Working together – does it help?

Caterina Cafarella

Victoria University of Technology

This paper presents the results of a project involving non-native speakers of English working collaboratively on a set of tasks in their English classes. The project involved senior students working with first year students over the first semester. Evaluation showed that according to the students’ perceptions cross year collaborative work was a positive experience. The first year students felt that they gained a better understanding of university life and at the same time felt that their English skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing had improved. The senior students found the experience very rewarding because the interaction and the task were invaluable in their understanding of issues in English language learning.

Introduction

In recent years studies have discussed the issue of university transition as a process in which first year students should be assisted by the development of learning communities and hence be exposed to a supportive environment; in particular by peer mentor programs (Tinto 1995, Candy, Crebert and O'Leary 1994).

On the whole these programs cater for first year students from all backgrounds. However, it is non-native speakers of English who are recent arrivals and who have limited competence in their knowledge of English who can experience problems that impede progress in their study and university experience (Ballard and Clanchy 1991, Tsang, Bull and Shou 1997).

It is particularly these students who within a supportive environment should have the opportunity to be exposed to the integration of skills. In the context of teaching English to non native speakers students' use of language communicatively needs to be reinforced. Students working collaboratively can foster the use of more exploratory language and encourage exchange and interpretation of ideas. 

In second language teaching there has been a shift towards more communicative approaches. According to Littlewood (1981) communicative aspects of the language must be acquired through more informal and meaning-focused interactions. Recent research has also highlighted the benefits of a task-based approach to language teaching which looks at the target language as a whole (Long and Crookes, 1992). The tasks should be communicative, authentic, interesting and involve the learners in interacting in the target language and in particular pay attention to the message being communicated (Nunan 1989, Brown and Nation 1997). Furthermore it has been shown that oral communication is enhanced when learners are given opportunities to express personal ideas (Yamashiro and Johnson, 1997).

It has been argued that those tasks in which learners are required to negotiate meaning in the course of completing an interactive task are particularly suited to language development and awareness (Long 1981, Nunan 1989, van Lier 1995). Students are given a specific instructional task in which each member has the opportunity to teach and/or share some information with other group members while at the same time practising the structural, functional, and communicative aspects of the language previously taught by the teacher.

The model of students working together has the potential to play an important role not only in shaping the patterns of communication in second language classrooms but in creating opportunities for students to use language for learning and second language acquisition.

Thus the educational principles the project was based upon were about the development of student centred learning, specifically of students working collaboratively on tasks which required the use of the target language communicatively. At the same time this would allow for the integration of the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing.

The aim of this paper is to present the findings of a project conducted with a group of first year and senior students enrolled in the Advanced English for Speakers of Other Languages (AESOL) major. The students were divided into groups which worked on specific assessable tasks related to their course of  English study. It is argued that working collaboratively on these tasks has made the students perceive an improvement in their English skills. At the same time the first year students also gained the benefit of feeling less anxious about university life.

The Project
The project involved cross year peer collaborative work. The students involved were first year and senior students enrolled in the major Advanced English for Speakers of Other Languages. This major caters for non native speakers of English who have had on average a maximum of five years of English schooling and who wish to continue with their English study. The students come into this major with varied abilities. The numbers of students were small so one must state that this was a small, exploratory study.

Aims of the Project



The purpose of this project in the AESOL major was two-fold:


SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
to help first year students with support in settling into university life and
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to help first year and senior students with the practice of skills in English language use.


Implementation of the Project

In semester one 1999, the enrolment numbers for AESOL were fifteen students in first year and twenty-one students in a combined second/third year. In order for the project to help assist with English language skills the content of both the first and third year subjects was considered in order to structure this collaborative project. The first year subject concentrates on the four skills of communication of listening, speaking, reading and writing while the second third year subject concentrates on the more theoretical linguistic analysis of spoken and written language.

In the second week of semester the aims of the collaborative project were explained to the first and senior groups separately.  They were also informed that they would be working in groups on specific assessable tasks relevant to their course.

Formation of Groups and Specific Tasks

The groups were made up of two first year students and three/four senior students approximately, forming seven groups in total. The first year students were asked to choose their own partner because it was thought they may feel more comfortable being with a partner they may have already known or who was studying the same subjects. The students were then informed of the specific tasks they would be undertaking in the groups.

First Year Assessable Task:

Students in their assigned group were asked to interview the senior students in their groups to discuss and/or ask any questions about university life. The first year students were asked to prepare the questions and to tape the interaction. This would then form the basis of a listening comprehension task prepared by the pair and completed by the whole first year class. They were asked to prepare a worksheet which was to include exercises based on the interaction eg. Listening comprehension questions, questions on vocabulary, grammar and expression use. These were put as suggestions but the pair could prepare exercises as they wished.


Senior Group Assessable Task:


The senior students were asked to divide into pairs and interview one of the first year students in their group to discuss their impressions of university life in their first weeks. The task required that they tape this interaction and analyse the communication strategies used by the students. This analysis would be the basis of an oral presentation and a written essay in which the senior students would draw upon the theoretical issues presented in their course.

It was hoped that working on these tasks would allow the students to focus on the topic of university life while interacting and working collaboratively in the target language.


Meetings

Over the semester the groups met formally five times in the timetabled first year class time. One hour of the two-hour class was set aside for the project. The timetable was structured so that the senior students were able to come to the first year class when required. Opportunity was made for the collaborative work to be done without time constraints.

Students were given about seven weeks to work on their tasks. In week 10 of the semester the students presented their tasks. The first year students worked on the listening comprehension exercises prepared and the senior students gave their oral presentations on the conversation analysis of the first year student. All students were encouraged to attend each other’s presentations.


Findings of the Project


Questionnaires were given to all students at the completion of the project. The aims of the questionnaire were to determine:

· the positive and negative aspects of working together

· to what extent the project achieved its aims

· if speaking about university life and working together helped with feeling more comfortable about university life

· if working together helped with the use of the English language

Senior Students

All twenty-one students responded that they gained a positive experience from the project. Responses demonstrated that the experience helped them in areas of social development and also gave them a better understanding of English language skills.

Social Benefits

There was a range of responses in this area. The students stated that the interaction helped to develop friendships, understand first year students better and helped with communication skills on the whole.

Some examples of responses were:

I learnt about difficulties 1st year students’ experience.

The interaction helped in overcoming difficulties for the 1st year students.

There was the opportunity to know about us as well as others while learning English.

Besides having the opportunity to meet some overseas students and to talk about their experiences here in Australia and their perceptions, it was interesting analysing their language.

English Language Skills

There was a varied range of responses pertaining to help with English language skills. Positive responses were that they felt they saw an improvement in their own English skills due to the interaction giving them the opportunity to develop these skills. Other responses were that the project gave them more confidence in speaking, listening and generally communicating with others.

The students were also specifically asked if they gained any further knowledge of the English language by doing the assigned task of a conversation analysis of one of the first year students. Eighteen out of the twenty-one students responded ‘yes’ while three gave no response. The responses ranged from comments that the task helped analytical skills; helped with their own understanding of their English use and gave them a sense of confidence with English language use.

Some responses were:

By examining why people say things in certain ways, you can see how they draw upon their first language to try to communicate in their second language.

I learned that there are strategies used by a learner that must be taken into consideration.

I noticed some mistakes that I made that I didn’t notice before and I’ve learned the reason for the mistake and so it has helped me to avoid making them in the future.

The project developed my skills and confidence.

I feel more confident when speaking English.


From the range of responses it is clear that the collaborative task allowed the senior students to become more reflective of their own language use as well as think about how second language learners use language.

When asked if there were any negative aspects five students commented on there not being enough time and on the shyness of some first year students in speaking.

The senior students were also asked to determine on a scale to what extent the project achieved its aims. The results are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Aims of Cross Year Collaborative Work (Senior Students)


[image: image1.wmf]0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Gain confidence

Develop negotiating skills

Learn to collaborate

Gain sense of achievement

Learn new skills in using English language

Speak English more confidently

Be more aware of different styles of spoken English

Understand issues involved in learning a second la...

A little

Somewhat

Quite a lot

A great deal


Sixty-eight percent of the responses indicated that the project achieved its aims ‘A great deal’ or ‘Quite a lot’ and thirty-two percent of responses indicated that the aims were achieved ‘A little’ and ‘Somewhat’. The categories “Understand issues involved in learning a second language”; “ Gain confidence” and “Learn to collaborate” gained the majority of responses under ‘A great deal’ or ‘Quite a lot’. It is interesting to note that 7 out 20 responses were in the ‘Somewhat’ rating for “Speak English more confidently”. One can only speculate here. It could be that the senior students already were quite confident with their spoken English.


First Year Students


For the first year students one of the aims of the project was to help them settle into university life by discussing university issues with senior students. The first section of their questionnaire concentrated on finding out which issues were discussed and if the discussion helped them.

The students reported that the following issues were discussed:

· study management

· resources/facilities in the University eg. library, parking, computers

· club activities

· Internet access

· how to contact lecturers and get help

· difference between 1st, 2nd and 3rd year study

· how to cope during 1st year

· how to write essays and assignments

Ten out of the fifteen first year students responded that discussing the issues did help. Again a range of responses were given from the discussion helping with gaining more information and understanding of university life; helping to meet new students who could help in gaining more information about study.

Some examples of responses were:

I know where I can get help if I need it.

I feel more confident about how to cope with work.

I got to understand about life at uni more.

I got lots of study information.

It’s very good because I used different conversation and better upgrading of English language skills.

The reasons given by the five remaining students who stated that the discussion of university issues did not help, were that in one particular group issues of library resources, assignments and how to deal with them were not discussed. One student stated that he/she did not spend a lot of time at university and so felt that the issue of settling into university life was not important. Another student responded that he/she did not get any solutions to concerns but did not state why not. In these cases it may be that these first year students did not have the confidence to bring these issues up for discussion in their particular group.

English Language Skills

The next section of the questionnaire specifically concentrated on determining to what extent the collaborative task-based work helped the students with their English skills. One must stress that these were the students’ own perceptions. There was no testing to see if teachers’ measures of improvement matched student experience. The questions were divided into four areas of language skills: speaking, listening, reading and writing. Students were asked to cross on a scale from 0 (English poor) to 10 (English excellent) where they considered themselves before and after completing the collaborative task. They were also asked to write if and how the group work helped them with their language skills. The results are presented in Figures 2, 3 & 4.

Figures 2 3 & 4: Improvement in English Language Skills

Figure 2
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Figure 3
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Figure 4
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As can be seen from the figures the majority of the students felt they had improved. Only Student A and K felt that no improvement had occurred while Student H felt that there had been a big improvement in all four areas of language skills. For each language skill students then were asked how they perceived that the task helped with improvement. Under ‘Speaking English’ varied responses were given - working together gave them more confidence; they had the chance to learn from their own errors and speaking to other students helped them with their own ability.

Examples of responses were:

I can work towards improving and gaining confidence in speaking.

I learnt to concentrate on speaking more accurately.

It gave me more opportunity to practise English.

I can compare and correct the right way to speak from other students.

In the section ‘Listening to English’ there were again varied responses. Students stated that they had the opportunity to listen to a variety of spoken English; they could learn from listening to others because they could concentrate on correct usage of pronunciation as well as the task gave them the chance to improve listening skills generally.

Examples of responses were:

I think I am better than before.

It helped me to learn to understand questions.

I can listen to correct ways of speaking.

By listening to presentations we can share issues and discuss problems.


As stated before, the first year students were required to prepare worksheets for the class based on the taped conversation with the senior students. Preparation of the worksheets allowed the students to incorporate the skills of reading and writing and listening because all students were required to complete these worksheets while and after listening to the taped conversation. In the section ‘Writing and Reading English’ the students responded that the task helped with grammar and vocabulary because they felt they saw an improvement in their skill. The task also helped them with their writing technique because it made them more aware of their own errors and so allowed them to improve in the future.


Meeting the Aims of the Project
The first year students were also asked to circle on a scale from “ A great deal’ to ‘Not really’ to what extent the project achieved its aims. The results are presented in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Aims of Cross Year Collaborative Work (First Year Students)
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Sixty-three percent of responses indicated that the project had met the aims over a range of areas ‘Quite a lot ‘ and ‘A great deal’ and thirty-seven percent responded that the aims were achieved under ‘Not really’, ‘A little’ and ‘Somewhat’. The areas in which the majority of responses occurred under ‘A great deal’ and ‘Quite a lot’ were:

· understand university life more easily

· learn to collaborate with other students

· learn from the experiences of senior students

· understand the English language better

· speak English more confidently

· be aware of different ways of speaking and writing English

· learn new skills in using the English language

As can be seen it is clear that the first year students not only gained help with settling into university life but also the project helped them feel that their English skills had improved. One must note that the aim of “feel more comfortable with university life”, seems to not be achieved since the majority of responses were under the ‘Somewhat’ rating. From the overall responses the greater number of responses were in the categories of English language ability.

Conclusion

On the whole working collaboratively in a task-based approach was a success according to student perceptions. The majority of students found the experience positive in both social as well as in English improvement. The project was valuable in that it was able to integrate collaborative peer work with course content and link both to learning outcomes. The project worked well because there was an assessable component for both first and senior students. The students did not see this as a hindrance or disadvantage; rather it allowed the groups to work towards a specific goal. Not only did it provide support to students it helped to enrich the learning experience for all participants.

 Even though the students only met formally five times over the semester they still managed to gain social and educational benefits. The two main aims seem to have been achieved. The first year students did feel they had some support in settling into university life and the assigned task did make them feel that they were using and at the same time improving their English language use. As for the senior students, they enjoyed the interaction with their group and the task also made them concentrate on the specific communication strategies of non-native speakers of English. This gave them the opportunity to understand better the theoretical basis of second language learning discussed in their lectures. 

However, one must stress that the evaluation was based on student perceptions. In a future project testing for improvement by teachers’ measures will need to occur. Regardless, student experience of improvement has its own independent value as an indicator of possible confidence, sense of achievement and satisfaction – all essential to the success of the learning experience.
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Q3 - Third Year

		Aims of Working in a Group

				A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Gain confidence		1		6		10		4		21

		Develop negotiating skills		1		6		9		4		20

		Learn to collaborate		1		5		10		5		21

		Gain sense of achievement		2		4		9		4		19

		Learn new skills in using English language		2		5		7		6		20

		Speak English more confidently		2		7		6		5		20

		Be more aware of different styles of spoken English		1		5		8		6		20

		Understand issues involved in learning a second language		1		2		5		11		19

		TOTALS		11		40		64		45		160

		Quite a lot & Great deal		68%

		A little & Somewhat		32%
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Q5 - First Year

		Aims of Working in a Group

				Not Really		A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Make new friends		0		4		4		4		2		14

		Feel more comfortable with university life		2		1		7		3		1		14

		Understand university life more easily		2		1		2		7		1		13

		Develop study skills		1		1		5		5		2		14

		Develop negotiating skills		0		1		6		4		2		13

		Learn to collaborate with other students		0		1		2		6		4		13

		Learn from the experiences of senior students		2		1		1		6		3		13

		Understand the English language better		0		0		3		8		5		16

		Speak English more confidently		0		2		1		9		2		14

		Be aware of different ways of speaking and writing English		0		0		2		9		4		15

		Learn new skills in using the English language		0		0		5		6		3		14

		TOTALS		7		12		38		67		29		153

		Not Really & A Little & Somewhat		37%

		Quite a Lot & A Great deal		63%
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Q3 - Third Year

		Aims of Working in a Group

				A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Gain confidence		1		6		10		4		21

		Develop negotiating skills		1		6		9		4		20

		Learn to collaborate		1		5		10		5		21

		Gain sense of achievement		2		4		9		4		19

		Learn new skills in using English language		2		5		7		6		20

		Speak English more confidently		2		7		6		5		20

		Be more aware of different styles of spoken English		1		5		8		6		20

		Understand issues involved in learning a second language		1		2		5		11		19

		TOTALS		11		40		64		45		160

		Quite a lot & Great deal		68%

		A little & Somewhat		32%
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Q5 - First Year

		Aims of Working in a Group

				Not Really		A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Make new friends		0		4		4		4		2		14

		Feel more comfortable with university life		2		1		7		3		1		14

		Understand university life more easily		2		1		2		7		1		13

		Develop study skills		1		1		5		5		2		14

		Develop negotiating skills		0		1		6		4		2		13

		Learn to collaborate with other students		0		1		2		6		4		13

		Learn from the experiences of senior students		2		1		1		6		3		13

		Understand the English language better		0		0		3		8		5		16

		Speak English more confidently		0		2		1		9		2		14

		Be aware of different ways of speaking and writing English		0		0		2		9		4		15

		Learn new skills in using the English language		0		0		5		6		3		14

		TOTALS		7		12		38		67		29		153

		Not Really & A Little & Somewhat		37%

		Quite a Lot & A Great deal		63%
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Q3 - Third Year

		Aims of Working in a Mentoring Group

				A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Gain confidence		1		6		10		4		21

		Develop negotiating skills		1		6		9		4		20

		Learn to collaborate		1		5		10		5		21

		Gain sense of achievement		2		4		9		4		19

		Learn new skills in using English language		2		5		7		6		20

		Speak English more confidently		2		7		6		5		20

		Be more aware of different styles of spoken English		1		5		8		6		20

		Understand issues involved in learning a second language		1		2		5		11		19

		TOTALS		11		40		64		45		160

		Quite a lot & Great deal		68%

		A little & Somewhat		32%
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Q5 - First Year

		Opinions on Working in a Mentoring Group

				Not Really		A little		Somewhat		Quite a lot		A great deal		Total

		Make new friends		0		4		4		4		2		14

		Feel more comfortable with university life		2		1		7		3		1		14

		Understand university life more easily		2		1		2		7		1		13

		Develop study skills		1		1		5		5		2		14

		Develop negotiating skills		0		1		6		4		2		13

		Learn to collaborate with other students		0		1		2		6		4		13

		Learn from the experiences of senior students		2		1		1		6		3		13

		Understand the English language better		0		0		3		8		5		16

		Speak English more confidently		0		2		1		9		2		14

		Be aware of different ways of speaking and writing English		0		0		2		9		4		15

		Learn new skills in using the English language		0		0		5		6		3		14

		TOTALS		7		12		38		67		29		153

		Not Really & A Little & Somewhat		37%

		Quite a Lot & A Great deal		63%
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