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AbE t rac t

A Compar ison of  Engl ish Prof ic iency Gains
in One Focal Skil ls and T\nro Tradit ional ESL Proqrams

n ^ . :
I)clI , I Ll'

Shenandoah Universitv

The Focal Skil1s approach to ESL was established in
l -988.  I t  focuses on language acquis i t ion instead of  learn ing
which plays a dominant role in tradit ional BSL prograns.
This  s tudy compares the ef fect iveness of  one Focal  Sk i l ls
program and two traditional ESL proqrams on the improvement
of  ESL students '  Engl ish prof ic iency.  The research
inst rument  is  a  prof ic iency test :  the Focal  Sk i l ls  p lacement
test .  From the data analys is ,  i t  is  concluded that  the Focal
Skil ls approach is more effective than the tradit ional
proglrams in improving both the general and specific language
prof ic iency of  ESL students.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Purpose of the Studv:

In this study, the researcher compared the effect. iveness

of two kinds of teaching approaches in teaching English as a

Second Lanquage (ESL) -the Focal Skil ls approach and the

tradit ional ESL teaching-on the improvement of English

profici-ency among ESL students in three American ESL

programs.

Siqni f icance of  the Studv:

With the increasing populari-ty of English learning in

today's world, more and more people begin to study English as

a Second/Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) in order to function well

to meet the demands of the society in various f ields. This

s i tuat ion urgfes Engl ish admin is t rators ,  educators,  and

teachers to f ind ways to help people develop English language

prof  ic iency as ef  f  ect i -ve ly  and ef  f  ic ient l -y  as poss ib le .

There are several. approaches used in the ESL/EFL

programs al l  around the world, each of which has its own

advanLagles and disadvantages. Generally speaking, we can

roughly divide them into two categories: one focuses on

conscious learning of language rules, and the other

concentrates on subconscious acquis i t ion of  language sk i l ls .

This st.udy is to compare the effectiveness of the two

different categorical approaches in order to make a

contribution to the research work in second language learning

and second language acquisit ion.
1



2
Practical ly speaking, a learner needs to gain a cert,ain

leve1 of  Engl ish sk i l ls  in  l is ten ing,  reading,  wr i t ing,  and

speakinq so as to  funct ion wel l  in  the soc iety .  In  th is

study, not only the general language proficiency but each

specif ic language ski l l  is compared between the two

approaches which wilI  make the research more meaningful to

the researchers and educators as a reference in their study

and practice of f inding a more effective way of language

teaching,  learn ing,  and acquis i t ion.

Hvpothesis :

l iA: The Focal Skil- ls approach is more effective than the

tradit ional ESL teaching in the improvement of ESL students'

Engl ish prof ic iency.

Def in i t ion of  Terms:

The Tradit ional ESL Programs: "In a t lpical intensive

pre-university ESL program, students progress through a

ser ies of  levels .  Ord inar i ly ,  a l l  the levels  are s t ructured

in much the same way, with balanced amounts of time devoted

to l istening, reading, writ ing, speaking, and gtrammar"

(Hast inqs,  L994,  p.3-4)  .  "Languagre components such as

vocabulary, grrammar, and pronunciation are often taught. in

d iscrete uni ts ,  each accompanied by var ious types of  dr i1 ls ,

exerc ises,  and other  prefabr icated act iv i t ies.  This  genera l

pedagogica l  or ient .a t ion ca l - Is  for  e laborate,  specia l ized

ins t ruc t i ona l  ma te r i a l s "  (Has t i ngs ,  1994 ,  p .5 )  .

The Focal Skil ls approach: "A program designed for use

in intensive, post-secondary, pre-university ESL prograns in

which a l l  inst ruct ion is  g iven in  Engl ish.  I t  is  d iv ided

into an ordered sequence of ful l- t ime modules (Listening,
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Reading,  Wr i t ing,  and Immers ion)  wi th  speci f ic  prof ic iency

objectives and methodologies. I t  emphasizes comprehensible

input and topic-centered communicative interaction, employing

methods that stress the progressive integration of developing

sk i l ls  wi th  other  re levant  sk i1 ls  a l ready possessed by the

s tuden ts "  (Has t i ngs ,  L992 ,  p .1 ) .  I n  t he  Foca l  Sk i l l s

approach, "Each student is placed in only one module at a

t ime"  (Has t i ngs ,  1 "994 ,  p .2 )  .  " I n  o rde r  t o  p lace  ou t .  o f  a

module ( leave or skip the module), a student must demonstrate

the target  level  o f  prof ic iency in  the appropr ia te sk i l t .

This can be done only by earning a certain score on an

assessment instrument specif ical ly designed for this purpose"

(Has t i ngs ,  l - 990 ,  p .61 )  .

The Foca1 Ski l ls  p lacement  test :  "A bat tery  of  sk i11-

speci f ic  prof ic iency tests  to  p lace s tudents in  the modules"

(Hast ings,  1 ,992,  p .1)  .  There are three assessments in  the

placement  t .est :  L is ten ing AssessmenL,  Reading Assessment ,  and

Writ ing Assessment. "The assessments are usually done every

fou r  weeks "  (Has t i ng fs ,  l - 990 ,  p .  61 )  .

The remainder of t fr is thesis is orqanized as fo11ows.

Chapter 2 ts a Literature Review which defines some terms and

introduces some related theories and approaches, especial ly

the Focal Ski11s approach. Chapter 3 is Methodologry which

talks about the research population, sample, instruments, and

procedure. Chapter 4 is the Analysis of Data where the

researcher presents the data for the f ive comparisons, the

four week gains, and the signif icance. Chapter 5 is the

Conclusion which has a more detai led analysis of the data and

makes a conclus ion for  the whole thes is .



Chapter 2 Literature Review

Tradit ional ESL proqrams

Hast ings (L994)  descr ibed the t rad i t ional  ESL programs

thus: "rn a t lpical intensive pre-university ESL proglram,

students progress through a series of levels. ordinari ly,

al l  the levels are structured in much the same way, with

balanced amounts of t ime devoted to l istening, reading,

writ ing, speaking, and grammar,, (p . 3 -  ) .

Teaching materials play an important role in the

tradit ional ESL programs which may include careful ly chosen

text books, authentic reading materials, etc. The students

may receive different kinds of dri l1s, exercises, and other

activit ies designed to improve or test their understanding of

the teaching mater ia ls .

Hastings (1,994) described the placement in the

tradit ional ESL progframs: "A variety of pracements

instrument may be used to place incoming students. rn some

programs, each student is placed in the same leve1 for al l

ski l1s; in other programs, sprit  placement.s may be permitted,

al lowing a student to be placed in different revels for

d i f  f e ren t  sk i l l s ' ,  ( p .4 )  .

4
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Krashen's Theories and Research in second Lanquaqe Learnincr

and Accruisit ion

Krashen (1985) has written, "w€ have tr ied everything

else learning gralnmar ru1es, memorizing vocabulary, using

expensive machinery, forms of group therapy, etc. What has

escaped us a l l  these years,  however ,  is  the one essent ia l

ingredier i t :  comprehensib le input"  (p .Vi i )  .

There are two independent approaches when developing

second language sk i l ls .  In  Krashen's  def in i t . ion,

"acquis i t ion"  is  a  subconscious process in  which a persorr

acguires a language by receivingi comprehensible input from

listening and reading. The way of acguir ing a second

language is  s imi lar  to  that  o f  u t i l izLrrg one 's  f i rs t

language.  Di f ferent  f rom "acquis i t ion,  "  " learn ing"  is  a

conscious process in  which a person studies the ru les of  a

language systematical ly. "Learning" must be organized in

concrete uni ts  accompanied by a 1ot  o f  dr i I ls  and exerc ises.

The conscious knowledge from learning, in his opinion,

" se rves  on l y  as  an  ed i to r ,  o r  Mon i to r "  (K rashen ,  1985 ,  p .2 )  .

Only when the learner are aware of the rule and are careful

about correctness, can they use the "Monitor. "

He def ined a learner 's  present  level  as \ r i "  and h is /her

nex t  l eve l  as  " i+ l - "  (K rashen ,  l - 985 ,  p .2 )  -  He  s ta ted  tha t

learners were developing their language ski l Is from the

present stage to a higher stage by constantly receiving

comprehensible input. With the growing acquisit ion of their

language proficiency, they would become more and more

skil l ful and advanced.
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In Krashen's  theory,  the recept ive sk i11s l ike l is ten ing

and reading precede the productj-ve ski11s l ike speaking and

writ ing. The language ski l ls are developing through an order

that  occurs natura l ly  in  one 's  f i rs t  language and should a lso

be encouraged in acquir ing a second language.

Krashen (1985)  def ined the af fect ive f i l ter  as "a menta l

block that prevents acquirers from fu11y uti l j -zing the

comprehensible input. they receive for language acquisit ion"

(p.3) .  This  impl ies that  i f  learners want  to  acqui re as much

comprehensible input as possible, they need to lower the

af fect ive f i l ter  to  le t  the input  come in to the bra in.  In

other words, bot.h aptitude and att i tude are important for

accepting comprehensible input (Smith, 1'997) .

After analyzing many reports of bi l ingual proglrams such

as Immersi-on and Sheltered language teaching, Krashen (1985)

concluded, "People acquire second languages only i f  they

obtain comprehensible input and if  their affective f i l ters

are 1ow enough to a l low the input .  i i l f  " '  (p .  )  .

When comparing the two ESL teaching approaches which

have d i f ferent  focuses:  one on learn ing,  one on acquis i t ion,

Krashen states that. those approaches which focus on provid.ing

the students with plenty of comprehensible input and creating

an atmosphere where the students keep a 1ow affective f i l ter

wil l  outperform the methods which emphasize conscious gfranmar

Iearn ing (Krashen,  1985 )  .

The development of individual ski1ls l ike l ist,ening,

reading,  wr i t ing,  and speaking,  in  Krashen's  theor ies,

depends on t.he quantities of comprehensible input and the

a f fec t i ve  f i l t e r .
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In a l is ten ing c lass,  Leachers should show thei r

understanding of the students' "si lent. period" which means

that the learners are acquir ing comprehensible input and

accumufating their knowledge during a period of t ime when no

speech is produced. The teachers' task is to provide

students with as much comprehensible i-nput as possible

instead of pushing them to speak right away when they are not

ready  o r  f ee l  re luc tan t  t o  do  so  (K rashen ,  1985) .

Krashen (l-993) also recommended "Free Voluntary Reading

(FVR) " (p.x) . He emphasized reading for meaning instead of

reading for the purpose of analyzing language itself.  From

his daLa analysis, he reported that by FVR, the students

improved their reading comprehension and they were ready to

read more complex texts. They also improved their writ ing

sk i t ls ,  vocabulary,  spel l ingr ,  and contro l  o f  granunar .  Wi th

t.he development of reading, they became better readers and

language users general ly. I t .  appeared that the effect of FVR

on students' languaqe proficiency development was better than

that of a tradit ional approach.

As to writ ing, he denied that grarunar study was the best

way to improvement writ ing. He stated that the English

Ianguage granunar system was too complicated to be taught

completely. Even the best l inguists could describe "only

fragrments of the grammar of the best described natural

language, English, and Ianguage teachers know only a port ion

of  th is  f ragrment"  (Krashen,  L984,  p.24)  .  Th is  impl ies that

people can only Iearn the most obvious and teachable rules in

the grammatical system. lVhen talking about his theories on

learn ing wr i t ing,  he s tated,  " I t  is  reading that  g ives the
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wri ter  the ' fee l '  for  the look and texture of  reader-based

prose"  (K rashen ,  1984 ,  p .20 ) .  Th i s  i nd i ca tes  tha t  by  read ing

for  p leasure and fun,  a  learner  is  ab le to  acqui re a 1ot  o f

comprehensible input and keep a low affective f i l ter which

are important f or him/her to improve wri-t ing ski l ls.

fn Krashen's theory, speaking and grammar emerge

natural- ly through the language acquisit ion process. The

vj - ta l  factor  is  comprehensib le input .

Pedagogically, comprehensible input and affective f i l ter

are the two most important elements in Krashen's second

languaqe Iearning and second language acquisit ion theory

since these are under the conLrol of the instructor.

Approaches t.o Lanquaqe Teachinq Which Are Compatible with

Krashen's  Theor ies

There are several approaches to second language teaching

which are compat ib le  wi th  Krashen's  theor ies.  These

approaches focus on language acquisit ion insLead of learningr.

Krashen (1,982/].995) described the "NaLural Approach"

thus: "Class t ime is devoted primariLy to providing input

for acquisit ion. The teacher speaks only the target language

in the classroom. Homework may include formal grammar work.

The  goa ls  o f  t he  cou rse  a re  ' semanL ic " '  ( p . l - 38 )  .

Another approach is cal led "Total Physical Response"

which was developed by .Tames Asher. Total Physical Response

delays speech from students until they have received enough

comprehensible input and have acquired the understanding of

spoken language.

"suggestopedia" is another approach which is

characterized by the involvement of Yoga and music in the
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process of  learn ing.  I t  combines the t rad i t ional

conversat ions,  g tames,  p1ays,  e tc .  wi th  some new teaching

methods. fn this approach, the teacher provides

comprehensible input. by reading aloud and helps the students

to acquire the meaning in a relaxing environment. According

to Krashen, "Suqgestopedia comes very close to complet.ely

matching the requirements of optimal input" (Krashen, 1995,

p .146 )  .

Based on Krashen's Input Hlpothesis, Brown and Palmer

establ ished "The L is ten ing Approach" .  I t  "concentrates on

meaning, noL on the language" and it  suggest,s that students

"not speak unti l  t .he students' senLences emerge

spon taneous ly "  (B rown  &  Pa lmer ,1988 ,  p .3 ) .

Another approach which focuses on cooperative learning

is the "lVhole Language Approach". Instructed and voluntary

reading plays an important role in this approach. Vrlhen

developing their language ski l Is, the students concentrate on

meaning and communication instead of grammar ru1es. They

first. develop their language f luency, then accuracy (Robb,

1 ,994 ) .

The Focal Skil ls Approach

The Focat Ski11s approach is a more recently developed

approach to second language acquisit ion. I t  applies

Krashen's second lanquage learning and acguisit ion theories

into pract ica l  teaching.  I t  wenL in to ef fect  in  L988 in  the

Univers i ty  o f  Wisconsin-Mi lwaukee.  In  the spr ing of  1989,

Focal Skil ls was chosen as the off icial name of the approach.

The Focal Ski11s approach has also been used at Pacif ic

Lutheran Univers i ty ,  Miss iss ipp i  State univers i ty ,  Clark
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University, Shenandoah University, Northwest Missouri State

Univers i ty ,  Univers i ty  o f  Dal l -as,  Golden West  Co11ege,  Uni ted

Arab Emirates University, and Minnesota State University --

Akita (Japan) .

The basic units in the Focal Skil1s approach are

modules,  each of  which focuses on one speci f ic  sk i l l ;  each

student is placed in only one module at a t ime. There are a

total of four ordered modules in the Focal Ski11s approach:

Lhe Listening Module, the Reading Module, the Writ ing Module,

and the Immersion Module. In t.he Listening Module, movie

technigues and teacher's talking - demonstrating in front of

class s+"crhr are the two main activit ies. The students focus

their att.ention on comprehending what is being shown and

described in the target language by the instructor before

them in order to acguj,re comprehensible input. In the

Reading Module, group reading and free reading are the main

activit ies. The students are exposed to authentic mat,erials

and continue to receive comprehensible input. in writ ten

forms. "WriLing is the f irst module that, asks them to focus

on production. It  is to help t.he students develop the

abil i ty to express themselves intel l igibly on paper"

(Has t i ngs ,  1 -990 ,  p .90 )  .  I n  t he  wr i t i ng  Modu le ,  g roup  wr i t i ng

and f ree wr i t ing are the main act iv i t ies.  In  f ree wr i t ing,

each individual student produces one piece of writing every

day and gets the teacher's feedback after that. The students

can choose thej-r f  avorj-te topics to write about. The last

module in the Focal Skil ls approach is the Immersion Module.

"Now they need to broaden and deepen their English

proficiency, and prepare for the next phase of their
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educa t i on  i n  t he  un i ve rs i t y "  (Has t i ngs ,  1990 ,  p .93 ) .  By

going t,hrough the modules, the students can progress

logica11y and naturarly from a lower leve1 to a higher Ievel

of language use. The design of the modules is based on

Krashen's Natural- Order Hl4pothesis which hlpothesizes that

the receptive ski lrs precede the productive ski11s in natural

development.

The placement system in the Focal Skil ls approach

"prov ides the basis  for  coherent ,  product ive,  successfu l

modu les "  (Has t i ngs ,  l - 990 ,  p .61 )  .  The  p lacemen t  t es t  i s  a

kind of language proficiency test which includes three

assessments:  L is ten ing Assessment ,  Reading Assessment ,  and

Writ. ing Assessment.. For each instrument, there are three

versions which can be used in rotation to measure the

students' progress over t ime. Each assessment focuses on one

par t icu lar  sk i1 l .  Usual ly  every four  or  f ive weeks,  the

students take the placement t.est to skip any modul"(=) they

do not need or they may stay at the same module for another

period of t ime t i l l  they can meeL the reguirement.s.

The Listening Comprehension Assessment is composed of 60

items, each of which consists of a short dialogue between two

people fol lowed by a Yes/No question. The test is recorded

on t.ape. The passing l ine for l istening assessment is set at

60t adjusLed for guessing (corresponding roughly to 80t raw)

(Has t i ngs ,  1 -996  )  .

The Reading Comprehension Assessment consists of 20

paragraphs, each of which is fol lowed by three Yes/No

questions. The scoring of the reading assessment is done in

the same way as the 1j-steningi assessment.
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The wr i t ing Prof ic iency Assessment  is  a  form of  C-Test .

It  contains. 12 paragrraphs, in each of which the second half

of every second word has been deleted, up to a total of ten

par t . ia l  de let ions.  In  order  to  pass the wr i t ing test ,  the

students need to get  a t  least  70t  correct  (84 out  o f  a  to ta l

120  po in t s ) .  No  co r rec t i on  fo r  guess ing  i s  needed .

The Focal Skil ls approach emphasizes comprehensible

input and the development of communicative ski l ls in a

cooperative learning environment. The materials and

classroom topics are supposed to have bot.h variety and

continuity. The students are given their own choices of

mater ia ls  to  acqui re language wi th  a 1ow af fect ive f i l ter .

The Focal Ski11s approach takes the interrelationships

amongr d i f ferent  sk i l ls  in t .o  considerat . ion.  Hast ings ( l -995)

reported that "At a given stage of development, a ski1l may

be dependent  or  autonomous" (p.31) .  Dependent  sk i l ls  inc lude

focal and emergent ski l1s and autonomous ski l ls are composed

of foundational and instrumental ski1ls. A dependent ski1l

needs a lot of study, but an autonomous skill has already

been well developed.

A focal ski1l is the ski l1 which is focused on by the

students at one t ime such as the l istening ski l l  in Focal

Skil ls l istening module. I t .  is supposed t.o help the students

improve their specif ic ski l l  in a very eff icient way.

Emergent skills are those which emerge with the development

of their foundational- ski l ls. Instrumental ski1Is are those

which can support the development of another ski l1. For

example, l istening ski11 is the instrumental ski l l  in the

reading module of a Foca1 Skil ls proglram. A foundational
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skil l  is the base for performing in another ski l l  l ike

reading ski11 for the development of writ ing ski11. It  makes

it easier to develop another ski11. Emergent ski l ls develop

natura l ly  a long wi th  the i r  foundat ional  sk i l ls .  For

instance, the gains in reading ski11 produce some emergent

writ ing competence. By developing a foundational ski1l, the

students can also develop a corresponding emergent ski11.

The above descript ion can be applied to the Focal Skil ls

modular system which is based on the interrelationships amongf

d i f ferent  sk i l Is .  In  each module,  the s tudents develop a

focal ski l1 and they use instrumental and foundational ski l ls

to support development of that ski11. At the same time, they

can develop their emergent. ski11s even though not focusing on

them. Therefore one module is like a bridge which makes a

tight connection between the previous module and the later

modul-e. That can ocplain why the Focal Skil1s student.s can

improve faster than the tradit ional program students in a

speci f ic  sk i lL  in  a shor t  per iod of  t ime and develop at  least

as fast as students in other proqrams can in other ski1ls in

the long run.

Evaluations and Research on the Focal Ski11s Aoproach

From some research in the Test of English as a Foreigm

Language (TOEFL) gains by students in the Focal Ski1ls

prograns in the University of DaIIas, Hastings reported that

Focal Ski1ls students who were regarded as chronic

underachievers or academically challenged could perform as

weII as regular students in tradit ional intensive English

progframs, while regular Focal Ski1ls students progressed more

rapidly than regular students in tradit ional programs.



14
"On the basis of rather l imited data from standard IEps,

it  appears that in general Focal Skil ls students progress

about three t imes as fasL as standard IEP students in the

sk i l l  they are current ly  focusing on.  The 'ext ra '  progress

noted above (Reading and Writ ing in the Listening Module,

Readingr in the Writ ing Module) seems to match the ordinary

proglress of comparable standard IEP students in these ski l ls"

(Has t i ngs ,  L994 ,  p .3 ) .

HasLings also compared the proficiency gains in two

Focal Skil ls progframs and one control program. He concluded

that the weekly gains of the Focal Skil ls students were

signif icantly greater than those of the control group

students who received t rad i t ional  ESL inst ruct ions.  He a lso

found that general ly speaking, the Foca1 Skil ls students

could perform bett.er than those in other programs in their

focal  sk i l ls .  At  the same t ime,  they were just  as good as

their counterparts in the other ski l ls of English, including

vocabulary,  grammar,  speaking,  and composi t ion (1995,  p.38-

41_) .

Giammar i  ( l -989) ,  comment ing on some benef i ts  and success

of the Focal Ski11s program, stated "Most of the teachers

aglree that the Focal Skills program is an improvement over

the  p rev ious  cu r r i cu lum"  1p .34 ) .  The  Foca l  Sk i l l s  c lasses

provided a collaborative atmosphere for both teachers and

students.

Smith (1991-) not.ed that. in the Focal Ski1ls approach

"speech is encouraged, not forced, and emerges natural ly

Student.s are not taught about English They are helped

become p ro f i c i en t  i n  us ing  Eng l i sh  "  (p .85 ) .  The

tro
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emphasis is on helping "students develop the use rather than

simply usage of  language" (H.  A.  Smi th,  personal

communicat ion,  Ju l -y  22,  1998) .  These are helpfu l  for  one to

know the main characterist ics of the Focal Skil ls approach.

Corre lat ions of  the Focal  Sk i l ls  P lacement  Tests  wi th  TOEFL

Both the Focal Skil ls placement tests and the TOEFL test

are character ized as prof ic iency tests .  They are d i f ferent

from achievement tests. "Their l ink to the curriculum is at

the abst ract  1eve1 of  prof ic iency constructs"  (Hast ings,

1"992,  p.6)  .  That  means that  the content .  o f  a  prof ic iency

test  is  not  based on the teaching mater ia ls .

In Hastings (1-992), he reported the correlations between

the Focal  Sk i l1s p lacement  tests  wi th  TOEFL as:

BAT=FS battery, TT=TOEFL total, L=FS Listening, R=FS

Reading,  W=FS Wri t ing

Val id i tv  Coef f ic ients  Corrected for  Cr i ter ion

R A T / T T  L / T T

q ?  6 R

R /TT

a ?

T^l / rFm
V Y /  I  I

. 89  (p .7 ) .

It  appears that the Focal Skil ls test battery has a

relatively high consistent val idity when using TOEFL as the

c r iLe r ion .



Chapter 3 Met,hodology

Introduction

This study compares the effectiveness of one Focal

Skil ls program and two tradit ionaL ESL programs on the

improvement of ESL students' English proficiency. TWo

versions of the Focal Skil ls placement test were given to the

subjects at an eight-week interval- in order to compare the

students' improvement on their language proficiency.

In this research, the researcher decided to set the

level  o f  s ign i f icance at  .05 which is  the qenera l ly  accepted

1evel in order to guard against both T\pe 1 and Tlpe 2

e r ro rs .

Populat ion

The population of this sLudy was the ESL students from

three American ESL programs. arnong which one was a Focal

Skil ls program, and the other two were tradit ional ESL

programs. The Foca} Skil ls progran was at the University of

Wisconsin-Milwaukee (Ln^lM) . The two traditional programs were

in George Mason University (GMU) and George Washington

University (GWU) .

In the Focal Skil ls prograrn, approximately 162 students

enro l led in  LIWM in the sunmers of  1992,  l -993,  and L994.  In

the tradit ional programs, around 150 students enrol led in

cMU, and 70 s tudents enro l led in  GWU in the Fal I  o f  L997.

The researcher selected the populat. ion of the Focal Skil ls
16
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approach at  d i f ferent  t ime for  researcher 's  convenience.  I t

was available for her to get those data in three summer

programs which were comparable to the traditional programs

because al l  of them were run over eight-week intervals. Also

three summer programs would provide as large samples as the

tradit ional programs offered. The more recent data for the

Focal  Sk i11s approach were not  as accessib le ,  therefore the

researcher selected those sunrmer programs.

The students in the Focal Skil ls programs were placed in

one module and "focused" on one ski l l-  at one t ime, while

those who enrol led in the tradit ional programs studied al l

the langruagre ski l ls together at one t ime- l istening, reading,

writ ing, speaking, granunar, vocabulary, etc.

Samr:1es

Among the populat ion of  282 students,  2 !1"  s tudents in

the t.hree ESL programs who took both the Focal Skil ls

pretests and posLtests over separate eight-week intervals

were used as the samples. Among them, 9L were from IJWM, 96

from GMU, and 24 from GWU. Since this st.udy is to compare

the improvement of the studenLs between their pretests and

posttests, those who only took one test were excluded from

the data analysis. Therefore the Focal Skil ls samples were

f rom three summer progra lns of  L992,  L993,  and L994,  and the

tradit ional program samples were from two fa1I programs of

L99 - l  .

The researcher also obt.ained data from IJWM Focal Skil ls

students enrol led in the fal l  semester of 1,996 and the spring

and fal l  semesters of 1997 in order to see their improvement

in a four-week interval. Among those samples, 97 were from
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the l istening module, 36 were from the reading module, and 45

were from the writ ing module.

This research adopted accidental sampling system, using

available data for the study. This had some potential

threats  to  the research re l l ,ab i l i ty .  S ince the subjects  were

not assigned to both of the approaches in a randomized way,

under this situation, the researcher could not verify that.

the two research groups were equivalent in al1 relevant

aspects and the only difference between them was that one

received the treatment of the independent vari-able the

Focal- Ski l ls approach-- but the other one did not (Ary,

Jacobs  &  Razav ieh ,  L996) .

Instruments

The study instrument was the Focal Skil ls placement

system.

There are alLogether three assessments in t.he Focal

Ski1 ls  p lacement  regular  test  which are L is ten ing Assessment ,

Reading Assessment ,  and Wr i t ing Assessment .  "The L is ten ing

Comprehension Assessment is recorded on audio cassette.

There are s ix ty  i tems;-each consis ts  of  a  shor t  conversat ion

fo l lowed by a Yes/No quest ion"  (Hast ing is ,  L996,  p.L-2)  .  The

passing l ine for  l is ten ing assessment  is  set  a t  "60 adjusted

(corresponding roughly  to  80*  raw) "  (Hast ings,  1 '996,  p . I -2)  .

"Adjusted" means that the percentage scores have been

correcLed for guessing, using the standard formula for Lwo-

choice tests  ( incorrecL answers are subtracted f rom correct

answers before percentages are computed) (Henning, L98'7,

<  l - <  / l
v . J !  J 2 l .
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"The reading comprehension Assessment takes the form of

a booklet containing twenty paragraphs; each paragraph is

fo l l owed  by  th ree  Yes /No  ques t i ons , ,  (Has t . i ngs ,  1996  ,  p .2 )  .

The scoring system of the readi-ng assessment is done in t.he

same way as the l- istening assessment.

"The wr i t ing Prof ic iency Assessment  consis ts  of  a

booklet containing twelve C-Test paraqraphs; there are tren

par t i a l  de le t i ons  pe r  pa rag : raph"  (Has t i ngs ,  1996 ,  p .3 )  .  I n

order  to  pass the wr i t ing test ,  the s tudents need to get  a t

l eas t  708  co r rec t  (84  ouL  o f  a  to ta l  120  po in t s ) .  (Wr i t i ng

scores are not  corrected for  guessing,  because the responses

are not  chosen f rom a sma1l  set  o f  opt ions.  )

As to  the p lacement  system's re l iab i l i ty  coef f ic ients ,

Hast ings (1996)  repor ted the number "L is ten ing:  .9 t ;  Reading:

. 86 ;  Wr i t i ng :  . 93  "  ( p .3  )  .

The Focal  Sk i l ls  p lacement  test  has three vers ions:

vers ion f ,  vers ion I I ,  and vers ion I I I .  f t  is  very

reasonabLe to have three forms of each test-t lpe because "i f

only one form were used, gain scores might part ial ly reflect

test  fami l iar i ty  ra thei  than actual  prof ic iency gains, ,

(Hast ings,  1992,  p.1)  .  Three vers ions were used in  rotat , ion,

usually every four weeks.

Three regular versj-ons of the Focal Ski1ls placement,

test and two shortened versions of the test were used as the

instrument of measurement for this study.

Taking the regular test t ime into consideration, i t .  was

not practical to conduct the t.est, in the two tradit ional ESL

programs in that i t .  would take much of their class t ime and

cause undue inconvenience in their programs. Therefore. two
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shortened versions of two regular Foca1 Skil ls placement

tests were created to meet, their needs. The researcher

selected the f irst one-fourth of each assessment from one

regular placement test and made a shortened version of that

corresponding test .  For  example,  in  the s ix ty- i tem l is ten ing

assessmenL,  the f i rs t  f i f teen i tems were taken out  as the

l is ten ingf  assessment  of  the shor tened vers ion.  In  the

twenty-paragraph reading assessment, the f irst f ive

paragraphs were taken out as the reading assessment of the

shortened version and in the twelve-paragraph writ ing

assessment, the f irst three paragraphs were chosen as the

wr i t ing assessment  of  the shor tened vers ion.  Genera l ly

speaking, the newly-developed shortened form of the test was

one-fourth of the regular one either in lengLh or in t ime

contro l .  S ince a l l  the i tems in  each assessment  were

randomized and had the similar leve1 of diff iculty, the

samples in the shortened versions are guite representative.

Fur thermore,  the prec ise re la t ionship between the d i f f icu l ty

of the shortened forms and the diff iculty of the fu11 forms

was computed and taken'into account, as described below.

The shortened versions of the Focal Skil ls placement

test kept the test val idity and rel iabi l i ty because they were

used to test group improvement instead of individual scores.

Although it  is well  known that individual score rel iabi l i ty

is reduced by shortening a test, individual deviations from

true scores tend to be averaged out when group score averages

are computed.
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Procedure

The subjects from the two tradit ional ESL programs took

the shortened version of the Focal Ski1ls placement t.est I f I

at the begrinning of the Fa1I semester of t997 as the pretest,

and t.ook the shortened version of the Focal Skil ls placement

test I I  aL the end of the eighth week of the FalI semester as

the posttest. They were told beforehand that the two tests

were only for research purposes and the results would not

inf luence their scores in their own programs. The subjects

from the Focal Skil ls program took the regular Focal Ski11s

placement test as pretest and postt.est. They understood that

the test.s would inf luence their present status in their

current modules.

In this research, the tradit ional program students took

the shortened versions of the regular Focal Skil1s placement

tests ,  but  the Focal  Sk i l ls  s tudents t .ook the fu1 l  length of

the tests, therefore we need to know the relationship between

each regular test. and its shortened version before we make

the comparisons between them. The researcher col lected data

from UWM which were obtained in the years of 1994, 1995, and

L996. Among the data, four hundred and seven were l istening

version rr, four hundred and twenty-two were l istening

version III ,  four hundred and f i f ty were reading version II,

three hundred and forty-four were reading version III ,  two

hundred and seventy-one were wrj-t ing version II,  and four

hundred and ninety-three were writ ing version III .  She

grouped the data into l istening, reading, and writ ing

categor ies.  As to  1 i -s ten ing assessment ,  for  each vers ion she

computed the samples' averagfe scores of the whol-e test, and
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then the i r  average scores of  the f i rs t  f i f teen i tems.  As to

the reading and writ ing assessments, the procedures were the

same as the l istening assessment. By dividing the f irsc one-

fourth average scores by the whole averagie scores, the

researcher found the ratio of the f irst one-fourth of each

assessment to t.he whole assessment. Then the researcher used

the ratio to recompute the data obtained from GMU and GWU to

estimate the students' performance if  they had taken the

regular  test  instead of  the shor tened vers ions.

The researcher al-so used the same scoring system for al l

the samples. The scores of the Focal Ski-I ls placement test

can be reported in three different. ways: "raw points (number

of  i tems)  correct ,  raw percentagfe correct  ( * ) ,  or  percentage

ad jus ted  fo r  guess ing .  .  .  . "  (Has t . i ngs ,  L996 ,  p .1 )  .  I n  t he

l- istening and reading assessments, we can f ind out that for

each Yes/No question, a student has 50* chance of correct

guessing, therefore guessing should be taken into account

when comput . ingr  the scores.  Hast ings (1995)  expla ined that

"To adjust for guessing, simply subtract the number of

incorrect responses from the number of correct responses (do

not  count  b lanks in  e i ther  f igure) .  I f  the remainder  is  less

than zero, set i t  to zero. Divide the remainder by 60 and

mult iply by 1-00 to obtain the adjusted percentage score"

(p .1 ) .  The  ad jus ted  sco re  i s  more  accu ra te  i nd i ca t i ng  a

studenL's real comprehension abil i ty than either of the other

two ways.

Five Comnarisons in Thi-s Studv

l-. Comparison of Group Improvement:

The researcher computed the average scores made by all the



23
samples who t.ook both pretest and post.test in the Focal

sk i l ls  program in order  t .o  get  t .he i r  whore-sk i11 prof ic iency.

she did the same thing in the two tradit ional ESL prograns.

She got t.he samples' improvement in each group by looking at.

the d i f ferences between the i r  pretest  and post test .  Then the

researcher compared t.he improvement of the samples between

the two different approaches. By this comparison, the

researcher could get an idea of the effectiveness of the cwo

different approaches on the improvement of ESL students,

general language proficiency.

2. Comparison of Listening Students' ImprovemenL:

Based on the samples '  pretest  scores,  the researcher  se lected

those who did not pass l istening assessment and considered

them as l istening students for purposes of comparison. She

did the same thing in both proglrams. There were 60 l istening

students in the Focal Skil1s program and 54 l istening

students in the tradit ional proqrams. Then the researcher

computed the averagre scores made by the listening students of

each program in the i r  pretests  and post tests  of  l is ten ing,

reading, and writ ing a-ssessments, six for each module and two

for each assessment. After that, the researcher compared the

improvement of the listening students between the two

different approaches. By this comparison, the researcher

could know the effectiveness of the two different approaches

on the l is ten ing s tudents '  improvement  in  d i f ferent  sk i l ls .

In the interest of clari ty, i t  must be emphasized that

the tradit ional program student.s were placed into ordinary

leve1s,  not  in to sk i l l - focused modules as in  the Focal  Sk i11s

program. For purposes of comparison, the researcher grouped



24
the tradit ional students who did not pass the l istening

assessment into the l istening module as the counterpart of

the Focal skiI ls l istening students. The same procedure was

used in grouping reading, writ ing, and immersion studencs.

In  th is  wdy,  s tudents wi th  s imi lar  sk i l l  prof i les are

compared across prograrns. However, i t  must. be understood

that the tradit ional program students were not actually

p laced or  taught .  accord ing to  the i r  Focal  Sk i l ls  test  scores.

3. Comparison of Reading Students' Improvement:

Accord ing to  the samples '  pretest  scores,  the researcher

grouped the students who passed the l istening assessment but

not the reading one as reading students. She did the same

thing in both programs. There were 14 reading student.s in

the Focal Skil ls program and 43 reading students in the

tradj-t ional programs. Then the researcher worked out the

averagfe scores made by the reading students of each program

in the i r  pretests  and post tests  of  l is ten ing,  reading,  and

wri-t ing assessments, six for each module and two for each

assessment. She also comput.ed the improvement of each

proqram's reading s tudbnts in  d i f ferent  sk i l ls  -  l is ten ing,

reading, and writ ing. By this compari-son, the researcher was

abl-e to compare the effectiveness of the two approaches on

the reading students' improvement in each language ski l I .

4. Comparison of Writ ing Students' ImprovemenL:

The samples who passed l istening and reading assessments but

not wrj-t ing assessment in their pret,ests were regarded as

writ ing students. The procedure of grouping them was the

same in both programs. There were l-0 writing students in the

Focal Ski11s program and l-6 in the tradit ional programs.
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Then the researcher computed the average scores made by the

writ ing students of each program in their pretests and

postLests  of  l is ten ing,  reading,  and wr i t ing assessments,  s ix

for each module and two for each assessment. After that, the

researcher compared the improvement of the writ ing. students

between the two approaches in  d i f ferent  sk i l ls  -  l is ten ing,

reading, .  and wr i t ing in  order  to  see the ef fect iveness of

each prograln.

5. Comparison of Immersion Students' Improvement:

Based on the samples '  pretest  scores,  the researcher  pul ]ed

out those who passed al l  the three assessments and placed

t.hem into the immersion group as immersion students. She

used the same procedure in both programs. There were 7

immersion students in the Focal Ski} ls approach and 7 in the

tradit ional programs. Then the researcher computed the

averagfe scores made by the immersion students of each program

in the i - r  pretests  and post tests  of  l is ten ing,  reading,  and

writ ing assessments, six for each module and two for each

assessment. She also calculated the improvement of each

program's immers ion s tudents in  d i f ferent  sk i I ls  -  l is ten ing,

reading, and writ ing. From the comparison, the researcher

could know the effectiveness of the two approaches on the

immersion students' improvement in language ski l Is.

As mentioned earl i-er, addit ional data was considered

from three semesters of the Focal Ski11s program. When

dealing with those addit ional samples, Lhe researcher

computed the improvement of the l istening students between

their l istening pretest and posttest, of the reading students

between their reading pretesE and posttest, and of the
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writ ing student.s between their writ . ing pretest and posttesL

in a four-week int.erval-. These computati-ons were done to

obtain independent. evidence of the short-term effectiveness

of  the Focal  Sk i11s program.



Chapter 4 Analysis of Data

Purrrose of  Data Col lect ion

The purpose of this data col l-ection is to make some

comparisons between the two ESL teaching approaches:

tradit ional approach and the Focal Skil ls approach. The

col lected data measures the i r  e f fect iveness on s tudents,

improvement of three language ski11s: I istening, reading, and

writ ing. By analyzing the data, the researcher compares the

two approaches from five aspects: (1) comparison of group

improvement ;  (2)  compar ison of  l is ten ing s tudents '

improvement; (3 ) comparison of reading students' improvernentr,-

(4)  compar ison of  wr i t ing s tudents '  improvement ;  and (5)

comparison of immersion students' improvement. After making

the above comparisons, the researcher is able to test the

research h lpothesis .

Groupinq of Students

In the Focal Skil is approach, the students were placed

into modules based on their placement test results at. the

beginning of each term. Every four or f ive weeks, they would

t.ake the test again and were placed again into appropriate

modules. Generally speaking, those who did not pass the

l is ten ing assessment  were p laced in to l is ten ing module.

Those who passed l istening but not reading assessmenL were

put into the reading module and those who passed both

l istening and reading but not writ j-ng assessment were placed

27
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into the writ ing module. The students who passed al l  the

three assessments would be in the immersion module. rn order

to make a compatible comparison, the researcher checked the

tradit ional program students' pret.est, scores and placed them

into different modules fol lowing the same principle as the

placement  of  the Focal  Sk i l ls  s tudents.

The two tradit ional programs were reqarded as a whole

comparison group which consisted of l isteninq comparison

group, reading comparison group, writ ing comparison group,

and immersion comparison grroup.

Comnarison of Group Improvement

Group improvement indicates the improvement made by all

the students in both of Focal Skil ls approach and the

comparison gfroup between their pretests and posttests in

separate eight.-week intervals.

Tab le  4 -1

The mean scores made by aLl  the Focal  Ski l ls  s tudents in  thei r  pretest ,s
and  pos t tes t s  o f  1 i - sEen inq ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i ng  assessmen ts .  The
standard deviat ion in  each assessment .

P reL
Mean  Sco res :  40
S t . D e v . :  3 1 . 4
N  -  0 1

Table 4-2

M e a n s :

S t . D e v . :

N  =  1 2 0

Post .L PreR PostR PreW PostW
5 5  3 8  4 ' 7  4 4  5 2
2 8 . 6  2 8 . 5  3 0 . 4  1 9 . 5  2 0 . 8

PreL  Pos t l  P reR  PosER PreW Pos tW
5 4  5 9  3 4  4 7  4 8  4 9
3 1 . 3  3 r _ . 1  2 8 . 0  2 9  . 2  1 8 . 2  t 9  . 4

The mean scores made by a l l .  the compar ison st .udents in  thei r  pretests

and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i sEen ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t . i ng  assessmencs .  The
s tanda rd  dev ia t i on  i n  each  assessmen t .



Table 4-3

The changes in scores and in deviat ion made
students and the compar ison students in  each
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by  bo th  o f  t he  Foca l  Sk i l l s
assessmen t .

I i l r i  t  i  n n

d

v . J

l_

1 2 . 7

L i  s  t e n i n q

1 5  r f

S t . D e v . :  1 9 . 1
T rad .  5
S t  .  D e v .  :  2 9  . 2

Tab le  4 -4

P a r A  i  n n

9
1 5 . 9
.t_ J

2 2  . 8

The T-Lest  of  s igni f icance between the Focal-  Ski l ls  s tudents and the
compar i son  s tudenEs .

L i sEen inq  Read inq  Wr i t i no
r  3 . 3 3 0  L . 4 6 3  4 . 8 8 5
d f  209  209  209
p  < =  0 . 0 0 0 5  0 . 1 0  0 . 0 0 0 5

The data shows that the students in t.he Focal Ski11s

approach made more progress in l istening and writ ing than

those in the comparison grroup. But the comparison student.s

outperformed the Focal Skil ls sLudents in reading. The

differences between the two approaches in l istening and

writ ing are highly signif icant, and the difference in reading

approaches sj-gnif icance and is consistent with the general

trend in the data.

Comparison of Listeninq Students' Improvement

Based on the pretest, those who did not meet the

criterion to pass the l istening: assessment were placed in the

l istening module and were regarded as l istening students.

This comparison is made between the l istening student.s in the

two approaches t.o see their improvement in different ski l ls.
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Tab le  4 -5

The mean scores made by the Focal  Ski l ls  l is tening studenLs in thei r
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i s t . en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t . i ng  assessmen ts .
The standard deviat ion in  each assessment .

Table 4-6

The mean scores made by Lhe l is tening compar ison students in  thei r
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i s t en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t j - ng  assessmen ts .
The standard deviat ion i -n each assessment

M e a n :

S t . D e v . :

N = 6 0

Means :
S t . D e v . :

N = 5 4

PreL  Pos t l  P reR  Pos tR  P reW Pos tW
2 L  4 3  2 7  3 7  3 7  4 5
1 8 . 7  2 6 . 3  2 5 . 3  3 0 . 4  L 7  . 3  1 9 . 8

PreL Post.L PreR PostR PreW Postw
2 5  3 9  2 4  3 3  4 L  4 0
1 9  . 2  2 6 . 9  2 3  . 4  2 5 . 9  1 5 . 6  t ]  . 9

Tab le  4 -1

Thc  r - hanc res  i  n  sco res  and

l is teninq students and the
a c q o q q m a n | -

in  deviat ion made by both of  the Focal  Ski l ls
l is tening compar ison students j -n each

F S

S t . D e v . :
'1 ' rao .

S t . D e v . :

Table 4-8
The T- test  of  s igni f icance between t .he Focal-  Ski l ls  l is teni .ng students
and the l - isEenincr  compar ison students.

r  . i  ̂ ! ^ - . i  - -
!  !  -  L e t I I t I V

2 2
L 8 . 2
1 A

3 0 . 7

Listeninct
1 . 6 4 8

1_ t2
0 . 0 5

t r a r d  i  n a

1 0
I 7  . 1
9

2 L . 3

P a a A  i  n n

0 .  r _08
t r2

None

h r r i  r  i  n a
H

8
1 0 . 3
- 1

r . 3  . 9

I r T r i  F i n a

3 . 8 4 9
I I 2

0 . 0 0 0 5

E

d f
p < =

The data teIls that the Focal Ski11s students made

better improvement in al l  the three ski11s than the l istening

comparison students. The l istening comparison st,udents had a
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re t rogress in  wr i t inq assessment .  The d i f ferences between

the two approaches in l istening and writ ing are signif icanc,

but  the d i f ference in  reading is  not  s ign i f icant .

Comparison of Readinq Students' fmprovement,

After taking the pretest, the students who passed

listening assessment but not reading assessment were regarded

as reading students. A comparison is made between the

reading students in the two approaches to measure their

imrr rovemenL in  d i f  ferent  sk i l ls .

Table 4-9

The mean scores made by
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s
The standard deviaLion

the Focal  Ski11s reading students in  thei r
o f  l i s t en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i neJ  assessmen ts .
i n  each  assessmen t .

Post l  PreR PostR PreW PostW
7 6  4 3  s 6  4 8  5 5
L 2 . 3  r _ 4 . 5  L 5 . 7  1 " 2 . 5  1 " 2 . 8

7 8 7 1  2 5  5 0  4 6  4 9
r J  -

M e a n :

S t  .  D e v .
n r  -  1 /

Table 4- l -0

M e a n s :

S t . D e v .  :
r r  -  / , l 2

PreL
7 5
l - 0 . 7

The mean scores made by the reading '  compar ison students in
the i r  p re tes t s  and  pos t tesEs  o f  l i s t en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i ng
assessments.  The standard deviat ion i -n each assessment .

PreL Post l ,  PreR PostR PreW PostW

Table 4-Lt

The changes in scores and in deviat ion made by both of  tshe Focal  Skj . l ls
reading students and reading compar ison students in  each assessment .

L i sEen inq  Read inq  Wr i t i no

F S  1  1 3  8
S t . D e v .  1 1 - . 5  I 2 . 2  8 . 6
T r a d .  - 1  2 5  3
S t . D e v .  :  2 8 . 9  2 2 . 0  L 2 . L
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The  T - tes t  o f  s i gn i f i cance  be tween  the
the reading compar ison students.
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FocaL Ski l ls  reading students and

a
d f
p < =

M e a n :

S t . D e v . :

N = l - 0

L is ten inq
r . 4 5 2

5 5
0 . 1 0

R a a r i i  n a

2 . 5 6 5
5 5

0 . 0 0 5

I a l r i r . i - -

1 . 7 3 0
5 5

0 . 0 5

The data indicates that the Focal ski l ls students gained

more improvement in l istening and writ ing than the reading

comparison st.udents, but they made less progress in reading.

The reading comparison students made a retrogress in

l istening. The differences between the two approaches in

reading and wr i t ing are s ign i f icant ,  and the d i f ference in

l is ten ing approaches s ign i f icance and is  consis tent  wi th  the

general trend in the data.

Comparison of Writ inq Students' Improvement

Similar to the l istening and reading students, the

writ ing students were placed according to their pretest

scores. Those who passed l istening and reading but not

wr i t ing assessment  were regarded as wr i t inq s tudents.  This

comparison is to see their improvement in both approaches.

Table 4-13

The mean scores made by the Focal-  Ski l ts  wr i t ing students in  therr
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i s t en j -ng ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i - ng  assessmen ts .
The standard deviat ion in  each assessment .

P reL  Pos t l  P reR  Pos tR  P reW Pos tW
'76  78  69  ' 12  55  6 '7
1 2 . 9  1 6 . 3  8 . 5  1 1 . 6  L 2 . 0  1 0 . 7
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' r 'a.l)J_e +- t4

The mean scores made by the wr i - t ing compar ison students in  thei r
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i s t en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i ng  assessmen ts .
The  s tanda rd  dev ia t i on  i n  each  assessmen t .

M e a n s :

S t . D e v . :

c
d f
p < =

L is ten inq
0 . 1 8 5

z 4

None

Readinq
0 . 7 4 0

2 4
None

I r I r i  F  i  n a

z . o r z

z 4

0 .0 r -

PreL  PosTL  P reR  PoSTR PreW Pos tW
8 0  8 t _  7 7  7 6  6 3  6 4
t _ 1 " . 8  l _ 5 . 1  L 4 . 6  1 6 . 0  s . 6  1 5 . 5

Table 4-1-5

The changes in scores and in deviat . ion made by both of  the Focal  Ski l ls
wr i t ing students and the wr i t j .ng compar ison students in  each assessment .

L i s ten ino  Read inq  Wr i t i no

F S 2 3 1 1
S t . D e v . :  L ' l  . 3  9 . 0  6 . 5
T rad .  1 -  -1  1
S t . D e v . :  1 8 . l -  2 0 - 9  L 2 . L

Tab le  A - tG

The T- test  of  s igni f icance between the Focal  Ski l ls  wr i t ing student ,s  and
the  wr i t i ng  compar i son  s tuden ts .

The data shows that the Focal Skil ls sLudents made more

progtress than writ ing comparj-son students in al l  three

sk i l ls .  The wr i t ing compar ison students had a ret rogress in

reading. The difference between the two approaches in

wr i t ing is  s ign i f icant ,  but  the d i f ferences in  l is ten ing and

readinq are not  s i -gn i f  icant .

Comparison of Immersion Students' Imr:rovement

The students who passed l istening, reading, and writ ing

assessments in their pretest were placed in the immersion
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module and regarded as immersion students. This comparison

is to measure improvement made by the Focal ski1ls immersion

students and the immersion comparison students in the two

n r t . \ d r 2 m q

Table 4-1-7

The mean scores made by the Focal  Ski l ls  immersion students in  t .hei r
p re tes t s  and  pos t tesLs  o f  l i s t . en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i ng  assessmen ts .
The standatd deviat ion i -n each assessment .

Tab le  4 -18

The mean scores made by the immersion comparison st.udents in t.heir
p re tes t s  and  pos t tes t s  o f  l i s t en ing ,  read ing ,  and  wr i t i ng  assessmen ts .
The standard deviat ion in  each assessment . .

Mean :
S t . D e v . :
i t - ?

M e a n s :

S t . D e v . :

l V = l

F S

S t  .  D e v .
't ract .

S t  .  D e v .

L

d f
p < =

t  i  ^ + ^ - : - -
! 1 >  L E I I I I I V

1

L Z . 6

o

t . z

L i s t e n i n q

0 . 3 4 2
1,2

None

P o a d  i  n a

3
1 1 . 3
3

L 0 . 2

P o : d i  n n

0  . 0 5 2
L 2

None

Ialri i i nn

6
3 . 9
1
7 . 7

r r r r i  F  i  na

L .  Z Z O

1 1

None

PreL  Pos t l  P reR  Pos tR  P reW Pos tW
8 1  8 8  8 3  8 5  ' 7 8  8 4
1 _ 0 . 6  7 . 9  9 . 5  8 . 0  4 . 4  7 . 5

PreL Post l  PreR PostR PreW PostW
8 0  8 6  7 3  7 6  7 5  7 ' 7
1 5 . 0  8 . 9  9 . 4  9 . 3  3 . 3  L 0 . 2

Table 4-1,9

The changes in scores and in deviat j -on made by both of  the Focal  Ski l ls
immersion students and the immersion compar ison students in  each
assessmen t r .

Table 4-20
The T- tesE of  s igni f icance between the Focal  Ski l ls  i -mmersion students
and the immersion compar ison students.
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The data shows that the Focal ski l ls students made more

progress than the immersion comparison students in l istening

and writing. The two groups had the same progfress in reading

assessment. Neither of the differences between the two

groups in  l is ten ing,  reading,  and wr i t ing is  s ign i f icant .

Addit ional Samples' Four Week Gains

Table 4-21-

The mean scores made by the addi t ional  Focal  Ski l ls  l is tening,  reading,
and wr i t ing students in  thei r  corresponding pretests and post tests of
l is tening,  reading,  and wr i t j -ng assessments.  The improvement  they mad.e
in each assessment  in  a four-week interval .

Means :
Improvement:
N :

L students R students W students
PreL Post l  PreR PostR PreW PostW
26  4 '7  2 ' 7  39  57  65

2L  1 ,2  8
9 ' t  3 6  4 5

By looking at Tab1e 4-21. and by comparing this with the

tradit j-ona1 students' performance, we can conclude that since

the Focal Skil ls students were placed into modules to study

one sk i1 l  a t  one t ime,  they focused on one speci f ic  sk i l1

instead of learnirrg al l  the t.echniques simultaneously. They

made more proglress in tfre specif ic skiIIs than the comparison

students in a four week interval. This can suggest that. the

placement syst.em in the Focal Skil ls approach can use t ime

more eff iciently to help students improve their current

leveIs and get. ready to move on to the more advanced levels

in a short term. The tradit ional programs instead combined

all  the ski l l  study at one t ime for the students to progress

at a comprehensive scale. That is good for their long-term

improvement, but when taking t ime eff iciency into account, i t

is  not  as ef fect . ive as the Focal  Sk i l ls  approach.



Chapter 5 Conclusion

Conclus ion

Among the three assessments in the Focal Ski11s

placement system, the writ ing assessment has the highesc

corre lat ion wi th  TOEFL t .est ;  therefore,  i t  can best .  test

one's greneral language proficiency. By looking at the f ive

comparisons in the last chapt.er, w€ f ind that the Focal

Skil1s approach was more effect, ive when helping students

improve their general language proficiency than the

tradit ional programs

By lookinq at. Table 4-5 through Table 4-16, we can see

the effectiveness of the two different approaches on

students' improvement of their specif ic language ski l Is

I is ten ing,  reading,  and wr i t ing.  The data of  both l is ten ing

and writ ing students show that when they focused on one ski l1

at one t ime as in the Focal Skil1s approach, they developed

that specif ic ski l l  moie t.han d.id students who studied al l

the ski l ls aL the same time. The data of the reading

students in Table 4-L1, seem to show the opposite. From the

numbers, w€ see that the comparison students improved much

more than the Focal Skil ls st.udents. I f  we look at both

thei r  pretest  and post test  reading scores in  deta i l ,  i t  is

not diff icult to f ind that. the reading comparison students in

the t,radit ional programs had a very low start ing point in

reading, but their l istening and writ ing scores were similar

36
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Lo those of  the i r  counterpar ts .  f t  ind icates that  the

students' gleneral proficiency was fair ly high, but they

needed special training in reading. They had the pot.ential

to improve their reading ski l ls over t ime. Since their

pretest  score was much lower than that  o f  the Focal  Sk i l ls

students, they had more space for improvement.

Comparing Table 4-6 with Tabl_e 4-l_0, we can see that the

Iistening comparison student.s had almost the same prereading

score as the reading comparison students, but their

pre l is ten ing score was much lower.  Af ter  e ight  weeks,  they

made much less gains than the reading comparison students in

reading ski l1. I t  suggests that the reading comparison

students just  needed suf f ic ient  pract ice in  reading to

para l le l  the i r  genera l  prof ic iency.  S ince wr i t ing assessment

can best  suggest  one 's  qenera l  prof ic iency level  among the

three assessments, when checking the writ ing gains made by

the readingr comparison students, we know that they made much

slower improvement in writ ing than in reading. That can

furt.her support the previous analysis that the reading

comparison students mainly improved the specif ic reading

skil l  rather than their general proficiency. This f inding

reveaLs another  issue about  the Focal  Sk i l ls  p lacement  test .

I t .  indirectly suggests that the Focal Skil ls placement syst.em

can appropriately dist inguish the students based on their

general language proficiency. If  not, by only looking at the

prereading scores made by both of the l istening and readingr

comparison students, we could not. know their dif ferences in

general proficiency. It  is the placement system which gives

us a broader and preciser view of the students' real levels.
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After checkj-ng the Focal Skil1s reading students' data,

the researcher found that after four weeks, most of the

reading students moved to the next module. They made most of

their reading improvement. in the f i-rst four weeks, which was

essential ly equal to that made by the reading comparison

students in the tradit ional programs in their eight week

per iod.  Af ter  on ly  four  weeks,  the former Focal  Sk i1 ls

reading students were able to move on to the intensive study

of writ ing, al lowing the comparison students to catch up in

reading, while the Focal Skil ls students were progressing

more rapidly in writ ing. This f inding suggests that the Focal

Skilts approach can help students who are weak in reading

make more progress in a short period of t ime than can the

t radi t ional  programs.

Table 4-7 shows that  the Focal  Sk i11s l is ten ing s tudents

made more progiress than Lhe l isteninq comparison students in

a l - l  three sk i1 ls ,  even though they focused only  on l is ten ing.

That means t.hat the Focal Skil ls l istening program

successful ly made a connection among different language

ski l Is  in  the process of  s tudents '  development .  Table 4-8

shows that the difference in gains between the two groups in

the reading assessmenL is  not  s ign i f icant .  They made s imi lar

gains in  reading prof ic iency.

Table A-LL shows the largest difference in gain scores

between the students' development in their reading ski l ls.

The l istening and writ ing data show that. the Focal Skil ls

students outperformed the comparison students in the skills

which they did not focus on.
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Table 4-1-5 indicate that there is no signif icant

difference between t.he two programs except in writ ing. I t

means that. when focusing on writ ing, the Focal Skil ls

students showed more improvement than the writing comparison

students. In the meanwhile, they developed other ski11s atr

least  as fast  as the i r  counterpar ts .  Table 4-L6 ind icates

that the.differences between the two approaches in their

gains in the l istening and reading assessments are not

signif icant, which seems to mean that. the two approaches are

similarly effective in helping students improve their

l is ten ing and reading sk i l ls .  But  s ince t .he Focal  Sk i11s

students were in the writing module where they did not focus

on the study of l istening and reading skiI ls, but the writ ing

ski1l, they appeared to progress as much as their peers in

t.hose two ski l ls and more in writ ing. I t  actually supports

the hlpothesis that t.he Foca1 Skil ls approach is more

eff icient than the tradit ional progralns.

Table 4-L9 suggests that  the Focal  Sk i l ls  approach is

more effective in helping students gain a general proficiency

than the tradi-t ional piograms. Table 4-20, however, shows

that there are no signi-f icant differences between the

effectiveness of the two approaches on helping the more

advanced st.udent.s (in the immersion level) improve their

in tegrated language sk i l ls .  This  resul t  is  compat ib le  wi th

an ear l ier  research repor t  in  "F igure 2:  Gain Scores in

Re la t i on  t . o  P re tes t  Sco res "  (Has t i ngs ,  1 '992 ,  p .9 )  .

From the above analysis, we can conclude that generally

speaking, the Focal Skil ls approach is more effective on ESL

students' improvement on both of their general and specif ic
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language proficiency than the tradit ional programs. Most of

the data in the research support the hypothesis. The only

exception is the reading data for the reading comparison

students which appear  to  re ject  the h lpothesis .  This  issue

suggests that further research investigate students, other

ski l1 1eve1s and their learning backgrounds more deeply and

1t also brings about some suggestions for future studies

which wi l l  be d iscussed la ter  in  th is  chapter .

When looking back at. Chapter 3, we not,e that the

compar ison students just  took the Foca1 Ski l ls  t .ests  for

research purpose and their scores did not counL in their own

programs. This might have an inf luence on their performance

on the t.ests. One possibi l i ty is that they might have

performed bet.ter than they should do normally because they

were very relaxed. Another possibi l i ty is that they might

have performed worse than they should usually because they

did not consider i t  a serious task and did not work hard on

it.  These are some external factors which might not reflect

the i r  rea l  ab j - l i t ies.  As to  the Focal  sk i l ls  s tudents,  they

had more pressure on CLe tests because they were eager t.o

pass the present levels, and they worked hard to perform

well.  This also could have had two opposite effects on the

resul ts  of  the i r  scores:  one was posi t ive and the other  was

negative. Since we do not know the students' real motivation

during the tests in both approaches, we can only speculat.e

about  the poss ib le  ef fects  of  the d i f ferent  c i rcumstances.

Suqqestions for Future Research

The results shown in Chapter 4 in Table 4-5 and Table 4-

5 may suggest some further studies for the researchers. The
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reading data indicate something unusual compared to the other

data. The tradit ional program students gained much more than

the Focal Skil ls student.s in the same amount of t ime. When

looking at their performance in l istening assessment, i t

appears that they had gained a pretty high level of l istening

sk i11,  which ind icates that  they had a potent ia l ly  h igh

language proficiency in general, but they might not be good

readers because their prereading score was abnormally 1ow.

Future researchers may do a more concrete investigat. ion about.

Lhe students '  backgrrounds, the teaching methods,  mater ia ls ,

and goals in the tradit ional programs in order to f ind a

clearer explanation about the reading data. In this study,

the researcher made some reasonable estimations which need

further support from fut.ure practical obserwations.

Another suggestion is that the future research might do

some demographics study. People from different nationali t ies

and language backgrounds may have different learning habits

and styles. They may also have different patterns of

strength and weakness in the various ski l ls, and they may

f ind d. i f ferent  aspects  of  Engl ish re la t ive ly  easy or

d i f f icu l t .  to  acqui re.  By look ing at  the i r  d i f ferences,  the

researchers may analyze the data in a more rel iable and

ins ight fu l  way.

L imi ta t ions

This research only involved one Focal Ski11s program

which might not be representative of al l ,  the Focal Ski11s

programs in the United Stat.es and overseas. Therefore i ts

effectiveness may have had more to do with the teachers'

experience or the students' motivation than with the approach
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i tse l f .  A lso the research was conducted in  an e ight -week

interval which was not very long. Another l imitation is that

the Focal SkiIIs placement system was used as the instrument

instead of international TOEFL test which is more

authoritat ive and more widely used when testing language

proficiency. However, the TOEFL test would require more t ime

and money which made it  not as practical as the Focal Skil ls

p lacement  test .  in  th is  research.
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FOCAL SKIIJIJS STUDENTS (N=91)

ImDrovement: 1 5 9 I
Mean : 4 0 5 5 3 8 4 7 4 4 5 2

S t . D e v . : 3 1 . 4 2 8 . 6 2 8 . 5 3 0  . 4 1 9  . 5 2 0 . 8

Ctranges: ME,AII 1 5  . 4 MEA}I 9 . 1 MEAN 8 . 3
S T .  D E V 1 9 . 1 S T .  D E V 1 5  . 9 S T .  D E V 9 . 3

Module PreL PoEt I J P r 6 R P o E I R Pr€W PoBtW

L 0 0 0 3 3 2 2 9 L'7 5 - L 2

L 0 2 1 2'7 '7 2 0 1 3 2 7 3 3 6
L 0 2 0 2 0 0 2 3 2 3 3 4 3 8 A

L 0 t_5 1 5 0 0 0 1_2 l-3 1
L 0 2 0 2 0 1 '7 0 7 2 2 t_5
L 2 3 1 7 t r , 4 1 8 1 - 1 1 l 9 2 9 l 0
L 2 5 5 1 4 2 4 8 7 0 22 5 3 5 2 - 1

L 2'7 5 7 3 0 5 3 '70 1-1 5 3 o - L 8

L 3 6 3 6 0 4 7 7 3 2 5 4 3 8 2 3 9
L 3 0 - 3 0 1 0 l 0 2 5 2 5 1

L 3 7 '70 3 3 4 7 5'7 l 0 6 2 t - o

L 4 7 ' t2 2 5 0 2 2 22 4 5 5 2 9

L 5 0 o / ]-'7 8 3 9 3 l 0 7 3 8 1 8

L 5 3 5 1 A 7 0 '70 0 . 1 0
' 7 4 2 8

L 5 5 7'7 2 2 2 0 6 3 4 0 A 1 3
L 5'7 3'7 - 2 0 t-0 3 0 2 0 2 8 3 5 I

L
'l

0 - 7 0 0 0 L 2 l 5 A

L 0 3 3 3 3 1 3 0 - 1 3 2 5 2 8 3
L 0 l_0 1 0 0 0 0 3 1 2 9 - 2

L 0 5 0 5 0 2 Q 4'7 2 7 3 9 5 2 1 3
L 1 0 4 7 3'7 4 1 8 0 3 3 5 1 5 6 t-5
L 1 3 2 7 L 4 0 0 0 2 9 2 3 - 6

L 2 0 3 3 1 3 2'7 0 - 2 1 1 8 4 7 2 3
L 2 3 A 1 2 0 ' 70 8 5 l 5 7 0 6 8 - 2

L 2 7 5 3 2 6 2 8 6 0 3 2 2 6 2 8
L

'7 0 - 7 0 t-0 l -0 3 5 3 6 I

L 0 t '7 L'7 3 0 1 -23 3 3 3 8 5

L l 0 1 0 0 3 3 0 2 0 z i 9

L L 3 1_'7 A 1 3 0 - 1 3 3 5 3 8 3
L t_3 5 0 3 7 6 3 6 1 4 5 8 '73 l -5

L L 7 7 0 5 3 3 8 6 0 22 3 8 2 6
L 2 1 + J 1 6 4 3 6 7 ' ) A 5 2 O J 1l-

L 2 8 8 3 5 5 '73 9 0 T 7 '72 2 9
L 3 0 5 3 3 3 8 3 8 7 A 7 8 8 3 5

L 3 7 '73 3 6 5 3 5'7 L 4 A a 5 2 1 0







FOCAL SKI IJLS L ISTENING STUDENTS (N=50)

Irnprovernent: 2 2 1 0 I
Mean  sco re 2 t 4 3 2 7 3 7 3 7 4 5

S t  .  D e v . L 8 . 7 2 6 . 3 2 5 . 3 3 0 . { L 7  . 3 1 9 . 8

C h a n g e e : :MEAliI 2 2 . 0 MEAlT 1 0 . 0 ME}II 8 . 3

S T .  D E V L 8 . 2 S T .  D E V L 7  . 7 ST .  DEV 1 0 . 3

ModuLe P r e L ;  P o s t l PreR Pos tR Pr€W Pos tW

L 0 0 0 J 3 2 2 9 1_'7 5 - 1 2

L 0 2 7 2 7 "7 2 0 I J 2 7 3 3 6

L 0 2 0 2 0 0 2 3 2 3 3 4 3 8 A

L 0 1_5 1 5 0 0 0 L2 l-3 1

L 0 2 0 2 0 1 1 0 '7 2 2 1 5

L 2 3 1'7 t r , 4 1 8 7 1 1 1 9 2 9 1 0
L 2 5 6 1 4 2 4 8

'70 22 5 3 5 2 - 1

L 2'7 5'7 3 0 5 3 ' 70 t 7 5 3 O I 8

L 3 6 3 6 0 4 1 1 3 2 6 A a 8 2 3 9

L 3 0 - 3 0 1 0 1,0 2 5 2 6 I

L 3 7 1 0 3 3 4 7 5 7 1-0 + b 6 2 t o

L 4'7 1 2 2 5 0 2 2 22 4 3 5 2 9

L 5 0 6 7 T 7 8 3 9 3 1 0 7 3 8 1 B

L 5 3 5 1 A 7 0 7 0 0 . 4 b
'1 A 2 8

L 5 5 1 7 22 2 0 6 3 A 1 4 0 3

L 5 1 3 7 -20 1 0 3 0 2 0 2 8 3 6 8

L 7 0 - '7 0 0 0 L2 L 6 4

L 0 3 3 3 3 1 3 0 - 1 3 2 5 2 8 3
L 0 t_0 1 0 0 0 0 J t - 2 9 - 2

L 0 5 0 5 0 2 0 4 1 2 7 3 9 5 2 1 3

L 1 0 4'7 3 7 4 7 8 0 3 3 5 1 b b t_5

L l 3 2 1 L 4 0 0 0 2 9 2 3 - 6

L 2 0 3 3 1 3 ) 1 0 - 2 1 1 8 4 1 2 3

L 2 3 A ' 1 2 0 ' 70 B 5 t - l
' 70 6 8 - 2

L 2 7 5 3 2 6 2 8 6 0 3 2 2 6 2 8

L 1 0 - 1 0 1_0 1 0 3 5 3 6 1

L 0 L 7 I 7 3 0 '7 -23 3 3 3 8 5

L 1 0 l-0 0 3 3 0 2 0 2 9 9

1_3 L'7 A I 0 - 1 3 3 5 3 B 3

L t_3 5 0 3 1 5 6 1 A 5 8 1 3 t 5

L L 1 7 0 5 3 6 0 2 2 3 B o 9 2 6

L 2 7 A 1 l 5 4 3 6',7 2 4 5 2 6 3 l_1

L 2 B 8 3 5 5 1 9 0 t 1 A '). '72 2 9

L 3 0 6 3 3 3 8 3 B 7 A ' 78
d J 5

L 3 7 7 3 3 6 5 3 6 7 1 A A a 5 2 l 0







FOCAL SKII/LS I ' IRITING STUDENTS (N=10)

Improvement: 2 3 1 1

Mearir: 7 6 7 8 6 9 7 2 5 5 6 7

S t . D e v . : L 2 . 9 1 5 . 3 8 . 5 1 1 .  5 t 2 . o 1 0  . 7

Clranges: MEAN 2 . 3 MEATiI 2 . 8 MEA}I 1 0 .  3

S T . D E V 1 7  . 3 S T . D E V 9 . 0 ST.  DEV 6 . 6

Module PreIJ Pos tL PrER P o a t R PreW Post ,W

W 6 0 9 3 3 3 6 0 5 0 - 1 0 3 0 4 0 1 0

W 8 3 8 3 0 6 7 8 3 I O 6 8
'73

5

W 9 3 9 3 0 ' 70 8 3 1 3 5 2 o b l - o

6 3 A 1 -20 '70 '7'7 7 5l_ 6 5 L 4

W 9 0 8 0 - 1 0 6'7 7 0 6 5 o b 1

W 9 0 8'7 - 3 '70 6 7 - 3 6 5 7 3 8

W o / 5 0 - 7 6 3 5 8 - 5 4 9 6 3 1 A

W '77 "7 '7 0 9 0 8 7 - 3 o / B O 1 3

W 7 3 7 0 - 3 6 0 7 3 l_3 5 2 1 3 2 T

W 6 0 9 3 3 3 7 3 7 0 - 3 6 5 o o I



















TRADITIONAL ITIRfTING STUDENTS (N=16 )

ImDrovament: 1 - 1 1

M e a n a : 8 0 8 1 7 7 7 6 6 3 5 {

S t  .  D € v .  : 1 1 .  8 1 5  . 1 1 4 . 6 1 6 . 0 5 . 5 1 5 . 5

C h a n g e a : MEAII 1 . 0 MEA}T - 1 . 5 MEA}T o .7
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Placernent P reL Pos tL PreR PostR Prew PostW

W 6 1 1 5 1 3 6 1 o. l - - 1 4 3 - 1 1

W 8 9 r-00 1 1 o - L 1 A 1 3 o v 8 2 1 3

W r-00 l - 00 0 6 1 6 1 - 1 5 7 3 9 - 1 8

8 9 O I -28 1 0 0 8 7 -t-3 6 3 + o -L ' 7

W 8 9 t_00 t-1 O I 8'7 2 6 6 6 5 2 - r4

W 7 5 8 8 t_J 8 8 8 7 - 1 6 0 5 2 - 8
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W 8 9
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'75
o
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W 8 9 8 8 - 0 6 L 7 4 I J 6 6 8 2 l _ b
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W '75
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