupin (2013) address this problem and relate it to the level of development in reading and writing, and focus on reading and writing practices that generate learning difficulties. On the other hand, Crdoba, Grinstajn, and Surez (2009) refer to the lack of student literacy as the cause of student dropout.


  Feedback on writing plays an important role in the teaching of writing skills as it does in all educational fields. Feedback is vital in just about all learning contexts (Race, 2001). The web 2.0 tool used in this study permits the teacher to provide feedback by using a video of the students writings and to make a voice recording to help in the provision of feedback. The use of this strategy is the main contribution of this study to the discipline and it offers promising possibilities for teachers in all EFL and English as a second language (ESL) contexts for significantly improving the quality of their teaching practice in terms of the provision of feedback on writing.


  The question that guided this study was: What is the impact of coded written feedback, within the context of process writing and with researcher-student short oral feedback using screencasts, on the improvement of writing narrative and descriptive paragraphs?


  Literature Review


  The theoretical constructs of this research study are as follows: writing skills, the teaching of writing, feedback on writing, and screencasts.


  Writing Skills


  Writing can be defined as the use of graphic marks to represent specific linguistic utterances (Rogers, 2005). The need for writing goes far beyond the need for immediate communication, for it is a keystone of intellectual development.


  
    The value of being able to write effectively increases as students progress through compulsory education on to higher education. At the university level in particular writing is seen not just as a standardized system of communication but also as an essential tool for learning. . . . Writing and critical thinking are seen as closely linked, and expertise in writing is seen as an indication that students have mastered the cognitive skills required for university work. (Weigle, 2002, p. 5)
  


  In the academic world, the need for honed writing skills is felt even before being immersed and engaged in an English speaking environment, when EFL students have to present international examinations that require a certain level of writing skills such as the TOEFL test. Once in an academic context, the students find that their actual needs in terms of writing go way beyond the minimum entrance requirements. At this point, the student has enough information about the needs in terms of writing in order to establish his or her own goals. Cumming (2006) conducted a research study about the goals for academic writings of EFL students. His findings were related to different aspects; initially about language (the vocabulary and grammar of English, ranging from clauses to morphemes or punctuation), where the components of the writing process are depicted. Another aspect was related to rhetoric or genres (including conventional discourse or text structures along with their elements). This includes paragraph and essay structure. The next aspect had to do with composing processes (planning, drafting, editing, and revising a text). Here are the steps of the writing process. Next are ideas and knowledge (concepts and information for written texts). This is related to the background knowledge of each writer and the preparation activities as well.


  The emphasis given in the EFL and the ESL classrooms was primarily focused on the teaching of vocabulary, grammar, and reading comprehension. As Reid (1993) points out, writing was regarded as a tool to learn the other skills (p. 22). This was justified since the goal of language learning was to learn a language in order to read its literature or in order to benefit from the mental discipline and intellectual development (Richards & Rodgers, 2001, p. 5). For this reason, J. Williams (2012) still insists that writing is often seen as having a minor role in second language learning (p. 21).


  The situation seems to be changing. The role of writing in second language development has been gaining ground. Cumming (1990) hypothesized that composition writing elicits attention to form-meaning relations that may prompt learners to refine their linguistic expressionand hence their control over their linguistic knowledgeso that it is a more accurate representative of their thoughts and of standards usage (p. 483). Leki (2009) also claimed that using writing to develop second language may be a central objective in second language learning. This new perspective has been called writing-to-learn-language (WLL) and emphasizes the role of writing as a medium for language development as has been supported by studies as recent as that of Adams, Alwi, and Newton (2015). There are several traits of writing that have led prominent authors to argue that writing plays an important role in language learning. One is the problem-solving characteristic of writing. The other is the availability of time at the moment of writing, which is usually lengthy at the moment of speaking. Also, as J. Williams (2012) states,


  
    (1) [writings] slower pace, and (2) the enduring record that it leaves, both of which can encourage cognitive processes and interactive moves thought to promote language acquisition, and (3) the need for along with the opportunity for greater precision in language use, which may encourage learners to consult their explicit knowledge as they plan, monitor, or review their production. (p. 321)
  


  Adams (2006) points out the facilitative role of writing to memorize recently learned syntactic structures and Ravid and Tolchhinsky (2002) highlight that writing leads learners to pay attention to linguistic forms and puts higher demands on writers for more precise linguistic forms and usage both during the production of their texts and after they have finished writing. Its cyclical nature facilitates focusing on linguistic elements (Kim, 2011) while writers engage in the iterative process to make meaning in which feedback plays a crucial role (Swain, 2006).


  The Teaching of Writing


  The study of writing has been done from various perspectives. Probably the best-known are the product approach, the genre approach, and the process approach. Given the nature of this study, which intends to measure the impact of feedback on the development of writing skills, the approach that best fits our need is the process approach.


  The first influential model of the process approach was proposed by Flower and Hayes (1980) and later revised by Hayes (2012). This model has helped to identify writing sub-skills and to understand composition teaching holistically and it also includes motivation, which is a topic that did not play an important role in the original model, but that stands out in Hayes last revision of the model. As explained by Hayes (2012), because motivation appears to be intimately involved in many aspects of writing, I included it as a major component of my revision of the 1980 model (Hayes, 1996) and in the current model (p. 373).


  Melgarejo (2010) considers that this approach focuses on the process of writing which aims at the final product of writing. It helps student writers to understand their own composing process, to build repertoires of strategies for prewriting, drafting, and rewriting; it also gives students time to write and rewrite, highlights the process of revision and allows them to discover what they want to say as they write. It also provides them with timely feedback as they attempt to bring their expression closer and closer to intention, encouraging feedback from both the instructor and their peers.


  The process writing approach contains traits of the product-based approach since the learner has to bear in mind where he or she is heading. In fact, Nunan (1999) argues that there is no reason why a writing program could only focus on one approach overlooking the advantages of the other. This is the context we are going to consider in the subsequent identifiable stages that compose the process as stated by Meriwether (1997):


  
    	Prewriting (selecting a topic and planning what to say)


    	Writing (putting a draught version on paper)


    	Revising (making changes to improve the writing)


    	Evaluation (assessment of the written work)

  


  In this research study feedback is embedded in the revision stage, and includes the feedback given on one or two of the writings, depending on the level of quality the writing of each student has.


  Feedback on Writing


  Feedback can be defined as the information given to the students as to how their writing skills can be improved. Teacher feedback is probably the most common way to support students during the critical period of application of their recently acquired knowledge, a moment when they lack enough understanding to know if they are executing it correctly (Borup, West, & Thomas, 2015).


  After years of an intense debateinitially sparked by Truscott (1996) about the possible harmfulness of feedback on form, and contested mainly by Ferris (1999)the importance of feedback in ESL/EFL writing is generally accepted, although the way of providing it remains under discussion (Nelson & Schunn, 2007).


  The situation with feedback on content has also been problematic, maybe even more than the feedback on form. Research has demonstrated that teacher comments on feedback on content are usually vague, contradictory and sometimes provide no guidance to the student (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fregeau, 1999; Leki, 1990). The outcome of this situation is that students often become frustrated and discouraged and consequently ignore the comments, a situation which reduces the possibility of students improving their writing skills (J. G. Williams, 2003).


  For feedback to be effective, it has to comply with some features. These features were depicted by Hartshorn (2008) as manageability, meaningfulness, timeliness, and constancy. As for manageability, this is a key point because if teachers are burdened with too much work, this practice would be abandoned. Therefore, how much time the teacher spends on giving feedback becomes a key factor of good feedback on writing. In terms of meaningfulness, according to McGarrell and Verbeem (2007), feedback on writing should prioritize content over form in order to have students focus on the communicative purpose of writing. The third trait, timeliness, refers to the promptness of feedback, for instance, the sooner a text is commented on and corrected, the better. The fourth trait, constancy, takes an educational keystone into consideration; if not practiced, knowledge can be forgotten, hence improvement in writing could not be attained (Leki 1990).


  It is also important that feedback should be focused in order to avoid overwhelming the students with too much information (Alghazo, Bani Abdelrahman, & Abu Qbeitah, 2009). We also favor a blend between direct and indirect feedback (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1996), beginning with direct outright feedback on mistakes and moving on to indirect feedback as soon as the learners are familiar with the names and the nature of mistakes.


  A useful strategy of a good feedback methodology is that of a short teacher-student conference (Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005). Having a person-to-person conference might sound ideal but given the constraints addressed above, it is not always possible; most of the time it will not be. For this reason, this study relies on screencasts, which allow for asynchronous feedback with the support of video images and voice.


  Screencasts


  Screencasts are digital recordings of the activity on a computer screen, accompanied by voiceover narration. The use of screencasts to provide feedback on writing is in its starting stage, with still few studies reporting on its use. Screencasting can be used by teachers to respond to any assignment that is submitted in an electronic format (Thompson & Lee, 2012).


  Sror (2012) performed a study with ESL learners in Canada intended to raise awareness of screencasting as a readily available tool. A study with EFL students was conducted by McGarrell and Alvira (2013) and concluded that students overwhelmingly preferred the use of screencasts over conventional feedback. Another study was performed by Harper, Green, and Fernandez-Toro (2015). The findings indicated that both students and tutors liked the tool because hearing the tutors voice engaged the students affectively and the explanations were considered clear and easy to retain. These four previous studies take the topic to a point where they could demonstrate that it is worth using screencasts, but do not get deeper into how to use them intertwined with sound pedagogical strategies about feedback on writing. The present study intends to take a step forward and propose a more comprehensive approach on this matter.


  Other studies address the use of screencast in contexts different from ESL/EFL settings. Thompson and Lee (2012) found in their study developed in a first language context, in an online learning environment, that student reaction to feedback with screencasts was highly positive and students preferred this form to traditional written comments. Vincelette and Bostic (2013) researched writings of language students and analyzed their feedback preference and improvement in performance. Again, the conclusions are positive in favor of screencasts.


  A common characteristic found in the literature review was that the research subjects expressed their preference for the use of screencasts over traditional feedback, and this motivational predilection was also found in this study where students overwhelmingly favor its use. Another factor is the multisensory aspect of screencasts that students prefer due to its multimodality, where the instructor relies on various types of media to give feedback (Crews & Wilkinson, 2010; Greivenkamp, Stoll, & Johnston, 2009; Ice, Swan, Diaz, Kupczynski, & Swan-Dagen, 2010; Oomen-Early, Bold, Wiginton, Gallien, & Anderson, 2008; Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2011; Vincelette, 2013).


  Outside of the field of feedback on writing, there is a growing body of research that supports the use of screencasts in education. An example of that is the study of Soto and Ambrose (2015), in which they highlight how screencasting can be used as a formative assessment tool in the teaching of mathematics in elementary school.


  Nonetheless, highlighting the importance of instructional methods over the media that deliver them is of paramount importance, as stated by Clark (1983, 1991). This author claims that the choice of feedback methodsnot mediaimpacts learning, without downplaying the importance of the media used, which play an important role in the process. In the case of this study, the benefit of the use of screencasts lies in their capacity to strengthen the methodological traits of the feedback process.


  Method


  The characteristics and purposes of the study fall within the realm of qualitative action research which is a form of investigation designed for the use of teachers in order to attempt to solve problems and improve professional practices in their own classrooms (Parsons & Brown, 2002). As Kemmis and McTaggart (1992) state, action research is an approach to improving education by changing it and learning from the consequences of changes. It is participatory: it is research through which people work towards the improvement of their own practices (p. 22). This was exactly the case of this study that was aimed at improving the way feedback on writing was being given to the subjects of the research study to help them improve their writing skills but it also relied on the participation of the research subjects. At the same time, this research project can be useful to other practitioners interested in feedback on writing. Also, the way the study was performed, where there was a cyclical repetition of the steps of process writing (see the steps in the Procedure section) in every new writing, matches a key characteristic of action research, which, according to Kemmis and McTaggart (1992), develops through the self-reflective spiral: a spiral of cycles of planning, acting (implementing plans), observing (systematically), reflecting, and then re-planning, further implementation, observing and reflecting (p. 22). Every time a needs analysis was carried out it led to reflection, then implementation, data collection, and then again back to analysis and the implementation of changes throughout the process.


  All this research work is in line with the state of the art theory about feedback on writing such as that proposed by Ferris (2003) and McGarrell and Verbeem (2007).


  Procedure


  Three forms were designed to be used as instruments: a pre-study and a post-study questionnaire, and the students writings. The research subjects comprised a group of 18 university students who were majoring in different academic programs and who had a B1 level of English. The study was performed throughout 16 weeks. The students wrote a diagnostic paragraph about their childhood at the beginning of the semester and a post-test paragraph about the same topic at the end of the semester.


  The screencasts used in the study are called JING and are made by TechSmith (www.techsmith.com). The use of these screencasts has been free and the producer asserts in its website that it will continue being free. To use this tool, it has to be installed on the teachers computer but it is not necessary that the students do the same, and the time limit for each screencast is five minutes. Besides the teacher-researcher, another teacher also participated in the project as a second and independent evaluator.


  The feedback provided by the teacher-researcher to each student followed Ferris (2003) and took these steps into consideration:


  
    	The students would send the teacher-researcher their writings by e-mail. The teacher would read the whole writing in order to assess understanding. If the conveyance of ideas needed little work, then the teacher would write error conventions next to each mistake and would write brief observations at the end of the paper. Otherwise, the teacher would focus the comments exclusively on content.


    	The teacher would start the oral feedback with the screencasts by giving general and encouraging remarks such as youre improving your level of writing.


    	Continuing with screencasts, the teacher would comment orally on the weaknesses of the writing and would give recommendations to improve those aspects.


    	In many cases, the teacher would recommend, in writing or orally, that students develop some exercises intended to help them improve their writing within a time limit.


    	Finally, the teacher-researcher would upload the audiovisual file into the softwares platform using the screencasts in order to extract the link to the video of the writing and would send it to the student by e-mail along with the file of the writing in order to have the students develop their second version of the text. It was useful for them to continue their work on the file containing the teachers comments. Because the teachers feedback was also written, there were some remarks in each students file.


    	Once the students had submitted their final version, both the teacher-researcher and the other participating teacher graded the writings independently, based on the following criteria: (1) Students had to be able to write coherent and cohesive paragraphs, including all their components: a clear topic sentence, supporting ideas, and a closing sentence. (2) The grammar and the vocabulary had to be applied in accordance with the course objectives.

  


  The types of paragraphs students wrote were narrative and descriptive. Every time the students engaged in writing, various pre-writing activities were performed with the idea of preparing the students. Both the pre-writing and writing activities were accomplished in a two-hour, face-to-face session. Students wrote their first draft in this session and the teacher sent the feedback to them after the session and then had the students do their final writings by themselves. Finally, the teacher gave feedback on the final writing. The same process was repeated up to four cycles addressing the features described in Table 1. The grammar points, the types of paragraphs, and the topics students worked on in the four cycles are described below.
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  Students filled out the pre-study questionnaire and provided the draft and revised version of the three writing tasks. Also, they had to hand in a final version of their writings based on the teachers feedback and, finally, they had to fill out the post-study questionnaire. The students did all the writings in class sessions and the teacher was always present. To maintain participants anonymity, each participant was assigned a number.


  Data Analysis


  A blend of content analysis and grounded theory was used in order to reduce the amount of written data to make it more manageable and understandable (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007) and to facilitate the building of a valid theory from the data analyzed.


  Findings


  The way in which autonomy was fostered is shown through a number of reasons given by students in the instruments used. As a result, concepts such as motivation, independent work, writing improvement, awareness of mistakes, motivation, usefulness of feedback, and personalization of feedback were encountered. These are only ways of how and why autonomy was fostered. For this reason, the analysis made does not delve deeply into each one of them but they are only treated up to the extent where they serve the purpose of highlighting the way in which autonomy was fostered. There are ways in which the guidance provided to students left room for their own initiative after being trained in choosing additional sources of information to further consolidate the feedback given by the teacher.


  Here is an example of how the teacher left room for students own initiative to search for additional feedback sources:


  At the bottom of the ms Word file in which Student 9 had written her draft of the writing about a trip to the desert, the teacher wrote:


  
    Interesting story!
  


  
    Do some sentence structure exercises.
  


  
    Make your own vocabulary list
  


  As for students perceptions about the usefulness of the feedback provided, the largest number of students perceived that it was very helpful to improve their writings.


  When triangulating students opinions (see Table 3) with the grades they achieved on the writings (see Table 4), the conclusion is that the two pieces of information show coherence and this is supported by the quality of students writings, as seen in Table 2, where samples of a students diagnostic and final writings are presented.


  [image: ]


  The aspects of grammar and mechanics that students received feedback on were spelling, word order, missing words, missing subjects, sentence structure, use of definite and indefinite articles, use of plural and singular, use of prepositions, use of countable and uncountable nouns, use of comparatives/superlatives, use of the passive voice, use of ing/ed adjectives, and lastly, use of zero, first, second, and third conditionals.


  The improvement on paragraph structure is evidenced in the average grade of students. In the diagnostic writing, students had an average grade of 3.22/5.0 for paragraph structure, and in the final writing the grade for the same aspect was 4.44/5.0. An example of this can be seen in Table 2 where it can be observed that the students development of his writing skills improved in different aspects. To begin with, in the first writing, he wrote a list of facts or events without paragraph structure; there was not really a concluding sentence and the whole writing lacked coherence devices to make the story flow. In addition, there are several grammatical mistakes and the student tended to mostly use basic structures. On the other hand, in the final writing, improvement on the paragraph structure, coherence and cohesion can be seen. For instance, with regard to the paragraph structure, the student improved in the use of topic sentences, supporting ideas (and there were many ideas exemplifying his description), and the concluding sentence. As for the coherence and cohesion the reader can see how the story flows in such a way that it is easy to follow the description. Finally, as far as grammar is concerned, the basic structures are better used and the student is also using more sophisticated grammatical structures.


  In this case, the improvement was in all the topics mentioned above. However, the majority of the improvement can be seen in the grammatical aspect. In the first writing, it can be seen that the student made many mistakes of different types: subject-verb agreement, wrong conjugation of verbs in the past tense, wrong use of basic structures, and wrong use of adverbs. However, in the final writing, the student corrected many of these mistakes and even used more complex grammatical structures. Also, his story has more details that make it easier to read.


  The aspects taken into consideration in order to analyze students progress in coherence and cohesion were: use of connectors and punctuation problems that interfered with the flow of the story (run-on sentences).


  The final conclusion was that feedback on writing is a tool to enhance writing because it increases motivation and also leads to scaffolding and this improvement can be evidenced in grammar, coherence, and cohesion.


  The finding related to the surprising motivational effectiveness of screencasts as tools to provide oral feedback was an important spin-off of this research work which makes further research on this point worth carrying out. Table 3 is a summary of the students opinions about the feedback received. The percentage indicates the level of acceptance.
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  Discussion


  The main finding after the implementation of this study was that students autonomy increased. It was made evident by the high level of motivation shown by the students in their comments in the post-study questionnaire and confirmed with the grades awarded in their writings. In the case of this study, where students were supposed to perform activities not necessarily on a whim, but for their own selves, we saw the logic behind Little (2007), who said they need to be highly motivated in order to act autonomously. When students made the decision of undertaking the writing of a text and to develop the revision of the same writing based on the teachers feedback, it was because they were fired by the motivational mood of the teachers commentary. The feedback was based on the assumption that writers can create their own communicative purpose beyond the purpose of the assignment and this option needs to be taken advantage of in order to motivate revision and then improvement (McGarrell & Verbeem, 2007). Also, the content of the teachers comments, which could be understood by the learners, also played the role of scaffolding as stated earlier. These instructions from the teacher were understood by the learners and helped them to develop the writing tasks and confirm Farahanis (2014) assertion that autonomy is materialized through the cooperation of both the teacher and learner (p. 109); also, the students seemed to be within Vygotskys (1978) zone of proximal development1 as can be inferred in students comments which acknowledged their having been helped by teacher commentary to improve their writings.


  It is necessary to highlight the fact that the writings were graded by a trained and experienced teacher different from the researcher and also double checked by the researcher.


  About paragraph structure, it can be said that the written and oral feedback provided for the students helped them to improve their paragraph writing skills. As mentioned above, the aspects analyzed in paragraph structure were the following: inclusion of a topic sentence, supporting ideas, and a concluding sentence. Also, number of words was considered.


  Paragraph structure was an aspect on which the teacher-researcher insisted on when dealing with the students in order to have them improve their writings and this effort yielded good results as shown in Table 4.
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  Some students referred to paragraph structure in the post-study questionnaire expressing their awareness of the improvement they had experienced. It is clear that the use of connectors was increased and improved upon as seen in the students writings and reflected in their grades; the mistakes in punctuation decreased and the presence of run-on sentences almost disappeared.


  Regarding grammar, this was the aspect most frequently mentioned by the students and the one in which they showed significant progress.


  There were cases where improvement in the writing performance was remarkable. There was a student that received a grade of 1 of a possible 5 (highest) in the diagnostic writing and a grade of 4 in the final composition. In the case of this student, the feedback from the teacher was detailed and abundant. The student understood it and was able to use it for his benefit as his outcome at the end of the course shows. No doubt that many factors could be involved in the students progress, such as help from other people, but the purpose of feedback provided was precisely aimed at having the students work with all their resources available in order to improve their writings. What is interesting to note is that it was the specific guiding remarks provided by the teacher in the feedback that sparked the students interest to improve and also to search for help when necessary, inside or outside the classroom. In the case of Student 3, he seemed to ignore what a topic sentence was, at the beginning of the course. When he handed in the third and the final writings he had polished his writing skill on a point on which he had received feedback from the teacher.


  Conclusion


  In conclusion, coded, written, and oral feedback with the use of screencasts helped students to improve their paragraph writing skills.


  Consequently, it is coherent with the research results to say that the research objective was accomplished satisfactorily to the extent of having improved students performance. At the same time, these outcomes open doors for further applications and research on this topic.


  In summary, we can say that feedback on writing is a tool to enhance writing because it increases autonomy and also leads to scaffolding and this improvement can be evidenced in improved motivation and grammar, paragraph structure, coherence, and cohesion.


  First of all, second language teachers should consider giving students coded written and oral feedback on their writings, with the use of screencasts, as it has been demonstrated that if applied judiciously, it can yield significant benefits for the students learning process. The use of screencasts to provide feedback on writing is highly recommended due to the benefits for the students. An aspect that should be considered in the training of teachers to use this tool is that of the benefits in terms of quality and time. Teachers who work in the Colombian context, where time constraints are a problem, could avoid the use of this tool due to the idea that it can be too time consuming. Therefore, it should be a priority to train them in the efficient use of the tool.


  Whatever the tools teachers decide to work with, as Lakarnchua and Wasanasomsithi (2014) recommend in the case of microblogging, it is advisable that students get trained before they start to develop their writing process.


  It is important to consider that the writing skill should be given more importance in the EFL classroom due to its potential as a tool to benefit students academic performance and to the growing awareness of the beneficial impact of writing skills on language learning as a whole (Graham & Herbert, 2011).


  Finally, since feedback must be manageable, timely, and meaningful (Hartshorn, 2008), it demands a continuous effort from the teacher, and also the student, in terms of number of papers to be done and corrected and in terms of organization that permits the teacher to keep track of students progress and to make meaningful remarks that suit the needs of every student. On the other hand, the need to be focused on priorities (Zamel, 1985) poses a continuing challenge for teachers as students drafts contain numerous types of errors that force the teacher to make continuous decisions about which points to work on and which to ignore, at least momentarily. In the implementation of this research project it was easy to be focused on the program objectives, but it was not as easy to focus on students needs since they can be varied and differ significantly from one student to another and they can also vary over time.


  One of the limitations of this study was that some of the students were absent from some of the sessions and it caused the writings of nine students to be collected partially. Nonetheless, all of them responded to the post-study questionnaire and could express their feelings about the process.


  On the other hand, no similar studies in the Latin American context have been found. Previous studies would have helped to understand ways in which screencasts could be used in different settings of the Colombian and Latin American contexts.


  A valuable research possibility lies in the development of adequate blended feedback (i.e., written and oral) when using screencasts. What is best to be said through writing? What through oral comments? What in both ways? The effectiveness of each solution should be demonstrated through research in order to improve the quality of the teaching of writing.


  Finally, research on the relationship between the level of writing of the students in two languages, their native language and in English, is needed for both the teaching of writing and for the purpose of improving feedback on writing strategies. One of the many benefits a study of this type could yield is that it would help to establish a clear distinction between surface errors and deep-level errors and to shed light on efficient ways to treat them. It would be interesting if more studies of this type were undertaken in order to assess the impact of the use of screencasts at different levels of English and where the number of students is bigger.

  


  1The distance between what the learner can do on her/his own and what he or she can do under adult guidance (Vygotsky, 1978).
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  This article reports the results of an action-research project focused on improving students communicative competence in English through the task-based learning approach. This study was conducted in a co-educational public school in Medelln (Colombia) with thirty-four tenth graders. Actions implemented include the development of a series of tasks and the definition of four thematic units consistent with the syllabus and students interests and needs. The results evidence students significant improvements in their communicative competence in English. Findings also show that implementation of the task-based approach was affected by factors related to the teachers role and others related to students performance.


  Key words: Communicative competence, English as a foreign language, language learning, task-based learning approach.

  


  Este artculo presenta los resultados de un proyecto de investigacin-accin que se enfoc en el mejoramiento de la competencia comunicativa en ingls de los estudiantes mediante el enfoque de aprendizaje basado en tareas. Este estudio fue realizado en un colegio pblico mixto de la ciudad de Medelln (Colombia) con treinta y cuatro estudiantes de dcimo grado. Las acciones implementadas incluyen el desarrollo de una serie de tareas y la definicin de cuatro unidades temticas acorde con el currculo y los intereses y necesidades de los estudiantes. Los resultados evidencian mejoras significativas en la competencia comunicativa en ingls de los estudiantes. Los resultados tambin muestran que la implementacin del enfoque basado en tareas fue afectada por factores relacionados con el rol de los profesores y otros relacionados con el desempeo de los estudiantes.


  Palabras clave: aprendizaje de lenguas, competencia comunicativa, enfoque de aprendizaje basado en tareas, ingls como lengua extranjera.

  


  Introduction


  Despite the support that policies and curricula give to the development of English learners communicative competence in English as a foreign language (EFL) contexts, instruction is still focused on the traditional test-oriented or form-based approaches (Littlewood, 2007; Savignon & Wang, 2003). In Colombia, the National Ministry of Education intends to give teachers and administrators guidelines to develop students communicative competence through proposals such as the Estndares Bsicos de Competencias en Lenguas Extranjeras: Ingls (Basic Standards of Competences in Foreign Languages: English, Ministerio de Educacin Nacional, 2006). However, an overemphasis on teaching grammatical forms and written language remains at almost all levels of education and English learners give evidence not only of limited knowledge of linguistic forms, as revealed by national tests (Cely, 2007), but also of an inability to carry out a simple communicative situation after several years of classroom instruction (Vlez-Rendn, 2003, p. 191).


  The aforementioned problem was evident in the tenth grade English class where this study was developed. The class took place in a co-educational public school located in the Northeast area of Medelln (Colombia). This school had a population of 1,409 students from low and middle-low socioeconomic statuses, and with a low level of English proficiency. The syllabus proposed by the school for tenth grade gave teachers guidelines to develop students communicative competence, but I noticed that my 34 tenth graders had not developed it enough despite having attended English classes every school year. Several factors contributed to this situation: (1) Students were not provided with enough opportunities to use the English learned in class to communicate ideas or interact spontaneously; (2) my cooperating teacher (CT) taught the class in Spanish and therefore, there was an absence of exposure to spoken English; and (3) the English lessons were focused on preparing the students for their mid-term exams as well as teaching vocabulary, grammatical structures, and tenses. As a consequence, the use of bilingual dictionaries and exercises involving grammar and translation was frequent.


  After observing the aforementioned conditions and the lack of opportunities for my students to improve their communicative competence, I identified the need to implement a teaching approach that would help to improve this competence. Consequently, I decided to implement the task-based learning (TBL) approach based on the framework of TBL teaching proposed by Willis (1996). This approach combines the best insights from communicative language teaching with an organized focus on language form (Willis, 1996, p. 1), and in most of the cases where scholars embedded the task-based approach in their teaching instead of other approaches, the results were positive in relation to the students use of the target language and communicative competence (Lopez, 2004; Tanasarnsanee, 2002). Through this approach, students participating in this study were expected to develop different tasks in class that exposed them to spoken and written English, gave them opportunities to use the language in a spontaneous or planned way, and addressed their attention towards the form and grammar at the end of the tasks.


  Considering the facts acknowledged here, this research sought to improve a group of tenth graders English communicative competence through the implementation of the TBL approach, developing a series of tasks that involved students interests and fostering students oral and written production through TBL founded classes. Therefore, in order to frame this research inquiry, I proposed this question: How can the implementation of the TBL approach improve a group of tenth graders English communicative competence in a public high school?


  Theoretical Framework


  On this theoretical framework, I briefly present a debate that allowed the evolution of the concept of communicative competence in language learning and teaching. Secondly, I share some authors insights on that competence, on the TBL approach, and their relationship. Then, I present a brief state of the art of the research conducted in EFL contexts related to this study. Finally, I state the need for exploring the TBL approach in our EFL classrooms and its effects on the students communicative competence.


  The debate that started the evolution of the concept of communicative competence emerged in the late 1960s. Several linguists called into question the grammatical focus of the grammar-translation and audio-lingual methods of foreign language teaching by arguing that language learning involved more than grammatical competence (Richards, 2006). Chomsky (1959) was among the first researchers to point out the limitations of structural theories of language. He introduced a distinction between competence (the monolingual speaker-listeners knowledge of language) and performance (the actual use of language in real situations). This distinction was then seen as too narrow by Hymes (1972), who believed that communicative competence not only implied the development of a grammatical competence but the ability to use language in a variety of communicative situations, thus bringing the sociolinguistic perspective into Chomskys notion of competence. As a result of the debate, many linguists started to contribute to the further development of the concept of communicative competence and new methods.


  Thereafter, different authors in the field of language acquisition and foreign language learning came out with insights on the communicative competence. One of them was Savignon (1972) who defined communicative competence as the ability to function in a truly communicative settingthat is, in a dynamic exchange in which linguistic competence must adapt itself to the total information input, both linguistic and paralinguistic, of one or more interlocutors (p. 8). She described this competence as a dynamic and relative concept that is more interpersonal than intrapersonal, largely defined by context, and dependent on the negotiation of meaning and cooperation of all the participants involved (Savignon, 1972). Savignons description as well as Willis and Willis (2007) insights suggested the implementation of methods and approaches in EFL classrooms that equipped students to improve both their linguistic and communicative competence.


  Indeed, one of the approaches proposed to respond to learners communicative needs was TBL, whose aim is to develop students ability to communicate. In TBL, communication takes place by using the grammatical system of the language, which supports the idea that communicative competence can only exist on a foundation of grammatical competence (Littlewood, 2000, p. 40). TBL provides students with a learning context that requires the use of the target language through communicative tasks, understanding task to be a goal-oriented communicative activity with a specific outcome, where the emphasis is on exchanging meanings not producing specific language form (Willis, 1996, p. 36). Tasks are characterized by integrating language skills, removing teacher-centered instruction, providing opportunities for spontaneous interaction in the foreign language, and increasing learners fluency, accuracy, and ability to interact in real-life contexts (Willis, 1996). Accordingly, EFL classrooms are well suited for TBL, which is supported by the studies stated below.


  Effectively, studies conducted in international EFL contexts have supported the finding that TBL engages learners in certain mental processing that is useful for acquisition, promotes the use of language for a communicative purpose (Ellis, 2000; Nunan, 2005), and enhances students oral discourse in terms of utterance length or complexity, fluency, and accuracy (Skehan & Foster, 1997). Lochana and Debs (2006) findings, after conducting a study in an education society in India, suggested that TBL was beneficial to learners not only in terms of proficiency enhancement, but motivation. Likewise, in an experiment in a Brazilian private school, Lopez (2004) found that students learned English more effectively through TBL because they were using the language to access information, solve problems, and talk about personal experiences, and then were able to deal with real life situations. Moreover, in a book published by Leaver and Willis (2004), they presented some us foreign language programs that implemented task-based instruction, whose major outcomes included student motivation and satisfaction, higher proficiency results, risk taking, better program evaluation results, and curricular flexibility.


  Furthermore, in our Colombian EFL context, Gutirrez Gutirrez (2005) conducted a study to investigate some ninth graders oral skills improvements while implementing TBL instruction. She proved it to be effective and concluded that the tasks implemented let students express their feelings and opinions freely and use language meaningfully and effectively. Likewise, Pea and Onatra (2009) conducted a study on TBL in a public school to investigate students oral outputs. They found that the tasks favored students fluency, vocabulary, strategies to maintain communication, and promoted the use of language purposefully. In another study, the TBL approach was applied to the design of a multimodal didactic unit, which encouraged authentic communication inside a familiar environment for the students (Facebook), and allowed them to monitor themselves through virtual connections (Aldana Gutirrez, Baquero Rodrguez, Rivero Ortiz, & Romero Garca, 2012). The implementation of task-based activities also helped 35 eighth-graders to comprehend and manipulate information, as well as interact meaningfully and spontaneously in an oral way (Gonzlez Humanez & Arias, 2009). In brief, the aforementioned findings are likely to encourage teachers in our context to feel confident when carrying out TBL in their EFL classrooms, since this approach fulfills fundamental conditions for learning a foreign language, namely exposure, meaningful use, and motivation, as Willis (1996) claims.


  As for communicative competence, some publications also dealt with it in our Colombian context. Jaime Osorio and Insuasty (2015) carried out a study to analyze the teaching practices used by some teachers in their English lessons and their effects on the development of students communicative competence. It revealed the prevalence of the pre-communicative teaching practices over the communicative ones, and a satisfactory influence of the teaching practices on the development of students communicative competence, more at the level of the pragmatic component than the organizational one. Likewise, Gonzlez Pelez (2008) conducted a study to establish the relationship between what English teachers understood about communicative competence and what they actually did in their classes. One of her findings showed how hard it was to define what communicative competence is in teachers own words.


  However, despite our finding studies on TBL as regards Colombian classrooms, we feel that few have shed light on how beneficial its implementation can be for students communicative competence, where both oral and written production are involved. This is the reason why this study advocated for the TBL approach implementation in my particular EFL classroom, where traditional teaching methods were applied as a way to facilitate relevant improvements on students communicative competence.


  Method


  This research follows the qualitative paradigm as described by Merriam (1998), who characterizes qualitative research as understanding the meaning people have constructed, in which reality is a main component, the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, and fieldwork is usually involved as well as inductive research strategies. In regard to the type of research, this project was developed under the action research method, following the fourstage cycle suggested by Mertler (2006): planning, acting, developing, and reflecting. This cycle was proposed and adapted by different authors who have also defined action research as a process of inquiry that is conducted to improve conditions and practices by incorporating change and social action (Carr & Kemmis, 1983; Elliott, 1991; Kemmis & McTaggart, 1982; Lewin, 1946). Accordingly, this study used its results to promote changes in the English classes of a public school and to improve the participating educators teaching practices.


  Planning Actions


  As part of the planning cycle of this action research and in order to improve students English communicative competence, I planned on implementing two teaching actions through a series of steps. The actions consisted basically of (1) defining four thematic units coherent with students interests, needs, and the syllabus; and (2) implementing the TBL approach through the development of a series of tasks based on Willis proposal (1996), whose insights significantly guided this study.


  Additionally, to collect data for this study, I planned on using the following instruments: (a) field notes to record the events within the classroom; (b) two semi-structured interviews with my CT, one at the beginning and one at the end of my teaching actions implementation in order to know his opinion about my research and the improvements he identified regarding students communicative competence during my project implementation; (c) a survey of the whole class with multiple choice questions carried out at the end of my teaching actions to identify how students perceived their English communicative competence; (d) two semi-structured interviews with ten students selected and divided into three focal groups according to their participation in the English class, conducted at the same time as my CT interviews with the purposes of learning their opinion about my research, the improvements they perceived in their communicative competence after my implementation, and expanding information gathered through the survey; and (e) students artifacts, such as written texts and recorded oral presentations, collected as results of different tasks in order to identify improvements in students communicative competence.


  Development of the Actions


  The aforementioned teaching actions were developed during the acting cycle of this action research carried out throughout the second semester of this study and were aimed at fulfilling the study objectives. For the first action, defining four thematic units, I applied a survey in class to identify topics and activities the students were interested in. Subsequently, my students voted for these topics as their favorite ones: music, movies and TV series, love, and sports. I later integrated these topics to the content established in the course syllabus, creating the four different thematic units for the rest of the year. However, because of issues of time, only two units were covered.


  The other action that I carried out was implementing the TBL approach through the development of some types of tasks suggested by Willis (1996) in order to help students improve their English communicative competence. The development of those tasks was also based on Willis (1996) framework for TBL that consisted of a pre-task stage, a task cycle (task, planning stage, report stage), and a language focus stage (practice and analysis stage). The types of tasks implemented were chosen according to the class content and the tasks level of difficulty as presented below.


  As part of the first unit, I implemented two tasks. The first one involved a listing and a comparing task which consisted of (1) choosing a favorite music style in groups of four, (2) sharing their previous knowledge and writing ideas on the music style, (3) reading an article in English about it, and (4) comparing information and making a list of new data about the music style. In the report stage, students reported orally their previous knowledge and new data to the class; and then, I corrected their pronunciation and written ideas in the focus language stage.


  The second task was focused on comparing and sharing personal experiences where students shared in groups of three the music styles they liked the most and least, and justified their answers in English. In the pre-task, we listened to a dialogue exemplifying how to carry out the task and students were given useful vocabulary and expressions to ask for and give opinions. Some difficulties in the task were that few students used English orally in the sharing task and some wrote their preferences in Spanish and translated them into English, losing the opportunity of using spontaneous language. From the discussion, the groups of students took notes on the similarities and differences found in their preferences, which were orally reported later. In the focus stage, students learned some linking words and completed a contextualized paragraph with verbs conjugated in simple present, and some sentences using the auxiliary do or does. In the practice stage, students wrote an opinion about a music genre using the language learned.


  Subsequently, I developed a task in the second unit related to a TV series. To involve my students interests, we decided altogether on a TV series that they would like to watch. We watched an episode of the TV series and students had to write a summary, but few of them handed it in. Two tasks were developed based on the TV series. The first one was a sharing of personal experiences task where students wrote an opinion about the TV series using the vocabulary and grammar previously learned. The second task involved the listing, ordering, sorting, and sharing of a personal experiences task, where students in groups of three decided if the TV series watched should be shown in Colombia. They then listed and ranked three arguments that supported their decision, and decided on their best argument. After these tasks, I did not carry out a language focus stage because of time constraints.


  All the aforementioned tasks counted on pretasks where students were expected to activate their background knowledge, learn useful vocabulary for the task cycle, pronounce words or write sentences using part of the vocabulary taught, and be exposed to spoken and written English through short readings, dictations, audio recordings, videos, and posters. The task cycles and report stages that were developed involved a variety of activities and students interests. In these stages, I promoted group work and opportunities for students to speak and write in English with a meaningful purpose. Finally, in the language focus stages, students were expected to improve their writing and speaking in English through the analysis and practice of the language learned throughout the task, and the revision and correction of relevant mistakes made by the group of students in terms of grammar, punctuation, syntax, and pronunciation during the task and report stage.


  Data Analysis


  To analyze the data collected, I first transcribed the interviews. Then, I organized the transcripts and journal entries and numbered all the pages. Next, following Altrichter, Posch, and Somekh (1993), I read and coded the data for preliminary categories through open coding, which shed light on broader categories and recurrent themes in the data.


  To analyze the survey (Appendix), I first arranged the responses gathered for each list question on a summary sheet and then I tabulated the quantity of responses and set some of them into percentages (Bell, 1993). I finally interpreted and coded the data. In the case of the students artifacts, I compared some of them to identify changes on students communicative competence that helped me answer my research question.


  Once I finished this analysis, I rearranged all the data in broader categories through focused coding and regrouped excerpts of the data (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Next, I organized the categories in a frequency chart. In order to achieve validity, I triangulated the data obtained from the different data collection sources looking for patterns and recurrent categories, aiming for corroborating findings and verifying their consistency (Altrichter et al., 1993). In that way, I was then able to construct core themes and draw some conclusions that helped me answer my research question. In the following section, I present a summary of what I found.


  Findings


  The processes described in the previous sections, as part of the observation and reflection cycles of this action research, led to some meaningful results in this study, whose purpose was to improve students English communicative competence through the implementation of the TBL approach. These findings are divided into these two interrelated main themes: Improvements on Students English Communicative Competence and Factors That Affected the TBL Approach Implementation. Some sub-themes were also identified, as shown in Table 1. In the following sections, I provide further explanations of each of these findings.


  [image: ]


  Improvements on Students English Communicative Competence


  Data revealed that students improved their communicative competence through the implementation of listing, ordering and sorting, comparing, and sharing personal experiences tasks as part of the framework for TBL proposed by Willis (1996). Through these tasks students were able to speak and write in English with a purpose despite the language inaccuracy because sometimes students progress is more possible after lowering their anxiety by avoiding teachers corrections (Pea & Onatra, 2009), and in task-based instruction the main concern is not the small pieces of language, but the practical purposes for which language must be used (Brown, 2001).


  Nonetheless, students were sometimes able to construct well-structured sentences and activate their prior knowledge. As Forero Rocha (2005) states in her study conducted in a Colombian high-school, it is very important to consider students prior knowledge when planning a TBL class. Indeed, a good task generates opportunities for learners to experience, activate as much language as possible, and recall and use the language they already know (Willis, 1996; Willis & Willis, 2007). The following extract from my journal illustrates that students were able to use grammar and vocabulary learned previously in class with a meaningful purpose through a sharing personal experience task about justifying the music styles they liked the most and least:


  
    I saw that students could use the grammatical structures and vocabulary learned previously in class to communicate meaning orally. They could use the grammar structures and vocabulary with a purpose that was expressing their music preferences to their classmates. In brief, the task could contribute to the development of the students communicative competence (Journal, September 6, 2012).
  


  The aforementioned improvements were also evident in the students artifacts collected. For instance, I found that through sharing personal experiences tasks, students developed the ability to construct personal opinions in English and to justify their answers orally and in a written way, as this student answered when asked about his learning: I learned to say the why of things, why I like something, and to give my own opinion1 (Focus group 2, October 31, 2012). This is contrasted with students lack of ability to share opinions before the action cycle, as shown by the following students words when asked about her learning in previous years: I did not know [how to give opinions]. Maybe we have studied it, but I do not remember (Focus group 1, October 31, 2012). This finding shows how engaging learners in task work provides a better context for the activation of learning processes (Richards & Rodgers, 2004, p. 223) and how the negotiation of meaning in TBL provides the input and output necessary for language acquisition.


  After analyzing three different opinions that students wrote before, in the middle and at the end of the implementation about a reading, a music style, and a TV series episode respectively, I found that by the end of the TBL implementation students were able to communicate their ideas in a clearer way and produce more accurate written language without leaving the importance of meaning aside. In this respect, Willis (1996) states that students are likely to make mistakes at first, but they gradually get more accurate as their repertoire of language increases. The three sharing-personal-experiences tasks came with the same instructions and conditions: Students had to write an opinion without any specific length by just using a dictionary, the vocabulary learned in the pre-tasks, and their background knowledge. The aforementioned improvements are illustrated in Figures 1, 2, and 3, which are artifacts collected from the same student.
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  These data also suggest that students language performance improves after their practice on the same task. Bygate (2001) proved through a larger study on the influence of practicing a type of task that repetition led to greater accuracy, fluency, and complexity of performance on the same task.


  As for the oral part, some improvements in learners fluency, pronunciation, and accuracy were identified. This was evident the several times that I asked students for oral opinions, since their performance showed gradual improvements in terms of pronunciation, fluency, and they were able to construct short but wellstructured sentences in a spontaneous way. In fact, in the study conducted by Forero Rocha (2005), she showed that improvements of students oral interaction through the use of TBL in a large group occurred as a gradual process, which required providing several opportunities to practice the language; besides, a benefit of task repetition is that learners get more fluency in terms of pausing and speed (Bygate, 2001). In the last focus groups that I carried out, students expressed that they improved their pronunciation and vocabulary thanks to the pre-task activities where we pronounced different words and I assessed students individual pronunciation. In the following excerpt from one of the final focus groups, a student explained how through the practices on pronunciation he made improvements:


  
    For instance, [the words] that you wrote on the board, [and you asked us about] how to say this [a word], so I started thinking how do I say that? If I knew how to say [for example] the word crazy, so I [said] crazy! (well-pronounced). Then one started being aware of the pronunciation. (Focus group 3, October 31, 2012)
  


  Even though most of the students in the last survey gave the same score to their oral and written productions, I found that some students perceived more improvements in either of them, and my CT perceived more improvements in students written part as this excerpt from his interview at the end of my implementation shows:


  
    According to my observations, I have to recognize that students improved in their use of English, and is more evident the improvement in the written part. (CTs interview, November 2, 2012)
  


  Regarding the survey, 11 students gave a higher score to their written production than to their oral and for seven students the scores were the other way around (Appendix). This finding is consistent with the results of Ellis and Yuan (2005) who, in a study on the effects of task planning on oral and written task performance, found that the participants language was more accurate when writing than when speaking (p. 186).


  Students different perceptions of their improvements were also evident in one of the last focus groups, where a student commented: I improved my writing...and [I improved] the pronunciation more or less. Now, I know how to write some things with the words that you gave us. (Focus group 1, October 31, 2012), and another student considered that: [I improved] the speaking. Someone gives me a text in English and I know how to pronounce it (Focus group 2, October 31, 2012). Nevertheless, these students improvements seemed to be also affected by their particular learning styles (James & Gardner, 1995) and participation in class, since the student who commented that her writing improved more than her pronunciation was not very participative in class and the student who expressed that he had improved his speaking skill was a very participative one.


  Data also suggested that the TBL approach helped students in learning vocabulary. This is a significant finding because vocabulary acquisition is viewed as a key aspect to achieve a high level of proficiency in the target language (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008) and is a useful tool for learners to maintain a certain degree of communication when they do not have enough knowledge on structures (Celce-Murcia & Rosensweig, 1989). The pre-tasks that students were exposed to during the action cycle, involving posters, readings, games, audio recordings, and pronunciation activities, not only helped the students to develop the tasks but to expand their vocabulary, correct their pronunciation, and improve their ability to express written or oral ideas in English. In fact, the use of creative, colorful, or user-friendly material in the pre-tasks can help the students to increase their vocabulary as well as their understanding and motivation (Forero Rocha, 2005). When I asked about the learning during the implementation, a student in one of the final focus groups expressed that he expanded his vocabulary, which for him makes English learning easier:


  
    One learned the words much more. It is easier for learning English to know the vocabulary . . . I [improved my English level] about a 50 percent, in some word pronunciations and some words that I did not know. (Focus group 3, October 31, 2012)
  


  Furthermore, in the survey conducted to learn of my students perception of their English proficiency level after my implementation (Appendix), 13 students indicated that their English proficiency level improved between 40 and 60%, and 71% of the students rated their English proficiency level as 3 on a scale of 1 to 5, which can be interpreted as a level that my TBL approach implementation helped to build.


  In general terms, the findings presented above are in accordance with the findings of other researchers who suggest that task based activities are effective methods to improve foreign language learners proficiency in communicative learning (Tanasarnsanee, 2002; Willis, 1996).


  Factors Affecting the TBL Approach Implementation


  Data suggested that some factors affected negatively the TBL approach implementation in my EFL classroom as well as the communicative competence development, which implies different aspects beyond language itself (Gonzlez Pelez, 2008). Those factors are related in part to some students and others to the teachers role.


  Factors Related to Students


  A factor that affected negatively the TBL approach implementation was some few students lack of willingness to participate in some tasks and group work. Probably, as Willis (1996) asserts, students sometimes expect to be seen but not heard (p. 140). Data showed that the students who participated voluntarily were usually the same and some few students participated only when I called on them, as illustrated in the following excerpt from my journal:


  
    I often asked the students if they had any questions about what I was explaining, but they never said anything. Most of the students were very quiet. . . . the students on the right and left side of the classroom were sometimes talking or absent-minded because when I asked them questions about the information I just presented, the students who answered were always those in front and middle of the classroom. (Journal, July 25, 2012)
  


  Apparently, one of the causes of some students lack of participation was their fear of speaking English in public or of mispronouncing words, which is one of the important causes that interfere with the students oral participation in the classroom along with the lack of vocabulary, shyness, and fear of being humiliated (Forero Rocha, 2005; Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Urrutia Len & Vega Cely, 2010). This was supported by the following student in one of the last focus groups who said: One rarely likes to speak, for instance, in my case, I dont like to speak a lot in English because I dont know and people laugh at me because I mispronounce (Focus group 1, October 31, 2012). Nevertheless, data indicated that some of those students willingness to participate in the tasks improved throughout the days.


  In addition, data showed that some students rarely did homework or copied it from classmates. This extract from my journal shows this situation:


  
    I asked the students if they had read the summary that I gave them yesterday from the first episode of the TV series, but any student read it because they had much homework for today. I shared my disappointment and then, I improvised by asking the students who already knew the TV series to tell their classmates what had happened in the first episode. (Journal, September 27, 2012)
  


  Due to that lack of responsibility, sometimes I had to improvise or develop activities in class that were supposed to be students homework. This affected negatively the sequence of the planned tasks, which is one of the key aspects in the implementation and effectiveness of the TBL approach (Salaberry, 2001; Willis, 1996)


  Factors Related to Teacher


  Data indicated that my implementation of TBL was affected by my lack of experience with this approach and with developing the tasks proposed by Willis (1996). This lack of experience was evidenced at the beginning of the implementation by the long time I devoted to the language focus stages, the development of teacher-centered tasks, my lack of enough modeling and vocabulary given to the students before developing the tasks, unclear instructions, and the imbalance between the opportunities to produce oral and written English in the tasks. The following excerpt from my journal shows the reasons why a pre-task and task did not work well:


  
    Something that didnt work well in the task was the time devoted to the oral practice because I asked the whole class to present the dialogue, so it took too much time . . . the pre-task didnt work well either because it was very teacher-centered and the students were bored because the activities were not dynamic. (Journal, July 26, 2012)
  


  Regarding the balance between the opportunities to produce written and oral English in class, data suggested that I gave more opportunities to produce written language than oral, which I did not expect because my idea was to improve both as a whole following Willis (1996) framework for TBL. When asked about the balance in the opportunities, my CT mentioned in his interview that there were opportunities for both things, but most for the written part (CTs interview, November 2, 2012). This excerpt from one of the last focus groups also shows that some students perceived the lack of balance:


  
    S8: There were more opportunities for writing than for speaking.
  


  
    S7: Yes, more for writing.
  


  
    S9: No, for speaking too.
  


  
    S8: But for speaking, there were fewer opportunities than for writing. Every class we wrote, and every other class we pronounced. (Focus group 1, October 31, 2012)
  


  Probably, as Willis (1996) states, in large classes like this one to give individuals enough chance to use the language naturally is more difficult.


  Furthermore, another thing that could affect the implementation was that I could not follow some of the few steps that Willis (1996) mentioned in her framework for TBL. For instance, the recordings that students may hear of others doing a similar task in order to compare outcomes were not accessible for me because this was my first time implementing TBL, and in agreement with the Pea and Onatra (2009) statement, letting learners observe a model during the task cycle is an excellent guide to better understand the purpose and possible outcome of a task (p. 21).


  In a few words, these factors related to the teacher show that some central roles that a teacher should assume in TBL in order to be effective were not properly performed, which include selecting, adapting or creating the tasks, forming a sequence of tasks, and preparing learners for tasks by providing partial demonstration of tasks procedures (Richards & Rodgers, 2004).


  Conclusions and Implications


  Based on the findings I obtained, it was possible to conclude that the implementation of the TBL approach through the development of a series of tasks proposed by Willis (1996), coherent with students interests and needs, succeeded in improving my particular EFL classroom students communicative competence, which was the main purpose of this study. The exposure to English and the frequent opportunities to use the target language through the different tasks and pretasks developed in class, contributed significantly to improve students oral and written production, which was reflected in the different artifacts collected as well as the students participation. However, based on the focal groups conducted at the end of this study, some students perceived more improvements in either of them, somehow due to their learning style and willingness to participate in class. Some of the main improvements identified in students communicative competence included vocabulary increase, fluency, accuracy, and pronunciation.


  Another important aspect that contributed to the improvement of students English communicative competence was the importance given to meaning and purpose over the importance given to the language form in the different tasks developed. As students addressed their attention towards the form and grammar at the end of the tasks, they could use the language in a more spontaneous and meaningful way during the tasks avoiding teachers correction and peers critique, which are important causes of students anxiety (Pea & Onatra, 2009). In this way, students advanced from translating and writing isolated sentences to writing meaningful short paragraphs and expressing their opinions through tasks, such as the sharing of personal experiences one. Nevertheless, all of this was a gradual process where activating students previous knowledge as well as the tasks repetition played an important role because this led to the increase of accuracy, fluency, vocabulary, and a better performance on the same task, as students repertoire of language increased and their management of the task cycle as well (Bygate, 2001; Willis, 1996).


  As for the factors related to teacher and students, I concluded that the role teachers assume in the TBL approach differs from the role in more linguistic or structure-oriented approaches, but it is equally crucial and affects the effectiveness of the approach implementation. Likewise, students performances and improvements are somewhat affected by the teachers role and their own learning styles (James & Gardner, 1995).


  Additionally, this study entailed some implications for teachers practice. The first one is that teachers should pay careful attention to providing students with enough exposure to English and balanced opportunities for oral and written production in order to improve their communicative competence. Also, teachers should not forget how much influence students interests, learning styles, and needs have on their learning process and production. These implications, however, should be seen in a contextualized way, taking into account the reality of the students who participated in this study and the fact that this was the first time they developed tasks through the TBL approach.


  In the end, this project provides a better understanding of the effects of the TBL approach on students English communicative competence, and contributes to the ongoing corpus of research knowledge regarding the TBL approach and communicative competence in EFL classrooms (Ellis, 2000; Gutirrez Gutirrez, 2005; Littlewood, 2007; Lochana & Deb, 2006; Nunan, 2005; Savignon, 1972; Willis, 1996). Further research on these issues could explore to what extent the TBL approach can improve students communicative competence in different settings and learning conditions.

  


  1All of the excerpts from the focus groups were translated from Spanish for publication purposes.
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  Appendix: Responses of Survey Applied After the Teaching Strategies Implementation*


  *All the questions in this survey were translated from Spanish for publication purposes.


  Participants: 31 students (ss) of 34
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  Interpretations of Questions 5 and 6:

  Eleven students assessed their written production at a higher level than their oral production (Eight Ss: oral = 3 and written = 4. Three Ss: oral = 2 and written = 3/4). Seven students assessed their oral production at a higher level than their written production (Five Ss: oral = 4 and written = 3. Two Ss: oral = 3 and written = 2). Thirteen students assessed their oral and written production at the same level (3); just one student considered both production skills in level 4.
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  This paper presents an exploratory action research study carried out by two English as a foreign language teachers in a private, non-profit institution in Bogota, Colombia, with a group of 12 learners in a B1 English course. These students faced difficulties elaborating on their ideas when discussing issues in class. The study placed emphasis on the use of argumentation outlines and peer assessment to boost learners argumentative abilities. Audio-taped conversations and open-ended interviews were used to understand the impact on the pedagogical intervention. Findings revealed that argumentation outlines and peer assessment can promote learners awareness and ability to engage in argumentation processes. Moreover, peer assessment appears to be an essential tool for enhancing personal and collaborative learning, as well as for promoting learner reflection and agency.
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  Este artculo presenta un estudio de investigacin accin exploratoria llevado a cabo en una institucin privada en Bogot, Colombia, con un grupo de 12 estudiantes en un curso de ingls B1. Estos estudiantes enfrentaron dificultades al elaborar sus ideas al discutir temas de clase. El estudio us esquemas de argumentacin y una evaluacin por pares para impulsar las habilidades argumentativas de los alumnos. Se analizaron conversaciones audio grabadas y entrevistas abiertas donde se revel que los esquemas de argumentacin y la evaluacin por pares promueven el conocimiento y la capacidad de participar en los procesos de argumentacin. La evaluacin por pares result ser una herramienta fundamental para mejorar el aprendizaje personal y colaborativo, al igual que para promover la reflexin y actuacin del alumno.
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  Introduction


  Language learning research in the English as a foreign language (EFL) field has often focused on the exploration and study of assessment practices as a way to improve learning (J. D. Brown, 1998). Importantly, the notable shift from structural teaching approaches to communicative, humanistic, and learner-centered approaches (Shaaban, 2005) has opened up space for teachers to see students as active constructors of knowledge (OMalley & Valdez Pierce, 1996).


  For H. D. Brown (2004), practices such as self and peer assessment involve students in their own destiny, encourage autonomy, and increase motivation. Peer assessment has then been considered uniquely valuable because it motivates students to be more careful in their work and amplifies their voice in the learning process (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2003). Nevertheless, not much has been documented in terms of assessment as a collaborative endeavor carried out by learners to claim ownership of their own learning processes.


  For Cheng and Warren (2005), peer assessment has been more commonly incorporated into English language writing instruction where peers respond to and edit each others written work with the aim of helping with revision. Although psychological studies have shown that argumentation skills are associated with high-order cognitive skills, such as conceptual change (Nussbaum & Sinatra, 2003) and nonverbal reasoning (Mercer & Littleton, 2007), as well as with learning outcomes (P. Bell & Linn, 2000), little has been done in the EFL field to explore and document how learners can improve argumentation skills through oral tasks and the implementation of peer assessment practices.


  Therefore, there is still a fertile ground for new research that has the potential to impact language learning from the learners perspective. The present paper presents a classroom research study where peer assessment was used to improve learners oral argumentative skills. The study is based on the assumption that peer assessment is relevant for developing students critical thinking, communication, lifelong learning, and collaborative skills (Nilson, 2003), and for helping students to become realistic judges of their own performance, enabling them to monitor their own learning experience, rather than relying solely on their teachers for feedback (Crisp, 2007).


  Theoretical Background


  The Notion of Experience: The Value of Experience in Language Learning


  This study takes on Kolbs (1984) notion of experience. Kolb contends that experience is an essential element that cannot be left aside from the classroom as it is a crucial part of the learners learning process. According to Kolb in any learning activity, learning processes need to be seen as top priority since each act of understanding is the result of a process of continuous construction and invention through the interaction processes of assimilation and accommodation (p. 26). As for this, it is essential to see experience as the umbrella term to understand language learning processes. Kolb also argues that experience provides conceptual bridges across life situations such as school and work, portraying learning as [a] continuous, lifelong process (p. 33). Thus, learners experiences when starting to learn a new language can help account for linguistic as well as personal learning processes in the new language.


  Learning through and from experience is a dimension that cannot be detached from the EFL classroom. For Dewey (1938),


  
    if an experience arouses curiosity, strengthens initiative, and sets up desires and purposes that are sufficiently intense to carry a person over dead places in the future, continuity works in a very different way. Every experience is a moving force. Then, its value can be judged only on the ground of what it moves toward and into. (p. 14).
  


  Hence, in order to make the learners experience of learning a language move away from instrumentalized views where only linguistic outcomes matter, one needs to acknowledge that learning through and from experience places learning in the context of our lived experience and participation in the world (Murrell, 2000).


  Peer Assessment


  Cohen (1994) contends that assessment plays an important role in processes of learning languages and should be included in the procedures of evaluating both the students language performance and the language learning process. In this respect, for assessment to be a meaningful component, it needs to involve learners actively (Keppell & Carless, 2006) so that the assessment process can be more transparent to them. As for this, J. D. Brown (1998) argues that assessment requires learners to judge both their own performance learning a language and that of their peers. Then, peer assessment practices will give not only teachers but also learners a clearer view of the actual learning processes.


  Peer assessment is particularly congruent with active and self-regulated learning, emphasizing students involvement and the development of social, cognitive, and meta-cognitive skills, some of which are professionally relevant (van den Berg, Admiraal, & Pilot, 2006). Peer assessment is thus an interesting alternative to help learners regulate and monitor their own learning (Lew, Alwis, & Schmidt, 2010). Because peer assessment requires students to closely judge their peers work, it seems to promote critical and reflexive thinking (Taras, 2010). Hence, peer assessment is more than an instrumental tool to evaluate learners performance; it may be considered more as an approach for learners to ponder upon and enhance their own learning experience. Moreover, since peer assessment can be considered as a form of peer tutoring (Donaldson, Topping, & Aitchison, 1996), there can be advantages for both tutor and tutee (Hartley, 1998). Then, peer assessment may have a positive impact upon all students behavior and attitude toward their own learning (Freeman, 1995), which makes it a valuable resource for teachers and learners in the EFL classroom.


  Argumentation Skills


  The development of spoken language skills is well documented (Wells, 1987). However, little has been said in terms of how argumentative skills, understood in this study as one of the components of communicative competence (Widdowson, 1978), are being developed in the EFL classroom.


  Argumentation skills integrate both the capacity to make use of a linguistic repertoire and the capacity to use language with a communicative purpose. Although a communicative purpose can be achieved without the use of augmentation skills, we hold the view that argumentation must be conceived as a dialogic process in which opposing or similar claims meet, as well as a discourse mechanism whereby the user of the language can demonstrate his/her ability to use knowledge acquired for effective communication (Widdowson, 1978).


  People use arguments on a daily basis for different purposes, like persuasion, negotiation, debate, consultation, and resolving differences of opinion (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, & Henkemans, 1996); thus, argumentation or the use of arguments plays a critical role in the development of critical thinking and in developing a deep understanding of complex issues and ideas (Deane & Song, 2014, p. 100). Actually, argumentation is a fundamental cognitive skill required for the 21st century thinking citizen (Kuhn & Crowell, 2011).


  The ability to generate and evaluate sound arguments has received increasing recognition as fundamental to good thinking (Mercier, 2011), since argumentation is a dialogue in which participants may take many different positions and change their minds as it proceeds (Deane & Song, 2014, p. 100). Therefore, argumentation skills are not detached from Hymes (1972) and Bachmans (1990) notion of communicative competence that has to do with the functional use of language. Both authors emphasize interaction among learners and the use of meaningful and contextualized language.


  Context of the Study


  This study was carried out in an adult English program at a private, non-profit English institution in Bogota, Colombia. In order to promote the students language ability, the institution assists them in becoming autonomous learners by providing them with different learning strategies and tools they have to put into practice during the learning process. The institutions learning and teaching philosophy builds on cooperative learning, defined as group learning activity organized so that learning is dependent on the socially structured exchange of information between learners in groups and in which each learner is held accountable for his or her own learning and is motivated to increase the learning of others (Olsen & Kagan, 1992, p. 8) to organize and orient pedagogical and learning practices.


  The study involved the authors as teacher researchers and a class of 12 young-adult learners whose ages ranged from 20 to 36 years. The learners proficiency corresponds to level B1 as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). They participated for a period of six months in a number of class activities and interviews conducted by the researchers. The purpose of the interviews was to provide an account of the learners language learning processes on the development of argumentation skills through a process of peer assessment, whereby learners could document and keep track of their own involvement in the learning process (Keppell & Carless, 2006).


  Diagnosis


  When exploring communicative activities in the classroom, informal assessment exercises made it evident that learners were feeling neither confident nor at ease with the oral skills they had to put into practice when discussing issues in class. In order to understand their perceptions, learners were invited to participate in an online survey that aimed at documenting how their language learning processes had been carried out regarding oral skills. In the first part of the survey, learners were asked to choose the area they had the most difficulty with when answering a question (see Figure 1).
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  Fifty percent of the participants seemed to be concerned with not having the ability to develop ideas as expected. Some of the comments they wrote for this question reinforce this perception:


  
    Because there are some cases where I dont have enough knowledge about the specific topic to argument the answer. (S1)1
  


  
    Sometimes, Im going around the bush. (S2)
  


  
    I used to forget the structures when I speak. [sic] (S3)
  


  
    Sometimes I feel afraid about my pronunciation and I have to make effort to express my ideas. [sic] (S4)
  


  
    Because on moment I dont remember the correct word. [sic] (S5)
  


  
    I cant find the words that I want to use for developing the ideas, I dont know how begin to show all that I want to say. (S6)

    (Survey, Question 1)
  


  In the same survey, and in order to see whether learners performance was different when developing ideas in writing, they were asked to answer a question that had to do with poverty as a global issue: What do you think about poverty as a global problem? This short written exercise showed that most of the ideas presented in writing needed either more elaboration or were just too short. Some of the answers are presented below:


  
    This is a mix of different causes: Discrimination and social inequality, wars also vulnerability to natural disasters. [sic] (S1)
  


  
    In my opinion poverty is the general problem of the society, since around the world there are few people rich and they manage business, for example in Colombia the same families always govern. [sic] (S2)
  


  
    As for my the poverty is an problem general for all person because when who in a society is poor, the other person even the rich people will be affect, only when the situation is regular for all people in the area, so all can be good and peace. [sic] (S3)

    (Survey, Question 3)
  


  Interestingly, when learners were asked what teachers had done in class to help them improve speaking skills, this is what they said:


  
    Some of them said that in my experience as a language learner, teachers have done exercises about speaking in groups about different topics. [sic] (S4)
  


  
    Well really many times, the teachers has showed how develop the argument but the students sometimes dont get concept or dont remember so when we need to use the method, it isnt. [sic] (S2)
  


  
    My teacher taught me words and expressions that I can say when I am speaking, and the teacher explained me the order that I can follow in order to improve argumentation skills. [sic] (S5)

    (Survey, Question 4)
  


  Although learners accounted for some learning experience, it had not been effective enough. According to their views, following the strategies presented by their teachers was not an easy task.


  Method


  This study took on methodological principles of action research. Action research was seen as a process in which planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Newby, 2010) were pivotal to document and understand learners experiences on the pedagogical problem of this study. Nonetheless, and bearing in mind that as teachers we develop personal theories that are constructed in action and constituted reflexively in our everyday practice (Schn, 1983), action research was also selected because our aim as professionals was not only to improve learners abilities to elaborate on ideas but also to make sure that our pedagogical views were integrated in and reconstructed by developing the study.


  Pedagogical Intervention


  Newbys (2010) conception of action research, planning, acting, observing, and reflecting were embraced as the guiding elements for the instructional component of the study; then, by acknowledging that our personal theories on this matter were relevant to constructing a more meaningful practice (Schn 1983), we began by putting together personal perspectives on the subject of argumentation. This collaborative endeavor came to its realization through lesson planning. Lesson planning was an essential element of the planning stage of the action research process through which we were able to map and envisage the acting processes.


  Through lesson planning, assessment was addressed to be implemented and fostered from a collaborative peer-learning perspective. This collaborative view intended to empower learners to appraise the quality, value, and level of learning when they value their classmates interventions. This peer approach to assessment was further used to enhance learning and contribute to learning efficiency and quality (Al-Barakat & Al-Hassan, 2009).


  The second stage of this intervention dealt with acting and observing. We implemented a previously configured set of activities that in essence was geared towards promoting oral argumentation skills and documenting how these skills might improve as a result of peer assessment practices in class discussions.


  Data Collection and Findings


  Data collected through audio recording of oral tasks and interviews were analyzed through content analysis procedures. This approach to scrutinize data is a general term for a number of different strategies used to analyze text (Powers & Knapp, 2006). Because content analysis is a research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 278), it was considered appropriate for determining and describing the characteristics of the oral data collected.


  Learners Argumentation Skills in Oral Tasks


  Oral tasks are best described here as communicative-oriented activities learners performed both during and at the end of a work unit. It was assumed that a task is an activity that places emphasis on meaning, involves communication and problem-solving, and relates to realworld situations (Skehan, 1998). Oral tasks were often supported by the use of reading material. Readings were used to provide learners with some information input and trigger further discussions. Reading is a situated activity in which the interaction of linguistic knowledge, background knowledge, and interpretative work are put together to make sense of the world that surrounds us (Baynham, 1995). Learners had the opportunity to read about topics they later had to talk about, and they were asked to follow a simple argumentation outline (see Table 1) to help them develop their ideas when speaking. They were expected to use the four expressions shown in Table 1.
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  The following transcriptions result from an oral task and illustrate the students use of argumentation skills following the outline shown in Table 1:


  
    As for me the cultural has changed over time a lot since it was customary that the family was together the people was more formal than today, they people tend to be reserved for instance a lot person eat their food alone, in the same way before the people was more kind today dressed to very formal and they prefer to be reserved with the private life, you know your grandparents sure were formal with traditions customary. In a meeting had a formal etiquette and a good table manners whoever today we are more individual, a lot of times, the family arent together at the same time to eat we are informal you can see less ties on the street and the offices and the people likes to show their life through internet in addition our table manners are different since we are together to eat...arent we? [sic] (Oral task: How has culture changed over time? - John)
  


  This oral task made it evident that John could follow the outline provided. However, when developing his idea a couple of problems emerged. Grammar seemed to be an area where little reflection or monitoring was made at the time of speaking. John was not aware of the mistakes made in this regard. Pronunciation was as well an area for improvement.


  In the following examples, the outline was partially incorporated:


  
    Yes, the culture has changed over time since I am not so older but I have seen some things that surprise me every day. I am going to tell you three examples to show you my opinion. So, first before the people were more respectful with other people, they always greeted someone when they go to someones house, but now teenagers do not greet anyone. Second, before there were a lot of taboos with some topics like parties, drugs, sex, boyfriend, but now or recently these topics are pretty normal and usual to talk these topics with anyone. Third, it is important to say that before when we wanted to visit someone you had to take to give something for instance some bread or maybe some fruit but as we can know now, nobody do that and it is so polite you know the time has changed and the culture too, it hasnt? [sic] (Oral task: How has culture changed over time? - Carolina)
  


  
    As for me, culture have been having a lot of changes through time, hasnt it? Since the age when our grandparents were kids they were very innocent with topics that nowadays arent a taboo for children. For instance, they hadnt yet now that the kids of the same age ask them knows but also the content of brands new clothes. [sic] (Oral task: How has culture changed over time? - David)
  


  In all cases, the outline of argumentation provided forced the students indirectly to elaborate on their ideas. This linguistic feature placed emphasis on a deeper learning process. It had a bearing on how learners at the time of speaking modified and articulated new mental processes in order to adapt to the new communicative demands.


  In each of the cases presented above, the outline was used differently. Arguably, the communicative intention of each learner as well as his/her vocabulary repertoire and grammatical competence modified the final outcome of the oral task. Of particular note here is that speaking was more than making the right sounds, choosing the right words or getting the constructions grammatically correct (Chastain, 1998, p. 330). Speaking or the ability of producing an accurate idea was contingent upon personal skills to incorporate the new outline of argumentation to make it work with previously learned schemas and the personal ability to modify existing information stored in memory.


  After having found similar performances in other learners tasks, it was evident that just providing learners with an outline for argumentation was not enough. There was a need for a collaborative learning approach from which learners could benefit. Thence, oral tasks within the classroom incorporated an assessment follow-up process in which learners were expected to value their classmates efforts when participating in all discussions.


  According to Davies (2006) peer assessment has been increasingly used as an alternative method of engaging students in the development of their own learning. As such, peer assessment could help students self-assessment by their judging the work of others and in turn gaining some insights regarding their own performances, since peer assessment is in essence a process in which students evaluate the performance or achievement of peers (Topping, Smith, Swanson, & Elliot, 2000). Thus, peer assessment was aimed at helping learners claim ownership of their own learning processes and classroom practices by having them make analytical judgments of oral tasks.


  With respect to how peer assessment was approached by learners, the comment below illustrates the kind of oral interventions made in class during the follow-up process:


  
    In my understanding, Carolina started her opinion with yes. She doesnt use as for me to introduce her opinion. She explains her opinion with three arguments. In the first she tried to express that people were more respectful before but the first argument as for me it isnt clear since I didnt understand the verb that explain the action that people did before and teenagers dont do in this moment. She describe with a great arguments the culture changes over time but she made a little mistakes in pronunciation for instance words like usual, talk, changed and use anybody instead of somebody. Finally, she made a grammar mistake in a final tag question: She said the time has changed and the culture too, it hasnt? And the correct form is: the time has changed and the culture has changed too, havent they? [sic] (Oral task: How has culture changed over time? Peer assessment comment, Leonardo)
  


  In this assessment comment, a couple of ideas were brought forth. Firstly, there is a comment regarding how the argumentation outline provided was used by Carolina. Regarding this, it seems relevant to make use of the expression provided to state ones opinion inasmuch as it can help ideas run smoothly. This expression is not just stating ones opinion but also is making the transition for the following argument provided. Nevertheless, such assessment sheds light onto the personal yet linguistic schemas already put into practice. These schemas had to do with how learners as individuals expected others to make use of the argumentative outline when debating or discussing the given issues in class.


  By valuing others interventions, peer assessment seemed to assist in the development of important argumentative skills, including reflection upon learners own argumentative skills (Mello, 1993), and the making of peer assessment an argumentative and metalinguistic/ communicative task. Secondly, another issue brought up had to do with the positive feedback provided. It was mentioned that She describe with a great arguments the culture changes over time but she made a little mistakes in pronunciation for instance words like usual, talk, changed and use anybody instead of somebody [sic]. Such appraisal worked to encourage the learner assessed to continue providing solid arguments when developing ideas.


  Kolbs (1984) notion of experience indicates that learners can become increasingly self-directed and responsible for their own learning. It can be argued that through the assessment of oral tasks learners created individual knowledge regarding their own argumentation skills and abilities to be used in connection with certain vocabulary. However, if knowledge is created through the transformation of experience as contended by Kolb, knowledge constructed by learners in this study was not only the result of the combination of grasping and transforming experience (Kolb, 1984), but also the result of a collaborative endeavor where peers co-constructed new learning schemas that helped modify the existing ones.


  Learners Perceptions of Experience


  Semi-structured interviews (J. Bell, 1999) were used to explore and document learners perceptions regarding the implementation of oral tasks and peer assessment. Learners participated in two individual interviews that took place at the end of a work unit. For Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), speaking of qualitative research, interviews attempt to understand the world from the subjects points of view, to unfold the meaning of their experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific explanation (p. 1). Thus, interviewing was suitable for accessing personal perspectives on the experimented approach.


  Data collected through interviews were analyzed to group learners perceptions. On this matter, learners made it evident that having used the outline of argumentations helped them perform more straightforward when discussing different topics. Of particular note is that most of the learners answers referred to peer assessment as a personal opportunity to contribute to others learning processes.


  According to McDowell (1995) peer assessment is one form of innovation which aims to improve the quality of learning and empower students in contrast to more traditional methods, which can leave learners feeling disengaged from the overall assessment process. Then, peer assessment from the learners perspective was a means to an end. Through it, they performed not only as active participants of their own learning process but also as co-constructors of their peers. This made peer assessment a shared responsibility for learners (Somervell, 1993) where they monitored not only the performance of others but also the meaning/content of their own oral interventions. Importantly, learners seemed to be willing to assess but at the beginning they did not feel empowered to do it:


  
    Well, as for me, first, I feel very happy to learn about the structure to give my ideas to the other person or to the other people because before the class I did not know about the structure but I learned about the structure to write a paragraph but for me its is more important that I can speak better than I spoke before. So, as for me I think that I am speaking better so I am trying to do my best with the structure, I am trying to memorize the structure and use the structure for the argumentation. . . . Well, as I said, as I told you, I did not know the structure but, it is good for me to speak better so, the challenges have been looking for the words to express my ideas...words to develop my ideas. So, for me it had been good to explore more vocabulary and some expressions that you gave to us. Actually, I have tried to do this morning the assessment to my classmate but it is difficult for me because you have to listen you have to analyze you have to give your assessment to your classmate and you have to know, because you are going to give your assessment you have to know about the grammar about the correct words to speak. [sic] (Interview, Jose, Unit 1: Process regarding assessment and use of the argumentation outline)
  


  In the account above, the learner expressed his gratitude towards the assessment outline provided. According to Jose, assessing others oral tasks became really challenging since he felt he needed to know more to provide meaningful comments. Peer assessment seen from the eyes of Jose was indeed a reflective learning tool (Saito, 2008), yet it required him to be more prepared when valuing others oral performance. Jose also suggests that there is a learning timeline as to what he could do and what he is doing now. The use of the adverb before appears to signal a change of perspective regarding his personal perception of the learning experience. It is worth mentioning that the difficulties Jose has encountered in making assessment comments may be the result of the development of a better understanding of his own critical judgment.


  In Carols personal assessment, her learning account turned out to be informative regarding how she perceived the learning process itself.


  
    I am...speak different in this moment because I am sure with ideas, I am sure what mistakes I have, I work in it, it is difficult because it is like a frequently mistake like a maa [bad habit], it is difficult that you correct himself, it is difficult, himself, because you never pay attention. I tried to record all days I read all the lesson but when speak spontaneously I forget again I need to focus attention in this. And the argumentation outline, I use it in my conversation with Indian people, I try to connect with the classes, I try to connect with the...but it is difficult because the phone conversation is difficult with the Indian person, when I think a lot, I lose the idea...now about assessment, it is useful, because you listen your voice but you do not pay attention in your mistakes, when you listen in your voice in audio you say my voice is that and yes it is a surprise, I think my voice is strong but my voice is soft, I am not surprised with that I am surprised with a paisa English because I am from Bogota but I have a paisa accent but I am trying to correct this because it is embarrassing for me. [sic] English have a different accent. (Interview, Carol, Unit 1: Process regarding assessment and use of the argumentation outline)
  


  In Carols interview the division between before and now became recurrent. Moreover, assessment worked as a tool not only to identify linguistic difficulties but also as a learning tool for her to recognize herself as an EFL speaker. The fact that she also brought up the idea of making an attempt to improve suggests that her learning process was a personal choice that made a difference in her life (Martin, 2004).


  In the other interviews, themes like attempting, now vs. before, and difficulties were also found. Nevertheless, each process and experience seemed to locate difficulties and attempts to improve within a unique personal scope.


  Changing Practice on the Basis of Experience


  The last stage of this study was reflecting. After having observed how by means of peer assessment practices learners were able to contribute to their peers learning processes regarding argumentation skills, we could not help noticing that within the activities we prepared, peer assessment was limited to providing valid and meaningful comments regarding what was said in terms of language performance, not in terms of content. Moreover, we did not focus much on valuing learners feedback to improve the quality of our teaching. Therefore, we decided to incorporate learners thoughts and ideas not only regarding the argumentation outline but also in terms of how assessment should be carried out to improve their learning as well as our teaching. The emphasis here was mainly to make use of peer observations in our decision-making activity when planning lessons. This was aimed at acknowledging that in our practice there were several benefits derived from learners appreciations and performances. Such acknowledgement and reflection led us to make use of learners experiences on the matters of oral tasks to bridge them with our own pedagogical practice. Therefore, we came to the realization that we could make the argumentation outline a bit more flexible by providing learners with other expressions (see Table 2).


  [image: ]


  This new outline of argumentation posed a positive challenge to learners. They had to expand on their ideas by contrasting the argument(s) provided. The new outline allowed learners to collaborate so as to understand how to use it. In spite of being modeled by other speakers, including us (teachers), it was still puzzling for some learners. Some were able to use it upon the first attempt but others needed to be exposed to it for a longer period of time. Although learners were able to use it in the end, it was evident that the assessment received from peers was again essential to learn to handle the new outline.


  Conclusion


  According to the results of the study, peer assessment seems to be a key component when improving argumentation skills in the EFL classroom. Assessment had a bearing on how learners constructed oral practices around the discussion of different topics. Whilst learners used peer assessment as a strategy to reflect upon their practices (Cheng & Warren, 1999), such engagement unveiled that the more assessment there was on oral tasks the more critical they became regarding their own argumentative skills. Learners were able to choose a personal path to set action plans when difficulties regarding their abilities were spotted, and they also collaborated among themselves, suggesting and giving opinions so that action plans could be discussed and integrated into further actions, such as how to complete a task (Beatty, 2003).


  It is important to pinpoint here that the findings suggest that learners became engaged in a kind of self-directed learning, defined as a process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975, p. 18). Self-directed learning promotes learner agency, which refers to the capability of individual human beings to make choices and act on these choices in a way that makes a difference in their lives (Martin, 2004, p. 135). As such, learners appear to have acted within the possibilities afforded by the social structures in which they were situated (Miller, 2003).


  The above considerations relate to the concept of autonomy. During the process of the learning and teaching carried out in this study, both the learners and we as teachers were engaged in promoting a more autonomous and reflective process regarding argumentation skills and peer assessment practices. Autonomy can be defined as the competence to develop as a self-determined, socially responsible, and critically aware participant in (and beyond) educational environments, within a vision of education as (inter) personal empowerment and social transformation (Jimnez Raya, Lamb, & Vieira, 2007, p. 1). This notion can shed some light onto how learners developed a critical stance when assessing others. This critical stance moved beyond the mere correction of linguistic features into a more personal empowerment. Learners acted as co-constructors of knowledge produced through the assessment of oral tasks. Arguably, these served to open up a space for learners to exercise their agency as language learners, which means that they performed as language learners and language users within the possibilities afforded within the classroom in order to claim control of their learning processes (van Lier, 2008). Nonetheless, what this study really brought forth was the idea that the learning experience is pivotal for the creation of any knowledge, since experience is the basis for reflection and agency.

  


  1All students names are either fictional or labeled as S# to protect their identities.
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  Learning a foreign language may be a challenge for most people due to differences in the form and structure between ones mother tongue and a new one. However, there are some tools that facilitate the teaching and learning of a foreign language, for instance, new applications for digital devices, video blogs, educational platforms, and teaching materials. Therefore, this case study aims at understanding the role of teaching materials among beginners level students learning English as a foreign language. After conducting five non-participant classroom observations and nine semi-structured interviews, we found that the way the teacher implemented a pedagogical intervention by integrating the four language skills, promoting interactive learning through the use of online resources, and using the course book led to a global English teaching and learning process.
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  El aprendizaje de una nueva lengua puede ser un reto para la mayora de la gente debido a las diferencias en la forma y en la estructura entre la lengua materna y la nueva; sin embargo, hay algunas herramientas que facilitan la enseanza y el aprendizaje de una lengua extranjera. Este estudio de caso tiene por objetivo comprender el papel de los materiales de enseanza y su contribucin a los aprendices de nivel elemental del ingls. Por medio de cinco observaciones de clase no participante y nueve entrevistas semi-estructuradas, se encontr que el profesor integr las cuatro habilidades lingsticas, los recursos en lnea promovieron un aprendizaje interactivo, y el libro de texto lider un proceso integral de enseanza y aprendizaje del ingls.


  Palabras clave: ingls como lengua extranjera, libro de texto, material alternativo, materiales de enseanza, principiantes.

  


  Introduction


  Foreign language teachers should implement a myriad of instructional materials to help to teach language learners (Harsono, 2007, p. 170). For example, applications for digital devices, video blogs, educational platforms, and textbooks, among others, are essential to teach English as a foreign language (EFL). However, according to Oviedo, most EFL teachers in Colombia seem to rely on a course book usually produced by a North American or British publisher and sold as a global course book in many parts of the world (as cited in Macas, 2010, p. 12). Although English teachers use several materials in the classroom, the course book remains to be the most frequently utilized resource when it comes to choosing what materials to implement to teach EFL. As undergraduate researchers we decided to focus our attention on the teaching materials implemented in an EFL classroom in order to understand how they were used and how students reacted towards their implementation in the class. Consequently, this case study was carried out in a beginners level English course in a Bachelor of Arts in Foreign Languages program at a public university in Colombia. The participants consisted of 21 students (10 girls and 11 boys). The purpose of this study was to understand the role of teaching materials in an EFL classroom and to identify the students reactions towards their implementation. This research attempted to answer three questions: What are the teaching materials implemented in a beginners EFL classroom? How are the teaching materials implemented? And how do beginner level students of English react towards the implementation of the teaching materials?


  Literature Review


  Extensive research has explored the variety of teaching materials implemented in the class. For this inquiry, studies were classified into three main areas: firstly, the use of authentic materials in an EFL classroom (Kelly, Kelly, Offner, & Vorland, 2002; Kilickaya, 2004; Tamo, 2009). These authors found that the use of these resources had a positive effect on learner motivation; they provided authentic cultural information, as well as exposure to real language, and they supported a more creative approach to teaching. However, their research also revealed that authentic materials often contain difficult language, unneeded vocabulary, and complex language structures, which can cause unnecessary difficulties for the teacher in lower-level classes. Secondly, the role of course books and the positive and negative aspects of using a course book (Bonilla Medina, 2008; Charalambous, 2011; Chou, 2010; Issa, 2007; Zohrabi, 2011). According to these authors, the course book serves as a tool for teachers to support their classes and reinforce students independent work. Course books also state the lesson objectives, explaining what the learners are expected to do. They may catch students attention as they have visual images and include different activities for each module in order to develop the four key language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing). However, the use of a course book may encompass a restrictive process where the teacher follows a repetitive format: reading the instructions, completing the exercise, and making corrections. Thirdly, the studies conducted by Garca Laborda (2011), Harsono, (2007), Harwood (2010), Johansson (2006), Kitao and Kitao (1997), and Tomlinson (2012) examined the appropriateness and implementation of teaching materials, highlighting the importance of selecting teaching materials in accordance with the learners needs, evaluating the pertinence of materials for their students, and adapting them if necessary. Moreover, the implementation of teaching materials usually follows one of these conditions: using an existing material, adapting any material to specific criteria, and creating a new material suitable for the teacher and students needs.


  Context and Pedagogical Implementation


  In this study, participants took four lessons a week. Each lesson lasted two hours and was held either in an ordinary classroom or in a language laboratory. The classrooms were spacious and comfortable. The language laboratory was equipped with an interactive whiteboard, speakers, and 30 personal computers. At the beginning of the elementary English course, students were given the names of three books to read throughout the semester: The Canterville Ghost, Lord Arthur Saviles Crime, and The Model Millionaire along with a list of activities to be completed. For example: doing a role-play, creating a song, making a comic strip, creating a newspaper and writing a horoscope for the book characters.


  The first activity that we observed was the role play. First, students read the selected book individually. Then, in groups of four or five, the participants wrote a script for a creative role-play. Finally, they performed the role-play in their English class in front of the teacher and their classmates. Students presented four roleplays throughout the four observations we did; three of them were about the summary of the corresponding chapters and the other was about changing the end of the story. The use of role-plays allowed students to integrate reading, writing, and speaking as they read the two chapters from one of the three set texts. They then wrote the script for the role play, and third, they performed the finished product.


  The second activity, writing song lyrics, involved students completion of an independent reading at home. They read two chapters per week from the set text The Canterville Ghost. After that, students worked in groups of three or four, listening to different songs to choose the melody of an existing song. Then they wrote a song based on the reading of the chapters and the selected tune. Finally, students brought a poster with the lyrics and a CD player. Students selected the soundtrack of popular songs (e.g., Magic by Selena Gmez and Las Avispas by Juan Luis Guerra); while performing the song, most of their classmates were singing it as well.


  Along with the course book, students used two online resources throughout the English course in order to practice English in the languages laboratory. These resources were: Edmodo and online webpages. Edmodo is an educational networking website for teachers and students; it was used to take online exams, upload relevant information in English, comment on publications, and share grammar and vocabulary exercises during the semester. The teacher always used Edmodo to assign the students homework to be completed independently and autonomously. Additionally, other webpages were used to complete independent exercises such as: pronunciation and phonetics, uploading and translating the lyrics of a song; commenting on the song of a classmate, watching videos, creating and uploading a menu for a restaurant based on vocabulary provided by the teacher.


  Every Wednesday in the language laboratory, students took a listening quiz. During our fourth classroom observation, we realized that before going to class, students listened to a specific audio from the Global Elementary textbook (Clandfield & Pickering, 2010). This independent work involved making lists of unknown words and listening to the audio clips as many times as the students wished. Once in class, students sat in their previously allocated seating and took a 30-minute quiz. The teacher always required students to take notes while the audio was playing. Students started up their computers, signed in to their Edmodo accounts, and answered the five multiple choice test questions by clicking on the answers while the audio was played a second time. The software would automatically end the quiz. Finally, the teacher read each question and all the students compared their answers.


  Additionally, after taking the quiz, the students worked on a previously chosen webpage for 30 minutes.1 Activities involved practicing phonetics, watching videos, uploading and translating the lyrics of a song, and taking quizzes.


  A typical activity involved individual work that allowed the students to put on their headphones and click on each image, listen to the pronunciation, and repeat. After that, the teacher wrote on the board (as shown in Table 1) the phonetics of ten words and students identified the correct spelling of each word.
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  Then, they completed a pronunciation exercise in which there was a table (see Table 2) where they repeated and identified the correct end sound; for instance, /s/ or a /z/.
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  Finally, the teacher gave the students the opportunity to play a game called stress monster where they started to identify the correct stress of different words. This game allowed students to improve their knowledge of intonation and pronunciation.


  The textbook, Global Elementary, proved to be an essential resource for the class, as students worked with it one and a half hours each class. The teacher stated that the foreign language program had selected this book because it is aligned with the Common European Framework of Reference and provides current cultural information and a variety of activities in accordance with the current trends in teaching.


  Customarily, the teacher followed some patterns while implementing the course book. First, students worked with the resource autonomously. Mostly, class time was devoted to the speaking section. Before going to class, the students read each exercise, listened to the CD, and solved the questions from each section. Second, once in the classroom, they compared their answers as the teacher asked each student to complete some exercises. They received a point each time they answered correctly and, at the end of the term, they received a grade according to the quantity of points earned. Third, the students practiced using the course books interactive CD, and submitted a pdf file with the exercises from each unit. In addition, students followed a four-phased process: first, reading comprehension; second, writing as a result of the previous reading; third, speaking during an oral performance in the classroom; fourth, a listening activity based on their classmates and the teachers instructions.


  The course book consisted of ten units divided into seven sections. The first section was grammar, which provided a small chart with examples of each topic. There was a grammar summary at the end of the course book called Grammar Focus containing the explanation of the grammar rules for each of the ten units, and different types of exercises. The teacher offered an English adapted package containing exercises that included the explanation of basic grammar rules (present tense, possessive, have/have got, etc.), phonetics, and a list of irregular verbs, alphabetically organized with the translation, and the conjugation in simple past and past participle. The teacher explained that this adapted package complemented the course book grammar section, which failed to provide an adequate quantity of examples. According to the teacher, students used the package at least once per week during the explanation of grammar; however, we observed only one activity during our first classroom observation. It seems that the English adapted package was useful for the explanation of grammar during the class. In addition, the teacher followed the grammar translation method to take advantage of using the native language of students and henceforth, to assist the explanation of grammar rules which might help students master the learning of English grammar. Furthermore, the use of translation helped those who did not fully understand the teachers directions and required additional support.


  The second section was vocabulary, which provided a chart with the words required to develop several exercises (e.g., matching images and words, gap filling, finding words in the grid, or choosing the correct synonym for the given word), which allowed students to work with the new vocabulary in order to have them learn by practicing instead of memorizing by rote learning.


  The third section was pronunciation; the course book connected this section with listening because it provided exercises in which students listened to an audio clip, paying attention to the speakers intonation, accent, and rhythm in order to orally repeat a series of sentences at the end of the clip. The course book also provided students with matching exercises, in which they chose the correct accent, as well as gap filling exercises to complete what the speaker was saying in the audio and to select the correct phonetic sound.


  The fourth section was reading; it presented a series of texts containing cultural information, for instance: Shakespeares tragic families, clans from Scotland, world cinema, and English breakfast culture shock. Then, the grammar was explained using sentences from the readings. Students read and analyzed short texts and then answered some questions related to the topic, which included multiple-choice, true or false, open-ended and short answers.


  The fifth and sixth sections were linked to the vocabulary, pronunciation, reading, writing, and speaking sections. The seventh section was speaking, which offered dialogues, role plays, and other activities based on real life situations that allowed students to practice the language using several contexts. Besides, the textbook provided activities that helped students to develop their oral production by providing tasks to be solved individually or in pairs; for instance, walking around the classroom and asking others who can or cannot do something; practicing a dialogue in pairs to be performed in front of the class. The speaking skill was the principal focus inside the classroom because students interacted orally with the teacher and their classmates not only to answer the questions but also to ask directions, to clarify doubts, to talk about homework, class and extra-class activities, and to carry out the oral activities proposed during the class, such as role plays, songs, dialogues, and so on.


  Generally speaking, the course book was the main teaching material used during the course as the teacher relied on the book to plan her classes, to teach, and to evaluate students. Additionally, the course book integrated the four language skills simultaneously and developed the linguistic, socio-cultural, and communicative competence, ensuring a global English teaching and learning process.


  Method


  Taking into account that the focus of this inquiry was on understanding the role of teaching materials (a particular case), we decided to conduct a qualitative study through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and report a case description and case-based themes (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). Therefore, we conducted five non-participant classroom observations because observing participants in their natural setting allowed us to identify not only how teaching materials were implemented, but also how students reacted towards them. In addition, we implemented nine semi-structured interviews because we wanted to explore not only the teachers but also the students perceptions of the importance of teaching materials.


  Although we observed all the 21 students taking the course in the classroom observations, we purposefully selected five key informants to be interviewed: the teacher, two male students and two female students who were willing to participate. Once the participants consented to their participation, they were informed of their rights and responsibilities (e.g., their participation would not involve economical remuneration; and they would have the possibility to withdraw at any time without any consequence). The participants identities have been protected by assigning numbers to each of them (e.g., Participant 1); the teacher has been addressed using this same label.


  Findings


  Data were organized and analyzed using MAXQDA (a qualitative data analysis software) and following Hatchs (2002) typological analysis, which allowed us to reduce data into a set of typologies in light of the research questions. In other words, we decided to group the whole data set into three groups (typologies) based on the research questions. Data were reduced into a set of typologies in light of the research questions. As a result, three findings emerged that will be explained below.


  Integrating Skills Through Reading Book Activities


  The implementation of diverse activities around reading allowed the teacher and her students to integrate the four language skills. The students followed a two-step process: first, students individually read two chapters from the selected book and wrote the scripts to the role plays or the song lyrics; second, while some performed the role play or the song, the rest of the students paid attention to the performances. These activities involved a written comprehension exercise outside the classroom and an oral comprehension and production exercise inside the classroom. Integration of the four skills allowed learners to read the two chapters, to write the lyrics after having selected a tune for the song, to perform the song, and to listen to others.


  Although there were some time limitations which restricted the number of activities that we were able to observe, this finding may echo Abdrabo (2014), who highlighted the importance of integrating the four skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing, because the philosophy of the integrated-skills approach (ISA) was derived from the notion that in natural, day-to-day experience, oral and written languages are not kept separate and isolated from one another (p. 8). In fact, the use of the set text allowed the integration of the four skills. For example, all of the participants agreed that the book helped them to improve their speaking skills. Participant 1 stated:


  
    The reading book contributed to the oral production because we carried out several exercises such as creating a song, talking about a situation, performing a role play, allowing us to improve our speaking.
  


  Participant 2 said:


  
    The reading book was useful to improve our speaking because we had to perform a lot of role plays, so we were able to practice our oral competence every week.
  


  Moreover, the teacher also stated:


  
    I want them to participate and to speak as much as possible, so Im very flexible when correcting the grammar. I tell them all the time that its more important to take a risk and speak whenever they can instead of being afraid of making a mistake, because if they dont speak the language, they wont improve their oral production.
  


  This may have had a positive effect on students because they seemed to feel comfortable using the language in the classroom.


  Moreover, all of the participants agreed that the reading selections were the most important tool to improve their reading skills. For instance, Participant 3 stated:


  
    The more we read, the more we improved; its like when we read in Spanish, we need to practice to develop our reading skills, so the reading books allowed us to be better readers.
  


  Thus, it can certainly be argued that the use of a set text is significant in the cultivation of the students perception that their reading ability will improve in the long term.


  In addition, during our classroom observations we noticed that students had to pay attention to their classmates performances because the teacher usually asked questions related to these presentations. For example, they had to identify the original song from the soundtrack selected to create their own, and they also had to explain what the new ending proposed by their classmates was.


  Similarly, the set text was useful to improve the students writing skills, as Participant 2 stated:


  
    When we read, we acquire new vocabulary which is useful to write a composition later on, for example, during the exam we know more words to write in the production section.
  


  This may explain how the participants were aware of the importance of the set text because it allowed them to improve this particular linguistic competence. For example, in order to answer the teachers questions at the end of each performance, students were also required to take notes while listening to their classmates presentations.


  In conclusion then, the way in which the teacher implemented different activities through a reading selection gave the students the opportunity to integrate reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills. In doing so, students not only read and understood the text but also prepared an oral performance based on the main ideas from the reading.


  Promoting Interactive English Teaching Through Online Resources


  Being in the language laboratory facilitated the use of online resources. During our fourth classroom observation we realized that, firstly, students accessed the New English File Elementary Online,2 and they chose the pronunciation section to practice with vowels, diphthongs, consonants. Based on these activities, we noticed that online resources were implemented as a way to teach English more interactively, to allow students to actively engage in a meaningful learning process. Students seemed to have enjoyed these classes in the language laboratory because they were more active than those in ordinary classrooms. As Participant 2 explained:


  
    I enjoyed having classes at the laboratory; we had all the technological resources to learn EFL. In addition, I felt more comfortable working there because we knew what we had to do. And the activities on the computers were supposed to be done autonomously.
  


  Using online webpages allowed students to enjoy a different experience while learning English. Through innovative activities, the students were actively engaged in meaningful learning that involved more than just learning grammar rules and vocabulary through memorization and repetition. The teacher selected several webpages that offered a myriad of activities. For example, New English File Elementary Online promoted the learning of phonetics. During our fourth classroom observation, we realized that students learned independently using their headphones. Once the activity was set and explained, students worked on their own listening to the different phonics. They also played a game called stress monster to practice the pronunciation of several words. While doing the activity, the teacher emphasized the importance of learning phonetics from the beginning of the learning process because, according to her, students in an elementary course would be able to acquire the correct pronunciation of the language. During the second and third classroom observations, we realized that these types of activities allowed participants to learn interactively most of the time.


  Second, the webpage inglesdivino.com was selected to allow students to learn by singing. As Participant 5 affirmed:


  
    I loved Ingles Divino because I could learn through music and singing as you find karaoke versions of many songs, you also can play the song with the lyrics going down on the screen. I can practice my listening skills, pronouncing and singing my favorite songs.
  


  This opinion was echoed by the teacher who also stated: Ingles Divino is a webpage with songs, and it has the karaoke version, so students can sing and enjoy. According to her, learning by singing is one of the best ways to learn. While being interviewed, the teacher added: I try to make them learn by having fun. The teacher used a methodology that motivated them to actively participate in her classes by singing and enjoying while learning the target language.


  Third, the webpage mansioningles.com promoted the use of the four language skills because it has different sections for grammar, vocabulary, listening exercises, reading, videos, and games. According to the teacher, Mansion Ingles also has a lot of interactive exercises, it has everything, listening, reading, everything. The fact that this webpage uses both the native and the target language is beneficial for the beginners as they can understand the instructions of each exercise and complete it accordingly.


  Fourth, the webpage saberingles.com focused on the listening skill because students were exposed to listening to native speakers of English through videos all the time. Participant 3 stated:


  
    I liked Saber Ingles because we can watch videos and listen to them all the time which is very important and we understand some words and phrases and so we feel motivated to learn and listen more and more.
  


  The teacher also stated: I liked saberingles.com, where there are a lot of audios with different difficulty [levels] to challenge students. She went on to explain that, although Saber Ingles offers different sections for grammar, vocabulary, and so on, she focused on the use of videos from different webpages to train students in their oral comprehension competence. The selected videos were the most challenging as they included cultural information. As stated by the teacher, her students learned how to fully benefit from them.


  Finally, these webpages were implemented to complement Edmodo as they provided several alternatives for learning and practicing listening and speaking skills interactively. The teacher expressed: I selected different webpages because they provide different options for each taste so maybe each student might find a webpage appropriate for them. In other words, students were given a variety of webpages to select the most suitable for their learning style and needs.


  Likewise, Edmodo was a versatile tool used for several interactive purposes that allowed the integration of the four language skills. Firstly, Edmodo was essential for the teacher to communicate with students outside the classroom, for instance, providing information for the class as well as for extra-curricular purposes. Participant 4 explains her experience with Edmodo:


  
    It allows us to be attentive to what the teacher uploads and what she has to say about the activities for the next class and extra-class activities; for example, when we had the English cultural event she sent all the instructions to participate, we wrote some compositions and posted them on Edmodo.
  


  In addition, during our fifth classroom observation, we noticed that the teacher usually provided a list of useful words for each topic. During this class, for example, the teacher explained to the students: As you know, you have to create a menu for next week; therefore, Im going to post on Edmodo a list of words about food to guide your work and to practice. Through this resource, the teacher was able to maintain contact with students outside the classroom. Additionally, Edmodo served as the source of vocabulary for students as the teacher uploaded the corresponding bank of relevant vocabulary for the next class session. It also represented a valuable space where students could be informed about all the activities conducted during the semester.


  Secondly, Edmodo provided opportunities for students to take listening quizzes every Wednesday. The teacher stated: I use Edmodo to evaluate my students every Wednesday and to practice their oral comprehension competence. In addition, there were some advantages and disadvantages when using Edmodo to evaluate students. On the one hand, it was an innovative strategy to conduct the evaluation because the teacher adapted the difficulty of the quiz depending on the complexity of the audio; on the other hand, it might have represented a threat for students as they were beginners and may have felt anxious while taking online quizzes. Indeed, taking into account that the quizzes were timed, some students seemed to be under pressure when time was running out. These two perceptions were confirmed during the second interview, as Participant 2 explained:


  
    Every time that the teacher asks me about a specific question, I feel a little bit nervous to the point that it makes me give a wrong answer. It is a shame because I know that I know the answer.
  


  However, the continuous practice, as the teacher stated, may have facilitated her students to become familiar with these tools and to improve their listening skills.


  Thirdly, Edmodo was used to practice listening, reading, and writing skills. For example, they listened to a song of their preference and shared it through Edmodo. This activity involved reading the lyrics of the songs posted by their classmates and commenting on what they found interesting. Participant 1 said:


  
    We uploaded songs to Edmodo that allowed me to improve my listening skills because I looked for the lyrics and wrote them on a notebook, and then I listened to it so many times, this way I learned the song and learned lots of vocabulary.
  


  Therefore, Edmodo was the platform to share and comment on songs among the students in order to practice their oral comprehension and written production competence. Similarly, the use of songs was a fascinating strategy implemented by the teacher because students were motivated to share their preferences and, at the same time, to discover their classmates interests, similarities, or differences.


  Generally speaking, Edmodo promoted an interactive and engaging learning/teaching process because it offered several options for the teacher and students. Moreover, Edmodo facilitated the integration of the four language skills. Indeed, having posted the lyrics of the songs, students were able to sing a song aloud while reading its lyrics. This strategy helped those struggling with the spelling of certain words. More importantly, providing students with the lyrics allowed them to comprehend the meaning of the song more easily.


  English Teaching and Learning Through the Course Book


  Implementing a course book fostered independent work outside the classroom, as well as the completion of exercises during class time. The advantage of the course book is that it offers exercises for practicing contextualized vocabulary, which is more meaningful than just presenting a bank of words for students to learn by heart and forget after a while. Participant 3 stated:


  
    The textbook is the most important material because we can learn lots of vocabulary and practice with its exercises; it is complete and allows us students to learn faster and we have a more significant learning because I know that what I have learned through the textbook, I will not forget it easily.
  


  Students were able to improve their oral and written abilities as they connected the word with its pronunciation. Participant 5 affirmed:


  
    The textbook contributes to the enhancement of my pronunciation because it offers a variety of exercises to improve my oral skills and to work with the speaking [skill] all the time during the class.
  


  This perception was echoed by Participant 4 who stated:


  
    The textbook is very important for the class because we develop all the four skills with it, especially the speaking [skill] as we participate orally in class to answer the questions proposed by the teacher.
  


  The course book did not only help students realize that the way a word is written and pronounced in English is different from Spanish, allowing them to identify the differences between their native and target language pronunciation of words, but it also facilitated students learning about culture, combining the linguistic competence along with the socio-cultural and communicative competence. Participant 2 stated:


  
    The textbook offers some texts that include a lot of information about other countries so we can learn not only about the language itself but also about its culture, which is motivating.
  


  Students were interested in the topics presented in the textbook because they noticed that they included current and interesting facts about the English language. In addition, the readings included the rules from the grammar section; for instance, in Shakespeares tragedies, students practiced the possessive s; which facilitated the inclusion of several sections and promoted a global learning process.


  Although the course book provided several samples of written passages that linked reading and writing activities in order to help students produce coherent and cohesive compositions, the exercises usually required the use of more than one skill. The textbook offered a variety of exercises that ensured the integration of the different language skills and competences. With regard to the integration of skills, Participant 4 stated:


  
    I think that the textbook is useful for the speaking [skill], because we have a lot of dialogues and role plays and we can practice with our classmates and at home. Moreover, we learn expressions for our repertoire so we can be more fluent and accurate.
  


  Students were interested in practicing their speaking skills; they seemed to be more confident using the target language after rehearsing in small-group activities. Students were highly motivated because the dialogues and role plays provided a real-life context. For example, during the fifth classroom observation, students practiced a dialogue about going to an electronics store. They related this situation to shopping in an electronics store in their hometowns. As Participant 1 explained:


  
    The situations presented in the textbook are adequate because we know that they are real and that Anglophone people talk like that. We are not learning how to speak with a native speaker but we can learn how to speak as natives do.
  


  Generally speaking, the textbook was the main teaching material used during the course as the teacher relied on the book to plan her classes, to teach and to evaluate students. Additionally, the textbook integrated the four skills simultaneously and developed the linguistic, socio-cultural, and communicative competence, ensuring a comprehensive English teaching and learning process.


  Pedagogical Implications


  This case study evidenced the importance of the teaching materials in the EFL teaching and learning process. Hopefully, its findings may be constructive not only for teachers but also for students when selecting and implementing these materials as tools to facilitate the teaching/learning of EFL. On the one hand, teachers would learn how to select the teaching materials and use them appropriately according to students interests and needs. On the other hand, students would realize how to take advantage of the teaching materials available in order to use them satisfactorily.


  With regard to the setting, we acknowledge the importance of spending more time in a language laboratory in order to give learners the opportunity to use interactive tools such as webpages and online resources. This may increase students motivation towards the learning of the foreign language as they would be able to notice that learning a foreign language nowadays can be done using different tools and methods for every students learning style.


  However, it is necessary to conduct a long-term research study to fully understand the phenomenon under analysis. Moreover, it would be helpful to interview more participants to obtain a complete idea about the role of teaching materials. We must also take into account our limited experience on the field as undergraduate students and novice researchers.


  Finally, we encourage other novice researchers to continue researching teaching materials because it is one of the main factors that influence students learning process. Therefore, an in-depth understanding of the role of teaching materials in a beginners level classroom is necessary, as suggested in the present study and in other recent studies that have explored the same topic (Aguirre Snchez, 2004; Benavides, Murcia, & Nio, 2009; Bonilla Medina, 2008, Jnica, Rey, & Rosado, 2006; Morales & Beltrn, 2006; Nez Pardo & Tllez Tllez, 2015; Ramos Holgun & Aguirre Morales, 2014; Rivera Cuayahuitl & Prez Carranza, 2015).


  Conclusions


  Teaching materials played an essential role in EFL teaching and learning. Printed and online materials were implemented during the course; six teaching materials were identified: the reading book, Edmodo, online pages, the course book, the audio CD, and the English adapted package.


  The reading book provided students with several opportunities to integrate the four skills. In other words, following a four-phased process, students employed more than one key skill in each activity. In addition, the reading book cultivated students oral and written productions and vocabulary acquisition for communicative purposes. Providing EFL learners with a variety of activities and opportunities to integrate the four linguistic skills is essential to spark their interest in learning the target language to communicate. Hence, they will acknowledge the importance of the reading book when they realize that they can improve more than simply their reading skills through its implementation.


  The implementation of online resources such as Edmodo and the webpages was an appropriate strategy to complement the traditional course book which may increase students motivation during their learning process. In other words, Edmodo and the webpages complemented each other appropriately. On the one hand, Edmodo offered an interactive platform for learning English that required the learners to practice more than one language skill at a time. On the other hand, the webpages contributed to the improvement of the students pronunciation through phonetics exercises, songs, games, and videos, developing especially their listening and speaking skills. The strategies used to introduce the online resources as teaching materials for learners is also important because most of the students may think of the internet as a medium for leisure activities. Once they recognize the role of the internet in learning a foreign language, they will take advantage of the benefits that online resources offer for their learning process.


  The course book ensured a comprehensive English teaching and learning process, fostering the inclusion of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, reading, writing, listening (through the audio cds included in the course book), and speaking. In addition, the linguistic, socio-cultural, and communicative competences were developed simultaneously. Nevertheless, an adequate knowledge of how to implement the course book efficiently is essential for its effectiveness as a learning and teaching resource; without proper usage, the course book could be irrelevant.


  Generally speaking, the way teaching materials were implemented throughout this course facilitated students EFL learning process and motivated them to positively embrace the use of the target language, to overcome their difficulties and to master the A1-level of English that they sought to achieve.

  


  1For example, the teacher involved students in several online activities using: https://elt.oup.com/, http://www.mansioningles.com/, http://www.saberingles.com.ar/, http://www.learnenglishfeelgood.com/, http://myenglishlab.com/courses-top-notch-2e.html, and www.inglesdivino.com.


  2https://elt.oup.com/student/englishfile/elementary/?cc=co&selLanguage=en.
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  The main objective of this study was to identify 6th to 11th grade students beliefs about their English class in a public institution in Armenia, Colombia. By means of interviews, drawings, and focus groups with 30 students, four beliefs were established. It was found that students beliefs are attached to the experiences they have lived in their English class; the discipline, the monotony, the lack of interesting material, and the impact of foreign language learning are the main related aspects. Implications and recommendations for further research are proposed based on the necessity of giving students a voice in the development of current national policies of language learning and also in the debate about the effectiveness of these policies and their impact inside schools.
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  El objetivo principal de este estudio fue identificar las creencias de los estudiantes de los grados 6º y 11º acerca de la clase de ingls en una institucin pblica en Armenia, Colombia. Por medio de entrevistas, dibujos y grupos focales con treinta estudiantes, cuatro creencias fueron establecidas. Se encontr que las creencias de los estudiantes estn asociadas a las experiencias que han vivido en su clase de ingls; la disciplina, la monotona, la falta de material interesante y el impacto del aprendizaje de una lengua extranjera en los estudiantes son los principales aspectos involucrados. Se proponen implicaciones y recomendaciones para investigaciones posteriores teniendo en cuenta que hay una necesidad de darle voz a los estudiantes en el desarrollo de polticas nacionales de aprendizajes de lenguas y en el debate sobre la efectividad de estas polticas y su impacto en las escuelas.


  Palabras clave: ambiente del saln de clases, creencias, estudiantes de ingls, investigacin cualitativa.

  


  Introduction


  It has been more than a decade since a nationwide campaign was officially started in favor of English learning inside Colombian classrooms (Galindo & Moreno, 2008). Nonetheless, such a big effort appears to be ineffective according to the same Colombian Ministry of Education. It has recently been acknowledged that only one percent of high school students have reached the desired competence in English (Ministerio de Educacin Nacional [MEN], 2014). There is a good amount of research to suggest where the problem can begin to be understood.


  For instance, researchers suggest aspects like the dismissal of Colombias actual linguistic reality in favor of a foreign language (Galindo & Moreno, 2008); lack of contextualization goals within regions and lack of articulation of all parties involved in the process (Correa, Usma, & Montoya, 2014); inadequate use of budget and human resources to guarantee a real impact of a bilingual policy (Crdenas & Miranda, 2014); a gap between goals and the reality of schools concerning curriculum, methodologies, and the linguistic competence of teachers (Bermdez & Fandio Parra, 2012); the expansion of English at the expense of bilingual competence in Spanish and English besides other types of local bilingualism (de Meja, 2011).


  As can be seen, there is a tendency in recent research to show how English learning has become a sort of imposition in schools rendering any public policy an abstract endeavor. However, the theoretical arguments of this controversy take place outside schools. Inside them, the main target of all this processstudentsmust endure every change of policy and continue to work in their classes. What students make of all these processes is a pending task for researchers in Colombia. Since the mid-eighties there have been a number of international (Barcelos, 2003) and very few national studies interested in the understanding of students beliefs and their implications on foreign language learning contexts.


  The study of beliefs inside schools has gained research status and theoretical interest since beliefs have been proved to influence peoples actions (Ajzen, 1991, 2005). According to Brown and Harris (2012), understanding students beliefs can contribute significantly to the development of optimal learning behavior and academic achievement. Students beliefs can become very important not only to better understand the real impact of the current policy of language learning but also to determine more effective courses of action inside classrooms. It is regrettable that there is not enough research that can inform us of the current state of students beliefs in Colombia since the influence of beliefs inside public schools is strong and sometimes lead to undesired practices and undesired results when they are not identified and treated accordingly (Prieto, 2008).


  As such, that this study sought to explore students beliefs regarding their English classes in a public institution in the Department of Quindo (Colombia). The study is based on the assumption that students beliefs are not only central to any learning process, they are of paramount importance to the learning of English as a foreign language (EFL) and to all its actions and implications inside public schools.


  Theoretical Framework


  The concept of belief can be a little slippery considering it is a general concept with deep roots in philosophy. Some authors claim that the term belief can be considered a construct or even an umbrella term for many other educational phenomena: attitudes, values, judgments, opinions, ideology, perceptions, conceptions, and so on (Pajares, 1992).


  Some authors have tried to make the concept clear by establishing its differences with similar concepts. For instance, Yero (2002) affirms that beliefs are very different from knowledge in that the latter is the ultimate source of objective truth and theories while the former are the base for purposes of action. A theory uses reason and logic to establish statements of reality while beliefs are based on information that can be factual or not (Dewey, 1933); in this way we have beliefs about things we understand and about things we do not.


  A difference between beliefs and knowledge is also proposed by Abelson (1979). This author claims that beliefs are very different from knowledge since beliefs are affective, experiential, and irrational. Abelson highlights that beliefs can be related to either the actual state of the context where they are created or the ideal context in which individuals yearn to be. Finally the author stresses that beliefs do not need to be consensual as they can be shared by a group of people or they can be highly subjective. In this same respect, Ortega y Gasset (as cited in Savater, 1999) claim that when compared with ideas it is clear that we have ideas but we are our beliefs, we live in them because they give personal sense to our overwhelming reality.


  The difference between knowledge and beliefs is also supported by Pajares (1992) who argues that this difference comes from the relation of knowledge with facts while beliefs are more related to personal judgment and assessment. In this sense, it is clear that knowledge is based on the use of reason and logic; it can be proved to be wrong and thus it is subject to change. Beliefs, on the other hand, depend highly on the experiences and the sense people make of them for taking decisions in future events. In this way beliefs do tend to be stable in time and more resistant to change (Yero, 2002). In the field of education this difference becomes important since a better way to understand what is going on in schools is not by analyzing theories but beliefs.


  Recent studies on the issue claim that beliefs do not only belong to a cognitive dimension of people but also they give account of their social dimension (Barcelos, 2003). According to this author, from this view beliefs can be dynamic and dependent on the interactions of individuals within a given context. This implies that beliefs can be subject to change if interaction is considered. This of course requires a research approach that can give evidence of such interaction and its influence on beliefs.


  Summarizing, we can affirm that beliefs are personal judgments that can be rational or irrational about our reality. Beliefs do not only give sense to reality but they guide our actions. The development of these judgments depends on the interaction of individuals within a context. Thus beliefs can become a powerful influence upon actions and discourses within any given context.


  Literature Review


  Research on beliefs, and more specifically on students beliefs, has increased only recently. There are some recent reports in the Brazilian context by Barcelos (2003) and Kalaja, Barcelos, Aro, and Ruohotie-Lyhty (2015) in relation to students and student teachers. Furthermore, there is some research on higher education students (see Struyven, Dochy, & Janssens, 2005 for a review) and some quantitative extensive studies on students beliefs in New Zealand (Brown & Hirschfeld, 2007, 2008).


  In relation to students beliefs and English classes in formal contexts of education there is also some evidence from Asian schools. Through observation and discourse analysis some beliefs could be established. For example, a pervasive belief among students was the advocacy of the translation method as an effective activity for learning languages. Traditional beliefs like this are more frequent amid Chinese students, a fact explained by the author as respect for traditions and culture in the Chinese context of education (Yu, 2013).


  A similar study by Settar (2012) intended to establish what the beliefs of EFL students in Iraq were and how those beliefs affected students learning process. The participants in this research were 101 university students of EFL. The instrument used to evaluate the students beliefs was Horwitz (1988) questionnaire of Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI). Some categories were analyzed in the study where aspects like aptitude difficulty, strategies, and motivation were measured. It could be concluded that students believe that there are certain people that can learn languages better than others but they are very optimistic that they can learn it and have a very good performance. Students also believed that it is easy to learn English but that it depends on the time spent for doing so. It was surprising to find out that students believed that memorizing lists of vocabulary without having contact with the language or the context itself is the best way to learn. Besides, students reported a lack of motivation due to the wrong usage of some strategies while learning the target language. Finally, students evidenced a desire to learn English because they believed it important for their professional lives but the lack of possibilities to get involved in effective language learning leads to frustration.


  From a South American perspective, in Brazil some researchers highlight the importance of beliefs about second language acquisition (SLA). Barcelos (2003), in a critical review, analyses some studies about beliefs in order to discuss their content: methodology, definition of beliefs, the relationship between belief and actions, and the advantages and disadvantages. First, she starts a discussion about the term belief and its meaning given in previous research. Secondly, she revises the research in order to place it into three different categories (The Normative Approach, The Metacognitive Approach, and The Contextual Approach). Finally, she expounds upon the advantages of each approach and the instruments used by the researchers to collect data. Taking into consideration this analysis, Barcelos concludes that:


  
    Beliefs about SLA research has to move beyond a simple description of beliefs as predictors of future behavior to an investigation of beliefs in context. We need to understand how beliefs interact with students actions and what functions they play in students learning experiences in class or outside class. (Barcelos, 2003, p. 29)
  


  Finally, in Colombia there is a mixed exploratory study of students beliefs in two public institutions (Avella & Camargo, 2010). One university and one high school were used as contexts for the research. Through the use of questionnaires and observations the authors could affirm that the students are conscious about the importance of the language and how it can help them to get a job or to study abroad. They also fear the fact of being mocked by their classmates: Students believe that mispronouncing words is one situation that affects their participation. The studys conclusion was that students motivation towards several aspects of the class can affect their performance.


  The studies commented on here are useful to support two facts. First, the relation between students beliefs and their performance in the English classroom is an issue that should be taken into account by any teacher, policy maker, and institution to guide their decisions. Second, there is not enough research in public high schools in relation to the state of students beliefs about their English class. This is another way to say that students have been mute for a long time in relation to bilingualism in Colombia. This study is an attempt to listen to what students have to say about this process.


  Context of the Study


  The study was carried out in a public institution located in the southwest of Armenia, Quindo (Colombia). This city is considered by the Ministry of Education as one of the regions where there are intensive efforts, meaning there are many projects being developed inside schools sponsored by the Colombia Very Well program, that is, textbooks, native English speakers, co-teachers, intensification of teaching hours per week, and so on. Thirty students (fifteen from sixth grade and fifteen from eleventh grade) were volunteers to participate in the data collection activities. The participation of students from these grades was an informed decision based on the findings of Harris, Harnett, and Brown (2009). These researchers found that beliefs of students finishing high school tend to be different from those of students finishing primary. In this way, five volunteer students from each grade (sixth and eleventh) were chosen at random to become part of the study. A common characteristic of the participants is that they all live in the vicinity of the school and most of them have studied at least four years in the institution. Academically, just one student, from eleventh grade, has been studying English out of the school curriculum; the other volunteers have studied English only at school. Sixth grade students age ranges from 11-13 years and eleventh grade students age oscillated between 16 and 18.


  Method


  As has been mentioned already, beliefs tend to be subjective and inter-subjective rather than objective because of the inner interpretations they produce within the context they arise from. If it is considered that beliefs can vary or remain stable across time and space and eventually [become] mutually conflicting (Kalaja et al., 2015, p. 10) a comprehensive method of research should be used to better approach such complexity.


  Thus, it was necessary to develop the project from a qualitative approach. This approach allows the researchers to address the complexity of beliefs more thoroughly. Furthermore, taking into account that in Colombia research on beliefs has not been a subject of much interest, this study constitutes an exploratory case study. According to Yin (2003): A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context (p. 18). A case study provides a unique example of real people in real life situations, enabling readers to understand ideas more clearly than simply by presenting them with abstract theories or principles (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007).


  Procedures


  Three instruments were used in order to collect the information of the study: students drawings, focus groups, and interviews. The main instrument to collect data was students drawings of their English class. Drawings can be a powerful tool to approach complex information when working with underage participants. According to Diem-Wille (2001), pictures, drawings, and metaphors show a persons emotional state of mind much better than verbal definitions or descriptors (p. 119). Clarebout, Depaepe, Elen, and Briell (as cited in Harris et al., 2009) argued that drawings can be used to identify nuances and ambivalences within a persons belief system, indicating they would be useful when studying pupil conceptions (p. 3).


  Following Harris et al.s (2009) study, each participant in the research was given a paper to draw their English class and was instructed to write a short caption of their drawing to better explain the images (Figure 1). The presentation and explanation of their drawing were done in two focus groups. Inside the focus groups students could explain their drawings to their classmates and discuss or come to agreement in relation to the particularities of their English class. Answers and interaction were video recorded. Finally, open interviews were carried out with each participant in order to have a more detailed source of information. The use of these three tools of data collection allowed a triangulation process of information giving the qualitative approach of the study an inter-subjective rigor required to have consistent results (Cohen et al., 2007).
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  Data Analysis


  Each participant was given a numerical code to protect their identities so that their drawings and answers from the focus groups and interviews could be easily monitored. Frequency of images and words in the interviews and focus groups were highlighted for further relation. As a result, four categories emerged out of the frequency and relation of images and words. Each category was named after the same choice of words of participants and all comments related to it: The Dark Side, Always the Same, Changes, and The English Door.


  The Dark Side


  Avella and Camargo (2010) reported on the importance given by students to a classroom environment: Students believe that this has direct influence upon their interaction and participation in class. Similarly, in our study it was found that students believe their English class environment is affected dramatically by a dark side inside the classroom. This dark side refers to a certain part of the classroom (a group of students) in which some students interfere negatively in the process of learning. This category was created because of the frequency in which some students from both 6th and 11th grades mentioned this event.


  While analyzing the drawings, we could find that some participants mentioned this issue several times. For example, Student 2 (11th Grade) made the following comment in his drawing:


  
    There is always a part of the classroom fooling around; they disrupt the class.1
  


  During the focus groups, 11th graders expressed their inconformity about the dark side. For example, Student 2 expressed that one of his partners, specifically Student 5, belongs to the dark side because he and his group of partners do not pay attention to class instruction and activities. Besides, when the interviewer asked them about the dark side all the students agreed on the interference that this group of students creates. Student 2 from the focus group emphasized that the people from this side talk loudly and a lot in Spanish, making the development of tasks and participation almost impossible.


  While setting the influence that the dark side has in their English classes during the focus group, the interviewer asked: Do you feel that the dark side influences your learning process? The students answered:


  
    Their voices are just unbearable (Student 2, 11th Grade)
  


  Interestingly, Student 5 from 11th Grade, whom his partners in the focus groups identified as belonging to this dark side, acknowledges that:


  
    Yes, of course, that noise doesnt leave anybody to concentrate
  


  Some answers to the question How do you feel in the classrooms environment? during the interview from 6th graders were:


  
    Bad, students disturb, they make noise. (Student 1)
  


  
    Sometimes, the teacher has to talk them loud, they make too much noise. They stand up. (Student 2)
  


  As has been shown, it is evident that the way students express their inconformity with this situation constitutes a belief about English class environment. A fact influencing this belief is the number of students per classroom. In this public school there are 34 students per classroom on the average. This situation makes the process of interaction, participation, and concentration difficult, allowing the creation of these dark sides. It is very interesting as well to see how both groups share this belief, especially the disadvantages that the dark side produces in their learning process.


  Always the Same


  This category refers to the routine students live in their English class; the use of photocopies was the most reported material in the classroom by students. Students believed that the use of repetitive activities in the class makes it uninteresting. The frequency in which students from both grades mentioned the lack of interest related to this kind of material made its categorization possible. Moreover, students organization and the teachers role within the classroom make up part of this category. This could easily be noticed in the drawings and comments of the students. For example, Student 1 from 11th grade expressed the feelings evoked by the materials used by the teacher (photocopies) in his drawing (Figure 2).


  [image: ]


  He explains his drawing saying:


  
    My drawing expresses that almost all the classes are photocopies.
  


  While answering the interview question about materials in the classroom, some students commented as follows:


  
    Dictionary and photocopies. (Student 2, 11th Grade)
  


  
    Photocopies and audios. (Student 2, 11th Grade)
  


  
    Dictionary, photocopies, and vocabulary. (Student 1, 6th Grade)
  


  
    Only photocopies and the notebook. (Student 3, 6th Grade)
  


  Also, in the drawings displayed in Figure 3, the students showed other aspects that made some common events and dispositions in the class evident: classroom organization with desks in straight lines, teachers role (he or she is always in front of the classroom), individual work and a board full of instructions.
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  As also stated by Settar (2012), students are very perceptive about monotony. In this category, they feel that doing always the same is not only boring for them but also affects their performance during the class. This category evidences how traditional an English class can be, in this case, in a public institution. In fact, the influence of everyday experiences, in this case classroom experiences, affects the way beliefs are shaped (Abelson, 1979; Pajares 1992). For students, their English class is similar to any other traditional class where there is a teacher giving instructions to be developed individually and where every task is predictable.


  Changes


  According to Abelson (1979), beliefs can be related not only to the actual state of things in a given context but also to the ideal state of things in an imaginary situation. As such, it was possible to constitute a category with the comments students had about proposals to improve their English classes. This category refers to what students want to see in their English class: changes. This category is very informative since there is a great amount of possibilities that can be taken into account in order to improve any English class. In general terms, the lack of new material, the same way of developing the class, the absence of oral practice, and so on, are some of the aspects that students want to change. That is why this category shows how the class can be more interesting and appealing to the ideas and possible changes that the students suggest. Some of the changes were stated as follows:


  
    English instead of Spanish. That English classes be taught in Spanish. (Student 3, 6th Grade)
  


  
    To learn other languages. (Student 5, 6th Grade)
  


  
    That the classes should become more practical not so much theory. (Student 1, 11th Grade)
  


  
    That new things be taught, because it is always the same. (Student 5, 11th Grade)
  


  It is interesting to highlight how the beliefs students have about their ideal English class can be easily related to what researches discuss in academic contexts. For example, Galindo and Moreno (2008) argue: Thus to promote the bilingual development of Colombian citizens in only one international language would disregard other linguistic realities of equal importance. Sixth grade students affirm something in the same respect since they want to have the opportunity to learn other languages. Crdenas and Miranda (2014) stress the need to promote clear actions intended to improve the performance of teachers inside their classrooms. Eleventh grade students claim that it is important that new things be taught, because it is always the same.


  On the other hand, when focus groups were done, the students expressed some clear and specific ideas that they believe can be very useful for the English class. For example:


  
    English games. (Student 5, 6th Grade)
  


  
    That we were taken to the computers room to play. (Student 2, 6th Grade)
  


  
    Change the traditional things, photocopies. I think that it has happened for a long time and its so boring. It is time to change, isnt it? So, more didactic topics and be more strict with the people that disturb the class. (Student 2, 11th Grade)
  


  As can be seen, students do not only talk about what they dislike but they also propose solutions. It is also evident that students demand changes for improving their performance and mostly for profiting their time in their English class.


  The English Door


  This category emerged as a token of the frequency of answers in relation to the importance students give to English in their lives. This was a belief shared equally by students from 6th and 11th grades. This category is very similar to the findings by Settar (2012) and Yu (2013). Of this category it can be said that beliefs of students in the foreign language context tend to be related to an instrumental motivation towards the learning of English. Students recognize the importance of English since they recognize they can use it for many other future activities. Then, English becomes an entrance or door to other possibilities for students.


  For example, when asked about the importance of learning English, students answered as follows:


  
    For going to other countries. (Student 1, 6th Grade)
  


  
    For many things, to study and to work. (Student 3, 6th Grade)
  


  
    For many things, for getting a job here or abroad. (Student 2, 11th Grade)
  


  
    To open the doors for a job. (Student 5, 11th Grade)
  


  Students acknowledge that speaking another language, in this case, English, is very important in their academic and professional lives. According to de Meja (2011), this kind of prestige that English has among public intuitions and the common people is evidence of how the learning of this language could be considered an imposition. For participants in this research the use and advantages English learning has in their future lives are very clear and almost unanimous, but this unanimity does not leave space for acknowledging the importance of developing competences in our mother tongue. For Galindo and Moreno (2008) the dismissal to give equal importance to both languages can result in poor outcomes in the development of English competences.


  Conclusion


  The main goal of this research was to establish some students beliefs about the English class, specifically students from 6th and 11th grades. Throughout the whole paper, we have seen that this is a complex and extensive work that needs to be analyzed deeply in many other aspects. Nonetheless, some of the most general and remarkable beliefs could be established and analyzed and grouped into four categories: The Dark Side, Always the Same, Changes, and The English Door.


  In the dark side, students believe that this is a characteristic present inside the English class, a situation that affects dramatically their process of English learning. The evidence shows how the interference from one part of the classroom can be very harmful for the other students performance with the language. Besides, from always the same, students believe that the monotony, in terms of materials, organization of the classroom and the teachers role, is a factor of negative motivation.


  Students also report beliefs about the ideal characteristics in their English class. In the category changes it can be concluded that students believe that the implementation of new materials, the use of oral tasks, and encouraging activities can be very useful for catching students attention. Besides, students also believe that the teachers need to be stricter with the students that do not want to work. Students believe that a good English class requires all students to be involved in the activities but such activities must be appealing and not repetitive.


  As demonstrated in the English door category, students believe that speaking English is the best option for getting a better job and having a future abroad. This instrumental motivation towards English learning reinforces the prestige this language has in our culture. It is paradoxical then to see how a class where students firmly recognize the importance of its subject matter for their future lives (a luxury not all subjects in public school enjoy) is not developed in such a way as to turn this kind of motivation into effective learning.


  Contrary to the findings by Harris et al. (2009), beliefs of students beginning and finishing high school in Colombia do not differ too much in relation to their English class. Students share common and firm beliefs about methodology, discipline, and motivation towards the class. There is evidence to support that the use of traditional methods is deeply resented by students. Thus, the logic of action and consequences inside the English class can be established from the categories presented in this paper. The lack of appealing activities leads to a lack of involvement of all students; this in turn allows the creation of groups of students that disrupt the class and thus affect the participation of the whole class.


  Finally, it is important to acknowledge the relevance of students beliefs about their classes. To be able to determine these beliefs is the first step toward addressing a complex process in public institutions. It seems that the best way to create and deal with bilingual policy in our classrooms is to consider students voices as a reliable source of information. Our findings suggest that as long as students beliefs are disregarded they become a more powerful and invincible force influencing all actions. An effective way to balance these forces in an English learning context is to identify and understand the beliefs supporting them.


  Limitations and Recommendations


  In Colombia, it is important to start reporting systematically about the beliefs of students in different levels of education: elementary and higher education. This would allow policy-makers and teachers to establish differences and similarities and, accordingly, to design effective methodologies. This study only focused on some levels of public education but more evidence is needed to strengthen the scope of this research. It is also important to consider teachers beliefs since their role is equally important. To establish differences and similarities in the groups of people just mentioned would be the necessary steps toward creating a framework of reference to understand a context where policy could be effective.

  


  1All the excerpts from the students have been translated from their original language, Spanish, for the purposes of publication.
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  Cooperative learning allows students acquisition of competences that are essential for the labour market such as leadership, critical thinking, communication, and so on. For this reason, different cooperative activities were designed in a language subject in English Studies so that students could work in groups and acquire those competences. This article describes some such activities and the emotional competences that students acquire with them. Moreover, a survey was conducted in order to establish students opinions about the main competences they acquired with the activities designed and their opinion about a cooperative methodology. Students answers were positive and they were aware of what they had learned.


  Key words: Cooperative learning, debate, emotional competences, English studies, oral presentation.

  


  El aprendizaje cooperativo permite que el alumnado adquiera competencias fundamentales para el mercado laboral como el liderazgo, la capacidad crtica, la comunicacin, etc. Por esta razn se disearon diferentes actividades cooperativas en una asignatura de lengua de Filologa Inglesa para que los estudiantes pudieran trabajar en grupos y desarrollar las competencias mencionadas. Este artculo describe algunas actividades cooperativas y las competencias emocionales que el alumnado adquiere con ellas. Adems, se prepar una encuesta para conocer las opiniones de los estudiantes sobre las principales competencias que adquieren con las actividades diseadas y sus opiniones sobre una metodologa cooperativa. Las respuestas del alumnado son positivas y los estudiantes son conscientes de lo que aprenden.


  Palabras clave: aprendizaje cooperativo, competencias emocionales, debate, Filologa Inglesa, presentacin oral.

  


  Introduction


  The creation and development of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has required changes in Universidad de Alicante (Spain): it implies a shift from a University of teaching to a University of learning; similarly, there is a change from emphasizing the importance of input to highlighting the importance of output. Moreover, the latter must create competent, responsible, and critical professionals who are able to be adaptable in the labour market. The application of new methodologies in the teaching-learning process is one of the main changes requested. In this sense, it is important to promote cooperation in the classroom so that teachers and students share responsibilities.


  In the last years, there has been a shift from traditional teacher-centred teaching (Martnez Lirola, 2007; Morales Vallejo, 2008) towards student-centred teaching approaches (Cavazotte, Moreno, & Hickmann, 2012; MacCann, Lipnevich, & Roberts, 2012), which allow students to be active in the teaching-learning process and to construct new knowledge. Teachers roles have changed from being deliverers-of-information to becoming mentors or tutors. Consequently, students assume that they are the protagonists of their learning and that cooperative learning (CL) allows them to learn actively and progressively because they work with meaningful activities. In Wilhelms words (2006):


  
    Cooperative learning activities provide meaningful, realistic practice combined with useful developmental feedback. Students are encouraged to view learning as a dynamic process over which they have individual responsibility and group control. The skills developed in using cooperative learning are also important for life-long learning. (p. 154)
  


  CL is one of the most commonly used forms of active pedagogy. It highlights the fact that students learn by working together in groups (Adams & Hamm, 1994; D. W. Johnson, R. T. Johnson, & Smith, 2007; Shimazoe & Aldrich, 2010). Following Slavin (as cited in Ahmar & Mahmood, 2010) the two main differences between cooperative learning and the traditional group work are the following:


  
    Two components of CL (cooperative learning) distinguish it from traditional group work: (a) positive interdependence i.e. the feelings that they cannot achieve their group goal without the joint efforts of team members (b) individual accountability i.e. each member of the group feels accountable for their performance. (p. 152)
  


  In general, studies make clear that students achieve better grades when using active methodologies; in this sense cooperative learning also contributes to a productive classroom climate due to the fact that it promotes the exchange of ideas (Barkley, Cross, & Major, 2005; D. W. Johnson & F. P. Johnson, 2009; D. W. Johnson & R. T. Johnson, 1989, 2004; D. W. Johnson et al., 2007; Ghaith, 2002; Slavin, 1989; T.-P. Wang, 2009; Tsay & Brady, 2010). In fact, this type of learning involves the acquisition of different skills and the accomplishment of different tasks that reinforce feeling productive and active (Garner, 2010; N. Wang, Young, Wilhite, & Marczyk, 2011).


  This article is organized in the following sections: section two offers the theoretical background of the article, paying attention to the relationship between emotional competences and cooperative learning; section three presents the methodology and data and refers to the participants and context used for the study. Section four concentrates on the objectives and research questions of this research. Section five presents ways of implementing cooperative learning through group oral presentations and debates. This section is followed by a discussion of the results of the survey. Finally, the article ends with some conclusions based on the study.


  Objectives and Research Questions


  The main objective of this research is to point out that the use of a cooperative methodology in a foreign language subject is appropriate for the acquisition of competences that students will need in the labour market such as effective communication, leadership, and critical thinking. In order to accomplish this objective, different activities were designed (see Procedure) so that students could acquire different emotional competences such as the ones already mentioned. Consequently, another objective is that students do not only learn contents but emotional competences that make them grow as human beings.


  These objectives imply that it is necessary to design the appropriate cooperative tasks based on the competences intended to be acquired and to involve students to be active in the teaching-learning process. Consequently, all participants in the group must be active in working together in order to accomplish the tasks.


  Our main research questions are the following: Do cooperative activities such as oral presentations and debates contribute to the acquisition of emotional competences in students at the University? What do students think about the cooperative methodology that was used in the subject English Language IV?


  Theoretical Background


  The main principles of CL following D. W. Johnson and F. P. Johnson (1994), and D. W. Johnson and R. T. Johnson (2004) are the following: Positive Interdependence, Face-to-Face Interaction, Individual and Group Accountability, Interpersonal and Small-Group Skills, and Group Processing. The positive interdependence between the different group members creates feelings of responsibility towards the final product and also towards the group relationships (D. W. Johnson & R. T. Johnson, 2009a; Matsui, Kakuyama, & Onglatco, 1987). Said interdependence promotes interaction and possible discussion about how to perform the task, what steps need to be taken, how to solve a conflict, and so on.


  Cooperative methodologies allow working on emotional competences (Bernard, 2006; Cherniss, Extein, Goleman, & Weissberg, 2006; Mikolajczak, Brasseur, & Fantini-Hauwel, 2014; Sheehan, McDonald, & Spence, 2009; Troth, Jordan, & Lawrence, 2012), which can be considered essential for the integral development of students and for the development of academic skills, as MacCann et al. (2012) make clear:


  
    Emotions and emotion-related skills are important in education for two reasons: (a) as facilitators of traditionally valued outcomes such as academic skills, higher test scores, and better grades; and (b) as a valued outcome in and of themselves. While academic skills are certainly important, it is a worthy goal to have happy students with strong emotional skills, and who are resilient to negative emotions, irrespective of their grades. (p. 315)
  


  Emotional competence (EC) has to do with how people deal with their emotions, as Nelis et al. (2011) make clear: More specifically, EC refers to individual differences in identifying, expressing, understanding, regulating, and using emotions (p. 354). Following Jennings and Greenberg (2009), I will refer to


  
    the broadly accepted definition of social and emotional competence developed by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (2008). This definition involves five major emotional, cognitive, and behavioral competencies: self-awareness, social awareness, responsible decision making, self-management, and relationship management (Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). (p. 494)
  


  Considering emotional competences implies talking about emotional intelligence. Boyatzis, Goleman, & Rhee (2000) defined emotional intelligence as the type observed when a person demonstrates the competencies that constitute self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and social skills at appropriate times and ways in sufficient frequency to be effective in the situation (p. 3). In this sense, we agree with Divaharan and Atputhasamy (2002) in the type of emotional competences that students can acquire with cooperative learning:


  
    Cooperative learning helps students to develop interpersonal skills (Slavin, 1987) such as: getting to know and trust team members; communicating effectively and clearly; providing support and challenging fellow team members; and engaging in constructive conflict resolution (Johnson & Johnson, 1994). In addition, these social skills may help students to acquire a sense of social responsibility (Vermette, 1988). (p. 73)
  


  It is necessary that students use, understand, and manage their emotions in order to develop their emotional intelligence and to conduct good social relationships with other human beings. For this reason, in the last few years there have been different studies that point out the importance of emotional competences in higher education (Ciarrochi & Scott, 2006; Kingston, 2008; Tsay & Brady, 2010). In general, these studies coincide in emphasizing that EC, such as the ability to identify emotions, is correlated with different indices of wellbeing such as anxiety or depression (Ciarrochi & Scott, 2006; Ciarrochi, Scott, Deane, & Heaven, 2003; Cicchetti, Rappaport, Sandler, & Weissberg, 2000; Elias, Gara, Schuyler, Branden-Muller, & Sayette, 1991). However, assessing social and emotional competence is not an easy task and has not been given priority in higher education (Barblett & Maloney, 2010).


  Method


  Participants and Data


  The subject English Language IV was a core subject taught in the last year of the degree in English Studies at Universidad de Alicante; its main aim was that students acquire some competences in the use of English that allow the integration of the different skills. For this reason, it is necessary to work together with the five skills of a language, the productive (speaking, interacting, and writing) and the receptive (reading and listening), through both oral and written cooperative activities such as the ones proposed in this article.


  The academic year 2013-2014 was the last year in which there was teaching in this subject because that year was the last year of the degree in English Studies (Licenciatura en Filologa Inglesa), which has now become the grade (bachelor degree) in English Studies (Grado en Estudios Ingleses) following the guidelines proposed by the EHEA. Taking into consideration that the teacher has taught this subject before, I decided to follow a cooperative methodology in order to help students develop their emotional competences.


  The majority of the students are 22 years old. Most of them intend to sit a competitive exam in order to work as high school teachers when they finish the degree; there are also students who would like to work as interpreters or translators. Some students just want to complete a masters program that allows them to be better qualified. During the academic year 2013-2014 there were 105 enrolled in the subject; 75 studied the subject in Alicante and there were 30 students who studied abroad with the Erasmus program.


  The subject English Language IV was taught four hours per week distributed in the following way: The first hour was devoted to academic writing; the second hour was used for students to prepare an oral presentation on a topic of their choice following the pieces of advice given during the first week; the third hour was utilized to work on grammar; finally, the last hour was used by the same students who had prepared the oral presentation in order to organize a debate in which the whole classroom could discuss the topic.


  In addition, students were required to prepare some listening activities in the language laboratory and give them to the teacher at the end of the semester. This organization allows students to work on the five skills that were evaluated through a portfolio with the following structure: written essay (20% each semester), group oral presentation (15% each semester), written grammar exam (10% each semester) and listening (5% each semester).


  The teacher designed some cooperative activities (see Procedure) that helped students to work in groups, be active throughout the teaching-learning process, be aware of the emotional competences present in the activities suggested and develop their emotional competences. Moreover, a survey was prepared in order to determine students opinions about the main emotional aspects of the methodology used (see Discussion). All students were sampled after they had given informed consent because they were given the option to participate or not. They were assured of anonymity and confidentiality.


  Procedure: Implementing Cooperative Learning Through Group Oral Presentations and Debates


  CL involves students working in small groups in order to achieve a common goal; in this sense, the fact that the groups are heterogeneous entails that all students benefit from the work and knowledge of the different group members (D. W. Johnson & F. P. Johnson, 1994, 2009; D. W. Johnson, R. T. Johnson, & Holubec, 1994). Different studies (Ahmar & Mahmood, 2010; D. W. Johnson & F. P. Johnson, 1997, 2009; D. W. Johnson & R. T. Johnson, 1999, 2007, 2009b; D. W. Johnson, R. T. Johnson, & Smith, 1998, 2007; among others) point out the main advantages of cooperative learning and its importance in the acquisition and development of social and emotional competences, which are considered essential not only in the educational system but also in life.


  Cooperative activities were designed by the teacher throughout the whole academic year in order to develop the different skills. Due to the limitations of space in this paper, we are just going to concentrate on oral presentations and debates as examples of cooperative activities that allow the integration of written and oral competences. These activities are very useful for students because they can apply what they learn and put into practice for the job interviews they will start experiencing as soon as they finish the degree and start applying for a job.


  The teacher asked students to organize themselves in groups of four or five people and to prepare an oral presentation on a topic of their choice in order to evaluate their oral skills. Each group member had to talk for a maximum of five minutes. Students had to organize themselves since they had to choose the people they wanted to work with, select the topic of the oral presentation, and divide it so that all group members work in order to obtain a common goal. This promotes positive interdependence, which following D. W. Johnson et al. (1998) is one of the defining characteristics of cooperative learning.


  The fact that each group member assumed an individual responsibility that made her/him responsible not only for her/his work but for the success or failure of the group results is also essential in CL. Moreover, throughout the whole process, students communicate face to face in order to choose the topic and organize the different materials used to prepare and develop the presentation; in this way, they develop interpersonal and communicative skills because they learn to solve problems together, take decisions, prevent possible conflicts among group members and make common agreements to benefit group work, apart from the different criteria that could appear during the learning process.


  In addition, oral presentations had other advantages that are worth mentioning. The fact that it is a semiautonomous activity was positive in the sense that it allowed students to choose the topic freely. In this sense, cooperative learning is an excellent way of promoting autonomy, interdependency, and taking decisions.1 I also intended that students would use some bibliographical references on the topic chosen; moreover, they were also required to use certain multimodal resources to prepare the oral presentation, and this activity was also useful in order to integrate written and oral skills when preparing the PowerPoint presentation that was going to be used when students had to give their oral presentation in the classroom. In fact, the process of teaching and learning had to be based on the practice of integrating the receptive and productive skills.


  Before presenting the oral presentation in the classroom, students had to take part in a group tutorial with the teacher in order to share the way in which the presentation was to be organized, the materials found, possible difficulties, and so forth. Besides, after the oral presentation, students also participated in another group tutorial in order to receive some feedback on the main positive and negative aspects of the oral presentation already given in the classroom. In this sense, tutorials are essential for cooperative learning because they support students and guide them through interaction, that is, this would be one example of formative evaluation.


  Furthermore, once the oral presentation had been made in the classroom, each group sent it to the teacher through the virtual campus so that it could be shared with all the students registered in the subject English Language IV. Consequently, the act of sharing the work done by each small group with the whole classroom promotes solidarity and generosity. This involves the application of another principle of cooperative learning proposed by D. W. Johnson et al. (1998), the reflection on the work done, because students deliberate and meditate on the degree of effectiveness of the achievements in the task carried out, during the tutorials with the teacher before sharing the final piece of work. After what has been said in the previous lines, it is deduced that this activity shows unequivocally the defining characteristics that any activity called cooperative should possess. These characteristics also appear in the activities defined in the following paragraphs.


  Another activity consisted of organizing and participating in a debate on a topic chosen by students that would take place in the classroom and through Facebook.2 In this sense, two students that were part of a project on innovation in teaching created a Facebook page called English Language IV. Students were free to choose their classmates to prepare the debate (we are aware that choosing ones classmates is not always the best option for work based on CL). Each group was to organize the internal work inside the group and the roles that each group member had to assume in order to prepare the debate, which affected the individual responsibility of each student and the development of the positive interdependence among all of them, since students were obliged to give thought to accomplishing some common objectives through cooperation right from the beginning of the activity.


  Every week, five days before the debate took place in the classroom, the group took part in a compulsory tutorial with the teacher in order to discuss the questions that were going to appear on Facebook on the topic chosen and, in this way, reflect on the most effective way to prepare work, which contributed decisively to highlighting critical thinking and to developing social skills of communication and of integration in a work group. At the same time, the teacher supervised the written English that was to appear in Facebook. From then on, the group members were given five days to express their opinion on the topic of debate proposed in which they had to proceed in such a way as to use interpersonal skills, take decisions, and combine individual responsibility to accomplish some common objectives such as elaborating some solid arguments to defend, orally, a determined point of view in English related to a particular topic. Consequently, in the preparation of the debate, what each student adds to it influences the final result and determines if the final work is satisfactory or not.


  Another purpose of the said activity was that students could write complete paragraphs in English in a virtual environment. It was thought that using a virtual environment for this cooperative activity would exercise a positive influence on students; this was the case because more than half of the students participated in the debates that were proposed every week on different topics, such as capitalism, the concept of beauty, fears, the anti-smoking law, etc., which favored the development of writing skills.


  The fact that students knew the topic that was going to be discussed in the classroom through Facebook before the debate took place was very positive because students had time to reflect on the topic chosen; they could organize their ideas and express them in writing through Facebook or in the classroom debate. In this way, I attained another purpose of this activity, which was the integration of oral and written skills, which is essential in order to develop communicative skills in the foreign language.


  Once the debate had taken place in the classroom, the group was required to meet the teacher in a group tutorial in order to comment on how the debate and its organization had gone, assess students participation, and analyze the form and function of the comments received through Facebook, etc. In fact, students could reflect in groups on the development of their work, which is a fundamental principle of CL as already stated in the previous paragraphs. In addition, they were accorded the opportunity of practicing their English again in a group tutorial. In practice, the space devoted to tutorials also gained prominence in the teaching-learning process because these methods are an integral part of it.3


  In a nutshell, choosing cooperative activities has the purpose of integrating students in the assigned task, having them work with a common objective, and causing them to enjoy the phase of production of ideas with their teammates. Observing the teaching-learning process allowed the teacher to make sure that students were comfortable with the methodology used and that the acquisition of emotional competences was taking place. In this sense, a survey was designed in order to establish students opinions.


  Discussion


  Although CL has many advantages there are also some disadvantages. For this reason, a survey was administered so that students could offer their anonymous opinions about working with cooperative learning and emotional competences (see Appendix). Following authors such as Herrera Torres and Enrique Mirn (2008), I consider that the survey is an appropriate method to obtain information from students because it facilitates academic and personal information of university students in this case and points out their worries, needs or deficiencies that they observe in their learning.


  The majority of the students think that the University should be a place to contribute to their integral development as human beings (92%) whereas 8% consider that the University is a place to acquire knowledge. The second question identifies students perceptions about the importance given to content in the degree. More than half of the students (60%) consider that teaching content is the main role of the University and therefore that 70% of the time is devoted to this task and the other 30% to teaching competences. Twenty students (26.26%) consider that content is given even more importance, that is, 80%, so that only 20% of the time is used for the acquisition of competences. Finally, 13.33% consider that the time devoted to teaching contents and competences is equal, that is, 50% for each.


  If we ask the same question but related to the subject English Language IV in which cooperative learning and the acquisition of competences were made explicit throughout the whole teaching-learning process (Question 3), we observe that more than half of the students (52%) consider that the time given to teaching contents and competences is equal. 26.26% have different opinions: they consider that there was more emphasis on the teaching of competences (60% of the time) than on teaching content (40%). The rest of the students, 18.66%, consider that the previous percentages are the other way round, that is, content occupies 60% while 40% was devoted to competences.


  The opinion of students about taking into consideration emotional competences at the different educational levels (primary and secondary education and University) is very clear: the great majority, 96%, answer positively. Only two students (2.66%) give a negative answer and only one person answers sometimes (1.33%). Similarly, 70.66% think that emotional competences are very important in a language classroom, while 2.66% consider that their importance is average and only one person (1.33%) points out that their importance is minimal.


  Students express different opinions about the main emotional competences associated with cooperative learning. Seventeen students (22.66%) consider that all of them are present. Apart from that, the competences regarded as most important are communication (62.66%) and cooperation (61.33%), followed by empathy (50.66%), taking the initiative (49.33%), understanding (46.66%), and solving conflicts (28%). Finally, the following four competences were accorded less importance: solidarity (25.33%), optimism (24%), leadership (16%), and security (14.66%).


  Question 7 asked students which of the already mentioned emotional competences they had acquired in the subject English Language IV. In this case 10 students (13.33%) chose all. The rest offered different opinions: 65.33% identify cooperation, followed by communication (52%), security (38.66%), and understanding (33.33%). 30.66% of the students who answered the survey consider that leadership and taking the initiative were also developed. Thereafter, 28% select empathy and conflict solving and, finally, optimism and solidarity are the two least frequently mentioned competences (18.66%).


  As already explained in this article, the main cooperative activity in English Language IV was the oral presentation. For this reason, students were asked about the main difficulties experienced in order to prepare them. The main answers were the following: being nervous (44%), difficulties in meeting with all the group members (34.66%), insecurity (22.66%), and being scared of failure (17.33%). Other difficulties pointed out just by a few students were the following: choosing the topic, controlling time (2.6%), organizing the presentation (5.33%), and solving conflicts (4%). It is interesting that two students (2.6%) answered that they did not encounter any difficulty in preparing their presentation.


  Additionally, students were asked about the main emotional competences that helped them to overcome the difficulties already mentioned in the previous paragraph. In this sense, most students mentioned the support and cooperation between the different group members (60%), while about half pointed to being optimistic and self-confident (46,66%), and about a third to being patient and empathetic (33.33%).


  In Question 10 students were asked if they considered the emotional competences that they had acquired useful for their future as professionals. The great majority of students answered yes (81.33%), 17.33% replied that this was true to a certain extent whereas only one person said no (1.33%).


  The ideas presented in this section devoted to the discussion of the survey point out that students were quite comfortable with the chosen methodology and that they were aware of the main emotional competences they had acquired. Consequently, we were able to establish students opinions about the main aspects related to CL and the acquisition of emotional competences. Therefore, it was useful to conduct a survey so that students could share their opinions once a cooperative methodology had been used during the academic year 2013-2014.


  Conclusions


  When students work in a cooperative way in a foreign language subject, they do not only learn contents because cooperative activities request that students become active in the teaching-learning process and that they acquire competences that they will need in the labour market. Consequently, in order to accomplish the cooperative activities prepared for the subject English Language IV, such as oral presentations and debates, students need to negotiate, to communicate, to be critical with the tasks, to cooperate, and to solve possible problems in the groups, among other emotional competences.


  The different cooperative activities designed for the subject English Language IV and the analysis of the survey point out that students accord importance to this type of learning and that, in general, the different tasks have been completed positively. CL allows the unity of theory and practice and the acquisition of different competences considered essential for the labour market such as critical thinking, the capacity to take decisions, leadership, and task division.


  This type of learning demands time for preparation outside the classroom for teachers and students but its advantages outweigh its disadvantages because it promotes the sharing of responsibilities by teachers and students. This involves that, on the one hand, students assume an active role that allows them to be active and organize their learning progressively. On the other hand, teachers stop being considered as a source of knowledge, to become instead a guide and tutor for students. In this sense, tutorials play a very active role in this type of learning and stop being used just to ask questions during the days previous to the exams.

  


  1In fact, the study done at the University of Cantabria by Gonzlez Fernndez and Garca Ruiz (2007) gathers students opinions: their capacity to find solutions without external support, that is., without the constant support of teachers, is developed through cooperative learning for 79,4% of students, whereas 35,5% consider that it can also be achieved through traditional teaching-learning methods.


  2We believe that the active participation in social networks is an effective way of motivating students since those networks are very popular. For example, it is important to mention the debates conducted through Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, Twenty, etc. within forums and virtual communities in which the interaction of questions and answers creates knowledge with a practical value that, of course, can be applied to teaching. See for example Martnez Snchez (2003) and Gonzlez and Esteves (2006).


  3As regards the potential of the spaces devoted to academic tutorials in the EHEA, see Garca Nieto (2008).
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  Appendix: Survey on Emotional Competences


  
    	Should the University be a place to

    - Obtain knowledge

    - Contribute to your integral development as a human being (combination of knowledge and competences)?


    	In the degree, what percentage (out of 100%) has been given to:

    - Obtaining knowledge

    - Contributing to your integral development as a human being (combination of knowledge and competences)?


    	In the subject English Language IV what percentage (over 100%) has been given to:

    - Obtaining knowledge

    - Contributing to your integral development as a human being (combination of knowledge and competences)?


    	Do you think that emotional competences should be considered at all educational levels (primary and secondary education and university)?

    YesNoSometimes


    	How important are emotional competences in a language classroom?

    Very importantMiddle importanceLittle importance


    	What are the emotional competences that are most connected with cooperative learning (choose five)?

    - Leadership- Initiative

    - Empathy- Optimism

    - Solidarity- Communication

    - Understanding- Conflict solving

    - Cooperation- Security


    	Which of the following emotional competences have you developed more in the subject English Language IV (choose five)?

    - Leadership- Initiative

    - Empathy- Optimism

    - Solidarity- Communication

    - Understanding- Conflict solving

    - Cooperation- Security


    	Enumerate the main difficulties found while preparing for the oral presentations.


    	Enumerate the main emotional competences that have helped you to overcome the already mentioned difficulties.


    	Do you think that the emotional competences that you have developed would be useful for the future as professionals in the labour market?

    YesNoUp to a certain extent
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Discrete-Point items
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Table 3. Answers From the Post-Study Questionnaire

Written and oral commentary is easier to understand than only written commentary. [ 70%
Overall, the oral commentary received was helpful. 84%
The feedback received on my texts:

Helped me improve my writing. s0%
Increased my motivation to revise my texts ™
Made it easy for me to revise my texts. 4%
‘Was helpful for the way I like to learn English. %
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Figure 3. Samples From Participants About the Organization of Their English Class.
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Figure 3. Student’s Opinion About a TV series,
October 18, 2012
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‘Table 4. Example Item Analysis for Course 5 Midterm ltems.

Course 5
Md | 5| o | @ Comments

Items

W |00 |om o4y | Ok

wsaz |04 |00 |-007 | Easy Doesntdiscriminate [see sp. the n-index]. Consider vocabulary

wsa3 |07 |008 |-003 | Easy Docsnt discriminate. Consider vocabulary

wsas |10 |000 |00 | Easy Doesnt discriminate. Consider vocabulary

wsas [0y 019 047 | Ok

s 065|048 |-om | Consider score criteria

wsm [06 |05y |01 | Ok Consider score criteria

wspy [o73 |odo |-003 | Consider score criteria

wssy [o076 |039 |00 | Ok Consider score creria

wsss [o77 |43 |029 | Ok Consider score crteria

w094 o3 [oar |Easy

wsez |07 016 |-003 | Easy Should extra prepositions be given?

wses o8 |04 |06 [Ok

wses  |o& |00 |0 |0k

wses o6 [os4 |06 |Ok

wsce  [om |02 |oas |Ok

wsez o8 o4y |08 |Ok

wses 068 |00 |02 [Ok

wseg 077 |0z |02 [OK

wscio 087 |25 |-oag | Easy. Perhaps add extra prepositions o the whole exercise

wsp1 069|058 (o074 | Ok Editdirections

wso2 077 [o70 (o8 |Ok Editdirections

wsp3 o8 [o29 [o33 | Ok Editdirections

o4 |o8s [0s6 |65 |Ok Edit directions

wsps 084|046 |36 | Ok Edit directions

msA 097|002 [-0.03 | Easy. Change vocabulary options

RsA2 097 |-020 |-0.05 | Easy. Change vocabulary options

wsm o7 [oar [om [0k

w209y [006 |-0.07 |Easy. Change vocabulary options

w004 [o1s |20 | Easy. Consider wording of the question

w082 [0 |08 |Ok Consider question and score criteria

msci 100 |00 |00 |Easybutok

msc2 100 [000 |00 |Easybutok

Rsc; 065|046 |09 |Ok

wscs o6 |00 |or [0k

wscs  oss [om [oos [0k

Rsc6 100 |00 |00 |Easybutok

wsc; 100|000 [00 |Easybutok

RSCE 090 |-0.08 [-010 |[Easy but consider omitting the preposition of

mscy o84 [om [o3s [OK

rsco 039|026 |01 | Ambiguous Does the statement sound natural?
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Table 4. Average of Grades of Students
in the Diagnostic and Final Writing

Diagnostic | Final
Paragraph structure 322 444
Coherence and cohesion 3.55 377
Grammar 111 2.88
Final grade 262 37

Note. Maximum grad
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Figure 2. Drawing of the English Class by Student 1 (11* Grade)
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Figure 2. Student’s Music Preferences,
September 12, 2012
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Table 1. Themes and Subthemes of Teachers’
Perceptions About Teamwork

Theme

Subtheme

1. Opinions

a) Positive
b) Negative

2. Assignment Types

2) Class delivered
b) Oral production
<) Virtual

3. Frequency Factors

4 Organizational Processes

5. Advantages

2) Learning
b) Abilities
<) Motivation

6. Problems

2) Organization
b) Training
<) Assessing

7. Perceptions of Students’
Opinions

a) Positive

b) Negative

©) Neutral

d) Group dependent
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Figure 1. Student's Opinion About a Story,

May 31, 2012
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Hem

Strongly.
disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
agree

Moderately
agree

Strongly.

Agree
or agree

A Outof-class teamwork:

2

3

A

6

1. Encourages collaboration

2. Encourages student
integration.

3 Promotes interaction

"+ Prepares studentsfora
professional lfe

5 s a process that takes time.
for students to assimilate

. Develops social abilities.

7 Develops cagnitive abilities
(e, critical thinking,
problem solution, strateges.
etc)

8 Is more work for the teacher.

9. Ends with a team product

10. Optimizes cass time.

1. Sacializes knowledge and
abilties among members.

12, Makes every student work.

13- Functions depending on
group atitude.

14 Mustbe carried out by
dividing work among group
members,

1. Depends on participants’
affinities.

16. Requires teacher fllow-up.

17 Reflects homogencous
Knowledge of group
members.

5. The teamwork assignment:

15,15 of beter qualiy than
individual work.

19 Sums each team member’s
potential

20 Reflects application of
theory into practice.

21, Impacts individual grades_

. The frequency of teamswork
assignments depends on:

22 The topic

23 The subject matter

24, The course content
arganization,

D. The students:

“That work harder learn more.

26 Know how o work on teams,

27, Are equipped with sacio-
cogaitive skils (¢, can
discuss experiences adding
new ideas and knowledge,
Know how to argue, etc..

28, Present better work in
groups than individually

29, Work individually despite
being assigned to work in
teams

30. Divide the work and then
put it together.

31 Re-group inside the team.

32, Tend to report that every
‘member worked although it
st always true.

Never

Seldom

‘Sometimes

Fairly ofien

Very

often | A

£ Lasa teacher:

3

4

33 Give instructions and.
explain the expected work
well

34 Give students practice in
class prior to the teamwork
that will be requested.

35. Organize the team (I decide.
who the team members ae).

36 Intervene if necessary and
make changes (e.g, [ change
members on already made
teamy).

37 Make sure work has been
done as teams (everybody
worked the same).

38 Use rubrics o mark/grade.

39. Explain all the elements [
‘going to mark when work s
assigned.

0. Ask for work that develops
research skills.

r

Ak students (o prepare for
oral presentations on a topic
in cass.

B

Request students o use
electronic media when
carrying out the assignments.

P

Requestsudents o present
their tesmwork using
dectronic media (e
PowerPoint,Flssh,web
pages. etc).
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Task |

Describing Family Members

Reading | To find main points in an article about ypical families.
Speking | T e ad compae st cwn e b o the normstionthey
P found in the artile )
“To find main points and discuss in pairs the similaites with participants’ own
Listening | 12
Weiting | To write  description of the students’families.
Reading | Answering questionnaires: Select appropriate words (0 use in context
Speaking | Class and pair discussions, drama, and role-pl
Activities | P8 ¥ L
Listening | Shorttalks about audios and the video.
Writing | Writing texts o family members.
Task I Describing the Students Towns, Cities, or Departments
Reading | To locate or recallfacts or detals explictly presented i the text
Speaking | Totalk in detail about the town, ity cites, or department,
Objective | Listening | To share main and specificideas to describe towns, ciies, or departmen.
“To write  short formal description of the town, city,or department where the
WARE | sudent comes from.
Reading | Reading and saying: asking for confirmation.
Speaking | Short oral presentation, debates n pairs, and giving opinions
Activities [ P8 i gl i
Listening | Responding to questions throvugh an interview: round table discussion.
Weiting_| Picture description
Task Il Making a Basic Weather Report
Reading | To identify or describe characters, setting, sequence, or events.
Objective | PG | Togiveawenther reportprcticingthe basc vocabulary
Listening | To identify basic vocabulary to talk abaut a weather report,
Weiting | To write  basic weather report.
Reading | TS corec wonds eted 0 weatherFeportgting he i pont from
thetext
Speaking | Dialogue,interview, oral weather report.
Listening | Answering class questions, looking for clarifications, and predicting
Writing | Weather report writing,
Task IV Buying a Bus Ticket
Reading | To identify steps described in the passage.
Objetive | SPEInE | Togveand receivedietion 0 buya ket
Listening | To identify thesteps to buy aticket.
Weiting | To report the way to buy  ticket.
Reading | Filling i airines forms, writing the information to check in
Speaking | Public announcements,sustaining a conversation.
Listening | Understanding naive speaker.
Weiting __| Filling in ailines forms, writing the information to check in.
Task V Talking About a Busy Day
Rading | TR s s contst e ended e ey
“To answer questions rlated to explicit or mplicit central ideas in informational
Objective | PE et
Listening | To organize information presented in audios and videos.
“To write information o answer questions rlated to explicit or implicit central
WAE | ideas in informationaltexts
Reading | Mapping, charting, charting, and summarizing
activities | SPOKINE | Compare,explin,justiy predict
Listening | Compare, explain, justiy,predict
Wiiting__| Report, narrae, socialize
Task VI Last Vacation
Reaiing | T 96y 3 o h o eens ol solatio, confict s
“To ask and answer questions from the text aiming at sharing point of view and
Objective vacation routine.
it | T o he vt prben, slton, onlct  the s e
Weiting__| To summarize the most important fact and opinions about las vacation.
Reading | Predicting, guessing, and making inferences about the reading.
Speaking | Justifying, explaining, comparing, narratng,
Listening | Predicting, guessing, and making inferences about the audios and video
Adtivities | Weiting | Writinga collage of last vacation, sharing facts and opinions about vacation.
Speaking | Dialogue, nterview, oral presentation, debate
Listening | Exchanging information, expressing agreement and disagreemens.

Weiting

Report,short story of st vacation, formal paper
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‘Figure 1. Learners’ Difficulties When Answering Questions
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Figure 1. Core Category, Categories and Subcategories Created by the Researcher
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Table 1. Topics, Types of Paragraphs, and Grammar
Points in Each Cycle

Grammar Type of "
Cycle | “points | paragraph | TOPIC

Passive voice
Fist | anded/ing | Narrative | Technology

adjectives

Using

dal verbs Trip to the

Second | MO0 Y% | Narrative cp ot

to make desert

predictions

o Colombian
Third | and third Descriptive

conditionals

culture
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Figure 1. Drawing of the English Class by One of the Participants
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Table 5. Reliability Estimates and Correlation Coefficients (Weighted & Raw Scores)

Course 5 Course6 | Course? Course 8

Statistic Mid | Final | Mid | Final | Mid | Final | Mid | Final
f»;::;m.gnw scorey) |08 089 |0 [o4s os7 |08 |om  |o&
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Table 1. First Argumentation Outline

As for me (1) | For instance (3)

Since (2) You know (4)
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Table 1. Alignment of Courses With CEF

CEF Idiomas-garT Courses
A1 |12,34
A2 [5678

B1 |9,10,1,12

B2 |13,14,15,16,17

B2+ | Advanced Grammar; Vocabulary in Context;
Listening and Speaking; Reading and Writing
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Table 1. Main Themes and Sub-Themes Drawn
From the Data Analysis

Main Themes

Sub-Themes

Improvements on
Students' English
Communicative
Competence

« Improvements on
written production.

+ Improvements on oral
production.

Factors That Affected
the TBL Approach
Implementation

« Factors related to
students.

« Factors related to
teachers.
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Table 1. Phonetic Exercise

1. /ka:/ = Car 6./6am/ = Thumb
2. /kzt/ = Cat 7. Iwitf/ = Witch
3. /tfeal = Chair 8. /b:3d/ = Bird

4. lisf = Ear 9. /h:as/ = Horse

5. /faua/ = Shower

10. /trein/ = Train
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Question 1. Mark with an x the statement that best HEIRIEIERE]
describes how you feel in relation to different areasofyour | £ | £ | 8 | 8 | 3 | §
English level: R IR IERRAE
£ 2
Pronounce wellthe words learned in class R o [
Speak luently o | 2| v w|2]o
Use good spelling when you wite. P T I S I I
Wekte coherent sentences n the correctorder 4 [ u w5 oo
Use grammaticalstructures learned in class correctly (implepresent | 5 | m | n | 3 | 1 | o
Yort are able t ask clasmates or opinions. s (w78 ol
Yor areable to give your personal opinion about musc, v series and
moviesina written way using simple sentences #le | m]s e |
You are able to give your personal opinion about music genres &
sw|2fofo
seriesand movies in an oral way using simple sentences.
You use varied vocabulary (speaking and weiting). s w8 oo
Youcan wete coherent and clea paragraphs. 2 lwlnls]a1]o
Questions 2,5, and 6. Being 1 the lowest level and 5 the highest, ank | 1 | 5 | 3 | 4 | 5
from 1105
‘a2 Your English level t this moment. ols|=]elo
a5 Your oral English production level, o|s|=]s]o
‘a6 Your writien English production level ol:]wlwlo
Question 3. Mark with an x the percentage
that describes your English level progress: | ®*2° | 20 40% | 40-60% | 6o~ 0% | So-to0%
Number of students 4 9 " 5 o

Question 4. I you consider that your English level improved, mark the
characteristics from the class that helped you more (you can mark several options):

“The opportunites to speak English in cass.

“The way the teacher taught (Task based learning approach) 6
“The possibilities o write in English insde and outside the classroom. i
“The exercises and gramimar worksheets developed a the end of every fask. 15
“The listening activities in English o

“The homevvork that the teacher assigned. 5
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Table 2. Second Argumentation Outline

As for me (1) However (4)
sm:_e (2) You know (5)
For instance (3)
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Table 2. Pronunciation Exercise

Costs = /s/
Knows = /2/
Cooks = /s/
Reads = /2/
Drinks = /s/
Speaks = /s/
Has=/z/

Comes = /2/
Buys=/2/

Does = /2/
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Discrete-Point ftems

Raw Course 5 Course 6 Course? Course 8
Statistic | Mid | Final | Mid [ Final | Mid [ Final | Mid al
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‘Table 2. Diagnostic and Final Writing of Student 1

Diagnostic wrting: February 20°, 2012

Final writing June 7% 2012

In 2007 I travelled to Germany 1 year s exchange
student, I chose this country because my grandmother
was German and in my childhood she talking every
time in German, From this moment 1 was interest for
thislanguage, them when 1 had the opportunity to
‘madea travel | chosen Germany:

“The first mount was very difficult because 1 dorit
Speaking very gut German in this moment and the
‘communication betting my Germars family and me
was difcultbecause they dont spoken English but in
school was more simply because the ll people in e
school speak English, aftr the 3 mount I canned
alitle German spoken the necessary for a basic
communication.

When 1 vas five years | hated go to the doctor. One.
day my mom had taken an appointment for the
dentist While my mom was talking with the secteary,
Istarted to cry, because | was vry scared. I that
moment the docor called me and my mom took my
hand we entered into the doctor’s office The doctor
helped me tosit inthe reclning chalr; my mom was
Signing some documents and the face of the doctor
made me fecl more nervous, he had realized tha so he
ssent outof the ofice and talked with other patiens.

s 0o one was watching me, I started to run out of the
office and my mom and the doctor ran afer me, | did
ot want go back to thatoffice so | rdered the levator
but my mom had aived in first plce. She was really
angey and stated t0 elled at me. In the end the dentist
examined me and gave me a candy:






