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NEXMEEANEGRHSNA R, REXMSEATHEKRE
M AETEINENFERBOBRENAKLE LA, AT
ERENERFFEVEGX R, EXMHET,MERRIE Y F 8
ARCNEERS A, AXRF IO, U5 LR RETHYUSHE
AAERERRERR, EREEANRE B, 44 REHAS
TR AARGHEFHEOKF, FERINOAERFELEL B
M

HETH, LEMERFTUHRBEN) AP EZFRET —F &
NG NN ERFELAT, XEABTB RO THE, HXF,
AENERFETREN  EERF EFTHF HEHF . 5K
¥ HEEENRAEMEBE - EehE BT IH.ILEHXE
HFEEE, HPoa A5 LFFR O L+ HFERPAYL I K,
bMﬁ%T%Af%%w%%iﬂnﬁﬁ%%ﬂ%ﬂﬁo

ZENAPHNRAFAFR, UESEABFELLEFNRAL
FARETHRABAEL S LERMEA; ERULENE, BEUER
EZAMFRE N ERESINLE R, RN RBNERREE X
TE,-MBARBRARFREN HFER, L2 T R W RE £ KH
FRELS; AT MERE LEATREBEEZET S, wTERFERE
AP EEAHKFREUNFFL LN, XEAFUNILF2BENELRTE
o0 A& F, AUt BA X 2 0 A U B B A

A BN HE

—, R EBERAN(FIHE . EERTHEE), Z XA EEE
Ik #£,1994, (Jim Scrivener: Learning Teaching: A Guidebook
for English Language Teachers. Macmillan Heinemann, 1994 )
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ZVEECQGEEEIARR T D), SIH A FH R4, 1992,
(David Nunan: Research Methods in Language Learning. Cam-
bridge University Press, 1992)
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Preface

Over the last few years, two phenomena of major significance for this book
have emerged. The first of these is the strengthening of a research orientation
to language learning and teaching. The second is a broadening of the research
enterprise to embrace the collaborative involvement of teachers themselves in
research.

Within the language teaching literature there are numerous works con-
taining, at worst, wish lists for teacher action and, at best, powerful rhetorical
prescriptions for practice. In both cases, the precepts tend to be couched in
the form of received wisdom - in other words, exhortations for one line of
action rather than another are argued logico-deductively rather than on the
basis of empirical evidence about what teachers and learners actually do,
inside and outside the classroom, as they teach, learn, and use language.

Over the last ten years, this picture has begun to change, the change itselt
prompted, at least in part, by practitioners who have grown tired of the
swings and roundabouts of pedagogic fashion. While position papers and log-
ico-deductive argumentation have not disappeared from the scene (and I am
not suggesting for a moment that they should), they are counterbalanced by
empirical approaches to inquiry. I believe that these days, when confronted
by pedagogical questions and problems, researchers and teachers are more
likely than was the case ten or fifteen years ago to seek relevant data, either
through their own research, or through the research of others. Research activ-
ity has increased to the point where those who favour logico-deductive solu-
tions to pedagogic problems are beginning to argue that there is too much
research. |

If teachers are to benefit from the research of others, and if they are to con-
textualise research outcomes against the reality of their own classrooms, they
need to be able to read the research reports of others in an informed and crit-
ical way. Unfortunately, published research is all too often presented in neat,
unproblematic packages, and critical skills are needed to get beneath the sur-
face and evaluate the reliability and validity of research outcomes. A major
function of this book, in addition to providing a contemporary account of
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of research, is to help nonresearchers develop the
critical, analytical skills which will enable them to read and evaluate research
reports in an informed and knowledgeable way.

Two alternative conceptions of the nature of research provide a point of
tension within the book. The first view is that external truths exist ‘out there’
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Preface

somewhere. According to this view, the function of research is to uncover
these truths. The second view is that truth is a negotiable commodity contin-
gent upon the historical context within which phenomena are observed and
interpreted. Further, research ‘standards are subject to change in the light of
practice { which] would seem to indicate that the search for a substantive uni-
versal, ahistorical methodology is futile’ (Chalmers 1990: 21).

While I shall strive to provide a balanced introduction to these alternative
traditions, I must declare myself at the outset for the second. Accordingly, in
the book I shall urge the reader to exercise caution in applying research out-
comes derived in one context to other contexts removed in time and space.

This second, ‘context-bound’ attitude to research entails a rather different
role for the classroom practitioner than the first. If knowledge is tentative and
contingent upon context, rather than absolute, then I believe that practitio-
ners, rather than being consumers of other people’s research, should adopt a
research orientation tc their own classrooms. There is evidence that the
teacher-researcher movement is alive and well and gathering strength. How-
ever, if the momentum which has gathered is not to falter, and if the teacher-
researcher movement is not to become yet another fad, then significant num-
bers of teachers, graduate students, and others will need skills in planning,
implementing, and evaluating research. Accordingly, a second aim of this
book is to assist the reader to develop relevant research skills. At the end of
the book, readers should be able to formulate realistic research questions,
adopt appropriate procedures for collecting and analysing data, and present
the fruits of their research in a form accessible to others.

I should like to thank all those individuals who assisted in the development
of the ideas in this book. While these researchers, teachers, learners, and grad-
uate students are too numerous to mention, I trust that they will recognise
the contributions which they have made. One person who deserves explicit
acknowledgment is Geoff Brindley, who provided many useful references and
who helped to synthesise the ideas set out in Chapter 7. Thanks are also due
to the anonymous reviewers, whose thoughtful and detailed comments were
enormously helpful. Finally, grateful thanks go to Ellen Shaw from Cam-
bridge University Press, who provided criticism and encouragement in appro-
priate measure and at just the right time. Thanks also to Suzette André, and
especially to Sandy Graham, who is quite simply the best editor any author
could wish for. Needless to say, such shortcomings as remain are mine alone.
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1 Anintroduction to research methods and
traditions

Scientists should not be ashamed to admit . . . that hypotheses appear in their minds
along uncharted byways of thought; that they are imaginative and inspirational in
character; that they are indeed adventures of the mind.

(Peter Medawar, 1963, “Is the Scientific Paper a Fraud?” BBC Presentation)

This book 1s essentially practical in nature. It is intended as an introduction
to research methods in applied linguistics, and does not assume specialist
knowledge of the field. It is written in order to help: you to develop a range
of skills, but more particularly to discuss and critique a wide range of research
methods, including tormal experiments and quasi-experiments; elicitation
instruments; interviews and questionnaires; observation Instruments and
schedules; introspective methods, including diaries, logs, journals, protocol
analysis, and stimulated recall; interaction and transcript analysis; ethnog-
raphy and case studies. Having read the book, you should have a detailed
appreciation of the basic principles of research design, and you should be able
to read and critique published studies in applied linguistics. In relation to your
own teaching, you should be better able to develop strategies tor formulating
questions, and for collecting and analysing data relating to those questions.

The purpose of this initial chapter is to introduce you to research methods
and traditions in applied linguistics. The chapter sets the scene for the rest of
the book, and highlights the central themes underpinning the book. This
chapter deals with the following questions:

— What is the difference between quantitative and qualitative research?

- What do we mean by ‘the status of knowledge’, and why is this of partic-
ular significance to an understanding of research traditions?

- What is meant by the terms reliability and validity, and why are they con-
sidered important in research?

- What is action research?

Research traditions in applied linguistics

The very term research is a pejorative one to many practitioners, conjuring
up images of white-coated scientists plying their arcane trade in laboratories
filled with mysterious equipment. While research, and the conduct of
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Research methods in language learning

research, involves rigour and the application of specialist knowledge and
skills, this rather forbidding image is certainly not one I wish to present here.
I recently asked a group of graduate students who were just beginning a
research methods course to complete the following statements: ‘Research is
..” and ‘Research is carried out in order to ... Here are some of their

responses.

Research is:

- about inquiry. It has two components: process and product. The process is
about an area of inquiry and how it is pursued. The product is the knowl-
edge generated from the process as well as the initial area to be presented.

— a process which involves (a) defining a problem, (b) stating an objective, and
(c) formulating an hypothesis. It involves gathering information, classifi-
cation, analysis, and interpretation to see to what extent the initial objec-
tive has been achieved.

- undertaking structured investigation which hopefully results in greater
understanding of the chosen interest area. Ultimately, this investigation
becomes accessible to the ‘public’.

- an activity which analyses and critically evaluates some problem.

~ to collect and analyse the data in a specific field with the purpose of proving
your theory.

- evaluation, asking questions, investigations, analysis, confirming hypoth-
eses, overview, gathering and analysing data in a specific field according to
certain predetermined methods.

Research is carried out in order to:

— get a result with scientific methods objectively, not subjectively.

- solve problems, verify the application of theories, and lead on to new
insights.

- enlighten both researcher and any interested readers.

— prove/disprove new or existing ideas, to characterise phenomena (i.e., the
language characteristics of a particular population), and to achieve per-
sonal and community aims. That is, to satisfy the individual’s quest but
also to improve community welfare.

- prove or disprove, demystify, carry out what is planned, to support the
point of view, to uncover what is not known, satisfy inquiry. To discover
the cause of a problem, to find the solution to a problem, etc.

Certain key terms commonly associated with research appear in these char-
acterisations. These include: inquiry, knowledge, hypothesis, information,
classification, analysis, interpretation, structured investigation, understand-
ing, problem, prove, theory, evaluation, asking questions, analysing data, sci-
entific method, insight, prove/disprove, characterise phenomena, demystify,
uncover, satisfy inquiry, solution. The terms, taken together, suggest that
research is a process of formulating questions, problems, or hypotheses; col-
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