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EVALUATING THE LANGUAGE LABORATORY IN PRACTICE

Robert Vanderplank (Helsinki University)

1 A model for language laboratory evaluation

1.1 Background

Some time ago 1 investigated the proposition that the language

laboratory (henceforth, LLI was largely a wasted resource. 1 wanted

to find out why a valuable edecational tool. written about for over

25 years, often at great length, and in use all over the world. was so

poorly regarded by many and rarely seemed to come up to expectations

when put to the test. This work was greeted wel: by some language
schools in Britain, but on the whole. it was received with an embarrassed

,4c) silence. I had hoped to raise standards of LL use by attempting to
raise user-consciousness through the evaluation techniques which will

%.IC) be described below.

("\J The literature on LL evaluation is rather depressing. Host

(:21 studies. for example. the Pennsylvania Project (Smith, 1970). the
'communicative competence' study of Savignon (1972), and the York

Study of Green and his associates (Green, 1,75) come out against the

LL. A notable early exception is the study of Sarah Lorge (1964),

but on the whole that study remains an exception. Indeed. the last

large-scale study in Britain, the York Study mentioned above, was
particularly damning; that current uses of the LL make it largely a

waste of money.

On the other side. there is a greet deal of literature on how to
select a LL, how to manage it, how best to exploit it, its advantages.

and so on. Then there is a third branch which deals with reactions of
teachers: questionnaires, attitude surveys. such as those by Anderson

(1977) in Sweden. and by Holec (1971) in Belgium.

When, early on in my research, I complained about the basic
unfairne's of LL comparative studies. since they were loaded against
the LL from the outset by their very design. I was told that there was

no other way. As a convinced LL mom who has worked in LL-orientated
environments and is conscious of the benefits it may bring, I could not

accept the findings of many studies in any way other than trivial. If

you reduce your expensive tool to an almost insignificant role, in order

to compare its performence with some thing else. waste much of its
potential and fail to train personnel and make them aware of its poten-

tial. Oen it seems to me that you are not holding a fair evaluation.

1.2 How the model is made up

I wanted to find a means of evaluating the LL on its own terms in

practice. That is, how this sophisticated, educational tool, with its
own rationale and principles of good use, and with sound pedagogical

reasons to justify its purchase, was actually used by teachers and
learners (leaving aside purely administrative reasons for its use). I
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took as my starting point the three
basic reasons for the porde% of

any new tool: that it does the job FASTER, SETTER, or gives more USER

SATISFACTION than any other comparable piece of equipment or means of

doing the job. This would eon, in teachiag tenn the tape recorder,

a simple form of LL. such as an audio-active LL, or no educational

aids.

How are we to translate these criteria into LL, terms? Well.

writers on LL use often talk about the adventa_ o4 of using the LL. I

looked at the literature and found some g ves, but there are oven

which all writers agree on:

1. EarA learner can answer all the questions and work at' the ties.

2. Each learner is responsible for his own performance.

3. Each learner can listen critically to his own -4.=

4. Each learner can work at his own pace.
S. The teacher can deal with each learner's problems Jolly.

6. The LL can provide a variety of programmes and act on.

7. Learners are not afraid to speak in the privacy of .0'

How can we link the criteria of FASTER, SETTER, and JON

SATISFACTION with the proposed or assumed advantages given in the

literature. I would suggest the following:

WORK STUN CRITERIA MUSED ADVANTAGES

1. Quickness in performing tasks own pace. answer all

(cutting time /increasing questions

practice time per student)

2. Accuracy in performing tasks listen critically. teacher

(cuttiperfpnsgwasteo/mOs improing can help individually

class )

). Job Satiufaction
(using the intelligence of variety

the user as a contributing
factor to the above two criteria/
lnpeielmg interest awl motivation)

You may well Suggest that in reality
the links are not quite as

sot and clear.cut as I hoe made them. I would agree entirely, and

Mthis overlapp will be accoodeted in another pert of the medel,r,

inn ei)1 Mingnerilled below.
1

04$ Mose in prectIce? Of corm, the advantages de met Om

autemstically, although LL salesmen mighdet=st that they M. eating
the criteria and Miming On os whether excifit
facilities built into the LL lar:::31ed also on how they are used.

Is ether words, the advantages are only realised is practice by the

use of the facilities available and by the fulfilment of specific

condition regarding the use of the facilities. tat us tells. 'Or

insole, soused *Mateo sober 3. Each harmer can lists. critically

to his SUN voiCe. le strictly practical terms, for this assumed:,

advents. to 14 obtained, seere. amet the LL have a receed/plepheck

fasiliu and dual-track taps der, but the learner must elelie

able to manipulate centrals, drills and exercises with ease, imfteedest
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of the teacher. and hive both time and the ability to assess what has
been recorded and then correct errors. Moreover, the learner must be

aware that the responsibility for the perforeome is his alone

(assumed advantage number 2.).

In moregeneraltorns, each assumed advantage can lie sad to be

based on the oresence and use of facilities (e.g. cue/rewind, monitor/
intercom.) or functions (learner can recap/correct, teacher can listen
to learner performance/correct learner), and also on the fulfilment

of both pedagogical and technical conditions. The facilities and

functions of a morsel AAC LL 4011 well -boon and I shell not go through

them here. As far as pedagogical and technical conditions am
concerned, my model includes Mb thirty in all, some of which are

shown below: r

4A..,4

Polemical conditions of use

LL work should be purpose-4412nd
Teacher should be trained 1m exploitation of LL
Objectives of any LL session shield be explicit
Amount of LL work should permit learners to work systematically

111:111 should be pre-recorded if administrative) possible
at own pace

Learners must be trained to ovoid over- and under- learning
Learners must be trained not to rely on teacher intervention
Students must be trained in use of LL controls
Material used must be adequate and appropriate for the task

Technical conditions of use

Equipment used should be adequate for the task in terms of noise.

reliability, clarity
All facilities should be functioning
Material usi, should be teeknically adequate e.g. quality of

recording

I think it should be clear by this point that see facilities
and functions and their underlying comditiams of use can be linked to

alsost all assumed a 'while others are mere .specific. For

example, those concerned with self - assessment and corroctiom, and
possibly with over- and under-leareing can be linked Orally with
assumed advantage number 3. Oath learner the listen Critically to his

own voles. If we take this point a stage furtNer,*Metelo say that

of the three criteria for LL use; VW( 1(A) and JOB
some facilities /functions 40 comOtIoes he mathebriel 48 004

SATISFACTION (J), than on the ether two. t Is. Jed can Wight the

use of a facility or am umarlylersemiltlen with S. A. or or with

Operational Modal for the amslislil am/ evehetlps IL wic
any combination of them. The wm/ this INOrkt IS 1101,44010 le the

Let me summerise briefly whet I have and SO far. 111 model is

Wilt on :
1. utilization of facilities and fenctions. NW,
2. fulfillment of conditions andel/leg their eve.

The Omar and presence of these conditions and_the degree to which

any facility or function is exploited act as &midis, factors in

whether an assured advantage is obtained in practice in amy LL session.
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In turn, the absencelor presence of the different advantages then
indicates whether the LL session can be said to have been held for
reasons of SPEED. ACCURACY, or JOB SATISFACTION, none of these, or

any combination of thee.

2 The model in practice

211 Observation grids

The model was adapted to a set of observation grids, four in all.
These are shown overleaf. The most important grids for assessing
individual LL sessions were Grid 2. Teacher use of LL and Grid 3.

Student use of LL .

As can be seen from grids 2 and 3, absence or presence of
conditions and use of facilities and functions was net enough. I was

also interested is the degree to which equipment WS used and functions

were carried out. Each scale, therefore, had a set of operatioeal

definitions. Some exempla of the definitiems used are givee after the

grids. '0' zero - was always takes to pose 'ieeppliceble le this

session'.

It may all seem rather tad hoc' to the informed reader.' I should

say at this point that I attempted to gals validity for the ride and

definitions (which were, is fut, deriCed sillireilY Troia@ 'Marston
and findings of research on LL use) by dlstribu*SsI qweet,001111,46 RN
LL use to all teachers in the first school steeled. The results of

these questionnaires supported very strongly the model, the *Intent of

the grids and the defimitiens. It multi bo clAimed, therefere, that
teachers were being assessed by the very criteria that they themselves

accepted or supported.

2.2 The observations

There were seven observers in four schools of English (including

the author). The schools were the School of English Studies, Folkestone.
Colchester and Bedford English Study Centres, and the Bevies School,

Cambridge. Unfortunately, the teacher at the Devles School whom was to

carry out the observations proved to have neither the knowledge or the

experience to carry out the task adquately. It should be clear ky this

stage that operating this model with
a sound know end understanding of LL's

of accuracy and

reliability does require
and considerable experien-A with then. , eves a dissppoistimg

observer was, for the purposes of the trial of the model, useful in

HMO respects.

Altogether 56 LL sessions were observed. In each sissies the

observer completed the marking of the grids as the session progressed.

Some class information regarding motorists, studeets area the teacher

was, of course, known in advance, Se grids 2 and Zooid receive meet

attenese. My the end of each %Mien. ON observer had labored a lot

of quantitative data on the use of facilities red fonctise0 pod on the

'stoat to which conditions bad been fulfilled Thobe,Okta Mild then
be grouped according to their bowleg as each assumed adolitist wise
the weightimg give* to each in terms WI, A god i. A
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As was said earlier, sane conditions or use of facilities/functions

have a bearing on all three criteria and sc were given equal S,A and J

weighting, but at the SOW tide were felt to be more relevant to a

single assumed advantage and consequently
were attached to that advan-

tage. Since assumed advantages were also given S. A or J criterion,

obtaining an assumed advantage establishes
whether the respective

criterion is being fulfilled. and thus, a
qualitative assessment in

teem of Speed, Accuracy or Job
Satisfaction (i.e. their pedegooical

equivalents) is than possible.

The results for eleven out of the fifty-six sessions are shown

below (a representative sample). Two of these sessions. 19 and 39.

are also given the analysis described above. The analysts shows that

the mein criterion for holding
session 19 appears to have been Job

Satisfaction. Of course, in pedagogical tare. without the other

criteria. it could well be interpreted as
simply giving the learners

a change of scene and activity. with no clear pedagogical objectives.

In session 39, on the other hand. the Job Satisfaction crierioe is

linked to the Accuracy criterion, through an
emphasis on both

accuracy and self-responsib1lity.

The full results in terms of the three criteria were as follows:

Criteria
*umber of sessions

Joh Satisfaction/Speed/Accuracy
13

Job Satisfaction/Speed
Job Satisfaction/Accvracy

7

Job Satisfaction only
13

Speed/Accuracy
Accuracy only

0

Speed only
5

4one
3

Insufficient data
1

Only thirteen out of fifty-six can be said to have exploited the

facilities of the Li fully according to the criteria, and to have

ga;rad the advantages of U. use. So. just as the York Study found,

the IL really is under-exploited
and in these terms Is a wasted

resource for many. The reasons for the poor showing of so many

sessions bane been discussed elsewhere
(Wanderplank, 19011. but

limitations of space means that 1 can only briefly Summarise what

the godd sessions had in common and whet the limiting factors in It

use tooear to be from this study.

3 featurr, If fully-exploited sessions

The thirteen fully-exploited sessions
had the following cocoon

features:
fre4ceocy of use (once a day lr more)

-?rs skilled in LL ise

- stuoallts well -trained arm := possible /11
mcchines fully

4-4qr thwir controi)-
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4 Final coolants

I have argued that instead
ways of teaching or learning 1
LL itself is used. I bete a
behind the LL in terms of three
pu. gins more job satisfaction,

p1ttmtis11), in using the LL.

-110-

of just comparing the LL with other
rg::3ges, we need to evaluate how the

41hst we can see the rationale
criteria, that it is faster, better,
.and of seven advantages to be gained,

I would suggest that if the LL is not exploited in such a way as to
fulfil the first two criteria, then the user must demonstrate bow the
LL Is seised to the urn being wide of it in both technological tenet
aryl Wagogical terms. The models and grids which I have presented and
described do have the totential to raise user-consciousness (especially
as for 'at and etude.. checklists) through demonstrting clearly where
impro. meats can be made. As I found is any stedies. it is possible to
use the LL fully and well in a very wide variety of ways - not just
structure' drills, listen:ng exercises, or pronunciation work. In tut,
I would say that its uses and usefulness are limited by only two factors:
the skills and imagination of the teacher, and the degree of training,
preparation and responsibility which the teacher can and is willing to
give the learners.
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