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Foreword

The 20th Annual Korea TESOL International Conference was held at Sookmyung
Women’s University on October 20 and 21, 2012. Over 1,100 international and
Korea-based attendees gathered in Seoul, South Korea, for a weekend of teacher
development under the conference theme of Perfect Score: Methodologies,
Technologies, & Communities of Practice. The two-day Conference offered
plenary sessions by Mike Levy and Glenn Stockwell, Brock Brady, and Scott
Thornbury, as well as nine featured sessions by Frank Boers, Fredricka L. Stoller,
Rob Waring, Clara Lee Brown, Mike Levy, Kyungsook Yeum, Neil J. Anderson,
Kevin Wilson, David Paul, and Glenn Stockwell, with a featured colloquium
featuring David Nunan, Martha Clark Cummings, Ken Beatty, Denise Murray, and
MaryAnn Christison. In addition, the Conference included 231 concurrent sessions
of various formats, including research paper presentations, workshops, and
colloquia.

The twenty-four papers in this volume include a paper by plenary speaker Brock
Brady on communities of practice, and papers by three featured speakers: Frank
Boers, who spoke on teaching phrasal expressions, and Fredricka Stoller and Rob
Waring, who both talked about reading in the classroom. The other papers fall
into fourteen categories, ranging from assessment and testing, classroom
management, and a focus on teaching specific skills in the classroom, to the use
of technology in the classroom, and articles focused on the teacher: talking about
cross-cultural and intercultural communication, and about reflective teaching
practice.

It is our pleasure to present to you this volume of KOTESOL Proceedings 2012.
We would like to thank the authors of the papers collected here for their
cooperation and patience with the editing process, and of course, for making their
contributions to this volume. We hope that you will enjoy reading the papers in
this publication in your pursuit of improved ELT methodologies, application of new
technologies, and participation in communities of practice.

Maria Pinto
David E. Shaffer
Editors-in-Chief
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Building and Strengthening Teacher Communities of Practice

Brock Brady
U.S. Peace Corps

Communities of Practice are places where people in a trade or profession can
“talk shop.” They form the foundation of teacher professional development.
In some fields Communities of Practice happen naturally. However, teachers
do not practice their craft alongside other teachers. Teachers must therefore
consciously build Communities of Practice to hone their craft.

Teachers who participate in Communities of Practice rarely experience
burnout or fall into ruts. They know their strengths and don’t hide from their
shortcomings. They are confident and can count on their peers.
Communities of Practice may be formal or informal and participants may
change, but they are places where teachers can freely explore teaching
practice, share their insights safely, and feel empowered and energized.
This paper examines the essential characteristics of teacher Communities of
Practices and provides tips for managing the changes that occur when
Communities of Practice transition from informal to formal interactions.

I. WHAT ARE COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE?

Etienne Wenger, who along with Jean Lave coined the term Communities of
Practice, defines Communities of Practice as “groups of people who share a
concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they
interact regularly” (Wenger, 2006).

When people come together to talk about the craft of their work, they form a
Community of Practice. If you have ever spent time around a garage, with a
group of farmers, at a construction site, with waiters at the end of a shift, or even
mothers who bring their children to the playground at the same time then chat,
then you probably know the meaning of “to talk shop” that is, to share tips and
experiences about mutual concerns and achievements. Talking shop is the essence
of Communities of Practice, that is, discussing what excites, annoys, perplexes, or
confounds about your activities, with someone who does similar activities, in
order to share your ideas, use two heads to find solutions, share the excitement of
discoveries, advance theories and principles, and talk about how to apply them,
and perhaps most importantly, establishing yourself as “a player” — someone
whose experience is valued.

Some groups form Communities of Practice easily, like mothers who regularly
share parenting concerns, office colleagues who discuss work at happy hour, or
gamers on video sites who share tips and “workarounds” and perhaps even create
new dimensions to the online worlds where they play. The same is true for
athletes who get together outside of games and practice sessions to go over past
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play and strategize ways to contain opposing players. Through peer interaction
they come understand their own expertise in relation to others and construct
identities for themselves within their activity, e.g., mechanic, carpenter, nurse, or
“Call of Duty” master gamer (See Gee’s, 2004, discussion of online affinity spaces
in “Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of Traditional Learning”).

Of course, not all communities are Communities of Practice. People in a
geographic community may socialize or come together on some civic project or
mutual concern, but their community is not about something they all do. An
alumni association may be based on a shared experience, but the association’s
discussions are not necessarily about how to do something better. Teachers’
lounges are notoriously not Communities of Practice (although they may be places
where teachers assemble). The typical teacher’s lounge discussion begins with how
bad the students are, how bad the administrators are, how bad the administrative
policies are . . . and never gets to discuss ways to teach more effectively.

A. The Importance of Teacher Comnmmities of Practice

Teachers however do not usually work alongside other teachers. First, they are
busy: there are lessons to design, papers to correct, and often houses to clean and
families to feed, all in addition to classroom hours. Second, after having prepared
lessons on their own, they take those lessons into a classroom where no one else
is engaged in teaching, and where they are shut away with another discourse
group: students. The rarity of occasions teachers have to work alongside other
teachers, to compare their teaching craft, or pick up tips through observation not
instruction, may make teachers defensive about their craft.

They may judge themselves as adequate teachers because the students have
not chased them from the class, but they don't have a situated sense of their
teaching abilities; that is, they do not have a clear idea of how their teaching
stacks up to that of others, and consequently, their confidence in themselves, and
perhaps their self-respect, is limited. Formal classroom observations may be so
uniformly disliked by teachers because they focus on one teacher at one moment
(not on comparison to other teachers overtime) — the observed teacher is “on the
spot” and evaluated in isolation.

Therefore, conscious formation of Communities of Practice is essential to
bring teachers out of classroom isolation, and into a better sense of their
strengths and weaknesses in relation to other teachers and the general business of
teaching. As such, sharing teaching ideas and demonstrating and practicing
elements of the teacher’s craft as a community becomes the essence of teacher
professional development.

The formal rationale for intentionally creating teacher Communities of Practice
holds that since learning begins in social interaction, good teaching requires
continual growth in teaching skill through interactions such as reflecting on
personal experience, observing the practice of others to expand one’s own
repertoire of practice, finding means to re-conceptualize teaching challenges, and
most importantly, earning recognition for one’s expertise to be identified and
valued as a teacher (Faltis, 2000).

In general, Communities of Practice are voluntary constructions. Although
some institutionally mandated teacher meetings (such as weekly course or team
meetings established by administrators) may become genuine Communities of

14 Building and Strengthening Teacher Communities of Practice
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Practice, their mandated nature more often creates spaces where sharing is
withheld to avoid criticism, administrative policies are imposed (or at least,
announced, rather than being collaboratively constructed), and teachers or groups
of teachers vie for status and power among one other. For Communities of
Practice to become places where every member’s contribution is encouraged and
valued, and where criticism is shared as a favor not a punishment, participation
must be freely given.

B. Establishing Inforrmal Teacher Comnmumities of Practice

Informal Communities of Practice often start when two teachers go beyond
complaining about students or administrators to seeking to solve a problem or
answer a question about teaching. Such sharing feels good. They want to do more.
As they do more, they share their enthusiasm. Others join. Often the interaction
becomes more formal. Workshops, conferences, or teacher associations may
follow.

Those who want to create spaces for Teacher Communities of Practice may
start with the one or two teachers that have interest. They meet and share their
teaching. “Craft” is rooted in experience, so experimentation, demonstration, and
rehearsal are valued and mentor-apprentice relationships are often formed. When
others remark on the engagement and enthusiasm, they are invited to join in. As
soon as possible, the community builds ownership by asking new members to
select discussion topics, suggesting that members take turns bringing snacks, and
little by little, by asking new members to take turns leading sessions. Make
teachers feel welcome when they join, make teachers feel valued when they
volunteer to help, and soon you'll have a teacher Community of Practice In fact,
if forming a Community of Practice is met by skepticism from teachers outside
the group, it may be a wise strategy to not invite too many people to participate
too quickly. Sometimes the greatest motivation to get involved is the fear of being
left out.

C. What Are the Characteristics of Communities of Practice?

Communities of Practice emphasize “getting a second pair of eyes” on one’s
teaching values, beliefs, and practices. As is the case with proofreading, oftentimes
the second pair of eyes does not need to be the eyes of an expert, but simply
someone who can give a fresh perspective.

As such, Communities of Practice are robustly egalitarian, with novice
participants being accepted and participating equally as peers. Also, expertise is
distributed. Some members may have different types of expertise than others, but
this makes for a richer, more well-rounded community.

An important aspect of Communities of Practice is that all members need to
agree to the practice of “willful respect” (Brady, 2011) that is, that all members
are respected fully and equally, simply because of their participation in the
community, not because of expertise or renown gained elsewhere. Communities of
Practice operate on a first-name basis, and are places where mutual respect and
trust mean not only that one can be fully open in sharing one’'s knowledge, skills,
and concerns, but that members let down their defenses so they can be open to
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the feedback that might normally bruise egos.

Conversation in Communities of Practice, following the work of Bakhtin (1981)
is not dialectic (that is confrontational) but dialogic (like Socrates, we ask good
questions and build on or modify our assumptions together (Sennett, 2012). As
such, practices such as active listening (McNaughton, et al.,, 2008) are
fundamental to Communities of Practice. Communities of Practice, while seeking
to enhance practice, are essentially altruistic and seek win-win outcomes always.

In that Communities of Practice are a craft approach to learning, their
activities are rooted in experience. Demonstration, rehearsal, and experimentation
are all elements of Communities of Practice and relationships among members
often take on mentor-apprentice qualities. Members cite each other easily, not out
of concern for academic integrity but out of courtesy, and while the originator
ofan approach or practice is recognized, the use of the practice is the property of
all.

II. WHAT ARE COMMON ACTIVITIES FOR TEACHER COMMUNITIES
OF PRACTICE?

Common activities carried out in Communities of Practice include establishing
and monitoring professional development plans or other types of action plans (for
example, gradual institution of classroom routines), and general efforts to value
and validate as well as evaluate each member’'s skills and experience. Some
activities that are easy to implement in teacher Communities of Practice follow.

A. Mosaic Activities

A group activity that allows participants to share tips, practices, or beliefs with
a specified number of other participants on a topic or activity that all group
members have experience with, so that each participant ends with some additional
strategies for dealing with the topic (G. Pickering, personal communication, May
7, 2013).

1. First, all participants think of a classroom teaching challenge they would
like to know more about.

2. Ask all participants to take something to write on, and then move into a
space where everyone is free to walk around.

3. Tell participants to go around to everyone in the group to interview each
participant (or a certain number of participants if the group is large). The
interviewee should provide just one teaching tip.

4. Afterward, ask each participant to share her/his favorite response to
her/his question.

5. If your group has a newsletter or some sort of publication, each participant
can write up her/his interview results into a short article for example,
“Classroom management is a big concern for many teachers. X __uses

Y to maintain students’ attention._ Z thinks that A is a
good strategy for students who need to talk all the time, etc.”

16 Building and Strengthening Teacher Communities of Practice
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B. “Teaching Matters” Discussions

In book clubs, members read a book (or a specified section of the book) and
then discuss it together. For teachers, a better way might be to ask an important
question first: “How can student motivation be increased?” or “What are some
ways to reduce grading time when you have a class of 120 students?” or “How
can we move students beyond translating the language-of-instruction words into
their own language to actually using new vocabulary items in class?” Once a
question has been decided upon, the group reads research on the topic and then
comes to a consensus (generally) about ways to answer the “important question.”
Of course, finding resource materials is difficult in many countries, but volunteers,
even those with periodic email access, may be able to download related articles
and share the information with CoP members.

However, the “research” and discussion is only the first step. The next step is
for Community of Practice members to decide upon strategies that could respond
to the problem (based on readings and discussions) and then try these out in
actual teaching to see how they work. This can be done individually or in pairs
(where one pair member observes or records while the other executes). Then,
results are shared among all and discussed at the next CoP meeting.

Some possible initial, low-stakes “Teaching Matters” topics to discuss:

* How do you prepare for lessons?

* How are grades determined here? How do you score assignments?

* What motivates students?

* What aspects of the language of instruction are difficult for students?

* What are some effective classroom management practices?

* What are some classroom management challenges?

* What is an appropriate student/teacher relationship?

* What can be done to improve parental involvement in school?

* How is school different today than it was when your counterpart was a
student?

* What is your counterpart’s favorite lesson activity?

* What kinds of lessons/activities does your counterpart not like to teach?

* What are the challenges of being a teacher in this country?

* What does the country’s education system do well? Are there challenges as
well?

C. Lesson Study

Lesson study (Lewis et al., 2006) is a CoP practice well developed in many
parts of Asia. As was the case with “Teaching Matters” activities, the CoP
members choose a teaching (or teaching materials) question that they want to
learn more about and try out. Then, they work as a whole group to develop a
lesson that relates to the question (say, an aspect of teaching pronunciation, or a
routine for developing phonemic awareness activities more quickly, or lessons that
encourage science students to apply the lesson topic to problems in their everyday
lives). Each participant (or maybe pairs of participants) takes on an element of
developing the lesson. When the lesson is completed, one teacher volunteers to
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teach the lesson in her/his class, and the others (or a representative group of
members if the CoP is large) observe the lesson and report back on what they
saw — with the focus being on what worked in the lesson, not the teacher’s
delivery of the lesson.

D. Action Research Projects

The process for action research typically follows a pattern such as the
following:

1. Identify a problem in the classroom that the CoP wants to know more
about.

2. Collect data on the problem: for example, solicit other teachers’
experiences, talk to students about the issue, analyze past assignments for
patterns, consult with research sources available to see if they have
relevance, or observe classes in relation to the problem using a
pre-arranged coding system to mark down different occurrences of the
phenomenon.

a. Analyze the data: see if you can find any patterns in the data (for
example, students have lower test results after lunch than just before).

b. Or — simply reflect on the problem and discuss it together until you
develop a hypothesis and a way to test it (probably through trying a
new or modified practice in class).

3. Develop an action plan for assessing the hypothesis; that is, how do we
find out if our hypothesis makes sense.

4. Report results to the CoP.

One specific type of action research is peer observation, where in advance,
one teacher decides on some aspect of her/his classroom that s/he would like to
know more about. The pair then reflects, and if possible, does research to develop
a hypothesis about the action research focus and how to observe it. The other
partner observes the class to report afterward how the teaching phenomenon
occurred in the class. Again, the focus is not on the teacher’s ability overall, but on
what could be observed about the action research focus only. This lowers the stakes
in observation and lessens the possibility of the observed teacher losing face.

III. ENGLISH PRACTICE ACTIVITIES IN EFL. COMMUNITIES OF
PRACTICE

In some cases, with non-native English-speaking teachers (NNESTSs), simply
having a group where one can practice and use English on a regular basis is a
particular benefit of Communities of Practice. In fact, the U.S. Peace Corps, trying
to find ways to maximize the work of recent college grads with little or no ELT
experience, is focusing on partnering volunteers with novice teachers or teachers
in rural areas who need additional practice in English, in Communities of Practice
with the specific outcome of increasing the amount of procedural English that
NNESTs use in their classrooms.

18 Building and Strengthening Teacher Communities of Practice
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A. Four Strategies for Establishing Teacher Commmmities of Practice in EFL
Contexts

Strategy 1: To create a positive peer relationship, go to other teachers in the
role of the information seeker. Request and acknowledge their expertise so that
they can share that expertise and feel like they are giving to you at least as much
as you are giving them. Ask them if get-togethers could be held in English so that
you can practice (or in the case of native speaker organizers, so that you can
understand better).

Strategy 2: Begin by engaging other teachers in simple conversations in the
language of instruction about teaching at lunchtime, maybe for a moment or two
after school, and do so only occasionally. Once you have managed to get them
interested in teaching again, you may be able to schedule larger get-togethers.
Start with the topics or presentations (like “your favorite lesson activity”) that all
can easily engage in.

Strategy 3: Invite all counterparts, even if some choose not to attend. In terms
of community-building, it is better to have reached out to everyone and have been
refused than to have failed to invite someone.

Strategy 4: Host discussions in English, but look for ways to lessen the
impression that the meeting is an “English class.” For example, base a
get-together on an activity that teachers could do with students and have them
carry out the activity as if they were English students so that they can get a real
sense of whether the activity would be effective or not. Such “role plays” allow for
low-stakes English practice. Also, avoid any overt English “instruction” or error
correction.

B. What Are Considerations for Effective Formal Teaching Commmmities of
Practice (e.g., Teacher Associations)?

Communities of Practice typically formalize when the membership grows to a
size that requires members or staff to specialize in event planning, membership
recruitment and maintenance, and budgeting and finance to manage the
additional services that members seek. With increasing numbers of members,
more people participate for different reasons, and typically the membership
becomes more diverse. These factors, along with the loss of regular face-to-face
interaction for all members, move at least part of the organization to a
management structure, not a Community of Practice, and create the potential for
personal and cultural misunderstandings.

IV. ENGLISH TEACHER ASSOCIATIONS AS COMMUNITIES OF
PRACTICE

Because English teacher associations are formal Communities of Practice,
decision-making must be much more mindful. Those willing to implement
initiatives must telegraph intentions well in advance (we rarely like to be
surprised); do face-work (be pro-active, respect-building to maintain someone’s
face) so that no one feels loss of face, strive for transparency, check and

Brock Brady 19



Proceedings of the 20th Annual KOTESOL International Conference, Seoul, Korea

double-check not only for possible conflicts of interest, but even the perception of
conflict of interest; remember that all that is permitted is not necessarily desirable
(and efforts that promote the association’s mission are always preferable to efforts
that fall simply within the association’s mission), recognize varying cultural norms
within the membership and anticipate their reactions, recognize and value
reservoirs of member goodwill, do face-work so that no one feels any loss of face,
seek comment and buy-in, and validate and value all feedback. Such close
attention to the feelings, concerns, and needs of all will maintain the trust and
mutual respect essential to all Communities of Practice.

The focus is on building spaces within the formal Community of Practice
where members can provide input and be allowed opportunities for negotiation.
Stress the positive when interacting with members. Use questions over statements,
value description over evaluation, and always try to hedge your opinions. Look for
opportunities to create “dynamic governance” (Prendergast, 2006) where
consensus is emphasized and votes are structured not around a choice of two
options (so that some voters “win” and others “lose,” but what elements of
options could be acceptable to all (everyone wins, even if they didn't get
everything they wanted). Seeking comment and buy-in while validating and
valuing all feedback is vital. Even if an outcome is not what some members
sought, if they feel that they have been listened to and respectfully acknowledged,
they will often be satisfied.

A. Cross-Cultural Issues in English Teacher Comnumities of Practice

Little direct research has been done on cross-cultural issues in Communities
of Practice. This is a promising area for additional research. Certainly the
potential for misunderstanding is great. Communities of Practice are usually
described as robustly egalitarian, so what are the possible consequences when a
member who has not been socialized to appreciate egalitarian values finds him- or
herself in such a discourse system? How easy is it to talk shop when a member
is using a second (or third) language? For all the emphasis on collaboration and equality,
someone must lead and must organize. When qualities of a leader, leadership
prerogatives, and appropriate leadership actions vary across cultures, who will arbitrate?

The nature of the larger cultural setting within which a Community of Practice
is set is also an issue. In a high-context cultural setting, will a member from a
low-context culture taking on her first leadership role, and checking and
double-checking with many parties about many matters, be perceived as being
effective for doing all possible to limit disharmony in the public gathering or as
an incompetent, unwilling to make a decision? Or if the situation is reversed, with
a new leader from a high-context culture trying to work in a low-context
environment — will that new leader be seen as self-centered, arrogant, and
disrespectful of elders? These are questions as old as the meeting of cultures, but
in our ever-global world, especially in the field of English language teaching, we
must pay careful attention to how cultural differences, and misunderstanding, can
inhibit the openness and respect that Communities of Practice seek to attain.
Consequently, it is important to establish mechanisms to identify interactions
where cultures may chafe, and pathways where members may indirectly and
anonymously bring concerns or frustrations to the attention of all.
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The benefits of Communities of Practice are many. They increase job
satisfaction and engagement. They provide new insights about theory or practice
that interest you. They may even provide a solution to a problem that has puzzled
you. They provide opportunities to touch base with people you know and meet
new members with new perspectives on similar interests. Oftentimes,
Communities of Practice allow members to rub shoulders with experts in the field
that they admire or respect, and when they find that these established scholars
and leaders are interested in their opinions and in being on a first-name basis,
they realized that they are worthy members of the community as well. This sense
of belonging and having a professional identity is strengthened by abundant
opportunities to compare one’s skills and knowledge to peers, and may lead to
having fellow members seek your opinion in return, or seek your involvement in
an interesting project. To enter a Community of Practice is to move from a job to
a vocation, and from a workplace to a professional home.
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Getting to Grips with Phrasal Expressions. Challenges and
Recommendations

Frank Boers
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

Mastery of phrasal expressions has been found to contribute significantly to
learners’ general proficiency. Unfortunately, learners tend to acquire the
phrasal dimension of their second language only at a very slow pace if this
process is left to the chances of incidental uptake. In this article, I first
propose explanations for that slow pace of incidental learning, and
subsequently make research-informed recommendations for the judicious
targeting of phrasal expressions in the classroom.

1. INTRODUCTION

Language abounds with phrasal expressions such as collocations (pay
attention) and idioms (at the end of the day). Native speakers rely very much on
their phrasal lexicon for fluent language use (Erman & Warren, 2001; Pawley &
Syder, 1983; Sinclair, 1991; Wray, 2002). It stands to reason that learners of a
second language also benefit from building a sizeable phrasal lexicon. Indeed,
strong correlations have been found between second language learners’ mastery of
phrasal expressions and their scores on general proficiency tests (Boers et al.,
2006). Unfortunately, the phrasal dimension of a second language is acquired
only very slowly (Laufer & Waldman, 2010; Li & Schmitt, 2010). Why is that?
And what can teachers do to accelerate the learning process?

A distinction is sometimes made between collocations and idioms by using a
criterion of semantic transparency (e.g., Nesselhauf, 2005). Collocations are said
to be compositional; i.e., their meaning follows directly from the meaning of the
constituent words (e.g., take a photo), whereas idioms are non-compositional; i.e.,
their meaning transcends that of the constituent words (e.g., take a back seat —
“leave the important decisions to someone else”). Semantic transparency is one of
the factors likely to influence the pace of acquisition of a phrasal expression, and
so | will adopt the distinction between collocations and idioms in the discussion
further below.

This distinction between collocations and idioms is not black and white,
however, especially from the perspective of the second language learner. Many
phrasal expressions that appear fully compositional to the native speaker can
actually be quite obscure or misleading for the learner. That is because words
may not be used in their primary sense when they form collocations. If it is the
primary sense of catch (as in catch prey and catch a criminal — both deliberate
acts) that is activated in the learner’'s mind, this will not help her to understand
catch a cold. If the learner associates close in close the meeting with its primary
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sense (as in close the door), then she may misconstrue close the meeting as
“having a meeting behind closed doors.”

II. IN THE LEARNER’S SHOES

If many more phrasal expressions than idioms can be expected to cause
comprehension problems, then the question is how reliable (native) teachers’
intuitions are about the relative transparency of phrasal expressions from the
perspective of their students. Boers and Webb (in press) presented a group of
experienced TESOL teachers and a group of Japanese EFL students with a mixed
list of expressions from collocation dictionaries (e.g., play a part; raise a family)
and idiom dictionaries (e.g., jump ship; follow suit), and asked them to rate these
on a scale to reflect the degree to which they thought the meaning of each of the
expressions was inferable from the meaning of the constituent words. The
correlations between the teachers’ and the learners’ transparency judgments
turned out weak, mostly because the teachers overestimated the transparency of
the collocations. This suggests that many comprehension problems are likely not
to be anticipated by the language teacher, and may go unnoticed unless the
student signals there is a problem.

It must indeed be hard for native speakers to imagine that some of the
expressions that are crystal clear to them — because they grew up with them —
can actually be quite puzzling to learners. Estimating whether a given group of
learners will find a given collocation hard to understand may require knowledge
of these learners’ mother tongue (in order to identify cognates and “false friends™)
and knowledge of cultural differences that may impede comprehension. For
example, English has many expressions where heart refers to the seat of emotions
(e.g., a bleeding heart, a broken heart, to lose heart, to wear your heart on your
sleeve, and to eat your heart out), distinct from the mind, where reason resides.
In Mandarin Chinese, however, the concepts of mind and heart coincide in the
word xin. Unsurprisingly, Chinese EFL learners find it relatively hard to make
sense of English idiomatic expressions containing the words heart, mind, and
head (Hu & Fong, 2010).

III. ESIIMATING THE CHANCES OF INCIDENTAL UPTAKE OF
PHRASAL EXPRESSIONS

Do we really need to devote time to phrasal expressions in the classroom?
Cannot we rely on incidental acquisition of phrasal expressions from exposure to
the language, for example, from extensive reading? By incidental uptake, we mean
the acquisition of phrasal expressions as a by-product of message-focused
engagement with the language, without the conscious intent of studying the
expressions that happen to be used in those samples of discourse.

Although 1 argued above that a strict distinction between collocations and
idioms on the basis of transparency is hard to maintain, it is safe to say that,
overall, collocations (e.g., make an effort, high hopes) are more likely than idioms
(e.g., take a back seat, jump the gun) to be experienced by the learners as
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transparent. At first sight, this would be expected to facilitate acquisition. And yet,
it is well documented that even advanced Ilearners continue to produce
“malformed” collocations (e.g., *do an effort, *make a photo, *say the truth),
which can often be traced to the way equivalent words collocate in the learner’s
L1 (Laufer & Girsai, 2008; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010). But why do learners not
swiftly replace those malformed collocations in their phrasal repertoires with the
correct alternatives that they encounter in the samples of L2 discourse they are
exposed to?

Part of the explanation is the lack of attention that collocations attract. It is
known from eye-tracking experiments that words that are new to the learner tend
to be attended to longer than familiar words (Godfroid, Boers, & Housen, in
press). In the case of collocations, however, the learner is not likely to be struck
by any novelty if the words that make up the collocation look familiar (e.g., make
+ mistake). It is probably when the learner is not yet familiar with the
constituent words of a collocation — as may be the case when a learner
encounters wreak havoc — that the novelty effect will lend salience to the
collocation (but, in that case, the learner may fail to understand the expression).
An additional factor that renders collocations non-salient is the semantic
vagueness of some of the words. This is perhaps most notably the case in
verb-noun collocations where the verb is a high-frequency, multi-purpose item
(e.g., have a nightmare, make a mistake, do business). As such a verb contributes
so little to the interpretation process, it is not surprising that it is mostly with
regard to the verb that learners are known to err in their production of L2
verb-noun collocations (Laufer, 2011 Nesselhauf, 2005). Parts of collocations can
also be lacking in perceptual salience, particularly in spoken discourse, where they
are phonetically reduced (Bybee, 2002). This means that the reduced elements in
the collocation are, for a learner, less audible, less articulated, and thus harder to
perceive. If, on top of that, such elements happen to have a phonological
neighbor, then it becomes easy to understand why learners might say *make a
photo instead of take a photo and *in purpose instead of on purpose.

Lack of attention is not the only explanation for the slow pace of incidental
uptake of phrasal expressions, however. Although collocations as a class abound in
language (for example, the Oxford Collocations Dictionary for Advanced Learners
of English (2002) boasts 150,000 collocations — and that is far from an
exhaustive inventory), identical tokens tend to occur relatively infrequently. To be
able to independently recognize a word string as a collocation, a learner not only
needs to have noticed that same word string before but needs also to remember
seeing or hearing it before. Unfortunately, even relatively common collocations are
unlikely to be re-encountered in a short time span. To illustrate, |1 counted all
strong verb-noun collocations (e.g., tell the truth, make a difference, take a
picture, do your best) in the first 120 pages of a popular crime novel and found
that almost none of them occurred more than once (Boers & Lindstromberg,
2009, p. 42-43). It would be wishful thinking to expect a learner to realize that
a given word combination is a strong collocation if encounters with this word
combination are so few and far between that any memory trace left by an earlier
encounter has faded by the time the collocation is met again (Eyckmans, Boers, &
Stengers, 2007).

We should also bear in mind that the constituents of a collocation are not
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always found in each other’s immediate proximity. Unlike the examples we have
given so far, in which constituents were adjacent to one another, constituents of
a collocation will sometimes be separated by intervening discourse (e.g., [...] an
offence which some of his acquaintances suspect Dave Singleton may have
committed when he was [...]), which may reduce the likelihood of the learner
taking notice of their association. Acquisition can also be hindered by the
variability that is often manifested in a word's collocational behaviour. For
example, a learner may find the noun research accompanied by conduct in one
encounter, by carry out in another, and by do in yet another encounter. It may
therefore take many more encounters with research for it to become strongly
associated with one of these verbs in the learner’'s mind than would be necessary,
say, for suicide to become associated with commit. Put differently, the pace of
uptake of a collocation is likely to be influenced by the degree of substitutability
of its constituents. Confronted with variability, the learner may even wrongly
assume that constituents are freely substitutable by near synonyms, leading her to
suppose that *perform research or *make research are fine, too. The learner’s
task is further complicated when collocations look deceptively similar. Compare,
for example, run a business and do business with someone. It is not hard to
appreciate that cue competition may lead a learner to produce *run business with
someone.

Let's now turn to the question of whether idioms might stand a better chance
than collocations of being picked up incidentally. Being semantically puzzling,
these expressions are more likely than collocations to attract the learner’s
attention, at least. The problem here, of course, lies with comprehension, as is
well documented by various studies. For instance, Littlemore, Chen, Koester, and
Barden (2011) report disconcerting evidence on the extent to which international
students at a British university misinterpret the idioms used by their university
lecturers. Also, one of the experiments reported in Boers, Eyckmans, and Stengers
(2007) demonstrates that many idioms will stay obscure to learners, even when
they are accompanied by strong contextual cues. Unaided idiom comprehension is
hard. The idiom may contain a word that is unknown to the learner (e.g., rein in
keep a tight rein on someone). It may be elliptic, too. For instance, how can a
learner guess what object is cut in the expression cut and run (originally, the
expression is believed to mean “cut the anchor and sail away fast™)? Also,
considerations of euphony rather than semantics may have motivated the lexical
makeup of an idiom (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2009, pp. 106-125). For example,
the alliterative composition of the cream of the crop may leave the language
learner mystified by the proposition that a crop can be creamy.

The lexical composition of an idiom can also be deceptively transparent, which
can all too easily put learners on the wrong foot if they wish to make guesses at
the idiomatic meaning (Boers, Demecheleer, & Eyckmans, 2004a). The gun in
jump the gun can easily be mistaken for the kind that kills rather than the pistol
used to signal the start of a racing contest. This idiom may then perhaps be
misinterpreted as referring to an act of bravery, as it may evoke the scene of
someone trying to disarm a man holding a gun. In a similar vein, the shot in a
shot in the arm may be mistaken for a shot from a weapon instead of an
injection. Another example is the plank in to walk the plank, which may activate
a scene of fashion models parading on a wooden board instead of the scene of
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someone being forced to jump into the ocean from the deck of a ship. Even if the
learner has managed to guess the source of origin correctly, there is usually plenty
of room left for misinterpretation. For example, a learner who correctly guesses
that the gloves are off is an idiom derived from boxing may nevertheless
misinterpret it as evoking a scene where the boxers take off their gloves because
the fight is over — instead of the scene where they want to use their bare fists to
cause more serious injury.

Interference from L1 may be an additional obstacle to L2 idiom interpretation.
The meaning of a given idiom in L2 need not coincide with that of a similar
sounding expression in L1, and — as already mentioned — cross-cultural
differences can also hinder adequate idiom comprehension. For example, the
English idiom repertoire contains quite a few expressions derived from ball games
such as cricket in British English (e.g., off your own bat and hit someone for six)
and baseball in American English (e.g., go in to bat for someone and touch all
the bases), which are quite foreign to speakers of language communities where
these sports are virtually unknown, and which learners from those communities
consequently find particularly hard to make sense of (Boers, Demecheleer, &
Eyckmans, 2004b).

Repeated encounters with an idiom in diverse contexts might enable the
learner to readjust her interpretations and eventually identify the precise meaning
of the expression. According to counts in the Word Banks corpus (i.e., the corpus
that informed the Collins Cobuild dictionaries), over 2,400 instances of idioms
occur per million words of English discourse (Stengers, 2007), which
demonstrates that, as a class, idioms are quite common. Idioms fulfill vital
functions in discourse (O’Keeffe, McCarthy, & Carter, 2007, pp. 80-99), and so
their ubiquity in discourse (especially in conversation) is not surprising. When
taken individually, most idioms are not frequent, however (Moon, 1998).
Returning to the aforementioned crime novel in which | counted collocations, |
found as many as 90 idioms (checked against the Collins Cobuild Dictionary of
Idioms) in the first 120 pages, but almost all of these occurred only once (Boers
& Lindstromberg, 2009, pp. 67). What was noted in connection with collocations
also holds for idioms: the chances of meeting the same expression several times
in a short time span are pretty slim — and it is well known that repeated
encounters are generally required for incidental vocabulary acquisition (Webb,
Newton, & Chang, 2013; Waring & Takaki, 2003).

IV. SOME RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CILASSROOM

If knowledge of phrasal expressions contributes significantly to students’
general proficiency, and if we cannot rely too much on students’ acquiring that
knowledge through message-focused engagement with the language alone, then it
follows that there must be a niche for targeting phrasal expressions in
language-focused activities. (On the need for balanced opportunities for second
language learning, see Nation's Four Strands framework, e.g., Nation, 2007.) In
recent years, an array of classroom activities and exercises focusing on phrasal
expressions have been proposed in books for teachers (Davis & Kryszewska, 2012;
Lewis 1993, 1997, 2000; Lindstromberg & Boers, 2008a), books for independent
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study (e.g., McCarthy & O’Dell, 2002, 2005), and as components of EFL text
books (e.g., Richards & Bohlke, 2011). Unfortunately, a lot of empirical work is
still waiting to be done to validate the effectiveness of many of such proposed
activities and exercises. Boers and Lindstromberg (2012) provide a rather
comprehensive review of the research that has already been undertaken in this
regard. Here | distil from that review and from more recent (as yet unpublished)
work a number of recommendations for classroom practice. As shown in Boers
and Lindstromberg’s (2012) review article, a fair amount of research has also been
done on ways of stimulating learners’ engagement with phrasal vocabulary outside
the classroom, but in the present article, | have to refrain from venturing into
that area.

Recommendation 1: Try to put yourself in your students’ shoes
As mentioned above, students may be puzzled or misled by expressions that
you find perfectly transparent.

Recommendation 2: Be selective

Class time in almost all language teaching contexts is frustratingly limited and
thus precious. While developing a phrasal lexicon is important, it is of course only
one of many goals of a language learning program, and so only a fraction of class
time will be available to be devoted to it. English has thousands of phrasal
expressions, too many to be tackled in a language course. So, when you decide to
stimulate students’ engagement with phrasal expressions, try to prioritize those
that you know are of high utility or that are particularly problematic for your
students (owing to L1 interference, for instance). You may wish to ascertain the
currency of a given expression in an on-line corpus of contemporary English.
Several initiatives have been taken in recent years to create lists of expressions
that merit prioritization by virtue of their relative frequency (e.g., Liu, 2012;
Martinez & Schmitt, 2012; Simpson-Vlach & Ellis, 2010). These lists can provide
a helpful starting point — particularly when the aim is to build a repertoire for
active use — as long as one realizes that they show only the tip of the phrasal
iceberg. Most idioms, for example, are not frequent enough to make it into the
lists, but research reveals they are quite likely to cause comprehension failure
when they do occur (in this regard, also see Martinez & Murphy, 2011). Frequency
is an important criterion for selection, but it is clearly not the only criterion to
decide whether it pays to devote some class time to a given expression, in
particular when the aim is to foster comprehension.

Recommendation 3: Distinguish between goals

Students may benefit more from productive knowledge of certain phrasal
expressions than others. Many collocations are hard to avoid when you express a
message. For example, you really need the appropriate verb (e.g., commit, wage)
to accompany a given noun (suicide, war). ldiom use, by contrast, can often be
avoided. A student may shy away from saying they were up in arms and instead
say they were very angry, or shy away from saying dont rub him up the wrong
way and instead say don’t annoy him. The latter does not have the same “punch”
as the idiom, but it does offer a way out for students who feel uncertain about
the intricate usage restrictions that come with idioms. In short, output activities
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with a focus on phrasal expressions may benefit students more immediately when
they target collocations rather than idioms.

Recommendation 4: Distribute the targeting of phrasal expressions over time

As is the case with vocabulary learning more generally, tackling too many
expressions in one go increases the risk of inter-item confusion, especially when
certain items are similar in form and/or meaning. For example, it is easy to
imagine a student mixing up collocations with speak, talk, say, and tell after
having been presented with a list of these in a single lesson, resulting in
erroneous verb substitutions, such as *tell nonsense instead of talk nonsense. The
risk of such cross-item interference can be reduced by allowing time for an item
to get entrenched in memory before a new, potentially interfering item is
introduced. In general, it thus seems more judicious to regularly target just a
couple of selected phrasal expressions as they come up in reading and listening
texts, rather than devoting a single lesson to a longish series of new phrasal
expressions.

Recommendation 5: Promote error-free learning

A reason for picking phrasal expressions from texts that students happen to
be using in the course is that this presents the students with the appropriate form
and use of the expression — on condition the texts are chosen well, of course. |
have noticed that many textbooks introduce phrasal expressions to students
through the medium of exercises, where students are required to match parts of
collocations, match expressions with their meaning, and so on. Introducing as yet
unfamiliar expressions via such exercise formats inevitably carries the risk of
engendering erroneous associations in the students’ minds, and these are not easy
to eradicate. In a recent study (Boers, et al.,, in press), we investigated the
efficiency of textbook exercises on verb-noun collocations. Such exercises typically
require the student to choose from a number of options (e.g., make, do, have) the
verb that goes with a given noun (e.g., a mistake, a nightmare). We found that
such exercises tend not to foster much learning (overall scores on pre-tests and
post-tests did not differ much), because wrong associations (*do a mistake) made
by students during the exercises cause long-term confusion.

Recommendation 6: Keep collocations intact

What we also found in the aforementioned study on textbook exercises is that
it is best to present the collocations as intact multiword units rather than
breaking them up and asking students to reassemble the pieces. This reduces the
risk of erroneous cross-associations of words that make up different collocations.
Besides, asking students to assemble phrasal expressions word by word defeats
the point that phrasal expressions foster fluency in real-time language use
precisely owing to their storage and retrieval from memory as prefabricated units.

Recommendation 7: Encourage students to “mine” the input

The samples of English text that students work with in class will contain
exemplars of phrasal language that their own repertoires would benefit from. One
of the reasons why message-focused input activities are fruitfully followed by a
brief language-focused interlude (during which selected expressions are attended
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to), and subsequently by message-focused output activities, is that this creates
opportunities for recycling the exemplars that were met in the input. “Mining”
samples of L2 language is a vital facet of language learning. Teachers who
systematically insist that their students talk about the content of an input text “in
their own words” reduce their students’ chances of acquiring idiomatic English. I
realize, of course, that the “explain it in your own words” condition is intended by
teachers to ascertain whether the student has really understood the given text, but
surely, there are alternative ways of checking comprehension.

Recommendation 8: Stimulate cognitive engagement with individual phrasal

expressions

Attending to a phrasal expression as it comes up in class in one thing;
actually committing it to memory is quite another (Stengers et al., 2010). The
teacher can make a difference here by fostering cognitive engagement with the
expression in ways that have been shown by research to aid retention. To my
knowledge, it is the school of thought known as Cognitive Linguistics (CL) that
has so far supplied most ideas in this regard (e.g., Boers & Lindstromberg, 2009).
Lack of space prevents me from detailing these ideas, but see Boers (2013) for a
recent review of the CL approach to L2 vocabulary (including phrases) teaching.

What CL pathways for engagement with phrasal expressions have in common
is that they encourage the student to consider the possibility that the meaning
and/or lexical makeup of an expression need not be arbitrary, and may thus be
amenable to insightful learning instead of rote learning. For example, learners are
shown that the meaning of an idiom (e.g., jump the gun) makes sense once one
recognizes how it relates to the context in which the expression was originally
used with a literal meaning (e.g., the scene of a track athlete leaving the starting
blocks before the starting pistol is fired). Resuscitating that literal meaning evokes
a fair amount of mental imagery, which according to models of multimodal
processing, fosters retention (e.g., Sadoski, 2005, for a review). A recent trend in
CL is to explore whether the lexical makeup of phrasal expressions can be
motivated by considerations of catchy sound patterns. According to my counts
through dictionaries, up to 20% of English phrasal expressions manifest
alliteration (e.g., a slippery slope) and/or near-rhyme (e.g., small talk). This is a
proportion that is much higher than would be predicted by chance alone (Boers &
Lindstromberg, 2009, p. 114). Making students aware of the presence of these
sound patterns is a welcome addition to the teacher’s bag of tricks for rendering
phrasal expressions more memorable (Lindstromberg & Boers, 2008b, c). The
quest for such additions continues.
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Project-Based Learning: A Viable Option for Second and
Foreign Language Classrooms

Fredricka L. Stoller
Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff, Arizona, USA

Project-based learning has been billed as an effective means for promoting
purposeful language and content learning as well as increasing student
confidence, motivation, and engagement. Because of the versatility of
project-based learning, it can be integrated into language classrooms of many
types. In this article, I comment on the range of project-work configurations
that teachers can adapt for their own classrooms. Furthermore, | elaborate
upon a seven-step process that can guide teachers, materials writers, and
curriculum developers in maximizing the benefits of project work. In this
seven-step model, | highlight the importance of information gathering,
processing, and reporting (paralleling the traditional academic cycle) and
showcase the ways in which teachers can meaningfully integrate
language-improvement activities into those steps as a way to set students up
for success and propel their language abilities to new levels.

1. INTRODUCTION

Project-based learning has been billed as an effective means for promoting
purposeful language and content learning. Because of its versatility, it has been
integrated into language classrooms with (a) young, adolescent, and adult learners, (b)
students at beginning, intermediate, and advanced language proficiency levels, and (c)
vocational, academic, and specific-language aims. In addition to the language and
content learning that can result from project-based learning, other reported benefits
include students’ improved self-confidence, and increased autonomy, motivation, and
engagement. These positive outcomes make it easy to understand why project work
has been advocated by many English language teaching (ELT) professionals (e.g.,
Beckett, 2005; Beckett & Miller, 2006; Debski, 2006; Fried-Booth, 2002; Hoyt, 2013;
Lee, 2002; Stoller, 2006). In this article, I comment on the versatility of project work
and elaborate upon a seven-step process that can guide teachers, materials writers,
and curriculum developers in maximizing the benefits of project work.

II. VERSATILITY OF PROJECT-BASED LEARNING

Project work has been translated into practice in many ways, with variations
linked to students’ ages and proficiencies, students’ and teachers’ comfort levels
with project-based learning, course objectives, institutional constraints, and
available resources. Consider the projects outlined in Table 1. Although quite
different from one another on the surface, they share numerous commonalities. In
general, they are characterized by process and product orientations; they extend
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beyond one class session (in fact, the rainforest project noted in Table 1 lasted for
an entire school year) they lead to the natural integration of skills; they promote
both content and language learning; they empower students by engaging them in
information gathering, processing, and reporting (characteristic of the typical
academic cycle); they permit nontraditional teacher and student roles; and they
result in tangible final products that students can be proud of. The importance
placed on tangible outcomes (e.g., brochures, class newspapers, digital stories,
letters to the editor, multimedia presentations, posters, PowerPoint presentations,
student-produced books, theatrical productions, websites, written reports) permits
students to set achievable goals (Beckett & Slater, 2005), track their progress, and
assess the results of their work. Such outcomes are typically prepared with real
audiences in mind (e.g., classmates, students in other classes, the community, a
city mayor, tourists), thereby adding a degree of authenticity to the projects,
unlike so many other language-classroom activities.

TABLE 1.
A Sampling of Projects Successfully Incorporated into Language Classrooms
Theme Setting Skill Emphases | Tangible Final Outcome(s)
. 1 e University-based . Role plays of famous civil-rights
Gl Rights EAP classroom All skills movement leaders

Written analysis of face-to-face
All skills interviews conducted by students with
tourists in students’ hometown

Famous National | High school EFL
Personalities classroom

Beginning-level
Foods general-English
classroom

Vocabulary Scrapbook with labeled pictures of
building food

Permanent Peace Pole (the result of

University-based research; letter writing; fund raising;

Global Peace' All skills . .
EAP classroom TV radio, and newspaper publicity
organized community event)
Elective in a . .
. . Group inventions (e.g., super cell
pre-university hone) presented on posters with
Inventions low-level All skills P P posters w
. illustrations and prose descriptions,
pre-academic .
. shared with classmates
English course
Meet the English K-12 Wall newspaper introducing incomin
International All skills Pap . g g
Faculty School students to English teachers

Posters (based on research on
different Native American tribes)
University-based All skills displayed at a poster fair, during
EAP program which students discuss the contents
of their posters with classmates and
students from other classes

Native Americans
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All skills and
Elementary content areas Reconstructed classroom (that takes
. school classroom includin lace over the school year) to feature
Rain Forests . . ( . d P . y ) .
with English science, math, elements of and activities in a typical
language learners | social studies, rain forest
art, music)
EFL .
. . Written proposal, based on research
pre-university on waste and recycling, submitted
Recycling W English All skills . ' .
aste 9 . tothe program director to begin
Preparation rogram-wide recyclin
Program prog yeling
Poster documenting the six decades
EFL of the King of Thailand’s life (this
Six Amazing university-based . g .
classroom (in All skills poster was also displayed by students
. at the 2007 annual Thai TESOL
Thailand)
conference)
. Fashion show, with students
Trash to Fashion . .. .
how' EAP program All skills explaining clothing made out of
recycled items
High school . .
. Brochure with annotated walking
‘Walking Through | vocational EFL . . L
. All skills tours for tourists (distributed through
the Ages (with a focus on
. local hotels)
tourism)
EFL classroomfor . . .
. All skills, with Letter to a newspaper, magazine,
advanced senior special compan overnment office, or
A Win-Win high school pecial - pany. g " otee,
o e 2 attention paid environmental organization about a
Situation’ students or .
. . to complex real-world environmental problem,
university/ sentences with proposed solution(s)
college students prop

'Brown and Brown (2007)

*Tabiati (2002)

Projects

like those showcased

possibilities available to ELT professionals,

in Table 1, which represent the endless
are all

content driven, though

emphases vary. In some settings, project work is a natural extension of what is
already taking place in class. For example, the foods project noted in Table 1
builds upon a mandated textbook chapter. The year-long rainforest project
connects project-related activities to all school subject areas. In other contexts,
projects shift students’ attention away from the standard curriculum, thereby
adding new dimensions to the students’ educational experience. For example,
Hoyt (2013) reported on a project related to the dangers of cell phones, a topic
that was student selected and that diverged from the language-program
curriculum. Oftentimes projects extend instruction beyond the four walls of the
traditional classroom, taking students into other classrooms, into the community,
and onto the Web. The information gathering required for the Famous
Personalities project noted in Table 1 took place outside of the classroom in
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Japan. As part of this project, groups of four English students, each assigned a
different role (e.g., interviewer, note taker, requester for clarification, origami
gift-giver, the latter for the weakest student in the group), went to famous
landmarks in their community to interview international visitors about their
familiarity with famous Japanese personalities. Their project resulted in an
analysis of interview findings, reported in a written paper and oral presentation.

Projects differ on other dimensions as well. Some projects are highly
structured by the teacher — a particularly appropriate model in instructional
settings with students who are unfamiliar or uncomfortable with project-based
learning. Other projects are semi-structured, with project-related decisions shared
by (or perhaps divided between) the teacher and students. In other settings,
students are granted the independence to define the goals, content emphases, and
final outcomes of their individual (or group) projects.

Some projects focus on real-world issues with the aim of exploring,
understanding, and possibly solving a real-world problem. For example, in
Indonesia, English students studied the decay of a UNESCO World Heritage site
(i.e., the historic Prambanan Temple complex, with the finest Hindu temples in
Central Java) the students then proposed solutions and compared them to the
solutions proposed by the Indonesian government (Tabiati, 2002). Other projects
center on more global issues, including human rights, stereotypes, and social
responsibility (Cates & Jacobs, 2006), or an understanding of the target culture
(e.g., Allen, 2004; Levine 2004). Some projects represent simulations of
real-world events. For example, during election season in the U.S., ESL students
might be guided in defining their own political parties, articulating party
platforms, and engaging in debates (Stoller, 1997).

The most successful projects are centered on student interests and concerns.
The vast array of project-work options, focal points, skill emphases, and
configurations makes project-based learning a viable option for teachers in a
range of instructional settings. Teachers can tailor project-based learning to
complement the needs and interests of their students in addition to the learning
objectives of the language programs in which they work.

III. SEVEN-STEP PROCESS

ELT professionals have depicted the process of implementing project-based
learning in different ways. For example, Hoyt (2013) identifies three primary
stages, including the planning stage, the production stage, and the
project-completion stage. In Hoyt's planning stage, students pose questions
identify roles, audience, format, and topic; and articulate goals. In Hoyt's
production stage, students work on their projects, guided by assessment criteria
formulated by the teacher with or without student input, depending on the
setting. In Hoyt's project-completion stage, students receive feedback on their
projects, revise them, present them, and receive a grade (based on the already
familiar rubric).

For well over a decade, my colleagues and | advocated a project-based
learning process that spanned 8-10 steps (Alan & Stoller, 2005; Sheppard &
Stoller, 1995; Stoller, 1997). Between 1997 and 2005, we advocated a 10-step
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process. The first three steps of that model, like the first stage of Hoyt’s,
recognized the value of planning, though what actually transpired in class in
terms of teacher and student roles depended on how structured the project was.
Those preliminary steps were followed by information gathering (Step 5),
processing (Step 7), and reporting (Step 9), as a way to mirror the academic
cycle. Each of these three steps was augmented by some form of language
support, in Steps 4, 6, and 8. Why did we find the need to add explicit attention
to language to our model? Wouldn't language teachers automatically bring
language instruction into their project-based instruction? Well, it turns out that
oftentimes students and teachers engaged in project work get so caught up in the
content of their projects that the language element is neglected, representing a
lost opportunity to help students improve their language abilities even further.
The 10-step process that we advocated did not end with the reporting (i.e.,
presenting) and grading of students’ projects. Rather, the model concluded with a
reflection stage (Step 10), during which students reflected on the language and
content learned during the course of the project.

The 10-step model, which served us well for over a decade, has since been
modified, based on observations of countless projects being implemented in
language classes in second and foreign language settings. The “streamlined”
seven-step model, described in the remainder of this article, represents a
“re-packaging” of the important elements in the original 10-step model. As will be
illustrated in the sections that follow, the main changes made involve merging the
language improvement steps into the information gathering, processing, and
reporting steps, reflecting how intertwined these activities could be (and should
be). Instead of representing explicit language attention as an “add-on,” as was
done in the 10-step model, in this seven-step model, attention to language is an
integral and iterative component of the model.

IV. PRELIMINARY STEPS 1-3

Before the project begins, teacher and students need to agree on a project
theme (Step 1), determine the final tangible outcome/s (Step 2), and structure the
project to guide students from its beginning to its conclusion (Step 3). Teacher
and student roles during these preliminary steps, and the class time devoted to
them, vary depending on how structured the project will be. As mentioned above,
newcomers to project-based learning and lower-level proficiency students will
likely benefit from more structured projects, with most elements of the project
decided by the teacher (e.g., themes, student roles and responsibilities, steps to
take, materials to use). More advanced and/or mature students, who understand
their content- and language-learning needs and who are comfortable with the
freedom to make decisions of their own, benefit from defining their own projects
and determining a final outcome that will help them advance their language
abilities and the content knowledge that they want to gain from the experience. In
either case, or somewhere in between (with semi-structured projects), the teacher
needs to work on student buy-in during these early steps of the process. Even
with teacher-structured projects, students benefit from being given the opportunity
to voice their opinions and make some project-related decisions (e.g., to search
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for information on the Web, in the library, and/or through interviews) as ways to
develop a sense of ownership in the project. Giving students choices represents a
powerful tool for nurturing project ownership. One effective way of developing
student buy-in, with more structured projects, is to give students choices in terms
of topics within themes. For example, imagine a project centered on astronomy;
students could choose the planet that they want to research. In a project on
indigenous peoples, students could chose to focus on language, arts and crafts,
religion, education, family relationships, and/or the local economy. Similarly, in a
project on foods, students could choose to focus on fruits, vegetables, animal
products, prepared foods, or fast foods. Another choice students can be given (or
asked to agree upon), when working in pairs or groups, centers on group
members’ roles and responsibilities, as in the Famous Personalities project
mentioned above.

V. INFORMATION GATHERING, COMPILING AND ANALYZING, AND
REPORTING (STEPS 4-6)

Steps 4-6 of this model take us through Hoyt's Stages 2 and 3 (project
production and project completion). In the model presented here, however, more
explicit attention is paid to the language teaching that can occur at each of these
stages. As will become apparent, the language teaching emphases, largely
dependent on the nature of the project being completed and student needs, evolve
over the course of the project.

A. Information Gathering Cycle (Step 4)

As depicted in Figure 1 in the Appendix, Step 4 involves an iterative cycle of
information gathering and language instruction, the latter geared specifically to
the language and strategy demands of information-gathering tasks. Thus, if
students are gathering information by means of interviews, the teacher might
focus on question formation; pronunciation and intonation; gambits to request
repetition, clarification, and/or elaboration; the language of openings and closings;
topic-related vocabulary; and key grammatical structures. On the other hand, if
students are gathering information by reading, the teacher might focus on
establishing a purpose for reading, making and later checking predictions,
skimming for main ideas, scanning for details, inferencing, using organizational
structure for main-idea comprehension, jotting down notes in the margins to keep
track of the progression of ideas in the text, and again, learning topic-related
vocabulary. As another example, if students are gathering information on videos
or YouTube, the popular video-sharing site on the Web, the teacher might assist
students with listening comprehension by providing instruction and practice in
establishing a purpose for listening, posing questions, listening for the gist,
listening for details, and notetaking. Similarly, if students are using the Web or
writing letters to gather information for their projects, the teacher would identify
the language and strategy demands of key tasks and address them explicitly in
class to not only set students up for success but also use the authenticity of the
project-based task to advance students’ language and strategy learning.
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B. Information Compilation and Analysis Cycle (Step 5)

After students have gathered information for their projects, they are ready to
compile it and analyze it, with the goals of their project in mind. Parallel to the
information gathering cycle described above, Step 5 involves an iterative cycle of
information compilation and analysis, supported by explicit instruction focused on
the language and strategy demands of related tasks (as depicted in Figure 2 in the
Appendix). The emphases of the teacher’s instruction depend on how students
have gathered information and the goals of their projects. If students, for
example, have gathered information by means of audiotaped or videotaped
interviews, the teacher might want to provide students with practice in
transcribing taped interviews; listening for commonly misunderstood words,
sounds or syntactic structures; reviewing transcriptions for pertinent information
and setting aside information determined to be irrelevant (for the moment, at
least) to the project; and summarizing and/or synthesizing the data collected. In
a parallel fashion, students who have gathered information by means of reading
can be guided in post-reading activities that mirror steps taken by skilled readers.
Students might be asked to revisit their purposes for reading, reread to confirm
or search for other information, review their notes, distinguish pertinent
information from less pertinent information, pull together information from
multiple sources in a grid or outline, paraphrase, and/or review vocabulary and
grammatical structures to promote post-reading comprehension. Parallel teacher
“interventions” can be planned for students who have gathered information from
written correspondence, videos, movies, and other sources.

C. Information Reporting Cycle (Step 6)

After students have decided what information has value for their projects,
what data they are going to discard (i.e., set aside), how information will be
synthesized, and what information is missing (which will send them back to Step
4 to gather additional data), students are ready to pull information together in
preparation for project completion. It is at this stage where we see, once again,
teacher attention to the language demands of the information-reporting cycle (see
Figure 3 in the Appendix). If students are preparing written outcomes (whether
they come in the form of academic papers, posters, websites, newsletters, wall
newspapers, PowerPoint slides to accompany oral presentations, etc.), it is at this
stage during which teachers might want to review paraphrasing and methods of
in-text attribution, address issues related to plagiarism, review key grammatical
structures (e.g., grammatically parallel bullet points on PowerPoint slides), give
students practice in peer review, guide students in revision and editing, and
discuss manners of presentation and submission. If students’ tangible outcomes
are oral in nature (e.g., role plays, theatrical productions, formal presentations,
debates), it is the appropriate time to review pronunciation, intonation, and
stress; discuss manner of presentation (e.g., openings, closings, eye contact, voice
projection); review transition words; and give students a chance to rehearse (with
feedback). Teacher-led language-improvement activities such as these are designed
to contribute to successful project completion and move students forward in their
mastery of the language skills and strategies.
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VI. EVALUATING THE PROJECT (STEP 7)

Many ELT professionals consider projects complete when the tangible
outcomes identified early in the project, in Step 2, are submitted, performed, put
in the mail, shared with classmates, or posted on classroom walls or in school
corridors, etc. In other words, this would mean that projects are considered done
when students turn in their papers, present a written proposal to the school
headmaster, put on their plays, present their posters during a poster fair,
complete their oral presentations accompanied by PowerPoint slides, or engage in
a formal election-style debate. In my view, a lot is lost when the project is
considered done at this point. It is worth adding one more important step to the
process. As part of this final step, students can evaluate the following:

* The language learned (e.g., vocabulary, grammatical structures)

The skills improved (e.g., reading, writing, speaking, listening)

The strategies perfected (e.g., notetaking, previewing, establishing a purpose
for reading, rereading for a new purpose, knowing how to ask for
clarification or elaboration)

» The informational content learned

* The project itself (from process and product perspectives)

As part of these activities, students can reflect on what they can do now that
they could not do earlier, what they know now that they did not know earlier,
and what skills and language might carry over into other projects (in language
classrooms, mainstream classrooms, or the workplace). These reflective tasks need
not take up a lot of class time. Whatever time is spent evaluating the outcomes of
the project can be valuable in terms of increasing students’ motivation,
self-esteem, and self-concept. Equally important are the insights gained by
teachers, which will aid them in planning even more successful projects in the
future.

VII. CONCLUSION

Project-based learning has earned the endorsement of many ELT professionals
because of its positive effects on students’ language development, content learning,
motivation, and self-concept as target-language users. Designing projects to
maximize these benefits should be the goal of ELT practitioners who incorporate
project work into their classrooms. The seven-step process outlined in this article
will hopefully provide teachers with a mechanism for (a) addressing students’
language and content learning needs and (b) setting students up for success.
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