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A Pilot Study on a Coordinated Approach to Language Instruction

Linda J. Viswat (I)

Catherine E. Duppenthaler (2), Kaori Nishi (3), Kyle Podziewski (4)

In the traditional language teaching paradigm, the four skills of listening, speaking,

reading and writing are separated into pedagogically convenient units of study (Johnson and

Johnson, 1998, 322). "This compartmentalized view of the nature of a language skill has by

and large been superseded as a foundation for course design by one that is closer to real-world

usage, where skills are not normally activated in isolation from each other (ibid)." While a

sound language program might at times isolate specific skills for the purpose of remediation

and reinforcement, the move towards a more communicatively-based approach to language

instruction demands that the four skills be integrated to a greater extent in order to help

students develop strategies for language use in the real world. Increasingly, this integration of

language skills has been adopted in course design in language courses in the United States,

Australia and many European countries. In Japan, however, many universities continue to

divide the four skills into separate courses. This is done mostly for the sake of ease of

scheduling, since most Japanese universities rely heavily on part-time instructors, and with

little regard to learning outcomes.

Oxford (2003) compares language teaching to the construction of a tapestry in which

the various strands, or skills, must be interwoven in order to achieve an optimal language

learning environment. "If this weaving does not occur, the strand consists merely of discrete,

segregated skillsparallel threads that do not touch, support, or interact with each other (2)."

One way to create this "tapestry," according to Oxford, is by selecting instructional materials

that promote the integration of listening, reading, speaking, and writing.

( I ) Professor in the Department of International Management, Faculty of Management, Otemon Gakuin University
(2) Associate Professor in the Department of English and American Literature, Baika Women's College
(3) Part-time instructor
(4) Part-time instructor
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A major obstacle in creating this tapestry in the language learning environment at

many Japanese universities is that not only are teachers assigned to teach a segregated skill

but classes are not linked to one another. As a result, what is taught in one class is not

recycled and reinforced in other classes and the desired tapestry becomes at best a sort of

patchwork quilt. In addition to the lack of a shared syllabus, agreed upon outcomes, and a

common text, instructors are not normally required to consult program heads or colleagues

before deciding on a course book. In many cases they are not even required to make their

selection from a short list of department-selected titles. Greater academic freedom translates

into a compartmentalization of courses. It would not be unusual to find a freshman reading

class examining Hamlet while the same students use a beginning level textbook in a

listening/speaking course.

The integration of language skills is thought to bring with it a wide variety of benefits.

Co-teaching models, where teachers work cooperatively to reach desired educational

objectives, have been adopted in a variety of educational settings because when successfully

implemented, they "promote an environment of collaboration, enhanced skills and higher

expectations of all students (Arg-Iles and Hughes, 2000, 48)." Goals of team-teaching

include teacher collaboration, viewed as essential for curriculum integration, and the

development of a program that maintains coherence and continuity (Murata, 2002). Ideally,

teacher teams lead to what Supowitz (2002) calls "communities of instructional practice."

The English program for students at the university where this research was carried out

is typical of many other universities in Japan: students are required to take three English

classes concurrently per week for a total of approximately 115 hours of instruction in one

academic year (classes meet for 90 minutes, 25-26 times in a year). The three courses are

divided into segregated language skills: speaking, listening (Language Lab), and reading. All

of the classes are taught by part-time instructors, all of whom have had at least three years of

language teaching experience at the university level in Japan and most of whom are trained

EFL specialists (having completed graduate studies in TESL or a related field). The three

classes have no common syllabus and classes are taught independently of one another. In

other words, there is no obvious connection between the three classes. Instructors have

always been given complete autonomy in the selection of the textbooks and materials as well

as the teaching methods they use in their classes.
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In an attempt to create a more transparent learning environment for students wherein

they could relate what they were doing in one English class to what they were doing in their

other English classes, a pilot study was conceived to test whether linking classes with a

common syllabus would have a positive outcome on students' English progress (as measured

on a standardized test of English proficiency) and attitude towards language learning (as

measured in a questionnaire designed to ascertain students' perception of the learning

experience). We enlisted the cooperation of three part-time teachers who agreed to loosely

coordinate their classes by adopting a common textbook and workbook, which meant that the

teachers had a shared syllabus. The selection of the teachers was based primarily on their

willingness to participate in the study. The three teachers were assigned to teach three

sections each of listening (LL), speaking, or reading.

Definition

Here we use the term "coordinated approach" to mean that teachers work as a team in

order to provide integration of skills through the adoption of a common syllabus.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: Students who participate in coordinated classes with a common grammar-

based syllabus will make more progress in their English studies than students who take

classes that are independent of one another.

Hypothesis 2: Students who participate in coordinated classes will have a more positive

attitude towards learning English than students whose classes are not linked.

Participants

The informants were first-year international management majors at a private co-ed

university. In all 184 students took the pre-test. Of these, 161 students completed the post-

test. Nine students were eliminated from the study for not having completed two or more

items on the questionnaire. 71 students were in the study group and 81 in the control group.

Students were assigned to classes randomly according to their student numbers, not according

to level of proficiency. The students in the study group were assigned to three classes taught

concurrently by the three teachers who agreed to participate in the study. The other students

were divided into four classes taught by ten other teachers. Since gender was not a factor

under consideration in this study, the number of male and female students is 'not reported. We

can say, however, that male students far outnumber female students in the faculty of

international management.

81 5
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Procedure

Prior to the onset of classes in April 2002, we met as a team in order to plan how the

course would be developed. While the three skills (reading, listening and speaking) were still

not completely integrated because of scheduling constraints (each of the three teachers was

assigned to teach a specific skill), we felt that by coordinating the lessons and providing

continuity in terms of the syllabus that a natural integration of the skills would occur to some

extent. In order to provide this linkage between the three classes, a common textbook was

selected, First Impact published by Longman. The accompanying workbook was also

adopted. Supplemental materials were selected by each of the teachers respectively. The

grammar section of the textbook was taught by the teacher assigned to teach listening. Since

the listening exercises were based on the grammar patterns introduced in each unit, we felt

that this would provide students with an opportunity to build the foundation they would need

to apply the patterns to exercises done in the speaking and reading sections. Therefore,

grammar points were introduced in the LL class whereas the grammar exercises in the

workbook were the responsibility of the reading teacher. Each teacher met with the students

three times a week for a total of 25-26 times in the academic year (12-13 times per semester),

with each class meeting for 90 minutes. Although the teachers did not meet again as a team,

they communicated with one another throughout the year via e-mail and thus were able to

exchange information about the progress students were making.

Students in the three sections used in the study received a handout (in Japanese) at the

beginning of the first semester that briefly outlined policies regarding grading and attendance

(See Appendix 1). The students were also informed that the main textbook and workbook

would be used in all three English courses.

Measures

All first-year international management majors were given the G-TELP Level 4 Form

412 test in April 2002 as a baseline evaluation of their English proficiency and the G-TELP

Level 4 Form 410 in January 2003 to assess progress. The G-TELP was developed at San

Diego State University to assess the English language proficiency of non-native speakers of

English and is widely used at educational institutions in Asia. It provides a detailed

evaluation of an individual's ability to perform specific, criterion-referenced tasks at a given

proficiency level (G-TELP, 2003). The G-TELP Level 4 test consists of assessments in four
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teachers or the program for this failure as indicated in item 10 where, even though there is a

significant difference in the two groups, the direction of the responses is positive, "I have

become somewhat more positive about learning English since entering the university." It may

be that university students, although not satisfied with their own progress, have a more

positive attitude because of the communicative nature of their classes, in stark contrast to the

way they had studied English in high school. What students want is to be able to use English,

not to study English. While the results of this study are far from conclusive, the fact that there

is a significant difference between the two groups with regard to attitude towards their

English studies may indicate that the linkage between classes creates the kind of transparency

in the program that students need.

Table 6: ANOVA

Sum of squares df Mean Square F Sig

Item 1: Between Groups 1.108 1 1.108 1.144 .286
Satisfaction Within Groups 145.208 150 .968

Total 146.316 151

Item 2:
Between Groups 7.019 1 7.019 7.391 .007

Overall Proficiency
Within Groups
Total

142.448
149.467

150
151

.950

Item 10: Between Groups 3.145 1 3.145 4.112 .044
Attitude Within Groups 114.724 150 .765

Total 117.868 151

Table 7: Mean Scores

Item 1:
Satisfaction Mean

Item 2:
Overall Proficiency Mean

Item: 10
Attitude Mean

Control Group (n = 81) 3.19 3.64 2.75

Study Group (n = 71) 3.01 3.21 2.46

* 1 Strong Agreement 4- Strong Disagreement 5

Finally, the results of the remaining items under consideration seem to lend further

support to hypothesis 2. All items except 4c (Effectiveness of Speaking Class) and 7c

(Clarity of Speaking Class) reached a significance level as shown in Table 8. Not only did

they attain a high degree of significance but the mean scores on these measures, shown in

Table 9, indicate a positive direction in students' attitude towards the coordinated English

program. Although item 8 achieved a highly significant level, the mean score indicates that

students in both the study group and control group felt that what they were doing in one class

was unrelated to what they were doing in their other classes. This response may be due to a

87 1 /
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CONCLUSION

While both hypotheses were confirmed to some extent, the results do not necessarily

lead to the conclusion that a coordinated program is more effective than other approaches.

The post-grammar results showed a significant difference between the mean scores of the two

groups. Whether this was due to the nature of the textbook or was an artifact of the integrated

program cannot be determined at this point. Certainly it could be argued that the teaching

methods of the teachers who taught the study group were a mitigating factor in the differences

between the two groups. However, because teachers who taught students in the control group

are equally well qualified as language teachers, we feel that it was not the teaching methods

used that resulted in differences between the two groups but rather the collaborative nature of

the teaching. Therefore, the difference between the number of students who showed

improvement at the end of the year in the study group and control group is most likely the

result of the program design (integration of skills across courses) and collaboration between

teachers. Intuitively we feel that this kind of approach will lead to a more positive outcome

both in terms of students' progress in attaining proficiency in English as well as their attitude

towards their English studies, but much more research is needed to confirm that this approach

will have the results we desire.

A coordinated program using a communicatively-oriented grammar-based syllabus

where all language skills are integrated has great potential for helping students to move

towards their goal of becoming more proficient speakers of English. However, for this to

happen, broad support from the university community, both in terms of scheduling and

programming, will be required.

Acknowledgement: We would like to thank Professor Tomoko Yashima of Kansai University for her
valuable comments on an earlier draft of this paper, Dr.Rolf Schlunze for his advice on the use of
SPSS, and Ms.Akiko Sasamoto for her support in the administration of the G-TELP.
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