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INTRODUCTION

It is hoped that this collection of comment and research on the problems
of students studying at tertiary level through the medium of a second
language (L2) will prove interesting and useful both to those who are
new to this situaction and to those who are already well aware that such

problems exist.

Wherever possible, comments are related to and supported by specific re-
search carried out with tertiary level students in Papua New Guinea.
Where the reievant research is my own, findings l.ave heen incorporated
into articles covering various aspects of langnage; research carried
out by others is reproduced in full or in part. I wish to thank John.
Jones, and Join ond Elizabetk Price of the University of Papua New
Guinea, and Pamela Riley and Sue Argent of the Institute of Technology

for permission to use their work.

R.K. JOINSON

January 1973
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VOCABULARY =~ 'SURVIVAL TACTICS IN THE
FACE OF THE INCOMPREHENSIBLE'

Cne of the probiems which resui”s from the use of & seccrd language as the
medium of instruction s thar studen*s have to adop~ learning strategies
related to the pecu. "a  "*leses fhat situation. An example of such strateg-
ies in operavicn is given beiow, Pupils iearn very eariy in primary school,
from their tirst day in tecy, 1o “clera*te z high degree oY incomprehension,
Not understanding what iz going on or whaT Tne teacher is saying may make
lite vYrustrating for the prpii, tut .t is part ot his every-day experienrce,
anc he accepts it as such. What s crucial however (s survival in the educ-
ational rat-race, and survival dspends primarily cn remembering the right
gnsw3rs, and on nct admitring to a lack of understanding. Tertiary leve!
students who are the products ot a2 second langusge sducation system are
those who have survived in these circumsTences, notwithstarding that they

may have acquired other more vaivabt'e learning strateyies along the way,

This articie alsoc illustrates problems of vocabulary control, the only gan-
erally recognisad and researched aspect ¢f the preparation of materials tar
second language speakers, though tifttis of this research has been applied at
tertiary levei. It is obvious enough that fhe second language spesker norm-
aily hes a very restricted vocabulary; Just how restricted isg ot always
realised, and the following may pPe:p to ciarify the issus. ATtar six year:
of primary senoo: edueeation, stusents arTering secondary school in Fapua New
Guinega ere considerad to nave 8 recogrijic. wocabliary of btstween !,000 and
2,00C £rgticsh words. There is a censiderable smount of reading materia!
vailable which is specially written for this level, and by Form 1l wa can
assume that the level wili be betwsen Z,000 and 2,000 werds. ODuring Forms
(1t and 1V, students are usua!ly expected to meke ihe jump to unsimplified
materials, and those who will be continuing to tertiary ilevel should be
amongst those who manage the jump succaessfuliy. Nevertheless enthusiasm for

o :
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reading Tenﬁs to fali off as a result and also pressure of work increasingly
limits the time available for general reading; so if we assume that stu-
dents double their recognition vocabulary to £,000 words by the beginning of
tertiary education we may be being over optimistic. This gives the second
language speaker a-recegnition vocabulary equivalent to the productive vocab-
ulary of the native speaker, but brings him nowhere near the native speaker's

estimated 40,000 word recognition vocabulary.

The student is faced then at tertiary leve! with the problem of making up
this leeway as well as dealing with the 'specialised' vecabularies of a number
of disciplines. To complicate his task further, he has the speech and writ-
ings of academics to deal with: a group who have a much wider vocabulary

than average, and who, all too often, feel a professional pride in demon-

strating the fact.

The following passage was adapted by G.P. McGreger to iliustrate to a
teachers' conference “he plight of students working in a second language.
His students were at the beginning of secondary schecl with a vocabulary of
less than 2,000 werds, and McGregor's procedure was to substitute nonsense
words for any word in the original version not included in A General Service
List of English Words (edited by Michael West, published by Longmans) which
is based uper word frequency counts and lists the 2,000 'most important!
headwords of English. This is a level conslderably below tertiary, but the

problems faeing our students may not be very different.

".....Musua is formed by the action of crimo-gorgosasms on
syllybose, etc., in plant remains, by the breakdown of the
gigbom of plants and also from the sighfeelia of soil
spunjeye. It has nobiodal properties including great water
zubarding .power. - The sizfikkle and agricultural properties
of the soil are a gumshut of its collifleatid and quantit-
ative composition. Small tarpickles cause tepontion of and
relative pimnoniability to water, while large tarpickles have
the verserve effect....."”
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wiz Carrcl:fzs Jabberwocky ("Ttwas briilig, znd
a.iea%ing thet what you are reading ic mean-
ingiui, and If someons asked whsther or rot It made ssnse, T would be herd

to'say 'Ns' uneguivozaliy. Howsvar, 17 esked whether we undarstand 11 The

Perhaps it ‘s ac great surpeise f¢ jzarn that when a cassage cortainz more
o]

than a fair'y emz2!i aumbar of unknows werds |7 becemes in

O
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is surprising, and olarming to disoover hew easily +he7sk§!!ed surviver can
it is im his inferests

‘s The surviver

3

= 2
o cq.. Sinde a *ertiary ievei student In Fapua New Buinsa
g educerticae! mat-pace, and since ail-his previous

wcg2 has Taught him thal this s in his nterssts, he wiil have to be

activaly conv:ased Tthat fhis g no fcnger

imagins that the psscage given above is part ef-a he ndouT consclientiousty
preparad for a recture, and that the tacturer IS now go fng over The material,

He wonders.whether his ziuderis aen foliowing - *hey losk 2-biT weil-eyed

Ar By the acvica of srime-govgosasms oo syliybese in plant
zemzing .

Lecturer: " Yes.  Crimr-gorgosasms. | Yon uearly got it right. Say it
agsain, ;

grudents’

[N
m

(The lezturer has a genuainz copncerm <o improve bk

T

e Eﬂsu.. S ;..,'.‘

A: _ Crime=gorg os&snbu‘
Lenturer: Good, What alee? BY

- p - P - < e 'l e
B: ‘The breakdown of rhe gighom of plaunts and the gighfdelis cof

Q scil spunjeya.
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C: (A survivor first class) The breakdown of the gigbom of

plants: that's done by crimo-gorgosasms too is it?

(He isn't just trying to impress. He has found that the
answer to a question like this sometimes gives a hint as to

what the lecturer is talking about. This time he's

unlucky.)
Lecturer: Yes. What effect do tarpickles have?
D: (Also very professional) Small ones cause pimnoniability -

and large ones don't.

Lecturer: Relatively speakiag, relatively.

(Most students are less adept than C and D and, like A and
B stick fairly closely to the original wording. They pro-
bably are credited with greater precision of mind as a

result.)

The lecturer is more than satisfied and continues for the next fifty minutes

without requiring any further evidence of understanding from his students.

The original version of the passage is as follows:

".....Humus is formed by the action if micro-organisms on
cellulose, etc., in plant remains, by the breakdown of the
lignin of plants, and also from the mycelia of soil fungi.
1t has colloidal properties, including great water absorb-
ing power. The physical and agricultural properties of

the soil are a function of its qualitative and quantitative
composition. Small particles cause retention of and relat-
ive impermeability to water, while large particles have the
reverse effect....."




| =

The example fs overstated perhaps, but it may hélp, as McGregor puts it "to
purge us of the grotesque superstition that if (students) can answer ques-

tions about a passage they must have understood it." 'Grotesque supersti-
tion' is not an overstatement.




READING SKILLS I

Reading skills are of paramount importance to students at tertiary level,
and the following study throws a disturbing light upon language problems and
in particular upon reading problems that students face. John and Elizabeth
Price used an A.C.E.R. reading comprehension test to compare the performanca
of Papua New Guinean students with fiorms for Australian students. Their re-
sults show that the average score for preliminary year students at the Uni-
versity of Papua New Guinea was beiow the first percentile for first year
students at the University of Western Australia, and at or below the fifth
percentile for fourth year high school students. A discussion of some

issues raised by their work follows the report.




A PRELIMINARY STUDY OF READING SKILLS AT
THE UNIVERSITY OF PAPUA NEW GUINEA

~ JOHN R. PRICE
and
ELIZABETH R. PRICE

A high cdegree 6f competence in the reading and comprehension of written
material would seem o be & basic requirement for formal education. So
much so that one wouid expect poor readers to be selected out long before
reaching tertiary levei, Evidence from Australian and United States re-
search indicates that such is not the case, and that in fact, university
students in these countries have sufficient reading disabilities to
warirant the estabiishment of remedial cliasses (Anderson and Hall, 1966;

_ Entwhisle, 1960; Gray, 1960). |If first language students in highly
developed courtries have reading probiens, it seems reasonable to invest-
igate the reading skills of second larguage students at the University of
Pepua New Guinea (UPNG). The present project represents the first stage

of such an investigstion.

There has been considerable discussion ot the reading abilities of in-
digenous studenis ai this Uﬁiversify, and some research into particular
aspects of the problem, but littie has been done in the way of compatat-
ive resezrch. Foir better or worse, Papua New Cuinea has a Western
orienred education system. European teachers, materials, and methods
predominate, particularly at the higher ievels of the system, e.g. ai the
University. if teachers are to adjust their metnods and materials to the
abiiities of students, they must know what these abil!ities are. Unfort-
unately, psychologicai attributes, such as abilities, are not msasurable
in absoiute terms and it is necessary to adopt relative measures. The
abitities of individuais or groups are assessed in relation to some spec-

itied population, in terms of performance on some standardised test.




Large numbers of reading tests are available for testing a wide variety
ot skills, at various levels. The degree to which a particular test is
of value for a project of this kind depends on the'availability of suit-
able normative data for comparison. In this case it was necessary to
seiect a tast which had been used at the tertlary level, since the pur-
pose of the project was to compare the reading abilities of UPNG
students with those of other university students. In addition, the test
should also provide a comprehensive measure of reading skills, preferably
with separate scales for each skill, to serve as a dlagnostic aid.

The Co-operative Reading Comprehensioﬁ}%esf - Form Y was selected as the
most suitable instrument for the present project. This test has been
widely used in Australia, and normative data are available from a wide
variety of student groups, including UﬁiYérsl*y<en+ran+s, Technical
College students, High School sfudenfé;.énd others. In addition, the
test yields separate scores for vocabulary, speed of comprehension,
level of comprehension, and overall reading ability, which made it part-

iculariy suitable for our purposes.,
METHOD

Subjects

Efghty-one students enro!led in Preliminary Year English at UPNG were
tested. These subjects were selected on the basis of their availability
for testing during regular tutorial éessions, and they ‘are not necessar-
ily representative’ of ané'parficdiar populaticn. However, there is no
reason to believe that Tﬁere was any systematic bias in the selection of

the sample.

Procedure

The Co-operative Reading Comprehension Test was administered during reg-
ular tutorial sessions. The time required for the test is 45 minutes, so
O st it fitted well into the period available., Students were advised

IToxt Provided by ERI
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beforehand *hat they would be tested, and that *the TesT results would

have nc bearing on thair assessme»i for the course. Ail Testing was

carried cut by on2 of The authors {E.R.P.} by arrangement with regular
. -

. H -~
TUTOrS .

A

TestTing and scor:ing wers conaucted under stendardized conditions as set
cut in the test manuzl. The scoring procedure Tor this test is fairly
comp!icated; the number of items correct is transformed into a scale
score for cach of tha thrae gpecific reading measurss. Ths tast incor-
pcrates a correction for guessing by which fthe score is reduced according
to the number of ervers, it Is possible for a particular irdividual to
record » negative score !f The number of errors greaTly ewceeds the num-
ber of correct responses. Theare s no proJisisn for scaiing negative
d

scores ¢f This kin

and such scores must be regarded s not assessable.

s

Table | shows the mean and standard deviation on ezch of +the four scales
ar E

for the Prelim minary Ve ngirsh (F.Y,.E.? greup and for various cother

groups The PFY.EL group performed a f y lower iavel on all
four scales than eny of the othe  groups iizTed in Table |, In ai! com-
cariscns, The probabiiity associafed wi'h The obiezired T value was less

than 0.001}.

Comparison of the P.Y.Z, mean wiith the norms repurted in the test manual
revealed.That the zvsiage score on ezch of The four-scaies was below the
fir f'pércerf¥ie for Uni:g!sﬁf/ of Western Austraiia first-yeer st udew1s,'
i.e. more than 99% of the norma%iye group scored apove the P.Y(E. mean.
Compared with the norms for 4fth year high schnool students, the P.Y.E.
grouprscored at, or below, the fitth perceniile on each of the scaies.
Norms based on other groups are svaiiable; bul the results are similar in

each case. - .

RIC
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TABLE 1

CO-OPERATIVE READING COMPREHENSION TEST MEAN SCALES
FOR VARIOUS STUDENT GROUPS

Vocab, Speed Level Total

]|
>

X s.D.| X S.D. s.D. s.D.

UPNG P.Y.E. (1972) | 39.2 | 7.9 42.1 | 6.3 | 44.0} 6.7 | 42.0 | 6.1
N =381

Univ.of West Aust 65.5 7.7 162.3 1 9.3 | 62.0] 8.0 | 63.8 7.5
Entrants (1965)
N = 935"

Univ.of West Aust 52.7 1 9.7 | 46.1 7.3.149.7 | 7.1 | 49.6 7.7
Foreign Students

: Hk
(1951-53) N = 87

Univ.of New Eng- 64.9 | 8.9 |60.7 | 9.6 | 59.6 | 8.2 | 62.3 | 8.4
land Entrants
(1960) N = 181

West Aust 4th Year | 56.0 | 8.5 [54.7 | 9.8 [ 55.0} 9.5 55.0 | 9.1

High School

N = 350°°%

L

Excluding Foreign students.

%k
From South-East Asia and Europe.

wedk ‘
Sample drawn from three metropolitan high schools.




Like many cther tests invoiving multiple choice answers, this one incor-
porates a correction for guessing by which the score is reduced according
to the number of errors. The Co-operative Test has a conversation table
for correction which consists basically of redqgfng the score by one for
each four errors. In order to achieve a negéfigg—gcoré; a subjJect must
therefore record more than four times as many errors as correct responses.
Three subjects recorded negative scores on the vocabulary section of the
test, and six on the speed of comprehension and level of comprehension

sectlons.

DISCUSSION

N

Teaching staff at UPNG have long been aware that i{ndigenous students have
reading problems. It is doub+fui, however, !'f many reallsed the full ex-
tent of fhe problems. The results of this study indicate that these
students are In no sense comparable with university entrants in Australia,
in terms of reading ability. They fall far below the level of foreign
students !n an Australian university, which suggests that the problem may
go beyond a simple explanation of second language difficuities. Taken at
face value the difference between the resuits of the P.7.E. sample and the
foreign student sample, suggests that +the answer may lie in the concepts
avai lable to the different groups. The foreign students arrive in Aust-
ralla with a background of contact with modern techroiocgical society, and
+heir !anguage problems are likely to be mainl!y fThose of translation,
whereas the Papua New Guinea student often has first to grasp the concept
involved. Further research is needed to examine the reasons‘for the diff-

erence, preferably with a larger sample and wider ranging tests.

The fact that the P.Y.E. mean was significantly lower than that recorded
by fourth-year high school students in Western Australia Is worth noting,
since that is probably the most directiy comparable group In terms of
education level. In Western Australia secondary educainn is of five
years duration, so that fourth year wouid be roughly equivalent o Form V
y -~ Papua New Guinea. Both represent the |lth year of schooling,

IC
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A study by Trevaskis (|970) is particulariy relevant to the comparison of
these two groups. He recorded a week of the academic |ife of a Prelimin-
ary Year student at UPNG. The report on the project consists of 360

foc Iscap pages of fypescript. Among the data collected was a summary of
th- documents used by the student during the week=-long perliod. These
represented a total of 193 pages of various types of material; books,
handouts, worksheets, and readings. Given that the Preliminary Year
course covers two years of the normal course of study i.e. Forms V and VI,
the amount of reading required is probably not unreasonable. However,
when the relative reading abilities of these students is considered it is
incredible that they manage to cope at all. The results of the present
project raise the question of just how much of this mass of material is
comprehended by students with such poor reading skills.

Considerably more research is needed into reading and its relationship to
various courses taught at this University. Unless relevant information Is
available to staff which indicates the limitations of their students, it

is difficult to see how any major improvement in performance can occur.

The results of this project were communicated informally to some members
of the academic staff as soon as they were analysed. |In most cases, the
results were reported orally, and with no details of the procedures, or
the nature of the test. The information aroused a number of interesting
reactions, many of them strongly negative, and most of these framed in the
form of criticisms of the research. We believe that the reading problem
at fhis University is too serious to allow misconceptions and misunder-
standings to cloud the issue, so the main reactions are summarised and

answered below.

I. Comparisons are odious

This reaction usually comes from those who, for whatever reason, feel
that they are under personal attack. The only possible basis for
attack in this study, would have to be one directed at the system that

allows students to reach such a level of education with such Inadequate




13

facility in the !anguage of instruction. The purpose of the research
was to compare the reading skil!s of P.Y.E. studenis w!th those of
other groups as objectively as possibie. The aim ¢f the comparison
was to provide info~mation which, hopefully, will heip staff to teach

*heir subject matier more effectiveiy,

2. The test is culturally blased

Of course the test Is biased. (T is designed to measure the ability
to read and comprehend English, and 7t must cbviously favour native
language subjects. The point is that the language of instruction at
UPNG is English, and abtility to read and comprehend English Is, there-
fore, essential for siccess. Any student whose reading skills are
weak must, inevitably, have difficuiry in reading textbocks., Should
UPNG students be expected to read the same textbooks as students in
Australia? Foor performance cn the test does not imply that these
students are in any way iess intelligent; it does imply that they
cannot resd at the same level as Australian students and that they are

therefore placed &t a disadvartage by Australian teaching methods.

Cultura! bias of psychologica! tests s a fashionable cry a+ the pre-
sent time, but in the case of the current results, cuttural bias Ts

as inevitaple as it is irrelevant. One does not test ability to read
Engiish with a test written in Motu, cr French, or Sanskrit. {n most
cases, the cuitural bias is relevant oniy i{‘fhe test results are to
be used to support value judgements  The only vaiid use of the pre-
sent test sccres s for the compa~ison of one irdividual or group with

some spacified normetive giroup.

3., The test is too difficult for P.Y.E. students

Precisely! The test resuits bear this out very <learly. What is
important, however, is that the same test is not too difficblf for
Australian students »f a comparable educational! tevei. Therefore, the
two groups should not be treated as if they were equa! Tn reading

)
E[{I(j ability. The test results serve to iliuminate the discrepancy betwesn

IToxt Provided by ERI
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the two groups, and to indicate the UPNG students probably need a
different approach to teaching - probably one which depends less on
reading skills, or alternatively, one that involves the use of text-

vooks written specifically for second |anguage students.

Thay are just slower than Australian students, not less able

This particular test yields three measures of reading skill - vocab-
ulary, speed of comprehension, and level of comprehension. On all
three scales the P.Y.E. sample average was below the first percentile
of university entrants in Australia. In terms of these results, they
are considerably less able than the Australian sampie, paETIy because
they lack the vocabulary, but also because they read too slowly.

There is a minimal reading speed below which comprehension falls off
very markedlv., The reason appears to be the |imitations of short-term
memcry. Slow readers tend to forget the beginning of the sentence by
the time thev reach the end. Under these conditions, comprehension

must suffer.

Another difficulty for the siow reader is that reading is more time
consuming. In a Western-type educaticn system, reading is a major
study skill, and those who read slowly must read less widely in a
given period of study. |In addition, slow readers usually find reading
a chore and conseqﬁenfly, do not read for pleasure or for self-
edification. On that score alone, sliow readers must fall below the
overall performance of those with better reading skills, not only ip

their chosen subject, but in their overall education.

*
They catch up over the period of the degree course

They improve their performance in absolute terms, as would be expected,
but they don't catch up with good readers, simply because the good

readers also improve. Good readers also have a better base on which to

Elizabeth Price did in fact administer the test to a group of fourth
year students, and the results showed only a slight improvement over

[:R\!: preliminary year. However the sample was a very small one. (Ed.)

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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build, and since reading problems seidom diszppear spontansocusly, we
must expect the good readers to improve more than siow readers, unless

the .. ter are given special training.

6. Let us not be diverted by mere facts

This Is the qulhfessence of the negative reaction. There are those
who, for whatever reason, do not wish to know. Facts which threaten
preconceptions are unacceptable, and there is |lttle anyone can do to

overcome that problem,

REFERENCES
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The Prices rightly say: "The reading problem at this University is too
serious to allow misconceptions or misunderstandings to cloud the issue."
and therefore before discussing reading probiems in genera!, ! would like
to challenge one assumption in their report which does not seem justified
and which raises issues of considerabie importance in the preparation of
any materials in a non-western situation. In defending the test against
accusations of cultural bias, the authors write: "Of course the test is .
biased. It is designed to measure the ability to read and comprehend |
English, and it must obviously favour native language subjects." Here the

authors assume that language and culture cannot be differenciated, but
O
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this is.not the case. |t should be possible for example to design a read-
ing test which would reverse the findings of this study to favour Papua
New Guinean sTudEH#s simply by using words with specifically Papua New
Guinean connotations and in specifically Papua New Guinean contexts. Such
a test would be in English, but it wouid be culturaily biased In favour of
Papua New Guinean students. The test administered by Elizabeth Price was
culturally biased precisely in this sense. 1 dealt very largely in the
comprehension section with well established themes of the 'Western Heri-
tage'. |n taking the test myself, | found it possible to select correct
multiple choice answers after no more than a glance at the relevant pass-
ages to establlish thelr subject maffer.* Papua New Gulnean students would
have had to read the passages carefully and probably return to them to
evaluate each of the possible answers. Under the circumstances, the stu-
dents were faced with the alternatives of being very slow or very in-
accurate. Many of them proved to be both. Even those who worked very
slowly and carefully would have lacked the background necessary to answer

some questions.,

This qualification is not intended to reflect on the effectiveness of the
test used or on the importance of the results, since most of the reading
material students are faced with, parTTculafly in Arts subjects, Is
equally culturally biased. An excellent example arose two years ago in
discussing the suitability of various preliminary year texts with members
of the Department of History of Science and Technology. One book con-
sidered was Man Makes Himself by Vere Gordon Childe, deservedly popular
with readers orientated to western civilisation and an excellent intro-
ductory text for any western university., A westerner with even the most
superficial ac&umulafion of cultural luggage - such as that Aristotie was
a smart Greek sometime B8.C., Gothic is that kind of church; and the
Impressionists were the iast painters who did proper pictures - will be
able to follow the outline at least of works of this kind. Without such

minimal cues, even the most perceptive and intel ligent reader would find

—
This involved an act of faith that the right answer was the obvious
@ =hswer, but the faith was not misplaced.

ERIC
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much of the material incomprehensible. A few samples from one page should
i llustrate the kinds of demands made on the reader's cuttural background
for a full understanding of the text: ".....a biological evaluation no
less mystically conceived than the doctrine of the fall of man and some
writings of the English diffusionists....the idea of progress was itself
a novelty, entirely foreign to mediaeval or ancient writers on history....
historians not unaffected by the economic situation of their day..........
golden age....tree of knowledge....days of depression....to strive at
self-elimination."

Two conciusions here are relevant to the selection of materials for Papua
New Guinean students. '"Popular! texts are not necessarily 'easy' texts
and may in fact cause students additionai problems. Texts which are dis-
missed as 'too dull' or 'dry! for an Introductory course may have gained
these eplthets because they are factual, culturally neutral and not
'popular'; yet these may be precisely the qualities which made the text
suitable. There is also of course the question of 'inguistic suitability

which is considered elsewhere.

The study by John and Elizabeth Price reveals a potentially calamitous
situation for tertiary education in Papua New Guinea, and there are

clearly two possible approaches to a solution,

(1) We can try fto make the students approximate more closely to their
western counterparts through 'remedial' courses. |f these were
successful, western texts and methods could be used here as effect-

ively as in the West {perhaps not much of a ciaim).

(2) We can try to adapt methods and materials to +he Papua New Guinean

sitiation.

The second alternative is the hard one for academic members of staff. |if
students fail under (2), their failure is our fault. |f they fail under
‘3% it is theirs. Under (1) it is the 'inadequacies' of the students -

ERIC
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which receive the spotlight; under (2) 1t is the inadequacies of ‘he
teachers. Perhaps it is not surprising that most discussion of student
problems centres upon their inadequacies, yet when the alternatives are
stated, it is clear that alternative (l) is not acceptable politically,
social ly, culturally, or in fact educationally since a long recognlised
first principle is that all new learning must be rooted in what the
student already knows and must also be relevant fo his needs. Even if
(1) could succeed, and all the evidence from the Papua NewsGuinean educa-
tion system, and from countries with a similar background suggests that
It cannot, then the product of the attempt would have been alienated from
his own background, from the people hls education should have prepared him
to help and the problems i+ should have prepafed him to tackle.

Perhaps the definition belng given here to cultural bias should be made
more precise. | am not referring to the products of Western technology,
which may be strange to Papua New Guinea, but are no longer irrelevant. |
am referring to those aspects of Western culture which are specifically
Western, which give a sense of identity and shared experience to those of
us who are classified as Europeans whether we come from Europe or not.
These are things which in a western university would provide valuabie
points of reference, or escape routes fo banality when the pressure of in-
troducing a new discipline seems to be gefting too great. These things
are simply hindrances in the Papua New Guinean situation and impose a
barrier of incomprehension between lecturer and student far more impene-
trable than any barriers that the difficulties of the subject area could

create.
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READING SKILLS 2

The fact that students at the University of Papua New Guinea read slowly
is generally acknowledged, and sfafisfics from Western universities have
been quoted to show that remedial reading programmes have .een used with
great success in overcoming the reading problems of undergraduates who
have English as their first language. As always, evidence from a first
language situation has to be treated with caution. A low reading speed is
one of the universally recognised handicaps for those working in a second
language. In tests carried out throughout the world (it is one of the few
wel l-documented areas of second language performance) average reading
speéds at University level have been consistently below 200 words per min-
ute, and as low as 130 words per minufe‘by comparison with the 400+ words
per minute averaged by native speaking undergraduates. Remediai reading
can be effective only in so far as these low reading speeds are caused by
_inefficient reading techniques as such and not by difficulty in under-
standing the vocabulary : 1 structures that the reader is encountering.
It is one thing to he!' =z oor reader to develop, for example, more effic-
ient eye movements; .. ., quite another to help him to understand what he
isifrying to read. We can assume that the native speaker of English will
understand what he decodes, we cannot make that assumption with the second
language speaker, and for this reason remedial reading courses by them-
selves would be of {ittle assistance to the second language student. The
authors of the foliowing article would certainly agree with this.
Q
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The experiment reported here is nevertheless interesting and encouraging.
It shows that some increase in speed is possible, though not to anything
like the level achieved by native speakers, and that sophisticated

'machines' are less effective than a method which emphasises concentrated
practice.

Speed reading tests usually involve fairly 'light' rea.ing material. It

is to be feared that a student's studying speed may be consuderably lower,
involving a great deal of regression.
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EFFECTIVENESS OF THREE METHODS OF INCREASING
READING RATE AND COMPREHENSION

- P.M. RILEY
and
S.M. ARGENT

INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY, LAE

VYarious methods which claim to improve reading rate and comprehension are
now available to educational institutions, and are widely advertised.
Evaluation of the results or effectiveness of these methods is less easy
to find. The presen+ authors have been unable to find any dealing with

students for whom English is a second language.

A study by Allen Berger, Effectiveness of Four Methods of Increasing Read-
ing Rate, Comprehension and Flexibility, using freshmen from Syracuse Uni-
versity, prompted The‘presenT study, which is an evaluation of three

methods of increasing reading rate and comprehension for students in Papua

New Gulnea.

Allen Berger used four methods, (a) Tachistosccpe and Classroom Kit Vii,
published by Learning Through Seeing Inc., (B) Contro!led Reader and
Filmstrip |IJ published by Educaticonal Developmental Laboratories, (C)
Controlled pacing, using the filmstrip material of the previous méthod in
book form, paced by hand-held cards, and (D) Paperback scanning, in which
each reader had a limited time to scan a page, the time allowed varying
every two minutes through the range 10 to Z seconds a page. Al| methods
used comprehensive quizzeév+o check understanding. The results showed no
significant gains in reading comprehension by any method, possibly because
the questions were testing primarily know!edge of details. There were
significant gains in reading rate and flexibility as a result of all
methods, more gains being made by the group using ‘the paperback scanning.
_RJ}:fger claims these. findings suggested the 'the current emphasis on the use

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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of machines to increase reading rate, comprehension and flexibility should
be re-evaluated, for there appear to be other, more effective, less com-
plicated, and less expensive approaches to the desired ends.'§’

This study evaluated the effectiveness of three methods of improving read-
ing rate and comprehension for students for whom Eng!ish is a second
language. AT present only initial gain has been assessed. The three

. methods used Were : (A) Controlied reader, filmn series HG, published by
Educational Developmental Laboratories, (B} individual pacing machines -
using materlial published by the Nationa! Institute for Better Reading, Inc.,
and (C) Paced reading, using Paperback material and controlling the read-
ing rate by a taped recording instructing students when to turn the page.
This last method is an adaptation of the paperbéck scanning used In

Berger's study.

The population sample was the first year students in the Institute of Tech-
nology. Each class (except Architecture |} was divided into Two matched
groups on the resuiTs of a cloze reading test, the SGR"A; Reading for
Understanding Piacement Test, Col lege Leve!, and a speed reading test. The
cloze test used correlated significantiy with the results the first year
students had gained in English the previous year, so was assuméd to measure
the skills the English course stressed and measured. FfFor the speed test
‘students were given a setT passage and tcld fo begin reading. Three minutes
later they were told to circle the word they had just read. This was done
Twicé and a word count used to assess the speed cf reading in words per
minute. A short objective test was given after the passage had been read

so the students would not sacrifice understarding for speed.

Students in each class were ranked on the results of these tests, and the
classes divided so every second student went into the zame group. Thus
initial ability would nct affect the results, Each group of the class used

one of the three methods, contro!led reading, ‘ndividual pacing machines,

-
Allen Berger: Effectiveness of Four Methods of Increasing Reading Rate,
o Comprehension and Flexibility, Forging Ahead in Reading, p.596, Pro-
RJﬂjceedings of 12th Annual Convention of the International Reading Assoc-

E

0
PArar

e 1@tion, Delaware, 1968
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or paced reading. Numbers of students using each method were reasonably
similar. The Architecture | students, of whom there were eight, all

used the same method, paced reading, as lectures could not be timetabled
in rooms where the other equipment was avallable. Again because of time-
tabling, the students taking Accountancy and Business Studies did not
take part in the experiment so formed a cont-c! group slightly larger
than any of the experimental groups. All first year classes had another
50 minute lecture each week on efficient reading techniques and practice.

Each class met for 1ifty minutes a week for twelve weeks., Each session
took between thirty-five and forty minutes, students reading E.D.L. mat-
erial from books GH in each group for the remainder of the time. Each

student kept a record of his own reading rate and ccmprehension score.
The three methods used were as follows:

A. CONTROLLED READER

The E.D.L. Controlled Reader projects a film strip at a selected speed.
It can be used on any clean white surface, and the image can be read by
up to twenty students at a time. Material is printed in lines of 5-7
words, and can be projected In singie line uni+*s or v th a moving slot
illuminating five letters at a time. It ean be set at speeds of 180 to
1000 words a minute, speed increasing in units of 30 words a minute.
Study books with the complete passage, vocabulary gufdes and comprehen-.

sion questions, are available.

Instruction recommended by the publishers, Educational Developmental
Laboratories, was adapted slight!ly. As recommended, the moving slot

Illumination was used for the first elght lessons.,

Before each filmstrip was viewed, a printed preview was read and dis-
cussed, and vocabulary taught. Additional vocabulary and phrases |ikely
to cause confusion were also taught, as the material has a high 'Amer-
QO an culture' content. All words were presented and used contextually.
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The fiimstrip was then vliewed, and students answered comprehension ques-
tions of a multiple-choice type from the pubiisher's study guide. The
film was then viewed again at a higher speed, and the students revised
the answers to the ccmprehension questions. The answers were than corr-
ected. At the first session the controlled reader was set at It+s minimum

speed, |80 words a minute. The speed was increased as shown:

Weeks ! 180-210 words per minute
" 4 - 6 210-240 " " "
" 7- 9 240-270 " " "
" 0 - 12 270-300 " " "

the increased speed being on the second reading.

B. INDIVIDUAL PACING MACHINES

Students each had a pacing machine with lesson ro!l and book. Initially
they read the notes from the book for the lesson roll they were to use.
Then the tesson rolls were followed through. Each lesson roli has exer-
cises and reading seiectlions with instructions as to what speed to work
at, Each machine has a speed contro} dial, and students set the dial at
a particular speed for each exercise. As the speeds printed on the roil
wore too fast for our students, the instructors altered them on every
roil before the experiment began. Students toliowed the altered speed,
adding oi- subtracting their own bonus speed worked out from the first
roil to suit themselves individually. Before reading each reading sel-
ection students checked the vocabuiary from the Tnstruction book, and
atter reading each seleciion answered the objective type comprehension
questions from the book. Al!l the reading selections on the rol!l were
read the tirst week, and reread the following week. The questions were
answered a second time, and then the answers were checked. The in-
structor looked at the scores and recommended a faster or slower speed
accordingly. Each roll took two sessions, and the first six were used.
The remaining two were found in previous years to be unsuitable for
Papua New Gulnean students as they are American in content and involved

O _socabulary and concept. The speeds written on the rolls were °
ERIC -
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intended to encourage ail students using this method ftc read the last

reading selections at 300 words a minute, using the other two methods.

C. PACED READING

The words per page for each exercise or book were calculated, and a tabie
prepared indicating the time in minutes and seconds taken fto reag at the
speeds of 200 to 300 words a minute. A tape recording was made introdu~
cing each read!ng passage, as follows: "In this reading / Tocay you will
begin —eading at X words a minute and finish at x words a minute. I1'll
tell you when to go on to & new page. Even if you haven't finished read-
ing, you must go on to a new page when told. You will still follow the
main thread of the story (or article) and you will force yourself to
speed up your reading.'" |f the student hasn't finished he misses some of
The page, but stiii follcws the story. Questions at the end are cn main’
ideas, not details. Students who haven't finishea the page soon ksep up,

and some are delighied to be going cn to a new page before the instruction.

idiomatic expressions and vocabu'ary are not exprained tefcoiehand. The
material recommended is fiction or biography, and srtudents shouyld iearn fo
guess intelligentiy, the meaning of words cr phrases from the ccntext. We
experimented with factual material (!.M. Hunter's book Memory and some
psychology from Eyserck) and tor +this taught terminoiogy, vocabuiar~y and
expressions, but this was not as successfu: as fiction for the purposes of

encouraging faster reading with gocd understanding.

The speed of reading was increased by 20 words per minute during each

session, according to the fcliowing table:

Week | 200-220 w.p.m. Week 9 280-280 w.p.m.
Weels 28&3 220-240 w.p.m. Week 10  270-290 w.p.m.
© Weeks 4 &5 230-250 w.p.m. Week Il 270-250 w.p.m.
Weeks 6 & 7 240-260 w.p.m. Week 12  280-300 w.p.m.

Week 8 250-270 w.p.m.
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Parts of the first three stories were read aloud, on tape, students keep-
ing up with the instructor, to accustom them to the method in use. Parts
of the fourth and fifth session were key read on to tape. Key reading is
looking at all the words, but concentrating on the important words. |
read Just the important words cr phrases, content words and necessary
function words on tape, and students kept up. They had all done some key
reading in class before this. The first few pages were read in this way.
Instructions were, '""As you will be reading faster than I can read aloud I
shall key read the first part, i.e., read aloud the important words. You
read all the words but concentrate on the important words. After you
have practised key reading, keeping up with me, I shall stop reading
aloud and you must read on, going on to a new page when told....." At
the end of each session students answered ten objective-type comprehen-

sion questions, as in the other two methods.

Stories were given for the first six sessions, sessions 3 to 6 being one
long story. Then factual material was used, accompanied by a short
summary of the previous reading. The short summary of the previous read-
ing was used when stories or articies lasting more than one lesson were
used. The summary was short, four to six sentences with just the main
ideas. We used material complete in itselt for the first two sessions

(1 would recommend this for up to Form 1!} and then a long story that
stretched over tour sesslons, folliowed by paperback novels. The story or
novel is a good idea for older students, as it relates to their ordinary
reading, holds their interest and gives a sense of achievement. Students
listened to the tape through earphones, while o~her students In the room
used one of the other methods. The Architecture ! students haard the

tape externally as earphone faciiities were not available,

Conditions were controlled in that students were marched for initial abil-
ity in each group, used the same instructions and procedure and had the
same instructor, except for Archltecture students. All students were
aware of their own progress All - including the Accountancy and Business
S+ud|es students -~ were aware of the experiment. When a student was ab-
[:R\lef he missed the lesson in a!l methods as this was fecessary with the

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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control led Reader and Paced reading methods. In order to miss a !esson
roll in the Individual Pacer method students would have had to be absent
two weeks running, which was unusual. |If students finished early they
all worked from stories from E.D.L. book GH. They were encouraged to
preview the story, answer the questions and reccrd the scores on shests

for that purpose.

RESULTS, EVALUATION & COMMENTS

After the twelve sessions were completed all students were given a read-
ing rate test similar to the one given before the course started, using a
di fferent reading passage from the same book. The number of words read
in three and then two minutes was calculated and converted to reading
speed in words per minute. The reading was followed by a shcrt compre-

hension quiz to check understanding of the passage read.

Comprehension was assessed using cloze reading procedure. The results

are shown in Tables |, 2, and 3.

Table 1 : Mean Gain in Words Per Minute of Ea:h Method of each student
irrespective of initial speed.

Control Group: 17.00 w.p.m. No. studenrs: 34
Method A (E.D.L.) : 21,15 " 26
Method B (Individual Pacing Machines) 52.42 - " 24
Method C (Paperback Paced Reading) 75.40 " 31

‘Table 2 : Mean Percentage Gain in W.P.M. Over Initlal Reading Speed of
Each Method. ‘ :

Control Group 11,932 (mean % gain)
Method A (E.D.L.) 14.93%
Method B (Pacing Machines) 33.80%
Method C (Paperback Paced Reading) 44,097

O
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Table 3 : Mean Percentage Gain in Comprehension Over Initial

Comprehension Score of Each Group

Control Group : : 7.68 (mean 7% gailn)
Method A (E.D.L.) 7.41

"Method B (Pacing Machines) ‘ 14.56
Method C (Paperback) 11.02

These results indicate that gains in reading rate in the Paperback Paced
reading and Individual Pacing Machines method were superior to the E.D.L.
Controlled Reader method and the control group, and that the Paperback . "
method produced the greatest gain in reading rate both in actual scores
and in mean percentage gain over initlal reading rate. This could be

partly because there is more transfer from this method to other material.

In comprehension the pacing machine and paperback methods again resulted

in higher gains over the initial scores.

Although the study was with group instruction and practice, individual
students made considerable gains in both reading rate and comprehension,
especially in the Paperback and Pacing Machine groups. Top scores were a
gain of 152 over an initial speed of 182 in the Paperback method; 15
over 200 in the Pacing Machine group and 53 over 215 in the E.D.L. method.
Individual students may profit more from one of these methods, or a com-
bination of them.

The superiority of the Paperback Paced reading method, as indicated by
this study, has important educationa: implications. This is }he cheapest
method, needing sets of paperback novels and stories and a tape recorderf*
Once the instructor has divided the material into suitable sectians, made
the tape for THe lesson and written comprehension questions testing over-

all grasp of the material, there is |ittle teacher involvement, and the

¥** Lo )
One of the classes using this method could not be accommodated in the

language laboratory and worked from a baffery-operafed tape recorder
in an ordinary classroom.

EKC
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marking of the objective type quiz can be done quickly in class. There Is
l'Tttle technical skill required in operating the tape recorder, and less
6ppor+uni+y for the interruptions to lessons that occur from machines
breaking down, filmstrips or lesson rolls jamming and tearing, bulbs need-
ing replacement and the other trials that beset the teacher incorporating

visual alds into teaching in Papua New Guinea.

It is also possible to relate the material used in the reading lesson to
other subjects, or areas of interest of the students. Reading passages on
any topic can be selected and roneoed for classroom use. These can be
later used for oral work and discussion, or for controfled writing. This
is valuable In that much of the material used in secondary schools -
especially that of a factual nature - must be simplified if students are
to gain much from it. As students become more proficient in the skills,
more difficult material can be introduced, and this is desirable in that

*x K
much of the reading we are preparing the students for will be ron-fiction. -

The students using the Individual Pacing Machines also showed considerable
gain in both reading speed and comprehension compared to the control
group. As each student works individually at his own pace, this has ob- _
vious advantages. Although the method is advertised as sélf—insfrgcfion,
it made considerable demands on teacher-time as both procedure and instruc-
tions are quite complex., The materia! is American-oriented, and scme
presents difficulties for Papua New Guinean students. [t is not designed

as second language work.

This study reinforces Berger's suggestion that the effectiveness of 4iffer-
ent methods of improving reading rate and comprehension need to be
evaluated carefully, especlally for second !anguage wcrk. In Papua New
Guinea this becomes even more important as limited finance %s s*retched to

provide teaching aids.

This article is reprinted from English in New Guinea Number 9 September 1972.

*ER '
For the purposes of this experiment this was not done, as the objective

)
EI{I(? was to assess the effectiveness of the methods, and specialty written
P material cannot be used with either of the other methods.
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READING SKILLS 3

It may be of great assistance to L, students fo eliminate low frequency
words and irrelevant cultural concepts from texts and from lectures, but

it Is not a complete solution.

John Jones' study, part of which Is reproduced below, shows that common
English words are amongst the most difficult for second language speakers -
to master, and in particular, words expressing conditionallty (e.g. if...
.+.then; whatever) or relative amounts (e.g. 'least'!, 'more' etc. which
tend to be given absolute attributes: i.e. the 'least important' tends

to be equated with 'not important!'.)

As John Jones points out, it is not always clear precisely where the lan~
guage difficulty arises.. There may be more than one aspect of the test
item which contributes to the subjects' error, or the misunderstanding
may be caused by difflculties in the form of the multiple choice answers
rather than the test Item itseif. Nevertheless, It is clearly shown that
second language students make serious errors in Interpreting fundamentai
concepts and logical relationships expressed through lexical items and
grammatical relationships of English which are In common usage and for

which comprehenéion is normally taken for granted.

*
Similar resulfs have been obtained at upper secondary level. Like

Q .
[ERJ!: Mrs Glen Woolford - unpublished course work.
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John Jones, Glen Woolford noted the difficulty with relational terms:
"Given a senrance which says '.....found an active volcano about 4,000 ft
higher than Mt Etna' many groups argued that the choice 'a volcano

4,000 £t high' might or might not be true because they were not told the
height of Mt Etna."

Another relational concept Investigated by Jenn Jones, causality, was also
found by Gien Woolford to be misunderstood: "One particular weakness was
the almost universal failure to distinguish the relationship implied by

the use of"because'."

She comments also on students' difficulty with figurative language:
".o...1f he '"took pains to tell', it must be a hurtful process'; and with
inference: '"Many students could not see that the phrase 'the official
reason given' implied that there were likely to be 'unofficial reasons'."
Both of these are falrly obvious sources of numerous errors and mlsunder-
standings. {n the final point of his section headed "Some possible
Implications for the Teaching of English", John Jones seems to suggest
that English Is taught in isolation from other subjects such as Mafﬁs.
This cannot be the case since English and onfy English is used for the
teaching of all subjects from Class One in primary school onwards. If
however he Is suggesting that Maths concep+s not taught in Maths lessons
are unlikely to be taught at all, then | couldn't agree more fuily, and

the implications for all subject specialists are obvious.
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COMPREHENSION OF SOME COMMONLY-USED WORDS
- A STUDY WITH TERTIARY STUDENTS IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA

- JOHN JONES

1.0 CONSTRUCTION OF THE TEST

The test construction procedure was a fairly informal one; this was con-
" sidered to be justified as it was a pllot study that was being undertaken.

Items for possible Inclusion in the test were obtalned from three sources:

{i) A personal opinion of words and phrases which were |ikely
to be Important in logical argument and discussions of a

quantitative nature.

(i1) Suggestions from colleagues as to words which should be

included.

(iii) A reading of random sections of an elementary science text-

book, noting possibilities for inclusion in the test.

After an initial list of words had been compiled, a number were excluded
6n the grounds that they were probably not familiar enough, and might
therefore be difficult in the 'classical' vocabulary sense. Finally, a
list of forty-six words and phrases was obtained, most of which were
quantifiers, moderators and connectives. A full list of the items is
given in Table 2, Section 2.0. .A copy of the complete test may be ob-

tained from the author.

Once key words and phrases had been decided upon, the next step was that
of taking a decision as to the type of fest item to be used. There are

several possibilities, which fall into two broad groups:

(1) Multiple choice, where the student selects a correct

answer from a number of alternatives;
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(i) Supp]y type; where the student is required to suppiy the

answer, in his own words.

The second alternative was rejected. The chief aim of the investigation
was to determine students' ability to comprehend precisely the meaning of
a sentence containing a key word or phrase: Supply items could well be

measuring to a large extent a student's fluency in written English, and a
further complication would have been The necessarily somewhat subjective

"nature of the marking.

Having opted for a multiple~choice format, several possibilities still
remained. robably the easiest procedure would have been to underline

the key word or phrase in a sentence, and ask the student to choose a
corregt definition of its meaning, in the context, from a number of alter-
natives. This is not a very satisfactory procedure, however, since it is
the meaning conveyed by the whole sentence which is important. Consider

the following example, from the test which was constructed.

The number of children attending schoois Irn the area has been decreasing.

(i) A. Fewer chiidren than before now attend schoot.

B. Only a smaii number of children in the area now
go to school.

C. Soon, there wiil be no chiidren in the area
attending school.

D. Previously, a lot of children in the area used
to go to schoo!.
(ii) A. Staying the same.
B. Getting larger.
C. Getting smailer.
D. Varying,

in this example, i1 would be quite possible for someone to choose the

correct meaning of decreasing from the alternatives listed under (ii),
* yet fail To comprehend adequafely the idea which the sentence as a

[:R\}: e conveys, In this case a failure to respond correctly when

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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confronted with the alternatives under {i) would occiur. This tends to be

borne out by the following observation:

48% of a sample of UPNG preliminary year students responded incorrectly to
the above item, with alternatives (i),io’bhoose from. Only 3% of a sample

of high school pupils responded incorrectly to an item iavoiving the word:

decreases, during the SWNG invesTigaTions,* when the item format was of the
form represented by (il) above. (The degree-ef discrimination required by

the SWNG item was quite low in this particular case)l.

The test format which was eventually.adoepted.still suffers from a number of

drawbacks, two of which might be werth noting.

(a) The obvious one, from which all tests of this kind must suffer, that

only one context and one syntactic structure is being tested.

(b) In some cases it Is difficult to assess.whether the problem occurs in
the question er the answer. For example, take the item above, in-

volving decreasing, where the correet- choice is:-

A. Fewer children than before now attend school.

When a wrong reéponse Is made to this item, it is not really possible to
state that it was the meaning of decreasing which led to the wrong choice;
it could equally well be a non-comprehension of the concept represented by
the word fewer (in the answer) which caused the trouble. {n the final
analysis all one can say is that a wrong respender cannot recognise that
the same meaning is conveyed by the key sentence and the correct choice
from among the aiternatives. (Or possibly, it might be more accurate to
say that the wrong responder cannot discriminate effectively between the
shades of meaning represented by :the four alternatives, and select that

alternative which conveys the same meaning as the key sentence.)

One example of an-item frem the test has been:giveh'above; two further

items are presented below,--for illustrative purposes.

¥ -
o P.L. Gardner Projeet SWNG - Scientifie Words New Guinea Port Moresby,
E[{L(jDeparTmenT{ef-EducaTIon, 1971
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(i) Whenever he has a headache he takes aspirin.

A.
B.
C.
D.

He takes aspirin often.
The only time he takes aspirin is when he has a headache.
He never takes aspirin unless he has a headache.

Every time he has a headache he takes aspirin.

(i1} At least fifteen people were killed.

A
B.
c.
D.

Fifteen or more people were killed.
Many people were killed.
Less than fifteen people were killed.

Exactly fifteen people were killed.

There was no time-limit attached fo the test, as such a time~limit might

well have resulted in the non-compietion of the test by some students,

and careless completion by others. A description of the samples to whom

the test was administered, together with some of the results is given In

the next section.

2.0 RESULTS

2.1 THE SAMPLES AND THEIR MEAN SCORES

The test was administered initially to 113 UPNG preiiminary year

students, toward the end of the first semester of 1972. Some of

the results seemed interesting enough to be worth following up,

so the test was next given to a sample of 47 native English speak-

ing students (Forms IV and V) at Port Moresby High School. These

two tests were fotllowed up'by first-year samples at Goroka Teachers'

Col lege, Sogeri Senior High School and the Institute of Technoiogy,

Lae. Overall the samplie consisted of the most highly qualified

Form |V jeavers from P.N.G. high schools; an additional sample of

47 native English speakers from high school served as a 'control!.
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The mean and standard deviation for each of the samples is given in
Table | below. The scores are raw scores, with the maximum poss-

ible score equal to 46.

TABLE 1 MEAN SCORES FOR EACH OF THE SAMPLES
Mean S.D.

UPNG Preliminary Year 31.7 4,1
(N = 113)

Sogeri Senior High - Form V 32.0 b4
(N= 57)

Institute of Technology - Year 1 33.4 4.6
(N= 58) .

Goroka Teachers' College - Year 1 31.9 4.7
(N = 51) '

Port Moresby High - Forms IV 42,5 2.5
(N = 47) ‘

These results can be summed up very briéfly as follows:

There are no significant differences between the means or the
standard deviations for the first four institutions; the native
English speakers perform very significantly better than any of
these first four institutions. These results are gratifying in
that they are in line with the test rationale. Any reasonably
intel ligent native English speaker should find the test quite
simple, since the items involve very common vocabulary - and this
is in fact what happens. So it is reasonable to assume that on the
whole an inability on the part of second |anguage épeakers to
respond correctly to an item is due to a 'real' lack of cbmpréhen-
sion, and is not due to a fault in the item itself. (This is not
true in every case: there are a few dubious items which need

revision.)
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2.2 RESPONSES BY ITEM FOR EACH OF THE SAMPLES

Table 2 shows the percentage of each samplie who responded wrongly
to each item. The probable key word or phrase is glven in each
case, but as expiained in Section 1.0, i+ Is not possible to be
certain that It was the stated word which actually led to the

wiong responses.

The key is as follows:

Column A - 1Institute of Technology, Year |

Column B - University, Preliminary Year

Column C - Goroka Teachers' Coilege, Year |

Column D - Sogeri Senior High, Form V

Column E = Port Moresby High, Forms IV, V

Column F - SWNG (where there Is duplication)
TABLE 2 PERCENTAGE OF WRONG RESPONSES TO EACH ITEM

A B C D E F

accurately 16 19 16 23 4 [0 (accurate)
although 2 6 10 7 2 -
as a consequence 62 50 66 60 2] -
at resent 10 13 8 16 0 -
at . .ast i 36 44 33 4 -
because 28 23 30 29 2 -
centra! 16 2i 18 18 0 -
class..c0.includes 55 70 56 53 13 -
compulsory 3 6 6 7 0 -
concluded 26 21 32 19 4 Il (conclusion)
consistent 38 36 42 49 6 48 (consistent)
constant 0 I 0 2 0 27 {constant)
contradlctory 71 62 58 74 9 -
decreasing 38 48 42 40 Il 3 (decreass)

10 (definitely
goling)

[+

Aafinitely becoming 41 40 4z 56




38
TABLE 2 (continued)

A 8 ¢ D E

F

dominant 5 10 6 7 0"
elther.....or 2 0 0 0 4
essential \ 8 70 8 74 38

excludéd (the :

possiblllty) 53 52 56 42 19
fraction 24 40 38 39 19
frequent 17 2| 14 21 0
gradually 0 5 10 4 4
~identical 24 3 18 25 0
Implied 3 5 8 2 2
increase 28 40 28 28 0
lack 14 15 6 14 2
largest 5 10 20 I 2
least 28 23 18 33 2
limit 36 45 40 47 6

major 47 34 40.. 40 40*
neither....nor 33 42 32 26 6
not all 52 66 58 72 23
only 60 62 64 51 6
particular |12 23 18 30 0
permissable 2] 27 . 30 19 2
possibie 33 31 48 35 0
probably 12 17 I8 70
relative to 24 39 28 32 9
significantly 3 3 8 4 0
simultaneous|y 45 38 52 42 13
_some 43 63 68 61 21
stationary 14 22 42 26 6
the most 16 28 26 23 2
unique 14 15 14 26 2
vague 21 15 30 28 0
4

)
[ﬂil(jever 29 40 46 44

IToxt Provided by ERI

64 (dominant)

58 (essential)

17 (exclude)

58 (limit)
16 (majority)

‘probability (?) 87
51 (relative to)

44 (simultaneously)

34l(sfa+ionary)

44 (unique)
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There are several points which are immediately obvious:

(a)

(b)

(c)

The native English speakers perform signiflcantly better on all
items (apart from one) than do the second language speakers.
(This exception is the one involving the word major. The
author took the phrase 'the major part' to mean 'a part which
is greater than one half of the whole'; however, a substantial
number of first language speakers interpreted it as meaning

'almost all').

There Is some.variafion in performance across second l|anguage
samples for most of the items, and in some cases these dlffer-
ences are probably significant. Tiese diffeirences are possibly
due to the specific teaching content within Institutes, to

which the different groups of subjects have been subjected.

There is very |i1ttie relation between the leve! of difficulty
of an item as measured by the present test and that which was
determined by the SWNG investigation. A first reaction might
be that the present test should indicate that individual Items
are less difficult than does SWNG, since the present test was
administered to a very able group of students, whereas SWNG was
aimed at average students. However, this is not the case in
many instances. The reason for this Is probably that SWNG
calls for a much smalier degree of discrimination in most

cases than does ihe present test. (See Section 1.0)." Consider
the exampies of the Items which test the concept described by

the word definitely.

SWNG Jim said he was definitely going swimming after schooi.

This means that Jim was:

A. happy
B. sure
C. doubtful

D. not interested
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Present Test:

The air in Port Moresby is defintitely becoming more
pol luted.

A. It is possible that the air in Port Moresby is now
more polluted than it used to be.

B. The alr in Port Moresby is very polluted.

C. There is a very rapid increase in the amount of
pollution in the air in Port Moresby.

D. It is absolutely certain that the air in Port Moresby
Is more polluted than it used to be.

This example from the presénf test provides another case of the
uncertalnty associated with pin-pointing specific difficulties

with 1tems. Although the item was written to test the compre-

hension of definitely (becoming) the concept of more could be a
contributing factor to the difficulty which is experienced.

The degree of discriminafion required to respond correctly to
the present test item is much greater thain that required by SWNG.
This is evidenced by the fact that about 45% of first year tert-
fary students selected wrongly in the present test, while only
10% of high school students chose wrongly in the SWNG context.

Where the discriminatian required is about the same (judged
subjectively) for both tests, then the results are much more in

line. Take the example of consistent.

SWNG Some students measured the length of a box, and their

results were consistent.

A. all different
B. all too small
C. all about the same )

D.. some too large, some too small
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Present Test HIis examination results were very consistent.

A. He got very good examination results.

B. His examination results were all about the same.
C. He got some very good marks, and some bad ones.
D. He worked very hard, and as a result he got good

examination results.

In this case, the discrimination required is more comparable,
(though SWNG may be slightly easier - a purely subjective
assessment) and the results mirror this. 48% of high school
students responded incorrectly.to the SWNG Item, while the
number responding incorrectiy to the present test [tem was of

the order of 40%.

2.3 SOME SPECIFIC DIFFICULTIES

It Is possible Yo group observed difficulties with items into three

very broad areas.

2.3.1 Items involving conditionality.

An example will suffice to iliustrate the kind of difficulty

which occurs; take the item involving whenever.
(a) Whenever he has a headache he takes aspirin.

The statement can be reduced to the form:

'if A then X'
where,
A = 'a headache'

X = 'the taking of aspirin',

In many cases of wrong responses to this !tem subjects chose a
response which showed that they may have been Imposing the

erroneous interpretation

'if X then A! on top or
'if A then X'.
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The two statements taken In conjunction lead to the inter-
pretation of 'if' as 'If and only If', (See also section I},
For example, the choice of:

'"The only time he +akes aspirin is when he has a headache'! to
mean the same as (a) above, Is indicative of this misinter-

pretation,

2.3.2 |tems Involving Relative Amounts

Many of the items dealt with the concept of relative amount,
elther in the key sentence, or in the possible alternatives,
or In both. This seems to have caused some consliderable diff-
fculty. Consider the example of the item containing the

phrase the least.
'0t all our problems, this one Is the least.'

The concept described by the leagt Is a purely relative one;
the fact that the particular problem is the least of a group
carries no implication that it is a small or trivial problem;
i+ could still be extremely Important. This point seems to ..

" have caused some trouble; . a papufar wrong response to the

above item was:

'This 1s an unimportant problem.'

The same phenomenan may be observed with respect to many of the
items; relational concepts are translated into absolute terms.
As another example, take the item:

'The popuiation of the area has shown an increase'

Between 30% and 40% of the first year tertlary students res=

* ponded wrongly to this f+em; the popular wrong responses were:
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{(a) The area Is now densely populated.

(b) There used to be very few people living in the

area, but now there are many.

This cholce does tend to indicate that the concept of inerease
s being confused with that of large in absolute terms,
(although large is itself, of course, a relatlonal concept)

The work of Cohen and hls co-workers, (e.g. Cohen & Hansel
(1956), Cohen, Dearnley & Hansel (1957) has thrown some inter-
esting 1ight upon the contextual Interpretation of quantitative

concepts such as often, likely, soom, some, seldom, etc. The

point is made that there is a class of such words which enable
one to converse in a way which would be impossible if one al-
ways had to state precise numerical values or probabilities.

It was found that such words, whose very quality of usefulness
is in their vagueness, were nevertheiess accepted as having a
core of common meaning within any given context. The point to
be made here is that although some words are used in a deliber-
ately vagUe sense, the present test suggested that they are
nevertheless recognised by first language speakers, but not to
the same extent by second |anguage speakers, as having a quite

well-defined meaning, which is subject to given constraints.

The example of the item involving inerease illustrates this
fairty clearjy.‘ On its own, the Information that the population
of an area has shown an increase is very vague; It tells us
nothing about *he functiona! dependence of the poputation on
time, nor about the absolute magnitudes involved. All it in-
dicates is that population is now greater- than it was some time
previously, a fact which was understood pérfecfly by the first-
language sample - all responded correctly to the item. The
second-language sample, on the ofhef hand, impose the extra
implication that (a) The‘previous population was smali, and/or

(b) the present population is large, and answer accordingly.

[ S
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2.3.3 Straight Vocabulary Difficulties P

The examples of these are fairly straight-forward, and obvious
from Table 2, and not much can be_said In addition. The item

in this class which seemed to cause most difficulty was contra-
dictory. The meanings of words such as dominant, implied,
signifieantly, which one might have expected to cause some diff-
icui+y, were on the whole well understood. This may have been
due to the context in which they were used, or the ineffective-
ness of the distractors; possibly though, 'straight! vocabulary
Items of this degree of difficulty are not likely fo cause too

much trouble among first year tertiary students.

3.0 SOME POSSIBLE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHING OF.ENGLISH

Many of the words in the test which caused the moéf trouble - words like
not all, some, only, at least, etc. - are words with which every teacher

is involved, regardless of subject. Some of the conditional and relational
concepts are particularly important for communicating in the areas of
science and mafhehéfics. To what extent is it the province of the English
speclialist to teach the meaning of language, and to what extent does every
teacher bear this responsibility? One often hears the cry that 'every

teacher is an English teacher', and just as often hears it denied.

The responsibility for correcting English, in assignments 6u+side the
English subject area, is often denied on the grounds that 'there is: just
not endugh time to correct grammatical errors, spelling misfékes, etc., and
in any case one is primarily concerned with a student's grasp of the sub-
ject matter.' |t must be admitted that this is a tenable point of view.
However, everyone should probably be an English teacher to the extent that
students are not 'given the benefit of the doubt!, when written lor

spoken) communications are unclear or patently wrong. There is often a
strong temptation to assume that a student 'really' knew what he was talk-
Iing or writing about, but couldn't quite express himself. But is this

O sumption justified? : ' -
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Recentiy some work on the concept of density was carried out with indigen-
ous Form [V students, at a local high school. At one stage, students were
required to describe how the density of an object would be calculated in a

certain situation; this Involved writing something like:
_".....divide the mass by the volume to find the density."
In many cases, howeVer, what was aectually written was:

" ....divide the volume by the mass to find the density."

To complicate the issue, some students then went on to write:

"l.e. density =

< <|3

where m = mass, = volume."

The students in this case did seem to 'really' know what they were talking
about, as judged by the writing of the equation, but at the.same time de-
secibed the situation erroneously. This seems to be a clear case of an
occasion when a science teacher shoulid be an English teacher, and make

(A) (8)

sure that the concept "A divided by B" corresponds to B and nOt'CKT'

If a teacher is prepared to let this sort of mistake go uncorrected, then
he is:

(a) making the job of himself and future teachers much harder, in that a

wrong interpretation of a concept is being relnforceé, by omission,

(b) being totally unfair to the pupil for the same reason - later un-
learning will be difficult. '

“Pws_the same reason that no physics teacher, for example, would let a mis-
take in mathematics during an exercise go uncorrected, teachers in general
should not allow 'wrong' English to slip through. Each uncorrected mis-
take is a potential stiumlus for its repetition.

one further example of 'giving the benefit of the doubt', the following
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exchange was heard recently on the radio during a broadcast of 'Form |V

Quiz':

Questionmaster: What does the proverb 'Never count your chickens

before they're hatched' mean?

Form IV boy: It means that someone should not plan ahead before
he does it. (or something very similar).

Questionmaster: (after a brief pause). That is perfectly correct!

It is during the early years at school that most of the commoniy-used
words are learned; 1In many cases these words are learned In Isolation
from concrete reality, via 'drill'. This could well mean that although
pupils may learn to use words In their correct grammatical context, they
have no real comprehensicn of the concepts for which these words act as
labels. Might it not be better to learn English In a co-ordinated scheme
wlfh(ofher subjects,. so that the concepts and logical structures repre-
sented by English language occur In conjunction with specific content-
based examples? In modern maths, for example, concepts such as not .all,
at least, equal to, etc. are inherent in the structure of what is being
taught. Might it not be better to teach the use of these concepts in some
kind of unified English/Maths programme, with the hope that they will be

better understood than they seem to be at present?

This article is an extract frum the Educational Research Unit Report 4
UPNG November 1972, under the same title.
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SYNTAX - 'WORDS, WORDS, WORDS. IF ONLY IT WERE THAT SIMPLE. '

As already stated, most of the attention paid to the problems of L2
speakers has been given to'vocabulary. However in addition to the seman-
tic meanings of the words in a passage, the reader must also understand
the syntactic meaning, or the meaningful relationships betweer the words
in the passage. To give an obvious example, both 'Jim will-hit Maryf,
and '"Mary will hi¥ Jim' are comprehensible in terms of who will do the
hitting and who will be hit, while 'Jim Mary hit will' is not and there-
fore does not come within the set of meaningful grammatical relationships
or the syntax of English. Most people have at one time or another
attempted a transiation using a dictionary from a foreign language into
English, only to find that in spite of having all the words, the meaning
is still not ctear. This happens even between Indo-European !anguages,
but is much more of a problem between fanguages less closely related.

The following is a word4for word transtation from an American Indlian

language:
".oso.You will I wish together remain by you it man you..."

Here we have the opposite case from Jabberwocky. Jabberwocky was seman-
tically unintelligibie but syntactically meaningfui. This is semantically
intelligible, but fails fo communicate (far more so than Jabberwocky )

o
because it is syntactijcalliy meaningless.

At tertiary level, syntactic compiexity can be a serious probiem for stu-
dents with complex ideas to express but without the néceésary control

over the complex structures “they need in order to communicate those ideas.
As a result, communication breaks down or the receiver is forced to guess
at the communicator's meaning. Syntactic compiexity also contributes to
difficulty In reading, and in this area students receive little help.
Lecturers and tutors can deal with vocabulary comparatively easily, but
\fhere the structure of the language Is concerned, a paraphrase may solve

‘e- immediate problem, but It is difficuit to establish the problem in

IToxt Provided by ERI



48

the first place, and harder to find any solution that will assist the
student in future.

The first objective of the study reported here was to develop an effect-
ive instrument for measuring levels of syntactic difficulty. This
instrument ¢ould then be applied to various texts in order to establish
their 'readability' in these terms. The instrument has been developed

and seems to give an ;ffecfive measurement of syntactic complexity through
a rating: the higher the rating, the simpler the grammaticai structure of
the passage, and the lower the rating, the more complex the grammatical”
sTrucTure.* A beginning reader for a primary school child might have a
rating of infinity; éfademic writing tends to fall into a range from 0.5
to 2.0, while simplified materials produced for lower secondary schools

score mostly in the range 4.0 to 6.0, but may score as high as 10.0.

Unfortunately the calculations involved are time consuming and it would
not be practicable to apply the technique to all texts under consideration
for use in Papua New Guinea. |n some utopian future, the measurement may
be done by a computer for all books intended for second |anguage sTuden+§,
which isvfechnically possible, and would give writers and publishers in

- this field a much needed guideline.

Native speakers are often extremely poor at evaluating the syntactic com-
plexity of materials they read or write. The operations of the syntax of
their Ianguage are as automatic to fthem as that of the muscles used for
walking, and they are unaware of their operation until something goes
wrong i.e. -a 'mistake' Is made, or extra strain is imposed on the system
for one reason or another. The second language speaker does not have the
same degree of automaticity. He frequently is in the position of looking
for structures which, for him, don't exist. Similarly, it doesn't re-,
quire a Henry James or a William Faulkner fo impose strain on the L,
speaker's system, and this is no doubt a major cause of the slow reading

The techniques for measurement are described in Johnson R.K. An Attempt
[:R\}:’ Establish Levels of Reading Dmfficulty in Terms of'Syntactzc Com- -
mmwm'exmty KIVUNG Vol 5 No. I April 1972.
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speed of second language students.

Briefly, the following seem to -be the main factors which contribute to
structural compie*ify. Contrary to many statements on the subject,
length of sentence Is not a crucial factor in itself. Obviously a Iohg
sentence provides scope for complexity, but a long sentence consisting

of simple clauses and connectors is no more complex than a series of one
clause sentences; 1in fact it may be easlier to read, since the connectors
help to esfablfsh the inter-clausal relationships. The crucial factors
are (for want of better expressions): (I) ‘'deviance from normality' and

(2) 'density'.

(1) 'Normality' for English is a sentence which has i1ts grammatical
subject first, its verb second, its grammatical object third, followed by
further adverbial modification. The various possibilities for altering
this order give the writer stylistic freedom, and the opportunity to gain
emphasis, irony or other special effects, At tertlary level of course our
students have a reasonably high level of tolerance to such manipulation,
but if a writer tends to go to extremes, his reader will not only miss the
'special effects', he may miss the plain sense of the words as well. Con-

sider the following crude example:

(a) Cyclonic hail fell in torrents uprooting trees and destroy-

ing houses.

(b) Amidst torrents of hail cycionic, uprooted was both house

and tree.

Ludicrous as it sounds in (b), such convolutions are quite common in

academic writing.

(2) 'Density' is rather more complex and has two main aspects:

|. “The number of 'decoding units' in a clause adds to its

~ density and therefore complexity. Compare (c) and (d):
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~(¢) He likes pretending to be ill.
_(c) Is regarded as having three decoding units:

(1) He likes X
(2) He pretends X
(3) He is ill.,

(d) The children were playing footbal| on the sports field
yesterday.

(d) is regarded as having only one decoding unit, and therefore as be-

ing a 'simpler' sentence.

There are of course many ways in which a writer may increase the

density of a clause.

(Il) ¥Fhe density of a sentence is increased when other clauses are
embedded within or subordinated to a main clause, and all the material
that | have examined has shown that this type of density is typical of
academic writing, and invariably fncreases in any type of writing when
the author is attempting to be precise. The following is an excellent
example: it is taken from a Reserve Bank publication which was designed

for primary school leavers.

(e) 'The point we want to make is that everyone who has had

| anything to do with the making of a motor car - from pro-
ducing the raw materials to the final task of aséembling
the parts - must be paid wages by the people who own and
manage the many factories engaged in the industry.?

(This sentence has a syntactic complexity rating of 0.4. The materials

as a whole averaged about 6.0).
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Another kind of density is information density, but this relates more to

semantics and cultural background which are discussed elsewhere.

A further sfudy* using this measure of syntactic complexity has been to
compare the writing of LI and L2 speakers of English at tertiary, second-

ary and primary levels, The hypothesis on which the study was based was

that L2 speakers would consistently use a less cqmplex form of language syntax
than first language speakers, and associated with this hypothesis was the
possibility that inability to use more complex structure might affect the
student's ability to handle complex thought.

| f the study had supported this notion, then the whole basis of educatic:
through the medium of a L, would have been undermined. Fortunately this
was not proved, though the possibility that there is some connection be-

tween syntactic and conceptual complexity should not be discounted.

At tertiary ieve', the study compared samples of the writing of first
year anthropology students. Twenty-five subjects were L2 speakers and
fifteen subjects were LI speakers. The average complexity rating for LI

speakers was !.7, and the average rating for L2 speakers was 3.6.

Thus the hypothesis was strongly supported overail, but there was a cer-
tain amount of overlap between the two groups, and it was aiso obvious
that there was little correlation béfween quality of writing and complex~
ity rating, i.e. those who expressed their ideas most clearly and elo-
quentiy were not necessar!ly those whose writing was most compiex. Far
more important however, i+ was clear from the analysis that complexity of
thought is not dependent in any readily identifiable way upon the availl-
ability of complex syntactical sTrucfuﬁés. Reasonably enough perhaps,
syntax was shown to be not a mediator of thought relationships but simply
the medium for the commuriication of those relationships. The lack of °
syntax resulted in communication breakdown:rather than inhibition, so far
as could be ascertained, of thought processes. (If | seem to be |abour-

tr~ the obvious, | can only say that this did not seem obvious to me some

E!igggahnSOn R.Ke = 1In progresé
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time ago, and it Is the subject of considerable controversy In Phycho-
finguistics, developmental Psychology and Socliolinguistics, i.e. as to
the relationships between language and thought.)

Consider the following in which it seems that the thought relationships
of the L2 student are completely clear to him, but cannot be clear to
the reader since when the student needed appropriate syntactical struct-

ures they were not available to him.

(f) 'The basic argument of Custom and Confllict in Africa is
that, when there is a disorder within a society which is
regarded to be a possible cause for a breakdown in Customs,
Confllct arises In order that the disorder may be removed
and the normal 11fe cycle is restored under the traditional

customs.!

More extreme examples, this time closer to complete breakdown, are the

following:

(g) 'In fact both of these two societies when want to exchange
with partners those who want to receive goods are those who

do the approaching.'

(h) 'Back to his functionalism process Malinowski did emphasize
the ways of 1ife people live especially with the connection
of Kula expedition What taboos must be taken Infoaaccounf
as precaution to the Kula or ancestral angered procédures
they might in turn, turn their backs on them when on the

expedition. '

Ll speakers under pressure sometimes write In a similar way, but not nec-
essarily for the same reason, and certainly not as frequently.

5 'ohn Jones noted (see previous study}, supervisors dealing with such
Ef{l(;rlal ustajly take the attitude - 'Well, It Is obvious enough what he

IToxt Provided by ERI
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means.' This is probably an unjustified assumption since there is abun-
dant experimenta! evidence of the human tendency to impose order on chaos
and form on what is formless. Just as one example: when subjects |ist-
ened to sentences obscured by white noise (which obscures all frequencies
equal ly) they gave different accounts of what they Imagined they had
heard in relation to five given topics. The subjects were indignant and
incredulous when assured of the true sktuation, which was that they had
heard the same sentence on each occasion and that sentence was completely

unintelligibie.

There s another, and perhaps more constructive reason for not 'giving
students the benefit of the doubt'. The acquisition of language seems to
be a response to felt needs, and development continues up to the point
when those needs are satisfied. It is generally considered that LI devel -
opment of syntax is complete by the early teens (by the age of five, some
people have claimed), but this is not the case as is shown by a compar-
ison between the average syntactic compiexity rating of LI secondaiy
students and LI tertiary students: 4.4 as against |.7. Clearly the
tertiary leve! students have found it necessary to develop their syntactic
resources in order to meet the increased communication demand:z of the

tertiary situation.

The attitude 'l know what he means' may remove from the L2 student a very
necessary source of pressure to develop his language abitity. Through
insisting as far as possible upon clarity of axpression, the supervisor
is performing a valuable service for his students in stimulating the need

to develop greater powers of expression.

'Clarity of expression' of course involves all aspects of language, but -
syntax is a vital aspect which is ali too often taken for granted by Ll

speakers.
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SPEECH

Language is often claimed as the uniquely human attribute. It probabiy
is, but speech in itself is more demonstrably so. Any ftwo-month-old baby
has already made as much progress towards decoding the processes of
speech communication as the most advanced computers. This is in fact a
gross slander on two-month old babies, since computers have made no pro-
gress at all. Because speech is acquired by every hearing human child
with an 1.Q. in excess of 60, it is offen assumed that speech is much
simpler than written communication, which requires many years of school-
ing and a rather higher level 1.Q. for success which even then is not
assured. This is not the case. Speech communication is infinitely more
complex than written communication. |t is much more readily misunder-
stood, and is more ambiguous than written communication. It is less
precise, but at the same time it carries information on attitudes,
emotions etc which written communication is incapable of conveying. L2
speaking students throughout the world are generally very much happier
dealing_wi*h the written word than the spoken word, and with good reason.
In Papua New Guinea we are extremely fortunate in that tertiary level
students have had a long period of exposure to spoken English, and a
_considerable percentage of this experienée has been gained with native
speakers. Tgrfiary level students here are undoubtedly amongst the best
L, students in +he»world: i.e. the best able to function effectively
through the medium of the L2 in their speech as well as their written
work. However this should not be taken as an indication that these stu-
dents have no difficulties with spoken language. They probably have as
much, and possibly more, difficulty in following a Iec+ure than they have
in following written material of comparable diffucul+y.

Let us consider first the extra-linguistic cues; gesture, facial expres-
sion, vocal quality etc., which accompany speech. I+ is widely believed
that- the language of gesture is universal, but unfortunately this is not
o 30. The English signal for 'come here' means 'goodbye' in Brazil, and in
[:R\f:)ar+s of India they shake their heads 'Yes' and nod +heir heand 'No'. At
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the last conference of the Linguistic Society of Papua New Guinea, a
participant protested that at least a smile was a universal symbol, but
Anne Chowning showed that this was far from being the case by telling
the sad story of a man who brought a present to her at the village
where she was staying, and the man, In some distress, had wanted to
know why she was laughing at him. The Spaniard is often regarded by
the English as being proud, aloof, and reserved, the English are often
regarded by Spaniards as being voluble, excitable, volatile. -(That
should surprise some Englishmen.) Both these reputations probably re-
sult-from the fact that Spaniards speak with a pltch range approximately
half that used by the English and therefore the English tend to sound

perpetual |y overexcited.

Turning to the |inguistic aspects of the speech situation; once again
the L2 speaker is at a disadvantage. The phonological system of the L2
speaker tends to remaln that of his first ianguage, and he is quite |1t-
eraily deaf to many of the distinctions of English both phonemié and
Intonational. | will deal briefly with both of these major aspects of

phonology, beginning with the phoneme system.

'.....The phoneme system of a language consists of relationships rather
than of specific 'sounds' as such. The 'sounds' made by a Cockney, a
New Yorker, a Queenslander or the Queen are likely to be very different,
but all of these native speakers of English wil! }end to preserve a .
basic system of relationships among the sounds they make, and i1t is by ™
interpreting this system of relationships, not by identifying particular
sounds, that we are able to 'decode' into a message the acoustic signals
which our ears receive. So far, computers have been so confused by the
different 'sounds', that they have .found it impossible to identify the
uﬁderlylng relationships. |In order to do so it seems necessary for the
computer to approximate somehow to a human neAvous system. A Papua New
Guinean accent Is as accepfable as any other provléee that the accent
our puplls have Is genuinely an-accent -of- English - 1.e.-that, regard-
lees of the precise acousfic qual ity of the sounds They uffer, they main-

[:R\ﬂ:n +he phonemic distinctions of English, and are not attempting to’
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communicate an English language message through the phonemic system of
*

.their native languages."

As Ralph Wingfield has pointed out, the distinction between 'test' and
'taste' may cost you your tongue in a chemistry laboratory, but fort-
unately the lack of certain phonemic distinctions generally has a less
dramatic effect, it simply reduces the amount of 'redundancy' in the

spoken message.

All language is highly redundant. Even if more than half of a message
is lost, the meaning can usually still be established. However this
high level of redundancy is presumably there because it is necessary
and the lower level of redundancy available to L2 speakers must make
their task more difficult and more of a strain. Lecturers can help
both by speaking clearly and by adding redundancy, through repetition
rephrasing etc to make up for what may be lost through various causes.

Lecturers can also help the students to improve their speech, not by
exercises, which are the business of specialists, but by creating, as
has been said before, a felt need to improve communication. Chiidren
do not arrive at accents similar to those of the community they live

in because they practice imitating that accent. (Again this is con-
trary to traditional beliefs about tanguage acquisition, but it Is now
general ly accepted that children really do not spend their time trying
to imitate adults.) They arrive at the sound systém which enables them
to communicate most effectively because they feel the need to communic-
ate effectively. The community which our students have entered is that
of an International community of English speakers, and odr students need
to be aware of this fact and tc be aware of what [s necessary in order
to be able to communicate effectively within fhis‘socief&. Tutorial
sessions in particular could be used to help students to improve their

from_INTRODUCTION TO DISGRHMIMATION EXERCLSES FOR.. USE WITH PAPUA: -NEW
o GUINEAN PUPILS LEARNING ENGLISE AS A Lz in PHONEME DISCRIMINATION
[ERJ!:Johnson, R.K. and 'lsoardi D. Teaching Mefhods and Maferials Cenfre,
s $ 97| S DR ST : , R
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spoken English. |f those who are -working with students could be con-
structively critical, or even Just deaf and defermlned, sTudenTs wou | d
be bound to Improve. |+ may be that their accent as such wlII not im=
prove, but If they learn that their speech needs to.be rather careful
and precise to. compensate for cues which are lacking, then they witl
achieve improved communication ability just as effectively as If thelr
accent had improved (i.e, as 1f more of the meaningful sound distinc-

tions of English had been present in their speech.)

The following comments on Intonation are based on a continuing s+udy*
which contrasts the performance of'LI and Lz‘speakerS‘in recognising
the meaning cues implicit in the patterns of stress rhythm and inton-
ation (hereinafter intonation) in English. Not long ago it was gener-
ally considered that there were no 'rules' fer English intonation and
certainly none that could be related in any consistent way to meaning.
More recent arguments have been presented to the effect that 1f we know
when 'mistakes' are made, we must have -an understanding of a set of
rules against which these 'mistakes' have been matched. More import-
antly this study is showing a surprisingly consistent and far reaching
relaflonship befween intonation patterns and meanlngful Interpretation

of what is said.

The earlier impression of randomness in this area of the English lan-
guage is excusable to say the-ieast. Intonation is an extremely-diff-
icult area In which to work. The following example will 1liustrate
these difficulties, and show why resuits of tests even with native
speakers tend to produce conflicting results.

Consider (|} and (2} below:
(1Y  'blackboard!
(2)  'black poard'

—

Q A full report is given in Johnson R.K. TAKE CARE OF THE SENSE AND
[:R\IZIWE SOUNDS WILL TAKE CHRE OF THEMSELVES KIVUNG forthcomling.

Tt Providsd by ERIC
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In (1) the emphasis falls on 'black' and in (2) the emphasis falls on
'board'. This distinction is preserved through a large number of similar
noun phrases to differentiate a compound noun from a noun with adjectival
modifler (black bird, blue bag,'iighf house etc). |t should therefore be
simple in theory to set up an experimental situation in which the |lst-
ener signifies whether the noun phrase he has heard refers to a chalk
board or to a board which is black etc. - However, 1f a board which is
black Is being contrasted with a board which is some other colour, then

the emphasis shifts from 'board' to 'black' e.g.
(3 | mean the blaek board, not the white one.

The intonation pattern is now identical with (1) above. The phrase in
pattern (2) is unambiguous, but pattern (I} is ambiguous, and the list-
ener's judgment as to its meaning will depend upon the context his imag-

ination supplies to fit what he hears.

Thus there are problems iﬁmfgkms‘of the L, speaker as a result of over-
lapping rules. This is a very different matter from saying that there
are no rules, or that the rules are not reléfed to meaning. However ‘it
seems from this investigation that Terffary leve!l students In Papua New
Guinea who hé&e been exposed to the English language throughout some ten
years or more of formal education, and have in many cases received formal
training in the intonation patterns of English, have not begun to acqulre

many of these distinctions. .

In the test, LI and L2 subjects listened to sentences which could only be
disambiguated through the cues given In the intonation pattern (i.e. as
in black board vs black board). The responses for each group were then
classified according to whether the trend shown by fhe answers was as

predicted, not signiflcant, or against prediction.

e results were as foliows.
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TREND L (37) L2 (229)
As predicted 42 I8
Not significant 7 16
Against prediction -4 19
NO. OF ITEMS 53 53

In spite of the kinds of difficulty discussed aBove, the Ll speakers
showed a strong tendency to choose the predicted meaning. L2 sub jects"
responses on the other hand appear to be almost random.

One of the major problems associated with the use of a second language
as the medium of instruction (as was noted above) is that it promotes a
high level of tolerance of incomprehension and 'semi comprehénsion'}

The results of this test show that where speech is the medium of commun-
icafidn, Thq inability of L2 students to gain meaningful cues from
intonation patterns must contribute considerably to their communication
probiems. Some test items will Illustrate this. In each case the sub-
Ject must choose between two possible meanings. His clue lles in the
intonation pattern of the fest sentence i.e. the way it is said.

Test item (5) She didn't go to the doctor because she was sick.

Intonation here is the only cue to the attribution of the negative.
Subjects had to choose between the following potential meanings:

(a) She did go to the doctor and she wasn't sick.

(b} She didn't go to the doctor and she was sick.

Ll subjects predominantly chose (a), astprediéfed. L2 shbjecfs showed

no positive trend, and most failed to make a choice.

Q
ERIC. &
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Test Item (I1) He has plans to leave.

(a) He is going to leave here and go somewhere else,

(b) He has some plans and will leave them here with us.

L| subjecfs tended to choose (b) as predicted. L2 subjects showed a

irend agalnst prediction, choosing (a),

Test Item (14) | think that man is honest.

(a) That particular man is honest in my opinion.

(b All men are honest in my opinion,

L| subjects setected (b) as predicted. L2 subjects predominantly
selected (a).

In Test ltems 49 -~ 53, the word 'Yes' was spoken four times, and each

time they heard the word, subjects had to choosa between the following

meanings:
(a) | agree.
(b) Go on.

(c) You can't really mean 'Yes!'?-:

(d) 1'm doubtful.

[

L' subjecTs proved to be exfnemé]y sensitive to the implicafiqns

of intonation “in this Instance, selecting as predicted almost without
exception, Of the L2 subjects, a majority made the predicted choice for
only one out of the four test items. |f this means, as It seems to,
that L2 students have considerable difficulty in diffefenfiafing between
agreement, Incredullty, doubt, and a signal of attention, then teachers
in Papua New Guinea are in an extremely. difficult situation, for atl of
us rely véry much on the tone of voice we use in such expressions,as'”
'Yes!, 'It's not bad' etc to cbnveykdur attitudes to our students'’

)
EI{I(jnfribuTiﬂns.

IToxt Provided by ERI
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SUMMARY

Language in all its aspects has a high level of redundancy, and mény cues
Yo meaning may be lost without affecting total communication. However
the more precise that communication needs to be (as for example in tert-
fary level education) the lower the level of redundancy becomes and the
greater the possibility of misunderstanding, incomprehension or semi com-
prehension. The cues to meaning that we have considered have been
aspects of the purely linguistic cues: syntax, phonology and semantics,
and also extra-lingulstic cues such as those relating to cul!tural back-
ground. In all of these areas it has been shown that the student using a
L2 is working under conditions where redundancy has been reduced to a

point where communication is affected.

There are various ways in which a teacher can raise the level of redun-
dancy once he is aware of the problems his students face, and some of
These have been discussed, but the main result of an awareness of these
probléms should be that the teacher is constantiy looking for effective
feedback from his students, and above ail encouraging his students to be
aware of The need for precision in communication from the ponnfs of v1ew
of both the receiver and the communicator. |f this need is felt suffic-
fently sfrongly, then as with all development or |earnfng, the students'
language aanaTy in Englzsh will be adapted, 1o a greafer or lesser
extent, To the demands belng made on it. If no demgnds are made, or if
the demands are unrealistic in the light of the sTudenTs' difficulties,
then no “adaptation will take place, and the student may continue to
dedicate himself to the dreary and degrading task of merely being a

%

survivor.
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